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The Australian Federation of Homelessness Organisations (AFHO) is the national homelessness peak organisation that works to address and prevent homelessness in Australia.  

AFHO develops and analyses policy, consults with and represents services for homeless people, advocates for homeless people and provides information about homelessness.

AFHO seeks to collaborate with services for homeless people, government, and the broader community to achieve its objectives.

AFHO federates three founding members representing services for homeless people at the national level – the Council for Homeless Persons Australia (CHPA), the National Youth Coalition for Housing (NYCH), and the Women’s Services Network (WESNET).  

Single men and women, families, young people and women and children escaping domestic and family violence are all represented through the founding members of AFHO.
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List of Recommendations

R.1: 
AFHO calls on Commonwealth to screen all social and economic policies for their ‘poverty effect’, with a view to ensuring no such policies act to increase poverty levels in Australia.

R.2: 
AFHO recommends that the Commonwealth Government develops and implements a National Poverty Alleviation Strategy as a matter of priority, with a focus on homelessness as a central element of the strategy.

R.3:
AFHO recommends all Government policies aimed at alleviating poverty, housing stress and/or homelessness have a specific focus on the needs of Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders, in recognition of the disproportionate levels of poverty they experience.

R.4:
AFHO supports the development of a treaty/treaties with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people concurrent with mechanisms to address the chronic levels of poverty in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. 

R.5:
In recognition of the critical state of poverty that prevails in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, AFHO calls on the Commonwealth Government to continue its commitment to reconciliation as a mechanism to improve Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Aboriginal relations.

R.6:
AFHO urges Governments to establish and/or further develop specific programs to improve housing and health, increase educational attainment, and reduce arrest rates among Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders, to address the wide range of factors contributing to homelessness among Indigenous Australians.

R.7:
AFHO calls on the Commonwealth Government to make a formal apology to Indigenous Australians, in acknowledgment of the catastrophic impact of colonisation and previous government policy on the welfare and culture of Indigenous Australians.

R.8: 
AFHO urges Commonwealth and State/Territory Governments to increase private rental and home purchase assistance to levels which demonstrably address ‘after housing poverty’ experienced by people in the lowest two income quintiles. 

R.9:
AFHO urges Commonwealth and State/Territory Governments to amend Anti-Discrimination Legislation to prohibit discrimination in relation to accommodation, on the basis of age, gender, race, ethnicity, family type and sexuality. 

R.10:
AFHO urges each State and Territory to amend Contract Legislation to ensure that under 18 year olds can enter into binding contracts for housing.

R.11: 
AFHO calls on the Commonwealth to take far reaching action in welfare, income support and associated policy areas to improve the present circumstances and future opportunity of children belonging to low income families. 

R.12: 
AFHO advocates the treatment of children as services users in their own right for the purposes of the SAAP National Data Collection, to ensure the full range of services they require are identified and provided. 

R.13: 
AFHO requests that the Commonwealth properly fund the SAAP sector to ensure that children who are accessing homelessness funded agencies have guaranteed access to adequate nutrition, warmth, shelter, professional support and counselling. 

R.14:
AFHO calls for a Commission of Inquiry into youth poverty to establish minimum wages and youth income levels which recognise the real costs of living for young people. 

R.15:
AFHO calls on the Commonwealth and State/Territory Governments to take far reaching action in welfare, income support, education and associated policy areas to improve the present circumstances and future opportunities of young people who are on low incomes and/or who belong to low income families.

R.16:
AFHO urges the Commonwealth Government to recognise the independent adult status of young people 18 years and over by assessing their entitlement to income support without any reference whatsoever to their parents’ income.

R.17:
AFHO proposes State/Territory Governments investigate a more equitable means of determining the level of public rental housing subsidies available to young people on very low incomes, such as through the use of a sliding scale measure of housing affordability, associating rent levels to income levels.

R.18:
AFHO urges the Commonwealth government to adopt a definition of homelessness that will enable all young people living without family support to access adequate income support payments regardless of age or activity, parental income or assets.

R.19: 
AFHO supports an increase in the level of the social wage in rural and remote areas to compensate for its decreased value in these areas and to ensure people living in these communities gain the same benefit from it as other Australians.

R.20: 
AFHO urges Governments to target social and economic development program funds to those communities experiencing greatest disadvantage. 

R.21: 
AFHO urges the Commonwealth Government to ensure income support is available until a waged or other adequate income is secured.

R.22: 
AFHO believes the Commonwealth should link income support payment levels to broader economic conditions, to ensure an adequate level of income to meet all reasonable costs of living.

R.23: 
AFHO demands that the Commonwealth review the breaching regime and institutes a income support framework based on incentives rather than punitive measures.

R.24: 
AFHO urges the Commonwealth to adopt a base income support payment rate for all pensions and allowances of 25 per cent of the average male weekly earnings and index this in line with movements in wage levels.

R.25: 
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R.26: 
The Commonwealth should change the income support system from compulsory to an incentive based income support system. The Commonwealth should introduce a ‘participation supplement’ to encourage and resource people to seek participation opportunities.

R.27: 
The Commonwealth Government should reform its ‘Mutual Obligation’ income support framework so that business and all levels of Government are compelled to provide jobs, work experience and/or training opportunities for people who are unemployed or underemployed, particularly people who are long term unemployed.

R.28: 
AFHO urges the Commonwealth Government to ensure there are no activity requirements linked to income support payments for families who are homeless and in crisis, and for families attempting to establish/re-establish stability after a period of homelessness, which includes family upheaval caused by domestic and family violence.

R.29:
The Commonwealth should remove income support penalties for moving to areas of higher unemployment, to recognise that such moves are often necessary to attain affordable housing or to link in with family or community supports. 

R.30: 
The Commonwealth should provide adequate benefits to all young people living without family support, regardless of age or family income. 

R.31: 
AFHO urges the Commonwealth Government to recognise young people 18 years and older as independent adults for the purposes of income support eligibility, to ensure these young people are able to access income support, and education and training benefits without reference to their parents’ income. 

R.32: 
AFHO urges the Commonwealth Government to provide all independent unemployed persons with the same base level of income support regardless of age.

R.33:  
The Commonwealth should lift the current two year waiting period for income  
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R.34: 
The Commonwealth Government should expedite evaluation procedures for applications by women from non-English speaking backgrounds to change their visas under domestic violence provisions of the Immigration Act, and provide financial support during the review period.

R.35:
AFHO recommends the use of rigorous positive discrimination and affirmative action practices in workplaces to increase access by women to employment generally and into higher paid employment in particular.

R.36:
AFHO urges the Commonwealth to increase the availability of affordable childcare as a major strategy to increase participation by women in the labour market and public sphere. 

