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Summary

This submission examines poverty among students in the higher education system. It is argued that substantial levels of poverty exists due to inadequate levels of income support, and that this not only affects people as students but, together with substantial HECS debts, has a negative economic impact on later life. The situation for students within Southern Cross University (SCU) is examined through data on the region in which SCU is located, and a number of case studies are mentioned. Several recommendations are made for the alleviation of student poverty. 

1. Student poverty: a real phenomenon

Poverty among students in higher education is a phenomenon that is to some extent hidden. Despite the great expansion of higher education in recent decades, it is a common perception that students come from better-off sectors of society, and whatever economic problems they may endure are part of a short-term state that is soon relieved by high-paying professional careers. 

However there is substantial evidence that significant levels of poverty exists among students, that this is the result of inadequate income support, and that the indebtedness and deprivation caused by periods of student poverty can negatively affect a person’s economic situation for a considerable period after study. 

Those students completely or largely dependent on income support are undoubtedly living in poverty, if this status is measured by the Henderson poverty line. Data released by the Australian Council of Social Service in July 2002 showed that students and unemployed people received payments that were between 20% and 39% below the poverty line. The higher figure referred to is for Youth Allowance recipients in full-time study (those under 25), while the worst off were recipients of Austudy (full time students over 25)
. 

As bad as these figures are, in my opinion they significantly understate the case for students. The Henderson poverty line data published by the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research gives figures for those ‘in the work force’ and those ‘not in the work force’. Fulltime students are counted as ‘not in the workforce’; hence the ACOSS data give weekly poverty line figures (for July 2002) of $237.78 for full time students and $293.24 for adult unemployed people. However this defies all common sense, as full time students have transport and other costs that are at least as much as those seeking work, and including text books and materials their costs could be considerably more. Using the more realistic poverty line figure of $293.24 for all adults seeking work or in fulltime study, Youth Allowance recipients receiving maximum rent assistance (and therefore a weekly income of $189.85) are 35% below the poverty, the same as unemployed young people, and recipients of the maximum rate of Austudy ($145.05 per week) are living on slightly less than 50% of the poverty line.

It is the inequity between income support for full time students and that for unemployed people, however inadequate the latter may be, that often riles students. As the ACOSS figures show, an unemployed person over 25 seeking to study faces a loss of $82 per week due to a lower benefit and the “inexplicable” (as the ACOSS statement puts it) fact that Austudy recipient cannot receive Rent Assistance. This inequity is even inscribed in the measurement of poverty line levels, which perhaps is the historical justification for the lower payment rate of Austudy, but which has no basis in reality. 

Sue Turale and Janice Newton, who have examined the experience of poverty by students at the University of Ballarat, have undertaken the most extensive studies of student poverty in Australia. 

They have examined socio-economic and cultural status of a representative group of 54 students using various measures
, and Turale has also made a closer phenomenological studies of the experiences of 17 students who were clearly experiencing levels of poverty
. 

In the former study it was found that the income of 34 (64%) of students fell below the Henderson Poverty line, and that 36.5 (67.6%) were dependent on a government allowance. The study used several cultural indicators of poverty, including: going without food for a day; deferring medical or dental treatment for more than a month; inability to afford textbook or materials; being two weeks for more behind in rent; missing classes to go to work; avoiding the purchase of clothing. Forty (74.1%) of students experienced two or more of these indicators, 32 (59.3%) experienced three of more and 23 (42.6%) four or more. From their various measure Newton and Turale conclude that around two thirds of their sample were poor. 

Turale’s study examined more closely the impacts of poverty upon students. A number of the coping strategies used were clearly detrimental to the ability of students to study, including: an increase in part time work needed; illegal activities; reducing study load to gain unemployment benefits; reducing daily food intake; not buying texts; making notes instead of photocopying materials. The overall experience of poverty clearly induced stress and often demoralization. Turale notes “participants complained that they had to regularly ‘juggle’ bill payments and that this often resulted in them not eating on the day or two before their Austudy payments arrived. Some also expressed distress at the indignity of the extreme survival measures they sometimes adopted, such as scrounging food from supermarket bins and asking for assistance from the Salvation Army”
. 

Newton and Turale noted that the need for many students to obtain private rental accommodation was a likely major cause for student poverty, pointing out that “The Social Security Review in 1986 claimed that, as a group, young people in private rental accommodation were caught in poverty trap. Sydney students typically spent two thirds of their income on rent” 
. This is worsened for those full time students over 25 who are dependent upon Austudy, as they are ineligible for rent assistance. 

