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INTRODUCTION

For the first time for many years, thousands of Australians
are faced with the bitter, demoralising experience of being
unemployed for weeks on end, or in a growing number of
instances, for several months.

Some have become literally impoverished as the result of
losing their regular income and having to live on relief
payments that are far below the poverty line of the Mel-
bourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research.

Others, on short time or deprived of overtime payments have
to make drastic changes to adjust their commitments and
ways of life to greatly reduced incomes.

For the majority of Australians though, life goes on
unaffected by unemployment. Wages continue to rise and
savings bank deposits have reached an all-time record.
The majority fail to recognise or take any active interest
in the plight of the minority.

The Government refuses to increase the pitifully low level
of unemployment benefits. Employers and trade unions,
while strongly urging measures to increase employment, have
so far done little to ca~mpaign for more adequate relief for
the workers who are  unemployed.

Of course the only cure for unemployment is employment, but 
 while people are out of work they must be adequately provid-
ed for by the community as a matter of entitlement.

Unemployment today is rarely the fault of individual
unemployed persons. In an organised and highly developed
industrial society the availability of work is controlled
by forces outside the influence of the individual. This
must be clearly understood because a carryover of the old
style view that lIit's their own faultll is always one of
the tmderlying causes of a puni ti.vely low level of unemploy-
ment relief.

The intention of this pamphlet is to stir members of Parlia-
ment, churches, employers, trade union and public interest
groups to urge on the Commonwealth Government a  more
enlightened attitude to those who suffer from unemployment.

- DAVID SCOTT,
Executive Director.

- PETER HOLLINGWORTH,
Associate Director,
Social Services.
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How Many Unemployed?

The monthly review of the employment situation
prepared by the Department of Labour and National Service
shows the number of people registered for employment and
the number of people receiving unemployment benefits.

The numbers registered for work at the end of
December 1971 were -

Hales

School leavers
Other juniors
Adults

Females

School leavers
Other juniors
Adults

27 t 361
13,460
41,190

82,011

18,750
9,509

10,284

38,543

TOTAL

82,011

38,543

120,553

These are the numbers of people who have applied to the
Commonwealth Employment Service and who are not known to
have been placed in employment at the end of the month.

The figures don't tell the whole story. Some
people may have found employment during the months but
failed to notify the Employment Service by the end of
the month.

On the other hand there are many people who are
confident that they will find employment on their own
initiative and although unemployed, they do not register
quickly.

The Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics
estimates of unemployed, released quarterly and based on
a 1% sample of the population over 15, are on average
30% higher than the Department of Labour and National
Service figures of persons registered for work. At the
end of December there are probably 150,000 out of work.
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Variations in estimates, the implications of the
seasonally adjusted figures and percentage of unemployed
in the work force; the significance of the school leavers
and future unemployment trends are all important questions
that are being hotly debated by politicians, employers,
trade unions and economists, but our concern in this pamphlet
is with the people suffering unemployment and the low rates
of unemployment benefit.

How Many I,ivinq on Unemployment ..Benefits?

The only information that is made publicly available
is the overall figure of people receiving unemployment bene-
fit. The figures released do not even give such basic
information as the length of time on benefit, the number or
people receiving benefit who are juniors, and the number of
adults who are married and have children.

The released information for Decernber 1971 was

In Receipt of __Uneployment Benefits

...

Males

Females

TOTAL

..
27,610

8,831

36,441

This was an increase in the month of 15,600 which was almost
twice the increase in December 1970.

How Many Are Living on Unemployment Benefit Rates?

Because figures on the marital status and number of
dependants of people receiving Unemployment Benefits are not
provided on a monthly basis, it is only possible to guess at
the total number of men, women and children forced below lthe
poverty line by having to live on small amounts of relief.

Of the 28,000 males receiving benefits at the end of
December, very few were likely to be school leavers who had
time to register  for   work, apply for unemployment benefits,
have the application processed and be in receipt of the
benefit.

Probably two-thirds of the 28,000 .males were married
and would have an average of 3 children. Some women in
receipt of benefits also have dependent children.
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This means that some 90,000 men, women and children
in fami lies were   dependent on benefits, plus 8000 women and
9000 single adult men, making a conservative total of
107,000 people living far below poverty levels.

What Are the Rates of Unemployment Benefit?

