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The Financial and Consumer Rights Council (FCRC) is a peak organisation representing financial counsellors, consumer support workers and other consumer interest group members. FCRC members have contributed to various forums in an effort to assert the rights of low –income and vulnerable consumers. 

Three of the aims of the council are to:

· Ensure that all people, particularly low income and vulnerable consumers, have access to fair treatment as consumers in the marketplace;

· To redress obstacles to the fair treatment of consumers in private and public sector structures, policies and practices; and 

· To encourage the active participation of organisations and individuals committed to ensuring that all people have access to fair treatment as consumers.

FCRC is aware of the extensive discussion surrounding the definition of poverty. In the FCRC report “A Line In The Sand “ poverty is discussed in terms of cause rather than in a strict definitional sense. ” The experience of members of FCRC leads us to believe that poverty is a structural issue with structural causes. In this report three categories were viewed as components of poverty.

1) Lack of Income

2) Excessive Expenses

3) Inadequate Opportunities And Exclusion From Society

The interconnectedness of issues that influence a person’s capacity to fully participate in the community must be acknowledged. Poverty needs to be addressed on many levels such as ensuring income adequacy, affordable housing, education and vocational opportunity. 

FCRC’s submission will highlight five areas where people are most vulnerable to social exclusion and frequently fail to meet essential expenses. A small sample of financial counsellors’ case studies are documented to assist demonstrate structural and cultural factors that impede peoples’ capacity to fully participate in Australian society. These categories are to a degree arbitrary because many people confront issues that embrace all categories. Nevertheless for the purpose of presenting case studies these categories will apply.

Health Status and Social Participation

The issues that impact on a person’s or a family’s capacity to successfully participate in the community are often health related, issues such as domestic violence and gambling can significantly affect an individual’s or family’s ability to meet basic needs and participate in the community. Health status needs encompasses all facets of mental and physical well-being. Today many medical costs are born by patients and this adversely affects the financial affairs of many Australians

· CS001 Case Study Cost Of Health Treatments 

A young single woman has been addicted to heroin and feels that this has adversely affected all aspects of her life. She was on the methadone program for three months and was optimistic about getting her life back on track. Unfortunately she has significant debts and the additional cost of methadone $70.00 per fortnight results in her having to subsidise her Centrelink payments with food vouchers and material aid. 

· AS 001 Case Study Cost of Surgery Gaps In Medical Coverage

Male adult had to undergo surgery. His business had been put into liquidation but he managed to continue paying his private health coverage. He estimated that he could afford the surgery. He did not anticipate that there that would be complications which would resulted in over $5000.00 additional medical expenses. He is now in receipt of Centrelink payment (Sickness Benefits) but is only managing to pay the medical costs by small regular repayments. Medical expenses have now been placed into the hands of debt collectors.

· RM 001 Case  Study  No Bulk  Billing For Medical Expenses

A couple with 3 children resides in a country town. They live in public housing and are in receipt of a Centrelink payment. The male is sometimes able to get some casual unskilled work. His wife and one child have a medical condition. The medical practice they attend does not bulk bill and payment of the consultation must be made immediately. This requirement places the family in a

dreadful dilemma when medical attention is required and they don’t have the money for the consultation. 

Financial and Credit Practices

Access to fair and reasonable credit provision should not be the sole preserve of middle to high -income earners. It is the view of the membership of FCRC that vulnerable, low-income consumers often fall prey to irresponsible and unfair credit and debt collection practices. Our casework informs us that many low-income earners can only obtain expensive credit and can access it far too easy.

People who have not been assessed by lenders in relation to their capacity to pay are usually exposed to property repossession. In many instance the provision of inappropriate credit results in repossession of property and a significant sum to paid to a debt collection agency.

· CB01 Case Study Lenders Of Last Resort

A male was on a low-income, supporting a partner and two children. The family receives an additional Centrelink payment. The male went to a lender of last resort to cover the cost of motor vehicle repairs so that he could continue to work on night shift. He had no access to public transport. The interest component on the loan was higher than other mainstream lenders and monthly payments resulted in rental arrears. The male was placed in a difficult situation of attempting to juggle paying the lender and the estate agent. Additionally, the service user is forced to resort to using emergency relief and once off payments for Energy Relief Grants.

· PG01 Case Study A Vulnerable Consumer

A 21-year-old casually employed worker contacted a finance broker who advertised in a daily newspaper. Eventually with the assistance of a finance broker she obtained credit of $28000.00 The repayments were $475.00 per month over a five year period. Her weekly income was $250.00. The car required repairs and the distraught woman sought the assistance of a financial counsellor to assist in negotiations finance broker.

Education, Training  & Employment

Poverty affects more than the adults who head Australian families. Many children live in homes where they are unable to fully participate in the education process. This means that intergenerational issues emerge in the transference of economic and social deprivation. Poverty results in children being actively excluded from extracurricular activities or simply feeling stigmatized by such factors as inappropriate clothing in the educational environment. Various schools are aware of the difficulties that some pupils face and offer children access to clothing or provide breakfast programs. These initiatives are to be applauded and adopted generally but these projects cannot address the systemic issues that contribute to long- term social exclusion.

