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SUMMARY OF MAJOR FINDINGS
AND ISSUES RAISED

t

The key findings of the study have been listed here in summary
form to guide the reader to topics of specific interest. This
summary identifies the main issues which have been expanded in
the relevant sections of Chapter 3.
♦Lack of income was the major cause of difficulty for the
families in the study. From this the following findings
emerged .The families tended to prioritise their spending by paying their
rent first, then their energy and telephone bills.
.After the bills were paid, the families often had insufficient
money to purchase adequate food and clothing.
.When several bills were due to be paid at one time, the families
were often forced to defer payment in order to raise the
extra money and to afford their other essentials.
.Budgeting for their bills and expenses did not compensate for an
inadequate income, nor did their income allow the families
to gain significant savings.
These findings have been detailed in Chapter 3, in the first
section entitled 'Coping on an Inadequate Income'.
The second section of Chapter 3, 'Sources of Income', has
described the ways in which the families augmented their
inadequate primary incomes. These findings are summarised as
follows.
*The study's families preferred employment to reliance on a
Department of Social Security payment; however competition
for scarce jobs in the secondary labour market, low
education attainment, ill-health, family and household
responsibilities, financial disincentive and employer
attitudes often precluded participation in the workforce.
*Only one of the six single parents in the study was able to
secure regular child maintenance payments form the non
custodial parent of the children.
♦Families who were dependent on a Department of Social Security
pension or benefit required regular and reliable payments to
meet their fortnightly expenses.
♦Emergency Relief, gifts, borrowings and loans were important
resources to supplement an inadequate income.
ii

The third section of Chapter 3, 'Where the Money Goes: Main
Areas of Expenditure', details the demands on family income in
subsections which correspond to the main issues of the study housing, energy, telephone, transport, leisure, childcare, health
and education.
i.

t

Housing Issues

♦About 20% of fortnightly income was spent on rent, but this
amount could double if rent arrears were being paid to the
Ministry of Housing.
♦The families expressed dissatisfaction with the Ministry in the
way they set and increased rental charges, and the time it
took them to conduct maintenance and repairs.
♦Poor housing standards in terms of the presence of draughts,
dampness and cracks in the walls; and limited space for
privacy, play and storage reduced family living standards.
♦Reliance on second-hand household furnishings and appliances
lowered family living standards; and these appliances were
often more expensive to run than newer models.
♦Moving to a new location added to the families' expenses and
disrupted neighbourhood support networks and the continuity
of children's education.
ii.

Energy Needs - Gas and Electricity

♦Payment of energy bills were a priority for the families to
avoid disconnection from these essential services.
♦A gas or an electricity account could each be as much as 19% of
one fortnight's income.
♦The families reduced their heater use to save on energy costs.
♦The State Government energy assistance and payment schemes, such
as the Winter Energy Concession, did not adequately address
the high cost of gas and electricity for the families.
9

♦The families reported housing and appliance problems which made
their homes difficult and more expensive to heat.

iii

iii.

The Telephone and Telecom's Service

*The telephone was seen to be an essential service in case of
emergencies, and if there were children, disabled or aged
members in the family.
♦Social isolation was compounded by the absence of a telephone.
*Up to 34% of one fortnight's income could be spent on a
telephone bill, and many families did not have a telephone
because of the cost.
*The 14 day payment time permitted by Telecom often locked the
families into a 'disconnection - reconnection cycle',
whereby they paid more to have a telephone.
♦Telecom's service delivery and customer relations were a cause
of dissatisfaction and resentment among the families.
iv.

Transport and Leisure Opportunities

♦Few of the families had access to their own private means of
transport, and they therefore relied on a public transport
system which they found unreliable and too costly at times.
♦Their cars were often too expensive to run and maintain, or to
insure comprehensively. Usually the families with cars had
purchased them with finance that they were committed to
repay.
♦Outings and holidays were forgone because of the costs.
♦The families led mainly home-bound lives with little reprieve
from the stresses of living on a low-income.
v.

Access to Childcare

♦There were several consequences for the families who were denied
access to childcare services because of the cost .The children were excluded from the developmental activities
offered by formal childcare services.
.The single parent was denied a break from the responsibilities
of being the sole-carer in the family.
.The families relied on their friends and relatives for help with
alternative childcare arrangements.

iv

Health Issues
*Dental care was forgone because of the cost of private dentists
and because of lengthy waiting times at the Dental Hospital.
*The Universal Health Insurance Scheme, Medicare, allowed the
families access to medical services. They only used doctors
that bulk-billed the Government, and none of the families
were able to afford medical or dental insurance.
*The stresses of living on a low-income effected the health and
wellbeing of the families.
vii.

Participating in Education

♦The cost at times prevented the students from attending school,
joining school outings and activities, and participating in
classes outside of school to develop their talents.
♦Wearing second-hand clothing and lacking a complete school
uniform had a stigmatising effect on the students.
♦The students in the study's families lacked adequate space to
study and access to additional books in the home.
♦Government education assistance was not received at the
beginning of the school year when the families needed it
most.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
This study of twelve member families from the Action and Resource
Centre (ARC) describes what it is like to live on a low-income
and to be poor in Australia. Living in poverty can mean lacking
access to life's necessities and missing out on the luxuries
which make up an adequate standard of living. For the purpose of
this study, poverty is largely due to having an income which is
insufficient for an individual's or family's basic needs.
The factors which affect the rate and impact of poverty in the
1980's were described fully by Bettina Cass (1985). They are an
increase in the rate and duration of unemployment, an increase in
the number and proportion of single parent families in receipt of
pensions and benefits, an increase in housing costs, and a
decrease in the real value of government income support for
children.
It seems that the extent of poverty in our community has not yet
diminished. Current estimates show that approximately 2.5
million Australians live below or near the poverty line. Between
1973 and 1986 the number of people receiving social security
payments had nearly tripled to 27% of the population, and by that
time about 1 in 5 children had parents who relied on a pension or
benefit (BSL, Broadsheet).
Purpose of the Study
In recognition of the fact that increasing numbers of Australian
families are living in poverty, the purposes of this study are
twofold. They are, first, to improve our understanding of the
material and personal effects of living on a low-income; and,
second, to provide information which low-income people themselves
may be able to use to change their circumstances.
1

The study seeks to challenge the myth that 'the poor are bad
money managers'.
Its premise is that the causes of poverty are
external to the individual and are not a product of personal
inadequacies on the part of the low-income person.
Fundamentally, their income is insufficient to meet all their
needs.
Based on twelve months of data collection, the study looks at
fluctuations in family income and the day-to-day demands on it.
It examines the seasonal variations in expenditure, and how the
direct costs of housing, energy, telephone, education, childcare,
health, transport and recreation all impact on family income.
The ways in which they manage their constantly inadequate
incomes, in order to meet their food costs and bills, are
described here. The relative priority given to the payment of
bills and other costs is noted; and highlighted is the important
role of resources like emergency relief, gifts and borrowings to
supplement incomes.
Background to the Study
ARC, a Co-Operative organisation run by low-income people, set up
the study to provide an opportunity for its members to
participate in their own research. ARC itself provides services
and information and an environment in which its members can learn
skills and make decisions; and it encourages and supports lowincome people to voice their views about the issues which affect
them and their families. Indeed, this study can be used by ARC
members to work toward an improved quality of life for all lowincome people.
The study employed an 'indigenous worker' from the ARC membership
and enlisted twelve families from the centre as its subjects.
Its success is a credit to their contributions over one year.
They kept regular and accurate records of their daily income and
2

expenses, and they willingly participated in monthly interviews.
The way the data was collected is described in Appendix 1.
Contents of the Report
%

This study uses descriptive material in the form of direct
quotations and case studies to describe what it is like to live
on an income which is insufficient to meet basic requirements.
Although causal relationships cannot be specified, inferences can
be made about the effect of poverty on the families' wellbeing
and the quality of their lives.
The findings of the study are presented in Chapter 3 within
sections that detail the family's inability to afford sufficient
food, clothing, housing, energy, childcare, education, transport,
leisure and health care. Chapter 4 concludes by summing up the
main themes and by discussing the overall quality of life of lowincome families. The characteristics of the study's families and
an overview of six months on Unemployment Benefit are provided
next in Chapter 2 by way of introduction to the main themes of
this report.
Throughout this report, in all direct references to families in
the study, pseudonyms have been used to conceal their identity
and to maintain their anonymity.

3
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CHAPTER 2
THE EAMTI.TES TN THE STUDY

When the twelve families in the study were selected from the ARC
membership in January 1987, there were approximately 200 members
in total. The members were from both rural and urban Victoria
and included Department of Social Securtiy (DSS) pensioners and
beneficiaries, low-wage earners and other supporters of the
centre. Only low-income families were invited to join the study,
and in order to represent a range of household and income
structures, some ARC members were purposively selected according
to their DSS status. Each family's involvement in the study was
largely determined by their willingness to participate. Table 1
on the following page shows the primary income source and
household structure of all the families in the study during the
twelve months.
All the families were English speaking, and all but two were
Ministry of Housing (MOH) tenants. Of the two non-MOH tenants,
one war-widow was paying-off an own-your-own war service unit;
and a single parent with one child lived in a Housing Co
operative home, before moving into MOH accomodation during the
final month of the study. During the study, a further three
families moved to outer suburbs (Millpark and Laverton), but the
rest continued to live in the inner urban area (Fitzroy,
Northcote, Collingwood and Clifton Hill), and one family lived in
Broadmeadows. The study included the primary income earner in
each household and their dependents. The female head usually
kept the diary of expenses and participated in the monthly
interview, because she was the 'buyer' in the family.

4

Table 1:

Primary Income Source by Household Structure

Income Source

Household Structure
Adults
Dependent Children

Number
In Study

Supporting Parent
Benefit

Single

child
children
children
children

2*
1
3
1

Single
Couple

3 children

1
1*

Single
Couple

1 child
2 children

1
1

Unemployment Benefit
Invalid Pension

1
2
3
6

Aged Pension

Couple

1

War Widows Pension
and Part Age Pension

Single

1

Wages

Couple

7f
o
z
o
1
1
1

2 children

1
1

TOTAL

27 children

14

♦Domestic upheaval and re-location caused two families to drop
out of the study, but as far as was possible they were replaced
by families with comparable income and household characteristics.
The sample did not represent a cross-section of all of ARC's
members, nor is it appropriate to generalise the findings of the
study to all low-income families in the community. By virtue of
their membership in a centre which provided services and
resources, the study's families can be seen to be different to
many other more isolated low-income families. Appendix 2
illustrates some of the differences between those who used the
centre and those on similar incomes who didn't, by describing why
the families in the study joined ARC and what they gained from
it.
Nevertheless, the issues discussed in this report are applicable
to many low-income families in the community. It is instructive
to compare the primary incomes of the study's families with
5

recent poverty line estimates to identify the shortfall in an
income required for a restricted living standard. Table 2 below
outlines the primary incomes of the sample and poverty lines at
June 1987.*
Table 2:

Primary Income Levels of Study Sample Compared to
Poverty Lines at June 1987*

Type of Family Income Unit

All Costs including housing
$ per week
Sample
Poverty
Australia
Gap
Poverty line Income

Head not in workforce
Couple
Couple & 2 children
Couple & 3 children
Single

167.80
246.70
286.20
118.40

Single & 1 child

159.90

177.00(a)
224.82(i)
261.58(u)
104.75(u)
178.25(aw)
145.70(i)
134.85(sp)
186.63(sp)
270.26(sp)

+
+

9.20
21.88
24.62
13.65
59.85
14.20
25.05
_ 52.17
- 114.64

238.80
Single & 3 children
Single & 6 children
384.90
Head in workforce
+ 32.03
Couple & 2 children
274.30
306.33
a-Aged Pension i-Invalid Pension
u-Unemployment Benefit sp-Supporting Parent Benefit
aw-Part Aged Pension and War Widow Pension
*Source: National Institute of Economic and Industry
Research and Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology,
Social Policy Research Unit Newsletter, No.10, September
1987.
Definition of Income and Expenses

4
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Table 2 shows the primary income (pensions, benefits and wages)
received by the families in the study and the shortfall, or
otherwise, of this income compared to recent poverty line
estimates. With no other income this was the amount of money
they had to live on for one week. In many cases, especially when
there were children present in the household, this primary income
was below the poverty line and insufficient for their basic
needs. For example, the income of a single parent with 1 child

6

receiving Supporting Parent Benefit was $25.05 per week below the
poverty line.
The actual amount of money that was available to each family in
the study varied from fortnight to fortnight. They may have
borrowed money from a friend or relative, found temporary or
part-time employment, taken out a loan, or sought emergency
relief in order to supplement their inadequate incomes. To gain
a picture of the amount of cash that was actually available to
each family, these additional incomes were included in the
definition of family income used in this study. This definition
was successfully used by Jenny Trethewey (1986) in her study of
fifty low-income families, but it differed from that used by the
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) in the '1984 Household
Expenditure Survey', which defined income as recurring and
regular receipts and therefore excluded once-off receipts.
monthly family allowance payment was averaged out over a

The

fortnight in this study, so as not to exclude it from the diary
keeping period.
Expenditure then was the actual money paid out by the families
during the monitored fortnight in each month. Actual payments
for rent, food, gas, electricity, clothing and so on were
recorded by each family, and the expenditure categories from the
ABS Household Expenditure Survey were used to summarise and group
all expenses incurred by the study's families.
The following profile of a family of five, whose primary income
was Unemployment Benefit, shows how the definitions of income and
expenses were used in the study. It also introduces some of the
issues that will be addressed in the following sections of the
report and provides an overview of what life is really like
month-after-month on an inadequate income.

7

Case Study: Overview of Six Months On Unemployment
Benefit - The Dale Family
When the Dale family first joined the study, Jim had
been retrenched after nine years with VicRail. He was
unable to find work immediately, so the Dale's went onto
the married rate of Unemployment Benefit, which was
$523.17 per fortnight, including the child's allowance
($102) and family allowance ($47.17) for their three
children aged 10, 7 and 2. Their benefit was $49.24 per
fortnight below recent poverty line estimates.
Prior to filing for bankruptcy in July, the Dales were
committed each fortnight to pay rent and rent arrears of
$120, and a further $38 to Avco Finance for their loan
repayment. These costs represented 30% of their
fortnightly benefit, which left only $365.17 to cover
all of their other expenses. The family's debts placed
an excessive burden on their already limited income and
eventually forced them to the bankruptcy court. The
following summary describes the effects of living on an
inadequate income, and examines the Dale's income and
expenses over a six month period.
February
When the children returned to school in February, the
Dales were faced with costs of $60 for books and a camp.
Dianne chose to send her sons to a Catholic school
because she believed they received a better education
than they would at a Government school. On top of these
educational expenses, there was a $42 gas bill and a $94
phone bill which had to be paid. By the time these
bills, their rent, and arrears and loan repayment were
all paid, there was only $169 left for the family's food
and other expenses for the fortnight. Therefore the
children were unable to have their new shoes, and
neither of them had a school uniform. Dianne explained,
"we've never got enough money to stretch for clothes.
The Social Worker and societies usually provide them".
March.
Dianne always purchased powdered milk to save money, but
during the monitored fortnight in March she simply did
not have enough money to manage. After Jim and Dianne
had paid an $84 electricity bill, $10 for childcare fees
and $25 for a lawn mower, they ran out of money for
food. To get by until their next pay day, Dianne had to
obtain a $36 food voucher from an emergency relief
agency and borrow $20 from Stephen, the eldest son, who
had just started a paper round.
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April
The children finally got their shoes from a Material Aid
Shop in April, but the Dale's deferred a $36 gas bill in
order to pay $25 for kindergaten fees, a $30 fine for
having an incorrect tram ticket, and $89 for repairs to
the family car. Again the family ran out of money for
food, so they borrowed from Stephen and sought emergency
relief. The family car, which Jim and Dianne were
paying off, gave the family leisure opportunities that
they otherwise would not have had, and as such it
provided a much needed chance to literally get away
temporarily from their financial pressures. However,
the car often required repairs, which at times cost up
to 20% of the Dale's income, and often the cost of
petrol was out of their reach. Their car was not
insured.
Mav
Jim and Dianne paid April's gas bill in May, but they
could not afford a $165 phone bill and the children
missed a $25 scout camp, because they needed warmer
clothing for winter, which cost $33. Further repairs
were also made to the car. Dianne again sought
assistance for food through an emergency relief agency,
and she borrowed milk from a friend.
June
June was an even harsher month. With the onset of
winter, the Dale family had to cut back on using their
heater on most days, because Jim and Dianne were worried
about the bill. They managed this by "getting the
children to wear warmer clothes". To make matters
worse, the phone was disconnected because they only
managed a part-payment of $80 on the $165 bill due in
May. They also paid a $70 electricity bill, $49 for
educational expenses and $50 to get the TV repaired.
Dianne commented that "when we pay the bills straight
out, we don't have enough money for the food we have to
buy each week, like cheese and bread".
July
Jim and Dianne received a $60 gas bill, but by this time
the burden of meeting their expenses with an inadequate
income had become too great. On the advice of a friend,
the Dale's were declared bankrupt, which cleared their
debts but denied them access to future credit. At the
time of the bankruptcy action they owed $2000 to MOH for
rent arrears, $2000 to Avco Finance company for their
car, $85 to Telecom and $11 in excess water rates.

