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The question I have been asked to discuss is, "Is the Age Pension the 
Answer?" I think we. should make it perfectly clear that we are talking about 
the answer to questions of economic security, and so I will not be talking about 
anything other than economic needs. The simple answer to this question is that 
the pension is certainly not the complete answer but on the other hand there is no 
answer without some system of pensions. And here again, I do not think it is 
appropriate to discuss whether we should have pensions as we know them now or 
whether we should have national insurance or some form of national super
annuation. I would assume that these questions will be discussed by tonight's 
speaker.

I End there are still some people who question the need for the community . 
to provide age pensions. There are still people who feel that those who receive 
pensions must have been improvident in their youth ox their middle-age. This,
I believe, is connected with the slight stigma that still attaches to the pension.
I think it is disappearing, and disappearing fast, but we need to remind ourselves 
that people who are dependent on the rest of us in the community for their 
income have, in the last thirty years, lived through some very difficult times. They 
haVe lived through ten years of economic depression, a period of prosperity for 
many during the war, and then a period of quite intense inflation, which has 
caused great problems. It is not surprising that about half a million people in 
our community receive age pensions; it is surprising to me that there are not 
many more who have to receive them, in the light of what has happened in the 
last thirty years.

I think that all of ti§ should regard the provision of pensions as a com
munity service, which we provide proudly and gladly, recognising that, in fact, it 
is impossible from the very nature of our economy, our differing needs and 
opportunities* for everybody to provide complete security for themselves in their 
old age. I would say that today pensions are a matter of life or deatlTto very 
many old people. They are probably more so in our community than in more 
controlled communities, because we have been faced with this tremendous 
problem of inflation.

W e live in a fairly free society; we do not like controls over costs and prices; 
we do not like our standards of living to be set by anybody. It would be Very 
simple if we were in the sort of economy where this would be possible. It might 
then be possible to say, "W ell, now, examining the needs of old people who 
cannot provide for themselves, the age pension should be five pounds a week", 
and if everybody lived in the same sort of accommodation, if rents were all the 
same, if the price of food and clothing did not vary, we would not have the 
problems that we have now, the problems that are centred around this question of 
just what sort of pension we should have, how it should be altered, how it can 
be adjusted to the needs of people.

In our kind of free society* and particularly in our times of prosperity, we 
have a responsibility, all o f us, to see that the economic needs of those who must 
be dependent on the community, are not overlooked. This responsibility is even 
greater in times of general prosperity when the needs of less fortunate groups 
can be overlooked so easily.



^ I do not think that there is anything fundamentally wrong with our present 
system of financing age pensions. But I think there ate three main weaknesses 
in the system. The first is that the pension rate is purely a nominal one. I do not 
think that at any time since age pensions were introduced in 1902, has there ever 
ready been an attempt to try and base the pension on what it costs old people 
to live. It is difficult to do this, but I do not think wc have really ever 
attempted to do it. .

We have on other occasions, such as the famous Harvester judgment in 1907, 
when our system of arbitration estimated what it would cost a working man 
and his wife and three children to live. A figure was arrived at, and for a while 
the basic wage operated on this "needs" basis. If it could be done in those 
days, surely today, with all our modern tools of research, we could do a more 
thorough job in trying to estimate what it costs elderly people to live. There will 
certainly be variations, but it is possible to take these into account, too. So this is 
one objection to our present pension, that it has never ready been based on the 
needs of old people.

The second major defect is that the adjustments of pension rates are not 
necessarily in accordance with changes in living costs or standards. Increases 
depend on quite a number of factors—they depend on how long it was since the 
pension was last raised, die political philosophy and economic policy of the 
government in power. They depend on how close it is to elections. T o some 
extent, o f course, they do depend on pensioners' needs, but this is only one o f the 
many factors.

