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The Tasmania Poverty Coalition comprises individuals and organisations who are 

· concerned about poverty at a global, national and local level, 

· convinced that poverty can be eliminated, not merely alleviated; and

· committed to changing community understandings and public policies to address the causes of poverty.

The Coalition includes representatives of the following Tasmanian organisations:

	· Anglicare (Tas.) Inc.

· Aust. Federation of University 
Women Southern. Tas.

· Baha’i Community of Kingborough

· Business & Professional Women’s 
Club of Hobart

· Carers Association, Tas.

· Caritas Ltd. 

· Tasmanian Catholic Justice & Peace Commission

· Child Health Association 
(Tasmania) 

· Oxfam/Community Aid Abroad

· Tasmanian Council of Churches

· Good Beginnings Inc.
	· Glenorchy & Hobart City Missions 

· Hobart Women’s Health Centre

· Holyoake (Tas.) Inc.

· Link Youth Service 

· National Council of Women of 
Tasmania. Inc 

· Save the Children (Tas.)

· TasCOSS Inc.

· Tasmanian Association for State 
Superannuants

· TasDEC Global Learning Centre

· Uniting Church (Hobart)

· Womens International League for Peace & Freedom Inc. (Tas.)

· World Vision (Tas.)

· Tas. Commissioner for Children.


The Tasmanian Poverty Coalition can be contacted via:

Linley Grant




David Owen

Ph 6234 6672




Ph 6231 0755

Email:  malingrant@bigpond.com 
Email: david@tascoss.org.au
INTRODUCTION

Tasmania has a higher proportion of people living in poverty than any other Australian state.  Forty percent of Tasmanian households are dependent upon Commonwealth income support.  Our unemployment rate is now 3.2% higher than the national average, and our average wages are far lower than mainland levels.  Of those in work, many more are making do with part-time work instead of the full-time work they want and need.

This was not always so, and it need not be so now.

Tasmania did not always have lower incomes and more unemployed people than other states.  Not that long ago, we had Commonwealth and State Governments that were prepared to take responsibility for the fight against poverty.  Those governments were prepared to tax us so that revenue was available for employment creation and essential services.  They were prepared to take risks with job creating ventures because they recognised that to do otherwise was to abandon Tasmania to the vagaries of the market, and that the market would pay little heed to a small community like Tasmania.

The Tasmanian Poverty Coalition congratulates the Senate Community Affairs References Committee on its decision to inquire into poverty and financial hardship in Australia, and we are grateful for the opportunity to make input.  The focus of our submission will be on the issues that impact most crucially on Tasmanian low-income households.  We recognise that the Committee’s brief is appropriately a national one, and at this level we endorse the contents of the ACOSS submission.  However, our member organisations and individuals have unique insights into the causes and impacts of poverty as it is manifested here in Tasmania, and we intend to restrict our comments to the Tasmanian context wherever possible.  We take this opportunity to acknowledge and endorse the content and recommendations in submissions prepared by Anglicare Tasmania, TasCOSS and the Tasmanian Commissioner for Children.

The Tasmanian Poverty Coalition urges the Committee in its deliberations to recognise that our national obligation to eliminate poverty in Australia derives not merely from our responsibilities to Australian citizens but from the clear opportunity we have as a wealthy nation to model the ways in which other nations can address poverty.  Australia, after all, was a contributor to the Millennium Summit Declaration of 2000, which affirmed our shared commitment to the purposes and principles of the Charter of the United Nations.

That Declaration spoke directly to the issue of poverty:

“III.12  We resolve therefore to create an environment ( at the national and global levels alike ( which is conducive to development and to the elmination of poverty.

III.13  Success in meeting these objectives depends, inter alia, on good governance within each country.”

We assert that good governance is a necessary prerequisite of successful poverty alleviation and elimination.  Equally, we contend that the health of a nation and the calibre of its governance can be readily assessed in terms of the extent to which citizens are free to live their lives without the constraints imposed by poverty.  To be an active, fully participating citizen, to give full expression to one’s humanity, is simply not possible for those unable to address their own basic material and developmental needs and those of their families.

The submission that follows seeks to address a range of issues identified as important by Poverty Coalition members, with a particular focus on the Tasmanian context.

POVERTY AND UNEMPLOYMENT

Unemployment is the single greatest contributing factor to poverty in Tasmania.  This is especially the case where unemployment is long-term in its duration, and where households comprise a number of individuals without work.

