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1. KEY OVERVIEW POINTS

· The level of Poverty in the NT is masked.  The NT has the highest level of poverty of any State/ Territory.  This includes both adult and child poverty. However current data, research and analysis often does not reflect this.

Approx 30% of the Population of the NT is Indigenous; the majority of the Indigenous adult population is outside of the formal paid workforce (particularly when you exclude CDEP), and 40% of the Indigenous Population is under the age of 15 years (almost twice the national average). 

· Need for a comprehensive social profile of the NT and specific research on Poverty and Disadvantage in the NT.  This impacts on policy decision making and funding allocation decisions

· Current Poverty analysis, definitions and Indicators are inadequate in relation to Indigenous people, in particular indigenous people in rural and remote communities.  

· Specific Characteristics of the NT impact on and Influence Poverty eg remoteness, high Indigenous population, geographical distances with a small population spread over a large geographical area, high population mobility.  This poses challenges in providing adequate physical and social infrastructure in terms of cost, size, and staff turnover and skill level.  The NT also has a long term history of underspending on social services (welfare, health and education, particularly welfare) in relation to the Commonwealth Grants Scheme Standardised Expenditure Assessment Benchmarks for the NT.  Currently while the majority of Indigenous people in the NT live outside of urban centres, access to secondary schools, outside of urban centres, is almost non existent. 

· Particular Issues exist in the NT around Access to Employment, CDEP, Adequate Income Support, Penalties and Breaches and Centrelink infrastructure, particularly for Indigenous people. 

· Particular Strategies need to be put in place to address poverty, - that acknowledge the particular geographical and social characteristics of the NT.  These include placing Indigenous people at the centre of any solutions towards resolving poverty/ disadvantage for Indigenous people; a treaty/ social justice statement and practical reconciliation with Indigenous people; acknowledging that any approach to addressing poverty needs to be holistic i.e. needs to recognise that social and economic issues are interactive and as such need to go across Government and Department and Ministerial portfolios; block funding; partnerships across all levels of Government and with Indigenous communities and the Social and Community Sector; and regional approaches to addressing poverty.
2. DEFINITION OF POVERTY

NTCOSS believes that definitions of poverty need to go beyond income levels and income measures.  Current discourses such as inclusion and exclusion, access to citizenship are more effective.  These look not only at personal income levels but also at what living conditions, and resources are required to enable people to participate in their community and in society and to experience quality of life.  However NTCOSS believes that such definitions of social disadvantage and poverty/ inclusion and exclusion are in danger of not capturing what are some of the key causal factors in poverty and/ or indicators of poverty disadvantage for Indigenous people i.e. quality of life and cultural factors that are of high importance and value to indigenous people eg land rights, Indigenous law, spiritual values, as well as the impact of dispossession – disconnection from one’s land, community, family and cultural values, stolen generation issues etc 

Current definitions, discourses and measures of poverty fall far short of capturing Indigenous poverty.  Further research needs to be done to develop a definition/ discourse of Poverty that effectively reflects the level and type of poverty and dispossession in Indigenous communities.  What does quality of life mean for Indigenous communities and what are effective indicators for this?

3. OVERVIEW OF POVERTY AND SOCIAL DISADVANTAGE IN THE NT

Poverty is a real issue for the NT. The NT, outside of Darwin and Alice Springs, is recorded by SEIFA - Social Economic Indicators for Australia, as being amongst the most disadvantaged communities in Australia i.e. in the lowest financial quartile.  

Approximately 30% of the Population is Indigenous.  This is far higher than any other State/ Territory.  The vast majority of this population (estimated to be approx 84% of the population in 2001) is not employed or is employed on CDEP, an Indigenous work for the dole scheme with pay (income levels) similar to that of welfare benefits.

There are high levels of child poverty as well as adult poverty, with approximately 40% of the Indigenous population being under the age of 15 years.  This is far higher than the national average under 15-year old population.  

Indicators of health and well being show that Indigenous people in the NT live in social conditions that deliver, in what is a first world country, health outcomes which are equivalent to a number of third or even fourth world countries.  See specific data on Indigenous people below.

