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Leaping the chasm
ACOSS Challenge to the Parties 
for the 2001 Federal Election

T

he chasm that is emerging in our society is characterised by widely disparate financial resources along with a growing sense of alienation and exclusion among people who feel that they are being left behind. 

Chief among these are Indigenous Australians who are increasingly frustrated by the slowness of progress towards full recognition of their status as First Peoples, and by public policies which deny them the control and resources they need to tackle their problems themselves in their own way. 

Many unemployed people who are frustrated by a lack of job opportunities and positive assistance to secure them also feel this sense of exclusion. They are worn down by poverty and insults that not having a job is due more to character deficiencies than to deficiencies in the labour market. People with disabilities and sole parents are also tired of the failure to understand the realities of their daily lives, and of a lack of action to expand their choices and opportunities. 

The chasm in our community is also physical. At the most basic level, there are growing numbers of people who have no shelter. On a broader level, Australians living in regional, rural and remote areas feel that the rest of the country has no appreciation of the difficulties they face.

Turning this situation around must be our top priority as a nation — and the top priority of this Federal election — for a number of very important reasons.

First, excessive inequality corrodes a society and ultimately undermines the economy as well. It places a damaging fault-line across our community, with those on the wrong side excluded not only from the 'good things of life' but often from the very life of the community itself. It forms a barrier that severely reduces the capacity to participate socially and economically. 

This exclusion of people from economic and social life is wasteful. It creates mistrust and conflict where there should be cooperation. It breeds pessimism where optimism about the nation's potential and future is sorely needed. 

The social cohesion that has long been a valued part of life in Australia cannot be taken for granted. It can only develop more and more stress fractures from excessive and prolonged inequality, and this will be to the detriment of all Australians — rich as well as poor, economically as well as socially.

Second, too many of those on the wrong side of the inequality equation are also poor — and poverty is extremely damaging to the people who experience it and to society as a whole. Poverty causes great day-to-day hardship that is difficult to imagine for those not subject to its anxieties and constrictions. It is completely unacceptable that a country as wealthy as Australia, after nine years of consecutive economic growth, still has around two million people living below the Poverty Line. 

Third, it is imperative that we make progress on this front before economic circumstances make the task that much harder. There are already signs that the economy is slowing. Our unemployment rate may already have reached the lowest point in this business cycle, and yet administrative data shows we still have more than 370,000 long-term unemployed people. If we do not take concerted action now, far too many will remain locked on the wrong side of the divide — and too many more will join them. 

	
	This election should be about the role of the Federal Government in making Australia a better place for all Australians, especially those who are being left behind. It should not be a 'tax cut auction' that diminishes the role the Federal Government can and should play. 

ACOSS challenges the major political parties contesting the forthcoming election to help 'leap the chasm' in Australian society by committing to substantial and concerted action to achieve the following priorities:
· Significantly reducing unemployment

· Reducing the number of people living in poverty and further progressing welfare reform

· Strengthening our public health system and minimising health disadvantage

· Adopting a new approach to Indigenous rights and achieving reconciliation

· Meeting the unmet need for community services — for older people, people with disabilities and low income families

· Boosting our social and physical infrastructure — especially in regional, rural and remote communities

· Making housing more affordable for low income Australians

· Increasing investment in a high quality education system

· Raising increased revenue and implementing fairer tax and savings systems

· Improving the relationship between the Government and the community welfare sector

	


Significantly reducing unemployment 

We must begin to take collective responsibility for significantly reducing unemployment over the next three years. Unemployment is the most savage determiner of poverty and reducing it must be a top priority for the nation as a whole.

Despite consistent and strong economic growth, the number of people in receipt of unemployment benefits for more than twelve months is higher than it was five years ago.

This simple fact shows recent policies have simply not been sufficient and a new approach is needed to ensure there are enough jobs to significantly bring down unemployment. 
However, in a period that is likely to see a weakening labour market, it will be even more difficult for unemployed people to find work. The Job Network has been a bold attempt to provide better employment assistance for jobless Australians and has achieved some success. More resources and structural improvements are needed to ensure better job outcomes for unemployed Australians. 

	We call for a commitment from each major political party to:

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Adopt a national jobs generation and stimulus plan that addresses the current level of unemployment and which is capable of expansion in the event of a serious economic downturn.

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Boost investment in the Job Network so that all long-term unemployed people are guaranteed the substantial help they need to overcome barriers to employment.

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Examine and consider the recommendations to be made by the Independent Review of Social Security Breaches and Penalties in its report due after the Federal election.


Reducing the number of people living in poverty and further progressing welfare reform 

Many Australians enjoy a standard of living that is the envy of the world. They have rewarding and secure work and their lives are rich with social and economic opportunities.

For an increasing number of Australians, however, poverty, insecurity and restricted choice are the norm. The evidence is that the rich are getting richer, faster. At the same time, while poor Australians are not becoming poorer, their numbers are increasing. In fact, one in nine Australians now lives below the Poverty Line, compared to one in twelve at the beginning of the 1970s.

