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Introduction

The focus of this submission is on young Australians who experience enduring financial and social hardship, especially those aged between 15-24 years.

The submission examines the relationship between education, employment and poverty in some detail and concludes with some strategic recommendations to build increased economic and social resilience in young people.

As our portrait of young Australians shows, high proportions of young people achieve a successful and positive transition into full adulthood and independence. 

Despite these successes, many young Australians, and we estimate this as high as 15 per cent of the cohort, experience very difficult financial circumstances and do not establish themselves in an independent sense by age 25. Failure to achieve full adult independence can then bring detrimental long-term personal, social and economic effects.

This brief submission calls for renewed attention to the experiences of young people in the transition years of 15-25 in a society that expects young people to stand on their own feet and become independent and contributing members whether it be through study, work, employment and training or some combination of these.

Estimating Youth Poverty

The definition and measurement of poverty is not yet agreed. What Australians are generally presented with is a choice between two different approaches to estimating poverty.

The first approach is based on half the average income of all Australians and estimates that 2.4 million or 13 per cent of Australians were living in poverty in 2000.

A second model sets the relative income poverty line at half the median income of all people in Australia. This measure is used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and by many European and OECD countries. This measure is perceived to be less affected by extreme values than the average income measure. Using the median measure of relative poverty, Australia is concluded to have a poverty level of 8.7 per cent of its population or closer to 1.6 million people.

Another, or ‘third,’ approach is to choose the mid point between these two figures, resulting in an estimate of 10.85 per cent or just over 2 million Australians living in poverty. 

Adopting the ‘third’ approach and drawing on figures from the first model regarding the incidence of poverty by family type, allows us to estimate that 14 per cent or 290,000 young Australians in the 15-24 age group are in relative poverty. 

This figure, however, does need to be treated with some caution. 

Research commentators have noted that approximately half of the young people who are estimated to be in poverty, according to various measures, are living at home and may not be living in family poverty.

When the ABS (1998 p5) reported on this matter, it concluded “only 35,000 had parents who were also deemed to be in poverty according to the HPL (Henderson Poverty Line)”. Recognising that their estimate “assumes the other extreme that income is shared evenly between parents and children” they conclude that the real picture may lie somewhere between the two extremes. 

That is, of the 145,000 young people aged 15-24, who are living at home and have been identified as living below a relative poverty line, about 72,500 were experiencing entrenched youth poverty. 

If a similar assumption is applied to the estimated 145,000 who live away from the family home then this submission is prepared to conclude that there were 145,000 young people living in poverty in 2000. We believe this to be a conservative estimate.

Table 1
	Youth units
	      ‘Third’ way

estimate of poverty
	Actual numbers 

aged 15-24

	Within family home
	145,000
	72,500

	Outside family home
	145,000
	72,500

	Total single youth units in poverty
	290,000
	145,000


Some further points can be noted here.

Of the youth poverty estimate that we would like to put on the table for consideration, the Smith Family calculations (2002, Table 8, p.16) indicate in 2000 that young men aged 15-24 comprise approximately 60 per cent of the young poor, or about 87,000 of an estimated total of 145,000.

They note (ibid) that the numbers of 15-24 males in poverty increase slightly over the decade after peaking in 1998. Female youth poverty declines by about 15 per cent over the decade also after peaking in 1998.

Whilst we believe it is useful to put a firm figure of 145,000 young people in relative poverty on the table for discussion, we wish to add the following caveats.

It is important to note that an adjustment down has been made to the youth poverty estimate of relative income because of the specific factor that many young people may still be living in the family home or are supported by their family.

Whilst we think it is important to put a youth poverty estimate on the table, we also believe it is important not to dwell overly much on the validity of the figure to the exclusion of those young people experiencing poverty. 

For if only 2 young people are in poverty, then we believe that is 2 too many.

Employment and Poverty Relationship

The persistence of entrenched youth poverty in times of falling unemployment and the creation of some 1.2 million new jobs during the last decade warrants some specific attention.

