Senate community affairs references committee

INQUIRY INTO POVERTY IN AUSTRALIA 

Terms of Reference:

1 (a) the extent, nature and financial cost of


i   poverty and inequality in Australia


ii  poverty amongst working Australians


iii child poverty in Australia


iv poverty in Australian communities and regions

  (b) the social and economic impact of changes in the distribution of work, the level of 

        remuneration from work and the impact of under-employment and unemployment.

  (c) the effectiveness of income-support payments in protecting individuals and 

       households from poverty

   (d) 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.

2. That, in undertaking its inquiry, the committee also examine:

(a) the impact of changing industrial conditions on the availability, quality and reward for work,  and

(b) current efforts and new ideas, in both Australia and other countries, to identify and address poverty amongst working and non-working individuals and households.

This submission will comment on most of the Terms of Reference with particular attention to the plight of women and families.  The examples and statements made are from written and spoken discussions and from observed and experienced evidence; they are not from any formal academic study or research.

The National Council of Women of Australia Inc Limited has represented women and families in Australia for more than one hundred years. It is the coordinating body of seven State and Territory Councils, to which are affiliated over 400 women's organisations and nearly one thousand individual associate members. Thus NCWA  has the ability to consult and communicate with more than three million women throughout Australia.  It is non-party political and non-sectarian.

The NCWA maintains active consultation and communication between its Councils

and its Standing Committees.  These Standing Committees exist at international, national and State levels; they provide informed advice in areas of special relevance to the issue of poverty including economics, health, employment, education, consumer affairs, sustainable development, ageing and youth.

Many women are the pivot around which three or four generations of family and friends focus, and they live with the impact of poverty on the different age groups and occupations.  They often have the responsibility for aging relatives as well as children and grandchildren.  Statistics show that they are the major beneficiaries of government pensions as sole parents, unemployed and aged people.  These recipients live all too often below the poverty line.

1 a)   i   poverty and inequality in Australia
Poverty hits women in unequal proportion to men in most countries, not least in Australia. Women are affected by economic considerations more severely than men because of 

· greater family responsibilities, 

· longer life expectancy, 

· fewer earning years with less earning capacity and 

· fewer employment opportunities. 

Changing domestic conditions impact on women who are increasingly the sole carers of children, parents and disadvantaged relatives. They are expected to accept these greater family responsibilities which affects their ability to go out into the paid workforce and certainly to commit to the higher paid positions in skilled and profession employment.

Older women are on government aged pensions for a longer time because they live longer and in this situation are unable to improve their income.  Some are on the poverty line because of these circumstances.

Because many women are engaged in child rearing their earning years are fewer, if in fact they can re-enter the paid workforce after taking years off to look after babies and children.

With fewer employment opportunities, many women start their own small businesses and they have been remarkably successful in this area which is notoriously fraught with financial dangers.   

     ii  poverty amongst working Australians

 Women historically are in lower-paid employment or are in part-time or casual employment or are unemployed.  On-going statistics show this to be a fact.

Girls who drop out of school early will probably only find poorly-paid, casualised, menial jobs (McJobs) if any.  There needs to be attractive incentives to encourage all young people to stay at school and gain some useful life skills.  These could include the basic skills of budgeting, of food preparation and nutrition so that optimum use can be made of limited finances.  This also impacts on the health of our nation which is becoming obese yet malnourished not because of wealth but because of lack of education and misuse of buying power.

      iii child poverty

Children are a nation's most important resource yet we appear to be neglecting those in need. Great attention must be paid to those services which give practical assistance to young families, particularly those in which children are growing up with economic disadvantages - i.e. we must break the poverty cycle.

The cliché about the poverty cycle is all too true.  Children from financially poor families ("economically challenged") find it almost impossible to climb out of the spiral of poverty.  This affects their health, their education, their ambitions and their self-esteem. It is crucial that our children are raised out of this situation so they can face a future with some eagerness and confidence. 

Education of our children is one of the keys to solving this. Lack of the basic skills of literacy and numeracy leads to low self esteem, inability to find employment and down a path to drug dependency and its problems.  Mounting evidence shows that the problem of drugs in the community is linked with crime, depression and suicide.

It has been estimated that 1 in 8 children in Australia live in poverty – a very high proportion compared with other industrialized countries. The Government  can  do  much to help this innocent and vulnerable group escape from the “poverty trap” in which, through no fault of their own they find themselves.  Children growing up in poverty suffer incredible disadvantages compared with those in more affluent homes.  Invariably financial strain generates considerable stress within the household, which often leads to breakdown of the family structure.   Inadequate housing, poor nutrition and possible lack of access to adequate or affordable medical services results in likelihood of health problems.  Children lose opportunities to develop their potential through limited experiences which contribute to normal growing up in our society – affordable school camps and excursions, music lessons, access to sporting facilities etc.  Community Groups such as the Brotherhood of St Laurence and the Smith Family, play a crucial role in providing additional food, clothing, emergency accommodation counseling and job placement for unemployed members of a household.  However, the Government has the ultimate responsibility to ensure that the mother and child receive adequate welfare support right from the birth of the child, starting with infant health services as well as guidance on nutrition and general well being.  During the pre-school years, subsidized child care can enable the young mother to work part time if suitable employment can be found, and to expand her vision beyond her cash-strapped home environment, possibly with local community groups with other young mothers from her neighbourhood.  Advice on financial planning could also be considered as part of community services provided by local councils.  