So the second thing we have to do to improve our system is to see if it is 
possible to tie adjustments to the pension to any kind o f index, so that they are 
not just left to the intangibles that I have mentioned. It has been suggested that 
the pension, or adjustments to the pension, could be tied to -changes in the basic 
wage. I do not think that this is acceptable, because today the basic wage is 
purely a nominal figure. It may be a year or two years before the judges, in their 
wisdom, decide that having regard to the needs of working families certainly, 
but having even greater regard to the capacity of industry to pay, there is a case 
for that increase. It does mean that there can be long delays and the basic 
wage is largely a nominal figure.

The second kind of standard that the age pension could be tied to is the 
average wage in the community. It is very interesting to look at the figures 
and compare the age pension as a proportion of the basic wage. You will see that 
there has not been much change in the last twelve years or so. There has actually 
been a slight increase in the pension as a proportion of the basic wage. However, 
if you compare it with average wages in the community—at the moment about R20 
a week—you will find that the age pension related to this figure has declined, and 
declined quite considerably over the last twelve years.

I think that the average wage is a more reasonable standard to tie the 
pension to. It does reflect both our prosperity and any of the declines iii otir 
prosperity too. It also, to some extent, reAects living standards, and this is rele
vant in- trying to Ax an adequate pension. It is not purely a matter of food and 
clothing and, if you can get it, a Axed rent. W e cannot ignore the fact that our 
material standards of living have increased tremendously in the way of all the 
gadgets that are now becoming accepted as necessities. The rest of us in the 
community are encouraged, and many people spend their time encouraging other 
people, to buy more of these kinds of goods. W e are unreasonable if we do not 
realise that old people, too, as time goes on, come to expect more of these things, 
which perhaps 'a few years ago might have -been considered as luxuries, but to an 
increasing extent they must be regarded as essentials. These changes in living 
standards are reAected more in the average wage Agure than in the basic wage.

I suggest that thought might be given to tying a more realistic basic pension 
rate to the average wage in the community. Then I think we would have a more 
equitable system for those who ar& dependent on tire pension.
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The third major defect in our present system is the fact that basically it is 
still a Hat rate pension. There is only one exception, as you know, an exception 
which introduced a most important and quite revolutionary principle into our 
pension and social security philosophy in Australia. That was the addition of 
the ten shilling supplementary rent allowance for certain people. Basically, there 
is still the Hat rate pension of R 4 /15 /- a week, with the possibility of additional 
income from earnings or property.

Within the group of 500,000 age pensioners, you have great variations of 
resources and need. It is possible for a husband and a wife to own their house, 
which could be worth &8,000, to have a motor car, to both receive tire pension, 
to both be working, and to have a total income of & 16/10/- a week. I think there 
is a very small number in tins group. Then at the other end of the scale, you 
have the sort of people about whom we have been very concerned in the last 
few weeks, because of the effect of the new rent legislation. They are the old 
people, and we do not know how many of them there are, who are paying high 
rents, just for rooms. They are expected to pay for their own gas, their light
ing and heating, and are supposed to do their own cooking, or in some cases, if 
there are no facilities, they are presumably expected to buy their main meals out.

This is the bottom of the scale. A single person I know is paying R 2 /5 /- a 
week out of the pension. She receives tire supplementary rent allowance, making 
a total pension of R 5 /5 /i a week. If we take as an example the single pensioners, 
and even if they are receiving the supplementary rent allowance, I think that if 
they are paying more than 2 5 /-  a week rent, they really must be paying it at 
the expense of some other necessities of life. I fail to see how a single person 
can really adequately feed himself on less than R3 a week. Again, we can only 
base this on a very few budgets that have been examined. I base it mainly on 
the study that was carried out by dieticians some two years ago. They 
suggested a minimum Hgure to provide a minimum nutritional intake—to use their 
expression. They estimated it cost R 2 /10 /- to provide this two years ago.

