WOMEN’S ACTION ALLIANCE (AUST) INC

Submission to: Senate Community Affairs Reference Committee inquiry into Poverty in Australia

Dated: 27 February 2003

The following is a summary of the issues of concern to Women’s Action Alliance raised in the following submission:

1.that Community agencies be properly resourced to deliver comprehensive services to their clients ( Page 2   )

2. that assistance be made available along the same lines as rental assistance to help low income earners purchase a home. (Page  3   )

3. that greater focus be given to the creation of full-time as opposed to part-time jobs as a way of alleviating poverty. (Page 4  )

4.that intact families are a safeguard against poverty  and pre-marriage education should be encouraged by way of a voucher system (Page 5 )

5.that the penalties for breaching be reduced to reflect a more humane and realistic approach to people’s circumstances (Page 6 )

6. that pensioners and in particular widows have a more realistic assessment of their costs and assets when calculating Government benefits and that rebates on things such as rates should be kept in line with rises in property values (Page 7 )

7. that the community, especially young women, be informed of the opportunity for splitting of superannuation contributions among spouses as a means of keeping their superannuation accounts alive while out of the paid workforce. (Page 8 ) 

8. with regard to family payments that

-  a 10% margin for error be introduced for families estimating their annual income

· a single annual payment per child be introduced to replace FTB(A), FTB9B) and the Child Care Benefit.(Page 9  )

9. that efforts be made to arrest the decline in bulk billing (Page 11 )

10. that a universal maternity payment be introduced to support all mothers that is not dependent on being in the full-time paid workforce. (Page 11 )

11. that there be some relief given to mothers of large families from HECS debt. Women with 4 or more children should have their HECS debt waived.(Page 12 )

12. that Government encourage secure employment for women. Women dominate casual work. If a woman is unable to work full-time, part-time work is more secure than casual. Government should work toward increasing casual rates to compensate for its inherent insecurity. (Page 13 )  

Summary of Recommendations Page 15

____________________________________________________________________

Definition and measurement of poverty

The definition and measurement of poverty has been the subject of much discussion and research. For the purposes of this submission Women’s Action Alliance (WAA)  has framed its comments within the relative or accumulated deprivation concept of poverty. This concept takes account of such things as health, employment, income, family relations, social relations, physical well-being, working conditions, education, housing, cultural activity and political activity. It is a broad concept of poverty which allows us to look at many different ways in which Australians may experience inequality and deprivation. 

Terms of Reference

1. (a) (i) Poverty and Inequality in Australia
Falling through the cracks

The recent Australian Council of  Social Services (ACOSS) survey ‘Living on the Edge’, highlights the fact that many Australians do not have the resources to participate meaningfully in the life of our country. The survey found there had been an increase of 12% in the number of people assisted by community organisations over the last two years.  276,000 more people  sought help from community service agencies than 12 months ago. Aged, disability, family and children’s services helped an extra 247,000 people in 2002-03 but had to turn away more than 180,000 others, resulting in an increase of over 30,000 in unmet demand over the previous year.  42% of organisations have stated that they do not expect to be able to meet increased demands and/or costs over the next 12 months.

The real concern is the large number of people who have had to be turned away from agencies unable to provide crisis support. These agencies represent the last line of defence and the fact they are unable to provide minimum care highlights the plight of those falling through the cracks of Australia’s welfare  support system.

WAA urges Government to work toward the proper resourcing of community organisations such that they may provide -

1. the training needed by their volunteers

2. appropriate levels of insurance and 

3. a comprehensive service to their clients.

Housing

ACOSS stated that the problem of unmet needs among clients was greatest in the area of housing where 29% of clients had to be turned away. WAA has concerns at the decrease in affordability of home ownership, especially for young adults. This has wide ranging implications for our society including 
- The loss of a right of passage into adulthood for young adults with attendant ambivalence about their role in society 
- Lowering of fertility rates as couples delay child bearing 
- Loss of traditional means of accumulating family wealth 
- Low security for families 
- Higher housing costs over the life cycle 
- Loss of an asset which would provide low cost accommodation in retirement and/or finance 

nursing home care should the need arise. 
The number of young people who have entered home ownership by the age of thirty has decreased by over 30% in the past forty years and it has become increasingly difficult to achieve for the single income household. 
Public housing waiting lists have grown markedly in recent years and some action is required to arrest this trend. 

Women's Action Alliance proposes that people who are buying their own homes should be entitled to a housing allowance, to be known as Housing Assistance, payable at the same rate and in the same circumstances as Rent Assistance. The present Rent Assistance arrangements should continue. 

