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1. Introduction



Thank you for inviting me to speak today at your conference, and I want to particularly congratulate NCOSS and the Department of Fair Trading for holding this conference. 



Next year will mark the 25th anniversary of the release of the landmark publication Poverty In Australia, produced by the Commission of Inquiry into Poverty headed by Professor Ronald F. Henderson.



At the time of the report, it was estimated that around 600,000 Australians lived in poverty. Last year the Australian Bureau of Statistics put the figure at 2 million – making “poverty town” Australia’s third largest city. �



Some significant policy changes resulted in the years following the release of Poverty in Australia, most notably increases in the rates of social security payments to older people and to families. But many of the recommendations of that report remain just as valid today. For example, the report recommended that:



“The Australian Government allocate each year a substantial proportion of the growth of national income to measures to increase the incomes of poor people and to improve welfare services”

“Pensions and benefits be raised to the poverty line”

“It be accepted that a major element in an attack on poverty must be the providing of jobs and measures to help people to obtain jobs and this be reflected in government economic policies.”



This forthcoming 25th anniversary provides a good opportunity for us all to reflect on Australia’s recent history in tackling poverty and inequality, to learn the lessons of the past, and to redouble our efforts now so that poor Australians have a better future. In particular, the growth of poverty in the 25 years since the Henderson report presents a challenge to us all to consider what part we can play in ending poverty – whether our workplace is government, community organisations, or the private sector; and whether we are ‘public persons’ or ‘private citizens’.



Today I want to highlight a range of research on poverty and deprivation in Australia, and in so doing to try and go beyond the raw statistics to get a better understanding of the lived experience of poverty. I will then go on to offer some ideas about approaches to tackling poverty – some specific policy initiatives, but also the need for all of us to commit ourselves to the task.  For I want to say very clearly that poverty can be ended. It can become a thing of the past – if we have the collective will to make it so.



2.. What do we mean by poverty?



There is a range of ways of thinking about poverty, reflecting its multidimensional quality – in other words, poverty affects people’s lives in a multiplicity of ways. Today I will look at income measures, expenditure measures, and some quality of life measures.



Income measures



One of the most significant outcomes of the Henderson Poverty Inquiry was the development of the Henderson Poverty Line. There have been many debates over the validity of the Henderson Poverty Line, particularly the technical aspects of its indexation. However, there is no doubting that the existence of tools with which to measure the patterns and dimensions of poverty has been very useful in highlighting trends in income inequality, and the emergence of the new “faces” of poverty.



Figure 1 shows the big picture – the increased level of poverty in Australia in the years from 1973 to 1996. In 1973, the proportion of Australians living in after-housing poverty was 6.4%, less than one in twelve.  In 1996, the figure had reached 11.5%, or more than one in nine.



Figure 1 - The increase in after-housing� poverty in Australia
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Source: Fincher & Nieuwenhuysen (1998)

More people are also living just above the poverty line. The proportion of people living below an income level set at 20% above the poverty line has increased from 20.6% to 30.4% over the same period. On the positive side, there are less people living far below the poverty line.



The type of households at greatest risk of poverty has also changed over the last two decades, with the growth of entrenched levels of high unemployment. The face of poverty in Australia has changed, from an old face to the face of the unemployed person. Figure 2 shows clearly the growth in poverty rates among unemployed households, from under 20% of such households to over 60%. We also have far more households in Australia now where no-one has income from work. Poverty rates increase with increasing length of unemployment, as people run down all available resources and are less and less likely to pick up part-time or casual work.





Figure 2 - Poverty rates of different types of households, 1996 and 1972-73.
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Source: Fincher & Nieuwenhuysen (1998)

Note: This set of data does not include information on indigenous poverty







Expenditure measures



Various criticisms about the use of poverty lines has led to an attempt to develop an alternative way of measuring hardship – the “budget standards” method. A major report released last year attempted to define the level of income necessary for people in order to meet a “low cost” budget standard. This was defined as one that “represents a level of living which may require frugal and careful management of resources but would still allow social and economic participation consistent with community standards and enable the individual to fulfil community expectations in the workplace, at home and in the community”.�



This report is of particular interest to this conference, as the budget standards developed were based on costs of living in Sydney, in the Hurstville local government area. Table 1 below shows the budgets of some household types, together with the relevant maximum social security payments available to that household. These data are for February 1997.













