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“Love must inspire justice and the struggle for justice.”

Pope John Paul II, 1980

INTRODUCTION

The Tasmanian Catholic Justice and Peace Commission formed in 1992 and is responsible to the Archbishop of Hobart.  We aim to bring about a just society and promote peace in Tasmania in keeping with the principles of Catholic Social Teaching, through research and analysis, community education and reflection.  Our role complements the work of other Catholic Church initiatives in the area of social justice, including the work of the State St Vincent de Paul Society and Centacare, the Archdiocesan Employment Project of 2000, and the recently launched Samaritan Fund.

The principles of Catholic Social Teaching include the dignity of the human person, the common good and care of God’s creation.  Particularly relevant to the current Senate inquiry are principles relating to the dignity of work, a special option for the vulnerable, solidarity and the rights and responsibilities of the human person.

The Tasmanian Catholic Justice and Peace Commission makes this submission to the Committee out of our commitment to these principles.  The Commission would be happy to expand on any of the matters raised in this submission through a personal appearance before the Committee.

Our submission will consider the issues surrounding poverty generally, but pay particular attention to the situation in Tasmania.  We do not have the resources to conduct extensive research for ourselves, so we are relying in the submission on the excellent and comprehensive research conducted by other organisations, such as the Just Tasmanian Coalition and its member organisations, Anglicare, TasCOSS and the Poverty Coalition.  We have included direct quotes from the people interviewed for this research because Catholic Social Teaching states that the people most affected by a decision should be most consulted in the making of it.  Using direct quotes allows the voices of the often voiceless to be heard.  

What is poverty?

The difficulty in quantifying poverty lies in the difficulty of establishing an accurate definition for it.  Measures of poverty that focus exclusively upon income can be misleading: such indicators as education, health, access to services and infrastructure, vulnerability, social exclusion and access to social capital must also be considered.
  Inequality in wealth is paralleled by inequality in education and training (and therefore in employment prospects), justice, childcare and aged care, health and housing.

The emotional and psychological impact of poverty should also be considered.  People living on a low income simply do not have enough money to live a lifestyle taken for granted by many Australians.  They may feel embarrassed and ashamed about this, particularly if their poverty affects their children.  

The Bishops Committee for Justice, Development and Peace defines poverty has having five main dimensions: economic, socio-political, political, cultural and spiritual.  Poverty means not only having a low income, but also being unable to access or having limited access to essential services such as education, health and welfare, being unable to actively participate in decision-making affecting one’s own life, being marginalised out of mainstream society, and the experience of rejection and loss of hope.

A submission to a Queensland Council of Social Services Task Group eloquently describes how it feels to live in poverty:

“Poverty means that even though you want to pay for things like other people, you just can’t and that makes you feel like a second class citizen all the time… Poverty means having to say no to things that you know other people can say yes to – for themselves and their children.  Poverty means lying awake crying and worrying night after night about how you will pay the bills and which ones you can leave or juggle till next week… Poverty is about trying to be a superparent to make up for the lack of material things.  Poverty is about always having to fill in forms and have everyone know your personal business, it’s about having to go to humiliating appointments where you can be made to feel like you are lucky to be getting anything at all… Poverty wears you down and can make you sicker than you already are – both physically and mentally, it’s about stress, isolation, fear and constant struggle.  Poverty equals pain.”

The Commission believes one of the worst aspects of poverty is the pain it causes people.  However, we would also like to emphasise the strength, resilience, resourcefulness and compassion of so many people who live on low incomes.  It is tragic that such people, who have the very qualities our society needs more of, are so excluded from it.

TERM OF REFERENCE 1(a): The extent, nature and financial cost of poverty and inequality in Australia, poverty amongst working Australians, child poverty in Australia, and poverty in Australian communities and regions.

Poverty in Australia is deeply entrenched.  

“I’ve had days when I’ve gone without food to feed the kids.  I’ve done that a lot, you get used to it. It probably happens every couple of months – when the Hydro bill comes in.”

Just Tasmania research participant, Zeehan, 1999

“We’re not having Christmas this year.”

TasCOSS research participant, Huon Valley, 2000

Australians like to assume that they live in a country where basic human rights like education and health care are met for all people.  This is simply not true.  According to a recent study, 13.3% of Australians, (2.4 million), do not have enough money to cover the basic costs of food, clothing and shelter.

