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Executive summary and recommendations

Mission Australia is committed to the reduction and elimination of poverty amongst Australians and does this through working constructively with government, business and other non-government agencies across Australia and through direct service support to people and families in chronic need.

Mission Australia is a non-denominational Christian organisation and is among the largest non-Government providers of community, employment and family support services in Australia. As a result of its 120 years of working with economically and socially disadvantaged citizens, Mission Australia feels it is in a sound position to provide input to the Senate Inquiry into Poverty in Australia.

There are pockets of deeply entrenched poverty in Australia. Mission Australia believes that poverty is much more than an economic status and encompasses emotional and spiritual dimensions. Reducing and eliminating poverty therefore requires a multi-dimensional approach.

Unfortunately there are new and emerging communities of people who are living impoverished lives. Changes to the structure of the Australian workforce in the past several decades have heightened inequality between rural areas and the cities, and between different neighbourhoods in urban centres. The development of ‘job rich’ and ‘job poor’ communities is indicative of such inequality. Mission Australia is particularly concerned about the situation of jobless families; and has recently seen a growth in requests for support from farm hands, farmers and farming communities as a result of the unprecedented drought conditions. 

At the same time there has been little obvious improvement in the quality of living amongst indigenous Australians, who remain deeply and chronically entrenched in poverty. 

Mission Australia urges the Senate Committee to consider the broadest possible sources of information and research in compiling its report and looks forward to working closely with those involved in its implementation.

Recommendations

1. Establish a nationally co-ordinated Poverty Reduction and Elimination Partnership comprising government, non-government, business and community representatives to develop, implement and evaluate multidisciplinary strategies to reduce poverty.

2. Poverty Reduction and Elimination Partnership to commission research on a range of poverty related areas currently not the subject of active research particularly focusing on establishing a major deprivation/living standards survey to assess the nature and scope of poverty.

3. Poverty Reduction and Elimination Partnership sponsor the development of a national clearinghouse for research and developments in the reduction and elimination of poverty.

4. Poverty Reduction and Elimination Partnership to provide advice and support to the Commonwealth Government in developing a poverty proofing process against which all Government programs and policies are assessed.

5. Poverty Reduction and Elimination Partnership to sponsor a bi-annual forum aimed at sharing the learning and evidence collected on poverty reduction and elimination strategies from Australia and overseas.

Introduction

The Senate Community Affairs References Committee’s Inquiry into Poverty in Australia (the Inquiry) provides a welcome opportunity to consider the extent of progress made in reducing entrenched financial hardship in Australian families.

Mission Australia is a national organisation with services in a wide range of Australian communities, working with the most disadvantaged people. In the last financial year, Mission Australia worked with over 216,000 people across Australia in over 350 services.  These services are diverse and include housing support, family support, employment, youth, and community initiatives. 

The timing of the Inquiry is particularly appropriate given the workload of organisations such as Mission Australia in recent years. Welfare agencies in Australia have assisted 2.4 million people unable to make ends meet in 2002 - a 12% increase over the previous 2 years. Over 180 000 people did not receive the help that they sought, a jump of around 19%  (ACOSS 2003).

The information and viewpoints expressed in this submission are derived from a series of interviews with Mission Australia’s frontline staff and from policy positions set out in recent publications of Mission Australia, in particular those dealing with the notions of community capacity-building, breaking cycles of poverty and welfare reform.

Mission Australia is aware of the recent debate regarding the most appropriate methodology used to measure the quantitative aspects of poverty, and understands that other organisations will be preparing submissions to the Inquiry which specifically consider this issue. Rather than cover the same ground in this submission, Mission Australia has chosen to use primarily qualitative data and case studies to illustrate those factors which diminish prospects for full social and economic participation; and in looking at solutions, Mission Australia focuses on those which hold potential to enrich lives.

In the eyes of Mission Australia, poverty in a relatively affluent nation such as Australia is a multidimensional concept which includes, but which also goes beyond, material deprivation. Mission Australia’s experience has been that most Australians experience poverty not only as financial hardship but also as exclusion from social networks and isolation from community life. 

Mission Australia’s belief is that poverty is complex and extends beyond material deprivation and encompasses social, psychological and spiritual dimensions.

Viewing poverty in this way has strong implications in terms of the nature of proposed solutions. Mission Australia’s view is that proposed solutions to poverty in Australia must focus not only on relieving immediate financial hardship but also on strengthening social networks and supporting initiatives which improve the capacity of communities to cope in an era of social and economic change.

Mission Australia is convinced that the development of adequate early intervention and prevention strategies, available at the known steps in social and economic disadvantage, would significantly reduce the impact of poverty for many Australians. 

