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-INTRODUCTION-

The Brotherhood of St Laurence believes that it is 
necessary to release this statement prior to the 
General Elections of May, 18 1974. The recommenda
tions contained in it represent some of the welfare 
policies which the incoming government should con
sider as a top priority.
This statement was prepared by the Brotherhood at the 
time when all major political parties had commenced 
making their welfare policies' statements. Some of 
1he parties contesting the election have made either 
firm or tentative commitments to some of our recom
mendations. However, up to the time of writing, 
some of these recommendations have not been seriously 
considered by any of the parties.
The thirteen proposals contained in this document do 
not represent an exhaustive list of social security 
and welfare priorities. Rather they consist of par
ticular measures the Brotherhood regards as of criti
cal importance because they arise out of our direct 
service experience with low-income groups,

♦

Certainly some of the income security recommendations, 
in particular, are incremental in nature yet they do 
provide an immediate challenge to all the parties over 
their concern for the plight of low-income people. 
Ultimately, a future government should introduce a 
guaranteed minimum income. There is an urgent need 
for a universal scheme which is simpler and more re
distributive than the present one. A guaranteed 
minimum income would need to be adequate, regular, 
immediate and adjusted to different levels of need.
At present many of the provisions for low-income 
people are fragmented, inadequate, discretionary and 
even discriminatory.
The incoming government must ensure that it maintains 
a commitment both to improving and reforming Australia's 
income security and welfare systems.

David Scott 
Executive Director

Peter Hollingworth 
Associate Director
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

(A) Income Security Recommendations:
1. The Australian Government should consider providing 

an emergency benefit for all those persons receiv
ing or awaiting pensions and benefits and other 
persons in necessitous circumstances if the present 
system cannot be improved.

2. The amount of supplementary assistance paid to pen
sions to assist with rent should be increased from 
$4 to $8.

3. The means test on supplementary assistance should 
be eased and standardised to the means test on the 
pension.

4. All political parties should agree to a moratorium 
on the abolition of the means test on age pensions 
at least until a white paper has been prepared on 
the economic and social consequences of abolition.

5. Pension and benefit rates should be increased imme
diately to 25% of average weekly earnings and adjus
ted quarterly.

6. The 7-day waiting period for unemployment and 
sickness benefits should be abolished immediately.

(B) Welfare Service Recommendations:
1. The Australian Government should fund a series of 

measures aimed at the housing needs of low-income 
groups. These should include the formation of 
cost-ownership and cost-rent, non-profit housing 
associations.

2. Australian Government subsidies and land grants 
for aged persons' homes and hostels should be 
increased and adjusted quarterly.

3. Aged persons' accommodation should be viewed within 
the concept of 'total care', emphasising the need 
for comprehensive domiciliary care services.
'Total care' should include the availability of 
special grants to enable aged people to remain
in their own homes.



4. The Australian Government should finance and 
encourage the development of Credit and Debt 
Counselling Agencies.

5. A universal health insurance scheme should be 
introduced and all low-income people classified 
by the Poverty Enquiry as 'very poor' and 'rather 
poor' should be automatically included free of 
charge.

6. Pre-school services should be comprehensive, 
meeting the full range of children's needs at 
every age level. Services should be locally 
planned with maximum parent involvement and 
aim to supplement total family functioning.

7. The Australian Government, through the Common
wealth Employment Service, should develop Pre
paratory Programmes and Job Training Programmes 
specifically to help low-income people unable 
to find or sustain work.



(a) INCOME SECURITY RECOMMENDATIONS
EMERGENCY BENEFIT

RECOMMENDATION -
The Australian Government should consider providing 
an emergency benefit for all those persons eligible 
or awaiting pensions and benefits and other persons 
in necessitous circumstances if the present system 
cannot be improved.

ARGUMENT -
If it is not possible to raise pensions and benefits 
above present subsistence levels and reduce the initial 
period of delay in payments, then there is a strong 
case for paying people an emergency benefit.
This does not necessarily mean that the need would dis
appear once there were substantial increases in pen
sion and benefit payments. It would mean, however, 
that the need could be significantly reduced amongst 
those actually eligible for such payments. For the 
low-income person, too many everyday things become 
emergencies, such as rent, hire purchase, mortgage 
payments, rates, taxes, electric light and gas bills.
The introduction of an emergency benefit would have 
three main advantages:
(a) Families with no income or savings would be 

free from the desperate fear of how to manage 
until the first pension, benefit or family as
sistance payment arrives.

(b) Families would be relieved of the embarrass
ment of having to approach numerous voluntary 
agencies simply because they have no money.

