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ACOSS News
Clare Martin, Chief  Executive Officer
Australian Council of  Social Service

Let’s not forget those still 
living in poverty as the 
economy picks up

As we breathe a sigh of 
relief at signs that the 
Australian economy appears 
to have dodged a bullet, we 
cannot forget the 2.2 million 
Australians who are still in the 
firing line.

That’s the number of 
Australians who are faced with 
the daily, inescapable reality 
of poverty. That’s one in every 
10 people, including 412,000 
children, who live below the 
poverty line. 

Being poor means going 
without. Skipping a meal to 
pay for your child’s school 
books, leaving the electricity 
bill unpaid or asking for yet 
another extension to pay 
the rent. It means constant 
worrying about how the week’s 
budget can be stretched, or 
having to borrow money from 
friends or payday lenders to 
replace the car or fridge.

Reports show consistently that 
the Australians most likely to 

go without are unemployed 
people, sole parents and single 
people over 65 years who rent 
privately. 

A recent OECD report noted 
that Australia lags behind 
other OECD countries with 
more than half of all Australian 
jobless households in poverty, 
compared with the OECD 
average of 37 per cent.

The downturn has placed 
greater pressures on these 
groups as more people 
compete for jobs, with 
unemployment rising by 40 
per cent from the lowest 
level achieved during the 
boom. People without recent 
experience in work have been 
pushed to the back of the 
jobless queue. 

The Federal Government 
responded swiftly to cushion 
Australia’s economy through a 
series of spending initiatives 
to support jobs and invest in 
future long term economic 
growth. Evidence points to 
the success of this strategy to 
buffer against the worst effects 
of the global recession.

But we cannot claim the 
downturn is behind us until 
unemployment falls to lower 
levels. We cannot afford to 
forget about people who are 
stuck in poverty especially 
those who have been out of the 
workforce for several years. 

There are complex issues 
around the responses to 
eradicate poverty. Government 
has recognised that one of 
the three groups at great risk 
of poverty – age pensioners 
– struggle to make ends meet 
and responded in September 
by lifting some pensions by 
$32.50 per week.

The other two groups are 
awaiting similar recognition 
that their payment levels are 
not adequate, with the single 
age pension now $106 a week 
greater than unemployment 
payments.

There are 644,000 Australians 
living on unemployment 
payments of $32 a day and 
there has been no substantial 
increase in the real value of 
unemployment payments since 
the 1980s. 
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Take a budget of a single 
woman who is looking for work 
and living on the Newstart 
allowance. Each week she 
has $228 plus about $55 in 
rent assistance to work out 
how to pay for rent, bills and 
groceries. These are the basic 
items required to live. Add onto 
this the cost of job search and 
it’s simply not enough. 

Rental expenditure quickly 
absorbs a high portion of the 
weekly budgets of people on 
low incomes — 65 per cent 
of low income private renters 
are in housing stress, paying 
more than 30 per cent of their 
income on housing. Lack of 
access to affordable, secure 
housing is a primary cause 
of poverty and is a common 
factor leading to entrenched 
disadvantage. 

The need for affordable 
housing remains critical. It 
comes as no surprise that 
recent research shows Sydney 
leads the capital cities in stock 
shortage. There is only one 
dwelling for every 15 very 
low-income households (in the 
bottom quintile).

Between 1996 and 2006, social 
housing went backwards – 
funding declined by $3.5 billion 
in real terms, stock declined. 
At the same time, housing 
affordability reached an all time 
low, pressure on the private 
rental market intensified and 
homelessness increased.

The National Rental 
Affordability Scheme is well 
designed to increase housing 
stock, by providing incentives 
for new partnerships between 
commercial developers 
and community housing 
providers. We should see the 
real benefits of this scheme 
over the next five years with 
a Government commitment 
to building 100,000 new 
dwellings.

The Government’s promised 
stimulus expenditure of $6 
billion to build new social 
housing – later “recalibrated” to 
$5.2 billion – is a much needed 
boost to help replenish housing 
stock. 

The 19,200 new homes will be 
a welcome relief for families 
who have been on waiting lists 
for years. Every dollar in the 
housing stimulus package is 
critical to make inroads into the 
accumulated demand. 

Secure housing is a key 
stepping stone out of poverty. 
It makes getting and keeping 
a job easier. Kids don’t have 
to be uprooted from schools. 
Families no longer have to 
share with friends or live in 
motels. The quality of family 
and home life improves, 
educational outcomes are 
achieved and family income 
increases.

There is a shortage of 251,000 
rental dwellings available 

for low-income families and 
individuals. Australia needs a 
national long-term affordable 
housing strategy with a 
genuine commitment to a future 
growth fund. 

The Government has 
acknowledged that an 
additional 40,000 affordable 
housing dwellings must be 
built by 2020 to meet its 
homelessness targets.

Its $5.7 billion stimulus 
investment takes it almost 
halfway there. Funding of 
similar scale should be 
allocated to an affordable 
housing growth fund over the 
next five years to achieve 
this target. ACOSS will be 
looking to next year’s budget 
for continued investment in 
this critical area of social 
infrastructure.

Rent assistance should also 
be increased to those most 
in need to alleviate housing 
stress, in recognition of 
impacts of rent inflation on low 
income families. 