Pathway to Poverty

Economic hardship does not automatically lead to poverty. An inability to move beyond economic hardship and resolve the immediate difficulty is what will often lead individuals and families to the next stage of disadvantage. Many people who experience economic hardship could benefit from early intervention and support to alleviate this problem without necessarily cycling into chronic poverty.

Mission Australia has advocated the need to build individual and community capacity as a means of providing support with dignity to people who are disadvantaged. Strategies that focus on building skills and relationships can have profound benefits for those in social and economic hardship.

Within this context, Mission Australia believes that more work is needed on developing appropriate early intervention and poverty prevention strategies.
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Poverty and inequality in Australia

Economic hardship

The economic impact of poverty is apparent to staff working in all of Mission Australia’s services. Published data indicates clearly that low income households tend to spend more on essentials such as housing, food, fuel and power (The Smith Family 2003), experience multiple hardship, and have high levels of financial stress (Bray 2001). However, Mission Australia is keen to emphasise that the effects of poverty go far beyond being unable to buy things.

Beyond material deprivation

Mission Australia’s view that poverty includes social, psychological and spiritual dimensions, in addition to financial hardship, is reflected in Shorris’ (2000) listing of the many components of poverty:

	· Lack of money for current needs

· Lack of capital, both real and intellectual

· Inadequate housing

· Insufficient food and fresh water

· Inadequate clothing

· Unhealthy living conditions, including lack of heat and hot water and sanitation

· Limited access to medical care

· Lack of education

· Unsafe conditions

· Unsatisfactory social life


The inevitable consequence of adopting such an inclusive understanding of the nature of poverty is to appreciate the breadth of the impact which poverty has on a person’s ability to function as a full member of society. It is not just a matter of being unable to buy things, but of being unable to participate - of being excluded and isolated from one’s fellow human beings: 

Poverty is not only about missing out on the things money can buy, it is also connected with those forces that subjugate the human mind and spirit. 

(Shorris, 2000)

In this context, Mission Australia suggests that a key aim of anti-poverty initiatives must be to expand the human spirit. The disempowering nature of poverty is intimately related to the subjugation of the human spirit. It is this human element which Mission Australia wishes to emphasise, just as much as we wish to draw attention to the problem of material hardship. The impact of structural changes on the national and regional economy, when added to such personal problems as relationship breakdown, family violence, mental ill-health issues and substance abuse, produce more than statistics – they produce multidimensional crises of the human spirit:

CASE STUDY

One client takes all her important possessions when she leaves her residence (boarding house) because her door has been kicked in 8 times and possessions stolen.  Her mail is often taken, new accommodation is difficult to find and receiving income payments requires a fixed address.  

She does not tell Centrelink about her situation She apologises for her appearance, wears a hat to hide her hair and bones which  show clearly through her skin.  She cries a lot and asks to stay on the ‘Work for the Dole’ program to maintain a ‘little self-esteem’, be safe and feel normal. 

While appreciating that poverty can impact on all sectors in Australian society, Mission Australia’s experience has been that it is having a particularly severe impact on a number of specific groups in our community. In this context, there is a strong argument that initiatives to counter poverty in Australia should pay special consideration to those groups in particular social and economic distress. The situation of some of these sectors of society is outlined briefly below.

Jobless Families

Over the past few decades Australia has changed from a nation in which the overwhelming majority of households contained at least one person in (usually full-time) paid work to one in which a significant proportion of households have no-one in paid work (least of all full time paid work). In June 1999, some 160,000 couples with dependent children had neither parent in paid work and, at the same time, there were about 280,000 jobless lone parent households. These households contained around 860,000 children, representing 17 per cent of dependent children in Australia. Data collected by the OECD in 1998 indicates that Australia has one of the highest levels of joblessness among families with children in OECD countries (Reference Group on Welfare Reform, 2000b). These figures represent a major concern to Mission Australia at the broadest level – they suggest that a large portion of Australian families and their children face a high risk of being in poverty.

Itinerant Farmers

At a more specific and local level, Mission Australia is meeting a new group, the itinerant farm workers and farmers who have lost employment and income through the unprecedented drought. 

Queensland Emergency Relief Services report that local community health workers have had a 70% increase of people using services in the last six months. An inability to pay for food and day to day living expenses were identified as common experiences.  

Local small businesses were also reported to be carrying large debts due to the drought.  Other problems include financial hardship, families sleeping in cars, personal breakdown, family conflict and increased emotional problems. The demand and competition for work has also intensified in these remote areas where unemployed people already had difficulty finding employment.

Young Australians

The situation of young people in Australia (which for current purposes we define as the 15-24 years age group) is both important and complex. For this reason, Mission Australia has prepared a separate submission for the Inquiry relating to young people’s experiences of poverty. That submission should be read as complementing this more general submission.

