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OPENING STATEMENT BY CATHOLIC WELFARE AUSTRALIA 
Response to the Inquiry into Employment and Workplace Relations Legislation Amendment (Welfare to Work and other Measures) Bill 2005 and Family and Community Services Legislation Amendment (Welfare to Work) Bill 2005

Conducted by the Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee

Chaired by Senator Gary Humphries

Appearing on behalf of Catholic Welfare Australia are:

Mr Frank Quinlan, Executive Director

Catholic Welfare Australia

&

Mrs Jackie Brady, Manager, Policy & Communications Catholic Welfare Australia
Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to this important inquiry today.

In their statement entitled “Economic Justice for All”, the Catholic Bishops of the United States challenged readers to consider carefully the manner in which they measure the performance of their economy.

“measure the economy, not by what it produces but also by how it touches human life and whether it protects or undermines the dignity of the human person.”

They went on to argue that:  

“Economic decisions have human consequences and moral content; they help or hurt people, strengthen or weaken family life, advance or diminish the quality of justice in our land.”

Catholic Welfare Australia comes before you today with a similar plea.

You will be aware that Catholic Welfare Australia is one of the largest networks of social service providers in Australia today.  The work of our members is dominated by the day-to-day struggles of welfare recipients, low-income earners and the disenfranchised.  Our members care for all those who walk through their doors, regardless of need, religion or capacity to pay.  In spite of the prosperous times in which we live, we are experiencing ever-increasing demand for our services.  While these services cover a wide range of needs, we also have particular expertise and experience as high performing partners with government in the provision of “participation” related programs - such as the Job Network, Personal Support Program and other services.

It is our submission today that the core objectives of this package of reforms are sound – those who are able ought to be assisted to participate more fully in the life of the community through employment and other forms of social participation.  This is the objective of many of the programs our agencies deliver.  In order to achieve these shared objectives, however, we make a number of submissions regarding the implementation of the measures.  We believe that some aspects of the package could be better structured, in order to better assist those who are most in need of our support:

1. The proposed package of measures ought to be adjusted so that sole parents and the disabled are offered greater financial incentive to return to work under any new system than they were under the existing system,

2. Specific changes should be made to the package to support education and training and to enhance the employment programs that support this welfare to work transition, so that the greatest support is provided to those who are the most disadvantaged,

3. Enhancements to “activity testing” and “mutual obligation” requirements ought not undermine the value to the community in supporting parents, especially single parents, to adequately care for their children,  nor undermine the value to the community in many forms of social contribution that are not directly employment related.  In particular, we believe it is both objectionable on moral grounds, and unnecessary on practical grounds, to implement a compliance regime that is underpinned by suspension of all income support for 2 months.

Incentives:

Let’s take a single parent with one child and call her Jenny.  Under the old system, if Jenny works 15 hours a week at $13.30 an hour and is a recipient of Parenting Payment Single – her disposable income will increase by $146.00 a week.  If she does the same work, for the same wage, under the proposed system and is a Newstart recipient – her disposable income will increase by only $83.00.  That is to say, she earns less under the proposed system – not more.  She has less incentive, not more.  DEWR estimates that there will be an extra 85,000 single parents over three years in receipt of the Newstart allowance under the new arrangements.  Because of the way indexation works with these benefits, the differential will increase significantly over time.

People with disabilities who would have been eligible for the Disability Support Pension will also experience similar cuts in disposable income under the new arrangements.  An additional 75,000 people with disabilities over three years will receive the Newstart allowance

We see no clear reason why the payment levels could not be addressed and appropriate, employment related activity tests introduced for Parenting Payment and the Disability Support Pension where required.  Minister Andrews said on the 8th of November, ‘these measures are not about savings’.  In answers to Senate Estimates questions, the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations has estimated that changes to payments will save $1,015 million over three years from 2006-07.  By comparison, the Federal Budget had a cash surplus in 2004-05 of $13.6 billion.  In this context, it is difficult to see why the proposed changes in payment levels would be made.

Employment programs and support:

Our submission has argued, in some detail, that there should also be a range of changes made to employment services to better increase participation in the workforce by those who have not yet been successful in achieving their employment goals.  Whilst I do not intend to go into the details in this opening statement, suffice to say that changes to Job Network announced in the Budget will make it harder for many of the job seekers we serve to receive the highest level of assistance under the program.  The Personal Support Program, aimed at those with multiple non-vocational barriers, continues to be substantially under-resourced, particularly relative to the Job Network, in spite of its success with a very needy target group.  We also have a range of concerns about the proposal for full-time Work for the Dole.  

Suspension and compliance

We have very significant concerns regarding the compliance system that is proposed to underpin this raft of reforms.  There is no evidence to suggest that a 2 month period without any income support is required to achieve improved compliance.  Let me repeat that point, there is no evidence to suggest that a 2 month period without any income support is required to achieve improved compliance.  In contrast, there is ample evidence to suggest that such a penalty has pernicious effects on capacity to seek and find work, health, housing and family relationships.

Single parents and people with disabilities have not previously been part of the compliance system on such a large scale, and there is no way to know what effect an 8-week non-payment period will have on these groups.  There is ample evidence, including the recent report of the “Breaching Review Taskforce”, to suggest that “non-compliance” is frequently the result of poor communications between Centrelink, service providers and job seekers.  The prospect that such misunderstandings may result in such harsh penalties is of grave concern.  Similarly the prospect that the same penalty will apply to serious matters of “wilful non-compliance” as to the non-compliance that arises from poor confidence, reduced social capacity and bad communications is equally concerning.

We propose an alternative compliance model, involving escalating levels of assistance to help those who have been breached re-engage with their participation requirements.  By its very nature, this would be more responsive and encourage greater participation than the severe financial penalties proposed.

We understand and support the government’s objective of improving general economic conditions, in order to improve social and economic conditions for all.  We are concerned to argue, however, that this macro level policy should be implemented with special regard to those who are in the greatest need.  It is not acceptable for the most vulnerable individuals in the community, to be asked to bear unnecessary additional personal burdens in order for us to pursue national objectives.  The people who will be affected by these policies, are already living below commonly accepted poverty lines – any reduction in personal income support in these circumstances will have direct effects on household spending on necessities (food, medicines, utilities), with children in these families effected most dramatically.

In conclusion, I would ask you to consider that our treatment of the poor that we have been discussing, is not just a matter of their right to a dignified life within an economically successful, western democracy.  Nor is it simply a matter of our duty, in that context to support them.  I use again the words of the Catholic Bishops of America in Economic Justice for All:

“The prime purpose of this special commitment to the poor is to enable them to become active participants in the life of society.  It is to enable all persons to share in and contribute to the common good.

The 'option for the poor', therefore, is not an adversarial slogan that pits one group or class against another.  Rather it states that the deprivation and powerlessness of the poor wounds the whole community.  The extent of their suffering is a measure of how far we are from being a true community of persons.”
I’d be pleased to discuss any aspects of our submission, or any queries that you may have.
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