Poverty doesn’t have to be a 
fact of life. Australia is a rich 
country which has prospered 
during the mining boom and 
looks set to avoid the major 
economic turmoil facing other 
developed countries. 

Let’s remember the 2.2 million. 
They don’t deserve to miss out 
on the recovery.
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What happens when you lose 
your job?  And what can public 
policy do about it?

Thirty-five years ago 
unemployment rose sharply 
in all OECD economies.  At 
that time, OPEC oil price hikes 
and US deficit-financing of the 
Vietnam War brought an end 
to the long, strong economic 
boom that had begun after the 
Second World War.

Unemployment rates doubled, 
and inflation rates tripled, 
rocking the economics 
establishment and putting 
politicians everywhere in a 
quandary.  The miserable 
conjunction persisted through 
the seventies and into the 
eighties.

Ronald Reagan and Margaret 
Thatcher seized the historical 
moment, ridiculing the welfare 
state.    For them it was cruel 
to be kind – attempts to protect 
the weak and vulnerable in 
the labour market simply 
exacerbated the problem. 
Minimum wages priced low paid 
workers out of jobs.  Generous 
and open-ended unemployment 
benefits encouraged the jobless 
to stay idle.

Flexicurity:
Unemployment,	social	inclusion,	and	
income	security

Grant	Belchamber,	Economist,	ACTU

Their 1980s solution was 
small government, low taxes, 
pervasive deregulation of 
markets, privatization, and 
dismantling of social supports 
and protections.  Let the 
price mechanism do all the 
heavy lifting in economic 
and social adjustment, as 
rational individuals respond to 
incentives.  The free market 
would solve all problems.

This became policy scripture 
in English-speaking 
economies and international 
economic institutions – the 
IMF, the World Bank, and the 
OECD.  The core thinking was 
that social protections come 
at the cost of efficiency and 
growth.

In Scandinavian and Western 
European nations, this market 
fundamentalism rubbed against 
the social grain, and in the late 
eighties a distinctive approach 
to labour market policy emerged 
there.  Building on long-
established social conventions, 
“fl exicurity” recognized the 
complexities inherent in 
combining economic growth with 
social inclusion.

Introducing Flexicurity

Flexicurity is a fusion of the 
words ‘fl exibility’ and ‘security’.  
It sees economic fl exibility and 
(employment/income) security 
as mutually reinforcing, each 
complementary to the other, 
not trade-offs one against the 

Figure 1:  The Flexicurity Diagram

Scandinavian and Western European nations have adopted a distinctive approach to labour 
market policy. What can Australia can learn from this response to unemployment?
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other.  Here, employment/
income security supports social 
cohesion, skills formation, and 
competitiveness in a constantly 
changing economic world.

Flexicurity is a system, an 
integrated suite of policies 
crafted to fit national histories 
and institutions.  Its three key 
elements are: 
•	 labour market flexibility;
•	 generous unemployment 

benefits; and 
•	 activating labour market 

policies.

Figure 1 depicts the stylized 
relationship between these three 
elements.  The arrows show the 
direction of movements in the 
flexicurity system, of workers 
who lose their jobs.
The first movement is from 
employment and receipt 
of wages, to (generous) 
unemployment benefits.  This 
is the arrow from labour market 
to benefit system.  Depending 
on economic conditions, some 
/ most workers will quickly 
find alternative employment 
in decent work.  Generous 
unemployment benefits allow 
and enable these workers to find 
a good job commensurate with 
the one they have lost.  This is 
the arrow straight back into the 
labour market.

For some workers – those 
whose industries and 
occupations have been affected 
by structural change, for 
example – there may be no job 
openings in the industries or 
occupations from which they 
have been displaced.  Soon 

after losing their jobs these 
workers have the capacity 
(and obligation) to undertake 
a program of (re)training, to 
upgrade their skills or acquire 
an entirely new skill set.  The 
(generous) unemployment 
benefits available to them 
provide motivation and income 
support for the duration of the 
training program.  This is the 
arrow from benefits to activation.

Equipped with a new or renewed 
set of skills in demand, and/or 
having participated in capacity-
building work experience 
programs, unemployed workers 
re-enter employment in the 
flexible labour market.  This 
is the arrow from activation to 
employment.

In a dynamic world – today and 
increasingly for tomorrow’s Gen 
Y cohort - the vast majority of 
workers will have a succession 
of jobs with a series of different 
employers, intermingled with 
parenting/child care, care 
for elderly family members, 
community responsibilities, 
further study/training, and 
possibly joblessness.  The 
realistic prospect is a 
succession of transitions 
between these labour market 
states, and a continuing quest to 
find work-life balance.
The challenge for policy is to 
maintain workers’ engagement 
with the labour market 
throughout the life course by 
incorporating bridging jobs and 
access to in-work benefits in 
overall scheme design, and 
ensuring income security on the 
way through.

In Scandinavian 
and Western 
European nations 
… a distinctive 
approach to 
labour market 
policy emerged.  
“Flexicurity” 
recognised the 
complexities 
inherent in 
combining 
economic growth 
with social 
inclusion.
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Flexicurity and Australia

How does Australia measure up 
against the three elements of 
flexicurity? 

