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Senate Inquiry into poverty and financial hardship

Overview

The Women’s Electoral Lobby (WA) Inc (WEL) is concerned about the increase in poverty and the extent of this poverty. Why can this Government find millions to spend on wars overseas yet ignore the poverty and hopeless job searches of tens of thousands of Australians?

Why have we gone back to the 19th Century with the Government handing over responsibility for people living in poverty and financial hardship to church charities? 

“One in six children are growing up in a household where no adult works. More than a million people are looking for work to free them from welfare dependency….yet conservatively there is only one job for every six people looking, and the poorest Australians are spending up to 62% of their income on rent and mortgages.  Poverty and exclusion carry a high cost and we are all diminished by the fear they create.” 

 Nic Frances The Age July 2003

Poverty has many faces and WEL describes a few in this submission.  Women and their children are over represented in the poverty trap. Where is the Government’s proclaimed ‘commitment to family’? Where is the Government’s commitment to women staying at home to raise their children?  Pushing mothers into the workforce increases the risk of child abuse, child neglect, juvenile delinquency, and dependence on often sub standard, understaffed after school care.

1.Casualisation of work
Women represent a high rate of the casual labour force. They are the greatest affected and the most vulnerable because they juggle caring for a family with casual work.  

There are a greater number of women who are working poor, who have no job security, who are pressured to work greater amounts of unpaid overtime. Casual workers can’t get loans or mortgages, have smaller superannuation which is then eaten away by administration charges .

Casual workers are treated as second-class workers by employers and permanent staff and are often denied access to professional development or staff training.  They are easier to sack, have no long service leave or other entitlements or redress.

Many women want more hours of work but this is often not a choice offered by employers.
Some casual workers receive a very low rate of pay, and are paid outside federal awards. 

Anecdotal evidence

1.One woman (Heather) is on an aged pension yet when she does casual work Heather loses 40 cents in the dollar. When she works three and a half hours weekly at TAFE as a casual lecturer at $42 per hour her entire pension is reduced by 40 cents in the dollar.  Financially she is no better off working than staying at home.

2. In second semester 2002, West Coast TAFE did not pay 600 of their casual workers at the end of the fortnight in which the work was done.  Some workers were not paid for up to 3 months.

3. Telstra employs contractors from agencies such as Julia Ross and Kelly's and they earn significantly less than the permanent workers (something like $14 an hour in their pocket the rest goes to the agency).  They don't get paid holidays & sick leave from Telstra.  

Recommendation  1

Casual workers, after working 2 years for 15 or more hours per week should be classified and paid accordingly as permanent part time workers. Special consideration needs to be given to teachers and seasonal workers who work longer hours over shorter periods of time.

2. Pensioners, supporting parents, disability pensioners, carers, unemployed, youth allowance.

Current pension rates are inadequate. Income support payments are often 20-30% below the poverty line (ACOSS 2000)

Lack of employment opportunities and low social security payments create financial hardship for women and their families. This can lead to social problems, exacerbation of mental health problems, substance abuse, suicide and domestic violence causing intergenerational poverty, feelings of powerlessness and hopelessness.

Penalties for Breaches of Centrelink rules 

Centrelink penalises recipients who do not comply with Centrelink requirements. Payments may be reduced or terminated for periods of time for misdemeanors such as failing to attend an interview, failing to keep adequate records of job searching, failing to ‘work for the dole’, failing to return paperwork within the stated time limit, and failing to accurately forecast their income. 

There are many reasons why Centrelink recipients are unable to comply with the required activities and mutual obligations. People in poverty are more vulnerable. They may be homeless, have unstable and/or abusive housing conditions, their car may be old and unreliable, they may not be able to arrange alternative child care, may have sick children, spouse or other relative for whom they are caring. They may have a mental illness, Acquired Brain Injury, or may be intellectually disabled. There are many reasons why a recipient may not have or be unable to use their life skills to negotiate the complexities of our communities.

It has been suggested that penalties are enforced to punish those who do not comply with the rules. It is difficult to see any benefit to this approach. Welfare recipients often have difficulties making ends meet, despite receiving welfare payments. Recipients often juggle bills, fall behind with payments, depend on credit cards until reaching the maximum limit, cannot afford car repairs, adequate housing, heating, clothing, nutrition or dental and health services. There are fines for late payment of bills, credit card repayments and increasing costs for essential services.  The situation can easily spiral into an increasing state of poverty as non-payment of bills attract larger penalties with time. 