This apparently contradictory outcome is discussed in greater detail later in the submission but some preliminary remarks can be offered.

A long held assumption in public policy has been that the best way to get people out of poverty is to get them into work. The experience of Australia in the decade between 1992 and 2002 has not achieved this. Total jobs are up by over 1 million but the proportion of people in relative poverty, irrespective of which measures are used, has increased.

Relative poverty levels increased in the first half of the 1990’s while unemployment levels increased. They continued to increase in the second half of the decade when unemployment fell considerably.

Saunders (2000) has remarked on this outcome that getting out of poverty depends on more than obtaining a job. He illustrates that it is possible amongst other factors to obtain a job and not receive a high enough income to move ahead of the relative poverty level. As we remark below, the large increase in part-time work and casual work may be a contributing factor here.

According to Saunders (2002, p8), Australia may be experiencing something like the United States where “the poverty rate became disconnected from the state of the economy in the 1970s and particularly in the 1980s”. A major factor in the United States experience, he continues, was the rise in income inequality, which more than offset the growth in the economy and the labour market on the economic circumstances of those at the bottom.

Saunders (ibid. p12) concludes “it is thus access to full-time work that is needed to protect people from the risk of poverty” and further:

“With part-time work growing in importance, coupled with increasing casualisation of work and a trend to lower wages that is creating a new class of ‘working poor’, finding a job may change the employment status of many of the unemployed without changing their poverty status”.

A complicating factor (which is discussed in greater detail below) is the large expansion of part time employment over the past decade. Keeping unemployed people out of poverty and connecting them back into more secure income will in reality require increased recognition of the trend to part-time work and putting the right mix of incentives and social supports in place.

With these introductory comments in mind, the submission turns now to a more detailed profile of youth poverty and the general labour market and education/training experiences of young people in Australia.

Young People in Profile

Home, education and the transition to work are crucial stages as young people move from dependency to adulthood. How they make their way through those transitions will impact on their economic and social participation in the community. 

Young people represent a sizeable proportion of Australia’s total population. At the 2001 Census, Australia’s population was approximately 19.4 million, with young people constituting 14 per cent or 2.7 million of the total. 

Between 1992 and 2001, the proportion of young people remained stable. An increase in the number of 15-19 year olds compensated for a slight decrease in the number of 20-24 year olds.

Table 2
	 
	1992
	2001
	% change

	Total popn
	17,494,664
	19,386,663
	11%

	15-19 years
	1,308,300
	1,362,106
	4%

	20-24 years
	1,427,300
	1,382,408
	-3%


Source: ABS 2001a






Education

Over the past decade, there have been significant changes in the level of participation in education. Overall, the number of children and young people attending school has increased. Despite this, Table 3 indicates Year 12 retention rates have declined over the past decade. However, since 1997 retention rates, particularly for females, have been increasing. 

Table 3 illustrates how across the board, educational enrolments of young people have been increasing. This includes enrolments at schools, higher education facilities, technical and further education colleges. Participation of 15-24 year olds in VET courses has increased significantly over the past decade. 

Table 3
	
	1992
	2001

	School enrolments
	3,099,000
	3,268,000

	Retention Rates Yr 12 males
	72.5%
	68.1%

	Retention Rates Yr 12 females
	82.0%
	79.1%

	
	
	

	VET participation
	1,042,510
	1,757,000

	15-24 year olds
	438,730
	700,000

	
	
	

	Higher Education
	559,400
	726,200

	15-24 participation rates
	13.7%
	18.4%

	
	
	

	Educational  enrolments
	
	

	15-19 participation rates
	72.8%
	77.4%

	20-24 participation rates
	27.1%
	34.8%


Sources:: ABS 2002; NCVER 2002



     

While many young people progress through secondary schooling and move on to tertiary education or training, there are also large numbers who leave school before completing Year 12. According to a report by the Business Council of Australia (2003) The Cost of Dropping Out: The Economic Impact of Early School Leaving, approximately two thirds or 60,000 young people who fall into this category will not undertake further education or training. Some find casual or short-term work, while others become unemployed.