We have a highly flexible labour 
market, with effective regulation 
of minimum wages and 
conditions of employment.  On 
OECD measures of strictness 
of labour market regulation, 
ours is more flexible than any of 
the Scandinavian and Western 
European nations.  Australia’s 
labour market flexibility more 
than meets the requirements for 
an effective flexicurity policy.

We do not do nearly so well on 
the other two.

Australia’s system of 
unemployment benefits delivers 
meager support for workers 
who lose their jobs.  Presently 
NewStart for a qualifying single 
adult person is $228 a week; 
Average Weekly Earnings for 
full-time adults in Feb 09 was 
$1211.20 a week; the resultant 
replacement rate is a paltry 
18.7%.  The replacement rate 
against the federal minimum 
wage ($543.78 pw) is 41.7%.  
The application of strict income 
and assets tests further restricts 
eligibility for receipt of income 
support.

This is far from generous, 
well short of the 60% - 70% 
replacement rates that 
European flexicurity provides.   
For working Australians 
the inadequacy of current 
unemployment benefits 
means job loss cruels family 

aspirations and capacity to 
maintain living standards.

Australia’s unemployment 
benefits system originated 
in an era when work was 
full-time and done by 
male breadwinners, and 
unemployment was transitory.  
Wages were for work and the 
dole was available in between 
jobs.  Its good features are 
that it is publicly funded 
and universal.  But in an 
era of rapid and continuous 
technological change skills 
become obsolete at an 
unprecedented pace, and 
workers increasingly hold 
a non-negligible number of 
different jobs over the course 
of their working life.

A new, comprehensive 
unemployment insurance 
scheme – supplementing the 
tax-funded social assistance 
provided through NewStart - is 
desperately needed to support 
social inclusion and economic 
dynamism.  As the Danish 
unions say, “security makes the 
Danes flexible”.

While Australia has some 
elements of active labour 
market policies, with 
reciprocal obligation on 
beneficiaries to accept skills 
and training placement, the 
suite of programs provided 
is thin and the depth of skills 
enhancement shallow.  In 
particular, implementation of 
an effective work experience 
program targeted to redress 
long-term unemployment is 
critical.

The numbers of people 
unemployed long term are 
already high - over 300,000 
people on long-term NewStart 
Allowance alone - and can 
be expected to rise further 
over the next two years with 
new job opportunities likely 
constrained by the lingering 
effects of the GFC.  This cohort 
of unemployed people will 
need more than just help with 
job search to improve their 
job prospects.  Employers are 
reluctant to employ people out 
of work for a year or more, and 
people’s skills, work habits, 
networks and confidence ebb 
the longer they remain out of 
work.

A period of paid work 
experience in a regular job 
would help many long-term 
jobless people reconnect with 
the jobs market, and improve 
their skills and confidence 
on the job.  Depending on 
a person’s barriers to work, 
this could range from 3 - 12 
months.  The key to success 
of such a program is to place 
people in regular full- or 
part-time jobs with regular 
pay (based on the Federal 
Minimum Wage or the National 
Training Wage Award where 
training is attached to the job 
placement), not unpaid ‘make 
work schemes’ outside the 
mainstream labour market.

With the global financial crisis, 
the era of neo-liberal policy 
domination is over.  Now is 
the time to build new social 
architecture for the 21st 
century.
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The economic crisis has 
discredited a generation of 
economic policy orthodoxy, and 
presents us with an opportunity 
to reconsider the future picture 
of employment and growth 
strategies.

The economic crisis unfolded 
with great speed and severity 
across the global economy, 
with Depression era-like falls 
in GDP, trade and industrial 
production in many parts of 
the world. It has also been 
met with equally swift and 
colossal interventions by the 
world’s governments and 
central banks, in the form of 
fiscal stimulus packages and 
monetary easing. 

This crisis has been 
remarkable in that labour has 
been absent as a cause of 
the crisis, but unremarkable 
in that the burden of recovery 
is now falling systematically 
on workers and the poor. That 
burden is likely to be felt long 
after growth is restored. 

The impact on employment 
now, while clearly embedded 
in the economic cycle, is 
heightened by the trajectories 
of work, and working lives, 
charted during the boom. 
In the analysis that follows, 
we identify the following key 

contexts which will determine 
the type of recovery, and its 
implications for Australian 
workers.

The ongoing globalisation 
and expansion of production, 
trade and ownership

The current crisis can be 
termed a ‘crisis of abundance’, 
and one of profound paradoxes 
– as Australians, we produce 
50 percent more goods than 
just 15 years ago; globally, 
the economy has dramatically 
increased its productive 
capacity and reduced business 
operating costs; while growing 
more reliant on export markets. 

We have also seen much more 
mobility in global capital flows 
and direct investment as the 
global recycling of the world’s 
capital surpluses deepen levels 
of economic integration. Yet 
amongst this unprecedented 
wealth, inequality has 
widened, job losses have 
occurred on a large scale,  and 
underemployment has also 
grown, while the working poor, 
and the marginalised sections 
of the population, remain 
stubbornly high. 