9

Summary

The Dale family's story raised a number of important issues which
were significant for many of the families in the study. A large
proportion of their fortnightly income (30%) was committed to
housing costs and loan repayments. They paid their rent and gave
priority to their bills; but to manage their other costs, the
Dale's often had to cut back on food, heating, clothing and
leisure, borrow money or seek emergency relief. Their phone was
disconnected, because they could not pay their bill in the two
week payment time permitted by Telecom. Unexpected costs, such
as a fine or TV repair, created additional hardship, because Jim
and Dianne's inadequate income prevented them from regularly
saving any money. Education, transport and childcare costs were
recurring expenses for the family. The car was a luxury which
provided access to leisure and recreation, but it was often off
the road for repairs, or they could not afford the petrol costs.
Most families in the study did not have access to a car and only
limited funds available to use public transport. These themes
and their relevance to the study's families will be further
explored and other issues raised in the following results
section.

v
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CHAPTER 3
RESULTS
3.1

COPING ON AN INADEQUATE INCOME

The families in the study were severely limited in the amount of
money they had available to spend on their basic requirements.
Research conducted by the ABS in the '1984 Household Expenditure
Survey' showed that the lowest income earners paid proportionally
more than the highest group for their housing, fuel and power,
and food. For example, in that study the lowest income group
spent 38.7% of their average weekly income on food, compared with
10.6% by the highest income group (ABS, 1984). Clearly, when
expenses were expressed as a proportion of income, then 'the poor
paid more'.
In this study, the families incomes were often insufficient to
meet their basic needs, so they used a variety of techniques to
make their money last from one pension fortnight to the next:
prioritising the payment of their expenses, deferring bills,
cutting back on food and clothing, and budgeting for their costs.
i.

Payment Priorities

Most of the families, like those in Jenny Trethewey's study
(1986), prioritised the order in which they paid their expenses.
First they paid their rent and bills (gas, electricity and
telephone), and then they bought their food. Usually there was
little money left for clothes, and sometimes there was not even
enough to pay for all their food requirements.
One participant in this study summarised the reasons many
families had for their payment priorities:
We need a roof over our heads, and we need gas and
electricity.
It's no good having a cupboard full of
11

food if we can't cook it. (Single Parent, 3 children,
Supporting Parent Benefit).
ii.

Cutting Back On Food

Once the bills were paid, there was often little money left over
for food. It was the main discretionary item in the families
budgets, and many had to cut back, or eat cheaper or more filling
foods because they had run out of money. When asked if they had
to cut back on food during the diary fortnight, several families
pointed out that it had become a normal practice because they had
been cutting back for so long:
We cut back anyway and buy cheaper brands. Other people
can go out and buy what they want but I've been cutting
back for fifteen years, so it's not cutting back. We
always make stews and spagetti because they go further.
(Single Parent, 6 children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
Table 3 below shows the different ways that the families in the
study managed their cut backs in food.
Table 3:

Managing Food Reductions and Substitutions
F

M

A

MONTH
M J

J

Did without
1 1
Ate with friends/
relatives
Friends/Relatives
—
bought food
Ate more filling
—
foods
Ate cheaper cuts
““
of meat
Replaced meat with
cheaper source of
protein
Other (ate more
vegies, specials,
3
stale bread)

1

1

-

-

How

managed

J

1

1

1

A

S

0

N

D

Total

1

1

-

2

1

10

1

1

—

1

—

4

1

—

4

—

—

1

1

*-

1

2

2

4

4

3

4

3

1

—

24

4

1

3

1

2

2

3

“

—

16

2

1

3

5

3
4

5

20
'

N "
1 4 2 8 3 14* 12 11 14* 6
♦more than one response was accepted

12

5

1

81

t

4

Table 3 shows that many families had to limit the food they
bought by doing without some foods, relying on their friends or
relatives to provide meals, or eating more filling and cheaper
foods. When they did cut back on food, it was usually the whole
family who had to eat less. Significantly, it was during the
colder months of June, July, August and September that most of
the families restricted their food purchases. Later analysis
will show that it was also during the winter period that their
average expenditure on gas and clothing increased, and therefore
there was less money available to each family to buy food.
The families reported not having enough and even none of some
food types. The foods that they restricted in their diets in the
diary fortnight of each month are shown below in Table 4.
Table 4: Food Types - None or Not Enough
J

F

M

A

M

MONTH
J J

Bread & Cereals
Meat & Fish
Dairy
Fruit & Vegetables 1
1
Other Food

1
1
2
1

—

2
2
2
2
2

-

1
1
1

2
1
2
-

4 10

-

3

5

Food Category

—
-

N

2

-

5

1
-

2
1

-

A

S

0

N

D

Total

1
2
2
1
1

1
1
2
1
1

—

1
2
1

-

-

~

-

9
11
13
10
7

7

6

4

4

-

1
1
2

-

50

Many families had to cut back on a range of foods throughout the
year, particularly dairy products and meat and fish - the main
sources of protein in a diet. Analysis showed that there were
children present in all the households where there was not enough
food, and in those families all received the Supporting Parent
Benefit as the primary income, except one Invalid Pensioner with
one dependent child.
This study did not measure the direct effects of a restricted
diet on the health of the family members, but their overall
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health standards will be described later in a section which deals
specifically with this issue. However, in five successive months
one single parent reported that, "I had no bread for the kids
lunches, so they didn't go to school" (2 children, Supporting
Parent Benefit). Each month those children missed school for two
days because there was not have enough food for their lunch.
During the fortnight in each month of the study, the families
spent on food an average of between 26% and 38% of their income.
Many did their shopping at the beginning of the pension
fortnight, so it was not uncommon for them to have run out of
food by the end of the second week:
I shop for the fortnight in the pension week, and if I
have the cash I buy specials in the off-week.
(Couple,
Aged Pension).
Proximity determined where the families shopped, because few had
their own transport, and equally important was their need to buy
specials - "I shopped everywhere that had specials on". The fact
that others may buy specials, but “if they need something then
they can get it", was a cause of resentment for one participant
in the study who simply went without those items which were not
reduced in price:
I shopped at the supermarkets that advertised specials,
because the prices are lower. I only buy things that
are on special. If the things I need aren't on special,
then I can't get them (Single Parent, 1 child,
Supporting Parent Benefit).
Cheaper purchases, such as 'no-name' and 'home-brands', were also
common among the families:
We always eat cheaper brands of food (Single Parent, 2
children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
I can't afford the more expensive cuts of meat, and at
the market I always look for the cheapest vegetables.
I
always buy cheaper foods. I couldn't live if I didn't.
(Couple, Aged Pension).
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As a final word on how the families managed their food, the $20
they received monthly for participating in the study usually went
toward the cost of food. When they were asked on what they had
spent last month's survey money, one participant accurately
summed up the experience of many:
Initially I thought, 'I'm going to spend this $20 on
myself', but it always seems to go into the house.
(Couple, Aged Pension).
iii.

Making Do With Fewer Clothes
We're always just making do. We hardly notice anymore.
We organise around not having enough. But when he (my
son) only had 1 pair of runners and he got them wet, I
went off the deep end.
(Single Parent, 1 child,
Supporting Parent Benefit).

After the families had paid for their food and bills, there was
seldom enough money to purchase clothes. Not only did they have
to cope with clothing shortages and just making do, but the
clothes they did have were usually second-hand. The families had
to depend on opportunity or material-aid shops or on 'hand-medowns' to outfit themselves:
We usually get 'hand-me-downs' or clothes from the BSL.
I'd like some clothes that fit me.
(Single Parent, 3
children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
I get sick of wearing the same things all the time. The
Salvo's and the opp shops don't have anything to fit me.
I always pay the bills and food before anything like
clothes. ( Couple, 2 children, Invalid Pension).
Making do with second-hand clothes was not only uncomfortable and
depressing, it made it difficult for them to get work and it also
meant that the families had fewer choices in what they could buy.
They often considered themselves to be different to other people,
whom they saw as being able to have newer and more fashionable
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clothes:
If we had to get clothes, we would get them from the
charities because we can't afford new ones. We don't
like going to the charities, because we can't get
fashionable clothes. We would like to shop like others,
and to buy clothes like others, and to buy the clothes
we like.
(Couple, 2 children, Invalid Pension)
Such comparisons caused feelings of resentment toward others, who
the families saw as being able to afford more and better clothes
and who had more choices in what they bought. This had an effect
on the adults and the children alike:
I get depressed because I see other people with a lot of
clothes and I haven't got much. The children have been
unhappy because they want to keep up with the fashion,
but I just can't afford it. (Single Parent, 2 children,
Supporting Parent Benefit).
My son doesn't have enough shoes. He got by with only 2
shirts. He made do, but his friends at school have 5 to
6 shirts, good shoes, runners and gumboots. (Single
Parent, 1 child, Supporting Parent Benefit).
The children are embarassed because they don't have
fashionable clothes. Other kids pick at them and won't
be their friends if they don't have good clothes.
(Single Parent, 6 children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
The effect on the children of being seen to be inappropriately
clothed will be explored further in the section that deals with
education opportunities.
Both the adults and the children in the study suffered clothing
shortages throughout the year. Table 5 and 6 show the occasions
when the children and adults respectively did not have sufficient
clothing.
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Table 5:

Clothing Shortages Among the Children

J

F

M

A

M

MONTH
J J

A

S

0

N

D Total

Shoes, Sandals, Runners 1
Jeans, Shirts, Dresses
Tops, Jumpers
Underwear
Baby Clothes, Nappies

2
1
2

2
2
4

2
2
-

3
4
2
1

3
2
1
1
3

3
3
1
1

5
1
1
-

2
2
1
1

3
1

2
1
1
-

1
1
—

5

8

4 10 10

8

7

6

4

4

2

D Total

Clothing Categories
Where not Enough

-

N

1

29
19
5
3
13
69

Table 6: Clothing Shortages Among the Adults
Clothing Categories
Where not Enough
Shoes, Sandals, Runners
Jeans, Shirts, Dresses
Tops, Jumpers
Underwear
N

J

F

M

A

M

MONTH
J J

A

S

0

N

—

4
4
2
2

1
3
2
1

1
1
1

1
1
3
1

1
3
3
1

1
2
1
1

4
3
3
1

3
2
1
1

2
1

3

1

-

-

2
1

1

22
20
19
10

1 12

7

6

8

5 11

7

6

2

71

-

1
-

-

3

~

3

Shortages in footwear were the most common clothing deficencies
for both the adults and the children in the study. For the
children in particular there was a tendency to have more clothing
shortages during the winter months, when their clothing needs
were greatest and when the families' overall costs were highest.
There were fewer shortages during the summer months probably
because many families relied on the clothing they received for
Christmas:

»
*

We got a few clothes for Christmas which really helped.
We got lots of underwear.
(Single Parent, 1 child,
Supporting Parent Benefit).
The children could do with new shoes, but I'm waiting
for Christmas.
(Single Parent, 3 children, Supporting
Parent Benefit).
Analysis of the families' spending patterns showed that they
spent, on average, between 3% and 11% of their income on
17

clothing, and this expenditure peaked in May, at the onset of the
colder months. Usually it was the children who fared best when
it came to purchasing clothes:
It's either the kids who go without or me, so I choose
me.
(Single Parent, 3 children, Supporting Parent
Benefit).
New clothes for me, forget it! I get the children's
clothes from the Material Aid shop. I only have 1 pair
of thongs and ug-boots. It's cold. If I have extra
money, I spend it on the kids.
(Single Parent, 3
children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
The effects on the families of not having sufficient clothing and
footwear were numerous. Not only did they have feelings of being
different and of not having the choices in what they purchased,
but there were other, more tangible results. Several families
mentioned that with fewer clothes they had to do extra washing:
I would like to be able to afford to buy something. I
have to keep washing and drying my dresses constantly.
(Single Parent, 1 child, Invalid Pension).
The children have enough clothes, but probably because I
wash everyday.
(Single Parent, 3 children, Supporting
Parent Benefit).
To ensure that there was something to wear each day, constant
washing meant that the families would have to buy extra soap
powders and pay for the additional electricity they would have
used. This was an added burden on their already limited incomes.
Other less common impacts of clothing shortages were related to
educational and health outcomes. One child missed a morning at
school because he left his only pair of shoes at a friend's
house, which he had to retrieve; and one participant in the study
was told by her doctor that she had developed Achilles Tendonitis
for which she had to wear small heels, but she was unable to
afford to purchase such shoes.
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iv.

Deferring Bills

Constantly the families were juggling their money in order to
meet all their expenses. Sometimes they deferred paying a bill
because they needed the money for food or clothing:
I sometimes miss a rent so I can fill the freezer with
food, and I catch up on rent in the next fortnight.
(Single Parent, 3 children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
1 put off the rent and electricity bill because the kids
needed shoes, underwear and socks. I hadn't bought them
anything for a long time, because I had been paying off
all my bills. The school is going mad because they (the
children) haven't got the things they need. Pants are
too dear. I can't afford to get them.
(Single Parent,
2 children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
Sometimes the families faced so many expenses in one fortnight
they had to put-off a bill. If they received several bills at
one time, then it was often impossible for them to meet these
costs from one pension or benefit cheque. For example, a single
parent with 3 children received $343.17 each fortnight, including
Supporting Parent Benefit, Family Allowance and Mothers
Allowance.
In October they had to pay $120 for rent, $43.91 for
an SEC bill, $27 for an easyway gas payment and $100 for a
telephone bill. These bills totalled to $290.91, which left only
$52.26 for a fortnight's food. Clearly, as much as they
prioritised their spending, they could not pay all the bills at
once, and this was not an isolated experience among the families:
I couldn't afford the phone, SEC and rent all in one
week, because they would have exceeded my income and I
would have had no money for food. I paid the phone
because it was the lower of the two, and I applied for
an Energy Relief Grant.
(Couple, Aged Pension)
Table 7 shows the bills which were deferred or only partly paid
by the families throughout the twelve months of the study.
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Table 7:

Bills Deferred or Partly Paid

Bill
Rent
Electricity
Gas
Telephone
School (fee's
books, photo's)
Other (repairs,
rental & loan
repayment)
N

J

F

M

A

M

MONTH
J J

A

S

0

N

D

Total

1
2

-

-

-

-

1
2

—

1

1
1
1

1
3

2
2

1
2
2
1

3
2
2
2

1
2
1

1
2
2
2

1
2
2

7
9
16
17

—

1

1

1

1

2

1

8

3

1

2

1

1

4

5

1

3

1
5

6

6 11

4

7

6

60

Telephone, gas, electricity and school expenses were the bills
roost often deferred or only partly paid by the families. The
difficulties they had in meeting their expenses were caused by
the basic problem of inadequate income. However the problem was
worsened by the absence of significant savings to fall back on in
the event of an unforseen expense, for example to repair a
fridge; or even savings to use for the seasonal increases in
energy costs during winter.
v.