However current available data, research and analysis often does not reflect the true level of poverty and social disadvantage in the NT. 

3.1. The Real Level of Poverty and Social Disadvantage is masked in the NT

The real level of poverty in the NT is masked.  It is masked by inadequate ABS and other research data on poverty, as well as by the lack of any comprehensive data and research on poverty and disadvantage in the NT.  Likewise some of the key measures commonly used to indicate poverty are highly inaccurate, particularly in the case of Indigenous people and the NT.  One of the best examples of this is the use of Centrelink data on unemployment, i.e. those registered with Centrelink, as being the basis for recording levels of unemployment in Australia.  

Over the past 2 years (other than a short period following September 11 and the collapse of Ansett when NT had the highest level of registered unemployment) the NT has officially had one of the lowest unemployment rates in Australia.  However if you take into account Indigenous people on CDEP, an Indigenous form of work for the dole, as well as the number of Indigenous people receiving no income, then the NT would have by far the highest unemployment level in Australia.

ABS data on employment (1999, and 2001) shows that approximately only 3 in every 10 Indigenous people are in the paid workforce as compared to 7 in 10 Non - Indigenous people.  However of this 3 in 10, 45% are working on CDEP, an Indigenous work for the dole scheme and as such are getting income levels which are usually equivalent to the dole or less.  The data also reveals that the vast majority of Indigenous adults are unemployed.  In addition anecdotally in the NT Indigenous organisations report that there are high percentages of Indigenous people who are receiving no form of income, including welfare benefits.  Tangentyere Council and ATSIC have both reported that when they set up CDEP Programs in Indigenous communities in the NT they found that up to 60% of Indigenous people in these communities were receiving no form of income including welfare benefits. 

The data below from the ABS Census for 1996, and 2001 demonstrates that extremely high levels of unemployment exist in Indigenous communities in the NT.  

Number of Indigenous people, for every 1000, in the NT, employed, on CDEP and not in the Workforce

	Employment Type
	Numbers for every 1000 1996
	Numbers for Every 1000 2001
	Percentage 1996
	Percentage 2001

	CDEP
	4
	5
	15
	17

	Employed
	5+
	5-
	19
	16

	Others Not in the Workforce
	18
	20
	66
	67

	Total
	27
	30
	100
	100

	 Not employed or in the Formal Workforce (including those on CDEP) 
	
	
	81%
	84%


Note This table shows that when CDEP and the Rest of those not in the Workforce are taken into account 81% of Indigenous people in the NT were not employed or in the formal labour force in 1996 and 84% were not employed or  in the formal labour force in 2001

It is to be noted that currently a large percentage of people living on welfare benefits receive incomes that are below the poverty line.   As such it is estimated, given the high percentage of Indigenous people in the NT who are either in receipt of welfare benefits or CDEP and or receive no income that the NT has the highest percentage of people in proportion to its population living below the Henderson poverty line of any State.

3.2. The Lack of Good Data on Poverty and Disadvantage in the NT and its Impact

At present there is no comprehensive information or study on poverty or disadvantage in the NT.  There is also a lack of consolidated information on the social profile of the NT.  Information available seems to be of poorer quality than in other States /Territories.  

ABS does not break down the same level of census information for the Territories as it does for other States (i.e. for ACT and NT). ABS as well as other forms of data collection are often inadequate in recording data on Indigenous people. Research and studies on poverty and on indicators of poverty such as housing/ homelessness, level of income etc often overlook the NT i.e. record States only or lump the Territories together i.e. the NT in with ACT (which are very contrasting socio economic communities). As a result all too often the needs of the NT are not included in major national social research and reviews/and or taken up by national social policy bodies, or Government policy makers.

A comprehensive social profile and specific research on poverty and social disadvantage in the NT is required, to enable: -

· An accurate depiction and understanding of the nature and level of poverty in the NT. 