Forecasts for 2009 from 
the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO), for 

A ‘Crisis of  Abundance’: 
The Economic Crisis and Working Lives
Serena Yu, Workplace Research Centre, University of  Sydney

The burden 
of  recovery 
is now falling 
systematically 
on workers and 
the poor. That 
burden is likely 
to be felt long 
after growth is 
restored.
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Chart 1. Labour Productivity versus Wages Growth, Australia 1984 – 2008

   Source: ABS

Chart 2. Rise in Profit Share and Decline in Employee Share of GNP, 
Australia 1959-2006, as a percentage of GDP

   Source: ABS

example, estimate that up 
to one quarter of the global 
workforce will earn less than 
$US2 per day1. 

So where did the wealth go? 
Certainly we can start by 
looking at the returns to labour 

in Australia over the last 30 
years, where despite strong 
growth in labour productivity, 
wages growth has lagged 
significantly (Chart 1, above), 
and the workers’ share of 
GDP has fallen from about 58 
percent to less than 50 percent 

(Chart 2). These results have 
been borne out by research in 
many developed economies2.

While we acknowledge the 
imperfect nature of labour 
productivity measures, 
modelling done by the ILO 
has further shown that wages 
rise more slowly than GDP 
during periods of economic 
expansion, yet fall more quickly 
during periods of economic 
contraction3.

The fragmentation in the 
labour market and the nature 
of employment growth

Today the Australian labour 
market is characterised 
by a fragmentation of the 
working population by their 
hours, earnings and skills. 
By the peak of the boom, 
underemployment had 
settled at around 6 percent 
of the labour force even as 
unemployment fell (Chart 
3), while the proportion of 
employees working extended 
hours (45 hours or more) also 
grew dramatically. 

Wage dispersion became 
entrenched as the incomes of 
top earners outgrew the rest of 
the population, a trend which is 
highlighted at the industry level 
in the pace of earnings growth 
for workers in sectors such as 
mining, financial services and 
professional/scientific services. 
At a skills level, the paradox 
of strong academic attainment 
and ongoing skills mismatches 
has emerged, with skills 
underutilisation in some areas 
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Chart 3 – Labour Underutilisation, Australia 1978 – 2008,
As a percentage of the labour force

   Source: ABS

coinciding with skills shortages 
in areas such as nursing and 
engineering. 

For example, while one 
in two Australians now 
possess a post-secondary 
qualification, an National 
Centre for Vocational 
Education Research (NCVER) 
Employer survey of over 4500 
employers recently found that 
over 40 percent of employers 
believed that their workers are 
overqualified. 

The current crisis has also 
seen a lumpy distribution of 
job losses and displacement, 
with a large number of male 
full time jobs, particularly in 
the manufacturing industry, 
taking the brunt of the 
downturn. Part-time work, 
however, has seen mild 
growth, as employers appear 
to have been choosing to 
downsize hours rather than 

Chart 4 Employment and GDP cycles, Australia 1978 - 2008

   Source: ABS

their workforce. 
The prevalence of part time 
work amongst female workers 
(around 45% of the female 
labour force works part time, 
compared to 16% of males) has 
seen the female unemployment 
rate stabilise at 5.3%, 
compared to 6.2% for males4.

The size and employment 
intensity of future growth will 
be an important dimension 
of the recovery, as during 
the recessions of the 1980s 
and 1990s, the phenomenon 
of ‘jobless growth’ was very 
clear – employment levels did 
not return to pre-recession 
levels until long after growth 
resumed (Chart 4). While 
Australia appears to have 
avoided the mass layoffs seen 
in the US and Europe, the 
shape of employment recovery, 
and in particular, ongoing 
labour underutilisation, will be 
important to watch. 

Furthermore, employment 
growth in Australia has been 
dominated by non-standard 
forms of employment such as 
part-time, casual and contractor 
workers, with over 20% of the 
labour force now casualised. 
While this phenomenon is 
partially explained by workers 
wanting flexible working 
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arrangements (particularly 
for women (re-)entering the 
workforce), it also underpins 
growing underemployment, 
income insecurity, and reduced 
access to training and skills 
development, particularly for 
casual workers. 

The ‘financialisation of 
working lives’ and the 
transfer of risk

Over the last decade, workers 
and households have been 
recast into roles of asset 
owners, debt holders and 
risk managers as the level of 
consumer debt, exposure to 
housing, equity prices, and 
superannuation returns have 
increased dramatically. The 
consequences of this exposure 
during the current economic 
crisis include falls in household 
wealth and retirement savings, 
and rising income insecurity. 

Moreover, households’ 
sensitivity to income loss, 
be it through job loss or 
changes in interest rates and 
asset prices, is much higher 
now due to a combination of 
factors, including the level of 
household leverage (Table 
1), the growing incidence 
of dual-income households, 
and the growing proportion 
of household expenditure 
attributable to fixed costs such 
as health, transport, energy 

and education. The complexity 
of these risks certainly casts 
doubt on the proficiency of 
individuals to manage these 
risks. Indeed, it was the 
mismanagement of these 
responsibilities by sub-prime 
mortgage holders in the US 
which triggered the crisis itself. 

