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On a cold Tuesday night later this month, Treasurer John Howard will 

bri_ng down the Federal Budget for the next year. Unlike last year when 
. t, 

Mr Laurie Oakes beat the Treasurer to it, one can be certain that there wont 

be any leaks this year. But this year, one -~ !>e certain, the largest 

expenditure area will be Social Security and Welfare. 

,1 
For~the Budget press release last year the then Minister for Social 

Security pointed out that the $9.9 billion dollars to be spent on social 

security and welfare in 19B0/l was double the amount spent in the first 

year of Malcolm Fraser's government. The vast bulk of that 9.9 billion dollars 

goes in the income support component that comprises direct cash payments 
• 

to those in receipt of social security pensions or benefits. That worked 

out at around $24 million per day, that is, one million dollars paid in 

income support payments every hour, 24 hours per day, 365 days of the year. 

This year, we'll see much the same - a million dollars per hour, day 

and night, week in and week out in direct cash payments. In addition there 

are large expenditures which go to organisations which provide welfare 

services, and large amounts which go through the State Government social 

J welfare benefits • 
. , 

Clearly, social welfare is b_ig business - and big politics, but why, 

in a modern affluent industrial society, is it necessary to devote so 

large a proportion of our Gross Domestic Product to "welfare"? It is 

obvious, with approximately 12 percent of the population falling below 

the 'poverty line' established by the Corranonwealth Commission of Inquiry 

into Poverty, and a further 8 per cent having incomes only marginally 

above that stri_ngent line, that the benefits of industrialization are 

not 1miversal. Australia is not alone among the Western nations in 

having both high inflation and high unemployment. Uncertainties in 



energy futures, in social effects of technological change and in 

international trade do not augur well for a universally prosperous 
t, 

future. 

.. 

2. 

In Australia, as in other industrial nations, expenditure on social 

policy items conswnes the largest single item of public expenditure. 

This has led to intense political debate about whether we can continue 

to afford these expenditure. On the one hand there are those 

who maintain that we cannot continue to spend the a.IOC)unts that we do, 

on social well being; and on the other is the view that we cannot afford 

not to spend as much, or more, than we presently do. 

The majority of people in our modern, affluent, industrial society 

enjoy a standard of living that is envied the world over, but a very 

large minority miss out. That so large a minority misses out is a 

reflection on the nature of inequality in Austraiia and the inability 

or unwillingness of our authorities to harness our resources, redistribute 

the benefits of industrialisation with innovative public policy in the 

/ name of a m::ire equitable share of the countries resources for all. It is , 
., far too easy in this country to deny that poverty exists. It is possible 

for our decision makers never to see poverty, or perhaps not to 

understand it. If they do stumble across poverty it c~n be written off 

' as an aberration, or dismissed with a shrug as one of those things that 

is always with us. 

Some Facts and Figures 

In Australia approximately two million people cannot make ends 

meet. Two million people are poorly fed, poorly cl~thed, or poorly housed. 

Many are isolated by virtue of age, disability, ethnicity, employment 

status (lack of it, really !) or geographical location. 
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Three quarters of those who fall below the Henderson poverty line 

(updated) rely for their income, on government social security benefits. 

The million dollars per hour, every hour of the year has not prevented ,. 
one and a half million people (social security recipients and their 

dependants) from falling below the austere pvoerty line. The majority of 

' income support-recipients (there were 2.6 million last year) do not 

fall below the poverty line, but there is somethi.ng wrong if our 

income support system fails to provide income support for so many. 

First of all there are problems of el.igibili ty, establishing rights, 

and of recei vi.ng regular income. It is possible for people to slip 

through our income security net, and come crashing to the ground, which • 
net. 

is not very far below the precariously balanced. There are significant and 

fundamental flaws in the income support system. It has been calculated 

(at the end of 1980) that to maintain a child at the poverty line costs 

$22 per week. That is for each child a family needs a minimmn of 

,22 additional dollars per week, yet families on government social security 

benefits, receive $10 per week per child plus $6 per week per child in 

family allowances (for the third and subsequent children) - a total of 

16 - ,s'ix·+ dollars short of the poverty line per child - so the 

irore children, the further behind one falls. A married couple on social 

security benefit who have two children were estimated to be $16 per week 

below the poverty line; with three children this rose to $22 per week; 

with four to $28 and so on. Si.ngle parents on pensions and benefits 

fared much worse. With one child they were estimated to·be $26 below 

the 

4, 

poverty line, with 2, $33 below, with· 3, $39 below and with 

!u.(cLv 
$45 per week w::..:aa the poverty line. Our income security system is 

not providing income security for some people! The $10 per child went 



up in May 1981 from $7.50 where it had been since 1976, while family 

allowances, introduced in 1976 to help the poorest families, have 

4. 

never been indexed. Calculations by my colleagues in The Social Welfare 
.S-7 z.. 

