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 “It is a very humiliating and soul destroying experience to know that you haven’t even got enough money to feed yourself”.  (Mrs. B)
INTRODUCTION

MAXNetWork is an organisation that provides a range of multi-disciplinary services to a range of client groups under Commonwealth and State Government funded programs.   MAXNetWork has over 70 offices across 5 states and employs a multi-disciplinary team of specialist staff, which includes:  

· Occupational Therapists;

· Psychologists;

· Social Workers;

· Physiotherapists;

· Massage Therapists;

· Recruitment Specialists; and

· Case Managers.

MAXNetWork has 4 Corporate Divisions:

MAXNetWork Care:
Welfare Services

MAXNetWork Employment: 
Job Network Services

MAXNetwork Health:
Vocational Rehabilitation

MAXNetWork Training:
Registered Training Organisation

MAXNetwork provides services on a daily basis to members of the community who are severely financially disadvantaged.  The scope of our contact with clients includes:

· 69 Employment Services Offices where unemployed members of the community are assisted to find work under the various Job Network programs;

· The Personal Support and Community Support Programs are delivered across 40 sites and assist clients who experience a range of barriers that impact upon their ability to participate in employment assistance; and

· Veterans and their wives are assisted by Occupational Therapists under the Department of Veteran’s Affairs.

This submission has been prepared by Gaylene Smith, National Welfare Services Manager (Social Worker) and Andrea Jackson, PSP Case Worker (Psychologist).

POVERTY 

“Unemployment, particularly long term unemployment, is the most savage cause of poverty and disadvantage in our community. It is the cause of enormous personal and financial hardship for hundreds of thousands of people and their families” (Raper, 1999).

Internationally, people who lack food and shelter for minimal needs are said to be living in absolute poverty. Poverty in Australia, however, is relative poverty. People are considered to be poor if their living standards fall below an overall community standard, and they are unable to participate fully in ordinary activities of society. (BSL, 2002)

Many of the clients participating in the Personal Support Program live in poverty. Dependent on income support payments which are often 20 to 30% below the poverty line (ACOSS, 2000), they face a daily struggle with limited finances and pressures of living costs.

Many clients

· Live in substandard living arrangements or are forced to live in strained family environments;

· Cannot afford to buy items which other (employed) Australians would consider necessities, for example medications, petrol;

· Constantly juggle their limited finances in an attempt to live “normally”;

· Experience a low status within their local community;

· Experience low self esteem and self efficacy;

· Are isolated and excluded from many activities within their local community (BSL, 2000); and

· Feel they have no control over their lives (BSL, 2000).

Services in the community sector try to buffer the effects of low income.  MAXNetWork would like to acknowledge the huge effort made by these services over the past few years, especially because it has been our experience that there has been an increasing demand placed on these services. Many organisations openly acknowledge that they do not expect to be able to meet the demand over the next 12 months. This problem is most acute in the housing sector where ACOSS found that 29% of the population client base did not receive the service they sought (ACOSS, 2003).

Housing/Accommodation:

Housing is a necessity of life and for many clients comprises the single largest expense in their weekly budget. There is an acute shortage of low cost private rental accommodation and the public housing waiting list can be up to 5 years in many areas.   Where clients can access public housing within short time frames, it has been our experience that these regions often lack infrastructure that provides support and services to people in need or may have higher crime rates.  The services referred to here include adequate and safe public transport, counselling and emergency relief services.  Safety and shelter are two of the most basic human needs (along with food and water) and for this group of clients it presents a huge economic burden.

Accommodation/housing costs, food, amenities, and access to free or low cost services such as education, training, health and transport also affect living standards (BSL, 2002).

Effects of poverty

Poverty limits choice and opportunity, constrains development, educational attainment and ultimately employment options. Inequality can contribute to a cycle of poverty in following generations.   MAXNetWork has worked with many clients who experience second and third generation unemployment.  People living on low incomes often report poor health.  It is also our observation that the incidence of chronic illness occurs at much higher rates for people on lower incomes. This can be, in part, due to stress, crowded housing and poor nutrition (BSL, 2002).