Tasmania’s unemployment rate has been approximately 2% higher than the national average for some years, with this gap now blowing out to 3.2% (ABS January trend labour force figures).  Note that this gap would be even greater if Tasmania’s labour force participation rate was similar to that of other states.  While it is clear that Tasmania’s labour force has in recent months shown encouraging signs of recovery, it is difficult to conclude other than that Tasmania will face a major joblessness problem for a considerable period of time.

Newstart benefits are substantially below poverty levels.  At $52 a fortnight less than pension rates, no individual or familiy can lead a full life as a citizen, especially if this income level applies for a long period of time.

More than a third of Tasmania’s job-seekers (34.5%) have been unemployed for over three years (cf. 24% for the rest of Australia).  The cumulative poverty impacts of this trend are arguably the single most important contributing factor in Tasmania’s poverty ‘equation’. Tasmania still lacks a comprehensive plan of action to create jobs that targets long-term unemployed individuals and jobless households.

WE RECOMMEND:

1. That the Commonwealth and State Governments work together to create a statewide job-creation plan that targets assistance to long-term jobless households.

2. That the Tasmanian Government acknowledge that many of the best ideas for job creation and for support to unemployed people are to be found outside government.  A statewide jobs summit should be convened by the Tasmanian Government to bring together the collective ideas and energies of the Tasmanian community.

POVERTY AND THE ‘WORKING POOR’

An increasing number of people living in poverty are workers.  Being a low paid worker is tough - it means going without things which the rest of the community take for granted - new clothes, basic appliances, such as fridges, washing machines, going out and socialising, taking holidays.  It means juggling bills, borrowing from friends and family. It means serious levels of financial stress, and in some instances serious levels of debt.  There is a growing division between workers who are in secure, career-oriented jobs and the increasing number of casual and part-time workers whose jobs are often precarious.

In the report “Financial Disadvantage in Australia ( 1999: The Unlucky Australians”, the Smith Family, in conjunction with the National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling found that one in five poor Australians now live in a family where wages and salary are the main source of income.

According to ABS surveys, almost one third of part-time workers would like to work more hours yet the number of persons holding more than one job has almost doubled in the past decade.  This means that many people are working in multiple part-time jobs in order to make ends meet, while others have no paid work at all.  Furthermore, many workers are classified as “full-time casual” and have no access to “community standard” employment conditions such as annual leave, sick leave and long-service leave.

Tasmania’s lower-than-average wage structure combine with a higher-then-average proportion of casual/part-time workers to give us a major ‘working poor’ dimension to our overall poverty picture.

WE RECOMMEND:

1. That the Tasmanian and Commonwealth Governments acknowledge that decent minimum wage laws do not cost jobs, and that the international evidence shows that decent minimum wages put a floor under the living standards of low-paid workers.

2. That assistance to industry be conditional upon (i) the creation and retention of permanent or on-going, rather than casual, jobs and (ii) a commitment by the organisation to skills and knowledge development.

3. Encouragement of growth in highly skilled jobs by ensuring the provision of and access to post-compulsory schooling/training.

4. Appropriately fund community organisations to ensure workers are paid in accordance with the level of skill and responsibility.

POVERTY AND SOCIAL SECURITY

Current payment levels to reciptients of Newstart, Youth Allowance and Austudy fall well below any accepted poverty line.  Until these payment levels are lifted to the equivalent of pension payments it will be impossible to address the issue of financial disadvantage in the Austrralian community.

The practice of ‘breaching’ Centrelink recipients cannot be justified in any circumstances.  It is unconscionable for any government to adopt a policy that withdraws even the most basic of subsistence support, forcing Australians to rely on charitable organisations for survival.

WE RECOMMEND:

1. The lifting of Newstart, Youth Allowance and Austudy payments to the level of pension payments.

2. The abandonment of breaching practices that leave Centrelink recipients without even basic survival income.

POVERTY AND CONCESSIONS

Poverty is a combination of low income and the costs of important expenditure items ( items most of us take for granted as part of a reasonable living standard.  While we frequently focus on the income side of the poverty ‘ledger’, there are important ways in which low-income households can be assisted with the costs of life.  One crucial way of providing assistance is through the granting of concessions on goods and services.  It is our State Government that is responsible for the majority of these concessions, and it is important that such concessions be appropriate to the needs of low-income households, be well targeted, and be provided in such a way that access to them is equitable and transparent.

