Shelter SA response to the 

Senate Community Affairs References Committee

Inquiry into Poverty in Australia

While the inquiry is into ‘Poverty in Australia’, this paper will focus to a large degree on South Australia. The vast difference between this state and others by population and economics is acknowledged. It is envisaged that by highlighting some of the problems within South Australia, this will heighten the awareness of the problems in other states.

Shelter SA believes current housing policy is helping to perpetuate poverty within South Australia. Housing can be seen as a mediating variable between poverty and education, work, and health. Therefore this paper will discuss poverty from each of these perspectives within a housing paradigm.

Economic / employment

South Australia’s contribution to the National economy has shrunk; this has meant that South Australian living standards have fallen below the rest of Australia. There was a 17% lag in June 2001 and this represented $5,500 per person, behind the rest of Australia.
 Low economic growth in South Australia has been caused, in part through poor investment performance. This has led job shortages.
 

There has been a slow growth in the South Australian labour market, with three quarters of the growth over the last ten years occurring within the part-time job market. South Australia has had above average growth in the casual employee labour market, 31%( of total employment as opposed to 27%( nationally. This indicates lower skill levels and fewer training opportunities.

South Australia has the third lowest labour market participation rate, within Australia. On Census night 2001, 92.4% of the labour force was employed, the national average being 92.6%.
 The high rate of older persons in the state and fewer job opportunities are the reasons presented for these rates.
 According to the Economic Development Board, South Australian unemployment rates have fallen and are now much closer to the national average.

The small nature of the local labour market and narrow industry base within South Australia are reflected in the high numbers of long term unemployed in the state. As people have become displaced within the employment market there has been a lack of opportunity to regain access.
 The lack of affordable accommodation serves to further exacerbate problems for the long-term unemployed. For example people seeking affordable accommodation are forced out into more remote areas away from employment opportunities and basic amenities. The problems arise as they grapple with increased transport costs and the possibility of ‘Centrelink Breaching’ because they have moved away from employment opportunities.

Policies such as ‘breaching’ only serve to push people into homelessness. A survey conducted by the Centre for Labour Research, Shelter SA, and the Welfare Rights Centre SA, found that as a result of breaching, respondents faced sacrificing spending on food, transport and their children. Fifty nine percent of participants who breached faced rent arrears, while 44% of participants faced eviction as a consequence of breaching.

The level of stress that some policies place on individuals who are already in crisis is quite profound. Keeping work diaries and regular appointments for jobs are an unwelcomed expense. The Commonwealth Welfare Reform objectives talk about people becoming self-reliant however this is only achievable when people feel empowered to become so. The present system forces people into situations they are unable to tackle at that point in time. For example the mutual obligation policy is not an empowering policy, it forces people into situations they are not necessarily ready to undertake. 

People who have not yet fallen into homelessness but are teetering on the brink, find the mutual obligation policy just the push required to enter the homeless population. These people are already making choices between heating their home or eating. The additional financial burden of keeping appointments for job interviews is then thrust upon them. These people are disadvantaged in the job market because their clothes are most often old and shabby. They also face the financial burden of transport to and from the appointment. Further, if they have children and the appointment falls during school holidays they are burdened with childcare costs. When these people do not attend the appointment they are found in breach of their agreement and their payment is reduced. Is this really an empowering policy?

The opportunities to consider within the scope and delivery of employment programmes as a mechanism to address income support and individual capacity building lay within both the institutional structures and with the individual. At the structural level without adequate investment in the State’s economy, via industry, employment will continue to be an issue. South Australia needs to woo overseas investors to bring industry into the state.

The Don Dunstan Foundation and the Academy of Social Sciences presented a Seminar on “The Price of Prosperity: the economic and social costs of unemployment.” At this seminar Professor Bryson suggested “a spatial dimension to unemployment that was due to policies of economic profitability, which were out of the individual’s control.” Therefore she suggested that ‘more tailored approaches to policy are required’. She firmly positioned the causal factor of unemployment as a lack of jobs rather than an individual failing.