This proposal would assist families who have mortgages with their housing payments during periods of unemployment or withdrawal of one spouse from the paid workforce through illness or while undertaking the family caring role. It would remove the inequity between low income earners who rent privately and those who choose to buy their own home. 

WAA is encouraged by recent moves to come up with innovative ways to help those on moderate incomes own their own homes. The liberal Government is canvassing support for a scheme which would allow institutional investors to take up to a one third stake in a person’s home in return for 50% of the value when re-sold. A Sydney developer has approached the Carr government with a proposal to make a percentage of all new housing developments available to families on less than $60,000 a year. These ideas require much development but
WAA would encourage all players in government and industry to work toward effective solutions to the housing affordability crisis.

1.a. (ii) Poverty amongst working Australians

Working Poor

WAA is concerned that the loss of the benchmark of a ‘living wage’ has led to the growth of the new class of ‘working poor’.

 In a speech to the Young Liberals in South Australia on 1 January 2003 the Minister for Employment, Tony Abbott, acknowledged this group of people and how hard it was for them to break out of this poverty trap. He made the point that low income earners face effective marginal rates of taxation that can be even higher than top executives.

Casualisation and part time work which particularly effects women, has trapped many families into low and insecure incomes. Professor Peter Saunders of the Social Policy Research Centre at the University of NSW recently summarised this situation as follows:

‘What really reduces the risk of poverty is thus not (paid) work itself, but full-time work, and it is only when there is at least one full-time earner that poverty rates fell to around 5%. It is thus access to full-time work that is needed to protect people from the risk of poverty. With part-time work growing in importance, coupled with increased casualisation of work and a trend to lower wages ……., finding a job may change the employment status of many of the unemployed without changing their poverty status.’

(SPRC Paper No 118 Dec 2002)

WAA urges Government to focus on the creation of  full time as opposed to part-time jobs as an essential component in dealing with the problem of the ‘working poor’.

1.a. (iii) Child Poverty in Australia 

Support to keep families intact

80% of sole parent families are in receipt of welfare support. Sole parent families struggle heroically to parent well and poverty is almost always a factor in that struggle. Poverty has implications for the developmental progress of children. Marriage, and having at least one full time income, are the two greatest protectors against family poverty.

There is a huge body of research evidence that shows that children’s life chances in general are enhanced by their parents being married.

WAA urges the Committee to look at ways of supporting marriage and family life as a way to reduce the number of  Australian children living in poverty.  We urge the committee to recommend pre marriage education for all couples intending to marry. 

As an incentive , when couples notify the Government of their intention to marry, a voucher be sent to them which is redeemable at  an approved course, along with a list of agencies that conduct approved pre marriage courses.           

We believe resources such as the Department of Family &Community Services’ pre marriage kit  “Two Equals One” should be widely promoted and distributed. 

Strong marriages are the basis for secure families in both social and economic terms.

1.  (b). social and economic impact of changes in the distribution of work, the level of remuneration and the impact of under and unemployment

Choices for children and work

The rise of the ‘working poor’ has coincided with more and more Australians choosing to have few if any children. The lack of a secure full time income has been acknowledged as a factor in young couples delaying choices to have children. Young men unable to secure stable well paid employment may never be in a position to appropriately support a family in the years when a mother is out of the paid workforce.

Along with the provision of quality work Australia needs to ensure families on a single income while children are small are not  disadvantaged.

The ‘job’ of mothering and fathering needs to be recognised in its importance to the Australian community . It must be supported practically through programs and services, and directly through appropriate levels of financial assistance.

(see recommendation under Family Payments Pages 9 and 10)

1. (c). The effectiveness of income–support payments in protecting individuals and households from poverty

Social security penalties

ACOSS has stated that of 25,000 requests for emergency relief in1999 the vast majority were from social security recipients

-35% on unemployment payments

-30% on sole parent payments

-17% on disability pensions

These are the people falling through the social security safety net. Some of these people were forced to rely on charitable agencies due to the breaching policies of Centrelink.

Breaching and inconsistencies in the administration of income support payments remain a real concern to many Australians. The Pearce report released in March 2002 made key recommendations to alleviate some of the inequities associated with breaching.

The government has made some moves to address the problems of breaching as evidenced by a 30% fall in breach numbers in 2001-02. This fall however was from a record high of 387,000 in 2000-01.

Inequities remain particularly with regard to those on unemployment benefits. The prospect of punitive sanctions to other groups (sole parents, other parent payment recipients and older unemployed people) is of major concern.