I am lucky my pharmacist will allow me to get prescriptions and other purchases on credit on the condition that I pay for them on my next payday.  So does my local service station, I see myself as luckier than most when I hear my neighbours saying that they have to wait two or three days to get antibiotics for their children.

(Participant, TASDEC Active Citizenship Skills course, 2002)
The development of the current concessions system has occurred over a lengthy time period, generally without reference to broad social policy frameworks.  As a result, the concessions system ( who receives concessions, what the concessions apply to, and how eligible individuals and households currently apply for such concessions ( is arbitrary, inappropriately targeted, and cumbersome in its operation.

WE RECOMMEND:

A full review and overhaul of the concessions system is overdue.  We urge the Tasmanian Government to allocate funds to such a review, with particular attention to the wide consultation processes that would be required.  Any review of the current concessions system should consider the following options:

· Abolishing residential land tax concession for moderate and high-income earners, leaving the concession to apply to only low-income earners. This option would provide a considerable revenue gain.  The current concession is a prime example of poorly-targeted assistance.

· Abolishing rates concessions for moderate and high-income earners by restricting the 30% pensioner rates concession to those on low incomes. The current system provides the greatest benefit to those in high value homes. 
· Extending Pensioner concessions to all Health Care Card holders; extending the eligibility of the current system of Pensioner concessions to all Health Care Card holders with no other changes is an option that would provide a fair outcome to all low-income earners in Tasmania.
· Reviewing the Heating Allowance; this twice-yearly grant of $28 available to Pensioner Concession Card holders is an ineffective, inadequate and inequitable concession.  It is available only upon application and has an extremely low uptake rate; a review of this allowance would allow this funding to be redirected into a fairer concession.

· Recognising that Tasmanians are dependent upon a range of energy sources for heating purposes, including oil, gas and wood, and ensuring that these sources are taken into account when developing concessions to low-income consumers. 

It is essential that a review of the concessions system give consideration to options for streamlining the processes of applying for concessions.  It is apparent that many households who are eligible for concessions are unaware of their eligibility, or are unable to confront the application processes involved.  We call for the development of a single application process through Service Tasmania, utilising existing protocols with Centrelink to confirm eligibility, so that all agencies involved in the provision of concessions are able to respond immediately.

The Commonwealth Government too has a major role to play with respect to concessions, especially in health care.  We reject attempts to increase the cost of pharmaceutical co-payments for low-income households.  We further urge the Commonwealth to ensure that attempts to expand the coverage of concessions (such as to non-pensioner seniors) are matched with appropriate funding to State Governments expected to administer concession systems.

POVERTY AND HOUSING

Secure, affordable, appropriately-located housing is a fundamental component of any coherent plan to alleviate poverty.  Individuals and families cannot fully participate in their community and society until and unless they have housing security.

A recent Tasmanian Government publication* confirmed that waiting lists for public housing have increased by 74% in just 2 years; that there are 2241 households waiting for public housing assistance, and that 82% of those allocated public housing are classified as ‘Category 1’, the area of greatest need.  Despite this, funding for public and community housing in Tasmania has declined, and the recent Commonwealth offer of a new Commonwealth-State Housing Agreement suggests that even fewer funds will be available in the future.

Someone tried to steal my car, but trashed it instead, causing hundreds of dollars in damage. I live in a public housing area where house breaking and stealing cars happens on a daily basis. I rang Housing to tell them that I couldn’t pay my rent that week because I had to pay the repair bill for my car.  The team leader suggested that I contact Anglicare and they could teach me how to budget my money better. I have been studying and working part time for nine years. I have been on a parenting payment or part parenting payment all that time, and have never before had difficulty paying my bills in actual fact I budget really well.  I see myself as a good tenant, I don’t cause problems and I maintain my property well and the only comment that I get is to ring Anglicare.   How insulting and patronising.

(Participant, TASDEC Active Citizenship Skills course, 2002)
Inability to access affordable and appropriate housing is a significant cause of homelessness and poverty.  This creates a continuing cycle of poverty and family dependence on the welfare system.

There is currently no reliable method of analysing the true levels of homelessness in the state.  Increased levels of unemployment, low paying work (below the poverty line), single parent families and one income families means that for many families too large a proportion of their income (over 30%) goes in maintaining a roof over their heads.  Demand for affordable housing is increasing due to a shortage of housing in the public and private rental sectors.  The failure of successive Tasmanian Governments to provide sufficient affordable housing has led to increased house prices and rents.