A further problem for students experiencing poverty is the increased difficulty in alleviating this condition through paid work, due to increased prevalence of low paid casual work. Newton and Turale cite a report that argues that the proportion of young people receiving low pay appears to have “more than doubled in the 1990s” and “students make up 52% of all young low-paid workers”
.

Increasing levels of debt suffered by students mean that student poverty is likely to be a condition that affects a person’s life the period of study. Newton and Turale state that debt from a variety of sources has increased for students, for example University of Ballarat and University of Melbourne have reported a significant increase in demand for student loans
. The accumulation of debt and relative deprivation, and changes to the workforce in the direction of low paid and casual labour, mean that a period of study is likely to increase the extent of poverty among graduates and ex-students. As Newton and Turale argue:

The need for higher education for employment, the encouragement of mass education, the lack of full-time employment for youth, the limited availability of financial help and the personal cost of tertiary education have led to a structure of deprivation for students. This deprivation ideally should not transfer from generation to generation as students gain market advantage from their education. Work prospects for those in areas such as community services are, however, a worrying sign that the end of student life and the beginning of employment may not radically change the standard of living. A period of casual and part-time work is the trajectory for many graduates, particularly rural graduates, and this is then followed by a long period of indebtedness for the HECS fees
.

This argument has been reinforced in a recent study by the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations, which argues that the HECS can have long-term negative economic impacts both on individuals and on society. The report argues that the level of graduate debt, and experience of the higher levels of debt in New Zealand, has influenced the following trends.

· Students and recent graduate will be more likely to live with their parents longer, and will find it more difficult to save deposits and make mortgage payments, affecting levels of home ownership. 

· Evidence from New Zealand shows that indebted students find it more difficult to obtain bank loans for housing and other needs. 

· Professionals such as doctors, lawyers, dentists and vets are compelled to increase their fees to pay for HECS repayments.

· Graduates delay having children, contributing to the fact that in 2001 Australia’s fertility reached a record low. 

· An increase in the level of emigration from Australia, which in 2000 was the highest level ever, having doubled since 1995. The New Zealand government has acknowledged that the high levels of student debt there is a factor in the high levels of emigration, particularly among professionals. 

· Lower fertility rate and increased emigration will increase trends towards an ageing fertility rate, which will increase costs for society as a whole
. 

The evidence shows that in order to minimise poverty and inequality it is imperative that student debt not be worsened by further increases and deregulation of the HECS fee, as mooted in leaked reports on changes to higher education to be delivered in this year’s federal budget. 

2. A worsening situation for students

As well as possible future increase in the HECS debt level, several other recent policy developments have worsened student’s economic situation. The general costs that people pay to study have been increased since 1999 by the GST. Carolyn Allport, president of the National Tertiary Education Union, has noted “the proportion of students needing to work to support themselves is up nearly 50% since the last survey in 1984. Nearly 60% of students believe that their employment has adversely affected their studies. The GST on books has compounded this problem”
. The ending of the GST rebate for textbooks this July will exacerbate this problem. 

Another worsened situation for students on any government benefit is the rapidly increased used of ‘breaches’ by Centrelink, which are imposed for a variety of actions including ones as minor as being late for appointments. A study by the Australian Council of Social Service has found that the estimated number of breaches in the financial year of 2000-1 was 349 000 – an increase in 33% over the previous year and 189% over the three years before June 1998. Increased requirements have meant more breaches are for Activity Test breaches (then $678 to $1431) rather than less punitive Administrative breaches. An estimated 35 400 people in that year suffered third Activity Test breaches that lead to 8 week cancellation of benefit. 

ACOSS points out that penalties exceed some criminal penalties (for example drink driving), but do not have same legal safeguards, in that the onus of proof much lower, for example many penalties can be made without even seeking a ‘reasonable excuse’ from the person affected
. A further inequitable result of this policy is that people receiving a benefit and who have been breached at least are denied travel concessions in NSW, as only those in receipt of maximum social security payments are eligible for this concession
. The problems of debt to Centrelink due to breaches are exacerbated for many by the need, due to inadequate regular payments, to apply for upfront payment of up to $500 for particular needs, which means fortnightly payments are further reduced
. Students who need student association fees, textbooks and materials at the beginning of each semester would be regular applicants for these Centrelink advance payments. 