The gap between rich and poor is widening.  Between 1986 and 1996, the number of households with low incomes grew by over 80%, the number of households with high incomes grew by over 30%, and there was virtually no change in the number of households with middle incomes.
  Between 1993/4 and 1998/9, according to ABS Household Expenditure Surveys, the bottom 20% of income earners received an average weekly increase of $9 (an increase of 5% to $160), while the top 20% received an average weekly increase of $343 (23.4% up to $1.996).
  

Australia is a wealthy country.  However, massive inequality in the distribution of that wealth means that many Australians, and significant numbers of Tasmanians, live in poverty.

Food

In the 1998 Healthy Community Survey, almost 10% of Tasmanian adults reported a high level of concern about their capacity to buy adequate food.  Appallingly, almost 6% said they could not afford enough food for themselves or their children.  In a wealthy, fortunate, bountiful land like Australia, people are going hungry due to poverty.  Food is usually the only variable in the tight budgets of people on a low income: money is divided up among rent and bills, with food purchased with whatever is left over.  

“I live on $30 food a fortnight – noodles, pasta and milk.  Since I started living on $30 food I’ve gone from 12 stone to 10 stone.”

Just Tasmania research participant, West Coast, 1999

It is not the case that people go hungry because they are poor budgeters.  As an Anglicare report puts it, “For many of these individuals or families the issue was not one of trying to stick to a budget but one of being an excellent budgeter with an income which simply did not cover all the basic needs of life.”
  For example, for a single parent on the West Coast of Tasmania, a loaf of bread a day consumes 8% of disposable income.

 “You can’t even say, ‘let’s go out and have a cup of coffee.’  You have to account for every cent.  You’re forever writing out 3 fortnights – you budget 3 fortnights in advance so you can pay for your accounts and necessities.  You’re forever on a budget.”

TasCOSS research participant, George Town, 2000

Health

Unpublished research by the Department of Health and Human Services, cited in an Anglicare report, found that 31% of adult Tasmanians had difficulty in meeting their financial needs in the last 12 months; 31.5% of them did not seek health care due to these difficulties, and 29.1% of them did not purchase medication prescribed by their GP.
  As one Launceston participant in the 1999 Just Tasmania research put it, “$3.20 for a prescription is a carton of milk.”

A significant number of Tasmanian doctors choose not to routinely bulk-bill.  An Anglicare survey found that 31% of Tasmanian general practices routinely charged a gap fee – ranging from 35c to $17.50 – even for Health Care Cardholders and Pensioner Concession Cardholders.
  It is important to note that due to the means test used to determine Health Care Card eligibility (an income of more than $309 a week for a single person disqualifies them from eligibility
) many people on quite low incomes do not qualify even for a Health Care Card.

 “My four kids are all asthmatics.  I couldn’t always afford the medication.  The doctors go off at you because you let it go on too long.  They ask why you haven’t given them the preventative medication, the nebuliser and the nebuliser medication.  We couldn’t do it, and then the doctors make you feel bad.”

Just Tasmania research participant, Launceston, 1999

Good health is further compromised by poor living standards.

“With arthritis you need a warm house: that’s extra heating and extra wood and on a pension this is too hard.”

Just Tasmania research participant, Burnie, 1999

Health costs are even harder to meet for people with disabilities and their carers.  The additional cost of having a disability has been estimated to range between $1,000 and $25,000, yet the Disability Support Pension provides the same income as an Aged Pension.  There are some Commonwealth and State programs designed to off-set this disparity, however many people live out of range of the such services or simply do not know about them.

Heating

Between 1984 and 1994, the cost of weekly fuel and power to Tasmanians increased by 61%, compared to a national increase of 30.3%.  The lower standard of housing of many Tasmanians living in poverty means they battle poor insulation and inadequate heating systems.
  There are, of course, many ways to remedy this situation: better insulation, high efficiency heating, new appliances, new technology.  It is just that these are out of the reach of low income earners.  

Transport

In geographically isolated regions of Tasmania, the difficulties of living on a low income are exacerbated by inadequate and in many places non-existent public transport, and therefore greatly enhanced difficulty in accessing essential services, including health care.

