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Melbourne Citymission Submission to the Senate Community Affairs References Committee:  Inquiry into Poverty in Australia.

Executive Summary

Poverty in its contemporary Australian form is a challenge for all members of the community and government, and not just a personal challenge for those who experience its effects.  Poverty manifests in clustered forms of social exclusion that limit individual or group capacity for social and economic participation.  Those excluded are unable to make real choices about the life they value and the way they choose to live.  Responding effectively to multiple causes of exclusion across life stages achieves a social cohesiveness that benefits all members of Australian communities.

The submission concentrates on two distinct groups who access Melbourne Citymission services:

· young people reliant on social security payments, and 

· frail older people with limited finances who require aged care services.  

Housing

· Provision of adequate and affordable housing, coupled with access to social infrastructure and non-material resources, is an essential base for social and economic participation throughout life and for dignity and choice in later years.  

· Stability, participation and choice through life stages require new forms of social housing to provide a benefit that is shared by all Australians. 

· The lack of such housing is a major national issue for social inclusion now and in the future.  

Young people

· Failure to engage and include young people has significant consequences as this group may pass through future life stages without capacity to develop their human potential, to share in the wealth or contribute to the richness of community life.

· Attention to personal circumstances of especially vulnerable young people reveals a social security system that identifies young people at risk of poverty but frequently pushes those most at risk into cycles of debt and housing instability through inappropriate use of assessment processes and mutual obligation principles.

· Young people using Melbourne Citymission services are frequently in precarious or transient housing.  Stability of housing is threatened by breaching and subsequent debt.  For those without housing, breaching and debt make access to viable housing even more remote.

· The current approach to income support for disadvantaged young people has proven itself to be spectacularly unsuccessful and needs serious reconsideration in light of what is now known about inadequacy of labour market and housing pathways for young people.
Future of Aged Care

· Aged care policy reflects the expectations of Australian citizens about what standards of health care, accommodation and income support they can expect to be entitled to in future and about who will ensure access to such support.  

· It is likely that the market in accommodation, health and support services will respond to areas of demand and develop services for users with the capacity to pay.  There is danger in planning a future aged care system around the present financial capacity of a proportion of older Australians with substantial assets.  Although some may be able to self finance their needs in retirement and old age, issues of social justice arise for those without this capability, now and in future.

· Melbourne Citymission has traditionally provided services for those unable to meet the costs of aged care and aims to ensure ongoing access and availability of high quality care for this group.

· Residential aged care is by its nature a long-term function with decisions made today applicable for decades.  It is critical that policy decisions allow non-government organisations to give priority to clearly identified target groups central to their mission and purpose.

Current efforts and new ideas

· Positive initiatives addressing poverty and social exclusion at broader, structural levels are necessary to develop forms of social sustainability.  

· Other nations have developed long-term, systemic, structural responses to poverty on a national scale.

· A Victorian initiative is currently exploring development of innovative social housing coupled with responsive support services.

· Government partnerships with communities and organisations offer a way forward.  

Conclusions

Poverty should not be approached as the problem of individuals who experience its effects.  Responses to poverty and social exclusion must extend beyond monetary compensation of individuals.  If poverty is considered as the deprivation of capability, then a range of responses is needed.  Structural reform is needed at the broadest level – reform of social security systems, taxation systems, education and employment systems.  

Social inclusion means more than economic well being.  A sustainable society allows access to material infrastructure and non-material social resources from a secure base for all.  Social sustainability is ultimately the responsibility of government.  However it can only be undertaken in partnership with communities and organisations that respond to their needs in order to empower and enhance well-being and maximise dignity and human potential.  

This submission was authorised by Ms Anne Turley, CEO, and written on behalf of Melbourne Citymission by Dr Mary-Ann Robinson.
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Chief Executive Officer
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Melbourne Citymission Submission to the Senate Community Affairs References Committee:  Inquiry into Poverty in Australia.

Introduction
Poverty in its contemporary Australian form is a challenge for all members of the community and all levels of government.  Poverty is manifested in the lives of those individuals and groups who experience the effects of social exclusion.  However broader questions about long term social organisation must be considered if deeper, structural causes of poverty and exclusion are to be addressed.

The primary focus of Melbourne Citymission is to work alongside people who are marginalised, at risk, disadvantaged, frail or denied access to other services.  Melbourne Citymission’s broader aim is to build an inclusive community through personal and social transformation.  We work towards this by providing a range of support services to people across all life stages in order to empower and enhance their well-being and maximise their dignity and human potential.  The organisation’s broader role includes leadership, in partnership with the community, through policy analysis, education, community awareness and advocacy on behalf of those who have no voice.

