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About the St Vincent de Paul Society
The St Vincent de Paul Society (the Society) is a respected lay Catholic charitable organisation
operating in 153 countries around the world. Our work in Australia covers every state and territory,
and is carried out by more than 58,000 members, volunteers, and employees. Our people are deeply
committed to social assistance and social justice, and our mission is to provide help for those who
are marginalised by structures of exclusion and injustice. Our programs assist millions of people each
year, including people living with mental illness, people who are homeless and insecurely housed,
migrants and refugees, women and children fleeing violence, and people experiencing poverty.
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Overview
Far from being a mere exercise in balancing the books, the Federal Budget is the key means for the
Government of the day to present its policy priorities and vision for the nation. It reveals what our
leaders stand for, what issues they want to address, and what sort of Australia they want for the
future.
With a Federal Election imminent, it is tempting for the Government to deliver a Budget designed for
short-term political survival. Yet budgets are about choices and values, and the choices we make
today will shape the sustainability and equity of our society and economy for generations to come.
Persistent levels of inequality threaten to erode Australia’s social and economic fabric. At the same
time, decades of tax cuts have depleted the revenue needed to fund essential services and our social
infrastructure. Now is not the time for locking in more tax cuts or pre-election handouts benefitting
those on higher incomes, while at the same time slashing more holes in the social safety net and
undermining the ability of future governments to meet the needs of the community as a whole.
In the lead up to this year’s Budget, we call on the Federal Government to reset its policy approach
and embrace a more equitable and just vision for the nation. Despite more than two decades of
uninterrupted economic growth, inequality in Australia is growing and core government services are
not meeting the community’s needs. Far from trickling down, income and wealth are being sucked
upwards, with the growth in productivity and profits rapidly outpacing wages growth. Sustained
funding cuts have placed our health, education, and community services under strain, and gaps in
our social security system are pushing many vulnerable people deeper into poverty. At the same
time, substantial tax cuts and the persistence of unfair and inefficient tax breaks risk widening the
gap between rich and poor, and eroding the revenue base that is needed to fund essential services
and supports.
Against this backdrop, the St Vincent de Paul Society is calling for a Federal Budget that prioritises
justice, fairness and solidarity. A Budget based on these principles must rebuild and repair the social
safety net, invest in education and our health system, and restore funding to essential social
programs and services. It must reorient our social security system back toward supporting, rather
than punishing, those locked out of the labour market. It must also ensure a more equitable and
sustainable tax system that removes unfair tax breaks and loopholes that benefit the wealthy, and
secures the revenue needed to fund our health, education and social services.
Even if a surplus is achieved, the Federal Budget position is unbalanced and unsustainable. There is a
large and growing gap between what the Australian Government raises in taxes, and what it needs
to fund essential services and community infrastructure. While over $20 billion a year in tax cuts for
high-income earners is already locked in from 2023 onwards, recent budgets have slashed funding to
health, education and essential social services, and reduced support to the most vulnerable and
disadvantaged in our communities. There are long-standing deficits in the funding of our social
security system and essential services such as social housing, aged care, dental care and community
services that support those struggling with poverty.
The largest increase in the cost-of-living over the past seven years has come, not from taxes, but
from out-of-pocket expenses for services such as healthcare, childcare and education. Delivering
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further tax cuts will not only widen inequalities, but also deplete the revenue needed to fund our
hospitals, schools, community services and public infrastructure. Tax cuts will inevitably lead to
more cuts to essential service and supports – an approach that is economically, socially and morally
indefensible.
The 2019 Budget is an opportunity to correct the country’s course and embrace a fairer, more
equitable and sustainable Budget strategy. We can and must do better for each other, and
especially for the most vulnerable. This paper identifies the key elements that we believe should be
prioritised as part of a just and realistic Budget strategy, namely:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

An adequate income and a strong social safety net;
A fair and equitable tax system;
Decent employment and a living wage;
Secure housing;
Universal education;
Good health for all;
Community services and support to those in need; and
Empowering Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples

In the 2019 Budget, the Federal Government faces an imperative – moral, economic and social – to
develop public policy measures to tackle growing inequality and persistent poverty. Instead of
unwinding social security provisions and the progressive nature of our tax system, we urge the
Government to deliver a Budget that strengthens the social safety net, supports health, education
and community services, and closes the tax loopholes and breaks that deepen inequality and
squander government revenue.
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Budget priorities
Adequate income and a strong social safety net
Access to an adequate income is vital to enable people to live in dignity and meet daily living costs.
Social security payments provide an important shield against poverty, and maintaining our social
safety net is essential to ensure households on low incomes can meet their needs and participate in
society.
The position of the Society has consistently been that income support payments should be
accessible to those who need it and paid at a level that ensures human dignity and an adequate
standard of living. Recent budgets have torn away at this notion, delivering a raft of savage cuts to
the social safety net, opening up gaps in access and reducing payments to the most vulnerable
individuals and families. In a social security system that is already one of the most tightly targeted
and meagre among comparable countries, the impact of such drastic cuts has been devastating.
The Government has tried to justify massive cuts to social security by claiming there is an
unsustainable ‘welfare blowout’ that needs to be reined in for the purposes of ‘budget repair’. It has
also claimed more onerous compliance activities, draconian sanctions, and extended waiting periods
are needed to encourage people into work and reduce alleged ‘welfare dependency’.
We believe this approach is indefensible and unsustainable. Working age payments for people on
income support fall well below the poverty line on any measure and Australia ranks second worst in
the OECD for poverty rates among the unemployed.1 Despite having the lowest payment level for
unemployment benefits, Australia has one of the most onerous and compliance-heavy social security
systems in the OECD.2,3 Contrary to government rhetoric, Australia’s social security system is already
lean and highly targeted, with support to the bottom 20 per cent of households more concentrated
than any other OECD nation.4 Our social security expenditure is low by international standards (at 8
per cent of GDP, compared to the 11 per cent average across the OECD), and has declined
proportionately since 2000.4,5
We cannot risk any further erosion of Australia’s social protection system without increasing
poverty, social exclusion, community division and poorer population health outcomes. The social
security system should not be a fund from which governments draw to meet budget shortfalls. Its
fundamental purpose is to protect people from falling into poverty. Forcing people to live below the
poverty line does not help people into jobs, and it is crucial our social security system is
strengthened rather than eroded through further cuts and punitive compliance measures. In a
context of growing inequality, we believe that payments and support for people at risk of poverty
should be the last place the Government looks for savings in the 2019 Budget.
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Increased and appropriately indexed support payments
Newstart, Youth Allowance and other income support payments must be raised as a matter of
urgency. These payments are unacceptably low, pushing many recipients into poverty and
contributing to housing insecurity, financial stress, and diminished health and wellbeing.
In real terms, there has not been an increase to the Newstart Allowance in 25 years, and the current
payment of just $39.69 per day is simply not enough to meet basic living costs. The single rate of
Newstart is $109 per week below the poverty line, and $158 per week below the poverty line for
Youth Allowance.* Inadequate indexation has meant that payments and allowances have fallen
behind wages growth and behind the costs of essential services.6 Unless payments are indexed in a
way that better reflects actual increases in wages and essential living costs, people on Newstart and
other allowances will continues to fall further behind.
The poverty and hardship experienced by those reliant on support payments not only robs people of
their dignity, but also acts as a barrier to employment and participation, making it difficult for people
to engage in education or training and maintain a sense of connection and belonging. People living
on income support experience severe deprivation and are frequently unable to afford a proper diet,
essential healthcare or secure housing.7 All of these factors impact on the long-term health and
wellbeing of individuals and families and the communities in which they live.
In addition to inadequate payment levels, recent Federal Budgets have tightened access to
payments and introduced more punitive and complex compliance measures. One in four people
who rely on Newstart Allowance have a disability8, and tighter eligibility for the Disability Support
Pension (DSP) has forced a significant number of people with a disability onto the lesser payment of
Newstart† – a meagre payment that in no way accounts for the additional costs associated with
disability. Such measures are particularly disturbing given the disproportionately high rates of
poverty experienced by people with a disability in Australia.9,13 Australia currently ranks last out of
27 OECD countries for the percentage of people with disability living in poverty, with around 45 per
cent of people with disability in Australia living near or below the poverty line.10,11
A succession of harsh changes to payments for single parents have had a particularly devastating
impact. Single parents with children over the age of eight have been forced off Parenting Payment
Single and onto the lower Newstart payment. A freeze in income thresholds has also meant that
payments to single parents are reduced more quickly if they re-enter work. Coinciding with these
policy changes, the rate of child poverty in single parent households has increased, with one in three
children in single parent households now living below the poverty line.13
A range of other measures have narrowed access or reduced payment rates, including the abolition
of the Income Support Bonus, freezing allowance free areas, and the removal of backdated carers
allowance payments. Additional restrictions for parenting and disability support payments have
resulted in greater surveillance, intrusive and demeaning ‘verification’ processes, higher
administrative costs to government, and often lower payments. Since the draconian ‘Targeted
Compliance Framework’ was introduced in July last year, payment suspensions have increased by 40
per cent, leaving some of the most vulnerable individuals and families in a desperate situation.

