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About CWLA    
CWLA (est. in the early 1900's) is an organisation of some 8000 female members across Australia in regional, rural and remote areas.  In our objects we advocate promotion of spiritual, cultural, intellectual and social development of women and support the family unit.  
CWLA thanks the Senate Community Affairs References Committee for the opportunity to comment on poverty in Australia.
Terms of References addressed in this Submission:
· Poverty in Australia: inequality, working Australians, children, communities and regions
· Social and economic impact
· Effectiveness of income-support
· New ideas to address poverty
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INQUIRY INTO POVERTY IN AUSTRALIA
INTRODUCTION
Poverty without a doubt resides in all areas of Australia. It is responsible for inequality between Australians and affects working Australians, the unemployed, parents choosing to stay at home, disadvantaged people, and children.  Poverty has increased due to: ignorance - the false belief that Australia is a wealthy country; an increase in unemployment; rising rent and house prices; rising costs in general; a demand for a materialistic lifestyle; a decrease in the fertility rate; an increase in an ageing population and a reduced focus on (extended) families and the community.  
· Poverty in Australia: inequality, working Australians, children, communities and regions

INEQUALITY

There is a widening gap between the poor, and the not so poor - St Vincent de Paul Society term this as the "Two Australias" (McCarthy, Wicks, May 2000).  The report highlights the inequality and broadening gap between the rich and the poor saying: "Clearly, the increases in incomes are heavily and unfairly skewed in favour of the wealthy … National Economics report … show the wealth gap is not only between individuals but is reflected among the regions…"  In a recent article, (Catholic Resources, Jan, 2003), The Society asserts that Australians are in "poverty denial", ignoring the signs and symptoms of poverty and avoiding solutions.
Inequality not only refers to the rich and the poor, - it has a strong reference to men and women.  Women and children are still at the most disadvantaged end of the poverty scale.  Working class women, immigrant and migrant women, women with disabilities, older women, young women, country and rurally isolated women on average earn less than their male counterparts thereby are the first to reach a level of poverty.  
WORKING AUSTRALIANS

There are also many signs and symptoms of poverty amongst working Australians: singles, couples and families.  Many working Australians no longer have the luxury of long term employment which once guaranteed regular payments towards a car, mortgage and a healthy superannuation. There is a trend towards casual and contract work disabling the ability to pay back costly essentials.  If one is not able to secure a mortgage the choices are private rent: where your money works for somebody else and is a good portion of your wage.  Or public housing where availability is less accessible because there are long waiting lists for welfare recipients.  

Restructuring of the industry has led to further unemployment of middle aged and older men and a fall in the participation rate of this group. This has long term impacts on their dependency on welfare.  Extended unemployment in this period, apart from being demoralising and wasteful for people and their community, also jeopardises the person's or couples' ability to provide for or contribute to their retirement income.  Despite having paid taxes for decades they may not be eligible for any income support or reemployment assistance because the spouse's income may be modest.

Single people of working age in low paid work, or unemployed, are a growing group of disadvantaged people in society.  Some of these people suffer from mental illness or personality disorders which make regular employment unattainable.  They lack the relative economic security of being part of a couple.  Their situation makes it difficult to house themselves without family support.  Their poverty is socially isolating and makes establishing their own family difficult.
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CHILDREN
And what of the children of these families?  Larger families are more at risk of poverty therefore those children in general will have fewer opportunities.  "Research in the 1960's and 1970's indicated that although education is provided for all children, opportunity is not equal, and success at school was found to be closely related to family background." (Healy, 1997:14).  Children from families struggling (and sometimes failing) to meet living costs are more likely to become discouraged and drop out of school, perpetuating the cycle of poverty.  

Another area deplete of adequate assistance and wandering further into disrepair are University and Tafe student fees.  The economy of Australia relies on well educated proponents yet currently soaring HECS fees and consequent loans are forcing students into poverty and a good proportion are abandoning higher education in favour of menial work which provides money to pay bills.

COMMUNITIES

As the extended family has decreased over the years the need for community support has increased.  Communities develop a range of encouraging support systems.  People caring is a basic human necessity.  Expensive care systems disconnects the most needy from the most needed.  ACOSS suggests in their steps to reduce poverty (www.acoss.org.au, 2003) to: "Improve the affordability of essential health and community services such as dental care, child care and respite care."  If the basics are unaffordable then it is likely that poor people feel neglected, a lack self esteem and are in a state of constant despondency.  
REGIONS    
Inequality also refers to poorer regions; some postcodes of Australia are designated poorer than others and produce a frustrating inescapable circle of poverty where unemployment is high, education is minimal and alcohol and drugs abuse are on the increase.  "..the less resourced and attractive suburbs, often renting in the expensive rental market…" (Healy, 1997:13).