Indigenous Australians

There is no doubt that Indigenous Australians are the group which experiences the most severe and entrenched poverty in this nation. Here, chronic poverty is intertwined with intergenerational unemployment, which in turn relates directly to poor educational outcomes, inadequate living conditions and substance abuse. Mission Australia does not intend in this submission to go into this situation in detail – that has been done elsewhere, and often by Indigenous people themselves. However, Mission Australia is keen to emphasise:

· the urgency of the situation in terms of the ongoing human cost;

· that those initiatives which have been successful have been based on building the capacity of Indigenous peoples to meaningfully participate in social development activities; and

· that, in developing partnerships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australia, Indigenous leaders have presented convincing arguments favouring a ‘rights-based’ perspective rather than a ‘welfare model’ of reform.

	Having a job clearly increases one’s capacity and resources to fully participate in society. It is a major source of self-esteem and means that people are less likely to find themselves in poverty.  Without a job, people can fail to develop to their full potential and can become isolated from their family and community. There is now a solid body of evidence that one’s employment status is closely linked to such key variables as health status which determine one’s ability to lead a productive life.




The working poor and the job rich

It is apparent to Mission Australia that current labour market trends have shifted the balance between permanent full-time jobs and part-time and casual work, between male and female employment, and between jobs in manufacturing and primary industry and jobs in service industries.  

In this situation, the impact of national structural adjustment policies is falling increasingly on non-government support agencies such as Mission Australia. Such agencies see the human face of the costs of labour market shifts. For example, changes in the makeup of the workforce which have involved the loss of fulltime job opportunities and their replacement by part-time or casual jobs have, in many cases, exacerbated the incidence of family poverty:

CASE STUDY

Martin is a process worker at a car-parts manufacturing company. He is married to Elisa and they have two children aged 13 and 9. The family lives in a two bedroom unit in Sydney’s inner west. Every week the family struggles to make ends meet because Martin’s wage is insufficient to cover their daily needs. Elisa has been looking for work over the past two years.

Martin earns $439 gross per week. On top of that he is eligible for family payment of $100 per week. After tax and superannuation are subtracted $430.00 is left. Yet essential household expenses are $421 per week. This includes rent of $180; food $180; power $25; telephone 16; and train ticket to work $20. This leaves $9 per week to cover all other expenses such as clothing. Consequently they rely on a local opportunity shop to purchase second hand clothes. Shoes are difficult to obtain through this source and the cheapest new shoes they can buy are about $30 a pair.

The family are unable to go out to dinner, see films or attend sporting events. Neither can the children participate in many school activities because of the costs involved. Martin and Elisa do not own a car.

One Mission Australia Manager stated that, at a conservative estimate, up to 5% of the clients helped last year would be considered ‘working poor’, and that on average, this service would assist a family up to 5 times in a given period. This would include assisting with payment of accounts, rental arrears, utilities and food. Mission Australia services also offer support through counselling and advocate to creditors on behalf of their clients.

Mission Australia recently asked our service managers to describe the reasons why such clients could not manage on their incomes, and the effects this has on their clients’ lives. The answers are listed below.

PEOPLE IN FINANCIAL TROUBLE FIND;

· Health care is difficult: with the high cost of hospital cover, some people find they don’t have the additional funds for the cost of the hospital stay.  

· The continued cost of having to pay doctors who no longer bulk bill is major problem.

· When a family crisis (such as a death) occurs, expenses can be financially crippling.

· Maintaining a motor vehicle - replacing tyres, paying for fuel, insurance, registration etc and unexpected expenses such as a breakdown are a constant financial drain.

· The ease of getting a loan, or a line of credit and living above their means, can leave people with spiraling debt.

· The increased price of food (the drought has pushed up prices of basic items) makes feeding a family more and more difficult.

· The GST has pushed prices up, making basic goods and services more expensive. 

· In some instances, wages are not keeping up with the increase in the costs of living.

· There can be a lack of life skills such as how to budget, learning to live within one's means, how to save and how to say no to easy money.

· It is far easier to use credit than to save for or lay-by something.

EFFECTS OF FINANCIAL TROUBLE

· People on low wages often find it difficult to budget because they are already over committed. 

· Some families find that due to circumstances, one partner has had to give up work.  Where they were used to two incomes and have been reduced to one, it can be very difficult to adjust to and requires a significant change of lifestyle.

· They cannot afford to allow for any changes to take place, which would affect their budget.

· Having savings for a ‘rainy day’ is not possible.

· People who often find themselves in this position can find that they start drinking more heavily and alcoholism becomes an issue.

· There can also be an increase in domestic violence because of the stress involved in trying to manage what little money that they do have.
The impact of changing industrial conditions on the availability, quality and reward for work.
This submission has previously noted the changes in recent decades to conventional notions of what is meant by ‘a job’. in particular, the rise of casual and permanent part-time work, the decline of employment opportunities in traditional manufacturing and primary industries, and the growth of employment in the service and knowledge-based industries have produced a profound impact on employment opportunities.