*

The gap between support payments and the poverty line is based on the standard definition of the poverty line as 50 per cent of
median income (adjusted for household size).
† The rate of successful applications for the Disability Support Pension have dropped from 63 per cent in 2010 to just 25 per cent
in 2017/18.
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Further cuts to payments and harsher compliance requirements have resulted from further
extensions to payment waiting periods; more onerous activity requirements; the removal of activity
test exemptions for people with drug and alcohol dependence; and the removal of protections for
people who face difficulties completing a claim due to difficult circumstances or social
vulnerabilities, such as homelessness, domestic violence, the breakdown of a relationship or
hospitalisation.12 The cumulative effect of these harsh measures has seen billions cut from the social
security system and increased financial hardship for people already living below the poverty line.
The Society calls on the Government to abandon these punitive proposals and halt the relentless
attacks on income support recipients. At a time of growing concern about rising inequality and the
erosion of social cohesion, it is imperative the 2019 Budget prioritises poverty reduction and focuses
on improving the adequacy of payments and the accessibility of support to those who need it. At a
minimum, this must include:
•
•
•
•

increasing the rate of Newstart Allowance and independent Youth Allowance by $75 a week,
and indexing payments to wages and price increases;
reinstating the Parenting Payment Single until the youngest child turns 16;
revising income thresholds and taper rates to remove financial disincentives to moving from
income support into employment; and,
unfreezing indexation on eligibility thresholds for income support payments.

In addition, the Society supports the establishment of a Social Security Commission or independent
payments review tribunal to regularly assess the adequacy of all social security payments (including
pensions, allowances, family payments and supplements) and indexation arrangements. Currently,
there is no regular independent assessment of the adequacy of income support payments. An armslength commission or tribunal – much like the Fair Pay or Remuneration Commission – would be
able to review the best available evidence and data, and recommend benchmarks for income
required to achieve an adequate standard of living.

Family payments
The core purpose of our family payment system is to protect against child poverty. Policies of recent
governments, however, have slashed payments to vulnerable families, and this has coincided with
an increase in the rates of children living in poverty in Australia.13 Despite being one of the
wealthiest countries in the world, around 739,000 children (17.3 per cent) of all children in Australia
are living in poverty, an increase of 2 percentage points over the past decade.13 The rates of poverty
are highest among single parent households, with more than one in three (39 per cent) children in
lone-parent families living below the poverty line. Since 2012, the poverty rate for children in lone
parent families has gone up from 36.8 to 39.4 per cent.13
Despite these high levels of child poverty, recent budgets have targeted family payments for some of
the largest savings in the social security portfolio. Over the past decades, more than $12 billion has
been slashed from the family payments system. During the same period, the costs associated with
raising children have risen sharply.14 The upshot is that families are forced to cover higher living
costs with less.
In a nation that is one of the wealthiest in the world, the persistence and growth of child poverty is
reprehensible. It is essential that this trend is reversed, and that the family payment system is
strengthened to ensure that low-income families are adequately supported to raise children and

.6 | 2019 Budget Priorities .

maintain an acceptable standard of living. Budget proposals to cut payments must be abandoned
and the level, targeting and indexing of payments should be strengthened to ensure that payments
are adequate and reaching those who need it.

Conditional welfare and compliance measures
Australia not only has one of the lowest unemployment payment levels in the OECD, but also has
one of the most onerous and compliance-heavy social security systems.15 Access to income support
is conditional on an ever-expanding regime of compliance activities and sanctions. This includes the
Targeted Compliance Framework; extensive job search requirements; mandatory participation plans;
Work for the Dole; and, in some regions, proposed drug-testing trials and the expansion of the
cashless debit card.
The Government’s relentless focus on penalising rather than supporting people locked out of the
labour market is driven by ideology rather than evidence. This approach feeds into stigmatising
rhetoric that denigrates people who receive income support and deflects attention from the
structural and policy drivers of unemployment. Research shows that the primary barrier to
workforce participation in Australia is not a disinclination to work, but rather a lack of real
employment opportunities.16,17,18 There is just one job available for every seven people who are
unemployed or need more paid work.* This lack of employment opportunities is a structural rather
than behavioural problem and will not be addressed by punishing people or forcing them to live in
poverty. Onerous obligations and punishing sanctions do not create jobs or help people to find work.
We therefore urge the Government to wind back, rather than expand, draconian participation
requirements and sanctions for people who are unemployed. This includes a range of programs
which target specific regions or population groups, such as compulsory income management, the
cashless debit card, and the Community Development Program. These programs have failed to
improve employment outcomes and have contributed to a range of social harms. The proposed
drug-testing trial is another measure that is expensive, lacks supporting evidence, and is likely to
increase harms including stigma, marginalisation and poverty.19 Despite the trial being rejected by
the Senate, the Government are still seeking to trial random drug tests for 5,000 new recipients of
Newstart and Youth Allowance in several locations.
We also urge the Government to dismantle the ParentsNext Program, which is compulsory for
unemployed parents who live in designated areas and meet certain criteria of age and/or social
disadvantage. Failure to comply with mandatory participation plans can lead to penalties and
payment suspensions for program participants.20 This constrains parents’ ability to exercise control
over their lives and risks compounding financial hardship and distress. It also devalues the role of
parenting and may reinforce inequitable employment outcomes by encouraging women with young
children to accept precarious, insecure and inadequately renumerated work.21 While we support
programs that assist women who want paid work into meaningful employment, participation in such
programs should not be compulsory and a condition for receiving income support. There is, in our
view, no circumstance in which suspending or cancelling a parenting payment is an appropriate
penalty.