Research Centre have shown that Family Allowances de~lined in value by ,i,lft 

between June 1976 cpid June 1981. Families with children, and in 

particular families on social security benefits who have children have 

suffered a decline in their standard of living relative to families without 

children in the same income group. 

You will recall that I said that three quarters of those below the 

poverty line rely on social security payments for their life - but what 

of the other quarter? There are some who live on dwindling assets, 

and some who live on non-indexed superannuation, but the bulk of the 

• 

remainder are in the workforce. There are, in Australia, in the workforce, 110,000 

people who cannot make a living wage. Together with their dependants they 
~ (Arf..eJf".O_L_f ff p~/-e, 

make up ~- I rt · l i a .. a f scpk who are willing and able to work 

and actually do work, yet they cannot make ends meet. 

~ These· are the working poor constituting the secondary labour market • 

. , They either work in insecure low paid jobs which are dirty, dangerous and 

have poor working conditions, but sometimes (at the cost of family 
I 

work 
disruption) ofte;fouble .9r n_ight shifts which can keep the worker 

above the poverty line. Or they work on a part-time or casual basis 

with no guarantee of a regular income, but sufficient income, at the 

wrong time, to make them ineligible for regular unemployment benefit, 

thus keeping them below the poverty line. 

The problems faced in the secon.~ry labour market are short term 

hiring, high risk of retrenchrnent,no occupational choice, high vulnerability 



., 

to unemployment, no superannuation or other occupational benefiti, and 

because they are usually hourly paid they often work when ill sc 

as to have some income and to avoid the sack. 
t, 

s. 

AustraliJg. labour force has changed d.ramati~ally ~~er the pist dec~de 

with enormous consequ~nces for social welfare. full time. Labour force 

participation dropped between 1970 and 1980 by 5.6% - 9.4% forwomen 

and 1.6% for men. In 1980 16.1% of Australia's labour force waf classitied 

as part-time. This is a rise of 77.99% on the 1980 figure and ~~e rate 

of rise has been much the same for men and women, Much as I W0,2 d likf' to, 

this is not the time to talk about the welfare ramifications of iramatic 

changes in Australia's labour force. 

When we talk about the labour force we cannot, however, i~ore 

unemployment. Many hundreds of thousands of people in Australi1 cannoi 

find work and thus are deprived of income, status, and a sense :f self 

worth. Late in 1980 the Australian Bureau of statistics put th, national 

unemployment figure at 392,000. The Commonwealth Employment Sf.::-Vice put 

it at 413,000. (As a Razor Gang measure ~igures collected by tie 

CES, which are usually higher than the ABS will no longer be c,:lected), 

' 
Even if we split the difference, we have in the order of 40o,orc people 

listed officially as unemployed. My c:olleague, Bettina Cass ht3 workE'd 

through all the data and estimated that approximately 850,000 ~e out 

• 

of work, many of them definitionally excluded and m:>stly very t:.scouraged. 

To have a figure that is double the official figure raises sen;:,us qm= sti 0 ns 

about the magnitude of the problem. On the official figures wt find El 

distinct pattern of exclusion. The young suffer - m:>re than }alf (5~\) 

are under 25 years of age. 
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We find however, that unemployment is not a passing phenomenon. We 

find that 21\ have been unemployed for between 6 and 12 months, and 

23\ for twelve months or more. Irl'l970 a quarter of those in receipt 

of unemployment benefit received the benefit for two weeks or less. 
~ 

In 1980 only 2,2\ received unemployment benefit for two weeks or less. 
' 

In 1970 10% were in receipt of unemployment benefit for six months or 

zrore. In 1980 this was up to a staggering 39\. Particularly depressing 

is the statistic that 8,000 people over the age of 45 have been receiving 

unemployment benefit for 24 months or more. But this is only the tip of 

the iceberg for many older workers, with no prospects in the labour 

force, do not go onto unemployment benefit. The number of men aged • 

50-59 in receipt of invalid pensions rose by 152\·between 1970 and 

1980, while invalid pensions for those aged 60-64 increased by 103\. 