Melbourne Citymission assists over 15,000 Victorians each year through 48 programs in the following areas:

· Aged Services

· Children, Youth, Adult and Family Services

· Disability and Special Needs Services

· Palliative Care

· Youth Homelessness Services

This submission concentrates on two vulnerable groups who access Melbourne Citymission services - young people reliant on social security payments and frail older people who require aged care services.  Both groups require access to suitable and affordable housing as a basis for stability in their lives.  The lack of such housing is a major national issue for social inclusion now and in the future for groups across    Discussion of adequate social housing should be central to any inquiry into contemporary Australian poverty and social exclusion.  Drawing attention to these distinct groups serves to illustrate the importance of different forms of support that are needed at various stages throughout life.  

The submission also considers positive initiatives addressing poverty and social exclusion at broader, structural levels with an emphasis on partnerships.  The Irish statutory body, Combat Poverty, is a model for a long-term, systemic, structural response to poverty on a national scale.  Finally, a Victorian initiative that develops innovative social housing coupled with responsive support services for women exiting prison is considered.  

Poverty and social exclusion

Many people accessing Melbourne Citymission services experience poverty and social exclusion.  Melbourne Citymission recognises that other organisations and institutions are better equipped to engage in the ‘vigorous debate … over the methods used to estimate poverty and over the reliability of the income statistics on which the empirical estimates are based’ (Saunders, 2002a:11).  However, the development of official indicators of poverty and exclusion is an important means of evaluating social policy responses.  The Joseph Rowntree Foundation in the UK, as reported by Rogan (2003:1), has developed a range of ‘indicators’ of social exclusion, indicating the importance of measures and the need for a ‘multi-dimensional’ approach.  Such measures allow for setting targets and for accountability mechanisms to be linked to targets.  Without agreement on hard measures of poverty and social exclusion, progress and accountability are impossible to track.

Sen (1999) proposes an understanding of poverty in broader terms than any formulation of income measurement.

[T]here is a strong case for judging individual advantage in terms of the capabilities that a person has, that is, the substantive freedoms he or she enjoys to lead the kind of life he or she has reason to value.  In this perspective, poverty must be seen as the deprivation of basic capabilities rather than merely as lowness of incomes (Sen, 1999:87).

While income clearly remains a key factor, ‘capability deprivation’ (1999:87) more adequately captures the complex, multi-factorial nature of poverty, its absolute and relative variants and the broad range of manifestations of poverty in a relatively affluent but unequal nation such as Australia.

Poverty can then be understood as inadequate income coupled with limited access to material, cultural and social resources.  Poverty manifests in clustered forms of social exclusion that limit individual or group capacity for social and economic participation.  Those excluded are unable to make real choices about the life they value and the way they choose to live.  Poverty as capability deprivation thus encompasses social exclusion and marginalisation as following on from the deprivation of resources that allow choice and social participation. 

While some theoretical investigation of poverty is no doubt useful in informing new approaches, Melbourne Citymission welcomes the Committee’s attention to the changing nature of manifestations of poverty within specific groups in Australia.  Equal attention is needed to the means of responding to social exclusion through welfare reform and innovative and responsive service provision, but also through advocacy to achieve structural change in the social conditions that underlie and perpetuate exclusion.  Peter Saunders (2002b) argues that, in a narrow focus on improving the means of welfare, we risk losing sight of the ultimate ends: alleviation of poverty and reduction of inequality.

While poverty manifests as an aspect or product of the way in which social and economic policy are organised, it cannot be approached as an isolated issue or something that affects only those individuals considered disadvantaged.  Similarly, individual monetary compensation for poverty will not address the longer term consequences of this social dysfunction.  

Social exclusion inevitably impacts on the quality of life of all members of Australian communities:  A recent examination of links between school retention, long-term unemployment and property crime reports on the social consequences of early school leaving in the context of high unemployment (Chapman et al, 2002).  The authors conclude that the promotion of young people’s educational success and opportunities for entry level employment have clear and broad social benefits ‘in terms of crime reduction that might follow from the institution of policies that are effective in the reduction of long-term unemployment’ (2002:10).  Responding to the causes of exclusion achieves a social cohesiveness and inclusion that benefits everyone in some way.

Housing:  a stable base

This submission proposes that provision of adequate and affordable housing, coupled with access to social infrastructure and non-material resources, be considered an essential base for social and economic participation throughout life and for dignity and choice in later years.  If participation and choice are considered desirable, then provision of new forms of social housing will provide a benefit that is shared by all Australians.
‘Housing systems reflect the unique features of a nation’ (Wulff, 2002:1).  