R.37:
AFHO urges the Commonwealth to improve access to subsidised childcare and increases in family payments for lower income families, to increase their participation in the labour market and public sphere.

R.38: 
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R.39:
AFHO calls on the Commonwealth to support positive discrimination practices in workplaces that favour increased access by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to employment.

R.40:
AFHO urges the Commonwealth Government to support the creation of lasting employment opportunities within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, which promote economic and resource development and are controlled and governed by the communities. 

R.41:
AFHO urges the Commonwealth to take pro-active measures to increase access to education opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

R.42: 
AFHO believes the Commonwealth should abolish junior rates of pay from industrial awards and should introduce a minimum full time wage that reflects equal pay for equal work, and is adequate to meet actual living costs irrespective of age. 

Introduction

The Australian Federation of Homelessness Organisations (AFHO) is the national peak body on homelessness formed in 1998 by the Council for Homeless Persons Australia (CHPA), the National Youth Coalition for Housing (NYCH) and the Women’s Services Network (WESNET).  Together these organisations represent the 1,200 services to homeless people in Australia, funded under the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP), and other organisations and individuals interested in addressing homelessness.  AFHO works to eradicate homelessness in Australia and to ameliorate the impact of homelessness on the diverse range of people it affects. 

AFHO provides this submission to the Senate Affairs References Committee, Inquiry into Poverty in Australia, in an attempt to ensure that action is taken to address the disastrous effects of poverty. Current social security payment rates leave most recipients to live in poverty because the rates bear no relation to the costs of living in most regions. One well known consequence of poverty is homelessness. Homeless people and others in poverty struggling to meet daily survival needs are rarely in a position to turn their attention or energy to economic or social participation. 

Worse even than being forced to live on a statutory income unable to meet basic living costs, is being forced to live on an even lower income or no income at all. This results from the penalty/breaching regime which has become an entrenched aspect of Australia’s welfare payment system. This penalty regime leaves even more people in even more poverty, precipitating more homelessness and hardship. 

Homelessness in Australia

Homelessness is not a simple issue.  There are many structural factors that contribute to homelessness, ranging from economic and social factors such as domestic and family violence to cultural, familial, and personal issues. Homelessness creates instability, leaves people unsafe and vulnerable to chronic unemployment and ill health, and with limited or no ability to participate in the social and economic life of their community.  Homelessness means that members of our community are living without their most fundamental human rights.

Homelessness is multi-faceted and affects different groups of people in diverse ways.   The causes and consequences of homelessness vary between groups such as young people, women and children escaping domestic and family violence, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, people from immigrant, refugee or non-English speaking backgrounds, people with alcohol and other drug problems, people with mental health problems, and so on. Moreover, not all people experiencing homelessness live on the street, but live in unstable, unsafe, and unsuitable accommodation. Homelessness can also be cyclical, short-term, a once only experience, or a life long experience of insecurity and vulnerability to homelessness. For women the major cause of homelessness is domestic and family violence. Homelessness impacts upon the lives of all Australians from all walks of life and demands a holistic response that engages with people who are homeless or vulnerable to homelessness and listens to their stories and response with respect. 

According to an analysis of 1996 Census data published by the ABS in late 1999, there were an estimated 105,300 homeless people in Australia last Census night.  Of this figure, only 12% (approximately 12,600) were staying in SAAP services on Census night.   Homeless people are heavily reliant on income support.  For example, around 92 percent of all 95,600 users of SAAP services over 2001/02 were reliant on government incomes or had no income whatsoever.
  

Poverty, exclusion, domestic and family violence, and problematic access to the labour market, are all key causal factors in homelessness.  Breaching policies can and do have significant impact on these factors, and therefore can have a negative influence on levels of homelessness.  

From AFHO’s perspective and for the purposes of this submission, being homeless can mean:

· living without conventional accommodation;

· living in sub standard accommodation;

· living in places of insecure tenure;  

· living in poverty unable to afford adequate housing;  

· being cut off from the support of relatives and friends and losing feelings of social or familial belonging;  

· being unsafe;  

· being unwell; and/or

· being alienated, isolated and excluded from the social, economic and civic opportunities that most of us enjoy.  

People belonging to particular population groups can experience homelessness differently:

· for women, homelessness is most often closely linked to domestic and family violence;  

· for young people, homelessness is strongly linked to family abuse and violence, family conflict and unemployment; 

· for families the lack of suitable rental housing, low vacancy rates in the private rental market, gambling and unemployment are central causes of homelessness; and 

· for Indigenous peoples, displacement as a result of white settlement and policies of segregation and assimilation, discrimination, and extreme socio-economic disadvantage, are central causes of homelessness.

Poverty affects them all.

1. (a) The extent, nature and financial costs of:

(i) Poverty and inequality in Australia

To be living in poverty in Australia, is to be in a state of reduced circumstances and unfulfilled need as a result of having inadequate income to cover basic living costs such as housing, food, clothing, education, health care, utilities, transport and recreation. Poverty in Australia is generally relative poverty and places constraints on an individual’s or family group’s ability to participate in community and social life, cultural and political life, information and community services, leisure and entertainment, spiritual or religious activities, education and the labour market.

Poverty and inequality in Australia, however, cannot be understood in isolation; poverty and inequality relate to the experience of violence, gender and racial discrimination, which often compound and sustain economic and financial disadvantage and isolation. The experience of poverty and inequality for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people cannot be understood without emphasis on the experience of racism and discrimination, and for women domestic and family violence is often the central cause of poverty.

More generally people who are homeless and in poverty are isolated from mainstream life by the very nature of not having shelter or a safe, secure place to call home. Day to day amenities and comforts taken for granted by the majority of the population do not exist for this group. Whether on the street, staying at friend’s or relative’s, or in a refuge or night shelter, normal routine is disrupted, familiarity is lacking, and anxiety is increased, as is vulnerability to exploitation and abuse due to one’s emotional or physical condition. In these circumstances individuals and families are constantly responding to present need, with little energy or resources to plan for the future. 

Low income individuals and families at risk of homelessness have very limited ability to provide for all their needs, by virtue of the meagre amount of available income left after paying housing costs. This group typically has to make ongoing adaptations to ‘survive’. In many cases individuals and families are forced to move to substandard housing, or to housing without amenity, or to locations that lack services or employment opportunities for affordability reasons. As available resources are exhausted, those at risk of homelessness may in fact become homeless. 

The extent, nature and financial costs of poverty and inequality in Australia are thus strongly related to the financial environment, specifically employment opportunities and income support.  It is the employment and income areas that have the greatest impact on the health and financial well being of individuals, communities, and Australia as a whole. The last three decades have seen a number of economic and political changes that have sustained poverty at unacceptable levels in Australia. There has been an overall shift in economic and social policy from redistribution and regulation to greater competition and deregulation. This shift has exacerbated division within Australia and lead to a growing polarisation within the labour market between dual earner and no-earner families; manufacturing and services; and those working long hours and the under-employed.