· Social and economic impact

In ten year's time: there will be a brain drain in Australia because higher education will be confined to those who can pay up front, more people than ever will be on welfare, and there will be a strain on the pension system due to a bulky ageing population.  There will be a lower fertility rate because society is not geared to meeting the expense of children and living costs; and, one portion of the population will afford most things the other will be below the poverty line creating resentment and a division almost caste-like in Australia.  Why will this happen?  The Henderson Report in 1975 laid the foundations for who was poor and most at risk of becoming poor in Australia.  "In terms of the 'very poor' (below the poverty line), aged single males and fatherless families were two categories which dominated, with aged single females following close behind." (Dixon, Macarow, 1998:26).  Statistics relating to unemployment and single parents have only increased while new statistics on Aboriginal poverty, child poverty and aged poverty has been added to the list.
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· Effectiveness of income-support

Income support is necessary because without it people would starve and more would live on the streets.  In that sense it is very effective.  Real solutions require grass-roots exploration.  How can a farmhand find work if there is a drought?  How does a single parent work when childcare eats the entire pay packet?  How does a stay-at-home mum solely rely on a partner's income to fund growing living expenses?  How does a student pass exams while working three jobs?  How does a retrenched 47 year-old man convince prospective employers he is equal to a 30 year old?  For the unemployed working for welfare is noble idea however there must be work available and presently the number of unemployed far outweighs the number of jobs.  In this sense income support is very effective.
· New ideas to address poverty

AUSTRALIA

Solutions for poverty needs to address the basics:

1. People need shelter, clothes, food, water, medical care
2. People need each other, culture and religion

3. People need money

4. People need structure and purpose

If you are poor you don't need the very best car or dress, nor do you need to supplement the greediness of high powered businesses and companies.  

To circumvent the cycle of poverty The Australian Institute of Family Studies strongly encourages early intervention '…as noted in Stronger Families Bulletin by Stern (2002:5): "A lack of stimulation, or negative stresses [in extremes] can result in poor brain development so that babies who have been neglected or abused are more likely to grow up experiencing poor physical and mental health, drug and alcohol dependence, a lower standard of education, unemployment and crime."' (2002:9).   Projects focussing on families and their children, with increased opportunities and choices, and priorities for the unemployed and single parents will impact on the future economy of Australia.  It is expected that with intervention the negatives can become positives.  Community can play a major role in this intervention.
The Ngaanyatjarra Lands project set 800km from Alice Springs in Blackstone identified a number of issues amongst the Papulankutja Aboriginal Community, (Bulletin 2002:14,15).  To combat these issues the community worked with three project workers to: "develop and implement a community parenting strategy; develop innovative and sustainable ways of strengthening families; and enhance service coordination and partnerships between the various local service providers in order that integration of existing services to support the families can be achieved."  It is the combination of identifying problems within a community and project workers assisting the community to contest and overcome those issues for the wellbeing of the community in the present and for the future.

It is also suggested that the Government devise a financial loan whereby housing is affordable without paying a deposit and is paid off with a rent like mortgage.  Many people find saving for a hefty deposit impossible, in addition most mortgage payments are beyond their means.  
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Encouraging more volunteer work is another avenue for creating structure in unemployed lives.  Whatever your age or abilities volunteer work is available and can reward with a sense of achievement and companionship.  Vouchers for items such as petrol or food, could be established for the charity or organisation to reward and assist volunteer workers.  

OVERSEAS

Freedom from Hunger has approached poverty with grass-roots ideas.  Their program Credit with Education "…provides groups of about 25 women with such loans, giving them the chance to invest in "microbusinesses."  They repay the loan (at affordable interest rates) over time as their profits from their businesses grow." (Dunford, Freedom from Hunger Briefing Sheet No. 2).  

In Peru, a UNICEF initiative in partnership with the Ministry of Education, called Iniciativa Papa encourages fathers to become more involved with their children as caregivers and nurturers.  This apparently minor but significant change teaches men to value women and children more while freeing women from the often trapped mothering existence to socialise and work. 
"In Jamaica, more than 20 percent of all births happen to girls aged 15-19.  The Roving Caregivers programme supports teen mothers in a demonstration day-care centre while girls attend counselling sessions, academic classes, train for jobs and build self esteem." (Action for Girls, 2002:5)  Fathers and grandparents are also included.  
And where water and fuel is a challenging resource Solar Cookers International have developed Solar Cookers for cooking and water pasteurization.  The cookers are sold for $5.00 in Africa, are portable and durable.  The cooker relies on the sun and not wood or fossil fuels.  They take less time for cooking and time spent searching for fuel in hazardous often mine filled areas.  To find out more log into http://www.solarcooking.org
CONCLUSION

Poverty in Australia can affect people from all walks of life: both genders, workers and non-workers, students, youths and children.  In Australia, there are varying degrees of poverty from the very poor to the suddenly poor.  Assistance for the poor comes from a variety of sources: Government, community and family, projects, charity organisations and private companies.  And the guarantee is that poverty is on the rise.  
Ways to decrease and alleviate poverty stems from intervention.  Patching the wound after the injury is necessary but not effective towards shrinking the fundamental problem.  Intervention is essential and comes in many forms to suit the type of poverty.  Education is an intervention resource suitable for most types of poverty and relies on communication, caring and strategies not only handouts.  Education can begin with preschoolers through to adults on topics such as health, budgeting, management of families and small business.  Other forms of interventions are a greater diversity in financially supporting poor people.  Due to the varying levels of poverty there needs to be varying levels of welfare and beneficial solutions.
The Catholic Women's League Australia has supported charity for the disadvantaged for more than 70 years in Australia and believe there are many more years to come.  Overseas programmes are teaching us organic ideas for overcoming poverty as they are superior and resilient to materialistic ideas and this avenue requires urgent development in Australia.  [image: image1.png]
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