Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Poverty and Financial Hardship in Australian Today Submitted by: The Underemployed People’s Union WA Inc.

1. The UPU is concerned that a positive outcome from this Senate Inquiry will not have any benefit for our members including those living with disabilities, sickness and on pensions. 

2. Despite the strong criticism, three inquiries, and research which shows that breaching hurts individuals and communities, the Federal Government insists on making victims out of the above people who are living in hardship. 

3. The Government policy appears to be mean spirited, utterly unfair and economically counterproductive by its policy of penalising the underemployed and underpaid. Many people are forced to work casual or part time and are not counted in Government unemployment statistics. Under such insecure circumstances people cannot earn a living wage yet they are still being victimised.

4. Our members include mature professional people downsized to the scrap heap and forced to conform to rigid Centrelink rules that demoralise them. From the UPU January minutes:

“Centrelink rules demoralise people on temporary employment, harass them by making appointments they can’t keep because of their commitment to the temporary work. There is a lack of understanding and often rude letters are sent out that intimidate unemployed people”.

5. At present anyone registered with Centrelink can be placed on Mutual Obligation with a draconian Job Seeker Diary to fill in for 10 weeks. It is hard to approach a large number of employers per week while you are currently under one or more part time contracts with other employers. Networking, one of the most effective ways of getting work, is not seriously recognised by Centrelink as valid job seeking. There is no space on the diary for web-based job inquiries. The same applies to cold canvassing. They have an even more intimidating form to fill in where you have to see employers in person and they must sign that you were there, but you can only approach employers who have advertised a job in print. Our members, representing several professionals, hardly ever get jobs from advertised positions but we have all obtained work from networking.

6. The way to improve the situation is to force the issue of statistics. The government lumps the working unemployed with those not performing or seeking regular work and deliberately treats them the same. In this way such a large group is conveniently made politically invisible. This also makes it easy for political parties to dismiss the underemployed, whom they can now "recognise" as a group that does not exist.

7. By calling us "the working unemployed" we would be forcing the issue that work and unemployment are not discreet entities and independent of each other. Getting the numbers is a problem but any government would find it hard to defend their attitudes if the true numbers were made public. “Jobless Shock of 1.5m” Sunday Times Perth Jan 2003 P 15.

* 5,6,7 particularly concerns people working as tutors for a few hours a week in TAFE or university, et al. It would appear their job search skills are not recognised as authentic, they feel intimidated.
8. Suicide is high in this group but instead of utilising the skills of mature people the government is wasting important human resources. Every local public school is crying out for teacher’s aids. Why not introduce a permanent job creation scheme that would benefit the whole public education system by using mature people’s skills. These well-educated people would only need a short training course to enable them to become a permanent teacher’s aid. This would improve classroom management and broaden children’s attitude to value and respect mature people for their knowledge!

9. The current penalty system also harms the poorest and most vulnerable people in the country. People living with a disability, struggling single parents, the mature unemployed, who are more often than not long term unemployed and thus long term impoverished, and most victimised of all are those on a Temporary Protection Visa Holders who are considered totally worthless by the Government.

10. People with disabilities who are unable to master the competencies required due to disability are often penalised with an 18% reduction for six months or an $840 fine for refusal. They are then removed from unemployment benefits completely, because they refused to take a job they cannot do. One of our members was offered the same job at a later date and nothing had improved the conditions that prevented him from doing the job in the first place. 

11. Decisions are sometimes overturned after up to four months of going through an appeals process. All this is very stressful and time consuming for Centrelink Staff who also work under great stress. Much of their work is unnecessary.

12. The increasing gap between rich and poor is highlighted in our primary schools. Harsh penalties deprive children of under employed people. These children are stuck like their parents in a poverty trap condemned to poor education. They go hungry as a result of the existing breaching system. All children deserve an equal opportunity. They are not getting it today in Australia. Only 2 children in a year 3-4 class had a book for Christmas this year in a deprived area South of Fremantle.

13. Community Work and Work for the Dole Providers are the ones notifying Centrelink of non-compliance, which leads to breaches. Who are the exploiters here, the employer, who lacks understanding, some just looking for cheap labour, or the work for the dole recipient who feels victimised and exploited? 

14. Not receiving and not responding to a letter, making minor mistakes on their forms, forgetting a diary, being late for appointments or unable to attend at the last minute all incur a penalty. The penalty system traps young homeless, those that suffer from mental health problems and others with a disability. Government policy fails to understand that many of the above have no permanent address or telephone. They are often in transit or itinerants forced out of their homes. Single parents have their own childcare problems that are often ignored.

15. HECS fees force many graduates into poverty. Graduates lucky enough to find a job, living on less than $50,000, find it extremely difficult to set up a home, car etc. Those that have children are condemned to poverty, this puts strain on relationships. Poverty is the cause of the increase breakdowns in family relationships today. The children suffer the most. 

16. The term ‘Bludgers’ often used in parliament by politicians about underemployed and unemployed people vilifies a section of the community that are at the mercy of a system that is harsh and lacks understanding. The term should be banned.

17. Increasing demand on State’s grass roots community services is proof that the only thing the Government has created so far is underemployment and a discriminatory system that penalises and victimises those living in poverty and hardship in this ‘lucky country’ (only for some!).

18. The UK Blair Government recently announced a 95 million pound investment in ‘new ideas’ that will create work and keep the knowledge in the country. Why can’t Australians have the foresight to do the same? Too many jobs are lost through intellectual property going overseas. A positive solution to job creation and economic wealth of our nation needs investment to developing new ideas instead of loosing them. 

19. A final job creation concerns the question of maternity leave.  Leave should be available to all workers who can be replaced by an unemployed person. The person on leave would then get unemployment for the period of leave. Few services would be required from Centrelink for the term of the leave. This gives the unemployed job training and experience and enhances their job prospects.

20. The GST has increased poverty. The tax system discriminates against very low income earners who pay marginal tax of 80c or more in the dollar. This is outrageous. 
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