Budgeting
I always make sure I have the money for bills. I put
money aside for the bills that are coming. I am
expecting a phone bill and I will pay this with the
endowment (Family Allowance).
(Couple, 2 children,
Wages).

As much as the families budgeted for their bills, on a limited
income it was often impossible for them to meet all their
expenses.
Despite the commonly held belief that 'the poor are bad money
managers', the families did budget and plan their spending, and
still they did not have enough money. One parent described how
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difficult it was to pay the bills, even when she had put money
aside each week:

*

I just get enough to live on during the week, and I
bought a couple of books which I needed for writing, so
I can't pay the bills. They will eat up an entire
cheque, so what would I live on? When I was putting
money away for the bills, we didn't have enough for
food.
(Single Parent, 1 child, Supporting Parent
Benefit).
The common response by the families to those who accused them of
■being 'bad money managers' was, "give them my pension and my
expenses and see how they cope".
Not only were the families incomes inadequate to allow them to
meet their basic requirements for food and clothing, but their
incomes were certainly insufficient to permit saving for the
once-off and unexpected costs that would inevitably arise. For
example, one family with a 10 month old baby had the baby's
nappies stolen from the communal washing machines in the MOH
flats. They were unable to replace them immediately from one
Supporting Parent Benefit payment, and the family had no savings
to draw on to cover the cost of new nappies, so they were forced
to obtain 3 dozen nappies from an emergency relief agency.
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Summary
Each family's primary income was insufficient to allow them to
meet their basic requirements for food and clothing, and to pay
their rent and bills. No matter how much they budgeted for their
expenses and prioritised their spending, by paying the rent and
bills first, the families often did not have enough money for
food and clothes. Therefore the study's families had to cut back
on the amount and types of food they ate, especially during the
winter months when their expenses were greatest. The households
with children experienced the most food shortages - usually dairy
products, meat and fish, which were the main sources of protein
in a diet.
They also relied on second-hand clothing from opportunity and
material aid shops, which was uncomfortable and depressing and
casued some resentment among the families. Clothing shortages
also made it difficult to get work, and they had to do extra
washing to ensure there were clothes to wear each day. Again it
was in winter that the families were hardest hit, and at
Christmas many families bought and received clothing for
utilitarian reasons.
When the families received several bills at one time, they
sometimes had to put off or defer payment until they received
their next pension or benefit, in order to afford food.
Telephone, energy and school expenses were the bills most often
deferred for this reason.
The following section will examine further how the families
managed to make ends meet by supplementing their primary income
with part-time work, or by getting emergency relief or borrowing
money.
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3.2

SOURCES OF INCOME

For the purpose of this study, it was suggested that poverty is
caused by an income which is insufficient to meet individual or
family needs. In turn, the causes of an inadequate income are
related to labour force participation and dependency on a social
security pension or benefit payment.
In the discussion of the definition of income used in this study,
it was stated that each family's total income often came from a
variety of sources. Their primary income was DSS pension or
benefit, or wages in the case of one family, but they usually had
to top up their primary income in order to make ends meet.
Some families in the study were able to augment their primary
income by getting part-time employment, or by securing child
maintenance payments from the non-custodial parent of their
children. When these options were closed to them, they sought
emergency relief, borrowed money from friends or relatives, or
took out a loan. They did this to make ends meet - to purchase
the food or clothing that they needed, or to cover a cost which
had to be paid promptly.
i.

Main Sources of Income

Employment
The families preferred to be independent from the DSS and to
support themselves financially. However, during times of high
unemployment there is much competition for existing jobs, as well
as an overall scarcity of jobs, particularly in the secondary,
unskilled labour market. Necessarily, there are some of working
age who are excluded from the workforce for no reason other than
the lack of jobs.
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For one family in the study who was able to secure ongoing full
time employment, their wage from that job was so low that they
had to supplement their income with the DSS payment for low-wage
earners, the then Family Income Supplement (FIS). FIS was a
payment of $17 per week for each child to families whose average
gross income was up to $257 per week.
During the twelve months of the study, two participants gained
permanent, part-time work, and five others worked irregularly.
Most of these opportunities came from ARC, and when they were
able to find work, there were benefits financially and for their
self-esteem:
It was easy to manage the bills because for the first
time in a year I had enough money, and I'm a lot happier
about this, but I still owe $700.
(Single Parent, 1
child, Supporting Parent Benefit).
I've been doing some part-time work, mixing with people
and learning. It's surprising what you can do. When I
went to school, I couldn't even add up. Now I've taught
myself a lot of things like reading and adding up money.
(Single Parent, 1 child, Invalid Pension).
"Relative disadvantage in educational attainment is associated
closely with reduced labour force participation" (Cass, 1988; p.
16). That is, the more schooling a person has the more likely
they are to secure employment. The educational backgrounds of
the study's participants precluded many from higher paid, skilled
positions and, indeed, from working altogether in some cases.
Only two of the adults had completed their secondary education,
and both started but did not finish a university degree. Of the
other adults, four left high school during their 3rd or 4th year,
a further four left during their 1st year, and two completed
primary school or less. Except for the two single parents who
attempted a degree (one was forced to leave because of the
expense), only one other participant in the study undertook
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further training after leaving high school, that was a one year
Business College course. However, six of the twelve participants
stated that they would undertake further education or training if
they had the opportunity, but cost, age, ill-health or family
commitments prevented them.
Most of the participants in the study had previously worked in
unskilled jobs - in factories and doing domestic duties - before
becoming DSS recipients for reasons of single parenthood,
unemployment or age. Furthermore, two Invalid Pensioners were
unable to work because of their ill-health, and one single
person, who was transferred from Supporting Parent Benefit to
Unemployment Benefit, had never worked. The latter was unable to
find employment because she lacked experience, and she believed
that there were no jobs available. She stated, "I would like to
have something to do but the CES haven't been referring me to any
jobs". Jim Dale, whose story was told earlier, was also
unemployed. He referred to the competition for work and that
each time he went for a job there were at least ten others
competing for the same position. More generally clothing
shortages made it difficult to be well presented for jobs and the
absence of a telephone could prevent contact with prospective
employer's.
The single parents in the study also preferred to work, but they
noted other barriers to entering the labour market, beside high
levels of unemployment. If they were not already working, they
intended to return to work when their children were at least in
primary school. Most preferred to work part-time because of
their family and household responsibilities. However, even
assuming there was part-time employment with flexible hours
available, they saw restrictions in getting a job. These
barriers included the attitude of prospective employers ("do you
think you can manage") and the disincentive to work created by
the DSS itself. For example, one single parent who worked
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spasmodically in theatre told the DSS she was going to work for 5
weeks. The DSS immediately cancelled her pension and requested
that she return her concession cards, even though this work was
only temporary. Another single parent explained that it was not
worth working because the DSS would decrease her pension, the
creche fee's would increase, her annual car registration fee's
would more than double from $160 to $380 without assistance, and
she would become ineligible for gas and electicity rebates in
winter.

In the words of one participant:

Trying to finance a career on a pension doesn't work.
It is impossible. They (DSS) are trying to keep me out
of work.
(Single Parent, 1 child, Supporting Parent
Benefit).
Such circumstances kept people out of the workforce and dependent
on the DSS for their primary income. That is, they were trapped
in poverty by being unable to find employment or by being
disadvantaged financially if they did find work.
DSS
The families in the study who were dependent on the DSS for their
primary income needed their payments to be regular and reliable
to allow them to budget for their bills and expenses each
fortnight. The following story of a single parent with two
children, aged 8 and 5, describes the effect of having her
Supporting Parent Benefit suspended for 6 weeks over Christmas.
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Case Study:

Joan Mason's Experience With DSS

In November 1987 Joan Mason received a letter from the
DSS informing her that a Field Officer (F.O) would visit
her at home. No reason was provided for the visit, and
no day or time was specified. Not surprisingly, the F.O
called when Joan was out, and consequently her pension
was suspended without any opportunity to discuss the
matter with DSS staff.
In desperation Joan went to the Broadmeadows Community
Health Centre, who rang the pension office on her
behalf. DSS told Joan that she had to sign a statement
about where she was when the F.O visited. She did this,
but her pension remained suspended, and Joan then had to
get a counter cheque.
Joan made several attempts to secure an appointment with
the F.O, but each time this was refused. Everyday she
waited for the F.O to visit, wondering what it was all
about and if she would get her next cheque or not.
In December Joan went to the DSS and questioned them
about the F.O. They informed her that they had lost her
file and that they were too busy to see her. The DSS
reinstated Joan's pension after Christmas, without
providing her with a reason for the intended visits.
This happened at a time when Joan had joined the Credit
Union to pay off her debts and to budget for her
expenses. But the bills did not get paid when her
pension was suspended, and the uncertainty of Joan's
income made it impossible for her to budget.
Not only was Joan without her pension, but
weeks suspension she was unable to use her
telephone concessions, and her Health card
withdrawn. Joan described the effect that
had on her and her family:

during the 6
transport and
was also
this incident

“I get so annoyed because I don't know what's happening.
I don't mean to but I've been taking it out on the kids,
yelling at them more than I used to and not listening to
them when they talk to me. They notice it too. It's
been effecting their school work. My son (5 years) is
saying he doesn't want to go to school anymore. They
can feel it when I'm annoyed and upset”.
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Other families in the study also reported dissatisfaction with
the DSS staff attitudes and in the way they delivered their
service. Many felt that the staff were rude and that they "treat
you like second class citizens".
Information about concessions
and rebates was rarely forthcoming, and others reported long delays.
Lack of privacy was a source of concern for one participant:
It should be more private. I was in line to put in my
review form, and they asked really personal questions
(of) the man in front. In the end I knew why he was
getting his cheque, how much it was for, and his
relationship with his wife. Everyone else heard too.
(Single Parent, 6 children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
For the families in the study, dealing with the DSS was often an
intimidating experience. However, those who were dependent on
the DSS for their primary income felt as though they just had to
put up with being treated poorly.
Child Maintenance
Only one of the six single parents in the study, whose primary
income was the Supporting Parent Benefit, received regular
maintenance payments from the non-custodial parent of the
children. She received $30 per week for her 3 children, but at
the same time her pension was reduced.
Another single parent with 3 children did not receive maintenance
regularly, but if she needed it, she could ask - "I don't get it
often, but if I need it I could ask for it". Sometimes the non
custodial parent gave them cash, or bought the children clothing
or took the children on holidays. On one occasion he gave them
$20, which the mother had requested, but he then asked for it
back a couple of days later!
The four single parents who did not receive maintenance payments
from the non-custodial parent had no contact with that parent.
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ii.

Supplementary Sources of Income

Emergency Relief
Emergency relief was most often used by the families to obtain
the food that their incomes would not otherwise buy. Table 8
shows the number of times throughout the year that the families
had to use relief agencies and what they obtained.
Table 8: Use of Emergency Relief Agencies
Reason

J

F

M

A

M

MONTH
J J

A

S

0

N

D

Total

2
1

7
-

2
-

5
-

3
-

1
1

2
-

2
-

3
-

3
-

36
2

1
-

-

-

-

1
2

-

-

3
1
-

3
1
3
2

3

5

3

2

5

2

3

7
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Food (parcels, cash,
vouchers.)
Clothing
Childrens Christmas
Gifts
Household Furnishings
To Pay Bills
Moving Expenses

3
-

3
-

-

-

1
-

-

N

3

3

4

7

-

April stood out as a month when many people sought food from
emergency relief agencies - during Easter and the first term
school holidays. Christmas too was an occasion to get food and
gifts from agencies, and unlike many other low-income people,
ARC's members received Christmas gifts for the children at the
annual Christmas Party. On the whole, it was between April and
September, the colder months, that most assistance was obtained.
None of the families enjoyed having to go to welfare agencies for
food or clothing, and nobody used them unless they needed to.
The families who did use emergency relief throughout the year
commented positively on the agencies and their services. However
there were those in the study who would not use welfare agencies
for assistance because of previous bad experiences. Some of
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their comments included:
I don't like asking for charity because they treat you
like you just came off the street. They look down on
you. They've helped me, but I wouldn't go much. I'd
rather suffer.
(Couple, 2 children, Wages).
They made me feel so small I just turned around and
walked out. They made me feel like I can't manage my
money.
(Single Parent, 3 children, Supporting Parent
Benefit).
Emergency relief agencies differed in the ways that they provided
assistance. Some gave out food parcels, with the food selected
and packed in it for the client; others gave out food vouchers,
which the client cashed at the supermarket counter and they were
prevented from buying certain items; and ARC gave out cash, thus
allowing the client the dignity and choice to select their own
food. ARC's method was preferred by most families. On one
occasion, a participant in the study was taken shopping by the
representative from the agency itself.
experience were:

Her comments about that

It was embarassing because all these other people were
standing around looking. I had to sign a receipt at the
cash register. It was like advertising, 'I'm poor'.
(Single Parent, 3 children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
Gifts and Borrowings
The gifts that the families received and the money they borrowed
were an important supplement to their inadequate incomes.
Sometimes they received food, clothing and household goods, like
furniture and appliances. More often they received gifts of
money, or the families would borrow money from their friends and
relatives just to cover their costs or to pay for an unexpected
expense, such as a TV repair bill:
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I had to borrow it ($150) from a friend or otherwise
they would have sold the T.V.
(Single, Unemployment
Benefit).
One family's budget was so strained that a birthday present was
used to pay the bills:
Paying the bills was easy this fortnight because I spent
$70 of my birthday money on the gas bill. This caused a
fight between my mother and I because she wanted me to
buy something for myself.
(Single Parent, 1 child,
Supporting Parent Benefit).
The sequel to this story was that, in the next month, the family
borrowed $60 from the same relative to buy food and clothing, but
this caused further animosity within the family because it raised
the issue of the birthday present.
Table 9 below shows how much money each family borrowed from
their friends and relatives during the study period.
Table 9: Money Borrowed from Friends and Relatives ($)
SOURCE
Friend
Relative
Total $
Borrowed
N

.
»

MONTH
J
J

M

J

F

M

A

20
110

32
56

25
55

10
75

150 20
-

250 40 15
124 40 560

130

88

80

85

150 20

374 80 575

4

5

5

5

1

1

4

A

5

S

5

0

N

D

40

3
20

40
40

40

23

80

2

2

1

—

The families who did borrow money borrowed, on average, $43 each
month. Unlike the gifts that they received, the implicit
assumption with the money they borrowed was that it would be
repaid. Their loans too were another source of debt that the
families had to repay.
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Loans
Two single parent families in the study regularly took out cash
advances from Bankcard to buy food. They used this like a back
up to their Supporting Parent Benefit, which on its own was often
insufficient for their needs. The two families borrowed between
$50 and $150 each time, with an annual interest rate of 21%,
which has recently increased to 23%, plus a small transaction
charge. They would repay Bankcard from their next pension
cheque, if they could.
Other sources of loans for the families in the study were the ARC
Savings and Loans Scheme, and the Fitzroy and ARC Co-Operative
Credit Society. Both schemes represented an opportunity for the
families to purchase the goods they needed with low-interest
loans that they could afford to repay.
The ARC Savings and Loans Scheme was established to encourage
people to save and to allow them access to no-interest loans.
When they had saved $2.00 per week for 16 weeks, the members were
eligible for a $68 loan, which they repaid regularly. Three
families in the study used this scheme in December to afford the
extra costs at Christmas time.
The Fitzroy and ARC Co-Operative Credit Society was set up in
1977 to provide alternative low-cost financial services to lowincome people. Five families in the study used its budgeting
service to enable them to budget for their bills over a 12 month
period. Three of these families also took out loans from the
Credit Union of $850, $1,300 and $3,000, at an interest rate of
1.25% reducing monthly. Therefore, they were able to purchase
household equipment (a fridge and a washing machine) and to pay
for their moving expenses with loans they could afford to repay,
because the interest rates and repayment terms were within their
financial means.
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For many low-income families, the alternative to the Savings and
Loans Scheme and the Credit Union were high interest loans that
they could not afford to repay. For example, one unemployed
participant in the study owed $2,700 to Walton's for Christmas
presents, clothing and furniture that she had been paying-off for
over two years. She commented that it was "difficult because
they aren't satisfied with what they get, and they write letters
threatening court action (to get me) to pay more".
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Summary
The families who were reliant on the DSS for their primary income
expressed dissatisfaction with staff attitudes and service
delivery. Joan Mason's story illustrated the way in which DSS
were indifferent to their clients' circumstances, in that low
income people depended on their pensions and benefits from one
fortnight to the next. Other families verified such rude and
indifferent treatment, and they commented about inadequate
services in terms of delays and lack of privacy.
Most of the participants preferred to work than be dependent on
the DSS for their primary income. Indeed, some of them were able
to augment their pensions and benefits with part-time employment.
However, they reported barriers to obtaining employment, beside
high rates of unemployment and competition for existing jobs.
These barriers included clothing shortages, employer attitudes
and that they were financially worse off in some cirucmstances if
they did work. The single parents seemed to be trapped in
poverty by DSS policy, and regular child maintenance payments
were an option for only one.
Without significant savings to draw from in the case of
emergencies and even to pay for all their daily expenses, the
families used emergency relief, and supplemented their incomes
with borrowings and gifts from friends and relatives, and with
loans. They used emergency relief agencies usually to get the
food that their primary incomes could not cover, and they
borrowed money from their friends and relatives just to make ends
meet.
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3.3

W HERE THE M O N E Y GOES:___M AIN A R E A S OF E X P E N D I T U R E

The previous section examined the ways in which the families in
the study managed to make ends meet. Described now are the
significant areas of expenditure and the impact of an inadequate
income on the lives of the families in terms of access to
housing, energy, telephone, education, health, childcare,
transport and leisure. This section will describe the families'
expenses, their reliance on friends and relatives and community
services, and the quality of services and service delivery.
Inferences will made about the consequences of living on a lowincome for the families' quality of life and their wellbeing.
i.

