17th February 2003

 

The Secretary

Senate Community Affairs References Committee

Suite S1 59

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

 

 

 

 

Dear Sir / Madam

 

Re:
Inquiry Into Poverty In Australia

 

I welcome the opportunity that has been afforded all organisations, big and small, to contribute to this Senate inquiry in relation to a topic that is sensitive to all Australians and becoming more apparent in our communities as more and more families and individuals fall below that dreaded “poverty line”! Throughout this document, I refer to Poverty as defined by the Australian Council of Social Service [ACOSS]. I have also taken into account and reflected against the basic rights of all Australians as defined by ACOSS.

 

Our contribution is difficult to categorise, rather it is an account of the facts that affect dedicated “grass roots” workers on a daily basis, their experience, a demonstration of how a community can rally and find “local solutions to local issues” utilising the networks that are available thus providing additional needed services. Our organisational history is unique in that the people of Laverton own the building that houses this Centre! Community pride is further demonstrated by the dedicated volunteers who work tirelessly through all forms of adversity to ensure the Centre is financially viable and able to deliver it’s varied programs.

 

Laverton has always been recognised as an area of a lower socio – economic demographic. Unfortunately, all this recognition has not equated in additional or adequate funding from any of the three levels of government to develop and implement programs to address the inequities and lack of infrastructure in our diverse community. All this when the Government’s rhetoric is full of – “Community Building”, “ Community Partnerships” and “local solutions”. There is not enough acknowledgement of, and for, those organisations that are attacking poverty head on with or without government financial support. Solutions are being found by thinking “outside the square”, by establishing stronger local and broader networks and working more in collaboration with other providers – sharing information! [In this regard the Hobsons Bay City Council has been very active in facilitating this process].

 

Due to the geographic location of Laverton, the suburb is uniquely placed between two municipalities, currently the City of Hobsons Bay, formerly the City of Werribee. Always on the fringe of each municipality – the RAAF Williams Air Force Base to the West, Petro – Chemical Industries to the East and Warehouse & Distribution Industry to the North. South is Port Phillip Bay. Interestingly, Laverton and the City Hobsons Bay itself, are not regarded as either Inner Melbourne, or outer Melbourne, rather, somewhere in between!

 

This suburb that once housed personnel from the Armed Forces [over 400 houses throughout Laverton], slowly evolved into a “Commission” or “Ministry of Housing” area, attracting more and more individuals and families that befit the subject matter we now discuss! Government housing policy, both State and Federal, slowly denigrated the area and the pride of the residents as the housing stocks were transferred to the Department of Human Services. Interestingly, all these families were placed without provision of the needed infra-structure. This lack of services added to the notoriety of the suburb as more and more “dis-functional” families were identified – all under the “poverty line”.

 

Today’s Victorian State Government has improved the area by demolishing uninhabitable stocks and by the adoption of the “spot purchasing” policy. In the newer area of Altona Meadows [formerly Laverton South] this policy has been effective in that families are less likely to be discriminated against for living in government housing as is the case in high density public housing, and the community pride is intact.

 

Altona Meadows [formerly Laverton South] is bordering with Werribee, one of the Nations largest growth corridors. This has contributed significantly to the demographic profile of the area as more young couples move in. It has also contributed to the area comprising a larger transient community, i.e., temporary private rental whilst homes are being built. We have also witnessed many residents moving to Altona Meadows to escape the stigma associated with Laverton, even though this stigma is historic! Many individuals feel that they have actually “improved” their social standing by moving away from Laverton!

 

To compare the poverty that is evident in this community with what we deem the rights of all Australians, we have all failed Laverton. As an organisation, we have adopted an active stance to “improve” the standing of Laverton and the individuals and families that comprise this isolated “inner-outer” suburb of Melbourne surrounded by industry - yet unemployment is the highest in Hobsons Bay [1996 – 15.7 % ABS Stats] – comprising affordable housing, yet evictions and demand for public housing increase annually due to the high rental [$170 per week av. – three bedroom house] and if you can find a job – busses run every 45 minutes, if your lucky, in the direction your travelling.

 

To assist in the inquiry process, I have written the following synopsis of the programs that are coordinated by our organisation. All programs are complimentary to each other and assist the organisation in being able to target the various needs that individuals and families present. Our model is unique in that we are one of only three Neighbourhood House Centers in Victoria that provide Emergency Financial and Material Relief and possibly the only one that also provides respite Child Care. Where possible, negotiations with other service providers have resulted in “out-post” services operating from our Centre [Legal Service, Family Counselling and In Home Support services].

 

Background of the Organisation to today.

The Laverton Community Centre & Neighbourhood House Inc. was established in 1974 as a “not for profit” organisation catering for the broader needs of the Laverton Community. A venue where people could meet, express their needs and where possible have those needs addressed. 