(c) If voluntary agencies are relieved from having 
to give financial help to families during crisis 
periods, they could concentrate more of their 
funds on helping families that have special 
needs. Thus their programmes could place 
greater emphasis upon research and human de
velopment .



(A) - 2 INCREASE SUPPLEMENTARY ASSISTANCE

RECOMMENDATION -
The amount of supplementary assistance paid to pen
sioners to assist with rent should be increased 
from $4 to $8.

ARGUMENT -
This is one of the interim recommendations of the 
Henderson Poverty Enquiry and should be introduced 
immediately. However, a future problem also needs 
to be faced in relation to rent increases. Whenever 
pensions are increased, private and public landlords 
alike increase rents. Pensions were recently in
creased and many pensioners who live in rooms, es
pecially in the inner suburbs, have already received 
notice of an increase in rents - others not yet ad
vised, accept it as inevitable.
Some landlords fail to see that by increasing rents 
immediately, they are removing special government 
assistance from the people for whom it was intended 
by taking it for themselves.
Apart from the dangers of exploiting pensioners, in
flation is an insidious problem which affects every
one, regardless of social and economic status. For 
most landlords, increases in interest rates alone 
have forced higher rents.
Another problem which must be tackled is the unprece
dented rise in property values. Apartment houses are 
being sold for redevelopment because they can't pro
duce a large enough financial return in proportion to 
the potential capital value.
Two years ago, a terrace house in Fitzroy accommodating 
five or six people could have been bought for about 
$20,000. If each person was charged $8 a week, this 
would represent a return of at least 10% on capital 
outlay. At that time, this would have been considered 
a reasonable proposition.



The same unit to-day would have increased in value by 
up to 100%. To obtain a comparable return, rents 
need to be $12 to $16. And many would suggest, in view 
of current interest rates, that 10% is no longer an 
acceptable return on investment.
The old and the invalid have the choice of staying or 
moving out. If they stay, they have a further three 
choices. The first would be to use the major part of 
their small income on accommodation at the expense of 
food and clothing. A logical side effect of this is 
malnutrition and a general deterioration in health.
The second choice would be to take each night as it 
came hoping someone would show some compassion and 
provide night shelter accommodation. The .third would 
be to gradually give up the will to live and eventually end up in a hospital or a nursing home if any vacancies 
existed.
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(A) - 3 EASE THE MEANS TEST AND SUPPLEMENTARY 
ASSISTANCE

RECOMMENDATION -
The means test on supplementary assistance should be 
eased and standardised with the means test on the 
pension.

ARGUMENT -
Supplementary assistance is at present subject to a 
harsh means test that has a discentive to work.
A single invalid pensioner loses all of his $4 sup
plementary assistance if he earns $5 a week. This 
is particularly serious for some people who may not 
be able to earn more than this. This discourages 
people who want to work.
Pensioners when adding their incomes do not have to 
include:

Income from property as other assets, e.g. savings 
bank interest.
Gifts or allowances from children, parents, brothers 
or sisters.
Payments, other than annuities, from friendly so
cieties .
Australian Government health benefits and payment 
from registered benefit organisations.
Child endowment and similar payments for children.
Up to $6 a week of income for each independent child

Pensioners should not be subject to a separate means 
test on supplementary assistance. All persons on a 
full pension paying rent should receive supplementary 
assistance as part of their pension payment.
Supplementary assistance should also be provided to un 
employment and sickness beneficiaries who are paying 
rent.



(A) - 4 AN IMMEDIATE INCREASE IN PENSIONS & BENEFITS

RECOMMENDATIONS -
Pension and benefit rates should be immediately increased 
to 25% of average weekly earnings and adjusted quarterly.

ARGUMENT -
Australian minimum income levels are based on political 
considerations which are largely unrelated to need. In 
the past, pension and benefit levels have been at the 
discretion of the government and increases have been 
dictated by the political necessities of the time. 
Sometimes, unemployment and sickness benefit levels 
dropped far behind pensions.
The Labour Government's 1972 election proposal to stan
dardise and then maintain pension and benefit levels 
at 25% of average weekly earnings is a significant 
improvement, but the incoming government should imme
diately increase pension and benefit levels to 25% of 
average weekly earnings. Despite recent major increa
ses, the present level is still only 22.6%. This high
lights the problem of inflation as it affects people 
on fixed incomes.
The Labour Government originally proposed that it would 
increase pensions of $1.50 every six months until they 
reached 25% of average weekly earnings.
Recently, the Labour Government was forced to announce 
a $3 increase. But, all this did was to maintain parity 
in pension rates with the growth in average weekly earn
ings. If, after 15 months in office the Government has 
done little more than maintain parity with past pension 
levels, how long will it take before pensions reach 25% 
of average weekly earnings.
In the light of the interim report of the Henderson Po
verty Commission, which states that 35% of single pen
sioners are 'very poor' and 50% 'very poor' or 'rather 
poor', the immediate increase of pensions and benefits 
to the 25% of average weekly earning level should be 
the highest priority for any form of government expen
diture.



