12 February 2003

The Secretary

Senate Community Affairs References Committee

Suite S1 59Parliament House

CANBERRA  ACT  2600
To whom it may concern

Enclosed is a submission for the “Inquiry into Poverty in Australia”.  The Southlakes Refuge was invited to make a submission from the member for Charlton.  As this refuge for women and children is faced daily with persons living on the edge of “not enough” we of the refuge feel compelled to be a voice on behalf of the residents of the refuge.  These people who come here during a crisis in their lives are often embarrassed at having to be at a ‘refuge’.  They make the best of their situation, and try hard to improve their circumstances, within the limitations of their financial circumstances.

We trust the information presented will be of benefit as you research this subject, and may you be able to legislate changes that will assist persons living on the edge of poverty.

We appreciate the opportunity extended to the refuge to include statistics concerning the persons whom we meet in our work here.  On behalf of the residents and staff we thank you. 

Yours faithfully
Adele Rowden-Johnson

DIRECTOR
Submission to Senate Commission Inquiry

into

Poverty in Australia

With reference to “Inquiry into Poverty in Australia” I would like to make a submission to the inquiry on behalf of the residents and staff of the Southlakes Refuge of the city of Lake Macquarie, NSW in the electorate of Charlton.  This submission is to draw attention to the plight of those women and children who seek refuge from the harshness of their environment, be it a result of domestic violence, long-term unemployment, limited life skills etc.

The points of reference that concern those persons who direct the affairs of the refuge and the carers who daily support and nurture the residents are:


1.
a
 the extent, nature and financial cost of:

(i) poverty and inequality in Australia

(ii) child poverty in Australia

b
the effectiveness of income-support payments in protecting individuals and households from poverty

c
the effectiveness of other programs and supports in reducing cost pressures on individual and household budgets, and building their capacity to be financially self-sufficient.

The statistics listed below explain the understanding that Refuge staff have gained of the effect of poverty on the underprivileged in the community.  

The Southlakes Refuge has accommodation for 15 people (women and children) and is staffed by 61 trained volunteers.

It is funded by an Op-Shop, which is also staffed by volunteers.  The refuge rides totally on the back of this shop.
The staff are generally retired persons, community people desirous of supporting the Op-Shop because of its purpose, and some ex-residents of the Southlakes Refuge who desire to make a return to the community because of benefits received from the community while at the refuge.

Calls for crisis assistance come from a range of services such as other charities, government departments, public services, general practitioners etc.
During the year September 2001 to August 2002 the following statistics apply:


SLR received 298 calls for emergency accommodation

The calls received involved:

· 675 persons, of these 

· 303 were women, 

· 372 were children.

· 90 were homeless

· 581 escaping domestic violence

· 129 were accommodated at the refuge.

· 519 were sadly turned away because there was no room.

Residents arrive, quite often with nothing other than the clothes they are wearing.  They have no money to buy food, clothing or other essentials of life.   When they leave to begin a new life in their own home, is becomes our task to ensure that they have everything they need from electrical appliances, bedding/linen to the kitchen needs such as fridge, pots and pans, utensils, etc.
The length of stay is limited to six (6) weeks unless in extenuating circumstances, when the stay time may be extended.

Caring for these women and children has absorbed 13,280.5 volunteer hours for the last financial year.
The objectives of the SLR is to give support to the residents as they heal, and help to start a new life through offers of assistance with and opportunity for Counselling, Budgeting, learning Parenting Skills, Life skills, building personal esteem and confidence.

We congratulate you on the initiative you have undertaken to highlight the conditions of persons living in a lowered socio/economic environment, where often the frustrations of their circumstances leads to violence and further deprivation as they resort to various means to cope with their circumstances.