*

This ratio incorporates trend data on the number of people who are either unemployed or underemployed and is derived from
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Labour Force Data (February 2019) and the ABS Job Vacancy Data (February 2019).
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Compulsory income management
The Society urges the Government to scrap the cashless debit card and other forms of compulsory
income management. Such policies are costly, demeaning, discriminatory and have ultimately failed
to deliver any measurable benefits.
Income management is designed to restrict the purchases income support recipients make by
quarantining a portion of their income, which in turn can only be spent on government approved
items. The majority of those subject to income management are Indigenous and participating on a
compulsory, rather than voluntary, basis.22 According to the Government, the scheme is necessary to
improve financial management skills, foster self-reliance, promote socially responsible behaviour,
and prevent spending on illicit drugs, alcohol, gambling or pornography.
Beyond some limited success where people have entered into the scheme voluntarily, there is no
evidence of meaningful or sustained benefits.22,23,24,25,26 The most detailed evaluation of income
management in the Northern Territory was devastating in its conclusions: no improvement in
community wellbeing, no evidence of greater financial autonomy for individuals, an increased sense
of disempowerment and dependence on welfare, and a general failure to meet the policy’s stated
goals.27 There is no evidence that the majority of those subject to the scheme had been
mismanaging their meagre income support payments, and yet the “tools envisaged as providing
welfare recipients with the skills to manage have become instruments which relieve them of the
burden of management”.27
There is also no compelling evidence that the cashless debit card has been effective.28 Despite this,
the Government has cherry-picked and misrepresented contested findings from a flawed evaluation
to justify the card’s continuation and expansion.28 They have also overlooked evidence of the harms
arising from the card, including social exclusion and stigmatisation, increased financial hardship, and
the erosion of individual autonomy and dignity.
Ultimately, income management is an expensive and ineffective policy that is demeaning and
disempowering, and driven by ideology rather than evidence. It is discriminatory due to its
disproportionate impact on Aboriginal peoples and contributes to stigma and humiliation among
people who are made to feel responsible for their poverty by a paternalistic government policy.
Compulsory income management cannot conceal the reality that achieving ‘self-reliance’ is
extremely difficult when you’re living on inadequate income or living in communities where
education and essential services are under-resourced. Instead of maintaining this costly and
ineffective program, we encourage the Government to redirect funding into productive programs
and services that are developed in partnership with communities. Where individuals genuinely
volunteer to participate in some form of income management, they should have access to an opt-in
scheme designed in consultation with communities, and augmented by financial counselling,
employment support and other wrap-around services.

Automated debt recovery program
The Society strongly opposes the continuation and expansion of Centrelink’s automated debt
recovery program. Despite widespread evidence of hardship and harm and an ongoing lack of
procedural fairness, the Government continues to issue false debts and demand repayments from
highly vulnerable individuals.29,30,31 This program is premised on a system that punishes people who

.8 | 2019 Budget Priorities .

receive social security and results in people repaying debts they do not owe. The current error-prone
process removes human oversight, reverses the onus of proof onto recipients, and deploys external
debt collectors before alleged overpayments have been properly established.
We believe this program is being used as a blunt instrument to demonise income support recipients
and achieve deficit reduction, with the Government banking on a return of billions from debt
repayments. The social security system should not be a fund from which governments draw to meet
budget shortfalls. While reducing the incidence of underpayment and overpayment is a legitimate
aim, any process designed to achieve this should be based on accurate information and must not
compromise the dignity or wellbeing of social security recipients. Greater effort should be put into
preventive measures to reduce the number of overpayments and underpayments, many of which
occur due to administrative error on the part of Centrelink, or due to the sheer complexity of the
reporting and compliance system. Where overpayments have occurred, there should be an
appropriate level of discretion to ensure that individual circumstances are taken into account and
that those living in poverty are not pushed into further disadvantage and hardship.

Under-resourcing and outsourcing government services
The Department of Human Services provides vital services and support to millions of people each
year, yet inadequate resourcing is placing the quality and accessibility of its services under threat.
The Department has been decimated by funding cuts and outsourcing to the private sector, eroding
its capacity to deliver services to people reliant on social security. Delays in processing claims remain
excessive, as does the number of complaints and unanswered phone-calls.32,33 The use of
consultants and the outsourcing of Centrelink services has compromised the quality and
accountability of services and has also proven extremely costly.32,34 To address these issues and
rebuild public trust, it is essential the Government restores funding and staffing levels to the
Department of Human Services and abandons the ideologically-driven outsourcing of services.

Equitable access to the social safety net
We strongly oppose measures to limit access to income support and social protections for new
arrivals and other migrant groups in Australia. Access to social security should be determined on the
basis of need, not on the basis of false distinctions between the ‘deserving’ and ’undeserving’, or
arbitrary social categories such as race, geographic location or migration history.
Yet recent changes have undermined the non-discriminatory and needs-based focus of our social
safety net. New migrants now face a four-year waiting period for a range of vital support payments
and concessions for families, carers and people who are unemployed. Further extensions have also
been applied to the residency waiting period for the Age Pension and Disability Support Pension. At
the same time, many asylum seekers living in the community are being cut off completely from
support payments, rendering them destitute and reliant on support from charities.35 These measures
have coincided with a renewed push from the Federal Government to restrict access to citizenship
and redefine visa and residency arrangements in ways that deprive some groups access to the social
safety net, thereby compounding the marginalisation of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged
migrant cohorts.36,37
Excluding new arrivals and certain categories of migrants from basic social support contravenes
values of fairness, justice and solidarity. Such a move is discriminatory and divisive, and risks creating
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an underclass of migrants cut off from the basic rights and supports afforded to other residents. It
will result in some people being denied basic support payments if they have a new baby, have the
misfortune to lose their job, fall ill, care for a terminally ill family member, or experience another
circumstance that prevents them supporting themselves through work. Of particular concern are the
devastating effects on the most marginalised migrant cohorts, including women experiencing
domestic violence, precarious workers vulnerable to exploitation, older migrants experiencing elder
abuse, and asylum seekers with histories of trauma. Without access to a safety net, such groups risk
being trapped in a cycle of poverty, precarity and vulnerability. In the context of an increasingly toxic
political debate around migration, we believe such proposals represent a disturbing shift in our
system of social protection and support, and one that must be actively resisted.
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A fair and equitable tax system
Taxation is a profoundly moral matter. It is the primary means for ensuring the equitable distribution
of wealth, as well as raising the public money that supports the community’s needs. A good taxation
system should contribute to the equitable distribution of wealth and ensure sufficient revenue to
build and maintain public infrastructure, deliver essential services and support people who are
struggling and in need of care.
In a context of rising inequality and growing demand for public services, getting Australia’s tax
settings right is critical. Political debate has fostered the misconception that government is big taxing,
big spending and inefficient, and that the solution to our structural deficit is to be found in cutting
expenditure rather than raising revenue or taxes. Yet in comparative terms, Australia is a low-taxing
nation, and the seventh lowest in the OECD.*,38 The main pressures on the budget have not come
from a so-called ‘welfare blowout’, but from the proliferation of inequitable tax concessions and
loopholes, in addition to eight successive income tax cuts between 2003 and 2011.39
The design of tax policy settings is not only fundamental to securing the revenue for public services
and infrastructure, but also directly shapes levels of inequality by redistributing income and wealth.
Increasingly, the growth of tax concessions that disproportionately benefit the most wealthy has
undermined the redistributive nature of Australia’s tax and transfer system. Recent analysis shows
that tax concessions to the wealthiest fifth of households cost the Federal Budget about half as
much as the total cost of welfare payments.40 Each year, more than $68 billion in tax concessions
goes toward the wealthiest 20 per cent of households – a figure that is greater than the cost of
Newstart, disability support, the age pension, or any other single income support group.
The Society supports an Australia where everyone has access to quality services, education and
healthcare, and this in turn requires growing our revenue base by getting rid of unfair tax breaks and
ensuring the wealthy pay their fair share. Yet there is a large and growing gap between what the
Australian Government raises in taxes, and what it needs to fund essential services and community
infrastructure.
Despite the funding deficits and unmet demand for essential services, the Government are pursuing
substantial income tax cuts and a radical flattening of Australia’s income tax scales. Last year, more
than $140 billion of tax cuts were passed, putting in jeopardy the future funding of essential health,
education and community services. These tax cuts will result in over $24 billion a year being in cut
from government revenue from 2023 onwards, with the bulk of the tax cuts benefiting the top 20
per cent of income earners.41
We oppose these measures and any further further tax cuts which increase inequality and
undermine the capacity of future governments to fund services and infrastructure. Modelling shows
the tax cuts overwhelmingly benefit high-income earners, with most people on low incomes
receiving little or no benefit. The full package of tax cuts will widen the gap between rich and poor,
undermine the progressive structure of our income tax system, and deprive governments of the
revenue needed to guarantee essential services and a decent social safety net. Tax cuts will
inevitably lead to more cuts to essential service and supports – an approach that is economically,
socially and morally indefensible.