The impact of these changes on the lives of large numbers of Australians has been profound, and must be addressed if Australia is to continue as a relatively harmonious society. The earlier sections of this submission have provided information and examples regarding the nature of this impact. 

In the particular experience of Mission Australia, we are seeing increasing numbers of clients (for example, trades assistants and labourers) who are only able to gain short term work and are therefore unable to plan for their futures and the futures of their families. Mission Australia believes these are instances of a more general phenomenon wherein people who in previous times would have worked fulltime at a low-skilled entry level, and could have expected to improve their position through experience, are now unable to find satisfactory work. 

By way of example, the employment conditions for labour hire workers can be insecure and low paid, with substandard occupational health and safety provisions. The Australian Industry Group has estimated that 97% of labour hire workers are engaged as casuals; the ACTU estimates that only 10% have been with the client for over 2 years, with the average length of a labour hire assignment being 6 weeks (Hall 2002). Many labour hire companies also appear to pay lower than award rates to labour hire workers, particularly in comparison to the permanent employees with whom they may be working. John’s story is not uncommon, and is fairly typical of the people that Mission Australia assists every day.

CASE STUDY

John lives in a high unemployment heavy industrial area, is a trades assistant and has worked for a labour hire firm for 5 years.  He came to Mission Employment for intensive assistance. He was being paid $4 an hour less than the trades assistant with whom he was working. He also had to supply his own safety gear and tools. An unexpected bill or the need to travel a distance for a job interview can cause him to have to forgo purchasing items such as food; or he may occasionally be forced to seek emergency relief assistance for his family. Everyday bills and keeping his old car filled with petrol and working used up most of the money he made. He needed his car to get to worksites as most are not serviced by public transport. John’s Centrelink benefit was reduced to reimburse an overpayment in his family payment because of difficulties in projecting income due to the instability of his work. John therefore, found himself with very little money left over at the end of the fortnight. 

Mature Age Workers

Mature age workers are an example of a group within the Australian community who are largely hidden when discussing issues of unemployment and economic hardship. Mission Australia has warned of an impending crisis for those workers who are over 45 and are seeking work (Mission Australia 2000). It is also well known that as the Australian population ages there will be increasing demands on the social and income support systems. In terms of job seeker assistance, greater emphasis is needed to reverse the trend of early and forced retirement to ensure that mature age workers are not additions to the increasing number of people experiencing social and economic disadvantage.

Involuntary unemployment in this age group brings with it not only the customary difficulties of no work, but extra burdens associated with this particular stage of life. People in this situation often have family responsibilities, commitments to pay mortgages and children’s education. They are less able to follow employment prospects, given their family responsibilities.

Within this group, there are particular individuals who experience extra disadvantage. This includes women returning to the workforce after many years of raising children, people who speak English as a second language, those who have worked in labouring or other heavy physical work and are unable to maintain this due to health concerns, those who have only worked in process or routine jobs and those who are unable to read and write.

The effectiveness of income support payments in protecting individuals and households from poverty

The current income support system was developed in a time of fundamentally different social and economic circumstances than those which apply today. The system was set up in a time when joblessness was a relatively short-term phenomenon, and when families with a (male) head and breadwinner were the norm. Mission Australia is concerned that, in the current system:

· entitlement to income support is removed at an income level that is well below the minimum wage for a fulltime employee;

· households where a part time or casual worker is the only income earner are likely to require a combination of earnings and income support; and

· underemployment and reliance on income support remain unacceptably high and concentrated increasingly in particular segments of the population and in particular localities. 

Mission Australia has noted that the occurrence of multiple hardship is closely associated with having government income support payments as the main source of income (Bray 2001). Research based on records of 25,000 requests for emergency relief across Australia in 1999 indicates that the vast majority of people using services such as those that Mission Australia provides were receiving some form of social security payment – particularly sole parent payments (35% of the people using emergency relief), unemployment payments (30%) and disability pensions (17%) (ACOSS Media Release 27 November 2002).

Sole parents stand out as one group that experiences significant financial stress. Sole parents are much more likely to seek assistance from welfare agencies, to be unable to afford heating, to buy second-hand goods, to be unable to have friends over for a meal, to have pawned or sold items, to have gone without meals and to have sought financial assistance from a friend or family. (Bray 2001).

The Inquiry will be aware that the CEO of Mission Australia chaired a Reference Group on Welfare Reform (the Reference Group). The Reference Group’s Report (July 2000) had many pertinent things to say regarding the relationship between poverty, employment and welfare, and the following comments reflect these views. 

Many income support recipients consulted believed that paid work was not a financially viable alternative to income support. 

