INQUIRY INTO POVERTY AND FINANCIAL HARDSHIP

NEWCASTLE CITY COUNCIL SUBMISSION

1.0 INTRODUCTION

The Newcastle Local Government Area has a population of 137,307 people.  Since the last census period the population has grown by 2.7%.   Newcastle has an above average proportion of people who are aging;  people with disabilities; and people who are unemployed.

The community sector in Newcastle works well together in identifying priority issues and developing projects collaboratively and creatively.  However, many of the challenges in our community appear to be structural which policy review and development could constructively address.

This paper will highlight some of the key issues that are contributing towards poverty in Newcastle, a description of some innovative projects, and some areas that could benefit from further policy review and development.

2.0 ISSUES THAT ARE CONTRIBUTING TOWARDS POVERTY

2.1 Income levels

Average individual income in Newcastle is $310 per week (ABS, 2001) which represents a slight increase from 1996.   Over a two year period (from 1997 to 1999) the average household expenditure in the Hunter increased by $141 as composed to the State average of $66. 

These figures indicate that the CPI increases in salaries do not cover the cumulative CPI price increases for goods and services.   It will be interesting in future ABS data releases to analyse the impact of GST on household expenditure increases against salary increases.

34% of the Newcastle population were dependent on income support as their primary source of income.   The proportion of people on the Disability Pension and the Single Parent Pension has increased.  (Indicators of a Sustainable Community Report, 2002)

The Social Plan Survey (2000) concluded that 10% of the population were experiencing difficulties meeting their day to day needs. It identified that the principal impacts on households which had someone that was unemployed were: financial strain; boredom, frustration, low self esteem; health, stress, worry; and lifestyle change, family commitments.

2.2 Unemployment

Despite  a drop of unemployment levels in the Lower Hunter to 8% in 2000 which was largely attributed to the Olympics and building industry boom, unemployment has generally remained over 10% since 1995.  It has consistently been higher than the National unemployment rates, however the disparity between the averages is now at its greatest (5%).  Youth unemployment in the Lower Hunter s now 20%, though the local youth sector reports it is much higher.  (NCC, Indicators of a Sustainable Community, 2003)

The participation rates in the Lower Hunter have decreased notably in 2002 to its lowest level since 1986.   (NCC Sustainable Community Indicators Report, 2003)   Over the past five years Newcastle LGA has lost 6,000 jobs. (DEWRSB: Small Area Labour Markets, 2003)

Of major concern is the 16% drop in the proportion of jobs generated by the manufacturing sector.  Employment in this sector is now under represented compared to the Australian average.   The employment sectors that have experienced growth include:  the education, health and community sector; the insurance and property and business services sector;  the accommodation, cafés and restaurant sector; and the cultural and recreational sectors.  (ABS, 2001)

There is cause to be positive about the future employment opportunities in Newcastle due to the growing diversity of the industry sectors.  However it is unclear as to whether it is the people of Newcastle that are benefiting from the job creation.  There is also some concern that the skill base in Newcastle may not match the opportunities being created.  However we have not been able to substantiate these concerns.

Community agencies are expressing concern that they are seeing increasing numbers of families with three generations of unemployment.  They note that at present there is a lack of programs that specifically and effectively target long term unemployed.

2.3 Access to learning

Newcastle is extremely fortunate in having a broad range of educational providers located within its Local Government Area.  These include:  The University of Newcastle, the Hunter Institute, the WEA, the Hunter Communities Council, the U3A as well as a diverse range of private registered training organisations training in specific occupational skills for industry.  The Department of Education has been very progressive in developing programs that assist students that do not perform well within the institutional system.  It has also been innovative in developing partnerships with the private sector to establish sponsorship programs.

The Newcastle retention rate (61.5% in 1999) is higher than the state retention rate.  Fifty percent of schools in the Newcastle LGA have had retention rates higher than both the state and district retention rates each year. Between 1986 and 1996 the proportion of people over 15 years with a  post school qualification had increased to 41.6%, but it was still under the State average 44.3%.

The 2001 ABS found that 65% of people who are unemployed and looking for work did not have post education qualifications.  High proportions of those were men.  

The Lifelong Learning Network is concerned that though we have access to an excellent formal learning sector, it could be better connected to the informal learning sector &/or to the private/business sector (particularly small business) in order to more effectively meet the learning needs of people who are disengaged from the education sector.  There is increasing concern being expressed about the affordability of the formal learning sector and the limited focus on making people job ready.

There is a need to encourage a culture of continuous reskilling and exchange of information which can be achieved by more effectively engaging and empowering the informal learning sector, and for it to develop collaborative partnerships with the formal sector.  The formal learning sector in turn needs to be encouraged to be more flexible and responsive to local/regional conditions.  