Australia’s historically high rate of private home ownership reflects a traditional social progression through life stages, ‘as a progression that occurs alongside life cycle phases from one form of tenure to another’ (Wulff, 2002:4), culminating in ‘the great Australian dream’ of home ownership.  Yet the ‘great Australian dream’ has always meant more than ownership of an increasingly valuable asset.  Access to housing provides stability for family life and for engagement in work and education.  It provides a stable base from which life transitions in a ‘risk society’ (Winter & Stone, 1998) can be negotiated and managed.  It allows for security, stability and choice in later years.  Security and stability of tenure throughout life stages should be available to all people and not reserved for those with the means to purchase private housing and adapt it to meet their changing needs throughout life.

Another ‘unique feature’ of the nation reflected in the housing system is the complexity of the federal system of governance and accountability, characterised in the housing area by the Commonwealth State Housing Agreement (CSHA).  Under the agreement, public housing is funded by the Commonwealth but managed by the States according to agreed objectives.  

Neo-liberal influences on government and social policy have supported gradual dominance of market economy principles such as privatisation, deregulation and competition.  At the same time, the principle of mutual obligation has been firmly embedded within the ideology of welfare or social security systems (Moss, 2001), stressing individual responsibility, at times described as encouraging ‘self reliance’ (Department of Family and Community Services, 2002) or alternatively as ‘user pays’.   

The impact on housing policy has been a gradual withdrawal of government provision of housing stock in favour of encouraging market models of investment and competition in private rental.  Commonwealth spending on public housing under the CSHA has declined by 15% since 1996/7 (Newman, 2002:9), demonstrating a retreat from ‘supply side’ issues.  Instead, rent assistance (CRA) provides a form of subsidy to enable access to private rental markets.  Commonwealth spending on CRA overtook spending on provision of public housing in the early 90s and the gap has continued to widen since (Wulff, 2002:10).  This policy shift targets ‘affordability problems’ experienced by individuals and is directed towards the ‘demand side’ of housing.  The approach provides short term and conditional compensation to individuals to assist them to rent privately but fails to address longer term structural issues in the housing market.

Marked change in composition and size of Australian households reflects the impact of labour market change, fertility rates, prevalence of disability, population ageing and areas of regional disadvantage (Wulff, 2002:9).  Further, the distribution of wealth has ‘shifted markedly towards older Australians since the mid-1980s’ (Harding et al, 2002:4).  Those who have been able to purchase property have benefited from increased housing prices.  Younger Australians hold a falling proportion of wealth related to falling rates of home ownership (Harding et al, 2002:16).  

While growth in real estate values and property investment has increased available rental stock, the growth has not been at the low cost end of the spectrum (Wulff, 2002:15).  At a time when there has been increased reliance on private rental markets, and particular demand at the low cost end, there has also been a reduction in availability of low cost stock.  At the same time there is a growing gap between numbers of applicants and available public housing (ACOSS, 2002).  Much of the available public housing is old stock, inappropriate to the present and future needs and standards of the community (Donald et al, 2001:12).

It is evident that the private rental market has no capacity to meet increased demand for low cost housing.  The critical issue that needs to be addressed by policy makers and Government is how to assist those whose needs are not met in the market and to ensure provision of secure and affordable housing that is appropriate to the changing needs of individuals at different phases in their lives. 

The building of public housing must increase if those in need of public housing are to be assisted.  There is little likelihood of people on social welfare being able to have a roof over-head in any other way than through public housing (Newman, 2002:10).

Professor Peter Newman makes the link between housing, as critical to future security at an individual level, and sustainability.  Newman describes sustainability as a broader question of ‘securing the future’ (2002:1) by considering social, environmental and economic issues.   Social sustainability thus means more than economic well being.  It means access to material infrastructure and non-material social resources.  It allows individuals and communities to work towards personal and social transformation from a secure base with some confidence in the future.  Such security is required by people across all life stages. If housing plays a central part in providing this security, then the provision of housing must ultimately remain the responsibility of government.  However, the ‘supply side’ of housing and services for low income Australians need not be considered the sole responsibility of Government.  Partnerships with non-Government organisations, such as the Cairnlea project described later, offer a way forward in this area.

Young people relying on social security payments

This section examines the effectiveness of income support payments in protecting young people from poverty (Terms of Reference, 1(c)).  Melbourne Citymission has an established track record in the piloting and development of innovative and responsive programs designed to meet the needs of young people.  Most are eligible for some form of social security payment.  The material in this section reflects the organisation’s experience of working with young people through services supporting those facing disadvantage, homelessness or risk of homelessness. Consistent with the approach to poverty outlined earlier, income is considered here as an essential component of a broad range of responses to young people’s disadvantage.  