Table 1 - Rates of social security payments compared with ‘low cost’ budget, and maximum rates of Rent Assistance versus housing costs, for private renters in different household types (per week) - February 1997



Household type�Low cost budget

�Social Security Payments (a)�Housing Costs�Maximum Rent Assistance��Single unemployed person�$293.97�$197.40�$123.67�  $37.40��

Couple, unemployed�

$381.63�

$324.10�

$123.67�

  $35.30��  Adding one child (b)�$118.97�  $74.60�  $32.20�   $8.40��  Adding two children�$151.53�$126.45�  $72.31�   $8.40��  Adding three children�$277.66�$193.62�  $72.56�  $14.10��

Sole parent – one child�

$371.84�

$290.73�

$155.87�

  $43.70��  Adding another child�$113.88�  $51.85�  $40.11�   $0.00��Source: Department of Social Security (1998) Development of Indicative Budget Standards for Australia



(a) Social security payments are inclusive of full-rate Rent Assistance

(b) Additional costs of children will vary slightly depending on the age of the children



They clearly show both the inadequacy of current social security rates, and the critical impact of housing costs for people in the private rental market.



Quality of life



There is far more to poverty than can be reflected in any set of income or expenditure figure. We know that our lived experienced is shaped by our access to support networks, both informal and formal - those provided by families, communities, friendship networks, and those provided by community organisations and government services.



These things are very difficult to measure, particularly trying to sum them up in one indicator, although attempts have been made. One well-known attempt is the UN Human Development Index, which brings together three dimensions of well-being: life expectancy, educational attainment and real GDP per capita. Australia ranks 15th on the HDI – down from 7th in the early 1990s.�



However, even this indicator does not embrace other critical factors we know to be important to people’s quality of life – the adequacy and appropriateness of their housing; their access to employment; their health status; and their ability to access labour market opportunities and other opportunities for social participation.



The picture of poverty should also be fleshed out by looking at the trend toward growing inequality in the distribution of income and wealth. Recent research has linked levels of inequality in a society to poorer health outcomes, even when we leave aside poverty levels. Australia has historically had a relatively equitable distribution of wage earnings, however inequality has grown over the last 20 years, mostly due to the lowering of real wages at the bottom of the wage distribution and in recent times, a rapid and unrestrained rise in top end incomes.

In 1993, the top 20% of income units received 38% of all household disposable income while the bottom 20% were left to rely on just 9% of all household income. In 1996, the bottom 20% had an average income of $117 per week while the top 20% had an average income of $1,469 per week. Wealth is even more unequally distributed, with the top 10% of households having more than half (52%) of all wealth, while the bottom 50% have only 3% of all wealth.�



Moreover, this rising inequality has an increasingly locational dimension. We know that unemployment and low incomes are increasingly concentrated within regions and within families. The concept of “social exclusion” that is emerging in the UK is partly an attempt to grapple with this dimension of poverty. This is particularly significant for today’s conference, because informal networks that people would have used in the past to gain access to “cheap credit” are becoming less available, as we see the development of whole extended families, neighbourhoods, and even towns with very few people having income from work.



3. Access to loans



I hope this brief survey of different ways of thinking about and measuring poverty shows the extent to which it affects all aspects of people’s lives. Access to credit is just one, but a critical one for people’s well being. Many other speakers at this conference will be very familiar with the difficulties facing low income people who must try to meet lump sum expenditures on such critical things as whitegoods, car registration, and rental bonds. I am sure the conference will greatly improve our understanding here, and the benefits of No Interest Loan Schemes.



However, I want to highlight some specific issues driving the growing need for such schemes, in the areas of: social security payment rates and use of advance payments; reliance on emergency relief; housing costs; and growing labour market flexibility.



Despite the improvements in age pension, many social security payments are still below poverty line levels. I have already discussed the relationship between social security rates and the budget standards measures. Table 2 shows the relationship between payment rates and the Henderson poverty line.





































