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Introduction


We have been told in recent months that Australia is “the world miracle economy’, that we enjoy greater prosperity than ever before in our history; that we are indeed “the lucky country”. It would make you wonder then why organisations such as The Smith Family and other agencies represented here today are facing increasing demand on their services –demand that we cannot hope to meet.





Despite the media hype and business glee, we know that those global economic indicators hide a nation which, if wealthier as a whole, is more inequitable and polarised than ever before! The real facts about Australia’s recent prosperity are the reasons why there was a 10 % increase in the demand for our services between March and April  - a 19% increase over the same period last year. With the onset of winter, demand for warm clothing in the same time period increased by 57%. During that same period, we turned away one in three people who approached us for assistance -because we didn’t have the staff or resources or hours in the day to see them.





Michael has spoken about the “big picture “of poverty in Australia and I would like to talk about the face of poverty at The Smith Family, relayed by our clients in recent studies. 





Client Survey January 1999


In December 1998, The Smith Family commissioned an independent survey of clients who had been assisted over the previous six months. The objectives of the research were:


to identify issues of greatest concern to Smith Family clients/client groups


to obtain feedback on the relevance and effectiveness of existing services


to identify unmet needs which may require the development of service specific responses by TSF or other agencies.





The information is being utilised to help improve or modify existing services, develop new services, focus policy and research activities and inform subsequent service evaluation. The research was undertaken as part of the Strategic Review process currently being conducted within The Smith Family.





Methodology


A questionnaire was developed in conjunction with Community Services staff and 


with input from in-depth, semi-structured face to face interviews with seven selected clients. These interviews were conducted to ensure that priority issues were not overlooked, to capture developing issues and to assist with the phrasing of questions. 





A random sample of 3066 clients was selected from the 17,271 clients assisted between July 1,1998 and December 31,1998. The questionnaire was mailed on January 8,1999 with a covering letter, a group discussion recruitment sheet and a reply paid envelope. 495 responses were received by closing date of January 28,1999 –a 19% rate of return after deducting 458 return to sender responses.





The high rate of return to sender responses – 15% -is itself a reflection of the high mobility and vulnerability of many of our clients, particularly those in private rental.  Responses were received from three states and the ACT as well as metropolitan and non-metropolitan clients.


Respondent profile


36% of respondents had been Smith Family clients for more than 4 years, 26% 2-3 years and 33% first contacted The Smith Family in 1998. 


76% of respondents were female; 45% were in the 25 to 39 years age group; 23% were single; 38% were married or partnered and 34% were widowed, divorced or separated.


60% of respondents were Australian born and 


73% of respondents had children under 18 years living in the household.





We had no reason to believe that non-respondents would have been any different in their responses from respondents.





The questionnaire was collated and particular issues identified by clients were then followed up in 8 focus groups, held in all capital cities and ACT except Adelaide plus a non-metropolitan area. 





Results of Survey


Our findings will be of no surprise to many of those present today who deal with families and individuals living on the margin on a daily basis. To some extent they also reflect the current client target group and priority of access policies of The Smith Family. Our primary target group is those individuals and families on low incomes as evidenced by their eligibility for health care cards. 95 % of our clients rely on pensions and benefits as their primary source of income.





Not surprisingly, 99% of clients reported having not enough money for a range of basic needs over the previous six months.





Although poverty is not just about not having enough money, it’s remains a fairly major indicator and determinant. 





Recent calls for reform of the current Welfare system by aboriginal representatives and the Labor Party have been captured and simplified by conservative “I told you so" politicians and ill informed talk back radio gurus. The response is predictably to call for tighter eligibility, reduced benefit levels and higher “mutual obligation” requirements. These kinds of responses suggest that it is possible to starve people out of poverty and signal a return to victim blaming at its worst. 





The simple fact remains that the existing level of pensions and benefits – particularly for those in private rental, who suffer from disabilities or who are unemployed – is insufficient to provide an adequate standard of living for recipients unable to access family or community supports. 





62% reported poor health  -self or family members.


52% reported a change in income due to illness, job loss separation or pension changes. 


49% reported relationship difficulties 


49% reported problems associated with lack of skills, knowledge or confidence





Shortage of income related to inability to afford:


power bills (75%), 


food (68%), 


clothes (67%), 


car repairs/registration (51%), 


school expenses (47%)


entertainment (46%)


medical/dental expenses (45%)


rent (37%)


major appliance repairs or replacement (36%)


I would like to take each of these separately and illustrate their impact with the words of clients in focus groups as well as other Smith Family studies.