Our membership reports that many service users are unable to supply their children with the money to attend excursions and school camps. In addition, some of our service users are unable to pay the school fees for children. Parents have reported that their budgets are not able to accommodate the cost of essential school texts.

Many tertiary students live in poverty that affects their ability to complete their course work. They may have to live in a noisy share household, and have difficulty concentrating, or take time-out from their course work to seek emergency relief and rental assistance. This state of affairs can lead to depression, resulting in a lowered level of achievement for the student. 

· CB002 Case Study Tertiary Student And Poverty

Ms M is a student at University. She lives with her family of a widowed mother and siblings. Her family arrived in Australia with no resources, no furniture, books, clothing etc. The children have managed to achieve well at school, despite their initial disadvantage of speaking a first language other than English, but the cost of text books for year eleven, twelve and first year university has placed all of the children and their mother in hardship. Ms M cannot pay for all of her text books at a minimum of $130-00 each and the university does not supply these books. If Ms M is unable to purchase her books at the start of each semester she will be unable to complete her course work, and may fail. It is also necessary for the family to have a computer, book shelves and desks and enough space in their rental property to fit them all. Ms M’s mother has placed a priority on her children’s education, but often at her own expense, preferring to sleep on a mattress on the floor than for her children to go without. 

· Case Study RM002   Attempting to Break The Cycle – Access to opportunity

A sole parent with one child lives in public housing. She is presently on the methadone program. She is attempting to re-train in order to secure paid employment however the cost of her study is prohibitive. Other issues that limit her capacity to re-train are that she lacks access to public transport and the cost and availability of child care.

Adequate Income

Most of the people who seek the services of a financial counsellor are in receipt of Centrelink benefits. However a component of financial counselling casework includes the problems faced by the “working poor” The “ casualisation ” of the workforce is a significant factor contributing to poverty. Intermittent work arrangements often result in an immediate escalation of debt and loss of property. An additional concern is the inability of a growing section of the work force who are unable to save for a home or meet weekly commitments. Therefore, many people are unable to obtain secure housing. Most of the people who use financial counselling services do not have any buffer saving to be used for unforeseen expenses.  

Short-term working arrangements affect rural and metropolitan workers. Intermittent working arrangements are a huge issue in rural areas because farm laborers are not employed full time and “layed – off” very quickly. Rural workers often find obtaining alternative work in these regions difficult. Further, the costs of traveling to work are often considerably higher than those of metropolitan workers.

· RM 003  Case Study Inadequate Income 

A separated male supports 5 children with casual income as a Shearer. He pays private rent and is currently using a credit card to meet household expenses. The family lives 20 minutes out of town and the area is not supported by public transport. The man has secured a loan for a vehicle. The car loan is in arrears and his new relationship is already disintegrating because of financial stress.
· LF002 Case Study Cycle of Catch Up On Bills

The sole wage earner of a family of 5, faced extreme financial distress when he lost his job. He worked casually for a year and then was no longer needed by the employer. His experience as a casual worker meant that he was not entitled to any leave payment and left the position with only one weeks wage. The family could not afford their planned holiday or pay for utility accounts. The family was placed in a perpetual payment catch-up cycle because of an unpredictable work cycle. 

Housing 

Secure affordable housing is fundamental need however this is not the experience of many Australians. The lack of adequate and reasonably priced rental properties is frequently a pivotal focus of casework. Many people have difficulty paying mortgages on a low -income or if their financial circumstances alter adversely. In many areas low-income earners are unable to secure rental accommodation because of inadequate income. Frequently people have no other affordable housing options that to board with relatives rather than live independently.

· LF 003 Case Study Rental Arrears

A couple spent 50% of their income on rent. They can not relocate to lower cost accommodation as they cannot afford the costs of relocating. In addition if they relocated they would have difficulty getting to work, as they do not own a vehicle. They are forced to access emergency relief and are always 2 weeks behind in their rent. This couple will not accept hospitality as they fear that they will not be able to afford to reciprocate.

· CS 003  Case Study- Inadequate Public Housing
A sole parent on a Centrelink payment has a young daughter and was unable to afford private rental. The only way the woman could fit the criteria for priority housing was to become homeless. She was homeless for a period of two to three months and put her furniture into storage incurring an additional financial burden.

Conclusion

Poverty or issues concerning social exclusion are confronting issues for any society and certainly for an ostensibly affluent one. Addressing these issues requires analysis of the existing structures and obstacles that currently prohibit acceptable participation in society. The case studies that have been presented by our membership highlight the complexity of the factors that contribute to poverty in our community. Many people cannot meet essential expenses and can only dream of giving themselves and their children an opportunity to rise above the daily grind and stress of poverty. We assert that all Australians need to be able to have the financial capacity to positively alter their life chances.
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