Better job opportunities are part of the solution. However, it will take many years to reduce our very high levels of unemployment and for many social security recipients, paid employment is not a realistic goal in the short-term. An adequate, fair, and robust social security system not only prevents poverty directly — it gives people the resources they need to achieve self reliance. The Government has made a useful but small beginning to the important task of welfare reform. Much more needs to be done if we are to fix some of the reform errors and make further necessary improvements to help lift more Australians out of poverty.

	We call for a commitment from each major political party to:

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Establish a properly constituted public review of the social security payment structure for people of workforce age, to address deficiencies within the present system that create hardship and hinder people's progress towards full economic and social participation. 

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	As a first step in reforming the social security payment structure, integrate Austudy Payment and Newstart Allowance into a single payment at Newstart Allowance rates, for people seeking employment or pursuing education or training to improve their future employment prospects.

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Fix, in an ongoing way, the problems for low income families and sole parents caused by Family Tax Benefit (FTB) and Child Care Benefit overpayments, and the FTB splitting arrangements for parents who share care of their children by: 

· allowing leeway in income estimation; and 

· paying a Contact Allowance for low income non-resident parents.




Strengthening our public health system and minimising health disadvantage

In the context of a modern and wealthy Australia, the relatively poor health of people who are socio-economically disadvantaged is striking. These inequalities are nowhere more evident than in the areas of Indigenous health and dental health. 

While integrated strategies across a range of public policy areas will be required to reduce health inequalities, fair access to good quality health care is a vital part of the equation. Recent changes to health care financing, which have undermined equitable access to health services, must be reversed. 

Access to health services have also been compromised by the decline in bulk-billing in rural and regional areas and the failure to properly resource community health services which provide essential preventative and allied health care in the community. Despite increased pressure on these services due to demographic change, early hospital discharge policies and the shift to community care for older people and people with disabilities and people with mental illness, there has not been an equivalent transfer of resources to the community sector.  

	We call for a commitment from each major political party to:

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Bring together all stakeholders to ensure equitable access, especially for those Australians living outside the major cities, to primary health care services including bulk-billed medical services.

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Provide Commonwealth funding to public dental health and develop and implement a National Strategy for Oral Health that addresses the current crisis in the provision of dental services for disadvantaged Australians and those living on low incomes.

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Significantly increase funds to assist community, preventative and allied health services cope with growth in demand.


Adopting a new approach to Indigenous rights and achieving reconciliation

Australia needs new direction in Indigenous affairs — one which tackles the causes of disadvantage, not just the symptoms. 

The enormous groundswell of community support for a new and better relationship with Indigenous Australians should be converted into a whole-of-government strategy to achieve this. The Government has committed itself to addressing the enormous day-to-day problems experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, but has so far failed to grasp two fundamental facts: 

· The roots of the present problems run back as far as the settlement of Australia. Until this is acknowledged and dealt with, the value of specific social programs will always be limited. 

· Indigenous people must be in charge of finding and implementing the solutions to the problems that beset their communities. The degree of control they have will be directly proportional to the likely success. 

	We call for a commitment from each major political party to:

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Progress the final report of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation by providing funding for Indigenous organisations and communities to both develop a treaty or treaties with the Commonwealth, and to develop an action plan for addressing the underlying causes of Indigenous disadvantage. 

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Restore the funding base of ATSIC and collaborate with it and other Indigenous community organisations to develop and fund programs in the health, education and housing fields that tackle the causes of Indigenous disadvantage, not just the symptoms. 


Meeting the unmet need for community services — for older people, people with disabilities and low income families

Strong and vibrant communities in which individuals and families can thrive rely upon effective community services. Such services include: child care; local neighbourhood centres; residential aged care facilities; home-based support for older people and people with disabilities and their carers; information and advocacy services; counselling services; crisis accommodation; emergency relief; and accessible legal advice and assistance.

There is substantial unmet demand for many community services across Australia, particularly in disadvantaged regions. This is especially worrying given the important role such services play in enabling low income and disadvantaged people greater economic and social participation.


	We call for a commitment from each major political party to:

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Reduce the high level of unmet need for accommodation and other support services for people with a disability, and their carers by committing significantly increased, ongoing resources along with the States and Territories to the next Commonwealth-State Disability Agreement and the Home and Community Care program.

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Further improve the affordability and access of child care for low and middle income families and improve the quality of child care across the full range of services.

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Substantially improve support for older people to remain independent in their own homes by increasing funding for Community Aged Care Packages and the Home and Community Care program. 


Boosting our social and physical infrastructure — especially in regional, rural and remote communities

Rural and regional Australia is home to disproportionate numbers of people with low incomes, poor health, poorer education, higher unemployment and less secure jobs. Regional disadvantage is not, of course, restricted to country areas. The work of various research institutes, such as the National Centre for Economic and Social Modelling has also identified a growing income divide between inner metropolitan and outer suburban communities. 