Statistics on income distribution reflect the inequality present in Australia: the top 20 per cent of income earners receive 50 per cent of total income in Australia, while the bottom 20 per cent earn a mere 5 per cent.
 Furthermore, the level of ‘after housing’ poverty in Australia is significantly higher than the before-housing poverty rate (13 per cent) at 17.5 per cent.
 This is because for low income households the proportion of income spent on housing is significantly higher than that of middle and upper income families. Thus when housing costs are included in any measurement of poverty, the level of financial deprivation within the Australian community is substantially higher. The experience of ‘housing stress’ for persons whose income falls into the two lower quintiles is particularly high, and increased from 90,000 households in 1986 to over one quarter of a million households by 2001.
 (Housing stress is where more than 25 per cent of income is spent on housing.)

The level of poverty and homelessness present in Australia is sign of tension within an egalitarian vision of society, where all people have equitable access to the country’s economic, social and cultural wealth. Homelessness can be seen to be at the ‘leading edge of exclusion’ from those very sources of well being.

Recommendations:

1. AFHO calls on Commonwealth to screen all social and economic policies for their ‘poverty effect’, with a view to ensuring no such policies act to increase poverty levels in Australia.

2. AFHO recommends that the Commonwealth Government develops and implements a National Poverty Alleviation Strategy as a matter of priority, with a focus on homelessness as a central element of the strategy.

Poverty and Inequality affecting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities

Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders experience the highest levels of socio-economic disadvantage of any identifiable population group in Australian society. Poverty for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’s is marked by third world conditions: poor housing conditions, serious health concerns, high levels of unemployment, income related poverty, low education standards and discrimination in accessing affordable or secure housing and employment.13 AFHO recognises that this is in a large part the result of colonisation and the resulting dislocation, oppression and racism unique to the experience of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s in Australia. 

Poverty creates alienation. The depth of poverty existent in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities correlates to the depth of alienation that the communities have experienced in Australia during the last two hundred years. “The Indigenous population is unlikely to feel part of the Australian community while the government fails to take responsibility and to rectify through apology the personal and cultural disruption suffered by the ‘Stolen Generation’.”14 

Severe disadvantage across a number of areas reflects the complexity of factors contributing to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander poverty. 

· The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander unemployment rate is approximately 38 per cent, almost five times the national rate.  

· 72 per cent of Indigenous families in the 1994 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Survey had adjusted family incomes within the range of the poorest 40 per cent of all families in the 1990 National Health Survey.

· Life expectancy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men is about 17 years less than for other Australian males and the difference is slightly more for women.15
· Levels of infant mortality are between three and four times higher than national levels. 

· In 1998, 32 per cent of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students remained to year 12 at school, compared to 73 per cent of non-Indigenous students.16
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are at greater risk of homelessness due to poverty than are any other population group in Australia. Housing conditions for many are appalling in comparison to average Australian standards. Overcrowding, improvised dwellings as shelter, the lack of basic amenities attached to housing, and living in dwellings in need of major repair or replacement are common among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are significantly over represented in the homeless population. For example, in 2001 Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders represented 16 per cent of people seeking support through the Supported Accommodation Assistance program (SAAP) while the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander proportion of the total population was 2 per cent. Further, a higher proportion of female clients than male clients were Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (20 per cent of female clients compared with 11 per cent of male clients). This over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women within SAAP is even more pronounced in the Northern Territory where 63 per cent of the female service users were Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.17 

The severity of poverty among Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders across Australia drives the need for an integrated whole of government response that is based on partnerships with the whole community, and in particular, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community. The alleviation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander poverty requires a long term commitment of resources to a number of areas simultaneously. A commitment by Government to addressing the range of factors contributing to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander poverty would contribute to a ‘genuine’ reconciliation process. 

Recommendations:

3. AFHO recommends all Government policies aimed at alleviating poverty, housing stress and/or homelessness have a specific focus on the needs of Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders, in recognition of the disproportionate levels of poverty they experience.

4. AFHO supports the development of a treaty/treaties with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people concurrent with mechanisms to address the chronic levels of poverty in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. 

5. In recognition of the critical state of poverty that prevails in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, AFHO calls on the Commonwealth Government to continue its commitment to reconciliation as a mechanism to improve Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Aboriginal relations.

6. AFHO urges Governments to establish and/or further develop specific programs to improve housing and health, increase educational attainment, and reduce arrest rates among Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders, to address the wide range of factors contributing to homelessness among Indigenous Australians.

7. AFHO calls on the Commonwealth Government to make a formal apology to Indigenous Australians, in acknowledgment of the catastrophic impact of colonisation and previous government policy on the welfare and culture of Indigenous Australians.

Housing, Poverty and Inequality in Australia 

One of the most significant causes of homelessness in Australia relates to the inability of some people to access appropriate housing. Access to housing is prevented most significantly by an inability to afford appropriate housing. Other factors such as discrimination and domestic or family violence also restrict access to housing for some groups. All people who are homeless require an appropriate and safe dwelling they can afford as a fundamental starting point. An adequate, safe dwelling is a minimum requirement for good health and the opportunity to participate in social life, including employment and education.

Australian housing markets have been characterised over the last 40 years by a growing shortage in low cost housing for low income earners, particularly in the rental sectors. The current chronic shortage of low cost private and public rental housing in many housing markets is a key factor in contemporary homelessness and poverty. The lack of affordable housing is one of the fundamental causes of poverty. 

People on low incomes faced with high housing costs often have no choice but to spend a high proportion of their income on housing, leaving very little money available to afford other basic necessities. Individuals and families are considered to be in ‘after housing poverty’ when this occurs.
 Any household in the lowest income quartile paying more than 25 per cent income on housing is at serious risk of being in ‘after housing poverty’. 

‘After housing poverty’ must be recognised as a serious issue that impinges on the ability of low income households to achieve and maintain shelter, their well being and their opportunity to participate in all aspects of community life.

In most studies of before and after housing poverty, the rates of after housing poverty are significantly higher than those of before housing poverty. Among all Australians in 2000, 17.5 per cent were in after housing poverty while 13 per cent were in poverty prior to housing costs being measured.
 Measuring after housing poverty also highlights where there is greater housing stress in terms of tenure and household type. For example, the household types where after housing poverty is highest is in working poor families, households where there is an unemployed head, families dependent on social security and single parent families. In relation to housing tenures, the poverty risk nearly doubles for home purchasers and private renters when moving from a before housing to after housing assessment.