Labour Force, Employment and Earnings

Over the past decade, the size of Australia’s labour force increased by about16 per cent and the overall participation rate for 15-19 year olds increased by 5 per cent. Labour force participation for the 20-24 age group actually declined by 8 per cent (Table 4). This can be partially explained by the higher incidence of young people staying on longer at school and then choosing to go on to further tertiary study or training.

Table 4
	Labour force
	1992
	2002
	% Change

	Total labour force
	8,514,000
	9,906,100
	16%

	15-19 participation rate
	54.0%
	56.5%
	5%

	20-24 participation rate
	87.6%
	80.3%
	-8%

	
	
	
	

	Full time employed
	5,806,000
	6,643,400
	14%

	Part time employed
	1,873,300
	2,666,700
	42%

	15-19 years F/T
	236,700
	206,800
	-13%

	15-19 years P/T
	296,500
	444,800
	50%

	20-24 years F/T
	773,300
	687,200
	-11%

	20-24 years P/T
	206,600
	323,200
	56%


Source ABS 2002a








Table 4 shows an overall increase of 14 per cent in full-time employment and a very large increase in overall part-time employment.

The most striking findings are that part-time employment for young people increased at a rate higher than the national average (50  56%) and there was a significant decrease in full-time employment. During the past decade, full-time employment for 15-24 year olds decreased by approximately 12 per cent.

Other labour force data shows in 2002, the largest employment sector for 15-19 year olds was the retail sector (52%), with the hospitality sector and manufacturing employing 9 per cent and 7 per cent respectively (ABS 2002a).

In 2001, the median and average earnings of 15-19 year olds were estimated to be $141 and $205 respectively*.  For those young people who are living independently, these earnings would place many at severe risk of experiencing poverty.

Retail was also the largest employer of 20-24 year olds (22%), followed by property and business services (13%) and manufacturing (8%). The ABS estimate medium and average weekly earnings for 20-24 year olds in 2001 were approximately $500 (ABS 2001)*. 

*(These estimates were obtained through the ABS (2001). However, the ABS advises they are reviewing this data.)

Unemployment

Unemployment in Australia has declined over the past decade. The data for young people reflects this national trend. 

Table 5
	Unemployed 
	1992
	2002
	% Change

	Total Unemployed Australians
	906,400
	596,100
	-34%

	15-19 year olds
	177,300
	121,000
	-32%

	20-24 year olds
	189,300
	115,200
	-39%


Source ABS (2002a)








Within this improving picture, however, young people who leave school early without qualifications do face higher rates of unemployment. The data indicates a strong correlation between non-completion of secondary schooling and unemployment, with more than one in five being unemployed (Table 6). 

The outcomes for young Indigenous people are even more concerning as unemployment rates exceed 30 per cent, more than double the rate for non-indigenous young people.

Table 6
	Unemployment Rates for 15-24 year olds (1999)

	Educational qualifications
	Unemployment rate of cohort (%)
	Unemployment

 to popn  ratio %

	Degree/postgraduate diploma
	5.8
	5.1

	Undergraduate diploma/associate diploma
	8.4
	7.4

	Skilled vocational
	6.0
	5.6

	Basic vocational
	14.0
	12.4

	Completed secondary school
	12.7
	8.2

	Uncompleted secondary school
	22.1
	17.4

	Indigenous origins
	
	

	Indigenous 
	31.4
	16.0

	Non-indigenous
	15.4
	10.1


Source: B Chapman & M Gray , 2002  p93 







For young people who have left school early, employment opportunities are severely reduced. Business Council of Australia (2003 p7) research suggests that “at least 40,000 young people aged 15 to 19 who, having left school early, are not in some other form of education and training and are employed for less than 15 hours a week usually in low skilled and casual roles”

According to the ABS (2002a) the duration of unemployment for young people is declining. A contributing factor has been the increase in part-time work taken up by this age cohort. (It should be noted the ABS advise that due to small sampling there may be errors in this data.) However, it is important to note that large numbers of young Australians remain unemployed for unacceptably long periods.