Situations faced by young people are frequently complex.  It is important to develop flexible, youth oriented responses to their needs, recognising that many require support to develop personal and life skills before they can take advantage of participation in training and education activities.  Employment services, income support and related assessment procedures should sit within a cluster of broader support services and be linked to those services. Coordinated service systems and policy responses at all levels of government are necessary to ensure social inclusion of all young people.

Structural changes in labour market pathways impact on young people in a variety of ways.  Given the current emphasis on economic and social participation (McClure Report, 2000), due recognition is needed of the difficulties and barriers confronted by young people in the current climate.  Documented disadvantages in the youth labour market include regional pockets of high unemployment, the decline of entry level employment opportunities, the increase in educational qualifications required and a decline in available apprenticeships (Curtain, 1999).  Further, disadvantaged job seekers are not faring well within the Job Network system (Eardley et al, 2001).  The application of ‘mutual obligation’ principles makes social welfare conditional on such participation but with the focus on individual compliance rather than on realistic possibilities offered in the labour market.

The new welfare reform agenda … puts employment at the center of the welfare system and denies welfare to those who are not willing to work or to engage in activities that are expected to lead to employment.

   While there is merit in this new approach, it fails to address the causes of unemployment and pays insufficient attention to the nature of the jobs being created.  Employment is an important outcome of any welfare intervention, but it is not the only outcome by which the welfare system should be judged

(Saunders, 2002a:25-6).

Many of the young people in contact with Melbourne Citymission are a long way from being able to negotiate their way through the current youth labour market.  Attention to the personal circumstances of these young people reveals a social security system that identifies young people at risk of poverty but frequently pushes those most at risk into cycles of debt and housing instability through inappropriate use of assessment processes and mutual obligation principles.

Melbourne Citymission recently surveyed a range of young people aged 16 to 24 years accessing accommodation and support services in Melbourne’s CBD as well as the Melbourne suburbs of Footscray and Brunswick.  The aim was to find out how this group were managing on a range of Centrelink payments and to track the impact of breaching and debt.  The young people that Melbourne Citymission works with are frequently in precarious and transient housing situations.  For this group, stability of housing is threatened by breaching and subsequent debt.  For those without housing, breaching and debt make the establishment of viable housing even more remote.  The results offer a snapshot that reflects the findings of a series of substantial reports which research and analyse this cluster of issues (ACOSS, 2001; Productivity Commission, 2002; Commonwealth Ombudsman, 2002; Pearce Report, 2002a; Pearce Report, 2002b; Welfare Rights Centre, 2002).  Young people’s comments are included here to illustrate the human impact of policy decisions applied through the current social security system.

· Inadequate income

33 young people completed a Melbourne Citymission survey in January 2003.  All were eligible for a range of payments: Youth Allowance, Newstart or the Disability Support Pension.  Payments ranged from $240 to $430 per fortnight.  26 said their payment was not enough to live on.

“Not enough money because most goes to rent and prices are too high.”

“If you pay rent, then not enough for food.”

Comments such as these reflect findings that Youth Allowance payments are inadequate and lead to high levels of borrowing and advance payments from Centrelink (Welfare Rights Centre, 2002).  Although the rate has recently had a minimal increase, in line with CPI (Anthony, 20 December 2002), the payment remains inadequate to cover basic costs of housing and food, and falls well short of funding additional costs associated with study and transport (Welfare Rights Centre, 2002:13).  Failure to fund costs that are essential for engagement in education and training effectively excludes young people from social participation now and in the future.

· Breaching

24 young people had been ‘breached’ by Centrelink for a range of reasons.  The vast majority had multiple breaches as a result of failure to meet mutual obligation requirements, primarily in the form of activity agreements or preparing for work agreements.  Breaches related to failure to respond to letters, failure to report brief periods of work, late submission of forms and missed appointments.

“I did not get up and have a shower and eat and go to an appointment.  Oh yeah - I don’t have a bed or a shower or money for the tram.”

The penalty for failure to attend an appointment without a reason is the suspension, reduction or complete loss of the only viable and legal income source available for this group.  The negative and unduly punitive impact of breaches on this group has been well documented elsewhere (ACOSS, 2001; Commonwealth Ombudsman, 2002; Pearce Report, 2002a):  

Each time a young person loses income their ability to meet basic living expenses and look for work decreases, which means that they are vulnerable to further breaches and penalties (Welfare Rights Centre, 2002:23).

Given the negative consequences of the breaching regime, Melbourne Citymission is particularly concerned about the proposed expansion of mutual obligation requirements under the Australians Working Together legislation package.   While there are some positive aspects of the package, the current working of the penalty regime is clearly harsh, unfair and inefficient (Pearce Report, 2002b:25).  
· Centrelink use of the Job Seeker Classification Instrument (JSCI)

Initial Centrelink assessments of people who are homeless or at risk of homelessness are frequently flawed (Horn, 1998).  In routine use of the JSCI, problems arise because of under reporting of personal difficulties by young people who feel they need to ‘do well’ in the interview:

Many of this group have become alienated from Government Departments and structured environments.  This is especially true for young people.  It is therefore questionable whether an agency responsible for punitive procedures and decisions will be able to obtain full disclosure in issues of a sensitive and personal nature, which may be integrally linked with the individual’s sense of failure (Horn, 1998:22).