The current rates of unemployment-benefit are -

Age 17

Age 17-20

Single adults

Married adults

Wife's allowance

Each chi.ld

$4.50

$6.00

$10.00

$10.00

$8.00

$4.50
,

A single adul t receives $10. A man with wife  and one child
gets $22.50, with two children $27, and with three children
$31.50. Addi tional assistance is prmrided at State levels
but this varies in amount and method of assessment and it is
difficult to detennine how much it adds to the income of the
unemployed if they know that this help is available and are
eligible for it.

The provision of State supplementary assistance is a
confirmation of the inadequacy of the unemployment benefit.
In Victoria there is a complicated formula based on a
"required income" which is the amount that the Victorian
Social Welfare Department considers to be adequate for a
family to live on after essential payments such as rent
have been met.

Responsibility for adequate income for people and
fam1lies unemployed through sickness or lack of
jobs is clearly a Commonwealth responsibility and
State or voluntary agency assistance should not be
relied on to justify low Commonwealth rates. If
Commonwealth pensions and benefits were adequate,
all or part of the States supplementation  could be
used to improve welfare services which the States
are wholly responsible for.
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How Inadequate Are the Rates of Benefits?
a •

The thought of a single adult person having to live
on $10 a week is quite incomprehensible and this amount
has not been changed since 1969 in spite of the considerable
price index increases Or A'person would be fortunate to get
accommodtion of any kind for $7.00 a week other than i.n an
overnight charitable refuge. The choice must be between
food or shelter.

A family with husband, wife and two children having
to pay rent is also in an impossible position after the first
week, even if they have some savings or help from friends or
relatives, and most do not have this help and should not have
to beg for it.

Rent alone would absorb ;;0. half to two thirds sof the
$27 that a man wi th two chi Idren would receive unless they
were fortunate enough to be in rent rebated Housing Commiss-
ion accommodation. The food bill would be $20.

Young single people from the country, aborigines, and
migrants with language disabilities faced with loneliness
and with the least chance of re-employment are the hardest
hit.

A prolonged period of unemployment also has serious
social consequences. Hardship, humiliation, loss of con-
fidence are all enhanced by the feeling of community rejec-
tion engendered by relief rates that are so out of touch
 with cost of living and the general, standards of the commu-
nity.

The inadequacy of the benefit rates can be seen more
clearly against other yardsticks.

Old Age Pension.

Single rate

Rent allowance

$17.25

$ 2.00

$19.25

The unemployed man of 40 or 60 receives $10 a week. The
man of 65 gets nearly 100% more. Even allowing for the
fact that the pension is the permanent income for elderly
people, the discrepancy in terms of basic needs and living
costs is far too great. Some older workers approaching
pensionable age may have to depend on unemployment benefits
for years.
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Sickness Benefits

The rate of Sickness Benefit is the same as the
Unemployment with one significant difference. After a
person has been receiving the sickness benefit for 6 weeks
the rate increases to that of the basic pension. That is,
the single adult receives $17.25 and the supplementary
allowance of $2 if living alone.

~ The Government introduced this reform in 1969 when
it recognised that the low sickness and unemployment bene-
fit rates were beyond justification if anyone had to live
on them for an extended period.

The Government should now explain how the person
receiving tile unemployment benefit is in any different
position to the person who is unemployed because of sickness
and why the logic of the 1969 sickness benefit reform is not
now applied to the man who is unemployed for more than six
weeks because there is not a job for him. Six weeks though
is still far too long to be regarded as short term when the
rates are so low.

Average  Weekly Earnings

These are not a measure of living costs but they are
a guide to the general living standards of the community.

The unemployment benefit of $18 for a man and wife
is only 20% of current average weekly male earnings of $90
(September quarter 1971). This is the lowest proportion
it has been since 1945. The decline is dramatic as in
1945 unemployment benefits for a man and his wife were 35%
of average weekly earnings. Each year since then with
only a few exceptions, the proportion has declined. For
families receiving the children's allowance the decline
has not been so steep.