Penalties associated with activity tests remain unacceptably severe. They are out of proportion to the rate of unemployment benefit available and the six month duration of penalties is unnecessarily severe. Last financial year 259,000 unemployed people lost an average of $800 for 6 months. The report of the Commonwealth Ombudsman for 2001-02 stated 43% of all breach penalties that are currently appealed are overturned as being unfair.

WAA supports the recommendation of the Pearce report that a normal breach duration period should be 8 weeks.

Aged pensioners and retirees

WAA  has concerns regarding the economic disadvantages of age pensioners and retirees. While incomes remain virtually fixed or, in the case of from investments, falling, rebates such as discounts on council rates have been eroded by cost of living increases. 

 Property values have risen remarkably – and along with them the rates. The concession that applies to rates for pensioners is not keeping up. The concession used to be up to 50% of the rates for many people in the past. In many cases now it constitutes only 25% or even less. 

The concession is now a maximum of $135. So on rates of $800 you now get $135 discount. (16.8%)

Some pensioners are being forced out of their homes as they cannot afford the rates. Some self funded retirees are also being badly affected by these rate rises.

Couples who have struggled to pay their family homes off over many years and felt that they at least had secure housing in retirement now feel, or in fact are, insecure.

Average Australian earnings are approx. $800 pw. The federal minimum or basic wage is $431.30 pw and  by contrast the weekly aged pension is $218.20 for a single person. 

Compensation for the GST also remains inadequate for those not paying income tax. The recent housing boom has made it difficult for people to afford inflated prices for a smaller unit and move from a larger home that they may no longer be able to manage.

Single pensioners:

Most disadvantaged are single pensioners the majority of whom are women, mainly widows. These women are expected to live on $144 per week less than married couple pensioners even though their costs of expensive items such as utilities, petrol and car registration, council rates etc differ little from married couples. Their cost of living is even higher if they have to employ tradespeople to do jobs formally done by their husbands.

An added insult is their cut in allowable assets by $61,250, forcing many widows to sell long held and much loved assets.

WAA urges a review of:

· the system of Council rates discounts for pensioners with a view to minimising erosion of the rebate due to rising property values. 

· welfare provisions for widows, particularly with regard to a 

      more realistic assessment of costs and assets in the calculation of welfare benefits.
Superannuation:

The Government announced prior to the last election that it would "amend the superannuation laws to allow spouses to split their superannuation contributions…………… both personal and employer contributions." 

This measure will benefit women who are out of paid work caring for dependants or who are on a very low income by enabling them to keep their superannuation accounts alive and growing during these periods. Thus it will ameliorate the negative impact on women’s retirement incomes of time taken out of paid work to care for families.

WAA urges the committee to support an education campaign when the new arrangements are introduced later this year to alert young women to the new opportunity opening up to them.
The aim of the education campaign should be that superannuation sharing between spouses, when one of them is not in paid work or is on a very low income, become as widely practised as is ownership of the family home being in joint names.

Family payments
The family payments system remains a major concern to WAA especially as the Government now acknowledges that more than  half the 2 million families that get family payments are receiving the wrong rate of payment. Many will face hefty repayments as they did last financial year.

WAA has a number of stories from members outlining difficulties faced when hit with a bill for the refund of family payments. One single parent was left with a bill of  $6000 and faced repayments of $120 a fortnight. Another woman was forced to refund all her family payment when her son found a job after leaving school and leaving home. This was despite his income beginning 3 months after family payments ceased.

WAA recommends that the Government introduce an allowable margin of error of 10% for  estimating income for the purpose of family payments. 

WAA recommends that the Committee adopt the following principles as the basis of all taxation and social security benefits provided  to families: 

A: All family payments and tax benefits MUST take into account the number of dependants. 

B: The effect of the combination of tax and family payments should be neutral, ie: total net family income should as far as possible not be affected by the way that income is earned.

C: A major priority at all times should be the reduction of poverty traps.

D: Family payments and tax benefits should as far as possible be simplified and streamlined, taking into account the first three principles.

E: As a matter of principle, WAA believes that a basic family payment and/or tax benefit should be available to ALL families with dependents regardless of income.

WAA family payments proposal:

WAA recommends  consideration be given to a single annual payment per child to replace the current FTB (A), FTB (B) and Child Care Benefit. 

The payment would replace the baby bonus, large family supplement, immunisation allowance and for Option 2, the maternity allowance.

The payment would be means tested on the same basis as the current basic rate of FTB(A).

The means test for the maximum rate of FTB(A) to be extended to ensure no disadvantage to those in the $30,000 - $45,000 income range. This would largely be those on these incomes in receipt of Child Care benefit for a considerable number of hours. The suggestion is to tie the means test to average weekly earnings.