Further problems with the JSCI reflect the insufficient weight that this tool gives to homelessness and associated barriers to employment.  

Allowing input from specialist Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP) agencies and community agencies - who already have an established and trusting relationship with this group - has the advantage of improving accuracy of assessments, leading to more appropriately targeted outcomes for young people experiencing homelessness or at risk of becoming homeless.  A further advantage is the increase in resource efficiency at Centrelink.  The agency is currently insufficiently resourced to accurately assess the needs of groups of young people facing complex barriers to participation in employment.

Expectations of young people, reflected in activity agreements, must be realistic and achievable, based on an agreed level of involvement that can lead to outcomes that are both socially relevant and personally significant.  

A critical issue is the establishment of stability in accommodation to allow development of networks and support structures.  Employment referrals are pointless if the young person has not been given the resources and support necessary to overcome significant barriers to social and economic participation, such as homelessness, substance abuse, involvement in the justice system, literacy or language difficulties or health issues associated with disability.

There are some positive developments in this area.  Melbourne Citymission supports efforts by Centrelink to trial new forms of service provision through the Centrelink Community Support Unit (CSU).  The Melbourne Inner City Centrelink CSU is funded by the Department of Family and Community Services to work across a number of inner city suburbs with young people who are disadvantaged, homeless or at risk of homelessness.  Centrelink workers recognise a number of areas of concern specific to this group and have adopted a flexible approach to providing a specialist, co-ordinated service that is responsive to the needs of young people accessing a range of co-located youth services at Melbourne Citymission’s Frontyard site.

· Debt

As a result of the breaching of conditions for payment, income payments were reduced or stopped as a penalty.  Multiple breaches lead to   The consequences of breaching include a build up of debt as the reduced income is not enough to pay for the basics - rent, bills and food.  

“I wasn’t getting paid enough to live, so I had to borrow off my friends.”

“Having payments reduced to not having enough money to pay

day to day expenses.”

“Because of Centrelink suspension – bills still added up.”

Of the 33 young people, 23 were in debt.  Some debts were owed to family and friends.  Others were for mobile phones and public transport fines.  More alarmingly, of the 23 who were in debt, almost three quarters (17) owed money to Centrelink for fines or the repayment of loans and advances.  In other words more than half of the ‘especially vulnerable’ young people surveyed who rely on social security payments are in debt to the agency that provides their income support. 

· Homelessness

This snapshot survey of young people clearly reflects the broader picture emerging from larger studies and is of great concern to agencies providing support services for young people.  The consequences of inadequate payments and the punitive breaching system are resulting in a spiraling build-up of debt that is virtually impossible to repay on a limited income.  The most counterproductive outcome of the breaching regime is that carrying debt jeopardises precarious housing situations in this vulnerable group.  Rent arrears and debts to utility companies build up and are then major obstacles to establishing or maintaining a housing base: ‘[F]undamental flaws in the structure of Youth Allowance and its administration … in some cases contribute to youth homelessness and in many serve to prolong it’ (Welfare Rights Centre, 2002:6).

“I don’t have a house ‘cause you stopped my payment and

 I could not pay rent.”

The current approach to income support for disadvantaged young people has proven itself to be spectacularly unsuccessful and needs serious reconsideration in light of what is now known about the inadequacy of labour market pathways for young people.  The present system,

gives emphasis to employment as an end in itself rather than as a means of achieving other ends such as financial security and the adequacy and distribution of living standards.  Employment is both a means and an end, but its contribution to this latter role raises questions about the nature of work and jobs that cannot be ignored because like unemployment, they raise issues about the kind of society we are seeking to achieve.  It follows that both the welfare system and the labour market must be judged against these broader criteria (Saunders, 2002a:23).

Failure to engage and include young people has significant consequences for the future as this group potentially passes on through a series of life stages without the capacity to develop their human potential, to share in the wealth or contribute to the richness of community life (Stoll, 2002).

Social justice and the future of aged care services
Melbourne Citymission is a major provider of residential aged care services in Melbourne.  Along with a number of church based agencies, it has been a pioneer in development of the integrated mix of multi level service.  In particular, it has promoted service outcomes for those with a limited capacity to meet the cost of their own care.  The organisation has also pursued a policy of quality care and has an enviable reputation in this regard.