Finally, it should be stressed that 25% of average 
weekly earnings is an arbitrary figure based on a 
political decision and not related to any objective 
standards of need. In recommending this as an imme
diate 'benchmark', any future government should beware 
of arbitrarily limiting the figure to that level. It 
should be reviewed as soon as the national survey of 
income and expenditure has been completed and adjusted 
in the light of objective information on national 
living standards.



(A) - 5 MEANS TEST

All political parties should agree to a moratorium on 
the abolition of means test on age pension.

RECOMMENDATION -

ARGUMENT -
Abolition of the means test on all pensioners would 
have distributed this year alone $500 million to many 
people living in comfortable circumstances who fall 
broadly into two groups. The first group includes 
people who have incomes and assets sufficiently high 
to limit them to partial pensions. There are about 
170,000 pensioners in this category. The government 
would be justified in assisting some of them by easing 
the existing means test scales to providfe a greater 
percentage of the total pension. The second group of 
people who would benefit would be the 300,000 who are 
not eligible for the pension at present.
It is not always understood that single persons can 
now have an income of more than $72 a week or assets 
of more than $37,840 before they become ineligible 
for any pension. If married, a couple can have an 
income of $125 a week or assets of $66,000 before 
becoming ineligible for any pension. All could have 
such things as a house and car in addition to these 
assets.
It is difficult to believe that any political party 
believes that the second group is a high priority 
for the expenditure of such a huge amount of public 
money. At all costs, we must avoid the introduction 
of a humiliating system of supplementary benefits 
that has been introduced in the U.K., Canada, New 
Zealand and European countries where the means test 
has been abolished on people with higher incomes.
All political parties should suspend the objective 
of means test abolition until:
(a) The social, economic and political con

sequences have been thoroughly examined 
by each political party and reviewed and 
decided by party executives and member
ship .



(b) The reports of the Henderson Poverty Enquiry 
and the National Committee of Enquiry into 
Superannuation have been completed and stu
died by all parties and the community ge
nerally.

(c) A White Paper has been prepared on the ra
mifications of abolishing the means test.

(d) The Priorities' Review Staff have reported 
on abolition of the means test in the light 
of overall national objectives.

All the major political parties know that the abolition 
of the means test will be inflationary, wasteful and 
put money into the pockets of many people who do not 
need it. Up to now, none of them has had the courage 
of their convictions to back away from rash and ill- 
considered promises made several years ago for vote 
catching purposes.



(A) - 6 WAITING PERIOD

RECOMMENDATION -
The 7-day waiting period for unemployment and sickness 
benefits should be abolished immediately.

ARGUMENT -
Claimants for unemployment and sickness benefit have to 
wait 7 days until they become eligible for benefit.
The purpose of the 7-day waiting period is to avoid large 
numbers of applications for unemployment and sickness 
benefits from people who are likely to obtain employment 
within 7 days. The assumption is that people should be 
able to manage without any income for 7 days. This as
sumes that families will have savings and perhaps holi
day pay in addition to the last pay received at work.
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 and sickness are correct for some people 
but, as so often -happens, low-income families suffer 
because these assumptions do not apply to them. For 
low-income families, the 7-day waiting period imposes 
hardship, particularly when they do not receive pay 
until a week after they have resumed employment.



(B) - 1 WELFARE SERVICE RECOMMENDATIONS
NEW INITIATIVES ON HOUSING

RECOMMENDATION -
The Australian Government should finance a series of 
measures aimed at the housing needs of low-income 
groups.