If that was so, the Hgure would be pretty close to H3 a week today for food. 
If only & 1/5 /- a week is paid for rent, that leaves remaining. You may say to 
yourself, "W en, that is reasonable pocket money". However, let us look at some 
of the things that must come out of this &1. The first charge would be for 
lighting, cooking, heating—gas or electricity. There are essentials such as—I am not 
suggesting that everybody uses all these things, but most people use most of 
them—soap and razor blades, shaving soap, fares, and if you have one trip into 
town a week, from a suburb a medium distance from the city, it can involve 
you in two or three shillings quite readily. Shoe repairs 18 /- or so, it may only 
be once a year, but even this works out at about fourpence a week. Shoe polish, 
home medicines, which many old people need, such as tonics and corn pads, foot 
powder, things that are not covered by bencHts. Haircuts for a man, now 8 /-. 
Cigarettes, and I think that nobody would begrudge that vice, as long as it is 
one or two packets a week, could be 5/8d. One daily paper costs 2 /-d . a week. 
And, there can be funeral benefit payments, there can be something to put in the 
plate at church on Sunday. There can be the replacement of wom-out clothing, 
particularly underwear, socks and stockings, the sort of things that you cannot 
get from the second-hand stall. From time to time, the replacement of worn-out 
household equipment, such as brooms and mops, and towels and china and sheets 
and blankets. These things become necessary, and to repair them you need 
articles such as needles and cotton. You need some stationery and perhaps a 
shilling every now and again for stamps.

W e cannot go into this in more detail, but I think it is important to remind 
ourselves, that these are the things that old people need, just as much as do those . 
of us who are younger. A crisis may occur when a radiator, or radio, or watch 
needs repairs. Although not strictly essential, I think few of us would 
begrudge a pensioner an occasional glass of beer, or tonic water, or even a night



at the pictures once a month. All this has to come out of &I a week, if the 
rent is no more than 21 or 2 1 /5 /- .

It is very difEcuIt to specify just how many there are in what you might 
call the more depressed group. W e attempted this some two years ago. It was 
an arbitrary Rgure of about 100,000, based on a total pensioner group of about 
half a million. On evidence from the Commonwealth Department of Social 
Services, possibly close to Rfty per cent of pensioners own their own home.. 
Although in some cases they may be paying more for rates and repairs and 
insurance, etc., than some people may be paying for rent, I think you could say 
that generally speaking the person paying rent was paying more for accommoda
tion. Exclude those who own their own home, exclude those who are living 
in subsidised accommodation, have a guess at the number who might be living 
with relatives, and we arrived at a figure of about 100,000—about 20 per cent 
of the total number of pensioners—who were probably in this degree of need.

, $0 far, the Government has responded to this idea to the extent of a 10 /- a 
week supplementary rent allowance. It is very good that they have accepted 
this principle, but I think that one of the next steps should be to extend this. 
There are some objections to it, of course. One objection is that, if you increase 
this, or any form of supplementary allowance, it means that you impose another 
"means test" or "eligibility test". It is true that this makes another occasion in 
which the person must submit his accounts and his resources to somebody for 
examination. I do not like the idea of this. But I believe that the advantages 
of trying to adjust our pension system more closely to needs outweigh any 
disadvantages which may come from this second kind of "means test".

As long as we have such tremendous variations in the situations of old 
people, brought about largely by this vexed question of accommodation, we 
have to try and make some adjustments through a supplementary rent allowance.
I suggest it should be increased in amount and extended as to tire numbers of 
people it can apply to. At the moment it is only 10 /-, and you cannot get it if 
you have any kind of income; you can only get it if you are single, if you are 
living alone, if you are paying rent. So it has only brought relief to about ten 
per cent of the 500,000 age and invalid pensioners.

I suggest that if this rent allowance was raised to even 3 0 /- a week, and if 
it was Rnally applied to about a hundred thousand pensioners, it would only cost 
us 27,500,000 a year, not a large sum compared with our total pensions 
expenditure.