Reference Group on Welfare Reform (2000)

Unemployed people, parents with unemployed or low-income partners, and many older jobless people, face a tight income test that provides only a limited incentive to take up a share of the increasing part-time work opportunities. This situation can perpetuate poverty among a sector of society, which is particularly vulnerable to its impact.

Mission Australia is concerned that many Australians are caught in a cycle of low paid casual work between periods spent living on income support. The current social security assessment of casual earnings can deter people from accepting such work in the first place, or from reporting it if they do. This is because casual earnings immediately reduce a person's payment (and sometimes also their partner's). In the most severe cases, this can happen before they receive the money that they are owed from employment. The current system generally treats casual earnings more harshly than earnings from regular part-time work, providing a strong disincentive for people to take up casual job opportunities.  The Working Credit strategy, recommended by the Reference Group and strongly supported by Mission Australia, will assist in alleviating some of the disincentive aspects discussed above.

Despite increasing numbers of part-time and casual jobs, the allowance income test is still designed largely to encourage a return to full-time work. In 1995, the income test applying to social security allowances was eased to both improve the financial return from working part-time and provide greater encouragement for both members of an unemployed couple to work. Despite these improvements, many people face a situation where they would receive around 20 cents extra in their pocket from each additional dollar of earnings.

While most single people would be better off in a full-time job, some couples receiving income support can have poor incentives for only one to move into full-time work, especially if they are low skilled and likely to receive low wages. Where potential financial returns are small, the high costs associated with work may mean that some people are no better off financially from working than on income support. The cost of participation (particularly child care, housing and transport) may act as a significant disincentive.

CASE STUDY 

A young client of Mission Australia found that when he investigated going to TAFE full time to train for a higher paid job, he couldn’t afford to go. He would lose what little extra he brought home in a month from his casual job, and the Austudy rate would not cover his basic expenses. This has propelled him in to a vicious cycle of having to work a low skilled low paid casual job, and not readily being able to afford to study to improve his position.

 He was considering juggling part time study and working (for 4 years), but he would have great difficulty in meeting his expenses. He cannot afford $400 to complete his fork lift ticket that will allow him to use a forklift at a worksite, which would in turn make him more attractive to the labour hire company. Most worksites now require inductions and tickets/ formal qualifications to use equipment. Training for ‘tickets’ is usually privately provided (high priced, little if any subsidy/ discount available) with a small amount taking place through the TAFE system, which is hotly contested, with some licence fees being charged.

Recent Developments

Mission Australia welcomes the Commonwealth Government’s introduction of the Australians Working Together (AWT) package of initiatives aimed at addressing many of concerns raised in the previous section. 

It is recognised that the AWT package is specifically focusing on achieving a better balance of support for people receiving income support assistance wishing to also work casually or part time. Other aspects of the package that are critical to the overall success of the Government’s Welfare Reform agenda include the release of significant funding for literacy and numeracy programs and the re-introduction of working credits.

The Costs of Participation

In moving people from being dependent upon government-provided income support to participating in the labour market, Mission Australia believes it is appropriate to consider the costs of such participation (such as childcare and transport), and to take measures aimed at minimising such costs.  

Childcare is critical to enabling increased social and economic participation for many families including lone parents. The extension of subsidies for outside school hours care in 1998, for example, has been a significant improvement in assistance for parents wishing to participate in the labour market or other activities. However, increased subsidies have not kept pace with fee increases (which are not regulated by government), especially in the long day care sector. 

Particular issues arise for shift workers, workers in rural areas remote from town centres, people with variable patterns of working, families with sick children, and where parents work casual hours at short notice.  

	Affordable and available childcare that responds to diverse needs is essential in assisting social and economic participation.


Transport costs can also act as a barrier to employment and social participation.  Although State and Territory public transport authority cards can be retained for a limited period after a person leaves income support in some cases, Mission Australia staff report that transport costs are often a huge barrier for clients.  In those areas only covered by private transport companies, there may be limited provision for those on income support to access transport subsidies that make participation easier.

As well as the costs of transport, availability and reliability of services, particularly in outer suburban and rural areas, can also be a significant issue. Reliance on infrequent services, which cover a limited area, increase the time and costs involved in accessing not only paid employment opportunities, but also services, such as childcare needed to support participation. For some people purchase of a motor vehicle may be the only solution, although an expensive one.

Child Poverty

	Mission Australia believes that child poverty is embedded in family poverty.


Mission Australia has been working with families for many years, providing support services and fostering resilience, and as such is in a good position to understand the nature of family poverty and its affect on children. It is apparent to Mission Australia that changes in the makeup of families in recent times, taken together with changes in the national workforce, have had major consequences for the ability of Australian adults to provide for their children.