WE RECOMMEND:

1. Commonwealth and State Government injection of funds to create more public and community housing.

2. Modification of the current emphasis on homelessness as the criterion for persons to receive housing assistance.  Public housing must be allocated to low-income households to prevent homelessness, not merely to respond to it.

3. Establishment of  a reliable method for analysing true levels of homelessness in the state.

4. Establishment of a Rental Bond-Board to ensure tenants’ bonds are not unfairly retained and to create a source of funding for community housing

POVERTY AND HEALTH

Good health is a basic determinant of other life chances.  Access to adequate health services is, sadly, becoming increasingly determined not by need but by capacity to pay.  Primary health care, preventative services and health promotion are not accorded the importance and resources necessary for them to maintain the highest health standards of the whole community.

Tasmanians have a generally lower level of health than other Australians and a high proportion of poor health pratices (e.g., obesity, cigarette smoking), and preventable ill health (e.g., heart disease) 

Acute/tertiary health services use a disproportionate amount of health resources.  Regional disadvantage exacerbates individual health problems

WE RECOMMEND:

1. That the Commonwealth Government  include dental and hearing aid services within basic Medicare coverage;

2. Increased Tasmanian Government support for primary health care initiatives and for health promotion.

3. Better rationalisation throughout the State of expensive health services, with increased transport and accommodation support for people living outside larger centres needing access to centrally-based services.

4. Initiatives to keep nursing staff in our public hospital system, including: Increases in nursing salaries to levels commensurate with the degree of responsibility taken, knowledge attained and mainland equivalence; patient load reduction to safe and manageable levels, and adequate/regular in-service training for to all those entering and employed in the nursing profession.

5. Increased Government support for health-sustainable industries.  Specifically, a move from budget reliance on income from poor health practices (e.g., tobacco and alcohol sales and gambling taxes) with tax support for industries which encourage sound preventive and health sustaining strategies.

POVERTY AND
CONSUMER PROTECTION

Successive governments at State and Commonwealth levels have championed the concept of consumer choice and have pursued this notion by encouraging / forcing competition between suppliers of essential goods and services across all industry sectors.

Instead of one provider of telephone services providing one uninspiring but affordable service, low-income households are now faced with a plethora of exciting but ultimately unaffordable telecommunications services.  Instead of one basic banking option common to all banks ( again uninspiring but with few attendant fees and charges ( households are now bombarded with choices between financial services that uniformly have high fees attached.  Instead of the certainty of a pension that would provide security if not comfort, or a superannuation scheme based on highly-regulated, low-risk investments, households are now ‘encouraged’ to make crucially important choices between higher-risk retirement investment options.

The emphasis on choice and competition has not been matched by a corresponding emphasis on ensuring that Australians have the capacity to exercise those choices prudently.  While many Poverty Coalition members have traditionally focused on the income-support and service-provision side of the poverty ‘ledger’, we are increasingly aware that the consumption/expenditure side of that ledger is having a major impact on the extent, seriousness and duration of poverty.  Key consumer-choice decisions will increasingly be a factor in the awful calculus that determines whether Tasmanians’ low incomes will stretch to cover essential goods and services.  An uninformed decision (or one influenced by misinformation) on a housing loan or a retirement investment option can loom as a major poverty trap in future years.  Even poor decisions about mobile phone contracts or internet access can wreak havoc with family budgets.

Two strategic approaches are required to address this issue.  First, the work of national and state regulatory bodies in exposing and prosecuting unethical business practices must be supported.  We view with concern the low level of resources provided to Tasmania’s Office of Consumer Affairs and Fair Trading.  Even more concerning is the clear agenda of the Commonwealth Government of limiting the vitally important role played by the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission.  We acknowledge the increasing ACCC focus on low-income and other vulnerable consumer households and call on the Commonwealth Government to support that focus.

The second strategy must revolve around consumer education and must be targeted at Australians of all ages.  Here governments and non-government organisations have a key role to play, but again, resources will be needed.

POVERTY AND CHILDREN

Until the 1980s, Tasmania had a standard of living equal to, or better than any mainland state.  This is no longer true. Although Tasmania has a good legislative framework with respect to children, it is clear that successive governments have not sufficiently valued children.  As a result, over 33% of Tasmanian children now live in households dependent on Commonwealth benefits that are below the poverty line.

The Children, Young Persons and Their Families Act 1997, has one object : ”to provide for the care and protection of children in a manner that maximises a child’s opportunity to grow up in a safe and stable environment and to reach his or her full potential.” Pre-requisites for reaching full potential include, a safe and stable home and community plus adequate income for basics like food, shelter, warmth, clothing, and education.  This is not happening for those Tasmanian children living in poverty.