A problem that attaches to this is the possibility that if you allow pensioners 
who are paying more than a certain proportion of their income in rent an extra 
amount, landlords will increase rents. I think it did happen in a few cases, 
when the 10 /- rent allowance was introduced, but not generally. It could 
happen if the increases were much larger. The only way in which this could 
be prevented, would be by some form of supervision or control, which would 
have to be arrived at by agreement between States and Commonwealth.

Through the Rental Investigation Bureau, which the State Government set 
up about eighteen months ago, mainly to prevent exploitation in the case of 
apartment houses charging very high rents, there is provision for people to go. 
!o  that Bureau and state their case. After investigation it is possible to recontrol 
properties where it is proved that the landlord is charging an exorbitant rent in 
relation to the standard of accommodation. I think that some sort o f provision 
like this-could be made, in cases where it was obvious that the landlord had 
suddenly increased the rent, because the pensioner was getting an extra 3 0 /- 
a week rental allowance.

On the other hand, tenancies still subject to control may, under the new 
Rent Act, be taken to the Fair Rents Board and I think the Board will be 
obliged, under the terms of Act, to increase the rental in many cases very 
considerably. Many of these rentals.will be beyond the means of age pensioners.
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At the same time, I know of many landlords, and agents too, who have made 
agreements with pensioners, and they are very reasonable agreements, which 
pensioners have accepted. If they had gone to the Fair Rents Board, they 
might have to pay a very much higher rent, because the Fair Rents Board cannot 
take into account some of the factors that a sympathetic landlord or agent can 
give consideration to.

So we should not want to suggest that all landlords are solely interested in 
their income. There are some who do recognise the needs of pensioners. So I 
think that if the supplementary rent allowance could be increased, and could be 
provided for larger groups who need it, any problems of anomalies or abuses of 
it could be taken care of.

So much for tire three defects I mentioned in the pension system. I would 
like to touch very briefly on the question of housing, because I feel this is all- 
important. If you can guarantee that every age pensioner has a rent, in the case 
of a single person not exceeding &1 a week, or a couple R2 a week, this would 
remove many of our worries, and their worries too.

It seems to me that we cannot really look to private accommodation to 
provide the sort of housing that old age pensioners can afford, for very much 
longer. It seems there are only two ways of providing subsidised housing. One is 
through the Housing Commission, and they have done a certain amount of work 
here. The Commission has built about seven hundred Rats or cottages for, not 
necessarily only age pensioners, but for single people or couples. Most of these 
seven hundred Rats or cottages would be occupied probably by age pensioners, or 
widowed pensioners, or invalid pensioners.

But that is not many out of a total house building programme, since the 
Commission has been in existence, of about 40,000 houses. The State is in 
rather a dilemma here, because if the Housing Commission builds a Rat for an 
age pensioner, or any sort of pensioner, the economic rental, the rent that they 
have to arrive at when they have built the cottage, must take into account the 
money they have to repay to the Commonwealth Government, and rates and 
taxes and insurance, just as a private enterprise builder would take into account, 
although there is no proRt.

The economic rent of a Rat for a pensioner may be over &2 a week. Now, 
this is an impossible rent for a single age pensioner. And so the rental rebate 
system is applied, according to the system that was worked put after the war to 
ensure that housing was not beyond the means o f . lower income families and 
pensioners. About three years ago, under the new Commonwealth-States Hous
ing Agreement, the Commonwealth Government withdrew from providing any 
part of the cost of rent rebates. So now when the State Housing Commission builds 
a Rat for an age pensioner, it must rebate that rent to about 12/6d. a week—the 
rent they charge an age pensioner, under the rental rebate scheme—and the 
difference between that and tire actual economic rental based on the cost of the 
house, must be subsidised by the State.

This is unfair when, constitutionally, the welfare of old people is really the 
responsibility of the Commonwealth, and this does, of course, place a limit on 
the number of homes for old people that the State Government wants to build 
through the Housing Commission, because every one it builds creates a continuing 
Rnancial responsibility for the State.