Service operators across the country are currently facing significant challenges relating to financial viability and are questioning their long term involvement in provision of residential aged care.  The Victorian Association of Health and Extended Care (VAHEC) report that funding arrangements make it financially impossible for smaller nursing homes to continue to operate, announcing the imminent closure of two such services (VAHEC, 12 February 2003) and warning of further closures.  

This point is the result of dramatic shifts in policy and operational focus by government and the service sector over the last two decades.  The changes have been driven by long term demand projections, their related cost, community expectations and ideological debate about who should bear responsibility for provision of aged care and related services.  The challenge is to determine a pathway that will address the needs of vulnerable groups over time within a financially and socially sustainable framework.

· Population ageing

Government attention has recently been directed at demographic and economic projections of Australia’s population profile (Intergenerational Report, 2002).  The Intergenerational Report provided an assessment of the long-term sustainability of government finances over the next 40 years, following the production of similar reports by a number of OECD countries.  While attention to the future is clearly critical for long term planning in aged care (Myer Foundation, 2002), population data is used in the report to support government spending projections anticipating financial strain: ‘Health spending, welfare and aged care benefits are seen as the main culprits’ (Mitchell, 2002:3).  

Ageing of the population is currently problematised and described as a ‘crisis’ (Johnson, 1999).  While population ageing will increase demand for pensions, health care, pharmaceutical products and nursing homes, the ‘crisis’ is really a question of who will pay for these services.  Growth in demand is usually considered a positive development in economic terms, except when services are primarily provided by the public sector (Johnson, 1999:17).  Thus, it is not the ageing of the population but the economic and social policy responses that may or may not precipitate a crisis.  Reviewing aged care policy is a question of the expectations of Australian citizens about what standards of health care, accommodation and income support they can expect to be entitled to in the future and about who will take responsibility for providing access to such support.  Complex questions of ‘intergenerational justice’ also arise (Johnson, 1999).  Such questions involve ‘treating future generations with equal concern and respect’ (Davidson, 2002) through the just distribution over time of the costs, benefits and sustainability of the aged care system.

· Distribution of wealth

As noted above, there has been an intergenerational shift in distribution of wealth.  Australians aged 65 or over have experienced overall real increases in wealth since 1986 and hold greater proportions of wealth than other age groups (Harding et al, 2002:5).  Historically high levels of home ownership coupled with growth in property values mean that, for most, the primary asset is still the family home, although superannuation and other investments have grown more rapidly.  

However, inequality is increasing within this group.  The average wealth distribution by age category serves to mask ‘varying outcomes for the most and least wealthy within this group’, and is inflated by a significant rise in wealth of the most affluent (Harding et al 2002:16-17).  There is evident danger in planning a future aged care system on the basis of the current financial capacity of a small proportion of older Australians with substantial assets.  Although this group may be able to self finance their needs in retirement and old age, issues of social justice arise for large numbers of others who are deprived of this capability.  Such groups are likely to include many women, single-member households, long-term unemployed, those unemployed later in life and with consequent depletion of assets, divorced partners whose assets have been split and those with a disability or chronic illness limiting their capacity for paid work and with high support needs.

Reviewing the circumstances of young people who depend on social security payments (above) raises serious concerns for future generations as they move through life stages.  At present, older people with minimal income and assets are extremely vulnerable when their housing situation is insecure, inappropriate to their changing needs or demands rental costs which place them in ‘housing stress’, involving payment of more than 30% of income (Wright-Howie, 2002).  Older people who are homeless or living in tenuous housing situations experience extreme isolation, loneliness and marginalisation (RDNS, 1999).  They typically experience premature ageing, lack family or carer support and have little knowledge or understanding of access to community services (Wright-Howie, 2002) with severe consequences for their health and well being.  This is a group that is largely hidden and particularly vulnerable.  There would be little debate that the frail homeless represent one of the most disadvantaged groupings in our society and must be taken into account in planning future aged care services.

· Shift to market models and ‘user pays’

The provision of residential aged care services has historically been a cornerstone of Melbourne Citymission’s work.  In its various forms it has made a significant contribution to the well being of frail and homeless older people since the very earliest days of the organisation.  

At the time of the Henderson Poverty Inquiry, the elderly were seen as a primary poverty cohort.  In part due to the outcomes of this inquiry, governments placed greater priority on the needs of the elderly.  Income levels were enhanced and special benefits upgraded.  New funding mechanisms were put in place that encouraged the voluntary sector to invest in the development of specialist residential services for the elderly in need.  For a number of years the Commonwealth provided capital subsidies sufficient to meet the full capital cost of nursing homes and hostels for low income elderly.