HOUSING ISSUES

The importance of housing in the poverty debate is exemplified in
the notions of 'before-housing' and 'post-housing' poverty. That
is, poverty-line estimates have been worked out on the basis of
expenditure before and after housing costs have been paid, the
latter giving a picture of disposable income.
Housing is a form of wealth, and the amount of money paid for it
can determine whether a person is poor or not. Other indicators
of a person's economic and personal wellbeing are the location,
choice and physical standard of housing, and security of tenure.
Rent
Ten of the twelve families in the study were MOH tenants, and
they paid, on average, between 18% and 22% of their fortnightly
income in rent. However, a single unemployed participant, who
owed the MOH $1000 in rent arrears, paid up to 38% of her benefit
in rent and rent arrears payments each fortnight.
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In terms of their security of tenure and the amount of money they
had to pay in housing costs, MOH tenants were probably
comparatively better off than many other low-income people who
rented privately. This is not to say, however, that MOH tenants
did not have difficulty in paying for their housing costs. The
MOH tenants in the study were still faced with the problems
caused by an inadequate income, and at times their housing costs
were beyond their ability to pay.
Several families reported dissatisfaction with the MOH in the way
they automatically increased the rental charges with each six
month pension rise:
The pension rise helped, but my rent is going to chase
it. I will be paying 25% of my income on rent with the
Ministry, whereas in the Co-Op. I was getting rent
assistance.
(Single Parent, 1 child, Supporting Parent
Benefit).
The MOH calculates the amount of rent each family pays on the
basis of the income of all the members in the household. One
Aged Pensioner with an employed 21 year old son was dissatisfied
with this system of setting rental charges:
The Commission is doing a review of rebated rents. They
might back date a rise because my son's wages have gone
up. They are wrong including other household member's
income in your income. They should only include the
board I get. They also calculate it on his gross pay,
not nett.
A further example of the unfair system of setting rental charges
was the experience of a single, Invalid Pensioner with one
dependent. When her 16 year old daughter received the new
Austudy Allowance of $50 per week for secondary students 16 years
and older, not only did her Invalid Pension decrease from $282 to
$276 per fortnight, but the MOH wanted to increase the family's
rent by $5 per week because of the daughter's education allowance.
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During the study, two families were incorrectly informed by the
MOH that they were in arrears with their rent payments. For one
family this occurred twice:
A. In April the MOH wrote a letter to Tracey MacDonald
telling her that she was $140 in arrears. Her immediate
response was to go to the Estate Office to argue that
she was in fact paying in advance through the Credit
Union, and that it was impossible for her to be in
arrears because she always made sure that she paid her
rent first. Fortunately, Tracey was able to get a
statement of the rent she had paid from the Credit
Union, and she had also kept her rent receipts.
B. In the following January, after Tracey and her
family had moved from the highrise flats to other MOH
accomodation, she received further correspondence about
alleged rental arrears. Without even a warning letter,
the Ministry's solicitor wrote to Tracey threatening
court action if she did not immediately pay $73.60 rent
arrears from her old flat. Again Tracey had Credit
Union records to support her case, and she refused to
pay the $10 solicitor's fee because not only was she not
in arrears, but she had received no correspondence
directly from the MOH regarding this matter.
Housing Standards
The amount of money people paid for their housing, as well as the
physical condition of that housing, its location and the extent
of housing choice are all important indicators of person's
economic and personal wellbeing.
Of the twelve families in the study, eight did not live in the
type of dwelling of their choice. Four wanted a backyard or
bigger yards for their children to play in, two preferred houses
without stairs for their children's safety, and another two
families wanted to live in a house or unit rather than a flat. A
further four families would have preferred to live in another
area, and in each case this was out of the city.
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In terms of the physical condition of their homes, in six there
was dampness, in four homes there were no carpets, in six there
were cracks in the walls, and in seven there were no safety locks
on the doors or windows. As many as ten families did not have
enough space for storage, and six families felt that there was no
room for privacy. Among the nine families in the study with
children, six did not have enough room to play, and a further
five did not have room for student's to study. In commenting on
the overall condition of her flat, one participant explained:
Inside is okay, but outside there is grafetti and it's
dirty.
It makes people think we are living in slums.
People have a bad opinion of the area. A friend won't
let her daughter come to the area to play with my kids.
(Single Parent, 3 children, Supporting Parent Benefit;
MOH, lowrise, Fitzroy).
The families in the study could have waited as long as 3 years
for their present, less than adequate accomodation to become
available. In her study of 90 low-income families, Phillipa
Smith also reported that "some respondents felt as though they
had been forced or bribed into taking up a home they did not
think was satisfactory on the grounds that it was the last offer
that would be made" (1982; p. 123). This was also the experience
of some of the families in this study.
Maintenance and Repairs
MOH tenants in the study had to obtain permission to make repairs
to their homes, and often were prevented by the cost of the
repairs anyway. They were dependent on the MOH to carry out
maintenance on their homes, and this was a major cause for
dissatisfaction among the families. The following story of an
Invalid Pensioner with three children aged 16, 17 and 19, who
lived in a highrise flat, illustrates the problems faced by many
of the MOH tenants in getting maintenance done.
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Case Study: Tracey MacDonald's Experience with the
Ministry
When the study commenced in February, Tracey MacDonald
and her family had been waiting for 8 months for repair
work to be carried out in their flat. The main problems
were severe dampness in the bedrooms and bathroom,
cracks in the walls, a hole in the bath that contributed
to the seepage from the bathroom to the bedroom, missing
tiles from the bathroom floor, and the bathroom door was
off its hinges. They could not lay any carpet before
winter until the maintenance work was completed, and
Tracey had to purchase extra bedding because of the
intolerable cold caused by the dampness. So Tracey
served notice on the MOH giving them 14 days to remove
the dampness and to repair the leaks and cracks.
In March, the MOH gave the okay to paint the flat,
however they were not going to make any repairs. Even
though the MOH were told about the problems 9 months
earlier, they informed Tracey that she had to apply for
the money for the maintenance work to be completed.
Finally, in April, the leaks in the bathroom were
repaired, which later proved unsatisfactory, the two
bedrooms were sealed and the rooms repainted. However,
there were still no bathroom or bedroom floor coverings
and the door remained broken.
In desperation Tracey
contacted the Regional Manager, the Maintenance
Supervisor and the Tenant Action Group. The MOH told
Tracey that only emergency problems would be completed,
and the other problems had to be put off because of lack
of funds.
In August, the MacDonald family were allocated new
Ministry accomodation, but the effects on Tracey and her
family of living in a flat in such a state of disrepair
were evident. Tracey had a chest complaint which she
believed was caused and aggravated by the dampness in
the flat. She had to purchase extra bedding because of
the intolerable cold, and her daughter, Jody, would
sometimes wear mittens, a beeny and leg warmers to bed.
The family was unable to use two bedrooms because of the
cold that came from the dampness, therefore Tracey was
forced to share Jody's bedroom, and the eldest son slept
on a mattress in the loungeroom. The consequent lack of
privacy caused tension between the family members. They
were also paying rent for a three bedroom flat but able
to use one bedroom only. Furthermore, the flat was so
depressing that Jody became upset and would not invite
her friends around, because she felt embarassed by its
poor condition.

Six of the eleven MOH tenants in the study were dissatisfied with
the time it took the MOH to undertake repairs. Five families
required repair and upkeep to their homes, ranging from the
repair of leaks, heaters, fly-wire screens and doors, to
painting. A further three families had problems in their homes
which the Ministry said could not be fixed at all, including 2
windows which would not open, a dropped gate which was difficult
to open and close, and a backyard lawn which would not grow and
turned to mud when the children played in it.
Household Furnishings and Appliances
The families in the study believed that an adequate standard of
living for them was to have sufficient money to buy food and to
pay the bills, and to have new furnishings and household goods.
However, many were unable to afford such commodities, and they
often depended on second-hand goods and gifts of furnishings from
their relatives.
Among the majority of the families who felt that their standard
of living was inadequate, several cited not having new appliances
and furnishings as contributing to their meagre circumstances:
I haven't got the things I want like a new fridge or new
beds. Everytime I try and put money aside for them,
something else comes up, like shoes for the children.
(Single Parent, 3 children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
I would like to have new furniture, a better car, enough
money for the kids' clothes, a new stereo. I would like
to update these things.
I might get envious of people
who have newer furniture.
(Single Parent, 3 children,
Supporting Parent Benefit).
Two families in the study rented their television sets from
private companies, because they were unable to buy them outright.
Each fortnight they spent 4% of their income on television hire.
Another family was indebted to Waltons for household furniture
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and other goods they were paying-off. These examples suggest
that the families paid more for the goods they did have, because
the initial purchase price was increased by interest charges of
which they were often unaware.
Many of ARC'S families, unlike other low-income families, were
able to afford the cost of household furnishings and appliances
with low-interest loans from the Fitzroy and ARC Co-Operative
Credit Society. Without such loans, many risked indebtedness to
financial institutions.
Often the appliances that the families did own were second-hand,
and being older and more likely to be in disrepair they could be
more expensive to run than newer models. When the families were
asked if they had appliances that needed repair or maintenance,
they listed among the problem items: two stoves, two washing
machines, three heaters, three hot water services and four
refrigerators. The types of difficulties the families
experienced with these appliances were a fridge that leaked and
would not defrost, and one that froze up all the time so that
nothing could be kept for long periods; a washing machine that
did not spin dry; and a heater that could not be turned to the
lowest setting.
The following story of one family's problems in purchasing a
second-hand washing machine through the Community Buying Advisory
Service illustrates the difficulties that low-income people often
have in initially purchasing and then maintaining the goods they
do own.
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Case Study: Sue Smith's Experience Purchasing a Second
hand Washing Machine
In April, Sue Smith's washing machine broke down
completely. As a single parent with three children aged
10, 7 and 2, Sue relied on the machine to keep two of
her children adequately clothed for school and to keep
up with the other's nappy supply.
Having no savings, Sue needed assistance to purchase
even a second-hand washing machine, so she approached
the Community Buying Advisory Service (CBAS). They
organised that if she paid $50 CBAS would contribute
$150 for a reconditioned machine with 6 months warranty.
The machine was delivered to Sue's home, however it had
not been tested. During the first wash, the 'new'
machine broke down and flooded Sue's laundry. To make
matters worse, even though the machine was within its
warranty, it could not be repaired!
Sue then recontacted CBAS. The new deal they worked out
for Sue was that she contribute a further $99 (in
addition to her initial $50) toward the cost of a
replacement machine.
Once again the washing machine was delivered untested,
but wary of any problems, Sue had her brother check the
machine before she used it. Sue's brother found
perished hoses and a small hole which he, fortunately,
was able to repair after two hours work. Still there
were problems with the machine that required servicing
under its 6 months warranty.
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Mo v i n g E x p enses and M o b i l i t y

The stability of housing has important consequences for
establishing and maintaining community relationships, especially
in terms of childcare options for low-income people. Each time a
family moves to another location, the cost of moving has to be
absorbed into their already inadequate incomes. Although most of
the study's families were Ministry tenants, and in comparatively
more stable housing than tenants renting privately, nearly half
of all the families had to move during the twelve months.
In the last 3 years, three families moved twice, but in the last
12 months, a further five of the twelve families had to move to a
new location. Four families moved out of their MOH accomadation
into other MOH accomodation, and one other family moved into a
MOH house from a Housing Co-Operative house. The extra costs
that had to be absorbed in their limited budgets included a hire
truck, new furnishings, rent in advance, telephone connection and
new school uniforms. These expenses could total between 20% and
60% of one pension or benefit cheque. For example, when a single
parent with one child moved into MOH accomodation, she paid
$261.40 for a hire truck, and $125.00 and $32.00 to finalise the
telephone and electricity accounts respectively, which exceeded
her Supporting Parent Benefit of $269.70. Without a $200 gift
from a relative and $115 holiday pay from her temporary
employment, she would not have been able to afford her food and
other expenses for the fortnight.
In order to manage such
expenses, two families took out loans from the Credit Union, one
borrowed money from a relative, and only one working family was
able to save for the cost of removal.
Beside the burden that moving placed on the families limited
incomes, there were additional consequences in terms of access to
childcare. Many of the parents in the study relied on their
friends and neighbours for short term care of their children when
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formal childcare services could not be afforded. One single
parent with six children found that when the family moved, the
informal childcare arrangements she once had with her neighbours
were no longer available. Phillipa Smith in her study of 90 lowincome families also noted that "with few opportunities for
social activities and/or money to contract out additional support
for childcare... the support of neighbours and families becomes
even more important" (1932; p. 127).
Studies have also examined the consequences of mobility for the
continuity of education among low-income families (see Phillipa
Smith, 1982). A participant in this study cited her family's
experience of having to move often because they could not afford
to pay the rent and as a result the son suffered many
interruptions to his schooling. Of the five families who moved
during the study, all had school age children, and a total of
eight children in three of the families had to change schools
because of re-location.
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Summary
Housing standard, location, choice and cost were seen to be
important indicators of a person's financial and personal
wellbeing.
The families in the study paid about 20% of their income in rent,
but if they were paying-off arrears, their housing costs could be
as much as double.
Five families had to move during the study, and they absorbed
these additional costs in their limited budgets by taking out
loans or by borrowing money. Changing location also had an
impact on continued support from neighbours and friends,
particularly for informal childcare, and disrupted the continuity
of their children's education.
The families in the study who were reliant on the MOH for their
housing expressed dissatisfaction with this organisation in
relation to the Ministry's method of setting and increasing
rental charges. On three occasions the MOH incorrectly informed
tenants that they were in arrears with their rental payments.
Inability to get maintenance done was a cause of concern for many
of the families, and Tracey MacDonald's 6tory described the
effects of living in a flat that was in disrepair. Half of the
families in the study experienced dampness and cracks in their
homes, and many other difficulties were noted such as lack of
space for privacy, study, play and storage. Few families lived
in the dwelling of their choice, and overall they had little say
in its upkeep and choice of location.
In the words of one Aged
Pensioner, "you can't treat it like you would your own home".
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This section also highlighted the families dependence on second
hand furnishings and appliances. Many felt that not having new
goods reduced their standard of living; and often their
appliances were in disrepair, and possibly more expensive to run
than newer, more efficient models. We will see later that the
families who owned used cars also faced large running and
maintenance costs.

