INQUIRY INTO POVERTY IN AUSTRALIA

A Submission to the Senate Community Affairs References Committee

From the Samaritans Foundation, Anglican Diocese of Newcastle
1. SAMARITANS FOUNDATION

The Samaritans Foundations is the social welfare agency of the Anglican Church in the Hunter, Central Coast and Manning regions of NSW.  This submission has been prepared following discussions with staff, volunteers and clients at Samaritans Emergency Relief Centres and youth refuges across the region.

2. EXTENT AND NATURE OF POVERTY

At Samaritans we tend to measure the extent of poverty in our region by the numbers coming to our centres and seeking financial assistance.  Numbers have been stubbornly high for several years and currently some 1,000 households per month receive financial and food parcel assistance at one of our centres.  These are nearly all households where no one has a paid job.  Usually they have been out of work for a long time.  All their savings are gone if they ever had any, and if some unexpected crisis occurs such as a sick relative, death in the family, fridge break down, higher than expected bill, car problems the additional household expenditure breaks their budget.  Sometimes this means there is nothing left to buy essential food. 

We can’t help much, an average of $30 per household, but because numbers are so high this equals some $30,000 per month.  Most of our referrals come from Centrelink so we have become the agency of last resort particularly in the Hunter region.

Single people of working age living alone, lone parent families and large families and people of working age are overly represented at our centres.

It is true that some families can cope financially in our tightly targeted income security system.  They need to be good economic managers, shop carefully, avoid take-aways, alcohol, cigarettes, gambling, credit cards, loan sharks and not give in to the demands of children on birthdays and Christmas time; a tough ask especially if you are battling the effects of long-term unemployment.

The destructive impact of long-term unemployment has been well documented in the past particularly with reference to loss of self-esteem, family breakdown, addiction, mental illness and homelessness.

We are therefore very disappointed that unemployment levels continue to be so high, particularly long-term unemployment.

There was some improvement in the local economy during 2002 when unemployment levels in the Hunter fell below 10% for the first time in a decade.

However, this had no impact on the numbers coming to us for assistance.  In fact in January 2003 numbers attending our Newcastle Centre were the highest ever.

Reading other research and our own experience has lead us to the following conclusions:

a. New jobs are going to families where someone already has a job.

b. Labour Market Programmes to help the long-term unemployed are not very effective.

Employers in our region tend to screen out job applicants who are long-term unemployed or have a blemished employment history.

The most effective way to help such people in the past has been job subsidies for employers or paid work experience plus vocational training for those less job-ready.  The long-term unemployed person can then approach a prospective employer with a recent reference and recent work experience and be helped back into the labour force again.  We would like to see these Labour Market Programmes brought back.

For those people unable to access private sector jobs we believe public sector jobs should be created on minimum wages in areas such as caring for the environment and the community.   This would make economic sense as well social justice sense as economists assure us this would cost no more than the present system of paying out benefits and all the flow-on costs of long-term unemployment viz refuges, mental health services, prisons, police, security guards, addiction services.  If unemployed people are saying they would prefer a job to all this (and they are) we as a community should provide the job and we have the capacity to do so.  What we need is a Federal Government brave enough to take up the challenge.

3. POVERTY AMONGST WORKING AUSTRALIANS

Whilst the vast majority of Samaritans clients are families where no one has a paid job, we are aware that families with only one income on a basic wage are not much better off financially than some unemployed families.

This can cause a poverty trap with people reluctant to move off benefits and lose all their entitlements.  We would like to see a review of the taxation system to remove disincentives to taking up work.

Families scraping by on benefits or very low wages often struggle to keep attached to their local communities.

They must maintain their phone, car registration, wardrobe etc to ensure that they can maintain their employment or seek work with confidence if they are unemployed.

Their children should be able to buy books, attend excursions and not be ashamed of their clothing.

They should be able to celebrate Christmas and birthdays and join sporting clubs.