The provision of housing alone is unlikely to address issues of homelessness and poverty for many. For example, access to general support and counselling services, drug and alcohol services, assistance with gambling, mental health and other health services, specialised trauma and sexual abuse services, and/or legal assistance and advocacy are critical in assisting a very significant proportion of the homeless population to enter and sustain housing, and move out of poverty. The lack of support services for disadvantaged people with needs in these areas contributes to the loss of housing and the creation of poverty and inequality in Australia.

Recommendations:

8. AFHO urges Commonwealth and State/Territory Governments to increase private rental and home purchase assistance to levels which demonstrably address ‘after housing poverty’ experienced by people in the lowest two income quintiles. 

Poverty, Housing and Discrimination 

Poverty and inequality in Australia is sustained by discrimination. Discrimination, and its relationship to the experience of poverty and inequality in Australia, must be overcome if homelessness is too be reduced. Many people experiencing homelessness and/or poverty seeking housing in the private rental market experience discrimination, for example:

· Aboriginal tenant workers reported to a NCOSS study54 that discrimination against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the private rental market is common; 

· migrant resource workers reported to the same study that tenants from non-English speaking backgrounds experience direct discrimination in the private rental market. New migrants face particular discrimination because they are unable to receive Centrelink benefits for two years, and are therefore unable to prove an ability to sustain rent payments, and they have a lack of rental references and rental histories;

· discrimination on the basis of age is a significant barrier for young people seeking rental accommodation. Young people are disadvantaged by outright prejudice; by the requirement to prove a satisfactory tenancy history; by their low and insecure incomes caused by low and inequitable Youth Allowance payments, low youth wages and high rates of youth unemployment; by their part-time or casual employment; by their lack of status and recognition under the law and lack of access to legal assistance; and by the high cost of establishment in private rental housing; 

· single parents have reported discrimination in the private rental market on the grounds that they had children;55 

· peak disability community organisations consulted by NCOSS56 reported that private landlords were not at all amenable to modifying their properties for people with physical disabilities;

· people with mental health and intellectual disabilities may experience indirect discrimination on the basis of their prior inability to sustain a tenancy; 

· people with a physical disability experience discrimination in attempts to access rental housing due to the lack of structural provision for their needs in private and public rental housing. The large majority of Australian housing stock has not been modified to accommodate people with a physical disability. Thus effectively, people with physical disabilities have fewer affordable housing options than most people, leaving them especially vulnerable to homelessness;

· women are frequently discriminated against on the basis of their partners rental history; and

· discrimination is experienced on the basis of the size and type of the family, thus large families, or extended families, face difficulties. 

An examination of the extent of discrimination in the private rental market as part of the 1994 Australian Housing Survey showed that 5.3 per cent of private renters had been refused housing at some point in time. The major grounds claimed for refusal were lack of references, family type, age and ‘other’ which included ethnicity, gender, being a student, etc. The highest level of reported refusals was experienced by sole parents, although only in about a quarter of cases were the grounds of ‘household type’ cited.57
Recommendations:

9. AFHO urges Commonwealth and State/Territory Governments to amend Anti-Discrimination Legislation to prohibit discrimination in relation to accommodation on the basis of age, gender, race, ethnicity, family type and sexuality. 

10. AFHO urges each State and Territory to amend Contract Legislation to ensure that under 18 year olds can enter into binding contracts for housing.

(ii) Child poverty in Australia

The nature and extent of child poverty is a growing problem in Australia, and affects both children growing up in single parent and couple families. 

The extent of child poverty in Australia was estimated by the National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling (NATSEM) to stand at between 8.5 per cent and 25.3 per cent in 1995/96. This equates to between 335,000 and 996,000 children under 15 living in poverty. Similarly, the Brotherhood of St Laurence found that around one in eight children (or around 12 per cent) in Australia live in poverty, which is high in comparison with other industrialised countries.5 Many of the families of children living in poverty are reliant on government benefits for income. The proportion of families on government benefits in poverty highlights the absolute inadequacy of payment levels to families. Children from single parent families are particularly exposed to poverty because of their relatively high rate of reliance on government benefits. 

We also know from SAAP data that the number of children accessing homelessness services in Australia in 2001-2002 with one or more parents was 50,800.6 Of the 50,800, 90% were under the age of 12.  This is a damning statistic, and underlines the necessity for the Commonwealth to fully and actively address the experience of poverty and homelessness by children. 

The nature and circumstances surrounding the experience of homelessness and crisis mean that children are or will be exposed to poverty for an extended period of time. Children experiencing homelessness generally suffer in terms of reduced educational, social and cultural opportunities. Children in poverty often have very few personal possessions, very little clothing and minimal exposure to educational or social toys and equipment. Living in poverty and homelessness may also mean being cold, hungry and unsafe. Children in mobile and intermittently homeless families are at increased risk of behavioural problems, learning difficulties, developmental delays, health problems, social difficulties and isolation. The nature of poverty for children experiencing homelessness is devastating. 

Ensuring the needs of homeless children are met at the earliest point of crisis is necessary to minimise the negative impacts of homelessness and poverty, and the length of time a child remains in an impoverished state. By allocating the resources required to address the problem today, the future costs of providing various forms of welfare assistance to this group would be significantly reduced. This is an issue which must be addressed through a whole-of-government approach encompassing the Commonwealth and State/Territory Governments.

Families, Children and Poverty

The effects of poverty on families with children are reflected in the large proportions accessing SAAP services. When the number of support periods provided by SAAP services to SAAP service users are examined, they demonstrate that 19 per cent of all support periods are provided to women with children, and 6 per cent to couples with children. Issues facing single parents are discussed below. The poverty rate amongst couples with children has risen during the last decade from 11.1 per cent to 12.2 per cent.7 The rate and risk of poverty amongst couples with children increases steadily according to the number of children within the family.

Like other groups who fall into poverty, and seek supported accommodation assistance, there is a prevalence of unemployment and reliance on insufficient government income support in families with children. During the 1990s the most visible trend in poverty within Australia was the increasing occurrence of poverty in families relying on government financial support as their main source of income (31 per cent in 2000).8 However, a significant proportion of families with children living in poverty are the ‘working poor’ – those families where one member of the family supplies the main source of income through wages and salaries but the level of income received is bellow the poverty line. 

The impact of poverty on children is devastating because they are vulnerable and dependent. Poverty robs children of opportunities to develop within society. The only way to lessen families’ experience of poverty, and its impact on children, is to eliminate the factors, which lead to poverty and place families at risk of homelessness. 

