SOLUTIONS TO UNEMPLOYMENT AND SO-CALLED ‘WELFARE DEPENDENCY’:

In the absence of any “simple solution”, is there a not-quite-so-simple composite solution?

Kevin Brennan: President, Unemployed Persons Advocacy, South Brisbane and Spokesperson for the Australian National organisation of the Unemployed

1. LOCAL GOVERNMENT

One of the major contributing factors to “the illicit drugs problem” is unemployment.  This is acknowledged in national and international conferences. The Brisbane City Council's drugs forum task force has acknowledged this.

What we are looking for from Council is that the process entered into on the drugs issue (task force, forums etc.) be replicated on the subject of unemployment, utilising the skills and knowledge of current employment seekers.  This could be replicated in all local government areas.

We also ask Councils to make a strong public statement on the need for “full employment” – which  we describe as a situation where anyone who wants to work can get a decent job in a reasonable amount of time – by adding their name to any “sign up to full employment” campaigns.

2. STATE GOVERNMENT

What we are looking for from State Governments is a full employment task force that actively seeks the ideas, energy and talents of unemployed people and facilitates these into active and energetic re-deployment programs and packages, “owned” and operated by currently unemployed people.  We should be no less enthusiastic and determined about doing this now, in our present deplorable situation, than we were in re-deploying soldiers following two world-wars.

3. FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

What we are looking for from the Federal Government is the replacement of a re-defined “full employment” as the unifying core of policy development and government action, with “economic management” as the servant of the citizenry, not its master.

Commensurately, we are looking for the necessary structures and processes to initiate this and then keep it running, re-deploying existing unemployed people as “employees of first resort”, in a high priority, high profile, national employment strategy at least as significant as the post world-war re-deployment programs.  [For an example, see “Green to Gold”, © Copyright 2000, Robert Hughes, Brisbane, Queensland.]

4. ALL 3 LEVELS OF GOVERNMENT

What we are looking for from all 3 levels of government – in concert – is the introduction of structures and processes that allow for the direct input of the ideas, energy and talent of unemployed people into the decision making and planning processes of public policy on employment, community service and social security issues.

We also call on all governments to cease the practice of using “volunteers” to perform public service functions.  All existing “volunteers” should be asked whether they really want paid work and, wherever possible, the person doing the work in question be paid normal wages for that work if they do.

COMMENT

Free-labour schemes and cheap-labour schemes (of which current “volunteer employment” practice and work-for-the-dole are the clearest, most blatant examples) are rapidly destroying genuine volunteering.  Governments of all types and colours can turn back this process by quarantining all normal and necessary government functions from volunteering and offering workers doing that work fair pay for their work.  They can also institute a régime to end the practice of commercial, for-profit businesses using unemployed people as short-term, free labour by allowing them to do voluntary work and then telling them there are no jobs going.  Unpaid, voluntary “try-outs” are open to rampant abuse and rarely lead to genuine employment.

The kind of things we talk about in our work are not the current handful of micro-projects that might get a few hundred – or even a few thousand – unemployed people back to work.  These are almost always quickly undone by reaching the end of their funding, or by retrenchments in other areas.  What we are talking about is a broad and large scale frontal attack on unemployment by vowing to empty the unemployed pool within (say) 3 years.  With a bit of courage and vision, it can be done.  We say it must be done – and if governments cannot see how, they are listening to the wrong people.

The argument that Australia can't afford these ideas is a furphy promoted and supported by aggressive and cannibalistic overseas capital interests who only see Australia for what they can get out of us.  We say Australia can’t afford not to do these things – for the sake of its citizens.

Australians – all of us – need to own, protect and develop Australia, Australians and Australian interests.  No-one else is going to.  This does not mean closing ourselves off to the rest of the world, but it does mean protecting ourselves from being puppets on invisible strings in the hands of unknown, faceless predators lurking in the international marketplace.

The first step in being a strong, mature country is demonstrating to our own selves and our fellow-citizens 1) that we care and 2) that we want ALL the available work in Australia to be paid for, to be remunerated at a rate that reflects cost of living not some presumed capitalistic valuation of the work performed and to be equitably distributed to all who want to work.