Historically the voluntary sector has been the primary non-government provider of subsidised independent accommodation.  During the 50s and 60s, assisted by government ‘dollar for dollar’ subsidies, the voluntary sector established our first retirement villages.  The target group was a mix of those who could make a payment, usually a non-refundable donation, and those without any capital assets.

There is little doubt that over time access to quality residential aged care will be more significantly determined by capacity to pay than has been the case in the past.  The dominance of neo-liberal policy has gradually embedded concepts of individual responsibility – self reliance, self provision, user pays - and personal choice within market models of accommodation and health services.  As with private rental housing, it is likely that the market in accommodation, health and support services will primarily respond to areas of demand and develop service provision where service users have the capacity to pay.  As individuals are increasingly called upon to meet a greater proportion of the cost of care, Melbourne Citymission is concerned that those without the means will see access and availability of quality care move out of reach.  

In recent years the voluntary sector has been moved towards a service model that has a primary focus on people with a capacity to pay, expecting service users and their families to utilise personal assets as a means of meeting the cost of care.  This shift has been driven by the need to undertake major upgrades of old facilities and a lack of financial capacity to meet the cost of redevelopment.  

If the market is unlikely to meet the needs of these disadvantaged groups, then, ‘subsidised accommodation in residential care needs to continue to be available for people with few resources’ (Myer Foundation, 2002:32).  Over time, limited government funding for new housing or redevelopment of older style accommodation has led to a critical shortage of appropriate, affordable housing for frail older people.

· Sustainability of aged care services and facilities

Melbourne Citymission wishes to continue to provide a high quality service to a significant number of frail elderly residents who previously lacked affordable, secure and reasonable accommodation.  This group has low income and minimal assets.  In 1996 the organisation undertook a financial review of all residents of Judge Book Village, an aged care complex at Eltham including a nursing home, hostel and independent living units.  The overwhelming majority of residents at that time relied primarily on the Aged Pension as their source of income.  The average asset value held by residents was approximately $25,000.  While in the general community approximately 75% of this age group own their own home, the number of current residents of the Village with such assets is small.  Residents of the independent living units in the Village tend to come from circumstances where family support and accommodation networks have broken down.  A commonly reported experience involves family arrangements where the elderly parent lives with a son or daughter.  Often when marital relationships break down the elderly parents are casualties of the crisis.

Our service also caters for a number of people without home ownership who have been able to live independently in the community for a time after retirement by living on accumulated reserves.

It is critical that we continue to be able to provide support to such groups and others who lack basic accommodation at a time of vulnerability and relative powerlessness.

Residential aged care is by its nature a long-term function with decisions made today applicable for decades.  It is critical that policy decisions allow non-government organisations to give priority to clearly identified target groups central to their mission and purpose.  It would seem pointless and irresponsible if, like many other service providers, we are compelled to focus on continuity rather than meeting the needs of those who are marginalised and financially disadvantaged in our community.  

In the very short term, changes are needed to current arrangements to increase capital funding for residential high care if we are to avoid the risk of severe undersupply in this sector.  Higher contributions from individuals will be needed from those who are able to pay, and there may also be a case for re-examining the extent of government assistance to nursing homes with relatively low access to resident contributions (Myer Foundation, 2002:32).

As noted earlier in relation to housing, government must bear the ultimate responsibility for ensuring social inclusion for frail elderly people through access to secure, high quality accommodation and care options.  The following section notes however that there is no reason why sole responsibility for provision of services must rest with the Commonwealth when a range of co-ordinated partnership options exist.

Current efforts and new ideas 


The following section reviews current efforts and new ideas to identify and address poverty (Terms of Reference 2(b)).  The first reference is to an Irish model tackling poverty at a national, structural level with informed policy and program direction provided to government by a statutory body.  The second reference is to an Australian project designed to pilot the development of innovative models of social housing and support services for women exiting prison.

Combat Poverty Agency, Ireland.

The Combat Poverty Agency (CPA)
 is a statutory body established under the Combat Poverty Agency Act, 1986, with a number of functions:  

· to provide advice to policy makers through the relevant Minister; 

· to conduct research on the causes and effects of poverty; 

· to raise awareness of poverty; and 

· to support innovation in community development and anti-poverty projects.  

The Agency is founded and operates upon the core assumption that poverty and social exclusion are structural problems and that both national and local policies and programs are central in any attempt to tackle poverty (http://www.cpa.ie/statement1.html, accessed 15/1/03).  The CPA recognises that national growth and economic development do not necessarily ‘trickle down’ to marginalised groups and individuals because of structural factors that underpin social exclusion.  