Minimum  Wage

The benefit for a husband, wife and one child of
$22.50 is 48% of the present minimum wage of $46.30 (Melb.).
In 1962 and 1963 the unemployment benefit for a man and his
wife was 49% of the basic wage. The minimum wage is com-
parable in concept to the earlier basic wage. As the
Arbitration Commission points out, the minimum wage is not
necessarily the amount required to maintain an adequate
standard of living. Its determination is influenced by
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the Commission's view of the capacity of industry to pay
the minimum wage and the general economic implicatctions
of an increase.

lf the wage case hearing had taken place in Nove:i:mcr
1971 and a determination had been made then, it is certain
that the minimum wage would be higher than the present
, $ 4 6 • 3 0 (Melb. ) •

In fact there are very few people on the minimum
wage. It should not be regarded as based on a carefully
researched estimate of needs for a family and it is not a
figure that is representative of the income that low income
families receive with a husband in employment.

The gap bewtween unemployment benefits and the earn-
ings of even a low income family is greater than the gap
bebleen the unemployment benefit and the Arbitration Com-
mission's minimum wage.

The Poverty Line

The poverty line established by the Institute of
Applied Economic and Social Research at the  Melbourne Uni-
versity for a family of man, wife and two children, updated
in accordance with increases in average weekly earnings to
June 1971, is $48.30. If this line is thought to have
risen rapidly since 1966, when it was a bare $33, it is an
indication of the gains made by the rest of the Australian
community, as the method of up-dating used'maintains the
poverty line as a constant proportion of average weekly
earnings.

The unemployment benefits received by a man with a
wife and two children, $27 plus child endowment, is only
58% of the poverty line income. The unemployment benefit
received by a single man, $10, is only 37% of the $27.29
which would be the equivalent of the poverty line income
for a single man. Similarly, a man and wife would require
$35.75 and receive unemployment benefits of only $18.
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Unemploy- Income Percent of
Family Size ment Equivalent Benefit plus

Benefit to poverty Child Endowment
line to Poverty Line

Single man $10.00 $27.29 37%

Man and wife $18.00 $35.75          50%

Man, Wife & 1 child   $22.50       $43.70          52%

Man, wife & 2
children $27.00 $48.30 58%

Man,   wife& 3 " $31. 50 $53.24 63%

Man,   wife & 4 II $36.00 $62.56 61%

Support for Increase

A strong case for increasing unemployment benefit
rates to pension levels  was made by the IIAustralian
Economic Reviewll (3rd Quarter, 1971) and given further
emphasis in the following issue. The Review is published
by the Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research,
Melbourne University.

The article states that the plight of the unemployed
worker and his spouse is particularly bad and suggests that
there should be no difference between the pensions rates
for unemployed and the aged and invalid particularly when
unemployment is the intended or unintended result of
government policy."

Attention is drawn to the even worse situation of the
family in which the wife has also lost her job. Unless she
is deemed to be the "bread  winner"of the family, she is only
entitled to a wife's allowance of $8.

The Economic Review points out that there would be
economic advantages from doubling unemployment rates. More
purchasing power in the hands of the unemployed at a time of
prospective rapid growth in unemployment could do much to
remedy the situation. Increases in unemployment benefits
do not add to the costs of production."

"As an enlightened community we should not place the
burdens of fighting stagflation on the shoulders of the
unfortunate few who find themselves, even temporarily, out
of a job. A 'benefit' of $10 a week combined with 6%
inflation is more than any man should be expected to bear. It

* * '* '* *
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Compared with  the minimum   wage, with  average weekly
earnings,   with old age pensions,    long term  sickness
benefts    and poverty lines,   the present rates of .
unemploymeIft benefit are hopelessly  inadeguate for
single people and families who have no savinss, or
have exhusted  them by the time they apply for
benefits, 'and who are forced to rely on benefits
for more than a week or two.

Why Are Rates So Low?

In replying to a letter to the Prime Minister from
the Brotherhood of St. Laurence, Senator Ivor Greenwood
(for the· Prime Minister) said on January 17th, 1972 -

IIIn determining the rates of unemployment benefit,
the Government has regard to the purpose of the
payment which is to provide a measure of assist-
ance to persons whose earnings are temporarily
interrupted as a result of unemployment. The
Government also takes into account that the pay-
ment of unemployment benefit is not of a long term
nature, as are pensions, and that it is reasonable
to expect the majority of people to make some
provision for themselves against periods of tempor-
ary unemployment.1I

The Government's attitude to unemployment benefits
is based on three premises. All of them are questionable,
particularly when people are dependent on benefits for more
than two or three weeks. The key points are -

(i) "the purpose of the payment is to provide
a measure of assistance •••"

The Government apparently does not regard the benefit as
the sole source of income yet in fact it is for most low
income people and families.