Housing

The reliance on the private rental market to house people who are on low incomes is of concern. The lack of security of tenure within this environment means that people often have to uproot their children from their schools to move to another area. Anecdotal evidence suggests rent increases as the reason for this. The family have to find alternative accommodation in a cheaper area. Data provided by the Office of Consumer Affairs, Tenancies Branch, suggests that people are moving to the city fringes to find affordable accommodation.
 This places a huge financial strain on people accessing amenities.

During their research for the Affordable Housing National Research Consortium, Berry and Hall found the numbers of private rental households living in housing stress, within Adelaide had risen from 63.4% in 1986 to 76.1% in 1996. These figures being a proportion of total private renter households within the lowest 40% of the household income distribution.
 Berry and Hall propose that if this rate continues at its current level, the number will have doubled in fifteen years, and reach close to one million households across Australia in 20 years.

According to data supplied by the Office of Consumer and Business Affairs – Tenancies Branch, the median rent paid within South Australia for people who lodged Bonds with the Tenancies Branch during the last quarter of 2002, was $228.09 per week.
 Data from the 2001 Census shows the median weekly household income in South Australia was between $600 - $699.
 It is difficult to draw conclusions regarding the ratio of wages to rent from these data because information from the OCBA is more current than the Census data. However the fact that this information appears to place large numbers of people, living in the private rental market, in housing stress is a cause for concern. 

A report based upon the 1998-99 Household Expenditure Survey, found people who were unable to heat their homes had the highest levels of financial stress. When people have to choose whether to buy food or heat their home, this is a sign they are seriously poor.
  

A report on disadvantage in South Australia suggests there is less inequality in this state than other states, not because there are fewer people but because the state contains fewer high-income households.
 It has also been suggested that South Australia has larger numbers of public housing than other states, which protects its residents against poverty. Poverty means misery for many people therefore arguments should not be tabled at who is more worthy of help. Assistance should go to all of those in need. Conversely, the reduction in public housing, past and in the future means the above argument will not carry so much weight.

In 1992-93 the South Australian Housing Trust had 58,855 existing tenants, 7,993 new tenants and 41,600 prospective tenants on the waiting list. In 2001-02 there were 47,141 existing tenants, 4,423 new tenants and 25,387 prospective tenants on the waiting list. The decline in the number of people is consistent with the decline in the number of people applying for Trust housing.
 The reason for this can be seen in the numbers of new applicants being housed. In 2001-02, 82.5% of customers in category 1 (applicants in urgent need) were allocated housing in less than 6 months. Conversely, only 58% of customers in category 3 (passed an income and asset test but do not have high housing need) were allocated housing within 2 years. These are people on a low income who will have difficulty meeting the demands of the private rental market. They are the ones living in poverty in our society.

According to a report by Horn it is the lack of affordable housing that pushes people who are in financial crisis into homelessness. Horn suggests the failure of government policy, to ensure affordable housing for disadvantaged Australian households on low incomes, is one of the reasons for this tenuous situation. Horn argues that a significant cause of homelessness is a failure of the housing market and not a failure of the person.

Over the last 12 months median house prices, within South Australia have risen by 17.58%, this will have a negative impact upon the affordability of the private rental market.

Lone parent families

In 1996 there were 54,890 lone parent families in South Australia, representing 14.1% of the population 
 as opposed to 672,868 (14.4%) nationally. By 2001 this figure had risen to 62,133 (15.6%) and 1,764,167 (15.4%) nationally.
. Therefore the number of South Australian lone parent families has risen to slightly above the national figure by 2001, having been slightly behind this in 1996.

Lone parents experience severe economic deprivation as they struggle to bring up children on a single income. According to Kiernan, longitudinal research revealed that children of lone parents were more likely to become lone parents as young adults. The lack of family resources, important for children’s social, intellectual and emotional development, are the reasons given for this. Socio-economic vulnerability can have a huge impact on the present generation and on future generations.
 Therefore intergenerational poverty is a real problem that needs to be addressed during childhood, rather than trying to pick up the pieces of disadvantaged adults.

Education

The relationship between lone parents, poverty and low educational achievement was found to be a strong one. Females who experienced poverty as children and whose educational attainment was in the lowest quartile had by the age of 33, become teenage mothers and had overall poorer outcomes than their more advantaged peers.
 