It is no wonder such families feel their world is becoming increasingly unequal and unfair and sometimes resent new settlers in the region who can appear to take out the best jobs.  Some families are finding casual/part-time work in the growing service sector.  However, they sometimes find these low wage jobs very family unfriendly because of the irregular and awkward hours involved.

4. CHILD POVERTY

Children growing up in families where no one has a paid job can really struggle.

· Very young children are missing out on formal child care because of high fees.

· Primary school children can miss out on a solid start to their education as their parents struggle.

· Adolescents leave school early with little hope of finding work.

With a recent report from the Inquiry into Child Protection in NSW highlighting that approximately one third of children aged 4-14 have some kind of emotional/behavioural problem, it is apparent that we as a society should provide more universal support to children and their families.  We should also provide additional support to unemployed families who are struggling to cope if their children are to have some chance in the world.

Our refuges report that 70% of their young clients have mental health or behavioural disorders with increasing violence a manifestation of their difficulties.

We seek a more balanced education curriculum to make school more meaningful to less academically gifted children and guaranteed employment/vocational training for at least two years for children who leave school early.

We must intervene now to avoid a lifetime of hardship and generational transfer of poverty and the associated societal problems.

Our youth workers also express concern about access to affordable housing for young people who can’t live at home; affordable health care; and although the breaching system was changed last year and is not as harsh as it was originally, homeless young people are continuing to be breached for fairly minor misdemeanors without proper investigations by Centrelink.

5. REGIONAL AND RURAL COMMUNITIES

Regional Australia has struggled over the past decade to adjust to the new economic order of global markets free of tariffs, subsidies and financial control.  There is a perception that we attract less infrastructure funding than capital cities even though the problems of transition have been greater.

In this region unemployment has been our major problem and we have higher numbers of people on lone parent and disability support pension than other parts of Australia.  Many of these would move off their pension if paid employment became available.  Also most of the men aged 50 – 65 in our region who have retired early from the workforce would have done so involuntarily.

Housing is becoming an increasing problem with landlords more openly discriminating against young people, indigenous people and single parents with young children.

We are particularly concerned at the introduction of the new database of tenants who may have experienced difficulties with previous landlords.  People with blemishes to their housing history are increasingly having difficulty finding accommodation and we would like to see an increase in public housing/community housing to give people a second chance.  Also guidelines for the use of databases amongst real estate agents should be reviewed.

Poor public transport is another problem area in regional communities.  It is important for people to have a driver’s licence and a car if they are to find/keep their job, and increased community transport options would make a significant difference for many unemployed people in our region.

6. COMMUNITY SERVICES

We would encourage Federal Government to support local community agencies to survive in the increasingly competitive human services industry.  Local agencies solving local problems in locally relevant ways can be more effective than centrally determined models of intervention delivered by national or international organisations.

For example in response to high levels of unemployment in this region Samaritans has established in partnership with the Two Bishops Trust of the Anglican and Catholic Churches: 

· a gardening and home maintenance business run by tenants in a housing state in Windale

· a Woodrising co-operative managed by Aboriginal people in Lake Macquarie

· a Job Assistance Centre and Internet Café in Muswellbrook.

All of these are alternatives to the Job Network but there is a limit to what we can do without Federal Government Funding.

Regions continue to seek infrastructure funding to ensure that we have roads, railways and education opportunities to keep the economy strong.  We face major challenges with young people where school retention rates are low compared with Metropolitan areas (eg 22% of Upper Hunter students complete Year 12 compared with 44.4% in Sydney)

We are concerned that new technology has not brought work to regions as much as capital cities with private companies, government departments and national charities moving their human resources, finance and marketing jobs to Sydney and there by reducing employment opportunities for our young people.

Even in the media regional opportunities are decreasing with the trend for news and current affairs programmes to be transmitted to us from Sydney rather than from regional stations.

SUMMARY

Despite the difficulty there is a great resilience in the Hunter and other regions of Australia.  People still pull together in times of adversity.  Citizens value their independence and we encourage Federal and State Governments to work in partnership with us to sustain a fair, cohesive and inclusive Australia where all citizens and all regions have a reasonable opportunity to move ahead.
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