*

Australia ranks 30th out of 36 OECD countries in terms of the tax-to-GDP ratio

2019 Budget Priorities | 11.

Further company tax cuts would also be costly and inequitable and deliver little or no gain. The
coincidence of record company profit growth and wage stagnation belie the simplistic trickle-down
economics touted by proponents of company tax cuts. It is highly contestable that such tax cuts
would increase business investment, and there is no compelling evidence that tax cuts to companies
will see money passed onto workers in the form of more jobs and higher wages.42,43,44,45 What is not
contestable is that any further cuts would increase the gap between rich and poor, while leaving a
massive hole in the Government’s revenues.
Instead of delivering tax cuts to the most wealthy, we support progressive tax reform that starts at
the top by removing unfair tax breaks and wasteful tax concessions. Not only will this help address
the structural deficit, but it will redirect money away from tax sheltered locations, like
superannuation and housing, and into productive areas that will support a stronger economy and
more equitable wealth distribution.
A key element in this reform is reducing the capital gains tax discount for individuals and trusts,
which costs the Government over $10 billion each year.40 This tax concession overwhelmingly
benefits the top 10 per cent of taxpayers, encourages speculative investment in property, and is a
key factor driving inflated housing prices.46 These inequities and distortions in the housing market
are further compounded by negative gearing, which also affords the highest benefits to people on
the highest incomes.40
Further action is needed to remove generous superannuation tax concessions. Despite reforms to
superannuation cap tax breaks in 2016, the super system remains heavily weighted toward the
wealthy, siphoning off billions of dollars of government revenue each year into the pockets of those
on the highest incomes. While the limits on tax breaks to high-income earners were a small step in
the right direction, the Government has introduced a number of other regressive changes to
superannuation tax concessions in recent budgets, and the overall system of concessions continues
to erode public revenue, compounding wealth inequalities and providing tax avoidance
opportunities for those who already have substantial wealth.
In addition to reforming taxes for investment income and superannuation, comprehensive action is
needed to curb tax avoidance by removing the tax shelters and loopholes that stem from the
inconsistent tax treatment of private trusts and companies. Too many corporations operating
profitably in Australia pay little or no tax, and tax law reform and proactive regulation is required to
ensure all businesses pay their fair share. This includes enhancing tax transparency by mandating the
public disclosure of all financial activities by multinationals. In addition, ‘thin capitalisation’ rules
should be strengthened to prevent companies from shifting debts to Australia, and additional
measures should be put in place to stop profit-shifting to foreign subsidiaries located in jurisdictions
with low or no tax. Instead of cutting vital services, closing these tax loopholes and removing
generous tax concessions that benefit wealthy corporations and individuals will provide a fairer,
more equitable and sustainable budget strategy.
Ultimately, we can only create a just society if, as a community and as a nation, we make adequate
provision for people who are forced to carry the burden of inequality. And as a nation we can only
provide for those most in need if we structure our tax system to raise revenue fairly and sustainably:
not by delivering company tax cuts, but by removing unfair tax concessions and loopholes that
contribute to inequality and reduce the funds we have to invest in what the community needs.

.12 | 2019 Budget Priorities .