Breaches to welfare payments only exacerbate their crises. Ultimately non-payment can result in a jail sentence with all the associated disadvantages such as family disruption and disintegration, financial cost of incarceration, increased incidence of physical, sexual and emotional abuse and damage to self-esteem. It costs $60,000 to keep one woman in Bandyup prison for a year. 

Most people on Home Detention (in lieu of going to prison for non violent crime) are men; Surely it would be preferable to sentence women who cannot meet their payments to home detention as it is cheaper than imprisonment.

What are the alternatives once breaches are imposed on recipients who are already facing poverty?  Crime, sex work, substance abuse and other drug related offences are some of the options open to these people. Alternatively they rely on already overextended charities, who do their best to patch up the holes.

The consequences of breaches, disintegration of the family, loss of family possessions and care of children, all suggests that early intervention would be a much cheaper option than responding to crises. WEL notes that 85% of prisoners in Bandyup are taking medication for psychiatric conditions.

Recommendation 2

The Government give greater support, both by financial and support services as well as actual commitment to families suffering financial hardship rather than the mealy mouthed words that pass today for “ seeing children as our future”.

3. Carers

The majority of carers are women. Payments awarded to carers are minimal in relation to the expense the Government would need to invest to replace this care, and yet stories reverberate of payments being reduced through increasingly strict requirements. There has been a trend to close public institutions, which once provided care for those unable to care for themselves independently in the community. The evolvement of community services to assist independent living has been slow. There is a drastic inadequacy of community support services to enable a disabled person to achieve some kind of independent living. The responsibilities have fallen largely upon family members who provide care, often at the expense of their own physical and mental health. Aged pensioners are themselves caring for their disabled adult children. 

Life skill development, cognitive skills, occupational therapy, physiotherapy, cleaning and hygiene services, recreation services, disability employment services, medical and dental services, affordable accommodation are all seriously under-funded services. Without adequate supports it is difficult for carers to cope indefinitely under the current circumstances. Consequently, the demand for residential care is increasing with increasing costs to the community.

Some disabilities are ‘hidden’ and can increase the vulnerability of both the disabled person and their carer. Those people with mental disabilities, Acquired Brain Injury, or intellectual disability for example, may not show obvious signs of disability, which can be cognitive and behavioural in nature. They may be labelled anti-social and denied access to services from which they could benefit.

Head West (Head Injured Society WA) have noted that many brain injured people are homeless or incarcerated because they are unable to cope with the complexities of living in the community. They can find themselves in breech of Centrelink activity requirements because they do not understand or are unable to comply with requirements. Unless these requirements are addressed by their carer, the disabled person will be left to fend for his/herself. 

Anecdotal Evidence

David was severely assaulted by youths on their way home from a party. He was hospitalised for 3 months. For six weeks he was unconscious and sustained severe brain injury. At the time of the incident, David was the family breadwinner with a spouse and two young children aged 8 weeks and 21 months. After acute medical treatment and the physiotherapy and occupational therapy provided to David as an outpatient, he is now entirely dependent on his carer to advocate for further rehabilitation and to provide his daily needs. He currently works one day a week in a supervised capacity where he receives less than $10 per hour. He needs at least 24 hours to recuperate from this work.

David has very poor quality of life and without professional help, his abilities are deteriorating further. The relationship between himself and his spouse has reached the stage where the only solution is for David to find alternative accommodation. The recent amendment to the carers’ pension means that even though his spouse is willing to care for him she is unable to live in the same accommodation due to stress and disruption both to herself and their two young children. It is difficult for his carer to work because of the demands of caring for a family and a disabled spouse. David’s family has experienced severe financial hardship since the incident. 

The proposed legislation to the disability pension states that if a disabled person works 15 or more hours per week they are to be removed from the disability pension to Newstart allowance with all of the required work activities. In this case David relies solely on his carer/partner to attend to finances and all paperwork. This would place the burden again on his carer because he would be unable to comply with the demands.

The proposed legislation assumes that disabled people are paid according to the award rates. However this is not necessarily the case and can be deceptive. David’s terms of employment refer to the award rate of low income earners but he is actually paid on a pro rata basis, depending on his output. How this relates to the proposed legislation is unclear.

Unable to afford dental treatment and victim of the long waiting lists for public dental care, David's spouse/carer is currently experiencing severe pain from dental decay and is likely to lose several teeth that could have been saved with appropriate treatment.