· Governments to undertake effective social planning and to effectively address poverty

· Decisions regarding social policy and funding allocations to be made by the Commonwealth and Territory Governments, which are more reflective of the level and type of social need in the NT. 

3.3. Specific Date on Poverty and Disadvantage in the NT

3.3.1. Specific Data on Indigenous People

· Just less than 30% of the population of the NT is Indigenous.  This is higher than any other State /Territory

· In the NT approx.  83% of Indigenous people live outside of Darwin, with 53% living outside of regional centres in remote communities with limited social and physical infrastructure. This includes: -potable water, power, functional waste systems as well as adequate housing and roads.  It also includes limited access to social, health and education facilities (e.g. outside of regional centres there are no secondary schools in the NT)

· The level of disadvantage and the enormous gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Territorians is extreme.  

· Income levels (1996 census) - 81% of Indigenous people earnt less than $22000, compared to 30% of non Indigenous A large number of Indigenous people do not gain access to any welfare benefits or source of income. There are limited Centrelink Services on remote communities, low literacy and numeracy levels and the services are usually delivered in English with no access to interpreters.  

· Unemployment levels (ABS 1999): -3 in 10 Indigenous people over 15 are employed as compared to 7 in 10 non Indigenous.  Of these Indigenous people classified as employed 42% were employed on CDEP.  In 2001 84% of the Indigenous population in the NT were unemployed/ not in the labour force or on CDEP

· Employment. In a number of remote communities there are no prospects for jobs or economic development

· Education. There are low school retention and attendance rates.  In 1998 0nly 14% of Indigenous students progressed from year 8 to year 12 as compared to 80% of non Indigenous (the Collins Report1999).  Outside of regional towns there are no high schools. With low literacy and numeracy rates it is difficult for Indigenous people to gain employment and further training experiences.  

· Housing/Homelessness. The NT has almost 7 times the level of recorded homelessness at 523.1 per 10000 people (ABS 1996), to the next highest State Queensland at 77.3 per 10000 people. In remote communities at least 14 % of people live in makeshift shelters; whilst a further 60% live in overcrowded dwellings (eg around 10 to 30 people living under one roof).  Only 1 in 4 houses in remote Aboriginal communities have functional facilities for washing, removing rubbish, waste water etc.

· Poor Nutrition. Due to the high cost of food and lack of choice amongst other things, nutrition is very poor in remote communities, contributing to a number of health problems

· Poor Health. People in the NT die at a younger age than the rest of Australia.  In the NT non-Indigenous males live 20 years longer than Indigenous males, while non-Indigenous females live 22 years longer than Indigenous women (DHCS data 2001).  Chronic diseases, in particular diabetes and renal disease (the highest levels recorded in the world) are highly prevalent, resulting from poor nutrition, inadequate environmental health, alcohol and other drug misuses etc. Hearing disorders amongst children are highly common

· High levels of violence and domestic violence

· High levels of drug and alcohol usage

· Culture. The majority of Indigenous people in the NT have retained their language and traditional law.  In the Topend alone there are estimated to be in excess of 105 languages and dialects.  For the Indigenous communities in the NT English is not their first language and in many Indigenous communities English is not the fourth or even fifth language spoken. Access to information and services etc. are not culturally or liquistically appropriate. This impacts on well-being, access to services and on ensuring rights are met

· And so it goes on

3.3.2. Other Groups in Poverty in the NT

There are a number of other groups who live below the poverty line.  They include older people, single parent families, people with mental disabilities, drug addicts, the unemployed, young people, refugees and people from NESB backgrounds.  Groups who are socially disadvantaged are often financially disadvantaged.  These groups are often rendered invisible in the NT in a culture that prides itself on quality of lifestyle and against the socio economic needs of Indigenous people.

4. SPECIFIC CHARACTERISTICS OF THE NT THAT IMPACT ON POVERTY
· High Indigenous Population – much higher percentage than any other State/Territory

· Remoteness and Geographical Distances – A small population base spread over a vast geographical area.  This poses challenges for providing accessible services, which meet the range of needs and at a reasonable cost.  People in the Territory often cannot get access to services or to basic infrastructure e.g. affordable and accessible transport; secondary schools and basic health and community services.  Services cost more.

