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POVERTY ON THE SOUTHERN PENINSULA

 

A Submission to the

SENATE COMMUNITY AFFAIRS REFERENCE COMMITTEE INQUIRY INTO POVERTY IN AUSTRALIA

From

Southern Peninsula Community Support & Information Centre

878 Pt. Nepean Rd, Rosebud VIC. 3939

Ph: (03) 5986 1285 Fax: (03) 5982 2601 Email: spcsic@nex.net.au
 

Contacts:
Sharon O’hehir – Manager (authorised this submission)

Georgia Nicholls - Information Officer/Budget Support Worker

 

The intention of this submission is to detail the extent, nature and financial cost of poverty in the region our service covers, which is the Southern area of the Mornington Peninsula in Victoria and to outline initiatives taken by the Centre to address the complex issues arising from the impact of poverty on individuals, families and the community.

 

There are many disadvantaging factors for people on the Southern Peninsula. It’s areas of poverty were identified in the 1999 Jesuit Social Services “Unequal in Life” survey as being in the top six areas in the high risk category of social disadvantage.

 

The southern peninsula divides into 5 areas for the Census.. This submission concerns the 3 areas of greatest poverty where almost all clients of our service reside. 

 

Demographic Profile of Shire of Mornington Areas 3/13/14 from the 2001 Census

 

	Population
 

Age
0-4

5-17

18-24

25-59

over 60
	36,313

 

 

5.56%

15.33%

5.93%

47.63%

31.43%

 
	Qualifications

 

Tertiary qualifications

Trade qualifications         

No qualifications

 

 
	 

 

8.73%

13.0%

63.2%

 

 
	Income

 

Under 300

300-699

over 700

 

 

 
	 

 

27.9%

34.74%

26.96

 

 

	Household

 

Couple-no kids

Couple-kids

One parent
	 

 

32.23%

20.56%

10.23%
	At School

 

Primary

Secondary

Tertiary               

 
	 

 

8.96%

5.33%

2.16%

 

 
	Employment

 

Employed

Unemployed

 
	 

 

86.64%

13.36%


(Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census of Population and Housing )

SERVICES 

Services provided by Southern Peninsula Community Support & Information Centre are a crucial resource for those experiencing poverty in the community. The Centre provides:

 

EMERGENCY RELIEF


CRISIS SUPPORT/COUNSELLING 

ASSESSMENT AND REFERRAL

BUDGET SUPPORT PROGRAM

ADVOCACY AND NEGOTIATION
TAX HELP






COMMUNITY INFORMATION



 

EMERGENCY RELIEF

The Centre receives $59,000 Federal Government Emergency Relief funds, by far the highest grant in the area (Hastings Centre $24,000 and Mornington Centre $32,533) – the formula for funding is based on the number of individuals and families on Parenting Payment Single, Newstart and Disability Support benefits.

REQUESTS FOR ASSISTANCE RELATING TO POVERTY ISSUES

 

There have been a continuous high level of requests for assistance due to issues arising from poverty since a peak in the middle of the 90’s. 

 

NUMBER OF REQUESTS FOR ASSISTANCE IN KEY AREAS

 

	 
	Emergency Relief
	Accommodation
	Support Services

	1991-2
	1954
	318
	970

	1992-3
	2020
	815
	2807

	1993-4
	4994
	886
	3355

	1994-5
	6519
	448
	3534

	1995-6
	6352
	355
	4411

	1996-7
	5334
	532
	4543

	1997-8
	5682
	344
	3666

	1998-9
	3240
	450
	3500

	1999-2000
	3564
	500
	3652

	2000-2001
	3476
	656
	3240

	2001-2002
	3372
	619
	3399


(Source: Annual reports for Southern Peninsula Community Support and Information Inc.)

 

Centre statistics showing income source for clients seeking emergency relief 2001-2 as:

29% 
parenting payment single

27.5% 
newstart allowance

17% 
disability support pension

7.5% 
youth allowance

4% 
aged pension

15% 
other benefit types

 

Statistics for Emergency Relief Contacts, Distribution and Issues 2001-2002

	Total Emergency Relief Contacts
	3,372

	Singles
	1,509

	Families
	1,863

	Dependent Children
	2,575

	New to the Service
	462

average 39 per month

	Crisis Accommodation
	619

	Income changes – job loss, change of circumstances, breaches
	1,008

	Health – prescriptions, doctors, travel to medical centres.
	462


REGIONAL FACTORS IMPACT ON POVERTY

 

There are issues specific to this region that affect both the levels of and long-term nature of poverty on the Southern Peninsula.

 

Lack of Employment Opportunities

The Southern Peninsula sits outside the greater metropolitan area of Melbourne where most employment opportunities are. The cost of petrol to drive to Melbourne or fares on the privately run bus service are prohibitive for those living in poverty. The low level of tertiary qualifications in the area (8.63%) compared to Melbourne (19%) disadvantages those seeking other than local retail, seasonal agricultural or summer hospitality work which is usually part-time or casual and has low pay rates and minimum conditions. Centrelink processes and mutual obligation requirements do not take the regional situation into account causing expense (such as transport costs to attend appointments or centrelink requirements, breaching and stress to many of the unemployed.)

