INQUIRY INTO POVERTY IN AUSTRALIA

Knox Community Care (KCC) would like to make a submission to the Senate Community Affairs References Committee on its inquiry into poverty in Australia.

Introduction To The Submitting Organisation: Knox Community Care

Knox Community Benevolent Fund Inc. (trading as Knox Community Care) is an incorporated association (Registration #A0032528C) that was established in 1996.  The KCC Mission Statement is as follows:

· To offer care and assistance to those who are experiencing poverty, destitution, suffering or misfortune. 

· To offer support and compassion to those who are facing personal or relational distress, trauma, hardship or isolation. 

· To assist people in developing and maintaining healthy relationships.

The activities of KCC are primarily focused on the Municipality of Knox and the immediate surrounding municipalities of Monash and Yarra Ranges, all of which are located within the state of Victoria.

Since its inception KCC has increased the scope of the services it offers to the community.  At this point the services offered include one-on-one community support; low-cost or no-cost counselling (depending on circumstances); emergency relief in the form of the provision of finance, food, low cost clothing and furniture.  KCC also offers the services of a naturopath, psychologist, psychiatrist, and speech pathologist.  The bulk of these services provided can be accessed in the City of Knox.

Overall, the services provided by KCC currently cater for approximately 4000 clients per year covering a broad spectrum of our community.

Purpose In Submitting To The Inquiry Into Poverty

As a result of our partnership with our community, we are dealing with and aware of the significant struggles and hardship facing families and individuals on a daily basis.  Our experience, like that of many other organisations in this area, is that these circumstances are caused by a fundamental and chronic gap between household income and expenses.  This may be exacerbated by a lack of knowledge and skill in managing these issues at a household level; however, the struggle continues for many even though they are assisted in bringing good management into their situation.  This would serve as our working definition of poverty – insufficient income to meet basic living expenses.

It is our hope that a thorough investigation of these issues might lead to some strategies for long term change in this area.

Considerations

We believe that the following broad issues need to be addressed as the outcomes of this inquiry:-

· An evaluation of the effectiveness of income support payments.

· Provision of programs to reduce the living costs and their consequential pressures on individuals and on household budgets. 

· Providing opportunities for people to increase their capacity to be financially self-sufficient.

Factors to Consider

In reviewing how effective government supports are to the financially disadvantaged consideration needs to be given to the common, day-to-day, week-to-week battle that the low income recipients go through.  

For example:
· Increasing rental costs. Private housing rental of $220 - $440 per fortnight.

· Increasing Utilities costs: 

Electricity 
$30 - $40 per fortnight



Gas 
$20 - $35 per fortnight



Water 
$15 – $25 per fortnight



Phone
$30 – $80 per fortnight.

· Overall increase in living costs. Food for a family of four costs $220 minimum per fortnight (minimum). Add to this school books and fees, travel etc,

Is the average low income earner able to meet the current cost of living?

Common denominators from our clients who are not able to financially cope are:

1. A higher cost of living than they can manage.

2. The rising cost of living and a static income.

3. Lack of understanding of how to budget on a low income.

4. Living beyond their means.

5. Unexpected bills – car repairs, increasing cost of petrol, unforseen medical costs etc.

6. Drug and Alcohol related expenses.

7. The futility of seeking employment, particularly arising from the low additional financial benefit gained for substantial effort, because of the consequential reduction in their payments.

Submission

That the government consider:

· An incentive scheme that would allow for low-income earners to find additional work and thereby increase their income without immediately being penalised by a reduction in the welfare payment. For example perhaps people who are employed for at least 25 hours per week could be guaranteed a minimum income by the government. This would allow them to invest in their own future and hence helps to build self esteem and break the welfare mentality.

· Assisting low income earners with basic budgeting strategies through the Centrelink and other suitable agencies.

· Addressing the lack of availability of low cost rental properties. 

· Addressing the public housing shortage and providing affordable housing.

· Fixing prices where possible on utilities so as to make these services affordable for those on low incomes.

Further information

KCC would be willing to provide further information and comment on any issues raised in this submission and would welcome the opportunity to do so as part of this inquiry or subsequent action taken.
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