Utility Costs


Assistance with electricity, gas and water charges represented 10% of the total client requests at The Smith Family in the past twelve months. Often compounded by low standard housing and higher operational costs of poor quality appliances, utility bills are an unrelenting cause of episodic crisis for people in poverty.





People on low incomes also bear the brunt of miscellaneous charges applied by utility companies. For example, charges for disconnection, reconnection and late fees overwhelmingly apply to those already disadvantaged.





In NSW at moment, there is a disappointing escalation in the application of late payment fees. One utility company is preparing to introduce this fee for the first time and another is planning to increase its late fee charge by 100% to $10. 





We are nevertheless, pleased to be part of an initiative by the Sustainable Energy Development Authority piloting an energy reduction program in the Liverpool area which aims to ameliorate energy costs. 


 


These are some of the things our clients said about utility bills





“It’s the bills…. You just scrape up enough for one bill, say the water rates, then the electricity comes in. That’s a really hard one, because it’s every two months and I just can’t pay it’





“The electricity people won’t listen to you. I ring them up and they won’t listen. It is the staff, their attitude. They don’t even bother to look up their computer to see if you have made any arrangements to pay it. They threatened to cut it off and I was beside myself.”





Food


We all know that household money for food is the most “raided” when unforeseen or unexpectedly large bills need to be paid. That individuals and families are unable to afford basic food is an indictment on our society and its impact is eloquently put by clients who participated in our focus groups.





“I couldn’t put food in their mouths…the payday wasn’t for three more days and how can you look at your kids and say “we haven’t got any food to eat, you have to go hungry”?”





“The milk bill for one week is beyond belief…$70. They drink it by the litre. I’ve tried using powdered milk or half-and-half, but I can’t keep it up. Then they eat six Weet-Bix and a half a loaf of bread and then they want dinner…they need healthy food, they eat more than an adult, but I can’t afford it…really, I can’t pay for the food.”





Clothes


Whilst many low income people “ make do” with older clothes in warmer months, the onset of winter brings particular hardship as does the need to buy school uniforms. 60% of respondents to our survey had been assisted with clothing during the previous six months, freeing up cash for other expenses. It was the most utilised of all forms of assistance available, followed by cash for food and assistance with bills





�
Car registration/repairs.


For families living in outer metropolitan or rural areas, for those relying on cars for work or transport of children for medical assistance etc, car repairs or annual registration fees create a body blow to carefully balanced budgets. For many, there is no reliable or affordable public transport alternative and keeping the car on the road becomes as important as keeping a roof over your head. Sadly, in some cases the car becomes that roof and we are seeing isolated but significantly increased numbers for whom their car is their home. 





“You have to have a car when you’ve got a kid who needs to go to hospital a few times a month. There’s no public bus here anyway and I have to take the kids to two different schools. If I need new tyres I have to wait until I can afford them and then we don’t eat for a week, or if the car needs fixing, it might sit in the driveway for a couple of weeks and a neighbour gives us a lift.”





School Expenses


School expenses remain a major burden for low-income families, an issue well illustrated in The Smith Family’s most recent survey of its Learning for Life families. These are families who receive cash “scholarships” provided directly by anonymous, matched “sponsors” as well as support and advice from Smith Family Program Support Workers 


There are currently 6800 primary, junior secondary and senior secondary students on this program plus over 100 Tertiary students.





In the survey, which replicated one conducted two years ago, over 1500 families from Queensland, NSW, ACT, Victoria and South Australia were surveyed with regard to:


the costs of education related items


their ability to pay these costs and


the impact of these costs on their children’s experience of school life





Survey results


Although most families could afford to pay “basic” items such as school uniforms –due largely to the Learning for Life scholarship: -





Over one third could not afford to pay P&C contributions


Over one quarter of respondents could not afford “voluntary” fees


More than one in four said their children could not play the sports they would have preferred because of the cost and


One in five families could not afford to pay textbook charges.





When compared to the original 1996 survey, the average annual cost of most items had increased beyond inflation The most marked increases occurred in the areas of travel to and from school (which increased by 218%), followed by P&C contributions (increased by 96%) and summer sport (which increased by 40%). 