Decent employment and a living wage
The Society recognises the importance of secure and adequately paid employment in moving people
out of poverty. Yet many people seeking such employment are unable to find it. In addition to the
persistence of long-term unemployment, the rapid growth in low-paid, part-time and precarious
work is having a devastating impact on families and individuals.
People locked out of the labour market are at greatest risk of poverty.13 However, for people caught
in a cycle of precarious and insecure work, having a job does not necessarily mean escaping poverty.
Every day, our workers and volunteers provide assistance to people unable to find secure and
appropriately paid work, and we witness the financial pressure and emotional toll this puts on them
and their families.
Unemployment exists not because people are not prepared to work: the reality is that the jobs are
simply not available. Of particular concern is the persistently high rate of long-term unemployment,
with over half a million people (74 per cent of those on Newstart or Youth Allowances) unable to
find work for over twelve months.47 At the same time, the underemployment rate in Australia is
unacceptably high and contributing to a growing class of ‘working poor’.48 The effects of
unemployment and underemployment are particularly pronounced among young people, with
almost one third of Australia’s youth labour force either unemployed or underemployed.49
We believe there is an urgent need for a comprehensive jobs plan to tackle unemployment and
reverse the growing rates of underemployment and precarious work. Such a plan would adopt a
long-term perspective, take into account the complex structural factors driving unemployment, and
avoid a one-size-fits-all approach. It would ensure adequate income for the unemployed. It would
also provide an integrated strategy that links education, training, and government investment in
genuine job opportunities.
Importantly, a plan that creates decent jobs requires moving beyond ineffectual, stand-alone and
haphazard policy measures that neglect the structural drivers of unemployment and
underemployment. For too long, governments have taken a harsh approach to the long-term
unemployed, wielding a punitive stick on the backs of those already doing it tough. Work for the
Dole is a demonstrable failure, with studies showing that the program provides neither a pathway to
a job nor any substantial training or skill development.50,51,52
The punitive and compliance-driven focus of the social security system interacts with, and
reinforces, the rise of precarious and insecure work. The ‘work-first’ approach pressures job seekers
to take any job, emphasising short-term employment and applying strict participation requirements
and sanctions.53 This approach underpins the outsourced employment services system, yet it does
little to overcome the employment barriers faced by the most disadvantaged jobseekers.54 Forcing
jobseekers to accept almost any job on minimally acceptable terms and conditions, including casual
and insecure forms of work, does not help jobseekers secure decent and sustainable employment.
We have not made progress if the ‘welfare poor’ become the ‘working poor’.
In addition to abolishing Work for the Dole and punitive compliance requirements, it is imperative
the Government scrap the Community Development Program (CDP). The CDP is a remote-area Work
for the Dole scheme that principally affects Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. While the
Government maintain that the program helps people find work and gain skills55, there is clear
evidence that it is merely exacerbating the already deep levels of vulnerability and poverty of people
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living in remote areas.56,57,58,59 The program applies oppressive obligations and requirements, forcing
those on income support to undertake Work for the Dole for 25 hours over 5 days, 48 weeks a year,
and imposing crippling financial penalties for non-compliance.
It is vital the forthcoming Budget abandons punitive and paternalistic measures that simply
compound disadvantage and do little to create job opportunities. Such measures, coupled with the
toxic rhetoric that blames the unemployed for their own circumstances, reinforce the notion that it
is issues of behaviour rather than opportunity that need to be addressed. Yet the reality is that the
number of unemployed far outstrips the number of jobs available. Ultimately, behavioural responses
fail to address the shortfall in job opportunities and the real causes of structural unemployment and
underemployment.
A Budget that tackles structural unemployment and underemployment must focus on creating job
opportunities and removing the barriers that prevent people accessing well-paid and secure jobs.
This will not be achieved by bypassing or undermining minimum wage and penalty rate settings, as
evidenced in the Youth Job PaTH program.60 This internship program for unemployed young people
ultimately benefits participating businesses much more than young people. It does little to improve
employment prospects and leaves young people vulnerable to exploitation, compelling them to
work long hours for insufficient payments.61,62 Under the program, interns earn the equivalent of $4$6 per hour. They do not receive superannuation benefits, penalty rates or casual loading. To date,
most internship agreements have been for the maximum 50 hours per week, and there have been
reports of businesses exploiting the model and forcing young people to work beyond the 50-hour
cap.63,64,65
A Budget that supports jobs also means going beyond the discredited model of trickle-down
economics: there is no compelling evidence that cutting corporate taxes will deliver employment
growth.42,66,67,68 Instead, we need a comprehensive approach that includes investment in education
and training; targeted investment in industries and infrastructure that will deliver sustainable jobs
growth; localised job creation packages in regional areas with concentrated disadvantage and
unemployment; and social procurement requirements on government contracts to create more
entry-level job opportunities and positions for people experiencing disadvantage. We also need to
ensure infrastructure and supports are in place to remove barriers to employment, such as access to
childcare, transport, safe housing, income adequacy and affordable health and social services.
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Secure housing
Housing and homelessness policy in Australia is at a critical juncture. Successive government have
neglected their responsibilities and the consequences are stark. Increasingly, affordable and secure
housing is beyond the reach of a growing number of people in Australia. Housing stress has reached
historical highs.69 There is a severe shortage of social housing and a growing number of low-income
households are priced out of the private rental market.70
There is no question that the housing market is severely lopsided. On the one hand, it creates
money for those people who already have more than they need, with tax incentives that encourage
speculative investment and increase the incomes of the wealthy without any flow-on benefits.71,78
For those on very low incomes, housing costs are consistently the biggest source of financial stress,
with the majority of those in housing stress in the private rental market.72 Australia is facing a crisis
in the supply of social and affordable housing, with almost 190,000 families on social housing waiting
lists.73 Four out of five private tenants on the lowest incomes are in rental stress, paying more than
30 per cent of their income in rent. The current lack of affordable housing and inequities in the
housing market are key drivers of poverty and inequality in Australia.
One of the most severe consequences of this broken housing system is the growing rates of people
at risk of, or experiencing, homelessness. Ever increasing rents are pushing more individuals and
families to the brink of homelessness and, for those that do become homeless, the lack of affordable
housing helps to keep them that way. At the same time, frontline homelessness services are
overstretched and struggling to meet demand. Every day, homelessness services are forced to turn
away hundreds of people requesting help and basic shelter.74
Tackling Australia’s homelessness and housing affordability crisis must be a priority in this year’s
Budget. Few would deny that Australia’s housing system is broken. Yet calls for action and reform
have been met by political paralysis. There is still no national strategy to tackle housing affordability
and homelessness, and the National Housing and Homelessness Agreement does not provide the
foundation for a comprehensive and coordinated approach.75 The Commonwealth cannot continue
to evade responsibility for housing and homelessness outcomes by placing the onus solely on state
and territory governments. If shelter is one of the most basic of all human needs, essential to all
other capacities and potentials being fulfilled, then we clearly need national leadership and a new
national strategy and plan for housing affordability.
To support this national strategy and plan, it is imperative the forthcoming Budget delivers reforms
across the taxation, social security, social housing and homelessness systems. Key to this is
additional and ongoing funding to maintain and grow the social housing system. A strong social
housing system is fundamental in combatting poverty and inequality, yet chronic underinvestment
and neglect has left Australia’s social housing system in a parlous state. Social housing has declined
as a share of all households from 6.2 per cent in 1991 to 4.9 per cent in 2016. Over the past three
decades, Commonwealth investment in social housing has declined substantially, and this has
contributed to a backlog of maintenance needs, lengthy waiting lists, shrinking public housing stock,
and rolling financial losses among state housing authorities.76
Additional Commonwealth investment is vital to reverse the decline in the social housing system.
The Society has urged the Federal Government to establish a $10 billion social housing growth fund
to finance new and affordable housing.70 However, while the 2018 Budget maintained existing
funding levels for housing and homelessness services, it did not commit to any growth funding.
Although the new National Housing Finance Investment Corporation may facilitate private
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investment in affordable housing, it will not overcome the funding deficit that is crippling the social
housing system. While private sector financing can complement public investment, it requires a
durable government subsidy that covers the difference between operational costs and the revenue
from rent that low-income tenants can afford. Without additional government investment, any
increase in housing stock is unlikely to be sustained and will be directed at the affordable rather than
the social end of the subsidised housing spectrum.77
In addition, any credible strategy to increase affordable housing must include reform of housing tax
concessions, including phasing out negative gearing and reducing the capital gains tax discount. The
current tax settings see billions of government revenue forgone each year in concessions that
overwhelmingly benefit the most wealthy, as well as encouraging speculative investment that drives
up the costs of housing and compounds the current housing affordability crisis.46,78
Alongside additional funding and taxation reform, there is a pressing need to strengthen research
and policy capability. Governments are essentially flying blind in relation to housing policy, with no
dedicated department or agency at the Commonwealth level to provide policy analysis and regular
and authoritative information on housing demand and supply. We believe it is essential that an
independent agency is reinstated to provide specialised policy advice and information, and to
monitor, analyse and evaluate housing and homelessness indicators across jurisdictions.
To ensure those on the lowest incomes can meet their basic housing needs, Commonwealth Rent
Assistance must also be increased by at least 30 per cent and indexed properly. The real value of
rent assistance has declined over time as spiralling rents have risen faster than inflation, leaving 42
per cent of recipients in rental stress and severe financial hardship.73 In addition to an immediate
increase, Commonwealth Rent Assistance should be reviewed to remove inequities in the current
payment structure and to ensure it meets the needs of people on low incomes.
The forthcoming Budget must also guarantee ongoing and adequate funding to homelessness
services, which are currently overstretched and underfunded. While we welcomed the inclusion of a
homelessness component within the National Housing and Homelessness Agreement, specific
funding for homelessness services was not discretely identified and the requirements around
matched funding from state and territory governments remains unclear, leaving homelessness
services vulnerable to a change in the mix or makeup of state allocations. Secure and sufficient
funding for such services must be part of a renewed plan to halve homelessness by 2025 – a plan
that addresses the drivers of homelessness, rapidly rehouses people who are homeless, and provides
adequate and flexible support for those needing help to sustain housing.
Finally, we call on the Government to guarantee ongoing funding for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Housing. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples continue to experience the highest
levels of housing stress and overcrowding in Australia.69 Given the stark disparities in housing
outcomes, we are deeply concerned about the Federal Government’s failure to develop a new
intergovernmental agreement on remote housing, with the previous agreement expiring in June
2018. Since 2009, there also has not been dedicated Commonwealth funding or policy for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander housing outside of remote areas. We firmly believe that any credible
national effort to improve housing affordability and reduce homelessness must include specific
policy commitments, dedicated resources and appropriate governance arrangements to improve
housing outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. This includes renegotiating and
funding an intergovernmental agreement on remote housing, in addition to earmarking funding for
Indigenous Community Housing Organisations under the National Housing and Homelessness
Agreement.
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Universal education
Universal access to quality education is vital to Australia’s future and a pre-condition for a socially
just and prosperous society. Education is also the major route through which people living in poverty
escape the cycle of poorly paid jobs, periodic unemployment and reliance on social security
payments. Yet increasingly, access to quality education is being determined by income and
location.79,80 An inequitable education system means that more students from low-income families
miss out on educational opportunities or receive their education from institutions that are
underfunded. The result is a growing inequality of educational opportunities and outcomes.
It is essential the Federal Government recommits to universal education: from early childhood
education, through to schooling, universities and our vocational education and training system. It is
imperative that the 2019 Budget works toward restoring Australia’s education system to one where
every child and young person, regardless of background, is given the best possible start to life. In a
time of rapid technological and social change, it is also important to ensure equitable access to
education does not stop at young adulthood but continues throughout the life course.