Data from 1998-99 (Department of Family and Community Services 2001) shows 3.1% of Australian households experienced multiple hardship in the previous 12 months 
. This equates to 222 700 households, or 600 000 people, with more than one third of those people being children under 15. Many of these families seek help from Mission Australia. 

	Many of Mission Australia’s services report that significant numbers of families cannot afford to provide the essential basic costs of equipping their children for school. The strain caused by the costs of books, bags, uniforms, lunches and excursions is magnified for those families without at least one member in fulltime work.


In 1993 - the earliest data available - 18.8% of all children aged under 15 were in families where no one worked. This figure dropped slightly, to 17.9%, in 2001 (ABS 2002a). This slight decrease appears to be due in part to the increase in workforce participation of parents in two parent families. In 1993, 10.8% of children living in couple families had neither parent employed. By 2001, this figure had dropped to 7.5%. This means that there are still about 704,000 children, aged 15 and under, growing up in families where no one has a job (Mission Australia 2002b).

Often, poverty and unemployment is intergenerational. These families face financial hardship, and their children often follow them into unemployment. Mission Australia is aware that this is a common phenomenon internationally, with children from poor households in a number of countries being much more likely to have low educational achievement, to become teenage parents, to serve a prison sentence, and to have less success in the labour market. 

In Australia, around 42% of the total number of Australians living in poverty are in families comprised of a couple with children, and a further 13% are in single parent families (Harding, Lloyd and Greenwell 2001).

CASE STUDY

Anna has six children ranging in age from under 1 to 15 years.  Anna and one of her daughters slept in a car for 18 nights whilst the other children stayed in a friend’s crowded home.  Suitable accommodation for the family took 3 days to find.  

The 15 year old boy has left school to enable him to find employment to assist his family.  Income support is inadequate as the family has nothing and is not even enough to meet the family’s food requirements and basic necessities.

To better understand the numerical data on how families have changed over the past decade and how support needs have changed, Mission Australia staff in our family specific services were interviewed. Firstly, they were asked to describe changes they have seen in the families they work with. Key themes that emerged from the answers were:

· Increasing numbers of single fathers are accessing services

· More families are using the services as a result of unstable employment and high housing costs

· Non-traditional families have become more socially acceptable: single parent, same sex, blended families, and families with small numbers or no children

· Family relationships are being put under considerable pressure, with an increasing conflict between family and work

· Less time is spent together as a family unit

· Families are not able to rely on the support of their wider family group in child rearing and other caring roles 

· Family members are living further from one another partially because of the search for sustainable employment and affordable housing

· Financial hardship is a major problem with families unable to save money on their current income levels and facing high levels of debt
Mission Australia staff were then asked to list the three major issues affecting families using their services. Financial issues and the breakdown of relationships inside the family unit were the most common. The third most common was isolation, both physical and social. Other common problems were parenting skills, housing issues, under or unemployment, alcohol and other drug issues, and mental illness.

Mission Australia emphasises that the labour market shift from fulltime employment to part-time or casual employment does not impact only on non-essential expenditure – it is impacting on the ability of families to provide for the basic necessities of life, such as food and shelter. It was commonly stated in interviews that families lack the available funds to provide for themselves, often seeking support in the form of food parcels and help with the payment of essential bills. Long waiting lists for public housing force families on low incomes into the private, and more expensive, rental market.  This in turn impacts on their ability to provide adequately for their children. And where families are unable to afford private rental, they are in dire straits:

 “In our services, we have seen an increase in families that used to be able to access private rental and are no longer able to do so.”







Mission Australia staff member, SA

Staff also reported that many of the families using their services were unable to save money on their current income levels. They reported high levels of debt and a need for financial management skills.  

Regional and Community Poverty

	The existence of regional and community poverty is intimately linked to the unequal distribution of employment opportunities between the cities and rural areas, and between various neighbourhoods within urban centres. 




Changes to the structure of the Australian economy in recent decades have had major consequences in terms of increasing inequality in the distribution of employment between regions and localities. The lower share of employment generated by primary industries in recent years, exacerbated by the current drought, has meant that many non-metropolitan regions have far fewer jobs now than in past decades. 

We have 100 people currently (November 2002) living under the bridge by the river, because there is no work around. Some of these people are families with small children. There is no government funded relief in the shire and we refer to local church groups for food. We have been known to drive them to centres 1.5 hours away to access relief or other services.   

Mission Australia Services Manager, Queensland

Such changes have been replicated within the major urban centres. Neighbourhoods with higher employment and income levels improved their position relative to neighbourhoods with lower employment and lower average incomes (Gregory & Hunter 1995), due to the unequal distribution of employment gains across different types of families and the decline in some previously-protected manufacturing industries.

