
For example: library books and 
computer equipment in local schools; a 
safe playground: or toys for (or publicity 
about) the local toy library.

• Ask all candidates in your 
electorate how much they know about 
child poverty and what they would do to 
reduce it.
©  Could your group use regular 
information on child poverty to write or 
visit their MP with their concerns?

THE CHILDREN
For more information on child 

poverty and how business, groups in 
the community, and even individuals, 
can be involved, please phone or write 
to:
• Jenny Trethewey 
Brotherhood of St Laurence 
67 Brunswick Street 
FITZROY VICTORIA 3065 
Phone: (03) 419 7055
• Marie Meggitt 
VCOSS
290-292 Wellington Street 
COLLINGWOOD VIC 3066 
Phone: (03)419 3555

• Robyn Barrow 
WACOSS
286 Hay Street 
EAST PERTH WA 6000 
Phone: (09) 221 2225
• Jacki Byrne 
QCOSS
22 Victoria Street 
KELVIN GROVE QLD 4059 
Phone: (07) 832 1266
• Gerard Menses 
SACOSS
194 Morphett Street 
ADELAIDE SA 5000 
Phone: (08) 231 6056
• Garth Nowland-Foreman 
ACOSS
8-24 Kippax Street 
SURRY HILLS NSW 2010 
Phone: (02)212 3277
• Robyn Henderson 
NCOSS
66 Albion Street 
SURRY HILLS NSW 2010 
Phone: (02) 211 2599
• John Tomlinson 
ACTCOSS
Griffin Centre 
Bunda Street 
CIVIC SQUARE ACT 2601
• Mike Foley 
TASCOSS
82 Hampden Road 
BATTERY POINT TAS 7000 
Phone: (002)310755

Sponsored by the Brotherhood of St 
Laurence and the Councils of Social 
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responsibility of each of us to encourage 
governments to act and to play our own 
part.

ACTION ON CHILD 
POVERTY

by the decisions and actions we make 
today.

To change our tomorrows we must 
act today.

We have to decide what sort of 
country we will leave to our children.

Will it be a country where only a 
few people have interesting well-paid 
jobs and most struggle, with limited 
opportunities?

Or will Australia be a place where 
everyone has the opportunity for 
health, education, work, and a 
sufficient income?

Our generation can decide.
Today, at least one in five 

Australian children are living in 
poverty. Poverty is more than an 
unhappy childhood. Children growing 
up in poverty are less likely to finish 
their schooling and to find a secure job.

If children continue to grow up in 
poverty the future o f Australia will be 
one o f division and inequality.

Poverty in Australia is widespread 
and wide ranging. At its worst, it means 
no clean water, a lack of food and 
severe illnesses. For homeless children,

it means hunger, nowhere to sleep and 
the risk of being abused.

Even when less severe, poverty 
prevents many children from 
taking part in the everyday life of 
the community. Things that most 
of us take for granted, such as 
adequate dental care, going on 
school trips or having an occasional 
holiday, are unaffordable for poor 
children.

In 1987, the Prime Minister made 
an important promise: ‘By 1990, no 
Australian child will be living in 
poverty.’ To support this aim, the 
Federal Government introduced its 
Family Allowance Supplement. But 
much more remains to be done if all 
Australian children are to have 
adequate housing, health, education 
and employment; if all are to look 
forward to their prospects rather than 
despair at them.

This year, we are working to make 
sure that more is done for children. We 
are developing a large movement, made 
up o f individuals, groups and 
organisations, whose aim is to take 
action on child poverty.

Child poverty is a crucial matter 
for government action.

But it is also the

Here are a few examples to get you 
started:
O Encourage your group to learn more 
about and discuss child poverty.
©  Encourage co-operation between 
local groups (e.g. hold a joint meeting 
and invite a speaker on child poverty).
©  Make a financial contribution to a 
special national fund being established 
by the Brotherhood o f St Laurence:

• to help children in difficulty 
through secondary school and into 
tertiary education:

• to provide access and support for 
training for employment for 
unemployed school leavers.
0  Some businesses and groups 
already work in partnership with 
community agencies to provide 
accommodation for homeless young 
people. They provide money for the 
rental o f a house. Could your business 

or group assist in this way?
©  Could you form a local 

action group to:
• find out about the needs 
o f low-income families and 
children which aren’t met in 
your area?



