
BROTHERHOOD O F ST. LAURENCE 
67 BRUNSWtCK STREET, FtTZROV 

ARCHiVES

RESOURCES AND LIVING STANDARDS CONVENTION 

8Tli -APRIL. 1 967

FINANCIAL.FOCUS ON EXISTING- BENEFITS
Janet Paterson. B.A., Dip. Soc. Stud.,

Brotherhood of St Laurence

I would like to begin with a general comment on the need 
to retain perspective in looking at th$ social services System. Some people are in danger of becoming chronically agressive and 
unable to see its strengths, others of becoming chronically 
defensive and unable to admit its weaknesses, while of course 
by far tt̂ e greatest number have no opinion at all^ Those who 
do have opinions tend to fall into one of three groups: 
beneficiaries, administrator's or intermediaries. It is vital 
for each group to be aware of the different viewpoint of the 
others. Particularly should administrators and intermediaries 
remember that with the notable exception of the Combined 
Pensioners' Association there is remarkably little feed-back 
about the effects of the system from those most affected by it. Housing and welfare programmes in general tend tp be 
characterised by an increasing gplf between the planners and 
the planned for and I register my strong plea for the establishment of some form of consultative machinery to counteract this.

In lobking at financial aspects of existing benefits 
from the sooial point of view, I see my task as trying to 
evaluate the adequacy ahd justice of the present provisions.
To do this it is essential to cpnsider the system's operation 
in the light of what it is setting but to do: What are the aims 
and underlying philosophy, and are these interpreted logically 
and jdstly in regulations? Obviously within the time available I cannot deal with the subject exhaustively but in speaking of benefits will have in mind the main provisions: Age, Invalid, and Widow's Pensions, Unemployment and Sickness Benefits.
These account for nearly 75% spending under t^e Social Services Act (the other large item being Child Endowment - 2 %  which is a topic in itself). My comments about ways and means will be limited cdggestAng lines of enquiry because I feel this is the province of the economist more than the social worker.

The objectives of ^he social Tgeryices, according to the present government, are stated in the Official Federal Platform of the Liberal Party of Australia, November 1960 as being:
(a) A proper standard of living, including food, clothing, housing and medical attention for those in need;
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(b) Incentives for thrift end savings, to ensure that in 
addition to normal social services entitlement, further 
income can be derived by those who have saved;

(c) To provide effective ways and means of financing the 
benefits and services,

(Quoted in T. H. Kewley, p. 254.)
These aims should be kept in mind during our discussion, 

the first and second of course introduce the concept of the 
two groups who are the concern of the social security programme 
and whose interests appear to be in conflict or at least 
Oompetition: those in need dnd those who have been able to
save. The means test debate I stems from the alleged discrimination 
between these groups and the periodic liberalizations of this 
test serve to increase the numbers within the fold and bring discontent to a new group in the community who just fail to qualify.

The philosophy underlying the formulation of objectives 
was expressed by Mr Townley when Minister for Social Services 
in 1953, and more recently by Mr Holt speaking as Treasurer in I960. Both referred to the pension as a supplement to savings, 
commenting that this had been accepted from the outset by both sides of Parliment. Mr Holt, quoting the rate of pension paid 
in a certain year (^2.2.6 in 1949), said it could hardly be argued that this amount represented a pension determined on a 
needs basid. (Quoted in T. H. Kewley, "Social Security in 
Australia" - p.386)

These rare explanations of the "supplementary" nature of 
the pensions system are hard to reconcile with the numbers of 
people who are "entirely dependent" on their pensions. For them 
it is not a supplement to savings or other income, it _is their income. An indication of the si^e of this group can be 
obtained from the number receiving supplementary assistance, 
that is, the extra allowance paid to'pensioners who are paying 
rent and entirely dependent on their pensions. On 30th June,1966 this figure was 118,000 of whom 88,000 were Age Pensioners. 
Because mahy eligible,people may be ignorant of this allowance, or reluctant to apply for it, the figure is probably a 
conservative one but it does highlight the need to be concerned as a community about the obvious confusion in philosophy and 
aims. How can we talk of the "supplementary" basis of the 
system when a minimum of 118,000 people, representing over 16% of the whole, are entirely dependent on their pensions and in 
fact proven to need extra h^lp? In practice we iraqillate between giving lip service to a "proper standard of living" and 
fascination with the idea of abolishing the means test which would supposedly bring justice to everyone.