However, we do need to encourage the Housing Commission, and encourage 
the Government, to provide more money through the Housing Commission, and 
more money for rental rebates, because without some form of rebate, State 
housing for sub-economic groups, such as pensioners, is quite unrealistic.

The second way of providing subsidised accommodation is, of course, 
through the Aged Persons Homes Act, with which many of you are familiar. 
Under this Act the Commonwealth provides money to churches and voluntary 
organisations to die equivalent of. two-thirds of the capital cost. I have not the



exact Rgures, but about 6,000 old people have been provided with accommoda
tion through this Act. It has been in operation now for some four or Rve years, 
and it is time that we looked at it very critically.

Those 6,000 beds or cottages are for the accommodation of active or partially 
active old people. Quite a large number of church and other voluntary organisa
tions are now engaged in this Reid, as well as the Housing Commission, and I 
believe that we are groping in the dark when we come to tiy and plan how best 
we can use this money in terms of meeting the needs of those whose needs 
are greatest.

One development which we must still watch very carefully is that under this 
subsidy it is possible for organisations to house people who have a certain amount 
of capital and that contribution of capital to the organisation is accepted by the 
Commonwealth as one-third of the total cost, and the Commonwealth will provide 
the other two-thirds.

I think the Brotherhood of St. Laurence Rrst started this, before the Aged 
Persons Homes Act came into operation. There were numbers of people coming 
to us, when we started at Carrum Downs, some of whom had a small amount of 
capital which they were only too willing to put in, if we could help them to 
provide their own home. It would be theirs for their lifetime, and when they 
died, it could be passed on to somebody with no capital at all.

W e have continued this to some extent at Carrum Downs. I believe it does 
meet a very real need. However, it could become undesirable, if organisations 
were to assume that they would be meeting the greatest needs if they perhaps 
made ninety per cent of their accommodation available for people like this.

I heard the other day of an organisation that is building quite a large number 
of cottages, and apparently all of them are going to be only for people who can 
put down R1,000—a third of the cost. They will be meeting a need there, I am 
not denying that. But if this snowballs too much, I think that the Aged Persons 
Homes Act could be used in a way in which it was not intended. It could be used 
almost entirely for meeting the housing needs of those people who have some little 
capital, perhaps to the exclusion of a number of those who have nothing at all.

In our own case at Carrum Downs, I think about one-third of the popula
tion there have made some contribution towards their cottage. I hope that this 
proportion will never become higher. I think this is something we all need 
to watch.

Tlie second thing, in connection with the Aged Persons Homes Act, is that 
we need very badly some kind of survey to examine the overall need for 
accommodation. First of all, what arc the numbers? It is a confusing situation 
at the moment. I think we are all going largely by guesswork. W e base our 
programmes on the number of applications we may have at the particular time, 
the number of enquiries or letters we get. The time has arrived for some sort of 
survey to estimate, Rrst of all, overall need and demand. Secondly, to try and 
make some estimate of the proportion of accommodation that is needed for the 
active aged, the .inRrm and the bedridden. Although the Hospitals & Charities 
Commission gives guidance on some of these things, we need to know a great 
deal more about the types of need that exist.

TSrdly, such a survey should give very close consideration to the locations 
where accommodation is most needed. It surprised me to learn the other day 
that there are practically no homes for elderly people, with the exception of 
the Housing Commission Rats, north of the Yarra, which is a very strange thing. 
W e need to give more consideration to location, so that we can aim to permit 
people, as far as possible, to live where they want to live, whether they be active 
ot inRrm, or even bedridden. I knpw there are some limitations to that, but we 
slxmld try and get as far as we can towards that desirable goal. Until we have 
this kind of information, we will not be able to use the Aged Persons Homes Act 
to meet the needs, according to types <of-accommodation and localities.
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There are other needs which we really have not time to go into now, relating 
to economic security. One of the most important, of course, is employment. Is it 
possible to increase employment opportunities for elderly people, so that they will 
be more usefully occupied, and so that they will be able to supplement their 
income—their pension income—to some extent, and perhaps not become so 
dependent on the pension?