Fair Share of the Cake for Children
Action on Child Poverty__________________________________________

A national campaign against child poverty was launched in Melbourne today by Mrs 
Hazel Hawke. The Promise the Children Action on Child Poverty campaign has been 
initiated by the Brotherhood of St Laurence and the Councils of Social Service 
throughout Australia.

Mrs Hawke told an audience of children, business, and community leaders that the 
Federal Government had implemented a "guaranteed minimum income" for children 
through its family package. The campaign needed to build on the improved payments 
to children by arguing for better access to employment, housing, and community ser
vices across Australia.

The Brotherhood’s Executive Director, Bishop Peter Hollingworth said the campaign’s 
aims were:

- creating national awareness of the need for action on child poverty;
- developing a movement of committed people who promise to take action on child 

poverty; and
- ensuring governments commit more resources to reduce child poverty.
Bishop Hollingworth said that child poverty was caused by an inadequate income and 
lack of opportunities. Children in poverty need opportunities to participate in the 
everyday life of the Australian community through living in decent housing, through 
a good education, excellent health care and eventually, a good job.

Commenting on the Prime Minister’s promise that "no Australian child will be living 
in poverty by 1990", Bishop Hollingworth said that the Government’s income security 
initiatives were an excellent start. The challenge now is to make the Prime Minister’s 
promise a start rather than the end. The purpose of this campaign is to suggest that 
more promises are still required from the Federal, State and Territory Governments, 
business, and the whole community to continue the effort beyond 1990.

The campaign has a four-pronged strategy. It calls on the Federal Government to ex
tend programs in housing, employment, and community services to eliminate child 
poverty.

The State and Territory Governments are to be asked to appoint a Cabinet sub-com
mittee to plan the elimination of child poverty by improved schooling, health, and 
community support.
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The private sector is to be asked to make jobs and training available to disadvantaged 
people.

Each community is to be asked to develop new services and assistance for children in 
poverty.

Mr Eric Mayer, Group Managing Director, National Mutual, endorsed the need for the 
business community to consider its role in eliminating child poverty. A more detailed 
proposal on child poverty for the business sector is to be released later.

Further comments are available from Bishop Peter Hollingworth, Jan Carter and 
Jenny Trethewey and should be arranged through Margaret Kossatz, (03) 419 7055.
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Promise the children action on child poverty___________________

1. Australia is "a land where every' boy and girl has a full chance: a chance not to 
struggle through life on a basic wage, but to develop to any greatness of which 
they are capable" (C.E.W. Bean, historian, 1946)

2. In 1987, the Prime Minister of Australia said:
The greatest resource in Australia is not something that we can grow or dig 
up from the ground. It is .... the children of Australia .... We are setting 
achievable new goals for Australia’s future in the world. At the head of these 
goals is the future of all our children.

So we set ourselves this first goal: by 1990 no Australian child will be living 
in poverty.

3. This pledge, the most specific social commitment of the century', has been the 
subject of a historic package to provide a guaranteed minimum income for poor 
children whose parents earn less than about $300 per week.

4. Researchers estimate that about a third of Australia’s 800,000 children in pover
ty were lifted above the Poverty Line when the Federal Government introduced 
the Family Allowance Supplement. More will be assisted by the initiatives an
nounced in the 1989 April Economic Statement. But these allowances now need 
to be "locked into" legislation. The opposition parties also need to commit them
selves to continuing and improving the reforms.

5. Child poverty is caused by an inadequate income and lack of opportunities. 
Children in poverty need opportunities so that they can participate in the 
everyday life of the Australian community through living in decent housing, 
through a good education, excellent health care and eventually, a good job.

6. Thus the key to the campaign is to eradicate child poverty and ensure participa
tion for all Australian children as full citizens in the 21st century.

7. We need an agreed bipartisan plan which extends beyond 1990 to extend op
portunities to poor children, in particular in education and employment.

Governments, and oppositions, Federal, state and local, business and industry, 
trades unions, churches and community groups all need to play a part.

8. "Promise the Children - Action on Child Poverty" seeks to develop partnerships 
with relevant sections of the community to end child poverty. The aims of the 
campaign are:

- to create national awareness of the need for action on child poverty;

- to develop a movement of committed people who promise to take action on 
child poverty and to make this movement publicly visible;
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- to ensure that governments commit resources to policies and programs to 
reduce child poverty.