»
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ii.

ENERGY NEEDS - GAS AND ELECTRICITY
Just because I'm poor I don't have to go cold.
(Single
Parent, 3 children, Supporting Parent Benefit).

Many of the study's families had to cut back on using heating in
order to reduce their energy costs; and because their incomes
were often inadequate to cover all their expenses, gas and
electricity were among those bills most often deferred. It was
in August, during the winter billing period, that their
expenditure on gas was greatest.
Paving for Gas and Electricity
A gas and an electricity bill could each be as much as 19% of one
fortnight's income, and rarely was either below 7%. Therefore,
if a family received these bills simultaneously, then up to 38%
of their income for one fortnight could be spent on energy alone.
This caused extreme hardship among some families:
I didn't have the money to pay the gas bill. It
should've been paid last week, but because I had the
telephone and SEC bills to pay over the last month, I've
had to cut down and I was jack of this. I rang (GFC) to
tell them I couldn't pay the bill, and I said I would
pay it over the next week. They were alright, probably
because I usually pay on time.
(Couple, Aged Pension).
Paying their gas and electricity bills was usually a priority for
the families in the study in order to avoid being disconnected
from these essential services. This study supported the findings
of the Fitzroy Energy Research Project (1987) in that many
families put-off paying their energy bills in order to raise the
extra money by cutting back on food or borrowing from friends and
relatives:
I never pay anything before the reminder notice so I can
scavenge.
(Single Parent, 1 child, Supporting Parent
Benefit).
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When the families in the study contacted the SEC or GFC to
negotiate to pay-off a bill or to query an account, overall they
were satisfied with staff helpfulness.
Five of the twelve families in the study used the Easyway Payment
Scheme to pay for their electricity bills and two used it for
their gas bills. When they paid in this way, every fortnight
these families spent between 3% and 8% of their income on gas or
electricity.

At times though, these costs could not be met:

I joined Easyway for electricity, but for 3 months I've
been unable to make the payments. Lucky I'm not payingoff a bill!
(Couple, Aged Pension).
For others in the study, the euphemistically titled 'Easyway
Scheme' was not an option:
I can't budget for bills because nothing would be left
over for food. The pension covers the bills and that is
it. There is not much point in the Easyway Scheme
because the $10 would be used for something else. It's
'robbing Peter to pay Paul', and having to make a weekly
payment causes difficulty each week. Nothing can be
done to make it easier to pay bills, unless they reduce
the cost and subsidise pensioners.
(Single Parent, 1
child, Supporting Parent Benefit).
To avoid being disconnected, two families successfully applied
for an Energy Relief Grant during the study. One family required
the grant for a $161 electricity bill, which was 44% of their
income (Aged Pesion, board and voluntary work); and another
family used the grant for a $158.44 gas bill, which was 40% of
their Supporting Parent Benefit and Family Allownace.
The difficulties that the families had in paying their energy
costs was an ongoing problem caused by the inadequacy of their
primary income. However, an Energy Relief Grant is a once-off
payment only, for families who can demonstrate a drop in income,
an increase in energy use, and/or an unexpected increase in
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expenditure. Clearly, this scheme does not address the ongoing
payment problems experienced by low-income people.
Even the then 20% Winter Energy Concession failed to allow the
families in the study to use their heaters as much as they
preferred.
Reducing Energy Use
Many of the families had to cut back on heating in order to
afford their energy costs. Table 10 below shows the number of
times throughout the study that they did not use their heater as
much as they would have preferred.
It suggests that the problem
of underheating is not confined to the three months of winter in
a cold climate, such as in Melbourne.
Table 10: Cut Back In Heater Use
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Over half of the study's families stated that they did not use
their heater as much as they wanted to use it. For six of the
twelve families this happened 'often', and for a further two it
was 'occasionally'. The reason they gave for cutting back on
using their heater was because of the expense. For example:
It costs too much money. We got a $170 gas bill last
year which scared us, so we shiver.
(Couple, 2
children, Wages).
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As will be shown, the families in the study led mainly home-based
lives, because leisure activities outside the home were often too
expensive for their restricted incomes. Therefore, cutting back
on heating reduced their overall quality of life and comfort:
I just sit there in the cold. Last night I had a shower
then I went to bed because the heating wasn't working at
all.
(Single Parent, 1 child, Invalid Pension).
When they did cut back on using their heater, several
participants reported that they would get the children to put on
extra clothing. However, earlier analysis showed that it was
during the colder months that the children in the study most
often suffered clothing shortages, and therefore they did not
always have that clothing to put on.
Cutting back on the heater meant that the families did not use it
at all, or many would turn it on just long enough to warm the
room then they turned it off. One participant who often cut back
on heating explained:
I only put the heater on when it is really cold, and
then I have it on for half-an-hour just to heat the
house up.
(Single Parent, 3 children, Supporting Parent
Benefit).
Housing and Appliance Standards
It's alright paying for something when you get it, but
we pay for heating and still freeze!
(Single Parent, 6
children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
Family comfort levels and the efficiency of heating and hot water
appliances are largely determined by the type of appliances
themselves as well as the standard of housing in terms of
draughts and dampness.
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Eight of the twelve families in the study had gas fan heaters,
three had off-peak electric systems, and one MOH highrise tenant
used the hot water radiator that was provided in all the flats.
The majority of families (eight) could only heat one room with
their main heater.
For half of the twelve families in the study, when they did use
their heater, the area they were trying to heat never heated up
enough. Three of these six families stated that the problem was
due to the type of housing (high ceilings and stairwells in the
heated area), and the other three families reported that the
heater was inadequate and did not work properly.
As shown earlier dampness was present in six homes, and a further
seven families reported draughts. These conditions would have
reduced the families overall comfort and made their homes more
difficult, and therefore more expensive, to heat.
Finally, in terms of appliance standards, the majority of
families in the study found their hot water systems inadequate
for their needs. Five stated that they 'often' ran out of hot
water and for a further three families this happened
'occasionally'.
In two cases, the bulk systems provided in the
highrise and walk-up flats by the MOH were simply insufficient
for the number of tenants in the blocks, and they were poorly
maintained. Other families stated that their hot water systems
were too small for all their needs.
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Summary
Paying for their gas and electricity was a priority for families
in the study to avoid being disconnected from these essential
services. They could spend as much as 38% of one fortnight's
income on energy (gas and electricity combined), which at times
caused extreme hardship. Therefore, the families often deferred
paying their energy bills in order to raise the money by
borrowing from friends or relatives, or cutting back on food and
other essentials.
When the families used the Easyway Payment Scheme to pay for
their energy bills, they could spend up to 7% of their income on
gas and a further 8% on electricity every fortnight. At times,
their limited incomes did not allow them to keep up with these
payments, and the money they spent each fortnight could have been
used for food or other expenses. During the study, two families
used an Energy Relief Grant to avoid being disconnected.
Many families cut back on using their heater to save on energy
costs. They either did not use their heater at all or put it on
just long enough to heat the room. Even when they received the
20% rebate on their winter energy bills, the families in the
study were still unable to use their heater as much as they
preferred. Underheating also occurred during and beyond the
winter months which suggests the need to both increase and extend
the current winter energy concession.
When the families did use their heater, the area they were were
trying to heat often did not heat up enough. Sometimes this was
a problem with the heater itself; or a difficulty caused by poor
housing standards, including draughts and dampness; or a
difficulty caused by housing design, such as stairwells in the
heated area and high ceilings. Hot water services too were often
insufficient for the families' needs.
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iii.

THE T EL EPH ON E AND T E L EC OM 'S SERVICE

The majority of the families in the study considered that the
telephone was an essential service, yet five families were
prevented access to it because of the cost. One family could not
afford to have the telephone connected at all, and during the
study four families were disconnected because they could not
afford their telephone bills and rental. Paying for telephone
accounts was a recurring problem for many of the families.
Telecom's less than adequate service delivery and treatment of
its customers were also important issues to emerge throughout
this twelve month study.
The Telephone as an Essential Service
Eleven families considered that it was essential to have a
telephone in their home.
In the case of emergencies and illness,
the telephone was an essential link to emergency services and
assistance, especially when there were children, elderly or
disabled members in the household. One participant believed that
the telephone was not essential, because she felt that people
could use a public phone box; but for single parents who were
alone with their children, the telephone was necessary when there
were no adults to stay with the children during an emergency.
Similarly, elderly and disabled people did not always have ready
access to public telephone boxes. Furthermore, the families in
the study reported that public telephone boxes were sometimes too
distant and that they were often broken.
For low-income people who spend much of their time at home and
who rarely had access to a car, as will be shown, the telephone
was an important means of contacting friends and relatives and of
staying 'in touch'. Many of the families in the study felt safer
with a telephone in the home, and it was a means of access to
information and work. They did not agree, however, that it was
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important to have a telephone because other people in the
community had one. The telephone was a necessary part of the
families day-to-day lives.
* (
(
i
Paying for the Telephone
Paying telephone bills was nearly always a burden for the
families in the study, and it was the bill which they had to
defer most often, so they could raise the money. Telephone bills
ranged from 9% to as much as 34% of their income for one
fortnight, which placed an enormous strain on the families trying
to meet all of their other expenses. The reasons why they had to
put-off paying their telephone bills were best expressed in the
words of the participants themselves:
I deferred the telephone payment because I spent the
pension on food at Christmas, which put me out a bit.
(Single Parent, 2 children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
I deferred payment of part of the $125 telephone bill
until I received the Family Allowance. I owe $65.
(Couple, 2 children, Wages).
The telephone, SEC and car registration all came in
together, which made it difficult, so I put off the
phone bill.
(Single Parent, 3 children, Supporting
Parent Benefit).
Telecom - Service Delivery and. Customer Relations
The families limited incomes made it difficult for them to meet
all of their expenses, but paying a telephone bill within the 14
days permitted by Telecom was often impossible. Every time they
required an extension of time to pay, they had to ring and
negotiate with Telecom staff, and even then it was not guaranteed
that they would be granted that extension. Two families in the
study had rung and negotiated with Telecom employees to pay-off
their bills, and in fact made part-payments on the bills, but
they were still disconnected when the 14 day period had expired.
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In the case of one single parent, she had paid $80 of a $165
phone bill when she was cut off.
When they rang to query an account or to negotiate to pay-off a
bill, the families in the study were all dissatisfied with the
way they were treated by Telecom employees:
The telephone bill was double what it usually is. I
disputed the STD charges with Telecom, but they wouldn't
come to the party.
It was unfair because the bill was
incorrect, but nobody has a chance with Telecom.
(Single Parent, 1 child, Supporting Parent Benefit).
The frustration that many experienced when dealing with Telecom
staff was further illustrated in the story on the following page
of one single parent with three children.
Robyn's story showed how the 'poor paid more'. Her inability to
pay the telephone bills in the time permitted by Telecom meant
that Robyn was twice disconnected, and therefore she incurred an
extra $100 just to have the phone on. Telecom's insistence that
Robyn quickly pay her accounts caused her such financial hardship
that Robyn often had to defer her rent payments and other bills
and the family had to go without essentials like food. Although
it was Telecom's policy that customers must ring and negotiate to
pay-off a bill, they did not always grant that extension, and
their attitude effectively deterred people from contacting them
to discuss any bill paying difficulties.
The families in the study recommended changes to Telecom to
improve the service. Three families agreed that more time than
the current 14 days to pay a bill, should be allowed. Reduced
rental charges and fees for connection should be introduced, and
an improvement in staff attitudes toward their customers should
be encouraged and actively pursued.
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Case Study:

Robyn Brown's Ex perience With Telecom.

Robyn Brown received a $447.83 telephone bill in May,
which was 127% of her Supporting Parent Benefit and
Family Allowance for one fortnight. Clearly, the bill
was beyond her capacity to pay within 14 days, so she
contacted Telecom and, with their consent, began to pay
installments through her local Post Office.
Robyn had made three payments totalling $190.00 by the
time she was disconnected in July. The next day, Robyn
received a letter from Telecom which stated that she
owed $297.83 plus a $50 reconnection fee which had to
paid within 7 days. However, Robyn had already paid
$190 off her bill, which left a balance of $257.83, not
$297.83 as stated by Telecom.
Robyn paid what she believed was the final payment of
her bill, $297.83, including a $50 reconnection fee, and
her telephone service was then reconnected. To her
surprise, Robyn's next bill in August included another
$50 reconnection fee. Believing that she had paid this
fee, the Post Office contacted Telecom on Robyn's behalf
to clarify the bill. Both Telecom and the Post Office
employee, as the former's agent, advised Robyn to pay
the bill, less $50. Robyn paid $150 off this bill,
which left $31.81 to pay, however, she was once again
disconnected before she could finalise her account.
Furthermore, Robyn received a letter from Telecom dated
2nd October, which advised her to finalise the bill by
the 25th September - one week earlier! This letter
again incorrectly stated that Robyn owed $81.81 plus a
$50 reconnection fee, when in fact she owed $31.81 for
the bill and a $50 reconnection fee - for a
disconnection that was no fault of her own.
Without disputing this second reconnection charge, Robyn
paid a further $268.09 in November, which included
$81.81 from the previous bill. Then Robyn's December
account once again showed a $50 reconnection fee.
Robyn's accurate record keeping enabled her to
successfully dispute this third reconnection fee with
Telecom - she had retained all her bills, receipts and
correspondence from Telecom. However the entire seven
month saga caused Robyn and her family much financial
hardship and worry.
Robyn's comments about Telecom were, "they aren't very
understanding. People want to pay, but they don't give
any extensions. They are so difficult to deal with.
They don't understand and they're not co-operative."
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Summary
The families in the study considered that the telephone was an
essential service for all Australians. However five of the
twelve participants were prevented access to it because of the
cost - one family did not have a telephone at all, and four
families were disconnected during the study because they could
not pay their telephone accounts within the 14 days permitted by
Telecom.
The families believed that the telephone was essential in case of
emergencies, illness, and when there were children, aged or
disabled members in the household. They did not always have easy
access to a public telephone box, because single parents often
did not have an adult in the household to leave their children
with in emergencies, or aged and disabled people could not
readily get to a public phone box, or the telephone box itself
was too far away and often in disrepair anyway.
For low-income families who usually led home-based lives and who
rarely had access to private transport, the telephone was also
important to contact friends and relatives and to stay 'in
touch', to get information and work, and to feel safer.
As much as 34% of one fortnight's income could be spent on a
telephone bill, which caused financial hardship and worry among
the families, especially because Telecom allowed only 14 days to
pay an account.
If a customer wished to pay-off a bill, they had
to ring Telecom to negotiate for an extension. However,
Telecom's poor customer treatment deterred customer's from
contacting them, and even when they did negotiate with Telecom to
pay-off a bill, sometimes they were still disconnected.
Robyn Brown's story illustrated that 'the poor paid more' for the
telephone, because they could be locked into a 'disconnection 57

reconnection cycle". Each time they were disconnected because
they could not pay an entire bill, and then reconnected, they had
to pay an additional $50. Robyn's dissatisfaction with Telecom's
service delivery and customer relations was shared by many of the
study's families. They suggested improvements to Telecom by
decreasing rental and connection fees, increasing the time to pay
and improving customer contact.

%
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IV .