ARGUMENT -
Housing is of fundamental importance to any social se
curity policy. At present, many low-income people have 
great difficulty in obtaining adequate housing at rea
sonable cost because present public and private housing 
provisions do not meet their needs. Many low-income 
people in the inner suburbs are finding it increasingly 
difficult to obtain reasonable accommodation at rents 
they can afford. In order to remove their vulnerability 
and to secure the necessary housing for such people, a 
range of different measures is required.
High priority should be given to providing rental sub
sidies to low-income families. Supplementary allowances 
are available to pensioners who mostly do not have fa
milies to support. It is even more important to provide 
similar allowances to families who are either on benefits 
or low wages. The aim of such a policy would be to en
sure that no person or family is required to spend over 
25% of their weekly income on housing.
Home ownership is another important facility which would 
greatly assist families on low incomes. The government 
should encourage and finance building societies and 
housing co-operatives so that no deposit, adjusting, 
low interest loans could be offered to low-income fa
milies wishing to purchase a home.
Two significant alternatives to public housing could be 
Housing Associations and Housing Societies. These are 
legally constituted non-profit bodies run by local com
mittees providing housing for low-income groups. The 
former would provide cost-rent housing while the latter 
would offer housing to their members who would collec
tively own the dwellings they occupy and share in the equity. The Australian Government should encourage and 
assist in the financing of a limited number of pilot 
projects of this nature.
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(B) - 2 AGED HOMES AND HOSPITAL SUBSIDIES

RECOMMENDATION -
Australian Government subsidies and land grants for 
aged homes and hostels should be increased and adjus
ted quarterly.

ARGUMENT -
The Labour Government has recently increased the capi
tal subsidy covering aged persons' homes and hostels.
The subsidies are $6,000 for a single unit and $7,000 
for a married unit and $ 9,000 for a hostel.
On the surface, it looks as though these rises could 
resolve some of the problems and hardships experienced 
by the voluntary organisations who are dependent on 
these subsidies. It is true that some initial bene
fits will come out of these rises. But the biggest 
percentage of the increase will be absorbed in catch
ing up with infliion. (Unless the capital subsidy is 
adjusted quarterly, the rising building costs will 
erode the value of Australian Government contributions.) 
These should be increased by 25% immediately in order to 
keep pace with inflation.
Escalating land values now represent a very high com
ponent cost of any project which is one of the basic 
reasons why the inner suburbs remain devoid of accom
modation services. Land is subject to a separate 
subsidy of up to $1,600 per head accommodated in a 
home and up to $2,400 per head accommodated in a hos
tel .



(B) - 3 THE CARE OF THE AGED

RECOMMENDATION -
Aged persons' accommodation should be viewed within 
the concept of 'total care', emphasising the need 
for comprehensive domiciliary care services. 'Total 
care' should include the availability of special 
grants to enable aged people to remain in their own 
homes.

ARGUMENT -
Accommodation for aged people should not be disassocia
ted from other services for the aged. Equal emphasis 
must be given to both residential and domiciliary ser
vices. An imbalance of either produces physical and 
social disabilities for the aged population.
Many aged people could be assisted to remain in their 
own homes longer by the provision of the installation 
of home aids, assistance with home maintenance and 
assistance with home alteration. Grants should be 
available to aged people who need assistance for such 
services on a means test basis.
Home Aids include hand rails installed in baths and 
toilets, conversion of fixed shower units to hand 
showers, and the installation of ramps instead of 
stairs. Eligibility for home aids would require a 
referral from a medical practitioner with subsequent 
assessment by a physiotherapist or occupational thera
pist .
Home Maintenance includes financial assistance for 
minor plumbing and carpentry repairs, painting and 
upkeep of the garden. At present, many aged people 
are unable to maintain their own homes because of 
lack of finance or because of their own physical in
capacities.



Home Alteration: Provision should be made for interest
free loans to aged people for home alteration so that 
they can be cared for in their own homes by their chil
dren or other relatives. Upon discharge of property, 
either by sale or due to death of the aged person, the 
loan could be repaid.
The overriding objective of policies affecting housing 
of aged people should provide as much choice as possibl 
Provision must be made for community and domiciliary 
services so that if they prefer to, aged people can re
main living in their own houses or with their children. 
There must be a variety of accommodation for active 
elderly plus nursing homes for those who have suffered 
a serious decline in health.
In developing aged persons' accommodation with the view 
of total care, it should be located with access to medi
cal and hospital facilities as well as the normal com
munity service of shops and transport.
At the present, the availability of both residential 
accommodation (self-contained and hostels) and domi
ciliary services is unequal throughout the metropolitan 
and rural areas in Australia.



(B) - 4 CREDIT AND DEBT AGENCIES

RECOMMENDATION -
The Australian Government should finance State Govern
ments or Voluntary Agencies to set up Credit and Debt 
Counselling agencies.