9. Thus we believe that we can combat child poverty through making its elimina
tion the priority in economic and social policy. Essentially we need to develop 
public policies which redistribute income, opportunities and resources, so that 
poor children become included in the mainstream of the Australian Community.
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Federal Government: to extend programs that eliminate child 
poverty from Australia____________________________________________

Aim

The Federal Government can play a major part in increasing the range of 
opportunities and outcomes for children in poverty.

The Federal Government has already implemented a major reform for children in 
poverty. About 30% of the nation’s 800,000 children in poverty have been lifted above 
the Poverty Line so far by the Government’s Family Allowance Supplement and Fami
ly Allowances. We endorse the Federal Government’s efforts to help families earning 
less than $300 per week by increasing family payments.

We congratulate the Federal Government on its work to date on child poverty, which 
represents a historic breakthrough in the national attack on child poverty. The Federal 
Government has now built a solid foundation of income security for Australian 
families. The next step is for the Federal Government to reinforce this achievement 
with comparable progress in housing, employment and community services. Without 
this progress the income security reforms might be undermined.

Much more, beyond 1990, needs to be done. The Federal Government can show the 
way by leadership and commitment of resources. Thus we call on the Federal Govern
ment to develop coordinated programs to increase access to affordable housing, secure 
employment, and essential community services.

Our key issues at this point are:

•  housing
•  employment
•  community services.

Housing
A great amount has already been done. The Commonwealth has extended and in
creased housing rental assistance for low-income families with children, for example. 
But now the decline in affordable housing for low income families poses an immediate 
threat to the effectiveness of the Federal Government’s income security reforms. 
Federal Government action to address this problem must give priority to the follow
ing:

1. The Commonwealth State Housing Agreement needs to be renegotiated with:

(a) special provision for a housing program for disadvantaged young 
people;
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(b) more public investment in housing for young families to be integrated into 
the community, and coordinated with the provision of accessible employ
ment, transport, services, education, health and leisure facilities.

2. Improvement to the adequacy of rental assistance currently provided to families 
of private tenants with children.

3. Commonwealth assistance to free up more land for public housing.

4. Reform of the housing finance and taxation systems to place home ownership 
within the reach of low-income families.

Employment
A million jobs have been created and this has taken large numbers of children out of 
poverty. But it is the most disadvantaged parents and young people who do not find 
jobs. We need to be committed to a policy of full employment, if the rights of children 
and young people in poverty and their parents are to be safeguarded. We believe that 
a steady job is the best insurance against child poverty.

Helping the most disadvantaged join or rejoin the workforce is about overcoming the 
obstacles which prevent this. Some are:

•  lack of skills
•  lack of confidence
•  lack of child care
•  lack of transport.
Because of these obstacles, the average length of unemployment has grown to over 12 
months. The Government has introduced two programs - Jobs, Education and Train
ing (JET) for sole parents and NEWSTART, for the long-term unemployed - to begin to 
assist people back to work. These initiatives require further resources. Additional 
programs are required in the areas of:

•  Job creation (jobs need to be developed in areas of need that have not benefited 
from employment growth).

•  Job training and retraining (so that disadvantaged people can face the market and 
get good jobs).

•  Assistance with the costs of child-care and the provision of additional child care 
places (so that sole parents in particular can get back to work).

•  More assistance for the expenses of those returning to work to extend the $100 now 
available under the NEWSTART scheme (so that decent clothing, transport, and 
other costs can be met).

•  More assistance to avoid the poverty traps created by a return to work so that the 
financial disincentives of joining the workforce do not outweigh the incentives.

Community Services
Income alone does not change the equation for children in poverty. Our experience is 
is that good community services are needed to develop skills and confidence.

The Commonwealth needs to give priority to preventive and support policies and ser
vices for families with children in poverty. Families are the main agent for safeguarding 
and providing for the future of their children. But the fragmented and broken nature 
of many modern families means that families with children and teenagers cannot cope 
without support from the community. Whilst some families can find this support from
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their extended family and neighbours, others without this support need to rely on com
munity-based networks and services set up to assist them.

•  The Commonwealth needs to recognise that it has a responsibility to provide 
quality child-care and access for families with children in poverty so that:

children can be provided with early experiences which assist their develop
ment and future adaptation to school;
parents can re-enter the workforce.