Low educational attainment has been associated with high levels of school absence due to physical illness. Sparkes and Glennerster suggest the correlation between poor health, low income and poor housing as the contributors to this association. 
 Low educational attainment is associated with poor housing through overcrowding, lack of access to basic amenities and temporary accommodation.
 Within the private rental market in South Australia, a small study indicates that 44% of the respondents had moved two – three times in the previous 5 years, while 35% had moved on 4 or more occasions in the same period.
 A report by the Commonwealth Department of Social Security indicates that people on low incomes have a high level of ‘involuntary moves’.

Youth 

South Australian youth employment has been good, with the rate being higher than the national average.
 However anecdotal evidence suggests there are many youth who are co-sharing accommodation as a way of affording housing in the private rental market. According to SAAP data, people on Newstart allowance gave ‘financial difficulty’ as the main reason for their need of support, during 2000. 

Disability

Anecdotal evidence suggests that people living on Disability Support Pensions are having financial problems, often amounting to poverty. This is reinforced by SAAP data reporting ‘financial difficulties’ as the main reason for the need of support, by this group.
 A lack of adaptable accommodation for people with physical disabilities can mean huge expense if the disability is the result of an accident. Trying to cope with being out of the workforce, or having a partner suddenly unable to participate in the workforce can be a huge financial burden. The streamlining of welfare reforms to make the system easier, should not lose sight of the fact that many disabled people are living in poverty. In fact a lot of research suggests that people with a mental disability often live in the most marginal accommodation, such as boarding houses. These people are not only burdened with their disability they also live in poverty, often in substandard accommodation.

Aged population

It is frequently said that many older people are asset rich and income poor. However for those who are living in the private rental market, they are often both asset and income poor. It is these people whom the aging in place policy becomes a concern. According to a report by Faulkner et al., well-being can be attributed to tenure type. Happiness, companionship, depression, morale and the ability to cope are all influenced by the economic and social circumstance an older persons tenure type provides. Conversely, the study found reduced well-being was certainly linked to being aged and poor.
 

To prevent our aging population from feeling unwell, means preventing poverty in old age. This can be achieved through a greater provision of affordable housing. Anecdotal evidence suggests that older people who are on a low income and residing in the private rental market are finding it increasingly difficult to cope.

Indigenous

The problem of Indigenous poverty requires a separate paper it is so vast. For example Indigenous unemployment has been more than double the total unemployment rate, for many years. The indigenous population make up our most disadvantaged group in society. Indigenous housing has been inferior with a poor quality in supply. In 1999 30% of the housing in remote indigenous communities required either major repair or replacement. Indigenous people suffer from overcrowding in their housing which leads to poor health.
 In fact many Indigenous people are referred to as frail aged because of the toll poverty has taken on them.

Health

The relationship between health and poverty is mediated by housing The way in which housing impacts upon health is through overcrowding, and the lack of access to basic amenities, such as medical services. The shortage of money means there is an inability to buy medication and nutritious food, which is required for good health. The cost of utilities can equally impact upon health. Older people tend to rug up in winter rather than use more than they can afford, this self-deprivation can lead to ill health. Some people would go without food and clothing to pay the utility bills, these were the findings from a survey into low-income electricity users in South Australia.

Public awareness of poverty

According to a study by Johnson and Taylor in 2000, the hidden nature of poverty perpetuates it. The people in their study responded to overt rather than covert poverty.
 It is easier to blame the victim if they are not similar to ones self. Therefore the image of a shoddily clad person rummaging through garbage is a more appeasing image of poverty, than a young family where the husband has suddenly been retrenched and unable to find further employment. The family now finding themselves on benefits which barely meet their living costs.

The public attitude towards poverty needs to be changed. There is a need for greater public awareness surrounding the causes of poverty. Poverty does not happen through personal failing or life choices, but it occurs through social structures and uncontrollable, unexpected occurrences.

Conclusion

Poverty is such an ingrained issued to tackle. Eradication of poverty is impossible but the reduction in prevalence would be a good start. This could begin by changing public attitudes, through education programmes. A second course of action could be through the change in policy that prevents people from climbing out of poverty once they succumb to it. A third course of action would be to increase the numbers of public housing stock, this would be the easiest of the three to fix and would alleviate poverty for a large number people.
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