The Government must also ensure the quality of education provided in all schools, especially those in lower socio-economic areas, where parental input in the form of extra facilities may be limited or non-existent.  Furthermore, schools should be considered as community resources, parents should be directly involved in school programs whenever possible and counseling or special assistance should be directed to families who are going through difficult times, which a skilled school welfare officer should be able to detect.

       iv poverty in Australian communities and regions

It is indisputable that the poverty in indigenous communities is born by women as they try to ease the trauma experienced by young people affected by ill-health, lack of hope and objectives resulting in substance abuse and self-harm.  

Today the effect of the drought throughout Australia has seen despair in the rural communities especially from the young males and men who feel useless as well as anxious.  Enterprising groups are setting up alternative side industries and this needs encouragement not only by finance but also by interest and understanding by the urban population.

1  b)  social and economic impact of changes in employment
Fewer women are in meaningful employment because they have been occupied with child-rearing, which is a full-time occupation and mainly undertaken by women.  They have thus been unable to work even part-time unless they are in well-paid, probably professional, jobs. The fact that unemployment figures have increased means there is more competition for jobs and here again women, who are "unreliable" because of their child-bearing role, are disadvantaged.

1 c) effectiveness of income support payments

There are numerically more women on government benefits of all types - as sole parents, unemployed or aged people. Despite such income support many cannot rise above the poverty line.  Assistance with planning budgets would help.
Practical support of young families, outside the provision of social security payments, can help stabilize the family structure and increase self-confidence amongst family members.  There is compelling evidence that children growing up in a stable, secure family environment, preferably where the parents are married, do better in school and are less likely to become involved in petty or more serious crime , drug abuse or civil disobedience, whilst these families are more likely to weather the storm of unemployment, illness and other unforeseen difficulties.  It is proposed, therefore, that great attention must be paid to services which will give practical assistance to all young families and particularly to children growing up in poor homes if the problem of poverty in our society is to be defeated in the long term.

1  d) effectiveness of programmes and supports
Without the support of the volunteers in our community most welfare agencies, sporting groups, cultural programmes and Education Centres would crash.  Although it is not solely women who do the many tasks performed by unpaid workers, they are the main carers and sharers in the home and in the community. 

Not-for-profit social welfare organisations have been put under increasing financial strain but continue their invaluable work, often only with the help of volunteers.  NCWA believes it is more effective in every way to support these existing groups rather than to establish extra government agencies.

The strain of caring for a disabled or aged family member is enormous and the hours never-ending, and the financial burden is a part of this strain. Acknowledgement of the role of carers should be emphasised by financial assistance.

Summary proposal:

There are women in Australia who would be classed as the poorest of the poor even by Third World standards.  They may be women in some aboriginal communities where their economic, health and educational circumstances are unacceptable, despite government funding over the years.  They may be women in some rural areas which have been repeatedly affected by drought.  They may be women in urban areas who are the sole providers of an extended family.

People trapped in poverty are without the means to earn money or use their initiative and they have no collateral to use for a bank loan to get on their feet. It has been proved many times throughout the world that financing women’s projects which lead to sustainable development is a most effective way of improving the conditions of women and children. In addition, this also leads to their empowerment so that they can to manage their lives and that of their families and communities.

We can learn from the example of the success over the years of such organisations as the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh.  Aware that obtaining small loans for self employment enables people to help themselves, gain self esteem, improve living conditions and raise the morale of their community, such enterprises extends millions in tiny loans for self-employment purposes to some of the poorest people in the world. Repayments on these loans exceeds 99.05%, which thus outperforms most banks around the world. 

The principles by which these community banks operate are:

· to lend to the poorest of the poor, and as women are among the poorest, they receive high priority;

· to support and help its borrowers to succeed

· to focus all its resources and attention on serving the poor and not to engage in any other banking activity

· to endeavour to meet its costs from its interest loans

NCWA recommends  that the Commonwealth Government encourages the      formation of schemes run on the principles of the Grameen (Rural) Bank of      Bangladesh. The sole purpose of such banking schemes is to make small loans without collateral to the poorest people within the community - who are often but not always women - for projects which lead to sustainable development. 

This submission bas been prepared from input from:

· The Standing Committee – Social Issues Victoria, Coordinator Pat Phair

· The National Coordinator Sustainable Development, Mrs Bridget Faye, AM

· The National Coordinator Social Issues,  Paddy Firstenberg, MBE
This submission is endorsed by the President of National Council of Women, Judith Parker.