· The high cost of living due to remoteness. The lower the income the higher proportion of income spent on basics such as food and electricity.  Over the past 10 years the average electricity price in the NT has been the highest of all States and Territories.   Some parts of the NT have the highest cost of living/ food in Australia e.g. Nhulunbuy.  Remote Indigenous communities due to transport costs and no competition often have higher costs for food than anywhere else.   DHCS in 2001 estimated that in a number of remote communities people are spending approx. 35% of their income on food.  Similarly the cost of electricity is considerably higher than in the towns.  As such the poorest people are paying the greatest amount for food and essential daily living costs

· Lack of affordable housing particularly for low-income families.  The NT has some of the highest housing costs in Australia; i.e. housing costs that are similar to Sydney.  Recently agencies in the NT have reported a higher number of people requesting assistance with housing.  Over the past 12 to 18 months youth agencies in particular have reported an enormous jump in young people, including a number of under 12 years olds, who are homeless e.g. In both Alice Springs and Darwin the increase has been in the order of 33%. 

· Access to Community Services –Community Service infrastructure is less prevalent than in other States.  There are a number of gaps in services.  

· There has been a long-term history of under investment by NT Governments in social services, particularly in community and welfare services.  Analysis undertaken by NTCOSS shows that NT Governments have over the past 5 years been dramatically underspending in the area of community and welfare services, as well as to a lesser extent in education.  In the 2001-2002 financial year the Commonwealth Grants Commission’s Report on “State Revenue Sharing Relativity, 2002 Update the Relativity of Expenditure of Commonwealth Grants by the States and Territories” showed that the NT Government spent only 70 % of the recommended standardised expenditure assessment on welfare services as compared to most other States/Territories of between 80% to 130%.  However when you take out the housing expenditure (net of charges to tenants) the other components of welfare services i.e. families and children (23% of the recommended standardised expenditure assessment benchmark), aged and disability services (51% of the recommended standardised expenditure assessment), aboriginal community services, and other welfare are well below the recommended standardised expenditure assessment for the NT.  Despite having a young population, the NT at 23 % , in 2001-2002 spent the lowest percentage as compared to the recommended standardised expenditure assessment of any other State and Territory. 

· Also services are reporting greater funding difficulties and an inability to meet demand.  The National Living on the Edge Survey, undertaken jointly by ACOSS with the COSS in each State/ Territory, which gauges how the Sector across Australia is faring shows that NT welfare services are turning people away from community services at a greater rate than other States, (i.e. in the 2002 survey NT welfare services had an increase of 29% in the number of people being turned away from the previous 12 month period, 10% higher than the national, average). The Living on the Edge Survey shows that the gap between meeting demand and unmet demand is increasing each year.

· The impacts of high levels of population mobility and migration also impacts on the ability to provide adequate services. – This includes high levels of population change/ interstate migration amongst the Non Indigenous population as well as high levels of population mobility amongst the Indigenous population.  High levels of mobility amongst Indigenous population results in both difficulties in recording population numbers and in planning for services where population numbers can very vastly over a year.   High levels in population migration in regional centres and remote towns results in difficulties in retaining and recruiting staff particularly staff with appropriate skills.  This can result in services, particularly small services, not being able to function at full capacity for some period of time

· Culturally Appropriate Service Models – Issues around culture can result in barriers to services eg child care licences and funding requirements have resulted in few child care services being developed in remote communities.  Housing – housing design and family obligations result in a high number of Indigenous people having failed tenancies, often resulting in homelessness.

5. ACCESS TO EMPLOYMENT, CDEP AND ADEQUATE INCOME SUPPORT

ACOSS has outlined well, in its submission to the Inquiry, how the current income support system contributes to poverty in particular for young people, students and single people on New Start, who receive welfare benefits, which are below the Henderson Poverty Line.  As such NTCOSS will highlight those issues surrounding the current Social Security and Australians Working Together System that impact on the NT and in particular indigenous people.