One of the fundamental causes of poverty and homelessness for women and children is domestic and family violence. Women and children forced to flee from their homes because of domestic and family violence face personal and social disruption, and very likely financial hardship. Financial hardship is especially prevalent when the woman has been economically dependent on the perpetrator. Women in this position not only face the trauma of violence, but must also confront the demands of finding alternative housing and income security. Furthermore, women who have been out of the labour market for some time have limited opportunities for finding paid employment and, because of gender inequalities in the job market, are likely to earn less than men when they do find work. Many women move away from friends and family to escape violence, resulting in the loss of support networks which compound the stress and isolation at a time when self confidence is likely to be at a low ebb. Mothers face another challenge in the knowledge that the health of their children, especially their mental and emotional well being, can be seriously affected from having lived in an environment of fear, uncertainty and insecurity over a protracted period.19 

Single Parent Families, Children and Poverty 

Single parent families are the group most at risk of being in poverty within Australia, and women as sole parents are far more often found in poverty than are men – 104,000 compared with 34,000. Most female single parent families who seek assistance from SAAP agencies cite domestic violence as the primary factor in their homelessness. NATSEM and the Smith Family concluded that in 2000 single parent families made up 13 per cent of the Australian population living in ‘before-housing’ poverty.9 

The continuing high levels of poverty among single parent families, which as noted are primarily single mother families, can be attributed to the low level of financial support guaranteed by Centrelink parenting payments. When Centrelink payments to single parents at March 2001 are compared with Henderson Poverty Line measures, the limited effectiveness of social security payments in alleviating poverty for single parents and their children is starkly apparent. In 2001, a single parent with one child, for example, would have received a Centrelink payment of $293.89 per week which is $63 less than the relevant Henderson Poverty Line measure.10 

The other major contributing factor to single parent family poverty is structural. High unemployment levels together with the shift towards part-time and casual employment have created barriers to meaningful and secure employment. In fact during the period 1990 to 2000, the number of families with no parents in employment grew, particularly in single-parent families.11 The number of single parent families without employment increased by 74,300 to 239,200 families.12 The absence of appropriate housing, transport and childcare facilities is a substantial barrier and constraint to the ability of sole parents to combine work with family responsibilities. 

Recommendations:

11. AFHO calls on the Commonwealth to take far reaching action in welfare, income support and associated policy areas to improve the present circumstances and future opportunity of children belonging to low income families. 

12. AFHO advocates the treatment of children as services users in their own right for the purposes of the SAAP National Data Collection, to ensure the full range of services they require are identified and provided. 

13. AFHO requests that the Commonwealth properly fund the SAAP sector to ensure that children who are accessing homelessness funded agencies have guaranteed access to adequate nutrition, warmth, shelter, professional support and counselling. 

Young People and Poverty

Young people generally receive lower levels of income than other groups in the community both in terms of waged income and social security benefits. Young people who do not live in the family home predominantly rent in the private rental market. As a result of high private rental housing costs relative to income, many young people are living in poverty. The Smith Family Report, Financial Disadvantage in Australia, showed that in 1999, 27.4 per cent of the 15-24 year old population group, who had left home and were single, were in living in poverty.26 An inadequate income contributes not only to a poor standard of living but also reduces education and work opportunities.

Parental means testing of Youth Allowance recipient families with young people up to the age of 25 can place undue stress on families on low incomes. Prolonged dependence on low income parents by children well into their twenties creates different stresses for both parents and young people in these families. A lack of or poor access to government income support, combined with the deterioration of the youth labour market inhibits young people’s move towards independence. In some cases young people are forced to leave the family home to alleviate financial pressure. In other cases the parent/adolescent relationship deteriorates due to financial pressures, to such an extent that young people leave home despite the lack of income. Subsequently many young people find themselves in very transient, insecure, and sometimes unsafe living environments.

Recommendations:
14. AFHO calls for a Commission of Inquiry into youth poverty to establish minimum wages and youth income levels which recognise the real costs of living for young people. 

15. AFHO calls on the Commonwealth and State/Territory Governments to take far reaching action in welfare, income support, education and associated policy areas to improve the present circumstances and future opportunities of young people who are on low incomes and/or who belong to low income families.

16. AFHO urges the Commonwealth Government to recognise the independent adult status of young people 18 years and over by assessing their entitlement to income support without any reference whatsoever to their parents’ income.

17. AFHO proposes State/Territory Governments investigate a more equitable means of determining the level of public rental housing subsidies available to young people on very low incomes, such as through the use of a sliding scale measure of housing affordability, associating rent levels to income levels.27
18. AFHO urges the Commonwealth government to adopt a definition of homelessness that will enable all young people living without family support to access adequate income support payments regardless of age or activity, parental income or assets.28
(iii) Poverty in Australian communities and regions 

The gap in income and wealth distribution within urban and between urban, and regional, rural and remote communities has continued to widen over the last decade. 

In regional areas this has been partly due to the decline in some local regional economies and the associated loss of social and community services. This coupled with some of the more negative effects of globalisation, such as an inability to compete in a deregulated, internationally competitive trade market, has impacted on the wealth of some regional communities, through the folding of business, loss of employment and decreased wages. Subsequent slow employment growth and continuing high unemployment rates are also afflicting many rural and remote communities.13 

There has also been an increasing physical divide between the rich and poor within urban areas where there are concentrations of poor people in specific geographic areas. Some of these areas are those that have high concentrations of public housing and therefore attract low income earning families and individuals in search of affordable housing, while other areas have experienced social and economic losses as a result of microeconomic reform and globalisation. 

In Australia, the social wage has been seen as a supplement to an income and therefore providing increased wealth for individuals and groups to assist in day to day living.14 However, it must be recognised that the social wage is greatly diminished in regional, rural and remote areas due to the lack of services in these areas. Consequently the ‘real value’ of government allowances and benefits as well as a waged income is reduced because people have to pay more to access services in these areas.15
Recommendations:

19. AFHO supports an increase in the level of the social wage in rural and remote areas to compensate for its decreased value in these areas and to ensure people living in these communities gain the same benefit from it as other Australians.

20. AFHO urges Governments to target social and economic development program funds to those communities experiencing greatest disadvantage. 

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

Considering the effectiveness of income support payments in protecting individuals and households from poverty needs to take into account the broader context of employment and homelessness, issues around access to income support, the specific situation of families, young people, and refugees, and the impact of mutual obligation on people receiving income support.

Homelessness, employment and income support

It has been well documented that access to employment assistance is critical to lowering unemployment and stemming people’s vulnerability to poverty.16 People who are homeless, however, often miss out on receiving employment services that are provided through mainstream agencies. These services tend to focus on accessibility and service provision to suit the general population, who are also the most accessible to service providers. People who are homeless require targeted assistance and programs due to the barriers they experience in participating in mainstream employment assistance programs. Often people who are homeless require long term assistance, assistance that is provided on a one-to-one basis, that is personalised, and that recognises all their present needs and not just those related to employment. 

This type of support is labour intensive and therefore costly. Assistance to people who are homeless with high support needs must be adequately resourced to be successful. Employment assistance services also need to be well networked with other services to meet the range of needs of those they are assisting.