This financialisation of 
working lives, including the 
risk of insufficient retirement 
savings, as well as the rise of 
private education and health 
insurance, have changed 
the nature of society’s risk 
bearing. Whereas once these 
risks were largely borne by the 
state 
and/or employers, for example, 
via public health and education 
systems, defined benefit 
superannuation schemes, 
and unemployment insurance 
schemes, these risks are 
now increasingly falling on 
individuals and households. 

The corollary to shifting 
responsibility for these 
risks onto individuals and 
households has also often 
been greater income insecurity 
over one’s working life, as 
individuals attempt to manage 
transitions between the states 
of education, employment, 
unemployment, family 
formation, and retirement in 
an increasingly uncertain and 
volatile world. 

Table 1. Household leverage, Australia 1970 - 2009

1979 1989 1999 2009
Household Debt/ Income 39% 48% 87% 155%

   Source: Reserve Bank of Australia

Conclusion

The crisis has discredited a 
generation of economic policy 
orthodoxy, and in so doing, 
presents an opportunity to 
trigger debate around our 
approach to quality jobs and 
working lives, and their impact 
on the type of growth path we 
wish to attain.  

In particular, we have 
illustrated, in the presence 
of unprecedented wealth, the 
deepening fragmentation of 
labour market outcomes and 
the transfer of a multitude of 
risks onto households and 
workers.

As the economy stabilises 
and we consider the nature 
of the next phase of growth, 
it is surely an opportune time 
to reconsider the roles of 
government, employers and 
unions in the sharing of both 
wealth and risk in Australia?
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The Australia Institute was 
asked to examine the position 
of women in the recession by 
the National Foundation for 
Australian Women on behalf 
of Security4Women and the 
WomenSpeak Alliance. 

One of the major findings in 
the subsequent report was 
that women had already 
been suffering from hidden 
unemployment prior to the 
recession so that the official 
unemployment figures 
paint a distorted picture of 
the problems they face—
problems that worsened as 
we moved into recession. 
This is a phenomenon that 
needs to be more widely 
appreciated because 
the same stereotypes 
underlying the definitions 
of unemployment are also 
responsible for the policy 
towards unemployed people. 

In the decades since the 
1970s women on average 
experienced higher 
unemployment rates than 
men. With the onset of this 
recession, like in earlier 
recessions, the positions 
are soon reversed with male 
unemployment shooting 

up much more rapidly 
than women. However, to 
be officially recorded as 
unemployed by the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
you have to: 

•	 have worked less than 
one hour in the last week, 

•	 had actively looked for 
work at any time in the 
four weeks up to the end 
of the reference week and 
were available for work in 
the reference week or 

•	 be waiting to begin a new 
job within four weeks from 
the end of the reference 
week and could have 
started in the reference 
week if the job had been 
available then.

Many women do not fit these 
criteria but may fit the less 
strict criteria used to identify 
those having a marginal 
attachment to the labour 
market. These are the hidden 
unemployed and include the 
discouraged workers. 

An important feature of 
hidden unemployment is the 
predominance of women in 
the figures. In September 
2008 (the latest figure), 

women comprised 63 per 
cent of Australia’s hidden 
unemployed, a figure that had 
ranged between 63 and 66 
per cent during the previous 
decade.1 However, for some 
of the critical age groups, 
they reached an even higher 
proportion. For example, in 
the 25 to 34-year-old group, 
they comprised 80 per cent 
of the hidden unemployed 
and for the 35 to 44-year-old 
group, 77 per cent.

Many women do not even 
get included in the hidden 
unemployment figures but 
are defined as ‘outside the 
workforce’. To be classified 
as ‘outside the workforce’ 
means that an individual has 
not sought work in the last 
month and is not available 
for work in the next month. 
That may well exclude people 
who are keen to work but 
would expect to take more 
than four weeks to organise 
themselves and their 
children. 

Many of those defined as 
‘outside the workforce’ 
would actually consider 
themselves to be unemployed 
and part of the workforce. 

Women in the recession
examining Australia’s hidden unemployed
David Richardson, Senior Research Fellow, The Australia Institute
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That is illustrated by the 
large numbers of women 
every month who move from 
employment to right out of 
the labour force and back 
again. 

In May 2009, for example, 
114,000 women who had 
been in employment in April 
had dropped out of the 
workforce altogether. That 
is 2.6 percent of the female 
labour force dropped out in 
May. Note that these figures 
dwarf the number of females 
who leave employment to join 
the ranks of the unemployed. 
There were 30,000 of them 
in May, or 0.7 percent of the 
female workforce. Also of 
interest are the numbers of 
people who flow back into 
employment after being out 
of the labour force. In May 
118,000 women, or 2.7 per 
cent of the female labour 
force, who had been out 
of the workforce in April 
appeared back in it. If it is 
so common to move from 
employment to right out of 
the labour market and back 
again, then it is probably 
incorrect to define that as out 
of the workforce. 

So why do these women 
appear to be out of the 
workforce altogether? ABS 
figures based on a survey 
in February 2007 show 
that just over 1.9 million 
women who were not in the 
workforce at the time of the 
survey, had worked for some 
time over the previous year 
and 39 percent of those 

women described their main 
activity as home duties or 
child care. Of the female 
hidden unemployed who 
were willing to work but not 
actively looking, 31 per cent 
said this was because they 
were caring for children.  Of 
those who were completely 
out of the labour force, 43 
per cent named home duties 
and child care as their main 
activities. In the critical age 
groups for women, 25 to 34 
years and 35 to 44 years, 
82 per cent and 78 per cent 
respectively cited home 
duties or child care as their 
main occupation.