These needs could all be defined under poverty; lack of adequate finance or accommodation, poor health or diet, isolation [social inclusion], lack of recreational opportunity or the opportunity to acquire skills [education].

 

Even though there are many indicators for poverty, as per the definition, we give the impression that the “poverty line” is a dollar figure we are either over or under. I would like to see areas indexed according to the disadvantage faced. I realize that this method would create havoc as level of benefits would vary depending on where one lived – this would be equitable. We talk about income levels – we should talk in terms of disposable income levels!

 

Due to the high number of residents deemed under the poverty line and enduring socio – economic adversity, our organisation has focused on providing services and programs to directly alleviate these inequities and promote development of individuals and the community in general. In 1999, the Jesuit Social Services identified Laverton as being in the top 30 disadvantaged communities nationally.

 

In the 1980’s funding was obtained from the State Governments “Neighbourhood House Coordination Program”, the house is funded for 40 hours per week and operates under the Community Development model. We provide “free” direct service delivery as well as a venue for self help, community groups and the general community and residents to utilise. The Centre is predominately reliant on the voluntary services of individuals to operate, currently there are over 30 volunteers in various roles.

 

Emergency Relief Provision

During the late 1980’s, further funding was obtained from the Commonwealth Department of Families and Community Services to distribute Emergency Financial and Material Relief. We are currently a registered provider of funds and volunteer training in this area. As of the 1st July, 2000, the organisation became the sole provider in Laverton / Altona Meadows due to the winding up of the “Laverton Relief Society”. The Commonwealth allocated the organisation’s funding to our program for distribution. We also operate an opportunity shop with all proceeds going back into the Emergency Relief program [Christmas Hampers, etc.].

 

Respite Child Care

The organisation also provides various Child Care programs, including Occasional Child Care [respite care], Class Child Care and playgroups. In February 2000 we undertook the management of the former Council operated Laverton Child Care Centre. The Centre is now known as the Laverton Community Children’s Centre and houses all our Child Care programs as well as Post Natal Depression Groups, Out-posted Family Counsellors, In Home Support Workers, New Mothers groups and other services that have children or their families as a focus. All services are free or fit under the not for profit category [e.g. Childcare is available at $3.00 per hour, $2.00 Concession].

 

The Centre usually runs the Occasional Child Care service in deficit. Many will argue – “raise the fees”. We can’t! The fees reflect what the participants can afford. On average, 75% of participant families accessing this service are on benefits, a further 15% are deemed low income! 

 

Adult Literacy & Numeracy
The organisation is also registered as a provider of further education, funding is received from the Council of Adult, Community Further Education. Courses offered vary from personal development, leisure and recreation to fully accredited and recognised vocational courses.

 

Cooperation and Partnership with Local Council

The local Hobsons Bay City Council provides funds to assist with the operation of the Centre and the delivery of programs aimed at specific groups and individuals in the Laverton Community as identified by Council’s Community Development Unit in cooperation with our workers. 

 

In 2001, the cooperative relationship between Council and our organisation identified the need for additional Financial and Family counselling in the municipality. Though these services are normally State Government funded and provided by the local Community Health Centre, unreasonably long waiting lists exist. Council agreed to fund a 0.5 EFT Counselling position for which we are responsible and is delivered from our premises. Another 0.5 EFT position was allocated to Williamstown. This Financial and family Counselling position is now a line budget item with Council and therefore shall attract recurrent funding.

 

The needs of the Laverton Community are constantly changing and currently Laverton is a high priority for Council due to the lack of physical infrastructure and transport. In many instances, the Community Centre is the only available facility to assist residents for whatever purpose they require.

 

Data Collection

The organisation derives it’s statistical information from the following programs that have been designed to assist those in Financial crisis and / or are experiencing a Family related issue;

· Emergency Financial & Material Aid [Commonwealth FACS funded] 

· Financial & Family Counselling [City of Hobsons Bay funded] 

· Access to Court Fund to assist Emergency Relief program [Sunshine Magistrates Court] 

· No Interest Loan Scheme [Community Funded – initial donation] 

· Respite Child Care [State Human Services funded]. 

 

The combined services account for an average 1200 individual and family contacts each year. The majority of referrals are received from Centrelink, Human Services, Local Council and other welfare services.

 

Unfortunately, due to the short time line available to submit to this enquiry and a lack of resources to provide an extensive report, I am unable to provide the qualitive data with this submission. Another important factor is the unavailability of the latest Bureau of Statistics information. Further to this document, I would be more than happy to provide extracts from our Annual Reports that contain statistical information to support some of our findings and confirm what is the “changing face of poverty”.

 

I would be more than happy to present further supportive information rather than only this anecdotal evidence at any future convened appointment.

 

Yours sincerely

 

 

Michael Pernar

Centre Manager