There are increasing numbers of people remaining dependent on income support for lengthy periods throughout the general population (people who are long term unemployed). There are also an increasing number of people receiving non-activity tested payments, that is people who are unable to work and therefore not unemployed (not in the labour market).17 It is estimated that approximately two million persons or around 20 per cent of the working population in Australia receive income support payments at any one time.18
A very significant proportion of people who are homeless are reliant on income support. Circumstances relating to their homelessness, such as no address or insecure housing, domestic and family violence, mental illness, problematic alcohol and other drug use, make it very difficult for people who are homeless to secure an income independent of the government income support system. Thus access to income support is imperative for people who are homeless.

Within the social security structure there is no income support payment specifically tailored for people who experience homelessness. People who are homeless are entitled to a number of general income support allowances provided by the Commonwealth. These include but are not limited to Parenting Payment, Disability Support Pension, Newstart Allowance and Youth Allowance. For some recipients these payments are supplemented by other allowances, such as Rent Assistance. 

Statistical evidence about the homeless population who use SAAP services shows that the majority of people who are homeless are in receipt of government income support. For example, in 2001/2002, 83 per cent of SAAP users were in receipt of a government pension or benefit when they sought assistance from SAAP. A further 8.4 per cent of people seeking SAAP assistance had no income.19 

Recommendations:

21. AFHO urges the Commonwealth Government to ensure income support is available until a waged or other adequate income is secured.

22. AFHO believes the Commonwealth should link income support payment levels to broader economic conditions, to ensure an adequate level of income to meet all reasonable costs of living.

23. AFHO demands that the Commonwealth review the breaching regime and institutes a income support framework based on incentives rather than punitive measures.

Access and Payment Levels 

As shown above, data indicates that a large majority of people who are homeless are reliant on government payments for income or have no income. While a number of interrelated issues lead to homelessness, including inadequate income, the availability of an adequate income is imperative for most people to move out of homelessness. For many people, current levels of income support are not adequate to afford suitable housing without experiencing ‘after housing poverty’. 

Some people who are homeless will never have the opportunity to access the labour market and earn an adequate wage. For example, opportunities to participate in the labour market are severely hindered due to domestic and family violence, problematic alcohol or other drug use, mental illness or other disability. Therefore, the structure of income support payments needs to take into consideration the long term disadvantage and the reduced purchasing power long term recipients experience over the course of their lifetime. Reliance on income support is not transitory for some people. Income payments must guarantee the opportunity for social inclusion for long term recipients. 

The discrepancy between allowances and pension rates highlights the inequitable nature of income support, and the need for streamlining payments through the creation of a common base payment system. This would also reduce the stigma of receiving specific payments. To facilitate social inclusion and economic participation and to address the inadequacy of payment levels, the base payment for all pensions and allowances should be set at 25 per cent of the Male Total Average Weekly Earnings. 

Not only are current payment levels inadequate but a number of population groups within Australia are excluded from receiving any income support, or face barriers to attaining support, which increases vulnerability to homelessness. Some families, young people, and newly arrived immigrants and refugees, face particular discrimination within the income support regime.

Recommendations:

24. AFHO urges the Commonwealth to adopt a base income support payment rate for all pensions and allowances of 25 per cent of the average male weekly earnings and index this in line with movements in wage levels.

Compulsion and Mutual Obligation

A recent trend in income support policy has been a shift in the provision of income support from an entitlement based system to one based on obligation. Increasingly governments are obligating recipients to undertake some form of social or economic activity, in exchange for income support payments.

Compelling persons to ‘earn’ income support discriminates against people on low incomes and those with no incomes as only these individuals are compelled to undertake a government stipulated activity. Compulsion is, moreover, fundamentally flawed because it does not recognise structural issues of unemployment. Indeed, sole parent families, people with disabilities, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, people experiencing family violence, and people suffering from post traumatic stress disorder (among others) suffer particularly high levels of unemployment that cannot be addressed through policies of compulsion. 

Compelling people who are homeless to participate in employment related or social activities in exchange for an income is fraught with difficulty for a range of reasons. First and foremost it is very difficult to participate in regular labour market or other activity without safe permanent accommodation. Other barriers to social and economic activity associated with homelessness include poor health and nutrition, domestic or family violence, lack of showering facilities, lack of appropriate clothing, lack of literacy and/or numeracy skills, mental illness and problematic alcohol or other drug use. Many people who are homeless experience more than one of these barriers and others face different barriers on different days. For these reasons, some people who are homeless have difficulty maintaining their obligations in return for the receipt of an income support payment. 

Current policies of compulsion have breaching conditions attached. The result for people who are homeless and unable to meet the obligations associated with income support payments is a reduction or total loss of income for an extended period. This further excludes people who are homeless from the economic, social and civic life of their community and creates greater disadvantage. 

The Government’s policies of compulsion in relation to income support sit within a broader policy framework of ‘Mutual Obligation’. This policy framework essentially proposes that individuals have an obligation to tax payers to do something in return for income support, and that Government, business and the broader community have an obligation to support unemployed community members through the generation of labour market and social opportunities. AFHO believes that the mutual obligation policy framework and its relationship with breaching is fundamentally flawed, contributes to poverty, exacerbates social exclusion, and needs urgent radical reform. 

The fundamental flaw with the current ‘Mutual Obligation’ framework is that it is weighted too heavily towards control and punishment of individual behaviour and choices, with very little acknowledgment of structural inequalities and emphasis placed on the obligations of Government, business or the broader community. Mutual obligation constructed in this way does not build positive or fruitful relationships between Centrelink and people requiring assistance, and does not allow the relationship between Centrelink and individuals to act as a catalyst for change. 

When people in receipt of income support do not meet their obligations and receive a breach as a consequence, they are often unable to meet rent commitments, rendering significant proportions of them homeless and further isolating them from the community. The recent extension of mutual obligation to people between the ages of 35 and 49 may simply extend the risk of homelessness amongst this age group. Breaching has a fundamentally detrimental effect on the well being of many families, single adults and young people. Breaching is damaging the ability of families and individuals to meet basic living costs and to secure and/or keep housing. Breaching throws people into further poverty and deepens the consequences of poverty including social exclusion, and poor physical and mental health.

There is a danger that people in receipt of pensions including the Disability Support Pension (DSP) may be exposed to breaches for the first time. AFHO does not support any extension of the current breaching/penalty regime and encourages the Commonwealth Government to instead concentrate on increasing employment, education and training opportunities for people in receipt of pensions, where relevant. 

Recommendations:

25. AFHO urges the Government to make a wide range of education and training options available to provide for choice, flexibility and suitability in addressing identified training needs for people on income support. 