(ii) "the payment is not of a long term nature
as are pensions "

It depends on what one means by 'long term.' The upsurge
in unemployment certainly means that a larger number of
people are now unemployed and have to live on benefits for
longer periods.
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Although money figures indicating the length of
time and marital status of people receiving unemployment
benefit are not provided, the 1970/71 Annual Report of
the Commonwealth Department of Social Services gives the
results of a survey made ih February 1971 of the charact-
eristics of recipients of unemployment benefit.

Even at that time 60% of recipients had been
receiving the benefit for more than one month; 36% had
been depending on the meagre benefit for more than two
months.

At the date of the survey 43% of the men and 1% of
the women beneficiaries were married. The average number
of children in such families was 3.1.

Even after two weeks of scrimping and cutting ex-
pendi'cure, postponing rent, gas, electricity 1 clothing and
hire purchase payments, the needs of individuals on bene-
fits are nearly as great as those living on pensions.

The inadequacy of the unemployment benefit for any
purpose other than short term was acknowledged by the
Minister for Social Services at the summer school of
11Poverty" in 1969. Mr. Wentworth said: "The rate of
unemployment benefit is insufficient to maintain a man
and his family above the poverty line. This state of
affairs is only tolerable if unemployment is short term."

For many thousands of unemployed today, unemployment
is more than short term.

Regular release by the Government of figures showing
the length of time people are now on benefit would show
whether or not the issue can be evaded by assuming that
dependence on benefits is for only a matter of two or
three weeks.

(iii) II it is reasonable to expect the majority
of people to make some provision for them-
selves against periods of temporary unemploy-
ment. II

This is a cosy, middle-class assumption that everyone can
save. Some single men could be expected to have savings
but most unemployed earn low incomes when in employment in
unskilled or clerical jobs. Anyone on a low wage with
family responsibilities in a high cost, hire purchase soci-
ety is not likely to have other than the most meagre savings
and unemployment benefit policy should not be based on the



assumption that people can rely on savings. Figures
indicating their income when previously employed would
show whether they would be able to save anytlling for such
an occurrence.

Many people have a fear, usually unexpressed, that
if unemployment benefits are too close to even a subsist-
ence level income, the incentive. to work will be destroyed.
There is certainly no justification for this fear about the
present levels of benefit. Nor would there be if the bene-
fits rates were increased to pension levels. They would
still be below the poverty lines and far below wages and
average weekly earnings.

When jobs are available men and women take them up.
 The figures for registered unemployed fell as low as 9000
in 1952 and in 1955 were 14,000. There  are  always  some 
people transferring jobs and there is also a small pool of
people who are virtually unemployable.

Apart from these, if the jobs are available they will
be filled. As well as the desire to earn as much as poss-
ible there is a work ethos in western societies that is a
strong influence in ensuring that jobs are taken. The ex-
perience of most Social Workersis that all but a few men
would far prefer to work than live on benefits even if these
were equal to wages.

Although it is not likely that anyone would prefer to
exist on unemployment benefits than earn wages, the work
test Would prevent them from doing so. The unemployment
benefit is discontinued if a person refuses to accept
reasonable jobs offered to him by the Commonwealtll Unem-
ployment Service.

Because no family expenditure surveys have been carried
out in Australia and there is very little information avail-
able on living costs for different age and family groups,
suggestions for increased unemployment benefits must be
arbitrary.

Any responsible interim recommendation has also to
take into account the reality of present rates of age,
invalid and widow pensioners. A strong case can be made
to show tllat all pension rates are inadequate, particularly
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after the recent sharp cost of living increase. However,
desirable as it may be to raise all pension rates immediate-
ly, there is no likelihood of this before the next Budget.

Increases of unemployment benefit rates on which so
many people now depend as their sole income, are a matter
of irrunediateurgency and increases must not be delayed.
Suggested increases have therefore been kept within the
framework of present peNsion rates.

The recommendations are for unemployment benefits to
be adjusted to basic pension rates. After two weeks out
of work and with, no certainty of when wage income will be
resumed, there are few expenses that can be postponed.
There is therefore a strong case for adopting the basic
pension rates. Similar recommendations have been made
by the Australian Council of Social Service.