•  The Commonwealth needs to acknowledge that few if any practical support ser
vices exist to assist vulnerable families with teenagers. Provision of these services 
would assist children stay at school and prevent some youth homelessness.

Finally the Federal Government needs to accept that not withstanding its initiatives to
date, priority needs to be given to certain groups in severe poverty. These are:

•  Aboriginal children
•  homeless children and young people
•  and in many cases, the children of sole parents who still, as a group, suffer very 

high rates of poverty.
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State & territory governments: priority for children in 
poverty in State government programs_________________________

Aim

State Governments must develop plans and opportunities to eradicate 
child poverty.

State and Territory governments have the power to legislate for the "peace, welfare and 
good government" of their citizens. They have the constitutional responsibility to 
provide sendees to families where the children suffer poverty. Each State and Territory 
needs to establish a Cabinet Committee to determine how child poverty can be eradi
cated. Plans need to be well under way by 1990.

It is State and Territory governments who sponsor and administer the day to day ser
vices affecting the lives and futures of low income families. These services are:

education, 
health, and 
community services.

In addition State and Territory government services for energy, housing, urban plan
ning, recreation and transport affect the lives of low income families.

Some State and Territory governments are preparing strategic plans on their respon
sibilities for removing children from poverty, other governments need to follow suit..
Each plan needs to discuss the opportunities for children in poverty. A special plan 
for Aboriginal children in poverty needs to be prepared.

In formulating these strategic plans, State and Territory Governments must acknow
ledge:

1. That the barriers to integrating the range of services required to address child 
poverty are of government making.

2. That access to secure, affordable housing is the starting point for removing 
children from poverty.

3. That access to good quality education, health (including dental care) and com
munity services is next.

4. The next step after access to these quality services is achieved is that the invol
vement and participation of children in school and vocational training needs to 
be secured. Many children from low income families in state schools drop out 
of school early because their parents cannot afford to keep them there. Govern
ments need to do more to keep these children in school.
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5. State and Territory governments can provide the vital link for children to help 
them go from school into training or work. Young people need a guarantee of 
education, then training or work.

6. State and Territory governments have a major role in providing information to 
low-income families about their services.

In assisting State and Territory Government to act on child poverty, the Federal Govern
ment must play its part by not cutting grants for the provision of essential housing, 
health, education and community services. We will report on the adequacy of Federal 
transfers to the States throughout the year.

Local government

Many local governments already provide important services and support to low-in
come families with children. Across the country local government can actively meet 
the needs of low-income children, young people, and their parents.

Local governments can extend their help by:

•  appointing a community development person to plan local services for children 
and families;

•  supporting and assisting to co-ordinate local services;
•  locating available land for services for children, young people, and families;
•  linking with State authorities to redevelop run down or under used public hous

ing;
•  encouraging housing innovations, for example in medium density husing;
•  establishing recreational facilities for children and young people;
•  ensuring that adequate outreach services exist for families and children under pres

sure.
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Private Sector: leadership by demonstrating good corporate 
citizenship_____________________________________________ ____________

Aim:

Australian business and industry can play a part in reducing child pover
ty by creating more jobs.

Australian business and industry can assist in reducing child poverty by working to 
develop a future skilled efficient work force which includes disadvantaged people.

Lack of employment, lack of housing, lack of availability of low-interest credit are some 
of the reasons that Australian children remain in poverty.

Business can participate in the attack on child poverty by:
1. Creation of secure jobs for disadvantaged people, especially young people and 

sole parents.
2. Business can assist disadvantaged employees by developing training courses 

and active support to help such people stay in the work force.
3. Establishing work-based child care centres so that disadvantaged parents can 

return to the work force, and their children can be cared for in surroundings 
which develop their full potential.

4. Working with community agencies to provide accommodation for homeless 
young people, to help them off the streets.

5. Sponsoring credit unions for low income people to assist them to save and gain 
financial control over their lives.

6. Donations to a special scholarship fund to help disadvantaged young people to 
stay at school.

7. Encouraging joint ventures between business, government and community 
agencies to increase the supply of low cost housing.

8. Encourage employers to pay award wages and conditions and to recognise their 
employees’ needs as members of families.

Thus constructive business and industry policies in:
•  housing
•  employment
•  credit and debt consolidation
can reduce child poverty, whilst business can demonstrate a commitment to respon
sible corporate citizenship.
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The Community: protecting and valuing the seedcorn of the 
future_______________________________________________________ _ _ _ _ _

Aim:

The Australian Community needs to commit itself to its children as its 
most precious resource.