“I don’t have any transport.  I can’t get to hospital for physiotherapy.  I should have it twice a week.  I only have enough money to get the taxi one way but I don’t have the strength to walk back.  My leg has deteriorated something shocking.  I’ve got to live with the pain.  I try to keep myself motivated but you have your off days.”

Just Tasmania research participant, West Coast, 1999

The issue of transport is of particular concern for frailer older people.  These people find themselves increasingly isolated from their family and other support networks, as well as from health care and other services.  They often lack the options a younger or a fitter person might have in getting around.

The cost of public transport in Tasmania has increased several times since 1995.  The majority of passengers are low income earners, and as the fares increase, patronage has declined – leading to further increases.

Housing

Long public housing waiting lists mean many people who would be eligible for public housing are forced into the private rental market, with high rental and bond costs and the costs associated with moving regularly imposing real financial hardship and, due to cheaper housing being located furthest from services, isolation.
  In October 2002 there were 519 people on Housing Tasmania’s Category One waiting list; there were 2241 households overall on the waiting list in June 2002, an increase of 74% over the previous four years. 
  For people on the waiting list, it is extremely frustrating to see the increasing number of public housing properties placed on the market, while new developments remain on paper only.

Over the past year, house prices in Tasmania have risen by an average of 15.6% in Launceston, 15.8% on the North West Coast and 11.2% in Hobart.  As a result, many properties previously available as rental properties are being sold as the owners take advantage of housing boom.  The First Home Owners’ Grant has led to a significantly reduced availability of low cost houses to the private rental market.
  Increasingly, renting has become the long-term housing alternative for low income earners, and there are fewer and fewer rental properties available.
  Furthermore, increasing numbers of Tasmanians are forced to spend unsustainable proportions of their income on housing costs as rents increase.

Comments from an Anglicare research report into the housing crisis in Tasmania illustrate the way in which housing costs can eat into a low income, leaving a person with very little after rent is paid.

“Getting into a private place on one pay is terrible, you have to sacrifice everything you have – your food, everything, petrol, everything.”

“You get your cheque each fortnight, and you pay out big rent.  After we pay the rent… I mean, we live on $80 a fortnight for food, between three.  It’s not real good – junk food, saveloys for the kid, that sort of thing, and hot dogs.  You know, buy a bag of potatoes and cut up chips and that.”

Education

Education is often hailed as the way out of the poverty trap.  However, for many people on limited incomes, it simply costs too much.

“Education is also expensive.  Austudy is based on assets – if parents are asset rich/income poor there are limited higher education opportunities.  Kids need to go to Burnie for higher education – the cost for accommodation and travel is a real strain.”

Just Tasmania research participant, Smithton, 1999

“You should get more money if you’re on Austudy because you’ve got higher expenses.  It’s especially hard on people who are on low incomes before they start study – they’re particularly disadvantaged because they haven’t got any savings to back themselves up.”

Just Tasmania research participant, Huon Valley, 1999

Educational opportunities for adults, including retraining to enhance employment prospects, are also put out of reach by poverty.  For adults who have been put out of work due to lack of up-to-date skills, this effectively consigns them to long-term unemployment.

“It’s hard to improve yourself with education, skills, or courses, because it’s all too dear, and if you have a child, you can’t take your child with you and child care is too dear.”

Just Tasmania research participant, Burnie, 1999

The impact of poverty on education has been well documented: for people living in poverty, both access to education and educational outcomes are likely to be less favourable.

For children, poverty is also about a poverty of opportunity.  For example, the basic costs of education are hard enough for many Tasmanian families to meet: extra-curricular activities are simply out of reach.

“My daughter goes to Ogilvie High [publicly-run girls’ high school] – that’s our choice.  But the uniform breaks us.  You have to have special socks, pants, blazer.  We buy it all second hand and sell it as soon as she’s grown out of it but it still costs a fortune and she’s growing fast.  My daughter is very musical but we don’t have any money for music lessons.  There’s no money for school trips or singing lessons.  She’d love to be in the school choir but if you are, you have to travel.  We can’t set aside the $1-2000 they ask for.  It makes me feel really guilty as a father.  My daughter is very confident because we’ve worked hard to help her be like that.  She could do these things.  Having to say no is heartbreaking for her and us.”