TRANSPORT AND LEISURE OPPORTUNITIES

Owning your own car was one of those taken-for-granted luxuries
that the majority of the families in this study did not enjoy,
and at times even public transport was too expensive to use. Not
having their own private means of transport meant that the
families were often excluded from day outings and holidays, and
outings and holidays were usually beyond their reach financially.
Therefore, as Jenny Trethewey found in her study of low-income
families (1986), they led very home-based lives, and much of
their leisure time was spent in the home. Therefore the families
did not have the means for even a temporary reprieve from the
stresses in their lives. Being unable to get away from the
pressures of living on a low-income is an issue which will be
explored further in the health section of this report.
Access to Public Transport
Only three of the twelve families had access to private
transport. Two of these families were paying-off their car, and
only one of the three could afford to comprehensively insure
their car against accident. During the study, one car owner, who
was without insurance, was involved in an accident, and the car
remained unrepaired for four months until the other party paid
the costs ($560).
Jim and Dianne Dale's story, told at the beginning of this
report, highlighted their indebtedness to AVCO finance company
for $2000 for their car. Being a used car, like the other two
cars owned by the study's families, it was often off the road for
repairs, and at times the Dale's spent up to 20% of their
fortnightly income on its maintenance. One other car owner cited
a similar experience:
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I'm paying off the car, but it's off the road, and it
has been too expensive to repair.
(Single Parent, 1
child, Supporting Parent Benefit).
Being unable to afford to repair or maintain their car, or to
afford the cost of petrol on occasions, meant that the car owners
in the study still often had to rely on public transport or they
simply stayed at home.
The cost - the initial outlay and the ongoing expenses - was the
main reason for many of the families being without a car. Nine
of the twelve families in the study depended on public transport
to visit friends and relatives, to do their shopping and to get
to community services. However, public transport was at times
too expensive for their limited budgets. On average, they spent
between 3% and 8% of their fortnightly income on transport, but
many of the families would walk to their destination or they
would stay at home, if they could not afford public transport.
Two families reported that they would say their children were
younger in order to get cheaper fares, and in the education
section the difficulties that one family had in paying the
childrens' fares to and from school will be detailed.
With no other transport options beside the public system, the
families experienced numerous difficulties. Here are a few
examples:
Tram drivers don't help with the pram, therefore I am
reduced to walking distance only.
(Single Parent, 3
children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
The tram strike on pension day was a killer.
Aged Pension).

(Couple,

It was difficult getting down to do the shopping. Coles
and Safeway don't deliver, so I had to find a shop that
did.. I had to get the food delivered, because I didn't
have transport, but Safeway doesn't deliver to Clifton
Hill, so I shopped locally which was expensive.
(Single
Parent, 3 children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
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They also reported other problems with public transport including
long delays in the time schedule, especially on weekends - "if we
go out on Sundays there are ninety minute delays between buses";
sometimes trams and buses passed people waiting on the stops;
and they were unpredictable and did not always run on time.
Leisure and Recreation Opportunities
I would like to have a little bit over to go out and do
something instead of staying home all the time and just
paying the bills.
(Single Parent, 3 children,
Supporting Parent Benefit).
Beside having to do battle with public transport, the cost of
outings and holidays was another hurdle for the families. Most
of them had joined ARC for the low cost holidays and outings it
offered, and therefore, usually their holidays as a family were
organised through the centre. ARC offers one family camp and two
adult camps annually, and numerous children's and teenager's
camps. Even in ARC, three of the families had never been able to
afford a holiday as a complete unit.
ARC'S fortnightly day outing was popular among the families who
would otherwise forgo such an activity because of the cost. The
majority of families also stated that the cost prevented them
from eating out at restaurants, going to the pictures or live
theatre and using taxi's. This caused many to worry and to
become depressed, frustrated and irritable:
The children get upset when I cannot provide these
things, and I get a bit depressed.
(Single Parent, 3
children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
This causes arguments because other kids do these
things. We have to rely on other people, and when we do
go away, only half the family can go. (Single Parent, 6
children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
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As suggested in this last comment, many of the families had to
rely on others when they did go on a holiday:
We're going on a holiday at Christmas, but I'm not
paying for it, and I get a bit disappointed about this.
Friends are paying for it. (Single Parent, 2 children,
Supporting Parent Benefit).
We don't go out. We only have a holiday through ARC.
We have to rely on others for outings, like the Lions
Club and ARC.
(Single Parent, 6 children, Supporting
Parent Benefit).
Visiting friends and relatives was a common past-time, but most
of the family's leisure time was spent in the home watching
television, listening to the radio or reading. Therefore, if
they lived in substandard housing that was damp or draughty and
which they underheated, and if they did not have a telephone,
then the quality of their home-based lives would be further
reduced.
The families also mentioned the social consequences of their
poverty, in terms of their relationships with their friends.
Some cited occasions when they had refused a social invitation
because of their embarassment in being unable to pay:
I feel embarassed when I go out with people with money.
I've been impoverished for so long that I feel pressured
to pay when I go out even though I can't afford it. I
can't afford to take food or wine to parties, so I don't
go. I don't invite people to dinner anymore because I
can't afford it. I've lost three friends because it
became too embarassing that they were always the hosts.
There's been many embarassing situations because my
friends have high paying jobs, beautiful homes and high
standards of living. I can't afford to go out with
them, and I can't accept charity. Occasionally being
treated is okay, but I can't become a parasite or no-one
will respect me. (Single Parent, 1 child, Supporting
Parent Benefit).
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There were other examples of the children missing out on the
special occasions in their lives. One single parent stated that
she was unable to give her 5 year old a birthday party because of
the cost, and this same parent had only one present for each of
her two children at Christmas time.
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Summary

Many of the families initially joined ARC to have the low cost
holidays and outings that they would otherwise have gone without.
Often they relied on their friends or relatives, or they simply
did not go away at all as a family unit because of the cost.
There was no reprieve from the stresses of living on a lowincome .
Going out with friends, throwing children's birthday parties,
going out to the cinema, or to live theatre, or to a restaurant
were the other type of activites the families could not afford.
Therefore they led largely home-based lives watching TV,
listening to the radio or reading. Earlier analysis showed that
the families needed their telephone to 'keep in-touch', so the
isolation of a home-based life was compounded for those without a
phone. Often the families underheated their homes to save on
energy costs, and many lived in poor housing that was damp and
draughty. These conditions would have further reduced their
comfort levels and the quality of their lives.
Because few families had their own car, they relied on a public
transport system that was often unreliable and unpredictable
especially on the weekends. They would be forced to stay at home
if they could not afford to use public transport. Those in the
study who did have a car, were also often reduced to using public
transport or to staying at home because of the costs of petrol
and repairs. A large proportion of their already limited income
could be spent on maintaining their car, and only one of the
families with a car was comprehensively insured.
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v.

ACCESS TO CHIL DCA RE

There were stresses in the families lives that came from living
on a low-income, and it is suggested that parent's inability to
afford regular childcare contributes to their stressful
lifestyles.
In support of this claim, Phillipa Smith (1982)
documented the importance of childcare for single parents to
relieve the stress and tension of living on a low-income and of
being the sole carer. Furthermore, children in low-income
families who do not attend playgroups or kindergarten can miss
out on the developmental activities offered by formal childcare
services.
In this study there were six single parents with children and
three couples with children. One single parent stated that there
was no-one with whom she could leave her three children in case
of an emergency.
If a member of this family was ill, they would
just have to wait until the locum came to their home. A further
five families could leave their children with a friend or a
relative for only a limited time, from a few hours to overnight;
and only three could leave their children with someone, usually a
relative, for longer periods of time.
When the families in the study did use a childcare service, on
average they spent between 3% and 9% of their fortnightly income.
One single parent in the study was paying-off kindergarten fees
which totalled $224, or 56% of her Supporting Parent Benefit and
Family Allowance. Occasionally she did voluntary work at the
kindergarten to cover some of the cost, otherwise she paid-off
the fee when she could afford it. For the children, kindergarten
was an opportunity to socialise and play with others their own
age, and to prepare for the approaching years of school and a
formal educational environment.
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In a recent Melbourne conference on Child Poverty in Australia
(8-9 April, 1988), currently unpublished research was cited which
suggested that delayed language development in pre-school
children is associated with kindergarten non-attendance and
isolation in the home. Furthermore, that children from lower
socio-economic backgrounds, whose parents are socially isolated
and with low educational achievement, are likely to experience
such social and personal deprivations.
Table 11 below shows the type of childcare that the families
used, and their reasons for use.
Table 11: The Type and Purpose of Childcare Use
Purpose
For a break
Working
Illness
Kindergarten
To play with other
children
To attend community
group
Other (shopping, business,
outings)
Total Occasions
of use

Type of Childcare
Friend/Neighbour

Service

Relative

16
9
6

6
6
1
-

1
1
1
-

5

2

-

2

1

1

3

10

8

41

26

12

When the families in the study did use a childcare service, they
most often needed it to have a break from their family
commitments or to go to work. This finding suggests that there
is a need for quality low-cost childcare services for low-income
families, not just so the parents can go to work, but for them to
have a break from their family responsibilities, especially if
they are the sole carer, and to relieve the stresses of living on
a low-income.
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Table 11 also shows that there was a tendency to rely on friends,
neighbours and relatives for childcare for short durations, to do
the shopping, personal business, for medical appointments or to
go on an outing. Although it appears that the families used
childcare services more often than they did friends or relatives
to care for the children temporarily, there were numerous times
when a service was not used because of the cost:
I would use childcare more often if I could afford it,
to have time to myself and to catch up on the housework.
(Single Parent, 3 children, Supporting Parent Benefit).
We saw earlier the experiences of one single parent and her
family who moved away from their friends and neighbours during
the study and therefore lost access to informal childcare
networks.
On many occasions the families with children reported that there
were times when they would have used childcare if they could have
afforded it, especially to go out, to go to work, to finish the
housework, or just to catch up on some sleep.
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Summary

There were stresses in the life of low-income families that made
having a break more important. For the single parents in
particular, being the sole carers of their children and living on
an inadequate income, childcare was an opportunity for relief
from their demanding and stressful lifestyles. Many stated,
however, that even in emergencies, there was someone they could
leave their children with for only a short time; and for one
single parent there was no-one with whom she could leave her
children.
When the families with children did use a childcare service, it
was usually to allow the parents to have a break or to go to
work. They also relied on their friends and relatives to care
for their children for short durations.
More significantly, there were many parents who cited occasions
when they would have used childcare, but they did not because of
the cost. The most often reported reason for needing additional
childcare was so the parents could have a break and have some
time to themselves. Therefore, not having access to regular and
reliable childcare because of the cost, meant that the low-income
families already stressful lifestyles were even more constantly
demanding.
Finally, it was suggested that playgroup and kindergarten are
important in the provision of developmental activities for
children. Low-income children who are prevented by the cost from
participating in formal childcare services could suffer
developmentally by their isolation and exclusion. This study
will also examine the developmental stage of childhood that
parallel'.s primary and secondary school in terms of participation
in education by the study's children.
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VI .

HEALTH

ISSUES

Although the link between poverty and ill-health was not directly
measured in this study, the nature of this relationship can be
inferred from the families' lifestyles, their access to health
services, and their reports of their own wellbeing. Worrying
about the bills; cutting back on food, clothing and heating;
and going without leisure and childcare were all conditions
experienced by the families in this study which could have
affected their health and wellbeing.
The Health of the Families
In general, there has been little research on the relationship
between poor health and poverty, although that which is available
supports an association (see Neville Hicks et al., 1988). For
example, poor quality housing has been associated with accidents
in the home; and inadequate food, clothing and transportation,
and low-income in general have been linked with a higher
susceptibility to illness and psychological stress (Health
Deptartment of Victoria, March 1987; p. 57).
As many as nine of the twelve families in this study stated that
there were family members who had an illness or a handicap that
required medical or specialist treatment, medication or special
aides like glasses. Among the ailing family members there were
nine adults and six children, and the types of problems they
experienced were asthma, diabetes, high blood pressure, middle
ear effusion ('glue ears') and epilepsy, among other illnesses.
In this study one parent reported that she had to feed her 5
month old baby cow's milk because she could not afford Lactogen
at $10 per tin. Yet, just recently, CSIRO research has linked
hyperactivity in children with a high intake of cow's milk and
other dairy products (reported in The Age. 28 March, 1988).
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Access to Medical and Dental Services
Table 12 below sets out how many of the 39 members in the study's
families used medical and dental services throughout the year.
Table 12: Medical and Dental Services Used
Type of Use

J

F

M

A

M

G.P.
Dentist (private
and hospital)
Specialist
(physio, psych,
chiropractor,
optician)
Hospital

7

9

9

5

7

_

2

_

_

2

1

-

1

1

7

14

11

No. of family
members

MONTH
J

J

A

S

0

N

D.

9

6

5

6

8

9

5

_

1

_

_

2

_

__

,

2

1

1

2

1

2

3

2

1

-

-

-

-

2

1

8

11

12

7

7

9

10

11

9

3

As Jenny Trethewey found in her study of low-income families
(1986), there was also a high use of medical services,
particularly General Practioners, by the families in this study.
Notably there were few who used the dentist. This was because
the families could not afford to see a private dentist, and they
reported a long waiting time to visit the Dental Hospital.
However, two children needed teeth straightening and braces, one
adult required fillings, and another was without false teeth:
My daughter requires dental work, but because I have to
pay straight away I can't afford to have this work done.
(Couple, 2 children, Wages).
I can't pay the electricity bill, so I'm not going to do
my teeth.
(Single Parent, 1 child, Supporting Parent
Benefit).
Some families relied on the dental services that their children
received at school:
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We don't go the dentist. The kids get checked at
school, and I haven't been to the dentist for four
years.
(Single Parent, 2 childen, Supporting Parent
Benefit).
One family reported putting off a dental problem until it became
an emergency and then there was no waiting period at the Dental
Hospital:
My daughter needs her teeth seen to, but I can't afford
the local dentist. We will go to the Dental Hospital
where there is no waiting time for emergencies.
(Single
Parent, 1 child, Invalid Pension).
A Universal Health Insurance Scheme, namely Medicare, meant that
the families could use doctors and hospitals when thay needed to.
In fact, all of the families used a G.P, locum or Community
Health Centre that bulk-billed the Government, so that they had
no financial outlay for each visit. Furthermore, none of the
families could afford private health insurance for their medical
or dental care, therefore they relied entirely on Medicare to
cover their medical expenses, and they did not go to private
dentists because of the cost.
All of the families were eligible for and used the 'free list' to
obtain most of their pharmaceutical needs. Most were satisfied
with this service, however, some participants reported that the
free list did not cover all of their needs. For example, after
paying $11.00 for tablets, one single parent stated:
Im not going back to get a ventolin pump becuase it's
$16.00 and not on the free list anymore.
(3 children,
Supporting Parent Benefit).
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The Stress of Living on a Low-Income
The families in the study were almost unanimous in their
agreement that living on a low-income is stressful.
It was
stressful because there was little money to afford the things
they needed, like sufficient food, clothes and dental treatment,
and new household furnishings. Getting the money to pay the
bills was always a worry.
Six of the twelve families stated that they worried about their
financial security 'a lot', and a further four worried
'sometimes'. The impact of stress and tension on the general
health and wellbeing of the study's families were numerous:
It makes me tired all the time worrying if everything is
going to be alright tomorrow.
I live day-to-day.
I get
exhausted and worn-out.
(Single Parent, 3 children,
Supporting Parent Benefit).
Sometimes when I worry about the bills it effects my
nerves. I have to think ahead all the time. Even now
I'm worrying about February and paying for school books.
I will just get Christmas over...It's terrible.
(Single
Parent, 1 child, Invalid Pension).
The parents in the study also recognised the effect that their
concern about the family's financial security had on the children
and on their own ability to be 'good' parents:
If parents didn't have worries of money, then they would
be able to cope better and then the kids would be
happier.
(Single Parent, 3 children, Supporting Parent
Benefit).
He has a stressed parent and no security because I'm
always frantic about money and whether I'm going to make
it through.
(Single Parent, 1 child, Supporting Parent
Benefit).
The effect of having insufficient food was also clearly expressed
by one participant:
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I only have enough food for a short time, so I eat
frugally for the first week to have enough food for the
second week. Lack of food causes depression and
tiredness. My confidence improves when I know I have
enough food.
(Single Parent, 1 child, Supporting Paent
Benefit).
Previous sections have described how the families in the study
did not have enough money to afford holidays and outings, and how
those with children often could not afford to use childcare
services. Therefore, they largely led home-based lives which
prevented them from even temporarily escaping their poverty and
the stress that this caused:
We don't do family things together. Outings are limited
because they're too expensive. The kids get cooped-up,
and they have too much energy. They don't know what to
do with themselves.
(Single Parent, 3 children,
Supporting Parent Benefit).
Phillipa Smith (1982) noted a cycle of ill-health and poverty
whereby disability and ill-health often reduced a low-income
family's earning capacity, and therefore placed them deeper in
poverty. This 'vicious circle' between ill-health and poverty
was elaborated by one thoughtful participant in this study:
Just coping leaves you so exhausted to get through the
rest of the day, let alone the rest of the week.
Initially I was able to organise, but it grinds you
down. I end up doing jobs that I loathe. I spend more
money coping with exhaustion and organising work. Lack
of money means you are at the mercy of circumstance
because you can't organise or plan your life. I have no
control over the major things in my life, like housing
and work. I lost one and a half stone in weight because
of stress. Stress got to me because coping with a son
who was sick and there was no babysitter, I didn't do a
good job at work. My professional reputation has
suffered.
I lose sleep because I worry where the
money's going to come from.
(Single Parent, 1 child,
Supporting Parent Benefit).
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Summary

Most of the participants in the study reported that there were
members in their family who had an illness or handicap that
required medical or specialist treatment, medication or special
aids. There was a high incidence of medical service use among
the families, especially visits to the General Practioner. With
a Universal Health Insurance Scheme, Medicare, they could use
doctors and hospitals as much as they needed to. The families
only visited those that bulk-billed the Government, because they
could not afford Private Health Insurance for either medical or
dental care.
On the other hand, the families could not use a dentist when they
needed to, because of the cost of private dentists and the long
waiting times at the Dental Hospital. They often went without
dental care; or their children relied on the dental service they
received at school; or they waited until the problem became an
emergency before they went to the Dental Hosptial, at which time
there was no waiting period.
Nearly all of the families in the study agreed that living on a
low-income was stressful, because there was little money for
their essentials like dental treatment, food, clothing and
heating; and paying their bills was a constant burden. Ten of
the twelve families worried about their financial security at
least sometimes. This worry often caused exhaustion and
nervousness and depression. Furthermore, there was no escape
from this stress because the families could not afford holidays,
and the parents rarely had a break from their children because
they could not afford childcare.
It was suggested that illhealth and poverty formed a vicious circle, whereby being unwell
prevented participation in education or in the workforce, and
therefore, opportunities to increase their income were further
reduced.
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Vll .