Early childhood education
Key to overcoming educational disadvantage is adequate and more equitably distributed funding for
early childhood education and care. While most political discourse focuses on ‘childcare’ as a means
of supporting parents to get back to work, early childhood education has much broader societal
impacts. It has a decisive effect on developmental outcomes and is critical in overcoming the impact
of early disadvantage on educational outcomes and life chances.81,82,83
However, there remains an unacceptable divide in both opportunities and outcomes between the
poorest and wealthiest communities. A third of Australian children do not attend preschool for the
number of hours needed to make a difference, and this proportion is much higher for children from
disadvantaged backgrounds.84,85 The growing divide between advantaged and disadvantaged young
children is adding to the challenges for our overall education system which is already struggling to
reduce gaps in achievement.86
High-quality early education in the two years prior to school must be part of the national investment
to secure the health, wellbeing and education of our children.87 The current market-based system is
complex, fragmented and entrenches inequities in access.84 Recent measures have provided fee
relief for some families but have exacerbated inequities for some of the most disadvantaged groups
and have failed to overcome the structural problems that beset the current system.88,89 Increasing
childcare subsidies in our market-based system has not addressed problems in accessibility or
affordability. And it is deeply inequitable and counterproductive to make access to subsidies
contingent on a parent’s participation in the workforce or ‘approved activities’.
Ultimately, children should have access to quality early education regardless of whether their
parents work or have an adequate income. Achieving a more equitable system requires structural
reform of the current user-pays system. And moving beyond the current piecemeal approach
requires durable and ongoing funding, rather than short-term funding extensions of the current
National Agreement. It is imperative the Budget both increases investment in early childhood
education and ensures a system that distributes funding more equitably and efficiently.
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Primary and secondary schooling
A revitalised commitment to needs-based funding is also crucial for Australia’s primary and
secondary school system. Universal education means that all children should have an equal chance
to do as well at school as they can, with full funding based on need, rather than any other criteria.90
Yet compared to other OECD countries, we have one of the most socially segregated school systems,
with Australian students from low socioeconomic status families more likely to attend underresourced schools.91 We also have extremely high out-of-pocket expenses for schooling, particularly
in relation to secondary schools. Our school system is deteriorating in terms of equity and
excellence, and these trends will worsen without a genuine commitment to needs-based funding.
It is critical the Government increases funding to the school system and ensures it is directed to
where it is needed most. The current funding package for schools, dubbed ‘Gonski 2.0’, fails to
deliver this, and will not provide enough funding to support the most disadvantaged schools and
bridge the educational gap. The significant shortfall of Federal funding for public schools will also
magnify the stark disadvantages and under-resourcing that already disproportionately threaten
regional, rural and remote public schools around Australia. We urge the Government to commit to
funding levels and models of distribution that ensure all children, regardless of parental income or
geographic location, have access to high-quality school education.

Vocational education and training
Our vocational education and training (VET) system is in a state of crisis. Funding has been drastically
cut since 2012, and we are spending less in real terms on VET than we did a decade ago.92 The policy
of opening up public funding to for-profit providers has been a monumental failure, resulting in the
demise of our internationally respected TAFE system and widespread rorting of government
subsidies by private providers.93 The ideologically driven project of marketisation has left many
students with mountains of debt for poorly taught causes for which few jobs exists. At the same
time, TAFE courses have been cut, campuses have closed, and student fees have skyrocketed.94
Fixing our broken VET sector and restoring funding to TAFE must be priorities in the 2019 Budget.
While the Government has acknowledged the problems inherent in recent VET policies, it has done
little to resolve the crucial problem of funding. The ‘Skilling Australians Fund’, announced in the
2017 Budget95, relies on insecure funding generated by a levy on visa fees for foreign workers and is
manifestly inadequate to reverse the decline in TAFE funding.
Moreover, while the Government’s reforms to the VET loan scheme provide some safeguards
against the most egregious rorting, these measures have not addressed deeper problems in the
sector. The revised VET Student Loans scheme, introduced in 2017, capped loans and restricted the
courses for which loans could be accessed. This may have helped to reduce profiteering by
unscrupulous providers, however it leaves intact the user-pays market model, with the cap on loans
increasing the out-of-pocket costs for some courses. Students studying courses that are not on the
Government-approved list, such as journalism, must now pay the full costs of courses and do not
have access to income support, such as Youth Allowance (student), Austudy and ABSTUDY.
More needs to be done to guarantee the quality and affordability of the vocational education
system, and this must include reviewing the deregulated market model and revitalising the public
TAFE system. Instead of tinkering around the edges of a flawed funding model, the Government
needs to ensure secure, sustainable funding for TAFE and a quality VET system.

.18 | 2019 Budget Priorities .

In addition, we believe consideration should be given to forgiving VET FEE-HELP debts that students
incurred as a result of unscrupulous conduct by private VET providers. The depth of the exploitation
of vulnerable Australians under the deregulated model demonstrates the need for the
Commonwealth Government to remediate cases of unjust or unlawful enrolment, even when costs
cannot be recovered from the offending VET provider.

Universities
A high-quality university education should not be out of reach for students from low-income or
disadvantaged backgrounds. Nor should it impose a crippling long-term debt on graduates. Yet in
2019, young people contemplating university studies face the prospect of high fees, limited income
support whilst studying, a massive debt, and no job guarantee.96 Within higher education, there
remain substantial differences in admission levels, success and completion rates, as well as graduate
outcomes across diverse student groups.
Students from low-income backgrounds experience stark disparities in university access, academic
success, retention rates, and graduate outcomes97,98 – disparities exacerbated by a raft of costcutting measures that have reduced access to needs-based scholarships and pushed up student
fees.99,100 Despite a modest increase in the percentage of university students who come from lower
socioeconomic groups in recent years, their success rate when at University has been lower than
other groups and has declined slightly.101
Students from lower socioeconomic groups who gain entry to University face systemic barriers to
success that are not being addressed adequately by current support systems. In addition to
increased fees and more stringent HELP repayment arrangements, the 2017 Federal Budget cut
funding to programs such as preparatory university courses (widely utilised by low-income students),
which can now be offered on a fee-paying basis.102 Such changes have been delivered in a context
where low-income students face escalating financial pressures, including exorbitant rental costs,
record-low wages growth, protracted unemployment and underemployment post-graduation, and
cuts to penalty rates.
Compared to other OECD countries, Australian students face some of the highest university fees and
pay the third highest share of out-of-pocket expenses for participation in tertiary education.99,100,103
Increasingly, the financial support provided by the Commonwealth Government is being converted
to loans – locking in staggering debts for our poorest students.* At the same time, the levels of
government payments – such as Austudy, Youth Allowance, ABSTUDY and Commonwealth Rent
Assistance – are grossly inadequate, and the rate of Youth Allowance has fallen ever further behind
the poverty line.13 Such low levels of student financial support condemn many to poverty, with a
growing body of evidence showing the adverse effect that this lack of financial support is having on
student lives and their studies. 96,104,105,106 This constellation of factors is placing young people under
severe financial strain, compromising their wellbeing and academic outcomes and, for some,
pushing tertiary studies beyond reach.
Students from higher socioeconomic groups tend to do better at University – not because they are
brighter than other groups, but simply because they have more money and can afford not to spend
long hours in paid work rather than attending lectures or studying. They do not run out of food, or