OPTION 1:

Payment of $4,000 per child aged 0 – 12

$3,000 per child aged 13 – 18 (or 24 if dependent student)

OPTION 2:

Payment of $4,500 per child aged up to 12 months

$4,000 per child aged 1 – 12

$2,500 per child aged 13 – 18 (or 24 if dependent student)

We urge the Committee to recommend that the Government examine the feasibility (& fairness) of  such a system

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.
Decline in bulk billing

WAA is concerned at the continuing fall in bulk-billing by Australian General Practitioners. The fall in bulk billing effects those who can least afford it. Health and access to appropriate medical care in an integral measure of poverty and inequality. Low income earners or families with several children should not have to think twice before seeking necessary medical care. This however is becoming more and more the case when faced with an upfront cost of $40 or more or a gap of upwards of $12. 

The problem of the fall in bulk billing is due to several factors including the inadequacy of the current Medicare rebate levels and the growing shortage of GP’s, especially in outer urban and rural areas.

WAA urges government to review the current Medicare rebates with a view to bringing them more into line with the true costs of running a medical practice. The Government needs also to address the looming shortage of GP’s which particularly affects outer urban and rural areas.

Paid maternity leave
 WAA agrees with ACOSS that the government funded paid maternity leave scheme proposed by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission  should not be tied to employment status.

This would ensure that women in casual work, those caring full time for dependent children or involved in contract or seasonal work would not miss out on this support. All mothers should be entitled to a maternity payment. It should not be the case that those who are already well off get more, as is the case with the current baby bonus and the maternity leave scheme proposed by the Sex Discrimination Commissioner.
Austudy and the Higher Education Contribution Scheme 

One area of the working poor is tertiary students and those newly graduated.

Students up to 25 years whether living at home or not are considered dependents and Austudy is means tested on their parent’s income and/or assets.

One WAA member (not in the paid workforce) was denied Austudy for dependent children because of a super rollover she had. Centrelink classed it as an asset even though it is preserved until retirement age.

Students incur many expenses, both obvious such as books and university union fees, and hidden. Transport costs can be significant and in the case of students required to study away from home, unavoidable. In Tasmania for instance courses such as Nursing, Education and Architecture require that students travel to the Launceston campus of the University of Tasmania.

By the time students graduate in their twenties they have little financial resources and must face all the costs associated with establishing themselves in the workforce. They must also service a Higher Education Contribution Scheme debt.

The need to service a HECS debt is becoming an ever increasing burden to many young people contemplating beginning a life together. Costs can vary from $2,000 up to $60,000 depending on time spent at university and the degree/degrees obtained. This combined with a mortgage  means many couples must rely on two full time incomes for many years.

WAA is  particularly concerned about how the level of these HEC’s debts  effects the decisions of young couples to have or not have children. The contribution of a woman in caring for a child, particularly in the early years, needs appropriate recognition in the HEC’s debt repayment regime. She should not suffer the inequality of seeing her HEC’s debt increase while she does the essential work of full time mothering, a job as valuable as any paid profession. 

WAA proposes therefore that 

1. while a woman is out of the paid workforce caring for a young child her HEC’s debt should not increase

2. the HECS debt of a woman having her fourth or subsequent child be waived altogether. If the mother does not have a HECS debt but the father does, his HECS debt should be waived.

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

Casualisation

Casualisation of the Australian workforce is the biggest change in the makeup of the workforce to have occurred in decades.

“The number of casual employees in the Australian workforce has increased substantially from 15.8% in 1984 to approximately 25% in 1997.”

 Pregnant and Productive, Report of the National Pregnancy and Work Inquiry, HREOC, 1999 (p.136) based on ABS cat. 6310.0

“By any measure the growth of casual employment in Australia has got out of hand. Over the past decade the number of casual workers has increased by 52%. In fact, 7 of every 10 new jobs created during the 1990s was a casual job.” 

ACTU President, Sharon Burrows, 2002.

The trend towards casualisation is directly contributing to rising levels of poverty and inequality in Australia. The greatest impact is upon women and their families.

Approximately 60% of all casuals are women (ABS cat 1630.0).Women participating in the paid workforce on a casual or short term contract basis for low pay have been left stranded to raise their children as best they can. Families are finding that it is becoming increasingly common to have two low paid casual incomes.

Casual workers are denied access to entitlements like sick leave, annual leave, public holidays and redundancy payments.  There is of course no maternity leave for many of these women. Most of the time casual workers, especially women, are working in small business situations and according to the anecdotal evidence of Women’s Action Alliance members, are too afraid to claim workers compensation when injured in case they lose their job altogether. Women, relying on casual income for their families, find forward planning and budgeting very difficult. Gaining a bank loan for a housing mortgage is impossible. Child care is also extremely difficult to organise around casual work. 