PARTICIPATING IN EDUCATION

The importance of an education in the development of the
individual has been widely recognised.
Involvement in the
community in general and in the labour market in particular are
largely determined by a person's educational achievement.
Research has shown that participation in the education system is
associated with parent occupation and income level. That is,
"...as family wealth increases so does participation" (Williams,
1987, in Sheen, 1988; p. 15). Young people from low-income
families can be disadvantaged in participating fully in education
because of the costs of schooling.
In the words of one primary
school circular to parents:
"Yes, State Education is free, but
the 'extra' essentials are not".
Some students in this study missed school activities and outings
and school itself because of the cost, and insufficient food and
clothing often deterred or prevented them from attending school.
Sometimes the students were also singled out with negative
comments and treatment by their teachers and peers for not having
a complete uniform or suitable clothing. The impact that these
situations had on the student's educational achievement can only
be inferred from the following qualitative data that was
collected throughout the study.
Background Information
Among the twelve families in the study, there were nine families
with school age children and ninteen students in total, including
fifteen primary and four secondary students. Of the primary
school children, four went to Catholic schools; and all of the
other students in the study, both primary and secondary, went to
Government schools.
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Most of the families recognised the importance of an education
for their children's future job opportunites. However some felt
that there were financial barriers to their children completing
school. Three of the nine families with school age children
believed that the expense was a barrier to their children
completing secondary school, and five stated that cost would
prevent their children from undertaking tertiary studies.
Back to School Costs
The education costs incurred by the families were greatest at the
beginning of the school year. They had to pay for books,
clothing or uniforms, stationery, haircuts, school bags, lunch
boxes, and for some of them there was also a school levy. The
families with secondary school students had the largest costs at
that time, and the following examples illustrate how they managed
their children's educational expenses.
A.

Single Parent, Supporting Parent Benefit; 14 year
old in Year 8, 11 year old in Grade 5, 10 year old
in Grade 4, 7 year old in Grade 2.

The total cost of the text books for the four school age
children in this family was $186.30, or 33% of the
primary income ($556.50). Although they applied for
State School Relief and the Education Maintenance
Allowance to assist with meeting these costs, they
received neither assistance when it was needed at the
beginning of the school year, so the family had to defer
a telephone bill in order to pay their educational
expenses.
The secondary school which was attended by one of the
children charged a $39 levy, however the family was
exempt from paying this fee because of their low-income.
The levy was not compulsory for the students, and their
parents were told by the school, "if you care about your
child, then you'll pay the fee, but if you can't afford
it, then your child will not be treated differently".
However, the non-paying students were marked out because
they received their second-hand books two weeks later
than the paying students, who received new materials.
Furthermore, the school informed the non-paying students
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that they would have to buy their own exercise books,
unlike their fee-paying peers.
B.

Couple, Wages; 15 year old in Year 9.

This family experienced difficulty in paying their
daughter's educational expenses and explained, "it's
getting hard because of her increased level at school.
We spoke to the headmaster about eligibility for the
Maintenance Allowance, but we're not eligible because
our income is just a couple of dollars over the limit".
C.

Single Parent, Invalid Pension; 16 year old in Year
10.

"I had difficulty paying for the books. I paid them out
of the pension money, particulary the food money.
I had
to go to the Clerk of Courts because of that. We're
eligible for the Maintenance Allowance, but I didn't get
it in February, and I've already paid for the books. I
didn't talk to anyone from the school about this because
I don't like to, I like to pay for things myself".
The Education Maintenance Allowance referred to in the above
illustrations was a payment of $120 per annum for primary school
students and $240 per annum for students in Years 7 to 10.
Commonwealth Health Care Card holders received the allowance by
application through the school principal or the Department of
Employment, Education and Training. State School Relief was
assistance for clothing to children from low-income families in
primary and secondary schools, and it too was granted by
application through the school principal. However, neither form
of assistance was available to the families when they required
it.
In late 1987 the State Government introduced further education
assistance for 5 to 15 year olds, the Education Expense
Allowance, which was a direct payment of $60 to families who were
eligible for the income tested Commonwealth Family Allowance.
Education assistance was also extended to secondary students 16
years and older with the introduction of the Commonwealth
Government Austudy allowance of $50 per week. This assistance
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was also income tested. Neither education allowance became
available to the families until the completion of this study.
School. Activities and Outings Missed
Beside the initial costs of equipping their children with
clothing, books and stationery for the school year, the families
in the study with school age children also had ongoing expenses
for outings, activities and classes at school.

Sometimes these

had to be forgone because of the cost, and sometimes the children
missed school itself because of the cost.
Clothing and Uniforms
Earlier analysis showed that the families in the study often
relied on second-hand clothing or they put off buying clothes in
order to pay for their rent and bills. This meant that the
students in the study were often chastised by their peers because
their clothing was seen to be inadequate:
My son got ribbed at school by other kids for having
holes in his trousers. He was very, very upset and he
didn't want to go to school.
(Single Parent, Supporting
Parent Benefit; 6 year old in Grade 1).
School clothes and uniforms were often unavailable to the
students in the study because they were simply too expensive for
their family's budgets. This often had an adverse affect on the
children:
I didn't buy him a school windcheater because of the
cost, which made him very disappointed and he is worried
about his shoes. (Single Parent, Supporting Parent
Benefit; 6 year old, in Grade 1).
My daughter needs runners and jeans for school. I have
to save madly to afford a pair of jeans. She feels that
she is being left out.
(Couple, Wages; 15 year old in
Year 9).
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A lot of kids go to school with the full uniform.
I
think they worry about this. My son asks, "why can't I
have the pants like them? I want to be the same as my
friends". He feels more left out, but my older daughter
understands when I explain to her.
(Single Parent,
Supporting Parent Benefit; 7 year old in Grade 2, 6 year
old in Grade 1).
When they did not have the correct uniform, some of the students
were also excluded from classes by their teachers:
My daughter had to 'draw lines' at school because she
didn't have a sports uniform.
(Single Parent,
Supporting Parent Benefit; 14 year old in Year 8).
This same student was repeatedly warned by her teacher that, "if
you don't have the proper uniform, don't come to school
tommorrow".
Classes, Outings and Activites
Not only was it rare for the school age children to participate
in classes outside of school, because of the cost; but they also
had to miss some school classes, activities and outings for the
same reason. Here are a few examples:
My daughter missed the movement classes ($16) because of
the cost.
(Single Parent, Supporting Parent Benefit; 14
year old in Year 8).
My two children missed an August camp at a recreation
farm because it was $70 each.
(Single Parent,
Supporting Parent Benefit; 11 year old in Grade 6, 10
year old in Grade 5).
I paid for special classes at school ($8), but my
daughter still missed the plate making classes ($9).
(Single Parent, Supporting Parent Benefit; 7 year old in
Grade 2).
On other occasions, however, the students were able to
participate in some activities, only because the school waived
the charge or allowed the parents to pay it off:
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They nearly missed a day outing ($23) because of the
cost, but the school covered it. (Single Parent,
Supporting Parent Benefit; 10 year old in Grade 5, 7
year old in Grade 2).
I didn't pay $4 for an excursion but they went anyway.
(Single Parent, Supporting Parent Benefit; 8 year old in
Grade 3, 5 year old in Grade 1).
If the kids missed out on school excursions or anything,
they'd 'scream the house down'. I'm paying off a school
camp. The school gave me plenty of notice and I put
money aside. They will subsidise it if I can't pay all
of the $100.
(Single Parent, Supporting Parent Benefit;
10 year old in Grade 5).
Missed School
The students in the study who did not go to school on some days
were kept home by their parent's because they did not have any
bread for their children's lunches, or the cash for a lunch order
or for transport to school. This happened for several days over
five consecutive months for the two children in one family. On
four occasions they missed school because there was no bread for
the children's lunches, and on one occasion there was no money
for their fares. At the beginning of the school year, this
family enquired about a transport concession card for the whole
year, but it would have cost $172 for the two children, which
they could not afford from one Supporting Parent Benefit payment.
Therefore, they had to pay $8 per week for transport fares to and
from school, if they could afford it.
A further two families in the study reported that on occasions
they sent their children to school with unpaid lunch orders which
they would attempt to pay in the following pension fortnight.
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Other Impacts on Ed uca tional Ac h ie v e m en t

Access to additional books and space to study in the home, as
well as access to special classes outside of school effected
individual educational achievement.
In this study, few of the
families with school age children could afford to send their
children to classes outside school to develop their talents:
He hasn't had access to the opportunities of life, like
going to swimming classes. He gets upset when he can't
go with his friends to the pool for swimming lessons.
(Single Parent, 1 child, Supporting Parent Benefit).
Six of the nine families reported a lack of space in the home for
their children's study, and other conditions in the home, such as
dampness, draughts and the under-utilisation of heaters effected
the children's ability to study. Three students did not have
access to a dictionary in the home, a further six did not have an
atlas, whilst four did not use a library outside of school.
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Summary.
The costs of schooling deterred and prevented some of the
students in this study from participating in the education
system. Sometimes they missed school because there was no food
for their lunch or cash to pay the transport fares to and from
school. Outings, activities and classes were forgone because of
the cost, and at times students were stopped by their teacher
from taking part in classes because they did not have the correct
uniform. Having unsuitable clothing also had a stigmatising
effect on the children who were singled out by their peers and
teachers, and these children became angry and disappointed
because they could not wear what their friends wore. Students
whose parents could not afford the school levies were also
treated differently from their fee-paying peers.
The cost for textbooks, clothing and uniforms, stationery and
other school essentials was greatest at the beginning of the
school year. It was at this time that the families required
assistance with their educational expenses from the Education
Maintenance Allowance and/or State School Relief. However,
despite their eligibility, this assistance was not received when
it was most needed, which meant that the families had to spend
their food money or put-off paying their bills in order to meet
their children's educational expenses.
Some of the school age children in the study lived in poor
housing which was damp, draughty, often under-heated, and with
little space for study. These conditions could have hampered
their ability to study. They did not join special classes
outside of school to develop their talents, because of the cost,
and often they did not have access to additional books.
Earlier analysis showed that it was the families with children
who most often had to cut back and go without food in order to
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make ends meet. Being ill-fed may have also had a negative
impact on the student's ability to participate in school.
Certainly having to change schools because the family moved to a
new location would have interrupted the continuity of the
children's education.
All of the conditions described above seemed to add up to an
educational disadvantage for the students in the study. The cost
of schooling itself was a barrier which prevented their full and
complete participation in the education system, and, in turn,
could influence their involvement in the life of the community
and the labour market as adults.
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The study highlights a number of interrelated dimensions of
poverty and shows that low-income families can experience
diminished living standards because of their low-income. The
material and personal consequences of living in poverty can be
appreciated from the families stories which illustrate what life
on a low-income is like day-after-day.
Although the study's sample is not representative of all lowincome families in the community, their experiences are likely to
be akin to those of people receiving similar incomes. Aside from
the stresses of managing day-to-day on an insufficient income,
living on a low-income effects access to housing, energy, health
services, education, childcare, transport and leisure.
It
severely limits the families ability to participate in the
community and to plan for the future.
In short, families on lowincomes miss out on many of the benefits of being part of this
community that most people take-for-granted.
Managing on a Low-Income
The notion that 'the poor are bad money managers' is refuted in
this study. It shows that the families primary incomes (pension,
benefit or wages) are insufficient to meet all their needs
regardless of how well they budget. They therefore tend to
prioritise their spending and pay their rent first, then their
energy and telephone bills. The families food is bought with the
balance of their fortnightly incomes, however there is often very
little money left to purchase all of their food requirements.
During winter in particular, when their overall expenses are
greatest, the families often have to cut back or go without food
and survive on cheaper and more filling foods.
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After paying their bills and buying food, the study's families
seldom have enough money to purchase new clothes. Many rely on
second-hand clothing from their friends and relatives, or from
Material Aid and Opportunity Shops. Children and adults alike
resent being unable to buy new and fashionable clothes. Being
poorly dressed can cause depression and anger and can be a
demoralising experience. Children are sometimes ostracised and
rejected by their peers for being inappropriately and
unfashionably dressed. Clothing shortages among adults can make
it more difficult to find work, and their confidence is also
effected by not having suitable clothing.
Families on a limited income have to juggle their expenses from
one fortnight to the next. Few have significant savings, so they
are sometimes forced to put-off paying bills until they can raise
the money by borrowing from friends or relatives, or by going
without food and other essentials. However it is not always
possible to defer payments creating further stress and hardship
for the families.
Seasonal Fluctuations in Expenses
There are periods during the year that the ongoing demands on the
families limited incomes are greater than others. Clothing and
energy expenses peak during the winter months. Food and clothing
shortages are severest at this time, and the study's families
restrict their heater use to save on energy costs. The winter
energy concession provided by the State Government is
insufficient to ease the burden faced by the families.
Christmas, Easter and school holidays are also times of increased
expense. With the children home from school, together with
Easter and Christmas gift purchases, the study's families often
have to use additional Emergency Relief to afford their food
needs. Like all others, low-income families appreciate the
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importance of providing their children with Christmas presents,
k
%

Easter eggs and outings over the holidays, but this means
increased pressure on other areas of their budgets.
At the beginning of the school year there are substantial costs
for school books, levies, uniforms and stationery. These
expenses can not always be met without deferring a bill or using
money that is earmarked for food. The educational assistance .
that is needed by the families is rarely available at the time it
is required most. The study's families are unable to send their
children to school fully equipped, and they must explain to often
unsympathetic staff the extent of their poverty. The resultant
loss of privacy and dignity can have far reaching effects on the
children's and families ability to participate in the school
community.
Paying More on a Low-Income
The study's findings highlight the families dependence on second
hand household appliances and used cars, which can be more
expensive to run and maintain than newer models.
Indeed, there
are occasions when they are unable to repair their goods because
of the cost, and if they own a car at all it is unlikely to be
comprehensively insured against accident.
Many of the study's families live in dwellings that are damp,
draughty and poorly designed for efficient heating. Such poor
housing standards reduce family comfort, especially given that
they tend to lead home-based lives, and their homes are difficult
and therefore more expensive to heat.
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Clothing shortages mean that the study's families have to wash
their clothes frequently to ensure they have enough to wear.
Therefore they use extra washing detergents and have to pay for
additional electricity that they would not otherwise use.
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Some of the families are forced to use Bankcard's cash advance
facility at times to afford their urgent food needs. Such
families incur an annual interest rate of 23% as well as a
transaction fee just to purchase their essentials.