Just Tasmania research participant, Huon Valley, 1999

Towards the end of last year, the local Tasmanian newspapers carried almost daily photo-spreads of Leavers’ Dinners, focussing on the happiness of hundreds of school leavers dressed up in special clothes, celebrating the end of their school years together.  But for Tasmanians living on a low income, the Leavers’ Dinner is just another financial stress.

“For my son’s Leavers’ Dinner, I had to pay $150 to hire the suit.  That’s without his meal, shirt, photos and, if they wanted to hire a car, plus that expense.  My daughter paid the $20 for the car.”

TasCOSS research participant, George Town, 2000

Many Tasmanians live on such low levels of income that they are barely able to cover the costs of their own survival, let alone participate in the ordinary living patterns, customs and activities we consider a part of the Australian way of life.
  Their plight is exacerbated by food prices – even of the cheapest brands available – that are among the highest in Australia, (higher even than Darwin), rental costs that are comparable to mainland levels, (housing is comparatively cheaper in Tasmanian only for those purchasing homes), and a cool to cold climate combined with high fixed power costs.  Those living out of major centres are often forced to take on the additional expense of a private car – registration, maintenance, petrol – due to a lack of public transport.

“It is a downward spiral of poverty, you feel trapped.  You are on the back foot all the time.  There is the constant worry and stress of budgeting and if you have a set back it’s terrible.  I was a planner but now I can’t.  How can I plan?  It’s just too hard.”

TasCOSS research participant, Hobart, 2000

Without the ability to provide their children with opportunities – personal and academic – these families are unable to break out of the poverty cycle.  Poverty is passed down from generation to generation, and the idea that rising above it depends upon the individual is a mockery: there is no such thing as a level playing field.

Catholics believe that all human persons possess an innate dignity that is not lost through disability, age, lack of success, poverty or race.  This dignity is protected through our involvement in our community and our society.  It entitles us by right to life, food, clothing, shelter, rest, medical care, education, work, cultural acceptance, economic justice and political participation.

Poverty is a scandal that offends human dignity and contradicts the belief that the goods of the earth are to be shared equally among all.  Poverty is not inevitable, and neither is it the fault of the poor themselves.

The purpose of government is to promote the common good, and to intervene actively in society when necessary, including economically, to promote and ensure justice.  The government should never be reduced to a passive observer of socio-economic and market processes.

Recommendations

· Funding for integrated research into the reality of wealth distribution in Australia with an emphasis on listening to the stories of the individuals and families affected by unequal distribution, and on seeking to incorporate their views into the recommendations that arise out of the research.  The research should take a holistic approach, considering issues such as health (medical and dental), education, employment/unemployment/underemployment and housing.

· The Federal government to give serious consideration to the possibility of a wealth tax.

· The Federal government to recognise poverty as a serious social reality, and reverse its current tendency to either minimise it, or to blame it on those in poverty, the former government or forces beyond the government’s control. 

· The acceptance of poverty as a serious problem should be mirrored in government policy directed towards the development of and building of infrastructure that is supportive of education, health and housing for all Australians.

TERM OF REFERENCE 1(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.

Unemployment is consistently found by research to be the biggest factor leading to poverty in Australia.

A number of changes occurring in the work force, including trends towards casual work and less unionisation are contributing to the rise of under-employment, unemployment, and the development of geographic concentrations of poverty.

“When people hear you are unemployed they say, ‘lucky you, no stress’.  They have no idea.  People don’t understand.”

TasCOSS research participant, Hobart, 2000

There are 15 unemployed people for every job vacancy in Tasmania; the national average is 6 unemployed people for every vacancy.
  In February 2001, the official unemployment rate in Tasmania was 9% (representing 20,000 people).  The national average was 6.8%.  However, the ABS classifies a person as employed if they have worked for only one hour per week.  Of the 3,200 Tasmanians to have found work in the preceding 12 months, 85% of them found part-time work.
  The question arises: are the statistics really providing an accurate picture of what is happening?

For example, to have a job does not guarantee an income to live on.  Unpublished ABS research indicates that 20% of Australia’s low paid workers are unable to pay gas and electricity bills and 30% have experienced cash flow problems.  Many report going without meals and being unable to afford heating.

A brief summary, then, of an answer to this Term of Reference would be:

The impact of unemployment is devastating poverty.

“We can’t live from week to week.  You can barely afford to eat from fortnight to fortnight.”