26. The Commonwealth should change the income support system from compulsory to an incentive based income support system. The Commonwealth should introduce a ‘participation supplement’ to encourage and resource people to seek participation opportunities.

27. The Commonwealth Government should reform its ‘Mutual Obligation’ income support framework so that business and all levels of Government are compelled to provide jobs, work experience and/or training opportunities for people who are unemployed or underemployed, particularly people who are long term unemployed.

Families 
Homelessness among families is not a single, isolated event experienced by individual families. It is the consequence of long term economic disadvantage, social exclusion, and/or family violence experienced by an increasingly marginalised section of our community.

For families, becoming homeless is very often the end point of a long, in some cases life long, experience of chronic disadvantage, exclusion and instability. This experience may be characterised by long term unemployment, or sporadic employment in low paid jobs; by domestic and family violence; by inadequate and unstable housing; by educational disadvantage; by poor physical or mental health, or disability; by family breakdown and social isolation; by a lack of living skills; and sometimes by problematic use of alcohol or other drugs or gambling problems. 

Poverty is a key underlying causal factor in homelessness among families. Commentators from across the political spectrum agree that income inequality is increasing in Australia.
 There is also widespread recognition that increased income inequality is associated with entrenched inequalities in educational opportunity and health status, with increased criminal activity and with increased social exclusion. 

There has also been a number of changes across Australia in terms of the composition of families which must be recognised. The most striking feature to emerge across the 1990s was the rise in the number of single parent families. For example, the number of single parent families with children under the age of 14 increased by a massive 54 per cent to 453,600.20 Another significant feature of the 1990s was the increased number of families, whether couple or single, where the parents where unemployed. By 2000 the number of couple families with children aged 0-14 where neither parent was employed was 129,100 (8 per cent), while for single parent families the number was 239,200 (47 per cent).21 

In times of crisis it is extremely important that income support for single and other homeless parents is provided immediately and without any associate obligations, to allow them to re-establish stability. It is important that parents who are in crisis and homeless and/or who are fleeing domestic violence are not forced into greater disadvantage through participation requirements.

To prevent family homelessness in any of its manifestations, one requirement is an increased level of support for single parent and low income families across Australia. For example, support is required to assist with issues of under employment, housing affordability problems, domestic and family violence, physical and mental health issues, disability, substance misuse, issues associated with the criminal justice system and the need for supported housing. Support services for families who are homeless or at risk of homelessness must be integrated and holistic and crucially complemented by adequate levels of income support and financial solvency for the family. 

Recommendations:

28. AFHO urges the Commonwealth Government to ensure there are no activity requirements linked to income support payments for families who are homeless and in crisis, and for families attempting to establish/re-establish stability after a period of homelessness, which includes family upheaval caused by domestic and family violence.

Young People

Successive government reports and inquiries have shown that independent young people are particularly vulnerable to poverty, family violence and homelessness; that current income support administrative arrangements pertaining to young people are overly harsh and inflexible; and that the level of benefit paid to young people is inadequate, with high numbers of young people living in after housing poverty.22 

Young people's lack of access to adequate incomes has a direct negative impact on their access to housing. Young people reliant on government income support receive particularly low levels of income, making it very difficult for them to compete in the housing market. The choices are clear. Young people can be given access to adequate levels of income support, or they can live in poverty with all the inherent dangers: crime, prostitution, homelessness, unemployment, ill health, and, particularly for young women, exploitative and/or abusive and unsafe domestic arrangements in return for shelter. There can be no solution to youth homelessness in Australia without significant reform of income support provisions and wage levels for young people.

Another problem is that many young people are unable to access income support payments. Young people without the support of parents or guardians and without connection to the education system are often ineligible for Youth Allowance income support payments. The activity test for Youth Allowance is particularly harsh on young people who are in crisis, young people with borderline intellectual disabilities and young people in rural and remote areas. 

It is not only independent young people who are at risk of poverty. With the increase in non-traditional family groups, more young people are growing up in single parent families. These families are also those most likely to be living in poverty, and therefore least likely to be able to support young people financially.

Housing options for young people are extremely limited. This is especially true for young people from low income families, young women, young parents, young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and young people from non-English speaking backgrounds, particularly refugees. In addition to the emotional upheaval and sense of displacement experienced by young people leaving their home or family, they are immediately confronted with the prospect of homelessness if unable to secure shelter and an adequate income. Given the dearth of housing options for young people they are often forced to seek low cost housing in areas of high unemployment. The social security system penalises them for moving to areas of lower employment, thus compounding their income disadvantage.

‘Home’ for some young people may be a state institution or hostel, a caravan or a temporary dwelling, and many simply have no home after leaving home at an early age. For some young people the traditional nuclear family home has become an unbearable living situation due to conflict, violence or abuse.

Many young people turn to youth SAAP services for assistance with Youth Allowance applications although there are many others who do not access the SAAP service system at all. Lack of information, age related eligibility criteria, and the availability and appropriateness of accommodation all present barriers to accessing crisis accommodation for young people. Further, some externally supported accommodation services or semi-independent services require applicants to have an income in order to access their services. As a result of these barriers, there are substantial numbers of young people who do not apply for Youth Allowance because they do not know how to and/or they can not access the support required to make a successful application. These young people stay with friends or relatives usually for short periods of time, making for a very unsettled and transient lifestyle.

Recommendations:

29. The Commonwealth should remove income support penalties for moving to areas of higher unemployment, to recognise that such moves are often necessary to attain affordable housing or to link in with family or community supports. 

30. The Commonwealth should provide adequate benefits to all young people living without family support, regardless of age or family income. 

Young People and Legal Adult Status

Community norms recognise the beginning of independent adulthood as 18 years of age by conferring legal rights and responsibilities on young people such as those relating to voting, alcohol consumption and marriage. Income support eligibility criteria conflict with these norms, by means testing the parental income of income support applicants up to the age of 24 years.

Young people’s attempts to move towards independence, particularly if participating in further education and training, are severely limited by their ineligibility for an independent income. The current policy can put significant pressure on families, particularly low income families who may be struggling to get by anyway.

Differentiation between income support levels for young people under 21 and those over 21 is currently based on the assumption that providing higher levels of income to under 21’s would seriously compromise the current youth wage system. It is suggested that increasing levels of income support would act as a disincentive for young people to work, as the gap between the income support levels and junior rates of pay decreases. Young people under 21 are severely disadvantaged by these income support arrangements because they are forced to try to meet the costs of living with less money to spend than other low income earners who are already struggling to make ends meet. 

Recommendations:

31. AFHO urges the Commonwealth Government to recognise young people 18 years and older as independent adults for the purposes of income support eligibility, to ensure these young people are able to access income support, and education and training benefits without reference to their parents’ income. 