ARGUMENT -
State Government Protective Legislation is long overdue, 
but will be of limited use unless Credit and Debt Coun
selling Agencies are established in each State.
A Credit and Debt Counselling Agency would play a sig
nificant role in helping low-income consumers.
Services of this kind are best located in store front 
offices which are easily accessible to the public and 
well-publicised. Staffing should include an interdis
ciplinary team of social workers, accountants and lawyers .
The functions of such an agency would be:

Credit Counselling and Budgetting - People need 
assistance with problems of buying and credit, 
help with negotiating contracts with credit 
providers, interpretation of legal documents 
and budgetting advice.
Debt Management and Consolidation - People who 
are overcommitted often need help with debt 
management in order to regain control of their 
financial affairs. Another aspect of this is 
debt consolidation involving the gathering of 
information of a person's finances, the collec
tion of debts, the contact with creditors and 
negotiation for repayment of those debts.



Public Education - Such an agency would seek to 
inform the general public about the problems of 
purchase and credit. It would assist people to 
become more discriminating consumers who were 
fully aware of their rights, able to read a 
credit contract and able to procure the best 
financial arrangement for themselves.
Research - The easy availability of credit is a 
temptation to vulnerable people. Information 
should be gathered to establish the extent of 
the problem, the policies of credit providers 
and the difficulties confronting consumers.
Such information could then form the basis £>r 
recommendations on legislative reform.



(B) - 5 HEALTH INSURANCE

RECOMMENDATION -
A universal health insurance scheme should b,e intro
duced and all low-income people classified by the 
Poverty Enquiry as 'very poor' arid 'rather poor' 
should be automatically included free of charge.
ARGUMENT -
At the present time, low-income groups are not receiv
ing adequate health care. When they do, they frequently 
amass large hospital and medical debts. Many cannot 
afford private health insurance and either remain un
insured or spend an inordinate amount of their income 
on that insurance.
Health is a growing problem throughout the community.The Sax Report on Health and Hospital Services has 
indicated that at present 1 in 4 of the total popula
tion suffer from some disease which is incurable on 
current knowledge while 1 in 10 are disabled by these 
chronic infirmities. A high proportion of these are 
probably ]ow-income people.
The incoming government must redouble its efforts in 
the fields of community health services and health 
insurance. In particular, insurance should be based 
on the capacity of the individual to pay thus preser
ving the important principle of equity.



(B) - 6 PRE-SCHOOL SERVICES

RECOMMENDATION -
Pre-school services should be comprehensive, meeting the 
full range of children's needs at every age level. 
Services should be locally planned with maximum parent 
involvement and aim to supplement total family function
ing.

ARGUMENT -
A comprehensive pre-school programme is an important means 
of preventing poverty in the future. There is an urgent 
need for the government to extend its commitment far be
yond providing one year's pre-school education for every 
Australian child and offering day care to the children 
of working mothers.
Three major principles need to be enunciated and put into 
operation, as soon as possible.
Firstly, child care centres should not be developed in 
isolation from other considerations. Centres must inter
lock with all the other services necessary for the whole 
family. Such services should embrace the developmental 
needs of young children and their families from before 
birth, through babyhood, toddlerhood, pre-’scihool a*nd 
on through to school. The principle of support for the 
family must permiate all these areas and planning inte
grated accordingly.
Secondly, flexible policies must be developed in order 
to meet rapidly changing needs. In order to achieve 
sufficient flexibility the planning and implementation 
of services must take place at the local level rather 
than at national or state levels.
Thirdly, there should be much more involvement of parents 
in pre-school programmes. They should no longer be 
seen as separate from or supplementary to the profes
sional staff, but integral to the total programme and 
the decision-making processes.



(B) - 7 JOB TRAINING PROGRAMME

RECOMMENDATION -
The Australian Government, through the Commonwealth 
Employment Service, should develop Preparatory Pro
grammes and Job Training Programmes specifically to 
help low-income people unable to find or sustain 
work.

ARGUMENT -
Despite the fact that there is currently a surplus of 
job vacancies, there are still 70,000 registered un
employed. Instead of dealing with this situation by 
harsher application of the work test on unemployed 
people, the Australian Government should provide job 
training facilities for those unable to obtain or maintain regular work.
Over the past 18 months the Labor Government has begun 
to develop job retraining proposals, nothing has been 
done about training programmes for those who are un
employable due to limited skill and educational back
ground.
The harsher application of the work test may force 
youthful dropouts back into the work force, but it 
will only do more harm to the chronic long-term unemployed. 
An incoming government should commit itself to pro
viding special preparatory programmes aimed at build
ing up self-confidence and basic educational skills 
of people who are currently unemployable. Every ef
fort should be made to see that each person is care
fully assessed and individually planned training programmes devised.