It is not only on j:he "supplementary-sufficiency" issue 
that there is a lack of clarity. The rationale behihd many of the benefits is hard to understand or, if understood, hard to 
justify. Is it by way of punishment that the unmarried mother 
(unless sick) can only receive assistance for sik weeka before and six weeks after her confinement? ...* Why is the 
unemployed or sick sihgle man paid only token benefit ($8.25) \7hich presupposes that he has a family tp support him? ...
Ojf the many disabilities which affect employment and independence, 
why is blindness the one for which a pension is paid without a means test?
* In many cases they are transferred from Special to 
Unemployment Benefit. . . . 3/
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On a more fundamental level, what is the proper 
Relationship of the Commonwealth and States in the field bf 
social security? While waiting six months to qualify for a 
widow's pension (probably her most trahmatic period), thb deserted wife is treated differently in each State. In 
Victoria she may receive a supplementary allowance for her 
dependent children, but this will be reduced each time the 
Commonwealth recognizes, higher living costs and increases 
her pension. The net effect is to leave her in exactly t̂ ie same position;

The recent protest at the Victorian Government's action in this respect is a reflection of unclear diyision of 
responsibilities between Commonwealth and States as much as 
meanness by Victoria. The Chief Secretary, Mr Rylah, left no 
doubt of his government's view when he said ''the position of 
cburse is basically that the Federal Government is responsible for social services ... this is the basic approach according 
to the Constitution". (25th October 1966.) That the same 
government considers it'necessary through its Social Welfare Department to assist over 2000 families with children "in 
necessitous circumstances" suggests that the division of 
duties does not work out in practice.

Anomalies, and questions such as these should be 
answerable. We are thinking in terms of over three quarter of 
a million pebple ahd expenditure of seven hundred million 
dollars ($700,000,000) (actuals 1965*66). The Social Service 
estimate in the last Budget was second only to Payments to the 
States and yet this area consistently receives far less 
critical examination and high level public debate than defence, 
education, housihg and national development. T. H. Kewley in 
iiis book "Social Security in Australia" says a close review and 
examination of policies relating to the social services is "long overdue and could well result in giving them a new 
direction and emphasis even if they cannot be 'taken out of politics'".

An interesting precedent in committees of enquiry was 
the Commonwealth Joint Parlimentary Committee on Social 
Security appointed in July 1941 "to enquire into and from time to time report on ways and means of improving social and living 
conditions in Australia,-and of rectifying anomalies in 
Legislation". It existed until 1946 and during its life time 
submitted nine reports which tnay or may not have influenced legislation. While I am not. in a position to assess the function or achievements of this committee, it seems that such 
a body is the very least of w4at we need now.

The principle of objective, expert enquiry is well accepted in Britain and the United States where Royal Commissions, White Papers and Special Reports are recognized as essential 
procedures in the administration of major government schemes. 
Australia urgently needs to establish some form of high level enquiry such as these into many aspects of a system that is 
generally acknowledged to have grown like topsy. I should 
stress that this suggestion is in no way an accusation, it is 
simply that this critical evaluation should be built into our planning programmes.

The nature of the body would vary according to the tasks 
assigned to it although it would have an ongoing responsibility 
to review policies and practice in the light of changing needs.
The composition, while including government and possibly
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opposition members, should definitely take advantage of expert 
opinion in the general community, it goes without saying that 
reports and enquiries should be made public.so that the 
ditizen who wi.sh.es can be better informed than he is at the 
moment.

)A number of projects Oould immediately be laid before 
a Committee of enquiry, these would include: study of the
often mentioned contributory principle - its advantages and 
disadvantages for this country; investigation of the merits 
of the suggestion that pension rates should be linked to 
average weekly earnings on the best indicator of national 
prosperity; research into actual living costs and hence the adequacy of basic rates; investigation of the respective 
needs of Age and Invalid Pensioners which tend to be clouded 
when the pensions are discussed together; a study of the implications of supplementary assistance - the list is almost endless.