TasCOSS research participant, George Town, 2000

The level of remuneration from work is often inadequate, particularly when a person is underemployed (25% of Tasmania’s 62,800 part time workers would prefer to work more hours
).  Often people working part time earn enough to no longer qualify for income support payments, but the amount they pay in tax and additional expenses they might have – transport, work clothes – eliminates any real gains in income.  They are working – but they are still living in poverty.

As work opportunities become more casual, part time or contract in nature, and there are fewer opportunities in rural areas for meaningful employment, people feel more insecure in their work and less hopeful of finding further work.  Our community as a whole becomes anxious, unstable and worried about the future.

Long-term unemployment is a particular problem in Tasmania; of the 21,626 people receiving Newstart allowance in 2001, 60% were classified as long-term unemployed (that is, they had been unemployed for longer than 12 months).
  The welfare system is failing these people: employment assistance such as Job Search Training and Intensive Assistance is offered after a person has already spent significant time without work.  The longer unemployment continues, the harder it is to break out of.

For older workers, (those in their forties and fifties – even those in their thirties), who find themselves unemployed through redundancy or discriminatory dismissal practices, finding work is made harder due to rampant age discrimination within the workplace, and inadequate employment support.  Their reduced chances of obtaining employment, their heavier financial burdens, which may include mortgages, dependent children and older relatives in poor health, the limited time available to recoup financial losses before retirement, and the fact that mature age job seekers must exhaust their own resources – such as savings or superannuation – before becoming eligible for government income support, all contribute to the plight – and the poverty – of the mature age unemployed. 
  

“You could almost get to like being unemployed if it wasn’t for the poverty, the loneliness and the despair.”

TasCOSS research participant, Hobart, 2000

Catholic social teaching states that everyone has the right to productive work for a fair wage.  Unemployment diminishes a person’s skills, potential, personal confidence and sense of purpose.  Full employment must always be the aim of governments and industry.  The economy exists for the human person and the common good, not the other way around.

“It should be a straightforward realisation that any economic system which consigns 15% or 9% or even 4% of its citizens to having no chance of participating in the economic, social, and cultural life of the community is an unjust system in need of serious revision and fundamental reform.”

Dr Tim Battin

Recommendations

· The Federal Government to research, develop and implement a whole-of-government strategy aimed at achieving full employment in Australia.

· Ensure better support to job seekers.  This may involve changes to the welfare system, (analysis of which is beyond the scope of this submission), to make it less punitive, less complicated and more flexible, responsive and supportive.

TERM OF REFERENCE 1(c): The effectiveness of income-support payments in protecting individuals and households from poverty.

In Tasmania, 37.4% of the population rely primarily upon social security pensions and benefits as their main source of income.
  The incomes these benefits provide often sit on or just above the Henderson Poverty Line (defined as representing “an austere living standard”
), and sometimes lie significantly below it.  For example, unemployment benefits can be up to 33% below the Henderson Poverty Line.

Income support payments exist because society recognises that there are some people who, for whatever reason, are unable to access the necessary goods and services, and therefore require support to protect their human dignity: people who are unemployed, aged, disabled or have unpaid family responsibilities.
  Yet too frequently, access to support and services is portrayed and therefore regarded as “a handout given begrudgingly by honest taxpayers rather than a right and entitlement of citizens which is collectively made by a responsible community.”

The “system” is a hostile one.

“Centrelink threaten you in each letter – it’s as though you are a criminal.”

TasCOSS research participant, George Town, 2000

“I got breached because I had to go to a job interview at the same time as my Centrelink appointment – even though I’d explained this with a phone call.  I had to appeal through the Social Security Tribunal.  They upheld that breach because I should have given up the job interview and gone to the Centrelink appointment.  The appointment was to fill out a form which I had already filled out.  The breach is for 10 fortnights @ 16% of my payment.  Both times I spoke to them on the phone, but there was no log on the calls.”

TasCOSS research participant, Hobart, 2000

The ineffectiveness of income support payments in protecting individuals and families from poverty is illustrated by the responses of the Just Tasmania research participants.  They included single people, single parents, couples, with and without children, and people living in extended families.  93% depended on pensions or benefits, (including Newstart, Parenting Payment, Disability Pension, Age Pension, Family Payment, Sickness Allowance, Widow’s Pension, Youth Allowance), as their main source of income; only 7% nominated work as their main income source, and some of these also qualified for partial Centrelink payments due to their low income status.