Parents are viewed by the community as the key agents who can address their 
children’s poverty. They are expected to be competent and well-motivated. But most 
parents cannot carry out their roles in isolation without the help of others in the com
munity. It is the family’s poverty or wealth which affects the life chances of its children 
and each community needs to make responses to families under pressure. In addition 
communities need to be aware of the needs of minorities in their areas and to think of 
ways to help children to participate in everyday services.

The record shows that Australians have not to date effectively offered this support or 
placed a high value on children. Our words are that children are our most precious 
resource but our deeds are different. A quick inventory reveals that Australia had:

•  the second highest rate of child poverty in the western world for a decade (although 
the Federal Government is addressing this);

•  increasing levels of child abuse;
•  lower (although recently improved) rates of completion of secondary school;
•  no "universal" child benefits to children.

What can community'groups and individuals now do?
•  Form a local action group to "Promise the Children". Find out about the needs 

which low income children and families lack in each community. Examples are:
library books or computer equipment in schools 
a safe playground 
a toy library
activities and outlets for teenagers, 
public dental services
get the local council to develop services for low-income families: child-care, 
family day care, legal, financial, and information services.

Australia's international legal obligations include a commitment to the Rights of the 
Child. Australian communities, through local Governments and local organisations, 
need to ensure that children’s rights are protected, so that children:

•  grow up with their parents
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live in adequate housing 
have adequate social security
are protected from neglect, cruelty and exploitation.



Promise the Children Trust Funds_______________________________

One of the practical ways business, groups, and individuals can provide low-income 
children with new opportunities is to contribute to two special national funds. The fund 
will be used to assist children in two critical areas: education and employment.

Aim

To provide assistance:

•  to help children in difficulty through secondary school and into tertiary education;
•  to provide access and support for specialised training for young people to gain 

long-term entry to employment.

Collection of money

By Brotherhood of St Laurence. All contributions of $2 or more will be tax deductible. 

Fund management

By a committee with membership drawn from a number of community agencies and 
the business community.

Disbursement

Money from the funds will be distributed in each State.

Use of the fund:

Education
Children have a more assured future and opportunities if they are able to successfully 
complete secondary school and go on to tertiary education. But many children can face 
difficulties which mean they have to leave school early. For instance, children who leave 
home because of violence or sexual abuse often leave school at the same time. Com
munity groups often have difficulty finding a suitable source of funding to meet the 
child’s needs, and allow them to continue at school. This fund would provide money 
for community groups and agencies to draw on in such circumstances.

Employment
If a young person leaves school early and has few job skills they can find it very dif
ficult to find a secure job with a long-term future. They require programs to give them 
new confidence, skills, and access to jobs.

The fund would be used to allow such program and project development..
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A conservative  
es tim a te  is th a t  
8 0 0  thousand -  

one in every J ive -  
A u stra lian  

ch ildren , lived  
below the Poverty  

Line in 1986.

A lthough o th er  
coun tries have 
experienced an  

increase in ch ild  
poverty , A u stra lia  

had the h igh est 
ch ild  po verty  ra te  

o f  a ll o th er  
com parable OECD 

countries, w ith  the  
exception  o f  the  
United S ta te s  in 
the early  1980s.

ustralia is ‘a land where every boy and girl has a full 
chance; a chance not to struggle through life on a basic wage but 
to develop to any greatness of which they are capable’, was the 
vision the historian C.E.W. Bean had in 1946.1 How distant or 
close are we to this vision today?

What is child poverty?

P overty in Australia is widespread and wide-ranging. At its 
worst, it means no clean water, a lack of food and severe 
illnesses. For homeless children it means hunger, nowhere to sleep 

and the risk of being abused. Even when less severe, poverty 
always prevents children from taking part in the everyday life of 
the community. Things that most of us take for granted, such as 
adequate dental care, going on school trips or having an occasional 
holiday are unaffordable for poor children.

The incidence of child poverty has been increasing steadily, 
from 7.9% of Australian children in 1973 to 17% in . 1981 to 20.7% 
in 1986.2 There are also 20-25,000 homeless children, living on 
the streets of our cities, in the country or travelling around looking 
for a job.