*

Since 1989, the real contribution that students have made to the cost of a Commonwealth Supported Place at university has
more than doubled.
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have problems with accommodation because they cannot afford high rents. They have enough
money to pay for all their educational texts and resources. When an unexpected crisis occurs, they
have savings to deal with it. When they are sick, they can pay for the medication.
If we are serious about giving students the best opportunity to succeed at University we must ensure
that these basics are guaranteed to every student. For this to occur, it is critical that student income
support is increased, with the payment rates of Youth Allowance, Austudy and ABSTUDY lifted to
above the poverty line. Commonwealth Rent Assistance must also be increased to a level that helps
reduce the poverty of students and reflects actual housing costs. Payments for students with special
needs should also be increased, and grants (rather than loans) should be available to assist lowincome students to pay for the costs of education, such as textbooks and other resources.
Further, the Government cannot continue to shift the cost burden of higher education onto the
shoulders of students and their families. Saddling students with exorbitant debts compounds
growing inequalities in wealth, with student loan debt disproportionately affecting those from social
groups with the least wealth, including women.107,108,109 Rising housing costs; a growth in
underemployment and zero-hours contracts; inflation outstripping wages; the rapid rise in student
loans – all these issues are creating a cage of debt around young people. It is imperative the 2019
Budget alleviates this debt and the cost burden that higher education is imposing on students.
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Good health for all
Ensuring all people have access to the resources and opportunities essential for good health and
wellbeing should be a priority of all Australian governments. Yet Australia’s health system is
unbalanced, and health outcomes are uneven. While many get world-class care, there is a significant
portion of us who lack access to the services and the social and economic conditions that support
good health.110 There is clear evidence that health is closely intertwined with socioeconomic status,
with socioeconomically disadvantaged people more likely to suffer illness, disability, and a lower life
expectancy.111,112,113 Those who are the most socioeconomically disadvantaged are twice as likely to
have a long-term health condition as the most affluent Australians, and will die on average three
years earlier than the wealthiest. 111,114 In addition, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians
continue to experience an acceptable and pronounced gap in health outcomes.115
These disparities in health do not simply arise from the health system and access to healthcare.
Access to universal healthcare is crucial, but so too is a sustained focus on supporting the social
determinants of good health and preventing disease and ill-health. When considering Budget
expenditure, we need to more systematically factor in the health-related costs of cuts to education,
housing and income support and, conversely, the downstream health benefits and savings that can
be realised when we invest in the social infrastructure and services that support good health.116
Further, there is inadequate investment in preventive health initiatives.117,118 A mere 1.3 per cent of
health expenditure is directed toward preventative measures, and this percentage has been
declining in recent years, despite evidence of growing rates of preventable chronic disease.113 The
failure to invest in measures to prevent chronic diseases and other health conditions has a
detrimental and disproportionate impact on the health of people on low incomes, while at the same
time placing an unsustainable burden on our health system.111,114,119
In addition to supporting the social determinants of good health and investing in prevention, it is
imperative the Federal Budget supports a universal health system, which is the most effective,
efficient and equitable way to ensure the delivery of health services. Yet the foundations of our
universal healthcare system are being eroded by the ongoing inequities in our fee-for-service model
of primary care, along with the shift toward a ‘user pays’ model, creeping privatisation and an
increasing reliance on co-payments. The increasing proportion of healthcare costs falling directly on
individuals and families has contributed to growing health inequities and barriers to access.
Compared to comparable countries, Australians already pay excessive out-of-pocket costs on
healthcare, and among wealthy countries we have the third highest reliance on out-of-pocket
payments.120,121,122 These costs have escalated in recent years, with the average costs that
households spend on healthcare growing by more than a quarter since 2010.123
Compounding these issues are the billions that the Government provides each year to prop up the
private health insurance industry. Private health insurance subsidies are diverting enormous
amounts of public money – money that could have supported publicly-funded universal healthcare –
into propping up a private health insurance industry that doesn’t contribute to population health
and undermines equity. The Private Health Insurance Rebate costs taxpayers over $6 billion each
year.124 There is clear evidence that the Rebate has failed to take the pressure off public hospitals
and is contributing to a two-tier health system that provides access to care based on the ability to
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pay.125,126 The Society believes that the expenditure on the Rebate should be redirected to support
better population health outcomes, including support for community-based services and addressing
existing gaps in the health system.
One particular gap in the health system that requires urgent attention in the 2019 Budget is oral
health. Oral health is fundamental to overall health and wellbeing and, without good oral
healthcare, people are at a much higher risk of many systemic health problems.127 Yet the disparities
in access to oral care are stark in Australia, with the costs placing dental treatment beyond the reach
of many disadvantaged individuals and families.128 The groups of people who are least likely to
access care and treatment are those on low incomes129, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples130, people living in remote areas131,132, people with disabilities, young adults on income
support, and sole parents.133 In this context, the Commonwealth needs to increase funding for the
National Partnership Agreement on Dental Health to ensure those who need dental care can access
it, irrespective of their income or social and locational circumstances.
We also need to see a genuine commitment to improving Australia’s mental health system. This
includes addressing the chronic underfunding of community-based mental health, the variability of
care across the country, and growing rates of suicide. Despite some welcome small-scale measures
announced over the past year, the Federal Government has failed to deliver the systemic change
and additional resources that are urgently needed.
While there is a marked lack of capacity at all levels of mental health care, underfunding is
particularly pronounced in relation to adolescent mental health, refugee and migrant mental health,
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mental health, and mental health services in regional and
remote areas. Problems with the rollout of the NDIS remain an ongoing concern for many people
with poor mental health, and it is imperative the forthcoming Budget ensures people living with a
mental illness or psychosocial disability are able to access and receive appropriate, coordinated
support – irrespective of whether they are eligible for the NDIS. People who live with a mental illness
also continue to experience stark disparities in physical health outcomes and life expectancy, and
more needs to be done to strengthen the coordination of mental healthcare with the wider health
system, including Primary Health Networks.134
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Community services and support to those in need
Nationally, our community services sectors are struggling to provide support for the most
vulnerable. The issue is multi-tiered, with essential services underfunded, struggling with short-term
funding arrangements to accommodate growing needs, and continuing to adapt to cuts and changes
to funding programs. Since the 2014 Federal Budget, more than $1.5 billion has been cut from the
community sector and the funding climate for community services has been one of chronic
uncertainty.
Funding cuts have had a profound impact on a range of services that support the most vulnerable
and disadvantaged in our communities, including homelessness and housing services, emergency
relief, financial counselling, community health, drug and alcohol services, asylum seeker and refugee
services, services for disadvantaged and at-risk youth, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
programs. The combination of funding cuts, freezes in indexation and the repackaging of funding
allocations has wrought havoc in critical areas of social infrastructure, undermining the capacity of
the sector to meet the needs of people experiencing poverty and inequality.
Further tax cuts in the forthcoming Budget will inevitably mean more cuts to essential community
services now and into the future, along with increased user costs and poorer social outcomes.
Starving publicly-funded services of resources, and outsourcing such services to the for-profit sector,
is contributing to unmet demand, increasing costs, and often declining quality for a range of
community services that support those most in need.
Accordingly, it is essential the 2019 Budget changes direction and restores funding to community
services. Across service sectors, funding has failed to keep pace with the growth in demand, with
more people being turned away each year from essential services and support. For example, while
Federal funding for homelessness services has been static, the number of people seeking help from
homelessness organisations has risen by around 20 per cent over the past four years.74 Despite
funding cuts to emergency relief services, there was almost a ten per cent increase in the number of
people seeking food relief from charities in 2018 alone, while at the same time the waiting lists for
financial counselling services, drug and alcohol rehabilitation and various other support services
have increased.135,136,137,138,139
Funding to the legal assistance sector remains grossly inadequate. While some of the most cuts to
legal assistance services have been reversed, the failure to commit any additional funds has left a
huge gap in service access. Amid significant and rising demand for legal assistance, funding for the