«
9

They rarely have substantial savings, so the families often
require larger loans from financial institutions to pay their
once-off or unexpected expenses, for example, moving costs. When
low-interest loans are unavailable, low-income families can find
themselves indebted to credit institutions that do not offer
reasonable and manageable repayment terms, unlike the Fitzroy and
ARC Co-Operative Credit Society.
Paying a telephone account within the almost non-negotiable 14
days permitted by Telecom causes hardship for the families. Each
time they are disconnected due to their inability to pay the
whole of the bill, a further $50 or more is required before they
can be reconnected to a service that many consider is essential.
The Personal Effects of Poverty
The study's families would prefer to be employed than to be
dependent on the DSS for their meagre primary income. However in
these times of high unemployment when there is an overall
scarcity of jobs, full-time employment is not available for all,
especially those in the unskilled labour market. Many of the
study's participants are precluded from the workforce because of
their ill-health and their lack of formal education and
employment experience.
Single parents also encounter barriers to returning to the
workforce, particularly due to employer attitudes and financial
disincentives caused by DSS income test criteria. Trapped in
their poverty, many rely on the DSS for their family's financial
security; but dealing with department staff, who are often
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unsympathetic to the circumstances of low-income people, can be
an intimidating and demoralising experience.

»

Receiving a primary income which is insufficient for their needs
means that low-income families must seek further assistance from
other community services. Again it can be degrading to have to
ask for food from an Emergency Relief agency, or to have to apply
for assistance for an energy bill or education expenses. Dealing
with unsympathetic organisations like Telecom, and waiting ling
periods for maintenance work to be undertaken by the Ministry,
add to the stigmatising experiences of people on a low-income.
Friends and relatives are called on to provide help with
alternative childcare and holidays that low-income families would
not otherwise be able to afford. This study shows the stresses
of living on a low-income are compounded by inability to afford
childcare or leisure and recreation outsdide the home.
It is
suggested that this tension has consequences for the health and
wellbeing of the families, and their feelings of tiredness,
despair and nervousness are apparent throughout the study.
The social isolation of the families is evidenced in their
restricted leisure activities outside the home. Their inability
to take part in social activities initiated by friends because of
the cost, and their limited access to public and private
transport adds to this isolation.
Isolation is also compounded
by being unable to afford a telephone, in order to keep-in-touch
and to feel safer. Having no new furnishings and cutting back on
food and clothing further reduces the families living standards.
Children in Poverty
This study highlights the impact on children in low-income
families who are excluded from many of life's opportunities and
experiences for financial reasons. This deprivation can begin at
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an early age, when the cost of childcare prevents many of the
children from joining the developmental activities offered in
playgroups and kindergarten.
It can continue during the primary
and secondary school years, when the expense denies some students
in low-income families full participation in the education
system. School, classes, outings and activities are forgone
because of the cost. The same children are angry and feel left
out when they are chastised by their teachers and peers for wha£
they wear.
In the home, the children in low-income families are also denied
many of the experiences that others take-for-granted. They miss
out on birthday parties and receive few and usually utilitarian
gifts for Christmas. Because of the cost, the families do not
enjoy regualar holidays and outings as a whole unit.
It would seem that regardless of how responsibly the families in
the study budget, their incomes remain inadequate to meet their
basic needs, and their quality of life is effected. The
consequences of poverty are complex and far reaching.
It is
difficult to measure the social and emotional cost to families
who are for all intents and purposes excluded from participating
in what most consider normal community life. The realities of
poverty as shown by this study can no longer be ignored,
neglected and treated with apathy by policy makers and the
community at large.
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APPENDIX 1
THE METHODS
The study was an intensive case study of twelve family members
from the Action and Resource Centre Co-Operative.
It was not a
large scale survey, but it was longitudinal and extended for one
year with repeated monthly data collections.
The information collected was qualitative and illustrated the
income and expenditure patterns of this group of low-income
families. Therefore the results were indicative of the nature of
poverty in our community, but they could not be generalised
beyond the immediate sample.
Data Collection
Three data collection instruments were used in the study.
i.

The Diary

Each of the twelve households in the study kept a record of their
income and expenses for a fortnight in each month. They began
their diary on the day they received their payment, and recorded
all their expenses up until the next pay day.
Respondents were also encouraged to record any major bills and
expenses in the two weeks not covered by the diary period. This,
together with alternation of the two weeks within each month that
the diary was kept, were designed to avoid the systematic
exclusion of significant monthly income and expenditure.
ii.

The Monthly Questionnaire

At the end of the diary keeping period, each family was
interviewed using the same, structured questionnaire on each
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occasion.

A wide variety of qualitative material was collected

in the questionnaire, including the household's expenditure
priorities; areas of cut back in expenditure and energy use;
levels of debts, savings and borrowings; use of emergency relief
agencies; receipt of gifts; clothing shortages; use of medical,
dental and childcare services; educational expenses; use of
public transport; and recreational activities.
iii.

The Monthly Issues Questionnaire

A set of once-off questions relevant to particular issues were
asked each month. For example, these issues included the costs
of school holidays and returning to school; housing standards;
personal expenses; and attitudes toward ARC. The purpose of
these questions was to explore issues of particular interest that
complemented our understanding of life on a low-income.
Each household was paid $20 per month for keeping the diary and
participating in the interview.
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APPENDIX 2
THE A C T I O N AND RESOURCE CENTRE - ITS PURPOSE,

In May,

USES A ND AREAS F OR IMPROVEMENT

the twelve families in the Income and Expen d i t u r e

about ARC.

They were asked about their use of the centre, what

the services and facilities offered by ARC,

they g a ined from

and h o w it can be improved to better

meet the needs of low income people in the community.
»

Study we r e interviewed

The following

information is a summary of the results of the interviews .

*■
1.

Member s h i p In ARC

Five of the families in the study had b e e n m e m b e r s of A RC for only 2 years or less,
and the remainder had joined b e t w e e n 7 and
for joining ARC varied,

14 years ago.

A l t h o u g h their reasons

all felt that their o riginal exp e c t a t i o n s had b e e n met.

The reasons why the twelve families j o i n e d A RC included:
to get out of the house.
because "I was lonely and I w a n t e d to me e t people and to do v o l u n t a r y work".
to go on day outings and camps and for the c hildren's program.
for the benefits of sewing lessons,

coffee lounge and to ma k e friends and for

childminding.
for the company,

day trips and camps.

to meet friends,

to go on camps and to go out.

to participate in the camp p r o g r a m and the child r e n ' s program.
to get into the Credit Union because "I w as h a v i n g d i f f i c u l t y m a n a g i n g and I
needed someone to pay the rent before I spent it on food".
for the children's program.
for something to do,
(outings,

to b r e a k the b o r e d o m and to find out about activities

camps for children and parents).

"I needed help w i t h the children and it was somewhere for them to belong".

2.

Use Of The Centre

*
Only three of the respondents in the study do not attend the centre at all, while
two come every day.

Four visit once a w e e k or less,

one respondent comes to ARC four times weekly.

two a t tend twice a week,

Table A b e l o w shows the number

of families who use each of the services offered by ARC.
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T a b l e A.:

Use

of

the

Services

at

ARC

OCCASIONS OF USE

SERVICE

OFTEN
4
2
6
3
. 3
. 5
. 6
. 4

TOTAL
4
3
7
3
4
6
7
6
2
4
2
4

SOMETIMES

Credit U n i o n ................
Savings and L o a n s ..........
Children's P r o g r a m .........
Teenager's P r o g r a m .........
S P A R C ........................
Day O u t i n g s .................
Community L u n c h .............
Market T r i p s ................
Relaxation C l a s s e s .........
Craft G r o u p .................
Financial Assistance/Advice •
Legal/Bureaucratic Advice.. •

3
1
1
1
1
2
2
4

%

Respondents also offered their opinion o n each of the services they use at the
centre.

(i)

The Fitzroy and ARC Credit U n i o n :with loans and a Christmas Club";

"helps me to budget properly and assists
"it does a very good job in its limited

capacity because it can't give people money!";
(ii) The Savings and Loans S c h e m e :"teaches me to save";

"best thing ARC provides".

"helps me to save for smaller things";

"it is good because people can get a loan for things

like shifting and at Christmas";

"a good idea to assist in getting a loan".

(iii) Children's P r o g r a m :- "gives children a chance to meet others their own
and to go out";

"good because my son can m ix w i t h others";

chance to go to places they haven't be e n before";

"my kids get

age
a

"it's good, my kids look

forward to it, it doesn't cost mu c h and they get alot from it";

"the prog r a m

is good but transport should be provided by picking-up the children";

"it is

very good but there is not enough time to get them ready after school".
(iv) Teenager's P r o g r a m :-

"good for kids w i t h nowhere to go and it teaches them

to mix with others their own age";

"good because it gives my daughter an

outlet and an opportunity to meet n ew friends";

"it is good, but transport

should be provided".
(v)

SPARC:-

"helps me to defend my rights as a citizen";

to be involved and to know their rights";
getting information about rents,

"gives people a chance

"helps me to help others by

for example";

"I don't unders t a n d what goes

on".
(vi) Day O u t i n g s :friends";

"an opportunity to see places I have never be e n and to make

"if I didn't have the day outing I'd go ma d looking at four walls,

it gets me through the week";

"a chance for a b r e a k from home";

out of the house and it is a chance to see n e w things";
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"it gets me

"if it is too

far its a waste of time";

"it is good to get out, but I have no chance to

speak my mind where to go".
(vii) Community L u n c h :-

"good for people w ho can't afford to go out";

cheap meal and an opportunity to taste other peoples'
to sit and have lunch,
all the time";

cooking";

"provides a

"a chance

but more people should m ix in because a few contribute

"good because otherwise I w o u l d just be sitting at home";

"I'm not really interested,

some can't cook and there is not enough food";

"a chance for people to get together for a chat".
(viii) Market T r i p s :-

"good for transport and cheaper buying";

people and the transport is provided";
back without hassles,
transport";

otherwise the market

(ix)
(x)

it gets us over there and

is awkward to get to on public

"great help to get to the market because it is difficult on

public transport w i t h goods";
bargains";

"good because

"I like going with

"allows me to look around and to pick up

"a very good service but it needs more support from the members".

Relaxation C l a s s e s :Craft G r o u p :-

"a good idea but some exercises are difficult".

"a variety of things to make and the cost is reasonable";

"I learn a lot of skills with my hands wh e n it is operating";

"good to do

something creative".
(xi) Financial and Legal Advice and A ssistance
Favourable comments were also made about the legal services offered through ARC.
The types of advice and assistance the families in the study had used and their
comments included:
-

advice about a hire purchase payment p r o b l e m and a custody case.

"This assistance

was good and I learnt to trust the pers o n responsible and to respect her
advice".
-

legal and financial advice was helpful.
financial assistance

(emergency relief)

and regular discu s s i o n of legal matters.

"This has been alright because it has usually worked",
legal advice about fittings in a flat was satisfactory.
legal advice and assistance about rental arrears,
court case.

"I was very happy because of the u n d e r s t a n d i n g and interest shown".

Together with the services discussed above,
members.

hire purchase payments and a

ARC extends ma n y opportunities to its

The twelve families in the study were asked if the centre fulfilled

specific informal functions for them.

Table B b e l o w shows the number of families

who used ARC for some more subtle opportunities.

Table

B:

Informal

Activities

at

ARC

USES OF THE CENTRE

to
to
to
to
to
to
to
to
to
to

3.

N U M B E R OF
FAMILIES

meet new f r i e n d s ....................
meet old f r i e n d s ....................
have a cuppa and a c h a t ............
have a b r e a k from h o m e .............
have a b r e a k from the children....
have a cheap m e a l ...................
r e l a x .................................
get information about r i g h t s ......
do things wou l d n ' t otherwise do...
solve p r o b l e m s ......................

7
8
9
10
4
2
7
10
8
6

it

The Purpose of ARC

The majority of the families in the study recog n i s e d that the m a i n purpose of
ARC is to assist low-income people in the community.

This a ssistance took on

various forms including:
-

to help low-income people and to teach them their rights.

-

to help people in trouble by counselling.

"It's

a b a ckbone for those

wh o need

a little extra help w i t h day to day things".
-

"to organise trips,

camps, programs and just somewhere to go so we can get away

from home".
-

to help low-income people and to be a caring and sharing centre.

-

to allow people to meet and talk and to make friends.

-

to provide things for low-income people that they w o u l d not be able
to help/support

-

to afford.

low-income people and the disadvantaged.

to provide entertainment and financial relief for families on low-income,

and

social networking.
-

to help people financially,

to find friends and to relieve boredom.

-

to help and advise people and to provide programs.

1
For many of the twelve families ARC fulfills its role in the community,
offer comments on the ways
-

but they did

in w h i c h it can be improved.

*

ARC fulfills its role because it defends the rights of low-income people.

It

could be improved w i t h more government grants to expand and to do mo r e things
in the community and to help low-income people.
-

ARC could be improved if there were more activities around the centre for
adults and to encourage n e w people from the community to come into ARC.

-

ARC has fulfilled its role.

They do their best because I kn o w of those

who have b enefitted by being able to share their problems.
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I am pleased

because they do alot but m a n y don't a p p r e c i a t e this".
it fulfills its role in that it helps for wh a t it is us e d for
Savings and Loans Scheme,

somewhere to go).

(eg.

trips,

camps,

It could be i mproved if people

pulled together more.
"No, ARC doesn't fulfill its role adequately.

E v eryone w h o uses the centre

is out for themselves and the staff lack control.
it should write more letters

(eg. at the time of the budget).

improved by using SPARC for a voice
paper,
was.

for example.

SPARC doesn't do m u c h and

It represe n t s

in the community,

A RC could be

by w r i t i n g to the

the m e m b e r s only and is no longer the v oice it

Altho u g h it does try to help those wh o go in for help".

"it does the things that satisfy me such as day trips,
a cheap meal.

company,

camps and

It is alright as it is".

it provides good services,

but some peop l e w o n ' t do a n y t h i n g for themselves.

fulfills its role in relation to outings and camps,

It

but there should be more

information placed in ARCIVES about all the things in ARC.
it fulfills its goals,
-

and is a dequate in its current form.

"it covers the needs of people in gene r a l and fr o m the w a y my d a ughter enjoys the
p r o g r a m it does its job".
it is ver y helpful and good already.
it fulfills its role and serves the c o m m u n i t y to the best of its ability.

Finally,

the families were asked w h a t they w o u l d do in the h y p o t h e t i c a l situation

that ARC closed tomorrow.
it became apparent
ARC.

A l t h o u g h five w o u l d j o i n and use other c o m munity groups,

that m a n y families w o u l d forgo the advan t a g e s they gained from

Some of their responses included:

"I would protest b e cause I like ARC.

W h e n I ne e d help I k n o w I can go there.

The only other place I could go is the Social P l a n n i n g Office

[now the

Community Services Department of Fitzroy Council], but there I a m like a
number on a file".
"I would just stay at home".
"I w ould visit friends more at their homes.

But I w o u l d n ' t have the trips,

camps or holidays w i thout ARC".
-

"it wouldn't affect me but I w o u l d be sad to see it go.
you take away the facilities for a c r eative life.
"I don't know where I would go".
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If yo u take away money

A RC is something that helps".
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