When child poverty is being measured, we usually take as a 
point of reference the Henderson Poverty Line set up by the 
Commission into Poverty 1972-75. These figures are still updated 
monthly and measure what a family needs to cover basic living 
costs for an austere standard of living. This provides a benchmark 
against which to measure the standard of living of children. 
Obviously the further below the Poverty Line the family’s income, 
the more severe the poverty.

Aboriginal children
Poverty amongst some Aboriginal children is very severe.
Aboriginal babies in remote areas are three times more likely to die 
in infancy than other Australian babies. Their babies have lower 
birthweights and slower growth rates than other children and 
suffer from persistent malnutrition according to a 1989 study.3

A 1987 report found that the number of Aboriginal children 
participating in education and gaining recognised skills is much 
lower than the national rate. Compared with the national average 
only a third as many Aboriginal children complete secondaiy 
school.4



Absolute poverty amongst children in selected countries

17.1%  16.9%

Source: T. Smeeding, B.'Torrey & M. Rein, ‘Patterns of income and poverty: The economic status of the young and old in 
eight countries'. Sloan Foundation Conference on Aged and Children in the United States, 1987.

Homeless children
At least 20-25,000 young people aged 12 and over are homeless in 
Australia in 1989. The image of the street kid having an easy time 
on the dole is far from true. The homeless young person is 
frequently hungry, has no regular accommodation, is in appalling 
health, is often abused, raped and exploited, sometimes addicted, 
and completely lacking in reliable adult support.

What are the effects of poverty on 
children in Australia?

Children of parents on low incomes are likely to live very 
different lives to those from better-off families. Some of 
these differences are illustrated below.

Very low living standard
There is an enormous difference between the expenditure of high 
and low income families on their children. We know this from 
common sense and possibly personal experience, but a study by 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics, confirms it.5 High-income 
families with children (the top 20% of wage and salaiy earners) can 
spend much more on basic living costs than low-income families 
(those reliant on social security for their income and low wage 
earners):6

The in troduction  in 
1 9 8 7  by the  
Federal
Government o f  the  
Fam ily A llowance  
Supplem ent, an  
income supplem ent 

f o r  ch ildren  in 
low-income 

fa m ilie s , is  
es tim a ted  to have 
reduced the  
num ber o f  children  
living below the  
Poverty Line by 
about 30%

High income 
fa m ilie s  spend: 
40% more on 
housing, fu e l and  
pow er
45% more on fo o d
46% more on 
tran sport
67% more on 
cloth ing, and
70% more on 
recreation.



C H I L D  P O V E R T Y

Not enough food
C h ris tm a s  w as a  b a d  tim e. I  u sed  B a rry ’s h o lid a y  p a y  to  p a y  

h osp ita l a n d  e le c tr ic ity  b ills. I  d id  w ith ou t m ea ls  a n d  m a d e  bread  

a n d  b iscu its  w ith  the  J lo u r l  had  le ft f o r  the  k ids. (Wife of couple 
with two young children, husband works full-time.)

I  g e t the  k ids up la te  a n d  g iv e  th em  a  la te  b rea k fa st so  they  

d o n ’t n eed  lunch . I  ca n  on ly  a ffo rd  tw o m ea ls  a  day. (Sole parent 
with two pre-school children.)

The Brotherhood of St Laurence recently studied the 
incomes and spending patterns of 50 low-income families. The 
parents in our study were good money managers. They paid the 
rent and bills they bought food. Their incomes were so low that 
after paying these costs there was often little money left for food.

Not enough clothes
W h en  the  tw o -y ea r-o ld  boy ca m e  in  f r o m  p la y in g  ou ts id e  a n d  w as  

wet, F ra n k  took  h is  w e t c lo th es  o f f  a n d  hu ng  them  in  f r o n t  o f  the  

ga s  h ea te r to  d r y — they  d o n ’t h a ve  a  ch a n ge  o f  w a rm  cloth ing. 
(Couple on Unemployment Benefit, with five children.)

T h e  ch ild ren  on ly  h a ve  gu m b oots . I  h op e  it ra ins  w hen  sch oo l 

starts, then  n o  on e  w ill know  they d o n ’t h a ve  shoes. (Single parent 
with two children.)

Parents on low incomes speak of their children being 
stigmatised at school and ostracised by other children— limited or 
poor-quality clothing is such an obvious sign of difference.