If a woman, employed as a casual, chooses to have a child she knows that becoming pregnant could mean having to resign or be sacked. The lack of job certainty and job security causes much anxiety in families relying on casual income. 

The greatest cost to families relying on low casual income, however, is financial. These families are not entitled to Family Tax Benefit (part B) or Parenting Payments (be it single or partnered) and in many instances they do not receive Child Care Benefit because their children are in the care of a non registered family member. Once their income goes over approximately $30,000 they start to lose Family Tax Benefit (part A) and also have to start paying the Medicare Levy. Their effective marginal tax rate is well over 60%. If the family has teenagers over sixteen as well as young children, not uncommon in large families or blended families, the effective marginal tax rate is well over 80%. A Women’s Action Alliance member recently calculated her effective marginal tax at 101%. These families also run the risk of have to pay back benefits because they have been unable to estimate their income for the coming year accurately.

In this new and threatening economic world two incomes per family are not just better than one, for many they are a necessity. If the Information and Technology revolution requires a flexible workforce then the most vulnerable group, women with children, must be protected. 

The Pregnant and Productive report undertaken by HREOC in 1999 recognised these casual/short term temporary workers as marginalised and made a number of recommendations and guidelines. 

WAA recommends that Government look to encourage and where possible legislate to increase security in paid employment for women. Part time employment with all its pro rata benefits and job security should be the preferred model of employment for those unwilling or unable to undertake full time paid work. WAA calls on the Committee to recommend a much higher hourly rate for casuals over 25 years as a way of discouraging this very insecure form of employment.

______________________________________________________________

Summary of Recommendations

1.  that Government to work toward the proper resourcing of community organisations such that they may provide 

-    the training needed by their volunteers

· appropriate levels of insurance and 

· a comprehensive service to their clients.

2.  that people who are buying their own homes should be entitled to a housing allowance, to be known as Housing Assistance, payable at the same rate and in the same circumstances as Rent Assistance. The present Rent Assistance arrangements should continue. 

3.   that Government  focus on the creation of  full time as opposed to part-time jobs as an essential component in dealing with the problem of the ‘working poor’.

4. that the Committee to look at ways of supporting marriage and family life as a way to reduce the number of  Australian children living in poverty.  We urge the committee to recommend pre marriage education for all couples intending to marry. 

As an incentive , when couples notify the Government of their intention to marry, a voucher be sent to them which is redeemable at  an approved course, along with a list of agencies that conduct approved pre marriage courses.       

We believe resources such as the Department of Family &Community Services’ pre marriage kit  “Two Equals One” should be widely promoted and distributed. 

5. that in line with the recommendation of the Pearce report  a normal breach duration period should be 8 weeks.

6.   a review  be undertaken of:

· the system of Council rates discounts for pensioners with a view to minimising erosion of the rebate due to rising property values. 

· welfare provisions for widows, particularly with regard to a 

      more realistic assessment of costs and assets in the calculation of 

       welfare benefits.

7. that the committee to support an education campaign when the new arrangements to allow splitting of superannuation contributions between spouses are introduced later this year. This campaign would be particularly aimed at alerting young women to the new opportunity opening up to them.
With regard to family payments

8.  that the Government introduce an allowable margin of error of 10% for  estimating income for the purpose of family payments. 

9.  that the Committee adopt the  principles outlined on page 9 as the basis of all taxation and social security benefits provided  to families. 

10. that  consideration be given to a single annual payment per child to replace the current FTB (A), FTB (B) and Child Care Benefit as proposed on page 10. 

11. that the government  review the current Medicare rebates with a view to bringing them more into line with the true costs of running a medical practice. The Government needs also to address the looming shortage of GP’s which particularly affects outer urban and rural areas.

12. that as proposed by ACOSS the government funded paid maternity leave scheme proposed by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission  should not be tied to employment status but should be available to all mothers.

13. that while a woman is out of the paid workforce caring for a young child her HEC’s debt should not increase and that the HECS debt of a woman having her fourth or subsequent child be waived altogether. If the mother does not have a HECS debt but the father does, his HECS debt should be waived.

14.  that Government look to encourage and where possible legislate to increase security in paid employment for women. Part time employment with all its pro rata benefits and job security should be the preferred model of employment for those unwilling or unable to undertake full time paid work. WAA calls on the Committee to recommend a much higher hourly rate for casuals over 25 years as a way of discouraging this very insecure form of employment.
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