Recommendation 3
There are insufficient nursing homes for people with physical and mental disability and The Government needs to start building them now before the Carers expire and require nursing care.

Recommendation 4

Dental treatment should be included in Medicare benefits

Recommendation 5

Retain bulk billing of Medicare for low-income earners

 
4. Student allowance 

The Student Allowance for 15 year old adolescents drops $40 once they turn 16. The student allowance is $83 per week.  How can this allowance cover rent, food, clothing, school fees, health needs, transport”?  

Anecdotal Evidence

In October 2002, one student, Jim turned 16. His mother is on a disability pension, his father is not in the picture, and has never contributed in any way.  Jim lives with his mother and grandmother. His $83 allowance does not cover food, clothing, school expenses, transport.  The only way he can survive is by living with his grandmother who is on an aged pension. Jim has attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and would benefit from special tuition but this is not affordable.  

Recommendation 6

The Student allowance to be linked to the CPI and provide a decent standard of living.

5. Parent Work or Paid Work

Current government policy and attitudes to payment of benefits: parenting payment. Recently there has been some discussion by government authorities to bring about changes to these payments, so that any person who is in receipt of a parenting payment and whose children have reached the age of five, and are attending school, are expected to be seeking employment and stop receiving the parenting payment.

The issues of concern are:

That parents should feel obliged to be working. Caring for family members and a home is a full-time job in itself, even when children attend school the amount of domestic chores do not change. Meal preparation (usually three times daily), shopping for items for the whole family, washing, drying and ironing clothes and bedding, washing kitchen and eating utensils cleaning, cleaning rooms, furniture and interior fittings, household maintenance and waste disposal; garden maintenance and/ or vehicle maintenance. This list does not include other tasks which may arise, such as health care and assistance with homework, taxi service for child’s participation in social / extra-curricular events.

That there are appropriate types of work readily available. To enable parents to adequately care for their children and be employed employment should have appropriate working conditions. For example, working hours should commence after children have safely arrived with the education provider and finish in time for parents to collect children from the education provider. The work, even though it may be considered part-time should attract the full range of benefits, such as superannuation, sick leave and holiday entitlement, including provision of carer’s leave, maternity leave and right to union membership and that the work area complies with statutory occupational health and safety regulations.

Under the current government regulations special wage subsidy payments are paid to employers only if the employment is full-time and no special considerations are afforded to single parent families. 

Recommendation 7

That a study be conducted into the potential effects of both parents working full-time on the additional resources required for household management and family care. Determine who is expected to provide these resources and what is the likely economic cost and are identify if these monetary costs are feasible in terms of the socio-environmental implications.

Recommendation 8

That a study into a range of more flexible work patterns is conducted which includes the expected rate of compliance by employers to provide a safe, healthy working environment with adequate rights and benefits for employees.

Recommendation 9

Home schooling, at a community level should be vigorously promoted and be provided with adequate government resources. Case studies to be collected and compiled to determine the degree of success in terms of family and community stability, sustainable employment opportunities and responsible and active citizenship.

Recommendation 10

The Government to increase the basic pension rate to 35% of average weekly male earnings.

Recommendation 11

The Government to make a greater commitment to Tax breaks/Bonus paid to companies who train and employ under 25 year olds.

6. Financial Hardship of an Independent Retiree

Anecdotal Evidence

Mary is 60 years old, an independent retiree who cannot qualify for the pension until she is 62 and a half. She was employed as a public servant for all her working life. She is single, owns her own home but cannot afford house repairs, and she cannot afford holidays. 

She is not eligible for a Commonwealth Health card and has not been to a doctor for eight years because her doctors refuse to bulk bill people who do not have a Health Care card.  

Mary is self funded, a hard worker, who paid off her home and thought her super would take care of her retirement.  She now finds herself in financial hardship.

Recommendation 12

People should be entitled to health benefits at 60 years old.

7. Effects of the GST on basic needs - Power, Gas, Telephone, Water

People with Health Care Cards receive a minimal reduction on some essential services, namely power and telephone.  Flat rate compensation for GST paid to Centrelink clients does not adequately cover the increase in costs created by the GST. As well, the GST has increased the costs of many other basic needs such as clothing, toiletries, transport and insurance 

Recommendation 13

Pensions need to be increased to take the GST into account and assistance extended to low-income earners.

Recommendation 14

The Federal Government to ensure real wage parity. Currently the law on equal pay is not being enacted.
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