2.4 Housing

In February 2003 three crisis housing providers in Newcastle (a youth, women’s and men’s service) turned away 300 people.  Local housing providers are noting that increasingly housing is becoming more of an issue for youth, particularly those with complex needs (drug and alcohol abuse, mental health and domestic violence).  

The local housing sector has indicated that access to the rental housing stock has decreased.  This has been supported by the Real Estate Industry (2002) which estimated that vacancy rates have dropped to 2.5%.    

The 1996 Census Housing Stress Indicator showed that 56% of low income renting households were in housing stress (i.e. they were spending more than 30% of their incomes on rent).   The Lower Hunter and Central Coast region is acknowledged by the Department of Housing as having a significant housing stress issue largely because of its comparatively low average income levels.

The New South Wales Council for Social Services argues that the declining investment in public and community housing has meant that many people on low incomes are increasingly dependent on the private rental market as their only housing option. 

Whilst land values continue to increase, the tourism industry develops, and Sydney investment in Newcastle grows,  access to affordable housing in Newcastle will be a continuing problem.  Council is currently investigating ways in which affordable housing can be delivered via the development assessment process, however the potential to deliver is limited.  There is a need for the development of incentives to encourage the development sector to provide affordable housing, which could be delivered via strategies such as tax incentives or the provision of joint venture capital.

Due to the increasing competitiveness of the housing market, landlords are placed in a position where they can be more discriminate in choosing their tenants.  The housing sector has the following concerns about the Tenancy Information Centre Australia (TICA) list:

· It can be used for minor offences to prevent people from accessing the private rental market; and,

· There is no time limit for people being on the list.

· The local housing sector suggests that the use of the TICA list should be investigated and reviewed.
2.5  Access to Financial Assistance

The Social Plan Survey (NCC, 2000) found that 10% of the Newcastle population were experiencing difficulty being able to afford their day to day needs.  The age groups experiencing the most difficulty were the 20 – 24 yrs and the 25 – 34 yrs.  

The demand for financial assistance is consistent and cannot be met by local agencies.  There was a reported significant increase in demand for emergency housing in February 2003 (which coincides with the increased demand for crisis housing).

Local emergency assistance providers are reporting the following trends:

· Increasing safety concerns for staff resulting in the number of distribution outlets decreasing and access processes being restricted (e.g. many of the referrals are from Centrelink)

· Increasing demand resulting from people being breached

· Increasing demand resulting from the impact of gambling

· Increasing context of the deserving versus the undeserving which is impacting on how organisations can raise money.   The community  prefers to support campaigns that target groups where there are likely to be ‘acceptable’ outcomes e.g.  cancer treatments,  sporting equipment. 

· Provision of financial assistance to gamblers, or people with drug and alcohol problems is more difficult to obtain support for

· Inadequate access to public transport continues to be a concern, and a barrier to people being able to access services and to find employment

· Low income people choosing to spend less money on medical treatment, pharmaceuticals and preventative treatment – which will have longer term impacts.  The bulk billing rates in Newcastle have dropped to 69% (HUDGP Fee Survey, 2002) which is slightly below the National average of 70%

2.6  Youth

Changes to the Youth Allowance has caused local concern that:

· Young people are required by law to be viewed as adolescents for too long which requires them to be dependent on their parents longer.  This has a large impact on families (particularly low income) and parents that are aging
· Young people will be discouraged from doing tertiary education 
· Young people are more vulnerable to illegal business practices
· Youth are finding it increasingly difficult to access housing
· There are increasing reports that women are experiencing domestic violence from their sons
The problems youth are experiencing, partly as a result of being on low incomes and lack of access to employment opportunities, are becoming increasingly visible in Newcastle, and a significant community issue.

2.7 General Issues

· Access to childcare continues to be an issue for low income families and casual workers.  Affordability and the long waiting lists affect access 

· The Childcare Benefit is reported to be cumbersome and can lead to people finding themselves in debt

· Higher than State average proportion of aged and people with disabilities has resourcing and servicing implications for the future.  In particular there will be increasing demand for people to have: home modifications in order to ‘age in place’, affordable leisure activities and respite care  

· Increasing level of debt – although this is hard to measure there is some concern at the number of people who are buying on credit.  Whilst the banks are encouraging self regulation with regards to accessing loans, it is still relatively easy to access credit schemes without demonstrating capacity to make repayments   

· There continues to be a high demand for services, which both address and prevent drug and alcohol abuse, gambling, mental health and domestic violence  

· Casualisation of the workforce is increasing the difficulties for people who need to access childcare or home loans.   For people who are receiving Centrelink payments and doing casual work, difficulties in reporting wages earned can result in the accumulation of debt  

 3.0
Local Responses

The Newcastle community has recently undertaken a number of innovative initiatives to help alleviate impacts associated with poverty.  Some of these are described below:

· Establishment of the Temporary Accommodation Line which is a pilot project funded by Department of Housing.   It is an after hours referral line which has developed relationships with local hotels/motels to provide accommodation.