Unlike the rest of Australia the majority of people in the NT who receive welfare benefits are Indigenous.  Figures provided by Centrelink in 2001, as part of a Submission made by NTCOSS, showed that Indigenous people made up – 45% of welfare benefit recipients in Darwin, 70% in Alice Springs and 80% in the Topend.  Anecdotal discussions reveal that similar percentages currently exist.

5.1. Specific issues exist for Indigenous people in gaining adequate income Support. 

· A large number of Indigenous people while being entitled to welfare benefits are currently receiving no income.  

· High levels of breaching are occurring in regional and urban centres. Indigenous people, who are breached or receive a reduction of payment, are often slow to return to payments, to follow up on breaches, and rarely appeal.  Breaches have devastating impacts on whole families where family obligations require Indigenous people to support other family and community members, most of whom are welfare benefit recipients or on CDEP or receive no income support

·  In remote communities ensuring welfare benefits are received by the welfare benefit recipient is often an issue.  Many remote communities do not have financial institutions and the store and or the Community Council acts as the money recipient.  This system has lead to Indigenous people often not having control over their funds and to abuse through book up of Indigenous people. Similar problems often occur in regional centres where shops hold Indigenous peoples cards allowing book up, which often leads to debt and poverty eg inability to pay the rent and hence homelessness etc.

5.2. Actions required to address these issues include: _

· The need for a greater level of Centrelink infrastructure in remote communities.  This infrastructure needs to include the employment and training wherever possible of local Indigenous people to assist Indigenous people with social security inquiries and to act as advocates.
Currently Centrelink support services are poorest in remote communities where the majority of people are on welfare benefits.  There is a need to expand the current Centrelink Hub model currently operating in Maningrida to other Remote Communities, so that each community is covered by a Hub Office based in a larger remote centre.  The opening of the Maningrida Office has revealed a large number of people who prior to the opening of the Office were not in receipt of a welfare benefit.  The opening of this office has resulted in a much greater take up of welfare benefit entitlements.

· The establishment of community controlled banking institutions in remote communities.   Through Community Participation Agreements and Hub Centres look at how such financial institutions could be set up eg being connected with the establishment of Centrelink infrastructure

· Centrelink offices in the NT should have access to their own Indigenous Interpreter Service.  In the NT there are a large number of Indigenous languages.  English for Indigenous people is often their third, fourth or even fifth language. 

· Breaching should be used as the very last resort when all other channels have been pursued.  The System should be based on incentives rather than a punitive system. 

5.3. Other Issues

· In most communities few opportunities exist for employment.  More work needs to be done by Government to assist communities where possible to create economic development and real job opportunities.  This includes looking at Indigenous culture, land care, tourism etc.  CDEP is often used as a substitute for real jobs, with Governments often utilising CDEP as the infrastructure to provide needed services which would be provided through real jobs in non indigenous communities eg aged care, child care, rubbish collection etc.    When does CDEP become a real job?  The Commonwealth Government in partnership with State and Territory Governments, ATSIC and aboriginal communities needs to review the impact and use of CDEP in terms of: -

· Pay and employment conditions

· Use of CDEP by Government services and funded agencies

· Potential avenues for long term real jobs and for adequate levels of social and physical infrastructure in line, in the case of the NT, with other parts of Australia, and with non Indigenous communities. 

· There is a need to review the current welfare benefit system to take into account the specific NT regional and spatial variation and the higher cost of living in living in outback remote regions.

· The number of issues arising in relation to Indigenous peoples’ access to adequate income and pathways to economic development and employment suggests that there is a need for a longitudinal study and or innovative pilots re AWT and Social Security needs/ servicing of Indigenous people in remote communities.

· Community Participation Agreements, to be effective, need to provide additional capacity building funds and to be accompanied by regional holistic approaches to social and economic development in regional and remote communities.  Such ventures need to include the provision of block funding or additional funds to achieve economic and social outcomes/ gains.