More serious however was the continuing discrimination and embarrassment experienced by children because of their parents’ inability to afford particular items. Comments such as


“My sons were not allowed to use the mathematics textbooks until I paid the cost –they had to hand write all questions and answers” and





“My children normally stay home when there are excursions or camps due to lack of funds”


were mirrored in the comments of focus group participants in our most recent survey


 These included:





“ Not only does the school tell you they can’t use the equipment in the woodwork room, but they call out “not you Michael, your mother hasn’t paid the fees yet”and humiliate them in front of the class” 





“They say you don’t have to pay those fees, that they’re optional, but you do. They pressure you to pay and if you don’t they won’t let your kids use the photocopier or they won’t give you the report at the end of the term”





The full results of this survey will be released shortly and graphically illustrate that children from low-income families continue to be disadvantaged within the education process. The Smith Family’s Learning for Life program is one response to create a level playing field and break the poverty cycle through educational opportunities. It does not however totally remove the discrimination still faced in some schools by low-income children. 





Entertainment


Whilst “entertainment “ is often overlooked by many as a “basic” living cost –limitations caused by low income, opportunity and location are keenly felt by individuals and families living on or below the poverty line. For single people, on unemployment benefits or disability pensions, limited income denies access to recreation, social contact and a general feeling of well being taken for granted by most of us. For children –it means boredom and ostracism from the peer group and, for parents battling to make ends, it translates to a lack of temporary escape from the daily grind of managing against the odds.





Medical/Dental expenses


45 % of respondents to our survey identified medical/dental expenses as a major problem. The scale of this issue for people living in poverty is borne out in the daily caseloads of our staff within Smith Family branches throughout Australia and in the experience of other major agencies such as St Vincent de Paul. Families are not able to afford basic health care, particularly the cost of medication previously provided free at outpatient’s clinics in public hospitals or at minimal cost on the pharmaceutical list. 





Dental care has become a luxury for most on low incomes and the prohibitive costs of medical equipment and aids such as nebulisers for children with severe asthma put young children at risk on a daily basis.


These issues were raised by our clients in focus groups and their comments speak for themselves:-





“I have a terminal illness and the medication is very expensive….hundreds of dollars for a course and it’s not covered by the government because it’s not on their list yet, it’s too new. So I have been going without because my son has to go to TAFE….that’s his only chance to get tout of this mess and I would rather see him get a trade before I die”





“ My daughter needs a whole lot of medicines which she just must have. On top of that, 


with asthma, you have to have peak flow metre, a nebuliser and everything. Then, when they get sick from something going around, just the cough medicine will be $6 a bottle and you might go through three of those with the three kids …they all go down with it. The money isn’t there for all that’





Rent


Lack of affordable housing, particularly in Sydney, is a major cause of poverty in this country! Families are paying up to $170 per week in areas like Liverpool and Fairfield for a neglected, dilapidated two bedroom unit whilst singles in the inner city pay $180 per week for a basic one bedroom flat. Rental costs which comprise more than 40% of disposable income are common and worsening, as are the instances of family homelessness. In a recent one-week period at our Sunshine Victoria office we assisted a young mother of a four month old child who was living under a bridge and a father of two separated from his family who was living in his car. For both of these cases, the road to decent, affordable housing is long. 





Perhaps major agencies would better serve the interests of clients by pooling resources to finance a national research and advocacy group which lobbies Federal and State governments and the private sector to provide more public housing.    





Repairs/ Replacement of major household appliances.


36 % of our clients reported difficulties in meeting expenses associated with the cost of repairs to or replacement of major household appliances. For many people on low incomes, this type of expense is the “straw that broke the camel’s back”. In a study conducted in 1996, it was found that 35% of Smith Family clients could not afford basic 


whitegoods such as washing machines or refrigerators. The following unsolicited comments from clients in focus groups suggest that little has changed in this regard.


 


“I haven’t had a washing machine for three months…. I’ve been washing by hand which is hard with kids’ uniforms and the towels and sheets. There is no way I can get a washing machine, not even a second hand one”





“The fridge packed up two weeks ago, and we’ve got the milk and margarine and stuff in the Esky. I don’t know what to do about it…I haven’t got any money”





The response of The Smith Family to this need has been the piloting of a No Interest Loans Scheme in our Sunshine Victoria office, funded by the Potter Foundation. After a slow start it has become an important part of the practical support we are able to offer low-income people. We were heartened to learn of the West Australian government’s sponsorship of a statewide No Interest Loans Scheme and would hope that other governments will consider following suit. 
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