Table 7
	Duration of unemployment while looking for FT/PT work
	15-19 years
	%

Change
	20-24 years
	           %

Change

	
	1992
	2002
	
	1992
	2002
	

	13-25 weeks
	23,200
	19,600
	-16%
	28,100
	16,200
	-42%

	 26+ weeks
	84,700
	*37,500
	-56%
	108,700
	42,100
	-61%

	Average duration (weeks)
	30.9
	20.4
	
	45.0
	35.5
	

	Median duration (weeks)
	22
	11
	
	30
	13
	


Source ABS (2002a)                                                                                                                        

(*Subject to sampling variability too high for most practical uses)

Furthermore, BCA (2003 p7) found that seven years after leaving school, approximately 7 per cent of those who completed year 12 were unemployed. But for early school leavers, unemployment is a likely prospect.

· After seven years, 21% of young men who left school in year 9 were unemployed

· 59% of young women who left in year 9 were also unemployed.

The implications of long-term unemployment are highlighted in the research of ACOSS (1999), which graphically illustrates the strong correlation between long-term unemployment and poverty (Chart 1). 

Chart 1
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The Poverty Process for Young People

In their formative years, children and young people are dependent and their development is closely linked to the family structure. 

Many young people live in families, where they are valued, respected and supported. Whilst this does not guarantee a smooth transition to independence, it does provide an environment where they can feel confident and supported as they proceed through their schooling. At this stage, some young people move into employment, while others go on to training or further education and the data indicates that these young people generally have a broad range of career options.

A second group of young people may hit a few barriers. There may be family tensions and young people may need encouragement and support to stay at school and it may take time before they find suitable employment. Nevertheless, these young people manage to negotiate their way to independent living.

For others the barriers may be more difficult to overcome. Their home environment may be disrupted or unstable, where a range of complex situations has led to conflict within the family. If left unresolved, these conflicts can lead to young people disconnecting from their family. Without a stable home environment, there may be problems staying on at school, they may leave home and as the data shows the employment option for young people who don’t complete their secondary education are severely curtailed. In these cases, young people may experience severe economic and social disadvantage, including homelessness.

Mission Australia’s youth services work with young people at the ‘coal face’, often dealing with disconnected young people.  A recent survey of the services indicated that that more than 75 per cent of their clients had sought assistance as a direct result of family conflict. They noted a group of complex issues that contribute to family breakdown including the impacts of low income and poverty, substance abuse and physical and sexual abuse, together with mental health issues. 

Mission Australia youth services commonly find that by the time young people seek help those still at school aren’t attending regularly, have a tenuous grip on stable housing or are homeless and are often unemployed. The case studies below highlight the nexus between family breakdown, dropping out of education and economic hardship. The case studies also show the high toll on young people, their families and the wider community.



Poverty – The toll for young people

Financial Hardship

Over the past decade, the nature of work in Australia has undergone a major shift. While full-time employment has increased by 14 per cent, the most significant 
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increases have been in part-time employment (42%). In addition, there has been an increase in the casualisation of employment. The experience for young people has been a doubling of part-time employment and a decline of more than 12 per cent in full-time employment. 

The implications for young people who aren’t able to find full-time work vary. Some may manage to cobble together several jobs to enable them to earn a liveable income. Others may find part-time or casual employment, but are often earning low wages and their work status may be unpredictable. Despite working, they remain at high risk of experiencing poverty. 

For those who are unemployed, Government benefits may be the only financial assistance they can obtain. Their economic outcome equates to financial hardship at best and poverty for those who don’t have the support of family or friends. 

Current Centrelink (2003) payments for 15-21 year olds who live away from home are $155.05 per weekly. This increases slightly to $187.45 weekly for young people up to 24 years. 

The Henderson Poverty Line (HPL) is a useful tool for assessing the point at which young people are in real need. In 2002, the HPL for single people was calculated at $238.26 per week (including housing).