The CPA is currently working to progress a National Anti-Poverty Strategy (NAPS), a policy initiative of the Government, ‘designed to place the needs of the poor and socially excluded at the top of the national agenda’ (http://www.cpa.ie/napsdocs/naps.html, accessed 15/1/03).  The Agency provides independent advice to government on how to tackle poverty and also supports ‘development of a grassroots anti-poverty infrastructure’ (http://www.cpa.ie/agency2.html, accessed 15/1/03).  The most effective ways to tackle specific forms of poverty and social exclusion  – whether through policy or through grassroots community development - can be considered.  Subsequent programs can then be piloted in environments that maximise engagement and representation of those affected by poverty.

One strength of this model - a statutory agency structure - is that research, advice and pilot programs can be directed from a perspective independent of short-term political interests, while still guided by longer-term government commitment to targets defined in a National Anti-Poverty Strategy (NAPS).  Strategic aims of the NAPS fall into key areas defined as follows:

· Educational Disadvantage

· Unemployment

· Income adequacy

· Disadvantaged Urban Areas

· Rural Poverty (http://www.cpa.ie/napsdocs/naps.html, accessed 15/1/03).

Overall targets are set in each area.  Political and administrative arrangements are in place to ensure that the objectives of NAPS are supported by institutional arrangements.  Monitoring and evaluation, conducted by the CPA, are critical to the success of NAPS.

While acknowledging that there are considerable local differences in Australian history, culture and economy, the parallels with Irish manifestations of structural poverty, in the key areas identified above, are striking.  Australia’s experience of immigration differs markedly from the Irish experience.  Similarly, the conflict with Northern Ireland is unique to that country.  Nevertheless, the core structures of the CPA model could well be adapted to the Australian situation. 

Social Housing Innovations Project (SHIP): Cairnlea

This reference is to an Australian model designed to pilot the development of innovative models of social housing.  Such initiatives acknowledge the central importance of housing for those who experience social exclusion.

The Victorian Department of Human Services, Office of Housing, invited proposals for joint venture community housing arrangements to provide secure and affordable housing as well as a range of other supports necessary to address issues of inclusiveness, community and social cohesion (http://hnb.dhs.vic.gov.au/ooh/oohninte.nsf/frameset/Ooh?Opendocument, accessed 2/2/03).

Melbourne Citymission has worked with incarcerated women through the Support for Women Exiting Prison (SWEP) program since 1998.  Incarceration is the ultimate form of social exclusion.  The justice system has highly developed rituals and processes for marking this individual exclusion and incarceration.  Yet the process of release makes little allowance for the need to rebuild links with family and community if a successful reintegration into community life is to be viable in the long term.  The SWEP program is a response to the multiple difficulties that this group face upon leaving the prison system.

Housing rates as the most important issue that women in prison raise with potential support services (Melbourne Citymission,2000:23).  Options are limited to the current service system of crisis accommodation, transitional housing, public housing and private rental.  For many of the women in the correctional system, these options do not present them with enough scope.  Melbourne Citymission’s successful SHIP proposal, Cairnlea, will offer a long-term community housing option for women exiting prison, linked to a series of pre and post release support services.  Coupling the provision of accommodation options with a range of support services maximises opportunities for women to establish a stable base for secure and sustainable transformation in their lives.  

Cairnlea offers individual housing options for women with the capacity to house children with their mothers.  Secure and appropriate housing allows for the potential rebuilding of relationships with children and family.  The housing offers privacy but also allows proximity to other women for those who leave prison without family, friends or support networks.  This addresses the lack of community links and supports as well as the isolation that women report as a significant barrier to independent living.

This is an instance of a tightly targeted response to social exclusion.  Without such a response, many women are deprived of the capability to rebuild family relationships, to manage health problems, to access emotional support and to begin to deal with questions of employment and income.  The provision of long term housing acknowledges these broader needs of women as they reintegrate after a period of social exclusion.

Conclusion 

Poverty should not be approached as the problem of individuals who experience its effects.  Responses to poverty and social exclusion must extend beyond monetary compensation of individuals.  If poverty is considered as the deprivation of capability, then a range of responses is essential.  Structural change is needed at the broadest level – reform of social security systems, taxation systems, education and employment systems.  

Social inclusion means more than economic well being.  A sustainable society allows every member to access material infrastructure and non-material social resources from a secure base.  Social sustainability is ultimately the responsibility of government: ‘Meeting the needs of current and future generations through simultaneous environmental, social and economic improvement’ (Newman, 2002:3).  However building such capacity within communities can only be undertaken in partnership with communities and organisations that respond to their needs in order to empower and enhance well-being and maximise dignity and human potential.

This submission was authorised by Ms Anne Turley, CEO, and written on behalf of Melbourne Citymission by Dr Mary-Ann Robinson.

For further information, contact:

Ms Anne Turley,
Dr Mary-Ann Robinson

Chief Executive Officer
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