Whereas in the early 1970s there was a slight narrowing of regional inequalities in Australia, the gap has recently widened again. Patterns are now emerging of entrenched social disadvantage in many regional communities that have largely missed the economic benefits of the past two decades or that have been adversely affected by economic reforms.

Reversing the trend of growing locational disadvantage will require, among other things, asserting the proper role for governments, and in particular, the leading role of the Federal Government. The Federal Government must ensure the 'macro policy settings' are correct and must adequately resource well-targeted and well-designed intervention and investment.

	We call for a commitment from each major political party to:

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Implement a national plan of increased investment in physical and social infrastructure development in regional, rural and remote areas with:

· Priority given to public transport, telecommunications, and schools, hospitals, low income housing, and other social infrastructure.

· Encouragement of effective investment vehicles which promote public and private sector investment in essential social and economic infrastructure.

· Special emphasis placed on investment which is likely to benefit areas of low socio-economic advantage and create sustainable jobs.


Making housing more affordable for low income Australians

Housing is fundamental to people's health and well being, and participation in the economic and social life of the community. Public policies and programs that seek to ensure adequate and equitable access to affordable, appropriate, secure and well-located housing are a critical part of broader strategies to reduce poverty, improve living standards, and create sustainable communities. Communities, and their governments, cannot realise broader social policy goals without a solid performance in the housing area.

Public and community housing are particularly fundamental to the reduction of poverty and broader social and economic inequalities. One consequence of inequality and high housing cost is a noticeable increase in the numbers of homeless Australians. 

Housing also plays an important role in facilitating access to employment, social and other services. However demand for affordable housing has outstripped supply for many years as government funding has decreased and attracting private sector funding for affordable rental housing has been difficult. Consequently it is vital that our governments increase their commitment to the provision and funding of low-cost housing and that the Federal Government take a lead role.

	We call for a commitment from each major political party to:

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Reduce the unacceptable numbers of Australian households who cannot access affordable housing by: committing to substantial real increases in public and community housing through capital grants; consulting widely on a national strategy for affordable housing; and stimulating private investment in affordable rental housing through a Commonwealth housing bond.

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Meet the unmet need for accommodation and support for homeless people and victims of family violence by substantially increasing funding for homelessness programs and preventing homelessness by increasing funding for affordable housing.


Increasing investment in a high quality education system

Access to high quality education from the early childhood years through to post-school education and training is essential for building a fair and just society and a healthy economy. In a democratic society it is the responsibility of governments to ensure that all young people, whatever their social or economic background, are guaranteed that access and the resources necessary to achieve to the best of their ability.

In Australia, State and Territory Governments have the statutory responsibility for the provision and administration of schooling. However, the Federal Government not only provides resources but also takes a leadership and coordination role that has the potential to influence national directions and priorities. The main priorities should include improvements in primary education, and in better support for young people in their transition from school to work or further education. 


	We call for a commitment from each major political party to:

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Boost recurrent Federal funding to primary education in the public sector, with the aim of reducing class sizes in the early years of schooling to prevent educational disadvantage.

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Collaborate with the States and Territories to develop and adequately resource comprehensive school-to-work transition programs for young people at risk of prolonged unemployment. 


Raising increased revenue and implementing fairer tax and savings systems 

Australia needs a tax system that will provide a sufficient revenue base for providing essential benefits and services, sustaining economic growth, and improving equity in the distribution of income and resources across the community.


	We call for a commitment from each major political party to:

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Curb tax avoidance by high income earners through the abuse of discretionary trusts, private companies, and other tax shelters.

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Redistribute the $4 billion currently provided for superannuation contributions tax concessions to increase support for life-long saving by low and middle income earners and to reduce the present subsidy for high income earners.

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Fund the essential expenditure and investment detailed in these social priorities and challenges before providing any unfunded income tax cuts or GST tax reductions.


Improving the relationship between the Government and the community welfare sector 

The community welfare sector is the major provider of services that all of us rely on at some point in our lives but which are particularly important to people on low incomes. The sector helps to support individuals and families. It also helps to strengthen communities, build social cohesion, enhance equity, give voice to the needs of disadvantaged groups and achieve systemic change. Despite the magnitude of this contribution, the sector is often under-valued and neglected in national public policy.

In recent years, roles and responsibilities of the sector have altered as the pattern of Government service delivery and funding has changed. These changes have not been considered properly by either the sector or by Federal Governments and should now be re-evaluated. 

	We call for a commitment from each major political party to:

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Join with the community welfare sector in developing a formal agreement which expresses a common understanding of our respective roles and contributions and which identifies principles to underpin and guide our future relationship.
·  

	Challenge

 AUTONUMOUT 
	Progress the proposals of the Charities Definitions Inquiry and assist charities with the ongoing cost of GST implementation.
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