· Signpost which is a pilot project funded by Department of Housing.  This is a service which will work with crisis housing providers to improve their assessment and referral processes and to develop service agreements with support agencies in order that people with complex needs are better serviced.

· Centrelink Community Support Teams in Maitland and Newcastle (also pilot projects).  These teams have been established to prevent the breaching of people who are not job ready and to ensure that they are referred to appropriate programs available under the Disability Support Program.

· WAVES (pilot project at Newcastle High – funded by FACS).  This project was established to  improve access to welfare resources for students in school.  A person is employed at the school to arrange for services to come into the school rather than the children  needing to go to their services.  It facilitated better utilisation of community resources.  This project recently finished.

· Schools as communities project (Woodberry) which was funded by the Families First program.  The project supports the development and facilitation of strategies that contribute towards community building and strengthening.  The project aims to skill up individuals within the community so the capacity of the community to helps itself are increased.

· PACS Project  Parents and Children’s Support Project (FACS funded) to be implemented by the Family Action Centre.  It will work with parents with substance abuse and their children.  It will promote parenting skills, monitor the children’s well being and assist with their social interaction and skills development through the provision of a supervised play group. The service will work in close liaison with drug and alcohol services. 

· ALESCO – This project has been developed and implemented by the WEA (a local Adult Community Education provider).  It provides a second opportunity for early school leavers to receive their Yr 10 certificate in a ‘nonschool environment’.

4.0   Recommendations:

· Need for the Australian  Industrial Relations Commission to establish a new minimum wage benchmark and for the Government to assess whether the current model of determining income levels of welfare recipients is adequate in matching the cumulative increases in CPI  and the impacts of GST.

· Need to continue to  focus on employment development opportunities in the Hunter Region due to the continuing decline in the manufacturing sector.  

· Need to investigate how the investment into and development of Need public sector services (e.g. health, education) can continue to act as a catalyst to broader employment opportunities.

· Need to reintroduce subsidies for employers to employ long term unemployed people which could be funded through the savings made thorough non-payment of income support.

· Need for a National Learning framework which values the participation of people in learning programs which could lead to skills development, as well as improved individual/community well being and increased civic participation.  Such a focus could assist in reducing the barriers to people participating in informal and formal learning programs, and assist local/regional communities to more effectively respond to the changes they are experiencing.

· Need for a National Housing Strategy which incorporates strategies to supply affordable housing through both public and private investment, increases public housing supply and develops principles of good private rental market management and monitoring of ‘bad tenant’ databases.

· Need to ensure ongoing support for the Commonwealth Advisory Committee on Homelessness to address prevention and early intervention of homelessness for those most at risk.

· Need to review of the provision of emergency relief in terms of its adequacy to address needs; how it is delivered; the relationship with Centrelink; the impact of Government policy on capacity of charities to raise funds.

· Need to review the impact of the recent changes to the Youth Allowance with respect to impacts on youth and their families.  The capacity of young people to participate in the education sector and to access housing under the existing policy should also be monitored. 

· Need for current childcare policies to be reviewed to ensure that families on low incomes have access, that the services have the capacity to be flexible in order to meet the needs of casual workers and that the current subsidy system is simplified to alleviate the chances of accruing debts.

· The need to develop a national strategy that facilitates people aging in home and people with disabilities to remain at home.  This strategy should include minimising costs of refitting homes;  services going into homes; strategies to prevent isolation; and, the adoption of a National Adaptable Housing Strategy which will minimise future refitting costs.  Also it is important that sufficient levels of HACC funding is provided to enable appropriate levels of care.

· Ongoing participation of the Federal Government in the Commonwealth State Housing Agreement (CSHA).

· The need to work with Banks and Credit providers to address levels of increasing debt.

· The need to provide adequate levels of service to address the needs of people with complex needs (substance abuse, domestic violence, mental health, gambling) in order to prevent them from falling into the poverty trap.

· The need to have an ongoing monitoring and review process on the implementation of gaming machines legislation.

· The need to ensure the provision of a National Health System that enables access to affordable health services for everyone.

(This paper was prepared by the Newcastle City Council Social Planner, Therese Postma who can be contacted on 02 4974 2856.  The recommendations have not been endorsed by Council)  
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