sector has been in decline for the past two decades.140 Many people living below the poverty line are
not eligible for legal aid, and community legal centres are turning away 170,000 people a year due to
a lack of capacity.141 The burden of this unmet need falls heavily on disadvantaged people and
communities, with unresolved legal problems often escalating into more complex problems and
leading to a range of serious social and economic consequences.142,143 Overcoming this systemic lack
of access to justice is critical and requires an immediate injection of funding to legal assistance
services, as recommended by the Productivity Commission.142 Restrictions on the use of
Commonwealth funding for law reform and policy advocacy work should also be removed.
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In addition, it is crucial funding levers are not used to silence advocacy and the independent voice of
charities and the community sector. Since 2014, a number of peak organisations have had their
funding reduced or withdrawn, undermining their ability to advocate on behalf of the people they
serve, and diminishing their capacity to contribute to effective policy and program design. Further
new curbs on public advocacy should be abandoned to ensure open and informed democratic
debate on matters affecting people facing disadvantage.
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Empowering Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples
For the past five years, Federal Budgets have failed to deliver the funding and community-led
approaches needed to secure better outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. The
2014 Federal Budget cut $534 million from Indigenous programs. More than $145 million was
subsequently slashed from Indigenous services and programs in the 2015 Budget, while new
spending of just $60.7 million over four years was announced in 2016 for programs targeting
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.
Alongside these funding cuts, the continual churn and restructuring of Indigenous policy and
programs has created constant upheaval and uncertainty, undermining the stability and
sustainability of Aboriginal-controlled community organisations, and eroding the effectiveness of
programs and policies.
Despite constantly shifting priorities and policy directions, what has remained constant is the failure
to meaningfully engage with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in legislative and policy
development. Funding for National Congress was withdrawn in 2014 and, despite adopting the
rhetoric of ‘partnership’ and ‘consultation’, the Government has continued to rely on top-down and
paternalistic measures and policy-making processes. Emblematic of the gap between the rhetoric of
partnership and the reality, the Federal Government failed to grasp the opportunity presented by
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with the proposal of the Uluru Statement from the
Heart.144
The Government’s rejection of the Uluru Statement has been compounded by issues with the Close
the Gap ‘refresh’ process; the ongoing uncertainty and rumoured funding cuts to Indigenous remote
housing programs; and the devastating findings of the Royal Commission into the Protection and
Detention of Children in the Northern Territory. A succession of top-down and punitive interventions
has disproportionately targeted unemployed Aboriginal people in remote areas and these
interventions have involved little, if any, opportunity for engagement and input from affected
community members. As the deeply flawed Community Development Program has illustrated, the
failure to listen to community concerns has led to programs that have had detrimental effects on
communities. The expansion of existing programs, including income management and ParentsNext,
risk perpetuating this approach and are inconsistent with the Government’s stated commitment to
working in partnership with communities. Unacceptable gaps in social and economic disadvantage
persist, racism and discrimination remain pervasive, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples still do not have a seat at the table as equal partners.
It is vital the 2019 Budget move beyond the prevailing top-down and paternalistic approach and
commits to measures that genuinely empower communities and affirm their right to selfdetermination. We reject the Federal Government’s blanket refusal to engage with Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people in their united plea to have a voice to Parliament. In addition to
adequate and secure funding for an independent national representative body, we urge the Federal
Government to heed the 2016 Redfern Statement and work with Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander national organisations and leadership to develop policy and budget measures across key
areas, including health, justice, employment, housing, disability, and children and families.145
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There is a pressing need to reverse cuts made since the 2014 Budget and to restore community
service funding levels, with funding commensurate to the level of need and recognising the
disproportionate rates of socioeconomic disadvantage within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities. Critically, the Government needs to abandon the bias toward awarding contracts for
Indigenous programs to non-Indigenous organisations, and more funding needs to be invested
directly in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations to support them to provide the services
and develop the solutions for their communities. Governments must look to community-driven
solutions and capacity-building if they are serious about improving outcomes.
Finally, it is imperative the 2019 Budget commits to ongoing funding for a new Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander housing strategy, and that the punitive and paternalistic programs imposed on
unemployed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are abandoned, including income
management, the Community Development Program and ParentsNext. Programs to expand
employment opportunities and improve social outcomes must be developed in a genuine
partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.
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Budget transparency
Understanding how budget measures affect different groups in society is key if we are to understand
whether the budget will alleviate or exacerbate inequality and poverty. Such an understanding is
also important to ensuring democratic accountability and fostering informed public debate.
Recent budgets have seen important information and analysis omitted from public view. Previously,
a distributional analysis of budget measures had been released, showing how people across the
income spectrum were differentially affected by policy decisions in the budget. This analysis,
however, was omitted from the 2014 Budget Papers and has been absent since.
The presentation of certain measures has also become more opaque, with the Budget Papers
obscuring important information that helps to understand exactly how funding is allocated and the
effect of budget decisions on different groups. In Indigenous programs and services, for example,
various program streams have been absorbed into broad categories which make it impossible to
discern and identify how funds are actually expended, enabling the government to disguise the
ongoing impact of past Budget decisions and to hide the cessation of programs.146,147 Metrics on
Indigenous program and sub-program funding levels and distributions are not available, and unspent
funds are reshuffled and rebadged in ways that make it difficult to determine whether ‘new’ funding
announcements actually represent additional funding, or whether they are simply being provided at
the expense of other previously announced programs.148 Similar such problems have been evident in
program grants for social services and community health initiatives provided by the Department of
Social Services and the Department of Health.
This lack of transparency is undermining the accountability of the budget process. In addition,
savage cuts to the Australian Bureau of Statistics and the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
have reduced the availability of data that assists in monitoring and modelling the impacts of given
budget measures on different population cohorts.149
In the interests of accountability, we urge the Government to improve the transparency of
expenditure decisions and to publish more detailed analysis of budget measures. This includes
modelling the overall impact of budget measures on different population groups – including by
income, household type, parental status, and gender. Restoring this type of analysis in the Budget
Papers would be an important step in improving transparency and government accountability for
measures that effect poverty and inequality across the community.
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Conclusion
In this Budget, the Federal Government faces a clear choice. It can make decisions that entrench
inequalities, that deliver tax cuts to the most wealthy and deplete the revenue needed to fund our
hospitals, schools, community services and public infrastructure. Or, it can choose to remove
inequitable tax concessions and loopholes and invest in our communities, our public services, and
our social safety net.
The Government has an opportunity to make the investments and deliver the policy measures to
tackle inequality and poverty – ensuring no one is left out or pushed out, that no one is excluded
from having a place to call home, a place to work for those who can work (and appropriate income
support for those who cannot), a place to learn, and a place to heal.
If the Government continues down the pathway of more tax cuts and spending cuts – and those
spending cuts are directed to public services, shrinking the social safety net, and shifting to ‘userpays’ systems in essential services such as healthcare and education – it is inevitable that the wealth
gap in Australia will increase and become further entrenched.
This Priorities Statement has highlighted significant opportunities in the 2019 Budget for the
Government to reset its course and help build the kind of country we all want: one that values
fairness, equality, and respect for all our human rights. Based on what we see every day, what our
members tell us, and the stories from the people we assist, we have outlined the priorities that we
believe are essential elements in a Budget that supports justice, fairness and solidarity.
A Budget based on these principles must rebuild and repair the social safety net, invest in education
and our health system, restore funding to essential social programs and services, and ensure a more
equitable and sustainable tax system. Against a backdrop of persistent and rising inequality, the
stakes are high – but the choices are clear.
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