I am not prepared to discuss tins, because I do not know very much about it. 
I just draw your attention to it. From the little I do know, I do not think we 
can expect that we will get very far towards a solution of the problem of economic 
security in old age through plans for more employment. . W e should try to 
encourage this, because it is most important from the point of view of status, and 
for many other needs. Frankly, I do not think that employment will do much 
more than supplement, in the case of a fortunate few, their incomes from 
pensions or superannuation.

There is another kind of assistance which I have termed "secondary economic 
assistance". It takes the form of subsidised fares, that have been introduced by 
the Victorian Government. Pensioners pay half fares. In some municipalities, 
the Councils subsidise rates, and in other areas they provide firewood and some 
organisations provide blankets and clothes.

W e should look very carefully at this kind of secondary assistance, mainly 
from the point of view of the status of elderly people. If the trend towards 
providing this kind of secondary assistance goes on, it could be very bad. It dis
turbs me to have to talk about pensioners so much or to have to divide them away 
from the rest of the old people in the community, and these special handouts and 
concessions aggravate this tendency.

This was pointed out to us very forcefully by Dr. B. Hutchinson, whose survey 
provided a basis, about ten years ago, for much of the work that is being done by 
the Old People's Welfare Council and other organisations. He emphasised that, 
in Victoria, the old people did not enjoy very high status, that we look down on 
them and that they feel this. There have been many improvements in tire last 
few years in this regard, but the more that age pensioners have to produce their 
cards to get cuts on this, that and the other thing,.the more they become a 
separate class in their own and the community's eyes. It is only patching up; it is 
really an admission that the pension system is inadequate. It can have very 
adverse effects on the prestige of old people and also bad effects on tire rest of us, 
too. W e must be very careful not to create a specially labelled class in the 
community.

Finally, to sum up some of the points I made in the way of recommendations. 
First, there is the need to make a more scientific assessment of the costs of living 
for elderly people who must exist on a pension or a small income.

Secondly, the need to consider the possibility of tying changes in the pension 
rates to some standard, and I suggest this should be average weekly earnings.

Thirdly, the extension of supplementary rent allowances to ensure that not 
more than a fifth of a pensioners total income—whether single or married, and 
whatever they earn—is spent on accommodation. I would say accommodation, 
rather than rent, because it may , well be that some old people have to pay more 
than a fifth in looking after their own home. I think we should give some 
consideration to this. This figure of a fifth of income on rent is one that is 
generally accepted internationally for lower groups as the maximum. I know it 
is usually applied to families with husband and wife on a low income and a 
couple of children. But at the same time, I think that it could be fairly 
applied to pensioners.

And, finally, we need a critical review of accommodation needs and the 
accommodation that is being provided, through the Housing Commission and 
through die organisations using the Aged Persons Homes Act, so that we can
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really plan and co-ordinate and see that we are more closely meeting needs, 
rather than trying to adjust peoples needs to our own ideas^of how they should 
be m et

I recall a true story I read of an old lady who was found im.a room in a 
lodging house in some part of London. When she was found, she was dead, and 
in her diary was- found this entry day after day—"nobody called again tb d ^ "— 
"nobody called again today"—"nobody called again today". This very pitiful 
story aroused many people in the local community to try to do something about 
the needs of people like this, by providing an Old People's Club.

- One of the donations came from another elderly lady. It had this note 
attached, "From one who writes in her diary— 'nobody came today, thank 
g o o d n e s s ' T h i s  story does reflect that we must be careful to realise that there 
is no one simple answer—there is no one single need. If we are really trying to 
do our best for old people, we must recognise they have very different social 
needs, as that story indicates, and they also have different economic needs.
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