Poverty increases feelings of loss of security, stress, exhaustion, anger, frustration and despair.  Adults may turn to risk-taking activities, law breaking, excessive alcohol intake, gambling and drug taking, and violence.  Such activities generally increase child poverty, family break-down, and social and financial exclusion, compounding the economic impacts of poverty 

Family fragmentation also seriously increases the financial burden on national and state resources, via increased health services, special educational services,social services, legal services, correctional services, etc. throughout the life-time of children affected. There is less per capita welfare available for each of those in need.

WE RECOMMEND:

1. Examination and adaptation of interventions carried out successfully in other countries (e.g.France & Sweden) to reduce their poverty and child-raising related problems..

2. Re-establishment of parenting skills education courses for all students and parents-to-be, including conflict resolution, budgeting, basic home management, nutrition and health, child-care and child development training.

3. A return to free primary school education for all children in Tasmanian State Schools; including the provision of subsidised meals, uniforms and excursions where necessary.

POVERTY AND

TASMANIA TOGETHER
Tasmania Together is an attempt to develop an overarching vision/plan for the state, developed following extensive consultation across Tasmania and enshrined in legislation passed by the Tasmanian Parliament.  Poverty was identified as a key problem for many Tasmanians during the community consultations held in the early stages of the Tasmania Together process, and the first stated goal of the resulting plan is to “Ensure all Tasmanians have a reasonable standard of living with regard to food, shelter, transport, justice, education, communication, health and community services”.

The Tasmania Together vision includes a range of “challenges” facing the Tasmanian community in its pursuit of the above goal: 

· Reduce the relative cost of basic items (food, electricity, housing, transport, Health) for low-income earners by 2020.

· Ensure every Tasmanian household has income above the poverty line by 2020.

· Reduce the number of long-term unemployed to the level of the national average by 2005 and have the lowest level in Australia by 2020.

· Ensure every Tasmanian is able to raise at least $2000 in a week, in the event of an emergency.

· Ensure every Tasmanian can buy enough food for their household by 2005.

· Improve the adequacy and cost of public transport.

· Reduce costs and increase availablity of child care and aged care.

The capacity of the Tasmanian Government to develop strategies that address these “challenges” will depend in significant part on whether the Commonwealth Government accepts its own responsibility to combat poverty.  There are vitally improtant lessons to be learned from other nations (e.g., Ireland and the Scandinavian/Nordic nations) about the benefits that derive from building formal anti-poverty institutional structures and policy frameworks.

WE RECOMMEND:

1. That the Tasmanian Government develop and release a plan of action relating to the elimination of poverty in Tasmania, consistent with Goal 1 of Tasmania Together.

2. The Tasmanian Government conduct Community Think-tanks and seminars on Capacity Building Strategies in each area of the state, focusing on how to implement the useful suggestions from the data, identified by the Government. 

POVERTY AND
SOCIAL CAPITAL

Poverty has for too long been characterised as something that is best understood at an individual or household level, ignoring the crucial social and community dimensions.  The Tasmanian Poverty Coalition wishes to remind the Senate that an important contributory factor in Australia’s pattern of poverty is the breakdown of family and community support structures that had once cushioned the impacts of low income.

Addressing poverty in Australia means more than addressing income support and the cost of essential goods and services.  It means recognising the existence, and importance, of social capital ( the stores of relationships, trust and reciprocity that underpin so many of the interpersonal transactions that comprise our lives.

Governments don’t ( can’t ( create social capital, but they can play fundamentally important roles in generating the political, economic and legal environments within which social capital can be generated and sustained.  By ensuring the rule of law, the practice of good governance at all levels, and by supporting key social structures ( the family and the community ( governments can underwrite the processes of social capital creation.

The Tasmanian Poverty Coalition contends that Australians are poor when they are restricted in their fundamental citizenship: when they are constrained in their capacity to actively involve themselves in the wide array of community and political institutions accessible to most of us.  They are poor when they are reduced to the status of claimants, consumers, service-users and political subjects.

WE RECOMMEND:

1. Governments at all levels should encourage active citizenship and community capacity building initiatives that increase the ability of Australians to collectively address the economic and social challenges that face them.

2. Among these initiatives, particular attention should be paid to the development of small-scale, local-level structures (e.g., revolving credit schemes) that permit community engagement with job creation and poverty alleviation processes.
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