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27th February 2003 





The Secretary


Senate Community Affairs References Committee


Suite S1 59


Parliament House


Canberra ACT 2600








Dear Sir/Madam,





Please find enclosed our submission to this Senate Committee on Poverty.





We are pleased to be part of such an important issue and hope our submission will be taken into consideration.





Yours sincerely,








JANET McPARTLANE


Hon Secretary




















�
SUBMISSION  FOR THE SENATE ENQUIRY INTO POVERTY IN AUSTRALIA


FROM DANDENONG AND DISTRICT BENEVOLENT SOCIETY . 














Dandenong  and District Benevolent Society  is  delighted to have the opportunity to present a submission to the Senate Committee, which is enquiring into poverty in Australia. 





Our Society has been operating in the Dandenong and Springvale areas of Victoria for more than fifty years.   We are a small organization dedicated to the assistance of people on low incomes in our area.  Other than a small payment to our Co-ordinator, all our other participants are volunteers from the local community. 





Geographically, we cover most of  the City of Greater Dandenong in Victoria, which is home to 140,000 people, and has one of the lowest average income levels in the  State.   In addition, many migrants and refugees have settled in this area.   Statistics show that more than 54% of residents were born overseas, and we have people from  140 different nationalities settled in our municipality. 





Unemployment is high, and there are many casual and part time jobs which lead to inadequate income to meet any unusual expenses.   Although rentals are generally slightly lower than other parts of metropolitan Melbourne, we assess that  more than 35% of pensions or benefits and other types of income go on rental alone.   This often means when sickness occurs in the family, or  a gas or electricity bill is received  or motor registration is due, that the people concerned  often cannot afford food  or other essentials, while they meet these payments. . There is a seven year waiting list for public housing in this area, which means there is little hope of a better lifestyle for most low income families. 





HOW DO WE HELP?





The Benevolent Society assists  in a number of ways. 





By providing food   (tinned and packaged food, which we purchase from a variety of sources – i.e. Foodbank Victoria, specials at local supermarkets, through donations of tinned items from local churches, etc.) 





We also provide a.Voucher of between $20 - $30  for  local supermarket (provides fresh meat and vegetables)





…. Clothes and Furniture from our Opportunity Shop





…. Pharmaceutical bills are paid in exceptional circumstances 





….  Gas or electricity accounts are paid (where these services are about to be cut off)	
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 On a number of occasions, we have been asked by a local school to assist with money for spectacles where a student has been found to have poor eyesight, or with dental bills, where the Dental Hospital has been unable to assist quickly. .





If a death occurs in a family living interstate, we have often assisted with part of the bus, train or airfare.





The people we see on a daily basis have no cash reserves, there is nothing there for ‘a rainy day’, and the Benevolent Society, or a similar welfare group, is their only hope of assistance. 

















HOW CAN GOVERNMENT ASSIST?








There is an ever increasing gulf between those who have and those who have not in Australia today. 





For politicians to gain some insight of what it means for a family or individual to live on a  pension or benefit, it would be interesting for each MP to undergo a week’s trial of living on the same sum of money.. 





This would mean deducting an equivalent sum for rent and other monthly, quarterly or annual accounts.       At the end of a week, there would hopefully be a greater realization of the extreme poverty experienced by many families and a more generous spirit towards them. 





It is our experience that many families have difficulty in making ends meet 


particularly in January, when school uniforms and books have to be purchased 


and when the bills for Christmas have to be paid.     This is also the time of year when Council rates are due.    Would it be possible to  make a bonus payment to beneficiaries with school age children at that time (if a percentage of the next pension rise could be  accumulated  for this purpose, then the benefit would be given at a time when it is most needed by benefit recipients)





The government could consider providing  funding for Community Development Officers who would work with the most disadvantaged communities to help them budget on low incomes, perhaps establish food sharing co-operatives, and source out  the most economical ways of purchasing any larger items.   These Officers could also motivate communities to take control of their own future, plan for a better lifestyle  and encourage the younger members of the community to fully participate in the sporting and cultural pursuits on offer locally.    It is our observation that often our clients are from the most dysfunctional families. 





Many people in this area are caught in a poverty cycle, they see no hope of escaping and they hold  no prospect of being able to improve their lives.     Governments need to give them hope for the future, and instead of footing the bill for anti depressants, there needs to be careful consideration given to ways of  improving the living standards of these people.











OUR FUNDING :





Dandenong and District Benevolent Society :- : 





Commonwealth Grant      





Council Grant (less rent)





Income from Opportunity Shop 





Donations 





: 




















THE EXTENT  OF OUR OPERATIONS ;





In the 12 months to December 2002, the Dandenong and District Benevolent Society received 2,364 referrals from agencies such as Centrelink, the South East Migrant Resource Centre, The Dandenong Court, local State and Federal Members of Parliament, Churches  and a number of other local welfare agencies.    Each of the people referred to us  had very low incomes, and were experiencing extreme difficulty in feeding their families  until their next benefit cheque was received.     The Dandenong and District Benevolent Society spent $25,030  during  2002  on  supermarket vouchers.   In addition to this an amount of  $     was spent  to assist  people with  urgent bills or other  urgent requirements .





We also provide clothing , bedding  and furniture from our Opportunity Shop, valued at more than $5,000  each year. 


Our main concern is that the aid we provide is merely a stop gap, a band aid, and does not address the basic problems of these individuals or families.      Particularly vulnerable are single pensioners living in rented accommodation, young families,  migrants with few employment skills, and  people with psychiatric problems .





 As previously stated, the  City  of Greater Dandenong is home to more than 140  migrant groups.    Many have come to this country as refugees, without the benefit of  savings or family living in Australia.    There only support in time of need is one of our local welfare organizations. 





We are pleased to be able to help where we can, but the greatest need is for ongoing support, and some hope that things will improve.      We want to see all our clients blossom and flourish and enjoy their lives in our City, instead of gradually losing hope  and any incentive to assist themselves. 





Poverty of the kind we see each day ruins the lives of the people concerned, it  removes their dignity and eventually their pride in themselves and their families.    It destroys families, and often sets a pattern for the children in these families.    With some imagination and compassion and common sense, things could be a whole lot better for  so many people. 














Thank you for the opportunity to tell your Committee  about our Society,  our willing group of volunteers and the people we try to help.  We are proud to provide  a caring service to so many people in our municipality, and we believe we do make a difference.  














Jan Wilson


President, 


Dandenong and District Benevolent Society 