 

Lack of Education Opportunities

All local secondary colleges report increasing levels of welfare need for their students. Families living in poverty have no money for computers, books or extra activities which limits their children’s ability to take themselves out of poverty. The Centre is flooded with requests for assistance at the beginning of each school year. The only tertiary education opportunity on the Southern Peninsula is a small campus of Chisholm TAFE having limited classes and not accessible by public transport. 

 

The attached map taken from an article “Regions play a part in high pupil drop-out rates” in the Age March 10, 2003 shows how regional factors like schoolboy drop-out rates can lead to future poverty.

 

Lack of affordable housing

The property boom has meant a decrease in affordable housing on the Southern Peninsula and an increase in homelessness. The Centre works closely with Peninsula Youth and Family Services and other local services to address housing issues.

 

Lack of Services

Many services that clients need to deal with issues are not available or are out-reached to the area e.g. sexual assault, men’s anger management, drug and alcohol support. There are long waiting lists for counselling services, up to 5 weeks and a local volunteer psychologist working from the Centre has increased her counselling to two days a week free of charge to try and address some of the need. 

 

FINANCIAL COSTS OF POVERTY

 

On the Southern Peninsula the following outcomes are common for those living in poverty  who seek assistance from the Centre. Each outcome has a significant financial cost to either government or the community. 

 

Financial stress

 

The impact of financial stress for those living in poverty is on their health, family stability and life opportunity.

 

Financial stress is caused by individuals and families having insufficient income to cover normal living expenses or to meet unexpected expenses. Many clients seek emergency relief because they are unable to pay their water, gas, electricity or phone bills after paying for rent, food, transport etc. Many clients also have difficulty managing their money and dealing with financial institutions e.g. with bank fees for excess transactions and charges of between $20 to $30 for over-drawing an account.

On the following page is a CASE STUDY of a typical client of the Centre who lives with financial stress.

FINANCIAL STRESS DUE TO POVERTY: CASE STUDY

A single mum with 2 children receiving parenting payment single, no child support from her ex-partner and living in rented accommodation.

Fortnightly Income and Expenses

Income: 
Parenting Payment Single
$ 413.10



GST component

$   16.30



Family Tax Benefit –Part A
$ 253.40



Family Tax Benefit- Part B
$   75.88



Rent Assistance

$  107.94



Pharmaceutical Allowance
$      5.80



Total Income per fortnight
$  872.42

Expenses:
Rent



$320



Electricity


$  20



Gas



$  20



Water



$  10



Telephone


$  45



Food



$200



Kids lunches


$  30



Petrol



$  60



Car registration/insurance
$  20



Clothing and shoes

$  20



Personal care


$  10



Cigarettes


$  20



Pocket money


$  20



Doctor and Chemist

$  20



Birthdays/Christmas

$  15



Car Loan


$  80



Total expenses per fortnight
$890

Deficit per fortnight



$17.58

A car is a necessity in our region as the bus service does not run in the evening or over-night, frequency is only every 45 minutes and many clients live a long way from the bus route. This single mum has none of the discretionary spending, except for cigarettes that those of us on higher incomes enjoy. She lives in financial stress, needs regular financial support just to make ends meet and if her washing machine or fridge break down or she has a minor accident she will instantly be in financial crisis.


Our Centre had initiated an innovative BUDGET SUPPORT PROGRAM in partnership with the Anglican Opportunity Shop in Rosebud. (see INITIATIVES)

Financial Crisis
Financial crisis arises from inability to repay money borrowed from Pay-day lenders or through store or credit cards (which are more and more available to those on low incomes). Money borrowed is usually used to pay for essentials, household goods or a car. 

 

Substance abuse

 

Substance abuse is both a response to poverty and a cause of poverty. Many clients of the Centre living in poverty use cigarettes, alcohol or injecting drug. These substances are all expensive to purchase which exacerbates financial problems. Giving up any of these substances can also be expensive, such as paying for nicotine patches, methodone or counselling. 

 

Physical and mental health

 

Poverty is usually accompanied by poor eating, not going to the doctor when ill (there are no longer any doctors who bulk bill on the Southern Peninsula) and particularly not going to the dentist (the waiting list at the Community Health Dental Clinic is 2 years). Mental health issues increase the likelihood of poverty and depression is common amongst those living in poverty.

 

Gambling

 

Gambling is a huge issue on the Southern Peninsula and a cause of much personal and family crisis. Isolation is a factor in the gambling levels in this region. (see attached article: Pokies gobble up $7.4m in a month from the local Leader newspaper, March 11, 2003)

 

INCOME SUPPORT AND CENTRELINK

 

The plateau over the past few years in requests for emergency relief indicates that increased income-support payments to families are being gobbled up by ever increasing cost of living expenses and poverty is simply being maintained and not reduced by this method. Income support is crucial to the well-being of individuals and families, but would have to outstrip rising expenses if it were the only method of over-coming poverty.