If your immediate reaction is to accuse me of being a “Marxist” or some other “ist”, let me assure you that, in my education, I have deliberately not read or studied much of Marx and various others precisely to avoid such insulting tags.  I am capable of thinking on my own and what I am espousing here can best be described as “Kevinist”.  It's also just as relevant to describe it as Ronist and Billist and Marthaist and Joanist and Clareist and Jackist and Aaronist.  If given the opportunity to say so, many, many Australians would say just what I have said, but in their own words.

We cannot - nor should we - listen to the gurus who want to keep a large pool of citizens unemployed and under-employed because it suits international capital interests to do so.  If capital only flows to nations who abuse, neglect and vilify their own people, it is capital we don't want.

Many Australians have started a process of clawing back influence over our own destiny and lifestyle and we will not be deterred.  Government belongs to us, not to an elite acceptable to the United States and others.  Presently, untouchable and uncontestable Government decisions are keeping over a million of our citizens out of decently-paid employment.  Such a Government must be prepared to foot the bill to “keep” those citizens in a state of “faring well” (the true meaning of welfare).  If they refuse to do so, that government deserves to be soundly defeated.

As it has been in many other places and in many other times, the excluded people have within themselves the solution to their own problems.  Sadly, governments think they know best and fail to see (or choose not to see) the things that prevent citizens from finding, owning, implementing and managing their own solutions.

Australia has done this for at least 25 years and now - allegedly - we have a “welfare problem”.  Truth is, it is not a welfare problem, but a crisis of vision and courage.  This malaise is quite treatable, but not with traditional medicine.

There is a sacred scripture that says, “he who now letteth will let until he be taken out of the way.”  Translated into the present, it roughly means “the hinderers will continue to hinder until they are removed or have their source of power cut off.”  Hinderers rarely change their minds.  In Australia, the disadvantaged people are the ones accused of being welfare-dependent.  Their accusers – the ones vilifying them and making their life miserable – are the same ones who are hindering virtually every reasonable possibility for disadvantaged people to alter their circumstances.  They are prescribing medicines that we already know do not cure the disease, but only mask the symptoms.

As I and others made quite clear to the Welfare Reform Reference Group, there are two parts to the cure for supposed “welfare dependency”: one is paid employment for all who want it.  And the road to this begins with the removal of the truck-loads of barriers.  When opportunities are unearthed, the answer should default to “yes - unless there is some major obstruction”.  As it is, the answer usually defaults to “no - unless you jump through this series of hoops”.

The other part of the cure for supposed “welfare dependency” is to re-define welfare.  This means we have to stop pretending that a few Centrelink payments constitute “welfare” (most notably, benefits paid to sole parents, unemployed people and some disabled people) and stop pretending that a whole range of other things are not welfare (such as legal tax avoidance, corporate/business “incentives” and bonuses, benefits and excessive salaries paid to politicians and bureaucrats).

All the ideas necessary to end supposed “welfare dependency” in Australia are written up in the mass of submissions made to the Welfare Reform Reference Group.  Few if any besides the punishment ones made it into the McClure Report.  Fewer still have managed to reach the consciousness of the gaggle of politicians and bureaucrats who make all our decisions for us.

True “welfare reform” starts when the hinderers are removed or rendered powerless and the sooner the better.  I simply say: it's all there folks; when will it be done?  Until a redefined, revitalised “full employment” becomes the cry and the heart-beat of our nation, “welfare dependency” will remain the sole – albeit totally inadequate – income for many of our fellow-citizens.  It takes much, much more than “pull yourself up by your own boot-straps!” to empower the entire able-bodied workforce to return to having an income based on gainful employment.  We know from 25 years experience that such an approach is a dismal failure.

There are all too few champions of these concerns in the ranks of Australia’s public officials.  Our current anti-politician mood is an outworking of this.  If, in order to bring about much needed change, all we as citizens have is the ballot box, then God help Australia.  Electorates punishing governments at the ballot box are the direct result of governments punishing electorates for ‘crimes’ they are not guilty of (being trapped in unemployment or on welfare, for example – they are not crimes but they are treated like crimes).  The only way to flip out of that downward spiral is to get the general population, particularly the direct stakeholders, engaged in finding, planning and managing their own solutions to these problems.  If there is any public will or desire or hope for answers, then work with the stakeholders to execute their own solutions instead of trying to scrunch stakeholders into your political party or bureaucratic solutions.
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