Even with the inclusion the Centrelink Rental Assistance of $46.60, the maximum payment for 15-21 year olds who live away from home is just over $200 per week. It is therefore clear that young people whose sole income is a government benefit are struggling and require additional assistance.

Housing and Homelessness

The move from living at home and dependency is another marker that young people pass on the way to adulthood and independence. Finding affordable and secure accommodation is a major issue, particularly for young people in low paid work, insecure employment or who receive government benefits.

Homelessness may be the only option when housing is unaffordable. In addition, homelessness may be inevitable if returning home or staying with acquaintances is not an option. For many young people:

“Homelessness is best understood as a ‘process’, rather than event. Before they become homeless, young people … go through various stages before they develop a self identity as a homeless person…Young people are usually in crisis prior to becoming homeless, and it is important to provide teenagers (and their families) with assistance to see if family breakdown can be avoided” (RMIT, Youth Homelessness 2001 p5).

The importance of early intervention is therefore crucial, but as Mission Australia’s own youth services have found, many young people don’t seek help until they have no other options. 

Youth Affairs Council of Victoria (2001 p1) states that “at a structural level, the high youth unemployment rate, limited alternatives to mainstream education, low income, a lack of affordable housing and discrimination in the private rental market are key factors placing young people at risk of homelessness”.

The empirical evidence showing youth homelessness is on the rise is readily available. Research into student homelessness estimates an increase of 8.4 per cent between 1994 and 2001, with a national figure for student homeless (12-18 year olds) of 26,060 (RMIT 2001 p32).

The Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP) provided assistance for 32,800 young people in the year ending 2002. Given the likelihood that large numbers of young people don’t formally seek assistance through housing agencies, these figures can be considered as conservative estimates.

The Social Costs of Poverty

A sense of belonging and of being part of a community is more than just the physical spaces in which we live, work and play. It is also about the people we interact with in the different facets of our lives.

Australia has also undergone significant changes in recent times that have led to increased levels of social exclusion for some groups of people. The factors outlined in this submission include the divide between the ‘job rich’ and the ‘job poor’, labour market changes and growing numbers of people receiving social support.

The scenario for young people who have disconnected from their families, dropped out of school, have insecure work or are unemployed and who may also be homeless is high risk of social exclusion. Mission Australia’s youth services report that many young people who seek help have lost their direction in life and key problems include lack of:

· self esteem

· motivation

· positive role models

· a work ethic

Without the social connections established through school or work, young people are increasingly left to their own devices and often have dwindling resources both material and non-material. The potential net effect is a sense of being disenfranchised by the community. 

Policy and Programs

The main support to young people who are at risk of youth poverty is the Youth Allowance. An additional payment is extended to young people in a family situation where parents agree that their relationship with the young person has reached an irretrievable stage. This is generally understood as payment at an independent level.

Mission Australia youth services staff have concluded that it is more difficult to access this benefit and that young people can survive albeit with considerable stress.

Young people experiencing accommodation pressures, as previously indicated, can access SAAP and where required often seek specialised health, especially mental, or legal services.

Poverty By Another Name 

Staff who work in Mission Australia’s youth services often find that young people in significant financial hardship do not necessarily call themselves poor.

Instead, they have a series of ways of speaking about their own financial hardship, either in the short or long-term.

They may say, “I’ve missed the rent”, or “I can’t pay the fine”. At other times they will report that they have had no food for three days or the electricity has been cut off for the second time.

Evidence that someone is facing a sustained financial and impoverished position comes when they say, “I am unable to obtain a licence because I have a large number of unpaid fines” or “I’ve got over $4000 in fines and I can’t get any work because of my criminal record”.

Accumulated financial problems like these interfere with a young person’s ability to obtain accommodation or get connected to essential services including phone, gas or electricity.

Multiple Disadvantages

The preceding situations of young people assisted by staff from our services encounter a set of inter-related problems which are not just economic in nature but usually have a large economic component.

These can range from finding suitable and affordable accommodation through to accessing and keeping a job. Social skills and the ability to communicate and adapt to different personal styles is also important.