32. AFHO urges the Commonwealth Government to provide all independent unemployed persons with the same base level of income support regardless of age.

Newly Arrived Immigrants and Refugees

The two year waiting period for income support for recently arrived immigrants and refugees on Temporary Protection Visas greatly increases this group’s risk of homelessness. Without enough income to afford housing, the likelihood of successful settlement is seriously disrupted because basic opportunities for social and economic participation are not available. To provide security against the vulnerability of falling into poverty and experiencing homelessness, the income support waiting period for newly arrived migrants must be abolished. Access to government services and income support must be granted without discrimination for this population group. 

For women from non-English speaking backgrounds the lack of financial support and assistance is an issue which needs to be addressed urgently. Domestic violence services have reported a significant number of women from non-English speaking backgrounds who have no income when seeking assistance.23 Under domestic violence provisions of the Immigration Act women from non-English speaking backgrounds can apply to change their visa. There is however no expeditious procedure for their application to be reviewed, and often women are placed in the intolerable position of either having to stay at a crisis accommodation service indefinitely or return to their violent partner. The lack of any financial support from the Commonwealth during visa application and review periods, further exacerbates the situation because many medium term or transitional accommodation providers will not accept women without an income. 

The impact of failing to provide income support to women from non-English speaking backgrounds, and refugees and newly arrived immigrants more generally, is to increase their experience of social exclusion and isolation from the rest of the community. Asylum seekers and newly arrived immigrants should have guaranteed access to basic services, such as language programs and TAFE training courses, to enhance opportunities for employment. Centrelink staff and SAAP services need to be provided with training and education around working with people from non-English speaking backgrounds. Information on government support and how to access support also needs to be more widely available to this group so that those at risk of homelessness know where to turn. 

Recommendations:

33. The Commonwealth should lift the current two year waiting period for income support for recently arrived immigrants and refugees on Temporary Protection Visas. 

34. The Commonwealth Government should expedite evaluation procedures for applications by women from non-English speaking backgrounds to change their visas under domestic violence provisions of the Immigration Act, and provide financial support during the review period.

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

Financial difficulty as a result of inadequate waged income is a contributing factor to poverty and consequently homelessness. While there is some argument that pits the needs of workers for an adequate income against the ability of employers to pay, the priority should be for a decent standard of living for individuals and families by means of a reasonable waged income. An adequate and secure income through work prevents the onset of unmet need and the rise of disadvantage in the community. 

There is a need for government to monitor and respond to minimum wage levels, job opportunities and opportunities for advancement in the labour market. It is unreasonable to have policies of compulsion in relation to income support, that place conditions on people to access the labour market when there are not jobs available matching the skills and/or experience of job seekers. It is also necessary to monitor the options for mobility, and to create opportunities or the means for people to progress along a career path. When there are a lack of opportunities for progress in the labour market, low skilled jobs are slow to open up for low skilled job seekers. 

Women and Families

In the early 1970’s the principles of ‘equal pay for equal work’ and ‘equal pay for work of equal value’ were established in Australia, and separate pay rates for males and females were abolished. Despite this, women do not receive pay equity across a number of industries. Women’s work in a range of industries is undervalued, in other industries men dominate, and still in other industries only very low pay is secured by women and long hours are the norm. Furthermore, while the participation rate of women in the workforce has increased over the last twenty years, this has been disproportionately concentrated at the casual, insecure impermanent end of the labour market. 

The higher levels of poverty experienced by women and female headed households are closely linked with their experience of domestic and family violence, and homelessness. Directly contributing to both poverty and homelessness of women is their lower rate of labour market participation as well as overall lower rates of pay. The poverty resulting from low labour market participation and pay, partially as a result of higher levels of caring responsibilities, is compounded by a lack of available childcare facilities which are affordable. 

Waged couple families with children also experience significant levels of poverty. It is estimated that families consisting of couples with children have about a one in eight chance of being in poverty, and this increases rapidly the more children there are in the family.25 In analysis of the levels of poverty in Australia, the second most significant population group after single parents is the ‘working-poor’ – families whose main income source is wages and salaries but whose income is bellow the poverty line. 

Many women in couple families on low wages contribute income of less than half the total family income (this obviously does not take in account the burden of domestic labour and caring for the sick or elderly). Apart from the detrimental effects on women’s health, this potentially puts a large number of women at risk of poverty if they separate and divorce (divorce rate currently stands at approximately 50 per cent) as they would immediately fall to the low end of the income distribution quota.26 There can also be little doubt that the financial stress experienced by low income families contributes to the breakdown of family relationships and is a significant cause of homelessness. 

Recommendations:

35. AFHO recommends the use of rigorous positive discrimination and affirmative action practices in workplaces to increase access by women to employment generally and into higher paid employment in particular.

36. AFHO urges the Commonwealth to increase the availability of affordable childcare as a major strategy to increase participation by women in the labour market and public sphere. 

37. AFHO urges the Commonwealth to improve access to subsidised childcare and increases in family payments for lower income families, to increase their participation in the labour market and public sphere.

38. AFHO urges the Commonwealth to establish an appropriate national maternity leave program. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were paid lower wages in Australia than non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people doing the same work, until equal pay legislation was introduced in 1972. 

However, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people remain the single most disadvantaged population group in Australia. The reasons for this disadvantage include lower wage levels and lower labour market participation rates which are linked to historical factors of limited Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander access to and control of economic and social resources, and also educational disadvantage. The lack of economic and social control, and the experience of discrimination all contribute to the chronic levels of Indigenous homelessness. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are over represented within the homeless population, and make particularly high use of family violence refuge services. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have had virtually no opportunity to develop employment possibilities within their own communities apart from the Community Development Employment Program (which operates similarly to ‘work for the dole’). Other than control of natural resources, there is an urgent need for education levels and opportunities to be increased within the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population if poverty is to be reduced, and income levels improved. 

Recommendations:

39. AFHO calls on the Commonwealth to support positive discrimination practices in workplaces that favour increased access by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to employment.

40. AFHO urges the Commonwealth Government to support the creation of lasting employment opportunities within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, which promote economic and resource development and are controlled and governed by the communities. 

41. AFHO urges the Commonwealth to take pro-active measures to increase access to education opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

Young People

The creation and retention of junior rates of pay are based on arguments that young people do not bear the same responsibilities as adults, that they do not have the skill level to warrant higher rates, and that an increase in youth rates of pay will reduce employment opportunities.27 

People of any age require a minimum full time wage that recognises actual living costs. Beyond this minimum wage level, adequacy and productivity need to be the indicators of wage setting not age criteria. 

Recommendations: 

42. AFHO believes the Commonwealth should abolish junior rates of pay from industrial awards and should introduce a minimum full time wage that reflects equal pay for equal work, and is adequate to meet actual living costs irrespective of age. 
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