Missing out
O u r o ld es t boy  w ill m iss  ou t on  the  ca m p  a t the  en d  o f  the  year. H e  

rea lises  w e c a n ’t a ffo rd  it. (Couple on Unemployment Benefit, with 
five children, about their nine-year-old son.)

M y  d a u g h te r w a n ted  to g o  on  a  s ch oo l excu rs ion . I t  cost 

$ 4 .6 0 .1 said, ‘s tay  hom e, i t ’s too  m u ch  m o n e y ’. S h e  was very upset. 

(Couple on Unemployment Benefit with six children, about their 
thirteen-year-old daughter.)

School excursions, leisure activities and holidays away from 
home make an important contribution to a child’s learning, 
growth, and social interaction. Many low-income families cannot 
afford to provide these experiences for their children.

Poor health
... poverty is the single greatest denominator underlying and 
probably indeed causing much avoidable ill health. (‘Health for All 
Australians’, 1988, p.99)7



A t  th e  m om en t m y d a u g h te r is su ffe rin g  f r o m  severe  

d ep ress ion  a n d  s h e ’s on  a n ti-d ep ressa n ts . I t ’s  d u e  to  m y  f in a n c ia l 

s itu a tio n — s h e ’s tak ing  m y b u rd en  on  her. (Sole parent speaking of 
her 9-year-old daughter.)

I f  I  took  h im  to the  d en tis t I  c o u ld n ’t p a y  the  rent. S o  I ’ve had  

to keep  h im  h om e f r o m  sch oo l w ith  the  toothache. (Couple on 
Unemployment Benefit, with four children.)

Children from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely 
to suffer from sight defects, speech disorders, obesity, 
developmental delay and related behavioural problems than the 
children from affluent homes. They are also likely to die younger.8

What causes child poverty in 
Australia?

Many factors contribute: high levels of unemployment, 
increased numbers of children left in the care of one 
parent, high housing costs, eroded levels of government benefits 

for children, and low wages are connected with increased child 
poverty.

Unemployment
Unemployment has been reduced, and the number of jobs 
increased, since it reached a post-war high in the early 1980s. 
However, levels of unemployment are still too high (7% in January 
1989) and the average length of time of unemployment is over a 
year.

The risk of unemployment is not equal for all Australians.
Of those who become unemployed, most are likely to have had 
low-paid jobs. Also during the eighties, it has been families with 
children who have suffered the highest rates of unemployment.

Over the past decade the Australian economy has 
undergone recessions and is now being restructured. Unskilled 
workers have suffered particularly and have generally not been 
suited to new jobs which need qualifications and skills. So parents 
who are on low wages and without skills have been particularly 
vulnerable to unemployment. Further, young people who in a 
previous generation might have left school and got an unskilled job 
are now unable to do so.

Sole-parent families
Between 1974 and 1986 the number of sole parent families in 
Australia is estimated to have increased by 75%. As a result, 
sole-parent families represented 14.6% of all Australian families

Unem ploym ent is 
one o f  the major 
cau ses o f  ch ild  
poverty . There were 
2 2 3 ,8 6 9  children  
in fa m ilie s  w ith  an 
unem ployed paren t 
in June 1988.



In June 1988  there  
w ere 4 3 2 ,8 6 3  

ch ildren  in a  so le  
p a ren t fa m ily  

re lian t on a  soc ia l 
secu rity  pension .

A 1 9 8 7  survey by 
the M aster B uilders  

F ederation fo u n d  
th a t the average  
w eek ly  ren t on a  

three-bedroom  
unfurnished house  

w as $ 2 6 8  in 
Sydney and $ 1 6 8  

in Melbourne.

By June 1988  there  
were 1 9 5 ,0 0 0  

peop le  on pu blic  
housing w a itin g  
lis ts  throughout 

A u stra lia .10

with children in 1986. By far the majority of sole parents are 
women.

Some people think that the growth in the number of sole 
parent families is due to young unmarried mothers purposely 
having children outside marriage, knowing they can claim a 
government pension. This is not true. The majority of sole parent 
families are formed following separation, divorce or widowhood 
from a marriage.

Sole parents have been badly affected by deteriorating 
economic conditions and limited opportunities for work. This has 
meant that for many sole parents their only option has been 
reliance on a social security pension or benefit.

High housing costs
High housing costs have had a drastic effect on low-income 
families’ living standards. More people now, after paying their 
housing, live in poverty than in the past.