Other trends that have contributed to the unequal distribution of employment include:

· the growth of the ‘knowledge economy’, and the fact that new employment growth has tended to be based in the sectors other than traditional manufacturing and primary industry sectors, resulting in increased marginalisation of unskilled people;

· the growth in the share of new jobs created in the retail, recreational and cultural services industries – which employ relatively high proportions of women and part-time workers – resulting in an increased number of jobs in which people work short hours;

· the increase in the unemployment rate over the years in a ‘ratchet effect’ where, although the rate has decreased with each successive economic downturn, it has stayed at a higher level as the economy has picked up – suggesting increasing numbers of long-term unemployed people;

· the particular difficulties faced by older people seeking work, by women seeking to re-enter the workforce after their children have grown up, and by people without fluency in English.

The most disadvantaged regions tend to have poorer educational, social and transport infrastructure and reduced employment opportunities. Cheaper housing (including public and community housing) in such regions may tend to attract unemployed and underemployed people with lower education and skill levels, including many in receipt of income support, adding locational disadvantage to existing barriers to employment.
These phenomena have led to the rise of ‘job rich’ and ‘job poor’ communities in Australia. 
New jobs, including the many new part-time and casual jobs, tend to be created in the cities rather than ‘job poor’ communities such as those in rural areas. The unequal distribution of poverty, hardship and exclusion between cities and rural areas, and between particular neighbourhoods in the cities, is a consequence of this.

Further, many of these new jobs are taken by members of households where there is already at least one person employed, thus contributing to the growth of ‘job rich communities’.
These trends raise concerns that the workforce is splitting into 2 distinct groups: those who are underemployed ie low income part time workers who want to work more hours, and those who work very long full time hours. This situation disadvantages both those who are unable to find work and those who work very long full time hours. The latter situation can lead to illness, fatigue, and a general deterioration of quality of working and family life.

The consequence of these changes is a polarised society where communities of wealthy families coexist with communities where families and children live in poverty. 

The effectiveness programs and supports can be measured by their impact in reducing cost pressures on individual and household budgets, and building their capacity to be financially self sufficient.

Research studies are unanimous in concluding that long-term and sensitive family support that effectively addresses the needs of families in disadvantaged communities can help to transform the home environment in ways that make school-based improvements sustainable. 

An important consequence of adopting an inclusive definition of poverty is that programs aimed at tackling poverty need not be restricted to the direct provision of additional money. Mission Australia’s view is that the provision by governments of services which assist poor people to meet their essential needs around such issues as health, the costs of schooling, and education in financial management, will have a direct impact on the everyday problems of poverty. 

These issues have been raised as central concerns by the Managers of Mission Australia’s services around Australia. Specifically, these include:

· the decline in bulk-billing by GPs;

· increases in the costs of school uniforms, books and fees; and 

· the ease with which people with little financial knowledge or ability to repay loans can gain access to large amounts of credit. 

These three issues are within the provenance of governments to address.

However, Mission Australia is also aware that the responsibility for addressing the problems caused by poverty is not solely the responsibility of governments. Our experience has been that programs involving partnerships between governments, community organisations and businesses also have the potential to address the causes and consequences of poverty. 

In particular, the involvement of community and business groups holds great potential to provide remedies for some of the most important non-financial problems of poverty. As discussed earlier, these include the need to build community networks so as improve social capital, and to strengthen the capacity of communities to deal with the consequences of hardship. Involvement by non-government groups should not be seen as an alternative to government initiatives, but as a means by which government can add value to their programs.

Mission Australia programs aimed at poverty reduction

Mission Australia has identified the following initiatives, with which it is closely involved, as positive means to assist people out of poverty:

JPET - Job Placement, Employment & Training is aimed at 15 to 21 (the target group is 15-19) year olds who are homeless, at risk of becoming homeless, ex-offenders, refugees and wards of the state. The objective of JPET is to assist young people in ways which not only help them with their income and personal support needs, but which also ensure they secure career paths and sustainable futures..

Intensive Assistance provides a personal program for those who have been out of work for a long time. Clients are assisted in identifying barriers to employment such as language and literacy issues, low levels of education, unstable housing, health and financial problems. Support is giving in overcoming these barriers together with skill assessment, preparation for applications, interviews, and employment, work experience and job search assistance and help with finding apprenticeships or vocational training. 

Hunter No Interest Loans Scheme provides no interest loans to people on low incomes living or working in the Hunter Valley region. The project allows loans to be used to purchase essential household items, medical equipment or other worthwhile purposes. Repayments are tailored to suit individual circumstances, with the term of the loan usually 12-18 months.

New Enterprise Incentive Scheme provides small business management training, professional advice and income support for the first 12 months of setting up a business. Assistance is given for developing a business plan as well as being provided with mentoring and ongoing support. An accredited, competency based training program in Small Business Management is also offered.