From these people came statements such as:

“All those negative thoughts you have because you have no money – the kids pick up on it.  They say things like: ‘Why can’t we have a tin of Milo?’  How do you say, ‘This is all I’ve got’?”
Just Tasmania research participant, Burnie, 1999

“Children have to stay at home if a trip is on or I can’t afford their lunch (this happens often).”
Just Tasmania research participant, Circular Head, 1999

“I’m unable to buy female necessities.  I have to make do with rags, etc.”
Just Tasmania research participant, Launceston, 1999

“I don’t have heating because I can’t afford it.  I go to bed.  I do this rather than going into debt: my mother didn’t bring me up to be in debt.  I go to bed at 3pm some days, noon others, clothes and all.”

Just Tasmania research participant, Zeehan, 1999

“There’s a $25 gap for the asthma specialist.  I have to wait if I haven’t got the money up front.  I sometimes have to cancel appointments because I don’t have the money and then you have to wait for weeks to get another appointment.”
Just Tasmania research participant, Clarence Plains, 1999

It is not unreasonable for Australians to assume that when, through no fault of their own – age, disability, a lack of available employment – they are required to depend upon the government for income support, that that support is financially adequate to meet fundamental daily living costs.

“You are not making a gift of your possessions to the poor person.  You are handing over to him what is his.”

Pope Paul VI, discussing the responsibilities of public authorities

Catholics are called to stand in solidarity with the poor and vulnerable; this solidarity is not just a vague compassion or shallow distress at others’ misfortune, but a real commitment to work for change so everyone can reach their potential.

Recommendations

· Increase income support payments to levels compatible with the human rights of access to food, clothing, shelter and services.

· The conditions attached to income support payments need to be realistic and appropriate to the current socio-economic context, particularly in regard to job seekers.

TERM OF REFERENCE 1(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.

Charities are forced to take up the slack when the government fails to deliver.  In 1997-98, non-government community organisations delivered almost 60% of the total expenditure on welfare; an additional $1 billion came from volunteers.   However the assumption, perpetuated by the labelling of unemployed people and people living in poverty, that poor people enjoy taking charity, or even deliberately arrange their circumstances so that they can live off charity, is hurtful and inaccurate.

“I’m getting a food order this afternoon (from Emergency Relief).  It’s degrading.  I try not to go because I know they’ll make me feel like scum.  You have to show all your bills and they don’t give you what you really need.  I feel bad enough that I have to ask for food to feed my own kids without being made to lose my dignity.”

Just Tasmania research participant, Launceston, 1999

“If I’m short on bills, I take money out of the grocery money.  I need to get food vouchers.  When you’re getting food vouchers, some people can make you feel real low.”

TasCOSS research participant, Huon Valley, 2000

The Commission does not have the hard data to comment on specific support programs, whether provided by government, non-government or charitable organisations.  However, charities, for example, are increasingly over-stretched by the needs of Tasmanians living in persistent and entrenched poverty.  They are simply unable to help everyone.  

An ACOSS survey of the Australian community services sector found that in 2001-2002, there had been a 12% increase in the estimated number of people assisted by charitable agencies on the previous financial year, but there had been a 19% increase in the estimated numbers of people seeking assistance, but not receiving the services they sought.  98% of survey respondents reported an increase in pressure on their services, citing rising operating costs, higher client numbers and the increasingly complex needs of clients as the main reasons.

The government is obligated to protect and promote the dignity of citizens through ensuring they do not live in poverty.  The burden of supporting all those who are in crisis should not fall solely upon the charitable sector.  All governments, state and federal, need to be more active than they have been in meeting this obligation.

TERM OF REFERENCE 2(a): The impact of changing industrial conditions on the availability, quality and reward for work.

As technology has enabled a shift away from mass production techniques, more emphasis has come to rest upon the individual worker.  Adaptability, flexibility and specialist skills are now in demand.
  A paper by the Young Christian Workers movement describes the effects of the changes.  They include an increased level of required qualifications among workers; an erosion of worker solidarity through increased pressure on different teams to compete; the scape-goating of overseas workers on much lower wages as the cause of problems rather than the desire of corporations for ever-increasing profits; an exclusion of workers from the decision making process; the “shedding” of unskilled workers in favour of smaller groups of more skilled workers; depletion of workplace morale due to the uncertainty of job prospects and increased competition; the channelling of money saved by technology replacing workers into shareholder profits rather than to those who have no job; and the dramatic expansion of part time, casual and contract work at the expense of permanent, full time, structured positions with full employment benefits.