Key Policy and Program Tests

Unpublished survey data from staff in youth services throughout Australia report the following: about the key tests for identifying effective programs and policies. These programs and policies are aimed at minimising a young person’s risk of poverty and maximising their return to full adult participation, particularly if they have been isolated and excluded from mainstream income earning capacity.

· Access to experienced personal support and advice, mentoring and advocacy in specific instances eg with schools, courts, businesses.

· Work and training opportunities.

· Short-term income support and accommodation.

· Specialist help on social skills.

Strategic Initiatives

Mission Australia wishes to draw attention to the following dimensions of youth poverty in Australia.

· Using a measure derived from established poverty indicators, we estimate that there are about 145,000 young Australians aged 15-24 living in relative poverty in Australia.

· Of these, approximately half live in homes that are regarded as being below the poverty line, while the remainder live in other household arrangements, for example, with friends, relatives or by themselves. A proportion of these are homeless at any one time.

· Young Australian males have a greater likelihood of poverty.

· ABS data available for 2000 shows that 236,2000 young people were unemployed.

· Other data provided in our submission indicates some young people experience intermittent periods of poverty while some young people, eg early school leavers may go on to face entrenched poverty.

Taken together, we think it is reasonable to estimate that around 15 per cent of all young Australians in the 15-24 age group, or approximately 400,000 out of 2.75 million experience a mixture of intermittent and/or entrenched poverty on an annual basis.

Two sets of strategic initiatives at a national policy and program level are required:

1. Poverty Risk Minimisation

As Mission Australia staff surveys suggest, there is considerable scope to increase and better co-ordinate accessible mentoring, support and advocacy services as young people find themselves ‘sliding into’ on-going financial difficulties.

Renewed national policy attention should be focussed on entitlements especially to ‘add-on payments’ for young people in desperate need of financial respite and income assistance.

A key social policy issue at stake here is ‘equivalent and fair treatment’. Young people who stay in school receive extensive public infrastructure support via education and training. Renewed consideration needs to be given to the introduction of a comparable ‘youth investment’ allocation for disadvantage young people.

2. Making Your Way Back

The data collected and analysed for this submission illustrates that many young people face long-term social and economic exclusion. 

Mission Australia supports a bi-annual national forum convened by the Senate to monitor and report on the poverty experiences of identifiable cohorts, including young people.

It also recommends renewed attention to the income, employment, education, training, housing and health pathways for young people at risk of long-term poverty. Part of this should include revised or new government, business and non-government initiatives that tackle the many dimensions of youth poverty.
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Case Study 1





Jack had been drifting between his parent's home and youth refuges for the last few years. Having left school before completing his year ten certificate he had had a few part time jobs, but for the main had been unemployed. He had been regularly using marijuana, LSD, and drinking heavily. Jack admitted to a history of break and enters and car theft though he had no criminal record. His parents had separated a year ago, though he claimed that his family had started having problems up to eight years ago when his father lost his job. Although he wasn't getting along with either of his parents he still had regular contact with both of them. However, the fact that he was unable to live with his parents, his inability to follow youth refuge rules, and his lack of employment put Jack at severe risk of becoming homeless.








Case Study 2





Sue is 17 years of age and has been living away from home for 2 years, having left her family home due to conflict and violence with parents and physical assault between siblings. In the past two years Sue has lived a typically transient lifestyle having resided in crisis accommodation, various boarding arrangements and an accommodation programme to assist young people who are homeless and in need of specialist support. Sue has lived independently in a small unit as well as residing with a number of friends in their accommodation and in squats.





During the period away from home Sue has engaged in the use of self-harming behaviour, violence and aggression towards peers, self and family, which has on occasion resulted in ‘cautions’ from the legal system. Sue has also engaged in petty theft, auto-theft and break and enters, all resulting in legal ‘cautions’.  Sue uses alcohol, marijuana and amphetamines and has been diagnosed with depression resulting in anti-depressants being prescribed. 
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