Over the last ten years the cost of housing has escalated for 
both home buyers and people renting from private landlords. 
House prices have risen sharply in all capital cities, especially 
Sydney. To buy a house today, families must be able to save a 
substantial deposit. Average deposits are approximately $25,000. 
Such an amount is virtually impossible for most young families to 
save without two incomes. Home-loan interest rates have also 
risen and increased the cost of mortgage repayments.

The combination of increases in house prices and interest 
rates has had two effects. Firstly, home ownership is virtually 
ruled out as a housing choice for low-income families. Secondly, 
for those families who bought homes but have experienced a drop 
in income because of unemployment or a marriage ending, 
mortgage repayments have become an impossible burden.

For families unable to afford to buy a house, the 
alternative-renting a house from a private landlord-is no less 
expensive.

Many families are paying 50-60% of their income to rent a 
place to live. When income is low and housing is scarce, families 
may have to buy or rent housing which is away from public 
transport, employment, health, and welfare services, and friends 
and relatives. This, in its turn, increases the costs, the poverty and 
social isolation of such families.

Public housing, with rents set at an affordable percentage of 
family income, has traditionally provided a means for low-income 
families to contain their housing costs. However, despite increased 
government spending on public housing in recent years, the 
supply of public housing cannot meet the growing demand.



The number of households in public rental housing has 
only increased by 0.7% since 1982. This is indicative of Australia’s 
small proportion of public housing (around 5%.)9

Inadequate levels of government 
income support
Until 1987 low levels of government payments for children 
contributed to the struggle of many low-income families to afford 
even basic living costs, like food and clothing for their children. 
Since then, payments for children have been improved. Two 
initiatives are particularly important:

• The Family Allowance Supplement, introduced by the Federal 
Government in December 1987, is a special allowance directed to 
families who receive less than $300 a week in wages and social 
security benefits. Two rates were set, one for children under 13 
($24 per week) and the other for those aged 13-15 ($34 per week).

• Family Allowance (an allowance for all children whose parents 
earn below $50,000 p.a.) has also been increased and will be 
indexed to rises in the cost of living from January 1990.

Low wages
A job in the paid work force is an important anti-poverty measure. 
But it cannot be assumed that all workers earn enough to give 
themselves and their children a decent standard of living.

The proportion and number of children in poverty, despite 
their parents working, has grown. In recent years real award rates 
of pay have fallen, and the distribution of income has become more 
unequal. That is, the value of low to middle wage and salaiy 
earners’ income has fallen as wages have not kept pace with cost of 
living increases.

Summing up
As this brief discussion of the causes of child poverty 
shows, the poverty of children cannot be considered in isolation 
from the poverty of adults. It is often because a parent looses his or 
her job or a marriage ends, for instance, that the family comes to 
have a very low income. Children share their parents’ poverty and 
can carry significant risks of unemployment and homelessness 
into their adult lives.

By A pril 1989  
3 6 7 ,0 0 0  children  
w ere p a id  Family 
A llow ance  
Supplem ent to 
supp lem en t their  
p a ren ts ' low wages. 
It is thought th a t 
th ese  are perh aps  
only h a lf  the  
elig ib le children  
who could receive 
th is  supplem ent.

In 1985-86 the  
bottom  10% o f  
incom e un its  
received 2% o f  to ta l 
income, w hereas  
the top 10% 
received 28%, or 
nearly 15 tim es as  
much.

A u stra lia 's  income 
d istribu tion  is 
sk ew ed  tow ards  
the upper reaches, 
w ith  around 80% o f  
incom e un its  
earn ing less than  
average w eekly  
earnings. The 
bottom  qu arter o f  
w age earners earn  
ju s t  over h a lf  
average w eekly  
earn in gs.11 (AWE = 
$ 4 7 0 .9 0  w eek as a t 
A ugust 1988.)
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What should we do about children 
in poverty?

F orty-five years after C.E.W. Bean looked to an Australia 
‘where every boy and girl has a full chance’, the evidence is 
that many children have only half a chance: they struggle to 

complete their schooling, to maintain good health, to take part in 
the everyday life of our community, and to develop their potential.

The questions for each of us are: will we work towards an 
Australia where every boy and girl has a full chance, and equal 
opportunity? And, what can we do as individuals and a nation to 
ensure that no Australian child lives in poverty?
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