Some unpublished survey 
results collected by The 
Australia Institute show 
that 58 per cent of women 
aged 25 to 44 years who 
are outside the workforce 
nominated childcare as a 
factor that would affect their 
decision to take a job if it 
were offered to them. 
This suggests that these 
women could move back into 
the workforce if opportunities 
were to present themselves 
and/or they were able to 
make alternative childcare 
arrangements. Many are 
likely to enter or return to 
the labour force as their 
children grow older. In any 
event, even though the ABS 
classifies these people as 
out of the labour force, they 
may well see themselves as 
unemployed. In the common 
sense meaning of the word, 
many of these women are 
every bit as unemployed as 

those who meet the ABS’ 
official definition. 

The evidence certainly 
points to childcare as an 
important issue impeding the 
free flow of women into the 
labour market. The evidence 
reveals large numbers of 
women who may not be 
ready for work immediately 
but could be within four 
weeks or more. Women 
with caring responsibilities 
do not find it easy to drop 
everything, make alternative 
arrangements and resume 
the life of an employee. Just 
as childcare is a vital issue 
for women in employment, 
so it will be for women’s 
participation in labour-market 
programs.

Of course these perspectives 
are consistent with other 
aspects of the labour 
market. In July 2007, 50 per 
cent of women with young 
children were employed 
compared with 57 per cent 
of all women. The figure 
is completely different for 
males; those with young 
children are much more likely 
to be in work (92 per cent) 
than those without (68 per 
cent). Thus a male living 
with a small child has a 
much higher chance of being 
employed than a woman in 
similar circumstances—92 
per cent compared with 
50 per cent. Clearly, the 
presence of small children is 
associated with contrasting 
workforce behaviour in 
men and women, reflecting 
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the different gender roles 
within the household. The 
dual income family is now 
common but the gender roles 
seem as strong as ever when 
it comes to child care. 

Women who face 
disadvantage in the labour 
market may be found among 
the ranks of the unemployed, 
as officially defined, but they 
are just as likely to be among 
the hidden unemployed 
or even completely out of 
the workforce on present 
definitions. Neither is there 

any presumption that those 
among the unemployed 
are in any sense more 
deserving than those who are 
underemployed or outside the 
workforce. This is crucial. 

It is to be expected that many 
people outside the workforce 
have needs similar to the 
official unemployed and could 
equally benefit from access 
to training and labour-market 
programs. This is the next 
important step. Policy has to 
address the needs of those 
who seem to be outside the 

formal labour market as 
much as those the ABS would 
define as unemployed.   

1All sources are given in D 
Richardson, The Impact of the 
Recession on Women, The Australia 
Institute Paper No 3, August 2009 
available for download at www.tai.
org.au. 
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Since the election of the Rudd 
Government the notion of ‘social 
inclusion’ has been given extra 
prominence, with the creation of 
the Australian Social Inclusion 
Board, a Social Inclusion Unit 
in the Department of Prime 
Minister and Cabinet, and a 
ministerial portfolio for social 
inclusion assigned to the Deputy 
Prime Minister. 

The pursuit of social inclusion is 
now seen as part of a whole-of-
government agenda. As a policy 
framework social inclusion seeks 
to maximise participation in 
social, economic and community 
life, but the government’s social 
inclusion agenda for Indigenous 
Australians highlights key 
concerns about its normative 
implications.

The concept of social inclusion 
is relatively new. However, it has 
more long-standing origins in 
debates about the adequacy of 
standard measures of poverty 

for capturing the multifaceted 
disadvantages experienced by 
the less well-off.1

In the 1970s and 80s many 
commentators moved away 
from rather dry debates about 
poverty (measured in terms 
of income, consumption or 
expenditure) towards analyses 
of multiple disadvantages. 
These concerns were captured 
in the notion of social exclusion 
that focuses on the processes 
that create and entrench 
disadvantage over time, 
including ongoing disparities 
in economic and socio-political 
resources.  

Problems of conventional 
poverty measurement have 
been particularly pronounced 
for Indigenous Australians, 
whose circumstances are 
sometimes so different to 
those of other Australians that 
standard metrics for measuring 
poverty may be of little use. 

Indigenous social exclusion and inclusion: 
what are people to be included in, and who decides?

Kirrily Jordan (above left), Postdoctoral Fellow, and 
Associate Professor Boyd Hunter (above right), Senior Fellow

Australian National University’s Centre for Aboriginal 
Economic Policy Research (CAEPR).

For example, Indigenous 
households often involve 
extended kinship networks that 
have no direct analogy with 
the nuclear family used in most 
poverty studies.2

Ideas about what constitutes 
poverty are also notoriously 
variable across different cultural 
groups. In promising to broaden 
the debate about disadvantage 
away from mainstream 
measures, the concept of social 
exclusion opened the door 
to a more culturally nuanced 
approach.    