Finally 1 would like to give attention to the question 
of adequacy by quoting some of the interim finding of the 
Needs Survey being undertaken by the Institute of Applied 
Economic Research at Melbourne University, and then, coming 
from consideration of thousands, to look at details of one case.

The Hamper report presented at fhe ANZAAS Conference in 
January this year gave the first non-impressionistic estimates 
of poverty in Melbourne. The bench mark, from which other 
poverty lines were calculated, was the basic wage plus child 
endowment for a man, wife and two children ( $33) .  Quoting the 
groups who are almost cdrtainly social service beneficiaries 
and not wage earners, the figure is are as follows:

Widows & deserted wives' with 2 children 4,000'Women over 60 17,000
Men over 65 7,700

This amounts to over 36,000 individuals in Melbourne, trying to 
maintain themselves on an income below the poverty line. I 
think the figures speak for ihcnoelveo and I do h°t propose to consider them further.

NOw,to look at the circumstances of one family, a deserted wife with four young children who belongs to'the group of 31,000 
Women receiving Class A pensions. I am aware that illustration frbm a single case has its dangers. On the one hand it can be accused of being atypibal or on the other it can be considered so typical that any weakness in the one is generalized to the 
whole group. Bearing this in mind, I still want to describe a family to give persqnal meaning to this whole discussion.

Mrs B's income is the widow's pension of $23.50 per 
week (the last child is not included because he could not be proven to be her husband's), Social Welfare allowance of 80c. 
and Child Endowment of $4.50, a total of $28.80 per week.(The Harper report poverty line for a woman with two children was $28.00). she is lucky in being a Housing Commission 
tenant so that her major Outlay, the rent, is extremely reasonable at $3*25. This leaves her with $25.55 for food, clothe^ fares, fuel, household meads, chemists items and every
thing else for five people. Because the is a good manager,
Mrs B. is able to give the children a fairly balanced diet, 
spending $15.55 on food. A further positive feature of her situation is the interest and support of her parents who amongst 
other things lent her the money to buy a secondhand Television
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set and a lounge suite in order to avoid hire purchase. They 
also provide a Sunday roast dinner which is the family's only 
meal that is not a variation on sausage meat or stewing steaks 
In doubtedly Mrs B. and her bjiildren "get by" with the 
physical necessities of life. It is the social and emotional aspects of her existence, the items which we often refer to as 
making life worth living, which inevitably excluded from her 
budget. I quote from the Social Worker's report:

"Two of the children attend Brownies and pay 10 cents 
per week. Recently one had an excursion fbr 29 
cents. Mrs B. will be unable to go to her son's 
concert at the Music Bowl this week because of the 
$.1 entrance. Generally there is nothing allowable 
for entertainment for her except watching her own 
T.Y. She does not drink or smoke.
Mrs B. feels unable to contribute to the school when 
"voluntary contributions'* are requested. She feels 
tliis hurts the children. The last Headmaster was 
aware of her situation and her son went on several excursions free.
Mrs B. does not feel that she is a particularly good 
manager although her endeavours to plan ahead appear 
above average. Her parents are an unusual, positive 
feature in her situation, otherwise she has no special 
talents apart from sewing and knitting. Recently 
because of severe nervous strain, she has felt unable to sew."
I make no claitn that Mrs B's situation is typical but her stofy could be repeated î ith changes of emphasis and detail for 

thousands of pensioners. I have no doubt that the basic pension 
rate is insufficient to give these people the tangible and 
intangible necessities of life. I am satisfied that most could 
have done, and can do litt,le now to improve their situation themselves.

Within the Social Services system big issues are at 
stake, both in people and money. At the beginning of the 
century, the community decided that the government had some 
responsibility to provide for people in trouble - be it sickness, 
age, widowhood. Nov/ it is time to accept that the programme 
should be placed under expprt scrutiny and measured against 
its own aims and the best of methods employed elsewhere.