Emergency Relief funding is crucial for a Centre like ours to continue to assist those living in poverty with issues. If the Centre did not get financial assistance from other sources, such as donations we could not assist everyone in need.

 

Centrelink programs are of assistance to those in poverty such as rent, pharmacy, personal loan and emergency payments however, on the Southern Peninsula there is a large turn-over of staff at Centrelink in Rosebud which creates difficulty in individuals or the Centre establishing a working relationship with Centrelink. Breaching has been an area of great difficulty and mutual obligation requirements problematic in an area where few jobs are available. Changes to the breaching rules would have positive impact.

 

Volunteering, often initiated by Centrelink or a Job Network Provider helps those who are isolated or marginalised to engage with the community and to find work or career direction. 

INITITIATIVES DEVELOPED BY THE CENTRE TO TACKLE POVERTY ISSUES

CO-LOCATING WITH OTHER SERVICES

The Centre has sought Services that are of assistance to clients with poverty related issues to co-locate in the building. At present PENDAP (Peninsula Drug and Alcohol Program), Gambler’s Help, Legal Aid, Oz Child, NILS (No Interest Loan Scheme), Good Shepherd Financial Counselling, Peninsula Support Services and Centacare are co-locating.

PENINSULA SERVICE PROVIDERS MEETINGS

The Centre  works very closely with other Service Providers in the area and there is an Emergency Relief Providers Group that meets regularly to discuss current issues impacting on the community and develop responses to them.. The present members of the group are Vinnies Kitchen, St Vincent de Paul, Anglicare, St Andrew’s Church, the Salvation Army, Food for All, His Care, Peninsula Youth and Family Services and Southern Peninsula No Interest Loan Scheme

As a result of the good working relationship developed between services when a client is in need of larger amounts of financial assistance due to a major crisis, Services such as St. Vincent de Paul, The Salvation Army and Peninsula Youth and Family Services liaise together to meet the client’s needs. 

BUDGET SUPPORT PROGRAM

Our Centre has initiated this program in partnership with the Anglican Opportunity Shop in Rosebud. The program is designed to be interesting, stimulating and positive as the normal budget counselling methods had not worked with clients. Clients who enter the program are given support to bring their budget into balance, training in how to manage their money and deal with financial issues and support with other issues arising from poverty. The focus of the program is on setting life goals and taking steps to make them happen. Once empowered to manage money, clients have reported being able to apply the same process to other areas of their life. 

This program is being very successful and there are financial benefits arising from savings in present and future emergency relief funds. It would be good for such an innovative program to have further funding and wider application.
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By Julieanne Strachan

AWHOPPING $7.4 million was
pumped into peninsula poker
machines in January, State
Government figures show.

Revelations of the near-record
monthly losses on peninsula
machines coincide with new
Government clampdowns on gaming.

Plans for new counselling services,
hard-hitting advertising campaigns
and more education in schools were
unveiled last week by the State
Government.

The January figures were included
ona Government website last week.

Mornington Peninsula Shire Council
social planner Jenny McCaffer
welcomed the release of monthly
figures.

“‘We've been asking for these kinds
of details for some time now, so it's
good to see the Government has put
them out,” she said.

One month’s takings easily
outweighed money contributed to the

Community Support Fund on the
peninsula.

“It's interesting to see that so
much goes in, while only about
$6 million has ever gone to the
peninsula’s community fund.”

But Alan Giles, of the Australian
Hotels Association, said an
“‘enormous’’ amount was put into the
fund.

He said the industry put a great deal
of money into the state and the
community fund and employed a lot
of people.

*‘Gaming is entertainment. When
you use the machines properly you
haven’t lost money —you’ve spentiit.

“*You don't go to the pictures and
say you've lost money - you've spent
j=

Mr Giles said 98 per cent of people
who frequented poker machine
venues found them an attractive
recreational pursuit.

But co-ordinator of Good Shepard
House Leanne Farnsworth said such
high gambling losses were potentially
disastrous for peninsula families.

“Ithas a horrendous effect, " she
said. ‘In the worst cases it leads to
family breakdowns, and even theft in
the extreme cases.”

“‘One of the main problems is that
gamblers try to hide their losses,
which often causes distrustin
families."

Ms Farnsworth said many people
used poker machine venues to
escape their problems.

“It's an escape for a lot of people.
Those under pressure, stress or
feeling isolated often feel attracted
to these venues.

““They're not as intimidating as
pubs can be, and as aresulta lot
more women and older people are
going."”

People could often shake off
feelings of loneliness, without having
to extend themselves, while playing
the machines.

““They can be with people, without
having to interact. If people don’t
want to get into activities they find
they can be with a lot of people,
without connecting with them. "
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