3. Poverty in a rural area

As noted at several points in the University of Ballarat studies by Newton and Turale cited above, students living and studying in rural and regional areas face specific challenges that can often exacerbate the extent of poverty among them. While there may be an impression that living costs in regional areas is significantly lower than that in major cities, costs such as fuel and food can be subject to rapid upward moves. For example, food cost increases due to a period of extended drought and fuel cost increases due to international uncertainties have led to increased household costs of over the last year of $40 per week in the Northern Rivers area
.

Some statistics on the Lismore area, specifically 2001 census data gathered from the Australian Bureau of Statistics website, in comparison to national averages, give a picture of the socio-economic situation for Southern Cross University students living in the immediate area, (approximately 48% of SCU student live in the North Coast area, most of the remainder being external students). 

	
	Lismore
	National average

	Unemployment
	12.8%

	7.4%

	Media income/week (over 15)
	$200-299
	$300-399

	Media household income/week
	$500-599
	$700-799

	Median weekly rent
	$100-149
	$150-199

	Travel to work by train
	0.0%
	3.2%

	Travel to work by bus

	0.7%
	2.5%

	Both
	0.0%
	0.7%

	Travel to work by car
	70.4%
	64.2%

	Bike or feet
	5.3%
	4.8%


Another relevant figure from the ABS is that Centrelink customers in the Richmond-Tweed area number 39.8% of the population, whereas the figure for Sydney is 21.8%.

From these figures it can be seen that individual and household income is significantly lower in the Lismore area, and unemployment significantly higher, than the national average. This implies that SCU students, that is, those did not move to the area to study, are more likely to come from lower socio-economic backgrounds than the national average, though I was not able to gather for this submission data on the geographical or socio-economic origins of the student population here. More directly the figures show that part-time and casual employment is more difficult to obtain and likely to be at lower pay levels due to higher levels of competition for work.

One advantage for students in the Lismore area would be lower on average rental costs, as the figures show, but this would be offset for many by higher transport costs. The figures show that a significantly higher number of people than the national average rely on private car transport than the national average, and that public transport to work is virtually non-existent. This implies at least that higher numbers of students as well would be reliant on private vehicles for transport. 

Newton and Turale suggest that the “the rural recession and high unemployment levels in Ballarat” condition the levels and types of poverty they measured. The general socio-economic profile for the Lismore area suggests therefore that the general problems of student poverty will be worsened for such a regional area. 

4. Case studies

In my capacity as Student Rights Advocate of the SCU Student Representative Council, I have received complaints from a number of students on the inadequacy of income support. One recurring theme is that the restrictive (and sometimes inconsistent and illogical) eligibility criteria and inadequate nature of full time student income support can: dissuade people from study, that is, gain skills that may allow them to escape from a condition of poverty; force them to work to an extent that affects their study, or force them to study for longer than they would like, ironically often meaning they are paid a government allowance for longer than they might if they could receive adequate support for full time study. Typical cases are:

1. AB has been seeking work and receiving Newstart allowance for over a year. This year she has decided to upgrade her skills and study full time at SCU. Because of the time she has received Newstart the amount of Austudy she would be paid would be the same as her Newstart payment, but she had not realized until starting university that her Rent Assistance would be cut. AB lives at Mullumbimby, nearly 50km from Lismore, and the combination of fuel costs and loss in income is unsustainable, leaving her little choice but to study part time for a longer period. 

2. AG has spent four studying for an engineering degree from which he withdrew from after serious personal circumstances. He has since developed a representative-level interest in a winter sport and has began studying sports science at SCU, the combination of which would guarantee him employment. However he cannot receive Austudy due to ‘previous study’ rules, as he has been unable to convince Centrelink that his the circumstances leading to his withdrawal from his earlier course warrant discounting his previous study under these rules. Although Youth Allowance allows for support for a second course if clear improvements in employability can be shown, inexplicably Austudy does not. AG will need to support himself and most likely study part time for a longer period. 

5. Recommendations

Income support for those seeking to study needs to be adequate to meet basic needs, and inequities between different types of income support should be removed. This would lead to a much more efficient and understandable as well as a more equitable system of income support for students. 

1. A minimum level of income support for all recipients at least at the poverty line figure for an adult in the workforce should be set.

2. Austudy and full time student Youth Allowance recipients should receive the same rate as Newstart recipients, and Austudy recipients should be eligible for Rent Assistance.  

3. The breach system for penalising social security recipients should be severely overhauled if not abolished. 
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