Put simply, it has become harder to find a job that is meaningful and rewarding.  It has become harder to find a job that supplies enough hours, or an income adequate for day-to-day living.  It is harder to find job security.

Beneath the statistics lie real people, with real needs, aspirations, ambitions, likes and dislikes, interests and skills.

Catholic social teaching states that work is the right and the vocation of human persons.  It is the way in which we express ourselves and grow, the way in which we come into relationship with others, the way in which we contribute to the common good, and the way in which most of us find access to the necessities of life.
  

Because work is a right, duty and vocation, full employment must be the aim of any employment policy.

TERM OF REFERENCE 2(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.
The Commission does not have the resources to conduct an in depth study of current and new strategies to overcome poverty.  However, it is important to stress that communities themselves probably know best how to solve their own problems.  The Commission strongly recommends that any new strategy for addressing poverty and unemployment incorporate an intensive process of consultation in which the government asks people living on low incomes what they think the problems and the answers are.  Any such strategy also must take into account the need for flexibility: a solution should be appropriate to, and have the support of, the regional and local communities.

The Commission strongly recommends to the Committee the report by Churchill Fellow Lis de Vries, Work for those who can; security for those who can’t: A study of long term unemployment and regional employment programs in Canada, The Netherlands, UK and Ireland, obtainable from the Tasmanian Council of Social Services.
  The report considers ways in which innovative local unemployment solutions in those countries could be applicable to the Tasmanian situation.

CONCLUSION

While there are no doubt many ingenious ways in which communities can work together to create employment opportunities and support each other in the face of poverty, the fact remains that the Australian government all too frequently avoids its responsibility to those in society who live on a low income.

Poverty is not the fault of the poor.  It is the result of unemployment, of cycles built up over generations, of structural and institutional inequalities, of discrimination and labelling and of a refusal to look and take notice.   When asked, the experts on poverty – those people actually living in it – repeatedly express the view that politicians of all levels simply do not understand what it is like to live on a low income, and lack the will or the impetus to do anything about the issues which make life so hard for so many.  Political ignorance is seen as more damaging than community ignorance.  Even worse are those politicians who do not know the depth of their ignorance, and therefore further wound those on low incomes by implying that all they need to do is to budget better, or become motivated, or give up smoking.

This inquiry is a welcome sign that politicians are at last facing up to the fact that Australia is the land of the fair go for only some of its population.  There is a need to match that realisation with action that clearly indicates that not only do they recognise the problem, they also accept their responsibility to do something about it.  These actions can be through effective job creation strategies, through investing in health and education to break the poverty cycle and through addressing inequalities that exist at the structural and institutional level.  

The Government also needs to accept its role in creating discrimination against the poor: the use of unfair, inaccurate labels such as “dole-bludgers”, “welfare cheats” and “job snobs” to gain political points by leading politicians must cease.  Party leaders must take responsibility for correcting misleading language used by their political colleagues.

POST-SCRIPT

As part of their research, the Just Tasmania Coalition asked people living on a low income for their vision of a decent life.

A summary of their reply follows.

A life in which struggling to just live did not take up most of people’s daily resources, where there was enough left over for treats for the children, where everyone had access to decent housing and “a few appliances”, where everyone could access money in an emergency and easily pay bills on time.

A life in which all in the labour force had access to meaningful employment, and in which the unemployed could retain their dignity.

A life in which mutual obligation meant mutual support.

A life in which everyone’s children had access to the support needed to receive an education up to year 12 in their own communities.

A life in which hope could be reclaimed through a more vibrant community life, better entertainment, or the chance of an annual holiday.

A life in which health care – general and specialist – was promptly available and easily affordable.

A life in which transport was accessible and affordable.

This vision is not an impossible vision.  Nor is it asking too much.

For further, more detailed information, we commend the following documents to the Committee:
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Other publications:

Battin, T., Full Employment: Towards a just society, Sydney: Australian Catholic Social Justice Council, 1997.  Catholic Social Justice Series no.31.
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