(In the same time sickness beneficiaries increased by 267%, but this is 

another story!) 

Unemployment· weaves a sad tale of misery and horror in an affluent 

society, but Bettina Cass, working on official statistics has found that 

unemployment, like everything else in our society in unevenly shared. 

Not only is unemployment heavily concentrated in the least affluent 

suburbs, it is concentrated in the families that can stand it least. 

In two parent families, where the husband is employed, the unemployment 

rate for non-dependent children (i.e. non-students aged 15 and over) is 

8,8\. Where the husband is unemployed, the unemployment rate for 

non-·dependent children soars to 22.4%. In single parent families the 

unemployment rate for children is 12.5\. In two parent families it 

is 9,4\. 



There are other important data which show the disadvantage suffered 

by single parent families. More than 10\ of families in Australia are 

single parent families, and in the~e families there are over 400,000 

children. Whereas 1.4% of two parent families rely for their incomes on 
• 

government social security benefits, the figure among single parent 

' families is 42%. Children, particularly those in single parent families 

are among the poorest people in our society. 

~other group which suffers greatly from poverty is the elderly. 

When poor health and low income are found in the one person, their 

position is most precarious. Australia's population is ageing slowly. 

7. 

• The vast majority of elderly people are women, yet 92% of elderly women have an 

income that.is·~ of average weekly earnings. The corresponding figure 

for elderly men is 72%. The elderly suffer not only from low income, but a 

whole host of other disadvantages which together make up a profile of 

poverty. A third of elderly women live alone, and lack of access 

to transport, home care services, social support and in some cases 

inadequate housing contribute to conditions of poverty, social isolation 

~ and depen6ency. 
J 

To be poor in Australia is to be excluded from what the majority 

takes for granted. Poor people have no economic buffer or capital to 

rely on in idfficult times. They can afford fewer goods and services 

they pay more for inferior q~ality goods; their access to credit is 

such that it comes at very high prices, and with a lack of capital to 

buy large items such as refrigerators, cars or furniture, an enorIOC>us 

debt pattern is established. Invariably they rent rather than own 

their housing, they are unable to install fuel saving devices like 



insulation and so pay more in fuel costs. If they have no freezer they 

' cant buy in bulk; if no washing machine must rely on laundromats 

which increase wear and tear on clbthes, if no sewing machine cant mend 

clothes. Poor housing correlates highly with poor health, and on and on 
"' 

the poverty snowball .9rows. 

A Pattern of Exclusion 

These rough data indicate that uncertainty and exclusion will be 

8. 

the lot of many people in the 1980s - people who find they cannot get an 

income in the labour market; people whose education does not buy them 

a place_ in the job market; people whose skills have been undermined by • 

technological change; people whose occupations have been rendered 

obsolete by structural adjustment; family heads who receive insuffient 

infrastructure support to maintain their familiesj women whose productive 

value is disregarded and who are confined to a state of dependency.; people 

who have difficulty in achieving sati~faction in housing, services, or 

income, and young people who believe they have no worthwhile place in a 

J competitive industrial society. These groups cover much of the 
, 
., population and will make claims for a share of Australia• s welfare state 

in the 1980s. The conditions of Australia's vulnerable and poorest people 

those persons with insufficient income, services andpowerby virtue 

of their disabilities, isolation, ethnicity and lack of life chances 

will need humane attention, It is likely that the 1980s will see a more 

unequal Australia, with greater wealth coming from exploitation of resources, 

but fewer people sharing this bonanza. Structural change, capital intensive 

industry, fewer opportunities, and difficulties in making ends meet 

will be the broad concomitants of exclusion in the 1980s, and a 

sensitive welfare society must atrive to broaden the base of inclusion. 
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Those of us working towards finding mechanisms to b~en the base 

of inclusion tnust be clear in our own minds what we mean by poverty and need. 

Historically we have seen the''definition of poverty change over the 

past century. At the beginning of this century ~verty meant failure 

to attain subsistence, - and it was believed that those who accepted 

"relief"~ charity should be less eligible for society's outputs, 

and subject to strict work.house tests. Poverty and charity meant stigma 

By the middle of the century a welfare state concept developed in which 

one was deemed poor if one did not come up to state determined standards 

of access to income, housing, health, education. 