Pathways to Prevention Project is an innovative crime prevention partnership based on the concept of ‘developmental prevention’ or intervention at crucial transition points that mark new experiences and relationships in life, such as when a child starts school. The project takes a holistic approach to working with children, families and the local community concentrating on improving a child’s social, communication and behavioural skills.

Creative Youth Initiatives provides training programs in music, visual arts, creative writing, graphic design, video production and drama for homeless and severely disadvantaged young people aged 16 – 25 years. The courses aim to provide positive learning and educational experience to build self esteem, confidence and a sense of achievement and to improve literacy and numeracy skills. The program also aims to develop industry level skills that are recognised by other institutions and create learning pathways to further education and employment opportunities.

Boys in the Bush is an Indigenous Queensland rehabilitative program for young males, aged 14 to 17 years. The program teaches participants new skills including collection and distillation of eucalyptus and tea tree oils, and small business management.

Community Café Brisbane is a social enterprise where business savvy is used for a social benefit.  Affordable meals and drinks, individual support services and opportunities for training and employment assistance are offered in relaxed surroundings. The Café seeks to build a person’s individual capacity to participate in social and economic life and strengthen the communities around these people.

	Mission Australia wishes to emphasise the holistic nature of these programs. They all address poverty, but they do not directly provide money. Rather, they increase knowledge, improve skills and build resilience. They add to a community’s social capital and build its capacity.  In doing this, they attack the factors underlying poverty and provide a long-term complement to the traditional provision of cash for short-term emergency needs.



New developments and thinking outside the square

Ireland

The Irish National Anti Poverty Strategy states that the impact of poverty will be one of the key considerations when decisions are being made about spending priorities. The purpose of the strategy is not to target all policies at disadvantaged people but to make sure that disadvantaged people are given ‘proper consideration’ when policy is designed. “Poverty proofing” is mandated in certain circumstances, for example in the preparation of the estimates and annual budget proposals and in the preparation of legislation. 

Specific questions require the originating agency to consider, for example:

· How does this policy help to prevent people moving into poverty? 

· Does it ameliorate the effects of poverty? 

· Does it address inequality? and 

· Does it reduce the level of poverty?

Mission Australia supports the principle of ensuring that Government develops a co-ordinated approach to poverty reduction and elimination in Australia. Poverty proofing programs and new policy initiatives is a realistic way to achieve this outcome.

Clemente Course in Humanities

The basic concept of the Clemente Course in Humanities is a radical one. It seeks to provide a broad-based humanities education to those who are poor and disadvantaged in America. The first year of the course was 1997 and its founder, Earl Shorris, believes that humanities provides the most practical education. Shorris argues “if we can stipulate that knowing is better than not knowing, the comparison is between education, as in studying the humanities, and training, as in learning to operate a computer or mop floors or pull a tooth or make a will. We can start from the simplest kind of training, that is, training to repeat the least complex task, which might be mopping floors or repetitively entering numbers into a computer. Such work is poorly paid, with little or no chance for advancement. Historically the poor have been trained to do such tasks as a way of maintaining a low cost labor force. Compare that training to an education in humanities – philosophy, art, history, literature and logic. The distinction is between doing and thinking, between following and beginning.” (O’Connell 2000).

The Clemente course applies this approach practically to persons living in second or third generation poverty. If one has been trained in the ways of poverty, Shorris contends, left with no opportunity to do other than react, then to think reflectively, to begin to deal with the new as it occurs and to dare, is a radical new approach which has the potential for permanent change: “If the multigenerational poor are to make the leap out of poverty, it will require a new kind of thinking and reflection.” (O’Connell 2000).

These examples – Poverty Proofing in Ireland and Clemente courses in the United States – provide but two strategies, one in the realm of policy and the other in the realm of provision, which address poverty in new and innovative ways.  Many other such strategies exist, both in Australia and overseas.  Mission Australia recommends the establishment of a ClearingHouse for dissemination of innovative ways to address poverty in holistic ways.

Conclusion

Mission Australia believes that poverty must be considered as a multifaceted problem, requiring sophisticated responses. As an organisation, Mission Australia remains committed to the reduction and elimination of poverty in Australia through both its day to day support of people who are socially and economically disadvantaged and in its continual advocacy in relation to issues facing the Australian community.

Given that poverty reduction and elimination strategies have been developed elsewhere, Mission Australia recommends that this knowledge be shared and implemented in the Australian context. 

Mission Australia would be pleased to participate in further discussions and processes which bring about the reduction and elimination of poverty in all its forms.
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This diagram emphasises the multifaceted dimensions to poverty. It also highlights the key points at which interventions and support of various kinds can be provided as a means of slowing the decline in to chronic deprivation.





MOVING TOWARDS AND AWAY FROM POVERTY








� defined as experiencing two or more of the following problems: going without a meal or heating because of a lack of money, having to pawn, or sell an item or seeking assistance from a community organisation.
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