In practice, though, analyses 
of social exclusion have rarely 
lived up to this promise. In 
particular, operationalising 
the concept has often entailed 
normative judgments about 
what constitutes poverty and 
what constitutes a ‘good 
society.’ Some definitions of 
social exclusion make this 
reliance on a mainstream norm 
explicit. For example, one 
prominent researcher in the 
field has stated that:

Social exclusion is a 
multidimensional process of 
progressive social rupture, 
detaching groups and 
individuals from social relations 
and institutions and preventing 
them from full participation 
in the normal, normatively 
prescribed activities of the 
society in which they live 
(emphasis added).3
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The normative nature of much 
social exclusion discourse 
is evident in Australian 
government policy. In an 
Indigenous context, the 
Commonwealth Government’s 
framework for understanding 
social exclusion is arguably 
embodied in the biennial series 
of reports called Overcoming 
Indigenous Disadvantage 
(OID). 

The OID framework does 
move beyond single measures 
of income poverty, also 
including indicators of health, 
employment, formal education, 
contact with the criminal justice 
system, family violence and 
substantiated child abuse. It 
also includes a small number 
of ‘cultural’ indicators (such as 
the degree to which Indigenous 
cultural studies are included 
in school curricula; and the 
proportion of people with 
access to their traditional 
lands) that go some way to 
accommodating Indigenous 
cultural concerns.4

For example, a connection to 
country is sometimes cited as a 
factor in improving Indigenous 
health and wellbeing5 and 
is commonly identified by 
Indigenous Australians as 
important. Hence, indicators of 
access to land may be useful 
in gauging whether government 
programs and policies 
have positive outcomes for 
Indigenous people. 

However, one can question 
whether ‘access to land’ fully 
captures complex Indigenous 

notions of connection to 
country. It tells us nothing 
about Indigenous peoples’ 
opportunities to care for 
country (including significant 
sites), and as an economic 
indicator it tells us little 
of the capacity to utilise 
land for wealth creation. 
In addition, although there 
is limited research on this 
issue, at least one study has 
suggested that access to 
land may be less important 
for some Indigenous people 
in urban areas.6  Overall, 
the OID framework remains 
very limited in its treatment 
of cultural differences – 
whether among Indigenous 
and other Australians or 
among Indigenous Australians 
themselves. As such, it fails 
to accommodate diverse 
Indigenous aspirations that are 
often beyond the mainstream. 

Such concerns have been 
amplified by the recent shift 
in public discourse away from 
social exclusion towards the 
concept of social inclusion. 
In part, this shift is an 
attempt to reframe the social 
exclusion debate towards 
possible solutions to multiple 
disadvantages. However, this 
seemingly positive shift throws 
into sharp relief questions 
of cultural difference and 
preferences. In particular, it 
highlights the question: ‘what 
are people to be included 
in?’ While one could also ask 
an analogous question for 
social exclusion, the issue is 
arguably more critical for social 
inclusion as there is an implicit 

assumption that an active 
process of inclusion is entailed.

The Commonwealth 
Government’s evolving 
social inclusion agenda for 
Indigenous Australians is 
framed within the six targets 
for ‘Closing the Gap’. These 
include targets for life 
expectancy, child mortality, 
employment participation, year 
12 attainment (or equivalent), 
access to preschool programs 
and literacy and numeracy. 
While the steering committee 
responsible for the OID 
framework has made some 
attempt to account for cultural 
differences, the same cannot 
be said of the closing the gap 
approach. 

For example, in defining social 
inclusion as predicated upon 
mainstream employment 
participation, the government 
is ignoring alternative aspects 
of economic livelihood, such 
as remote-living Indigenous 
peoples’ productive economic 
activity in the customary sector 
(including hunting, fishing and 
arts production). In addition, 
if the focus on paid work – 
combined with inadequate 
support for job-creation where 
people want to live – forces 
people to move away from 
country and kinship networks, 
then important aspects of 
social inclusion may actually 
be undermined.

Of course, no-one would 
seriously argue against a 
future in which Indigenous 
Australians are as healthy, 
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live as long, and are as able 
to participate in the social 
and economic life of the 
nation as other Australians. 
And it is clear that many 
Indigenous people do want 
formal education and secure 
and properly-remunerated 
jobs. But where policies for 
social inclusion are based on 
a pre-determined, mainstream 
norm that precludes creative 
alternatives for economic 
participation and education, 
there is a conceptual slippage 
from arguing that Indigenous 
Australians should have the 
same ‘standards of living’ as 
non-Indigenous Australians 
to arguing that Indigenous 
Australians ‘should be more 
like the mainstream.’ 

This has been clearly 
demonstrated in recent 
comments by Northern Territory 
Chief Minister Paul Henderson 
who, in speaking about the 
Territory’s controversial 
outstations policy (that is 
framed in the language of 
closing the gap), defended 
the policy as meeting the 
government’s ‘real aspirations 
for Indigenous people to live 
life like other Australians’.7  
There are serious questions 
about whether this is what 
many Indigenous people want.