Members of families with low incomes often have limited educational opportunities, leading to much narrower employment options. It can also contribute to poor self-esteem and less participation in society. In this way poverty and social exclusion can affect successive generations (BSL, 2002).

The following case studies illustrate:

(a) The impact of housing costs on individuals with low incomes; and


(b) The daily struggle to lead a normal life for many of our clients.

Case Study 1:
Miss. Q

Age: 38

Client is single with no dependants, currently lives in private rental accommodation with her sister (who is also a recipient of benefits) and her sister’s two children. This arrangement mainly was imposed on them due to economic circumstances.  They try to help one another out where possible, but are always struggling to meet financial commitments and often fall short.

Up until 2 years ago Miss Q was in full time employment, her dismissal was a result of company restructuring and she was retrenched. A few weeks after her retrenchment the lease on her unit expired and her long time companion, her faithful dog, died. These three events impacted negatively on the client leaving her with feelings of sadness, loss and depression, which in turn have had an impact on her self-identity and self-esteem.

Miss Q’S budget

Benefit Income 

Per month

$872

Expenses Per month
Rent


$480

Car repayments
$313

After expenses =

$79 per month 

With only $79 per month for all other expenses (Food, electricity, petrol, phone, personal items, health care etc) Miss Q frequently uses food bank and other welfare services. Whilst appreciating these services, she feels guilty and embarrassed to go there each week to “ask for food”.

A major expense for Miss Q at present is her car repayments.  She purchased the car while in full time employment and does not want to default on the loan or loose her car.  Miss Q has approached the finance company to restructure her repayments, which given her current circumstance is not an unreasonable request. The company claims that government legislation prohibits them from entering into a loan arrangement with an unemployed person.     Her car also

needs some repair work which financially is impossible for her to afford. To Miss Q the car represents a link with her ability to be self-sufficient and in turn her sense of independence.  Her car is the main source of transport for the household.

A major concern for Miss Q is her health.  She desperately requires urgent attention on her teeth.  Whilst there are low cost dental services available there is approximately a 16-24 month waiting list. Ms Q faces the barrier of employment discrimination based upon her personal presentation because of her dental needs.  Additionally Miss Q has other health concerns, which have specific dietary requirements. The cost of maintaining a nutritionally adequate diet is often beyond the reach of Miss Q due to her income. The daily pressures of not having enough money are taking their toll on Miss Q, and only add to the feelings of hopelessness and worthlessness that accompany depression.

Case Study 2:
Mrs B

Age mid fifties

Mrs B’s Budget

Income 
per month:
$890

Expenses Per month: 
Rent 
$680


Gas/Electric/Phone
$152

After Expenses:

$58 per month

When referred to the Personal Support Program, Mrs. B’s financial situation although tight, was manageable.  Her son was living with her and their combined benefit income enabled them to meet their commitments. Despite family tension and major difficulties with her son’s behaviour Mrs. B was progressing quite well: she had returned to school and was undertaking her VCE which had long been a goal of hers.

The situation between Mrs. B and her son deteriorated and he moved out to reside with friends.  This left Mrs B with the above budget overnight. Mrs. B was forced to give up her study because she was unable to afford the public transport and cost of materials and she became reliant on local food services for her survival. Despite exploring many avenues with the client, (ie shared accommodation, boarder, low cost rental, accommodation for the mature aged (she was too young) there was no other option but for her to move in with relatives.

Very reluctantly Mrs. B relocated inter-state to reside with her sister and brother-in-law.  Mrs B has found this to be uncomfortable and humbling. Since moving interstate Mrs. B has managed to secure low cost accommodation but is finding the relocation socially isolating and misses the network of friends she had in Victoria. Had a low cost housing option been available within Victoria, Mrs. B would have been able to retain her social support network without needing to relocate interstate.

In her own words “It is a very humiliating and soul destroying experience to know that you haven’t even got enough money to feed yourself”.
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