Within the last decade some of us have tried to extend the notion so 

that poverty is seen, not as destitution, not as the failure to obtain 

a state determined minimum, but rather exclusion from continually 

evolving living conditions, opportunities, self respect, access to 

information and decision making. 

These three conceptions of poverty are not mutually exclusive. They 

J are cumulative and in each case a different strategy is relevant. If our 

• welfare system is about allocation, then it allocates three things to 

meet exclusions in these three situations. 

there is an allocation of cash, through the income security 

system,supplemented by voluntary agencies such as yours 

there is an allocation of services, both by the state and the 

non-government sector 

there is an allocation - maybe allocation is the wrong word -

of self-determination, whereby information, access and 

participation are what people can use to ~et m:>re cash and 

better services - power over the features which determine 

their daily lives. 



Different interpretations of poverty require different forms 

of allocation and social action, and we might talk about this in the 
,, 

discussion. 

Different interpretations of need, also,~require different 

' strategies and approaches. We must ensure that we see need from all 

10. 

its perspectives. What the expert defines as need may be quite different 

to what a person in poverty feels his or her need is. There's no 
real 

point in playing the comparative game and saying "there's no need in 
'1 

Australia - if only you went to the slums of Calcutta .• " 

* What experts say need is 

* what people say their needs are; 

* what people do about what they say their needs are, 

are three different social and political ballgames. 

• 

Poverty consists of both a lack of income security and opportunity 

security,and organisations like the St Vincent de Paul society have a very 

important role to play in ensuring the highest standards of income see.,,~ .,,JLI 

and opportunity security are available to meet the changing need of 

the Australian conununity. First of all there are some value choices to 

be made. The Welfare State is at a cross-roads. We are unclear on what 

we want our Welfare State to do. There is confusion about whether 

the Welfare State is designed to attempt to bring about adequacy, 

equity or equality; whether it is designed to compensate for past 

social inustice and misfortune or perhaps invest for the future; whether 

it is designed to supplement or re,p!ac:e income ; whether it is designed 

to allocate~~sh, services or power and then what balance of these and 

to what ends. If the objective is to help victims of misfortune, to 
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provide a cushion against certain contingencies and relieve, in 

a minimally acceptable fashion, those unable to provide for 

their own needs, then welfare is a.bout allocations leading to 
t, 

subsistence, and little m::)re. If, however, the Welfare State is 

seen as a means of reallocation and redistrib~tion of income or power; 

or an investment by means of opportunity security programs, in the 

future, then it is more centrally part and parcel of economic and 

political life. 

The value issue, in a nutshell, is whether the welfare system 

should be like an ambulance (or a truck) parked at the foot of a 

cliff picking up the pieces and providing aid to those who fall, 

or whether it should be like an elaborate and all-encompassing fence 
• 

at the top of the cliff thus preventing people from falling. Building 

the fence is obviously more humane, but it is considerably more 

expensive, and it makes P,rovision for many people who would never 

stray to the edge. 

Societies such as the St. Vincent de Paul obviously can never 

J attempt to be part of that allocation system which distributes 
,, 

., one million dollars per hour every hour. It can, however, play a part in 

ensuring that th~ fence is sound and provides adequate protection. 

This is done through political action. 

All our ingenuity and all our skills will not be able to prevent 

people from fall over however, and somebody who has resources, 

a sympathetic outlook, and the flexibility that government lacks 

must be there to assist. 

Changing economic demographic and labour force patterns wi.11 mean 

a different family structure, less opportunity for a hassle free life 



·.• 

family disruption through separation, divorce and death, exclusion 

from employment for some, a growing ageing population, a declining 

pool of potential caretakers; greater suburban sprawl and all those ,, 
things that make for diversity and inequality. 

• 
Welfare in the 1980s will involve perennial disagreements about 

' 
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the permissible degree of income and resource inequality. Governments and 

community bodies must create and recreate an evolving social consensus 

which will protect the weak. The search for a consensus which ensures 

the protection of the weak, the vulnerable and the disadvantaged must 

begin with an understanding of Australian social structure and Australian 

political life, for these are determinants of our welfare structures •• 

This must be accompanied by an assessment of our economic capacity to 

support financially our welfare policies and institutions, and of our 

political willingness to seek and create a social consensus. 

The St. Vincent de Paul Society has an important place to play 

in helping to seek and create that consensus - consensus built on 

changing needs in our society and needs which even one million dollars 

per hour cant always satisfy. 