If there is a case for a differential between rates
for those dependent on unemployment benefits for from two
weeks to more than six months, and elderly people or widows
and children permanently dependent on pension rates, then
it should be met by further increasing the basic pensions
rates and not by down-grading the rate of unemployment
benefit. There should be no distinction between amounts
paid to 17-20 year old and adult single people unless the
minors are living at home. If they are at home the rate
should be $10.

PROPOSED RATES

Average   Minimum Basic Income
Proposed Present   Weekly   age Pension Equivalent

Earnings to Poverty
Line

Age 17 and $10 $ 4.50
at home

Age 17-20 $17.25 $ 6.00

Adult under $17.25 $10.00 $17.25 $27.29
40

Man and wife $30.50 $18.00 $90 $46.30 $30.50 $35.75. (Melb. )
. Man, wife & $46.30

1 child $35.00 $22.50 $90 (Melb. ) $43.70

Man, Wife & $39.50 $27.50 $90
$46.30 $48.30

2 children. (Melb. )
Man, wife & $44.00 $31.50 $90

$ 46.30 $53.24
3 children (Melb. )

- -
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Waiting Period

The purpose of the 7 day waiting period is to avoid
large numbers of applications for unemployment benefits
from people who are likely to obtain emloyment within 7
days. It assumes that families will have savings and
perhaps holiday pay in addition to the last pay received
at work. However, the week's pay when a job ends is not
pay in advance. It is meant to cover the expenses of the
week in which work ends and also the first week of a new job.

Assumptions about savings and the shortness of the
period of unemployment may be correct for some people, but
as so often happens, the poorer families suffer greatly
because these assumptions on which social policy decisions
are based do not apply to them. For these people the 7 day
wai ting period imposes undue hardship when they are having
to adjust to an income that is anyway far below the poverty
line. The waiting period should be reduced to 3 days or
abolished.

Immediate Payments

It is usually 17 days after loss of job that a person
obtains the first unemployment benefit payment and the amount
does not cover the first 7 days of waiting period. In some
cases delays are much longer due to tardiness in provision of
information by employers, incorrect information by applicant
or sometimes an administrative delay.

Time is necessary to process applications and confirm
eligibility, but this 17 days can be a period of great hard-
ship and tension for a family that does not have savings.
They may receive some help from a State Welfare Department.
In Victoria. they will also have to trail around to voluntary
agencies to get extra assistance. This added burden could
be removed if the Department of Social Services was permitted
to make an immediate advance payment at the time of applica-
tion when this seems necessary.

The Department of Interior welfare Service in Canberra
makes immediate payments at the level of the pension or bene-
fit that has been applied for. So does the South Australian
Welfare Department. In Victoria there is only a very limited
emergency grant.

An immediate payment from the Commonwealth Social Ser-
vices Department would relieve much hardship and additional
expense in travelling for families. If advance payments are
not made the Employment Service should be able to issue travel
vouchers to people who have to pay a considerable amount in
fares to and from Employment Offices in search of jobs.
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Recommendations

1. Unemployment Benefits should be increased to levels
commensurate with pension rates which also need
considerable increase. The rates would be -

Age 17 and at home $10

Age 17 to 2.1: and adult $17.25

Husband and wif $30.50

Each child .. $ 4.50

Man, Wife and 1 child $35.00

Man, Wife and 2 children $39.50

2. The waiting period prior to lodging application for
benefit should be reduced from 7 days to 3, or
abolished.

3. Immediate advance payments should be made by the
Department of Social Services to people who need them.
If not, travel vouchers should be provided.

4. Applicants for unemployment benefit who receive forms
at Commonwealth Employment Service should also be
advised of any supplementary assistance provided by
State Social Welfare Departments.

5. Monthly unemployment figures should include informa-
tion as to the marital status of people receiving
unemployment benefits, number of dependants and the
length of time people have been receiving benefits.

Spot surveys to find out income prior to unemployment
and job classification would provide useful informa-
tion for improving social policy. (Sickness benefit
applicants are required to state previous earnings
but not applicants for unemployment benefit.)

6. The principle of the right to a reasonable income
should be publicly supported by the Government and
all political parties. We should not oppress and
humiliate the victims of unemployment.
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