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Centacare is the official social welfare service of the Catholic Diocese of Ballarat. Centacare assists families and individuals in need and provides a range of services throughout Western Victoria. 

Centacare recognizes that the causes of poverty and financial hardship are both complex and widespread.  The impact of poverty and financial hardship on families and individuals throughout Western Victoria is significant, leading to family hardship, social isolation, individual and family stress and generational exclusion from participation in the social and economic life of the community. 

Addressing the causes of poverty in our community, requires commitment from the general community and from both State and Commonwealth governments to facilitate improvement through long term policy and structural change.

Key groups recognized by Centacare as experiencing increased poverty and financial hardship in Western Victoria.

Youth

· High unemployment rate in Ballarat and surrounding areas (15-19 year old 23.4% compared with state 15.8%), little employment other than casual, seasonal

· Poor accommodation for those who are out of home

· High cost of rent, inability to enter private rental market, reluctance of real estate agents to take on young people, especially those with children

· Severe lack of crisis accommodation, often unsuitable and increase risk, especially for young girls

· Many don’t access income support, due to a lack of understanding, lack of perceived ability to seek out their entitlements. Some have poor experiences of Centrelink and are reluctant to go in to let staff know of their personal circumstances and are therefore outside the loop of service

· Lack of access to education and training especially those who have dropped out of school early. Many not ready to undertake formal training and education

· Geographical isolation: transport to education, training, employment from outlying areas. No money to pay fares, accommodation, transport timetables inconvenient for accessing training and employment.

· Increased demand on agency services to provide accommodation, food, basic personal goods. 
· Many have no contact with family and lack reliable adult role models to assist them to develop living skills and change their circumstances.
Families

· The high costs of housing and lack of public housing

· Problems relating to Centrelink’s breaching regime, when payments are withheld from families.  Agency workers then have to spend time and resources to ensure families have basics requirements

· The high costs associated with schools, uniforms,  books fees etc which always comes on top of the issues relating to Christmas

· High costs associated with health issues. Lack of bulk billing is a developing concern as we are often encouraging families to seek out health care; pharmacy costs; access to specialist care (transport to the children’s Hospital in Melbourne is a good example); lack of public dental services, with 3 year waiting list at Ballarat Health services for dental health; waiting lists in allied health services, especially podiatry services

· Issues for the aged: include all health issues above and in addition greater requirements for publicly funded social support services e.g average cost of a visit to a Day Centre for older persons or those with a disability has increased by 50% in the past 12 months

· Increase in wait list for support services through funded agencies, while many in crisis. Agencies can deal with those most in need and others have to wait while circumstances worsen. Those who are increasingly marginalized are further isolated from essential community services.

· Increased complexity of issues facing families, many presenting with more difficult and long term, often generational, issues. Children especially at risk.

· High numbers of single parent families, lack financial and family support

· High demand for personal & relationship counselling, yet very poorly funded and long wait lists. Agencies have to supplement funding from other sources

· The Family Law and Child Support Systems remain very contentious areas for families. The cost of Family Law dispute must take needed resources from families and again funding for PDR services is inadequate. The Agency is concerned that simplistic responses in this area such as the current debate around ‘rebuttable joint custody’ could actually lead to increases in poverty for families. At its most basic it costs twice as much to run two separate households for children and many families will not be able to afford this.
· Welfare reform shows little promise of dealing with this issue; latest figures indicate that 22% of households are headed by single women. A significant proportion of these women have paid employment, but this employment cannot support families without government assistance. On the face of it then, the thrust of welfare reform to move more of these households into such paid employment would seem misguided and has the potential to place further stress on already stressed households.
Single men:

· Lack of crisis and public housing

· Long waiting lists for public housing and single men are not prioritized in gaining housing

· What accommodation is available does not promote participation in the lives and support of their children. This contributes to difficulties in maintaining links with their families and children

· Complex nature of legal system in terms of child support and access 

· Little on going employment for unskilled workers

Those with a disability:

· Centacare has noted an increase in requests for financial assistance,  for rental payments, utility payments, food, clothing, bedding

· Increased waiting list for supported accommodation from 20 to 35 in last 6 months

· Increased need for support for families of those suffering a mental illness

All Groups:

Employment:

· Lack of ongoing reasonably paid employment: giving a living wage

· In Ballarat and surrounding areas a downturn in manufacturing means few semi skilled jobs available

· Seasonal work especially an issue in Western Vic, doesn’t lead to on going employment or transferable skills to other employment; can reduce UE and entitlements and hence continue the cycle

· Older workers especially disadvantaged in competitive market

· Long term unemployed especially disadvantaged. Over 50% of jobseekers in Centacare’s IA (JN) program (Mildura) are 3 years+ UE.

· Pockets of this community experience generational unemployment. For many young people, a lack of an identifiable employed family member role model means an ignorance of workplace culture that’s needed to sustain employment, when they do achieve it. 

Housing

· Lack of private affordable housing
· Lack of suitable crisis accommodation.
· Options for accommodation are narrowing as boarding houses close down and are turned into more commercially viable boutique motels etc
· Lack of public housing
Income support

· Complex income support systems confuse people and can lead to breaching, Centrelink debt.
· Need for understandable income support systems that empower people to achieve their entitlements and where recipients aren’t punished for an inability to understand the complexities of the system 
Geographical isolation

· Transport from outlying areas is limited. Participation in education, training and employment out of the area,  is limited due to this. 

· Need for funding to allow for services within the smaller local communities, rather than visiting basis only. 

· Need for engagement and education of communities in developing their own solutions

Recommendations

Commitment on behalf of both State and Federal governments to:

· Fund support programs to the level that the services are accessible and available for those in need and where they are sustainable programs for agencies to deliver; in particular personal and family counselling, mediation and conciliation services.

· Increase places in support services such as the Personal Support Program for long term unemployed. Fund this program so that agencies have adequate client support funds available to them. (Currently approx. $33.00 per client)

· Promote community development by skilling community members to determine their own needs and develop local solutions to local needs

· Recognize the additional costs of service provision,  in regional and rural areas, in government funded initiatives.

· Continue and expand funding of preventative initiatives such as the Best Start and Safe Start programs to improve the opportunities of children

· Instigate initiatives to provide better access to education and training for children from lower income families. Provide additional incentives to families to keep their children at school, particularly in the middle school years.

· Many students can’t access youth allowance and are living in poverty while trying to complete courses. Expand criteria for access to youth allowance.

· Promote partnerships between business and government to increase employment  opportunities particularly in rural and regional areas

· Create increased crisis accommodation and public housing options in rural areas. Develop incentives (perhaps a rebate scheme)  for property owners to rent to lower income persons.

· Continue to identify ways to simplify the income support system. (Continue current FACS consultations)
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