6. SUGGESTED STRATEGIES FOR ADDRESSING POVERTY

6.1. General

· Establish a Commonwealth and State Government Poverty Taskforce to develop a joint strategy for addressing poverty.  This needs to be a whole of Government Taskforce.  Countries which have been relatively effective in addressing Poverty eg UK, Ireland, have placed the poverty agenda under the Prime Minister/ Leader and have ensured that the Poverty Taskforce reports to Cabinet Such a strategy needs to include the points listed below.
· Improve the planning and research base on which poverty is defined measured, and addressed.  This includes: -

· Ensuring that each Jurisdiction has good social population data and data on poverty and social disadvantage. 

· Improving ways of collecting ABS data and population data on Indigenous people 

· Commission some research work on redefining poverty and on developing social well being indicators and poverty measures.

· Commission specific research work on developing an understanding of poverty and well being within an Indigenous context, including identification of specific barriers and appropriate social well being indicators 

· Develop poverty targets and benchmarks and indicators.  Use these targets to regularly measure community progress or well being gains.  Consider utilising these within a triple /quadruple bottom line reporting framework
· Poverty Strategies or Social Development Strategies to be developed by each State as well as the Commonwealth

· Regional or Community Social and Economic Development Plans to be developed for communities identified as being socially disadvantaged   Such strategies seem to have been effectively adopted in the UK eg Disadvantaged Communities Project.  Place seems to offer an effective way for holistically addressing poverty.  The NT is taking this approach through its Regional Development Strategy -  “Building Stronger Regions – Stronger Futures Strategy”

· Provide Specific Place Funding for addressing poverty and social disadvantage.   Poverty and social disadvantage has many causes and involves addressing a range of social issues.    As such effective ways for addressing poverty include the provision of block funds to local communities with an identified lead agency overseeing the Budget. Projects could involve addressing social solutions while providing employment opportunities etc.  
Such funding will need to include funds for capacity building of communities and key stakeholders.

6.2. Specific Strategies for Addressing Poverty/ Social Disadvantage in Indigenous Communities

Addressing Indigenous poverty and social disadvantage cannot be separated from Indigenous rights and issues of economic development, dispossession, culture and land rights.  Repeated Inquiries and Reports such as the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody have recommended a holistic approach to addressing Indigenous health and social issues.  “Without clean and drinkable water, appropriate waste disposal, adequate housing, proper environment control, such as roads to Australian standards, suitable communications, improved education and employment opportunities there will never be an improvement in health outcomes for Indigenous people.” NT ATSIC 2002.

As such addressing poverty and social disadvantage within Indigenous communities necessarily requires a holistic approach.   Indigenous people must be placed at the centre of any solution to addressing poverty/social disadvantage.  This includes: -

· The advancing of the Reconciliation process including the development of a treaty. 

· The development by Governments with ATSIC and Indigenous communities of Social Justice Statements and the development of Partnership Agreements/ MOUs around addressing poverty/ social justice

· The development of Indigenous Impact Statements

· Pilot a Regional. and or Community approach to addressing Indigenous poverty/ disadvantage.  Such an approach could include: -

· The development of regional social and economic development plans targeted at Indigenous communities.

· The provision of block funding tied to Regional Social and Economic Development Plans to enable innovative and holistic solutions to be developed, which are owned and managed by Indigenous communities. 

· Provision of capacity building resources to empower communities to own and manage the process

· Holistic partnership approaches which involve State, Commonwealth, local/ community councils and Indigenous communities as well as other key stakeholders bringing resources to the table and working together to find solutions

· The establishment of agreed poverty/ well being targets and performance measures. As stated above further research work will be required to develop appropriate well being benchmarks and indicators

· Provision of specific funds to Indigenous organisations and communities which empower Indigenous communities themselves to find solutions to poverty / social disadvantage

Innovative holistic approaches for addressing social issues such as PHCAP, The NT Community Controlled Schools Project, and The NT Regional Development Plan are already in place and could be expanded upon to address a range of social and economic issues for Indigenous communities. 
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