Table 2 - Comparison of social security payments with Henderson Poverty Line

($ per week, June 1998)



Income Unit�Poverty Line�Social Security payment�Social Security Payment as % of Poverty Line��Couple unemployed�����   0 children�$330.78�$325.40�98%��   1 child�$397.62�$375.70�94%��   2 children�$464.45�$430.20�93%��Single adult unemployed�$247.27�$198.15�80%��Single, under 21, unemployed �$247.27�$170.15�69%��Sole parent�����   1 child�$270.64�$285.30�105%��   2 children�$337.47�$337.35�100%��Couple out of workforce (eg. pensioner couple)�����   0 children�$284.01�$333.20�117%��   1 child�$350.85�$391.55�112%��   2 children�$417.68�$447.45�107%��Poverty Lines as at June Quarter 1998 (Source: Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research)

Assumes receipt of maximum rate of Rent Assistance

Payment rates as at June 1998

Assume children are aged over 5 and under 13



The table shows that payments for single adult unemployed people are only 80% of the poverty line. Those for unemployed people under 21 are 69%. This is a graphic illustration of my earlier point – that we choose our level of poverty. We can either have social security payments that make people poor, or that keep them out of poverty.



We also know that many low income people use social security advance payments to enable them to meet lump sum expenditures. We don’t know exactly how many use advances, as there are no statistics available. However, people paying back an advance are left to live on 14% less than their social security payment, an amount of money well below poverty line levels.



Another important set of data – that from the emergency financial relief program - indicates that many people on low incomes cannot meet recurrent expenditures, particularly on housing costs. ACOSS has, over the last three years, collected and published data on the emergency financial relief program. It is estimated that around $200 million a year is paid out in emergency financial relief.



The emergency relief data shows that more than 50% of emergency relief applicants pay over $155 a week in housing costs, and a disproportionate number are private renters.� We know from a number of other sources that affordability of housing is worsening for people in the private rental market. Data from the Department of Family and Community Services indicates that a very high proportion of people receiving Rent Assistance are paying over 30% of their income in rent, with a smaller group paying over 50%. The Smith Family released a report last year, The Housing Factor, which highlighted the critical contribution of housing costs to poverty and deprivation.

The growing trends towards part-time and casual work are also affecting people’s ability to plan ahead financially, whether it be for home purchase or to meet smaller expenditures. Casual jobs have grown from 15% in 1980 to 28% of all jobs today. The number of male full-time casuals has increased ten fold in the last six years. For some people, greater flexibility in working hours can be a positive thing, but the evidence shows that a significant proportion of those working part-time would like to work longer hours.



4. How do we “tackle poverty”?



I said at the outset of this speech that I saw the next year – the 25th anniversary of the release of the Henderson report – as a great opportunity for us to reinvigorate ourselves, and set our sights on ending poverty. We shouldn’t pretend it is easy, or that governments can do it alone, but we do already know some of the answers.



Last year ACOSS announced a five point plan for addressing poverty, which was aimed at things that governments could do right now. The first one – “Reconsider plans to introduce a GST on food” was recently forced on the federal Government by the Australian Democrats (- at least most food).  The other four are still relevant, and within our grasp.



They are:



Close the gaps in the social security safety net by raising the rates of unemployment payments above the poverty line and providing income support to those recently denied support — newly arrived permanent residents and young unemployed people.

Provide a guarantee of genuine, additional employment assistance for all long-term unemployed people, the only way most will be able to get a job.

Reduce the severe housing costs facing low income and disadvantaged people by halting the squeeze on funds for public and community housing and increasing rent assistance.

Improve the affordability of essential health and community services such as dental care, child care and respite care.



But perhaps the greatest challenge for us is to actually get poverty back on the public agenda by building a people’s movement against poverty in Australia. It is a long time since any government listed “ending poverty” as an objective on which they should be judged – perhaps not since the “child poverty” promise of Prime Minister Hawke in 1988. This initiative was ultimately translated into policy, and action, through substantial increases to Family Allowance, and it has had an impact in actually reducing child poverty levels since the early 90s. However, Prime Minister Hawke was held up to some ridicule at the time and in subsequent years, which might make some politicians nervous about making any such commitments. We should all be encouraging governments to tackle poverty – making it clear that poverty is a people problem with policy solutions.



Finally, initiatives such as No Interest Loans Schemes, are also capable of making a significant contribution to our shared goal of the alleviation of poverty in Australia. I wish you all the best for the rest of your conference and look forward to seeing the outcomes.
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