So, should the concept of 
social inclusion be rejected 
as simply a rebranded 
attempt at assimilation? The 
answer depends in-large 
part on whether it is more 
creatively defined. In failing 
to accommodate the diversity 

of Indigenous livelihoods 
and aspirations – or provide 
adequate opportunity for 
Indigenous people to have 
a say in the policies that 
affect their lives – the current 
approach runs a significant 
risk of further alienating those 
it seeks to include. It directly 
contradicts the Commonwealth 
Government’s stated vision 
for social inclusion, in which 
all Australians ‘have a voice 
so that they can influence the 

decisions that affect them’ and 
in which governments ‘have 
responsibilities to listen and 
respond’.8 

But if governments adequately 
invest in this vision – requiring 
genuine consultation and an 
avoidance of one-size-fits-all 
policies in Indigenous affairs – 
the concept of social inclusion 
need not be jettisoned. Where 
citizens have a real influence 
in policy decisions and policy-

no-one really 
understands how 
a truly socially 
inclusive process 
will impact 
the multiple 
disadvantages 
experienced by 
many Indigenous 
Australians.

makers effectively respond to 
local concerns, the burden of 
accommodation will fall not 
only on Indigenous people but 
also on the institutions of the 
state. 

This is social inclusion as 
a transformative process in 
which each party adapts to 
find a common ground. Such 
a process requires a shift 
in focus from seeing social 
inclusion as a predetermined 
set of outcomes to seeing 
it as embodying a concern 
with political process and 
participation. 

The outcomes of such a 
process are far from clear. 
That is, no-one really 
understands how a truly 
socially inclusive process 
will impact the multiple 
disadvantages experienced by 
many Indigenous Australians. 
Policies that address 
Indigenous aspirations may be 
entirely consistent with various 
governments’ stated goals, but 
it would be premature to think 
that we fully understand how 
the multifaceted disadvantage 
would respond to what, after 
all, could be a rather radical 
change in policy settings. 
While more research is 
needed, what is abundantly 
clear is that as a first step we 
need a more open dialogue 
about ‘what are people to be 
included in,’ ‘who decides’ and 
‘how.’

see references over page
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What would the Australian 
concept of social inclusion 
look like if we bring together 
what have so far been distinct 
paradigms - human rights and 
social inclusion - with the aim 
of developing a coherent and 
progressive policy agenda? 

This is a timely question, given 
the emerging prominence of 
social inclusion in public policy, 
and in light of the current debate 
about whether to adopt a federal 
Charter of Human Rights.

In addition, despite its potential 
strength in recognising the 
multi-dimensional causes of 
marginalisation, contemporary 
discussions of social inclusion 
risk the loss of specific human 
rights content, to the detriment of 
both policy frameworks. 

Human rights and 
marginalised communities

Put simply, human rights are a 
set of standards below which a 
government must not fall in its 
treatment of and relationship 
with its people. 

Derived largely from international 
treaties and custom, and through 
domestic legislation, these rights 
tend to fall into the categories 

of civil and political rights on 
one hand, and economic, 
social and cultural rights on 
the other. However, it is well 
understood and accepted that 
you cannot realise one without 
the other - they are ‘indivisible’. 
For example, you cannot fully 
realise the right to life, if you 
do not have access to medical 
treatment. This lesson is one 
that many marginalised people 
know well, although they may 
not use the language of human 
rights to describe it.

Human rights possess normative 
as well as legal value. So ‘by 
respecting a person’s human 
rights, we make a statement 
that we value them as a fellow 
member of the human race’.1

Thus, discrimination and other 
breaches of human rights law 
offend the human rights norms 
of fairness, respect, equality and 
dignity. As does social exclusion, 
which is both an obstacle to the 
attainment of human rights, and 
evidence that rights are denied.2

For example, a person from 
a community with entrenched 
disadvantage may say that being 
respected, having opportunities 
in life and having a say in what 
happens in the community, are 

Social inclusion and human rights:
strange bedfellows on the road to an 
authentically Australian inclusion agenda?

Dr Helen Szoke, Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commissioner.
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important issues for them – just 
as they are for everybody. 

Yet, when decision-makers 
consider these issues, they 
are much more likely to think 
in programmatic terms, bound 
up in notions of welfare, than 
as a set of entitlements and 
responsibilities that we all share.

This may be because human 
rights are incorrectly seen as the 
exclusive domain of lawyers and 
the courts, and therefore blunt 
tools for transformative policy-
making. However, this does not 
mean that human rights are 
not a sound basis for decision 
making in the realms of social 
policy, it just means that our 
equalities law need modernising. 
This process is now underway in 
Victoria.3

In Victoria, we have the 
advantage of being two years 
into the implementation of 
the cultural change process 
associated with the adoption of 
the Charter of Human Rights and 
Responsibilities Act 2006.  This 
Charter combines a range of 
rights protections in one law. It 
imposes on public authorities a 
positive duty to comply with the 
civil and political rights contained 
in the Charter – and to do so 
in every facet of the work of 
government. 

This includes its law making, 
policy development, service 
delivery and in matters that 
come before courts and 
tribunals.  The Victorian Charter 
also makes it possible for 
ordinary people to challenge 

existing public services and 
policies to make them more fair 
and humane for all.

We have had the opportunity to 
see how human rights can work 
when they are legally embedded 
in policymaking, and developing 
some important messages that 
will be heard in the development 
of social inclusion.

Social inclusion as a public 
policy paradigm in Australia

Social inclusion emerged 
from critiques of traditional 
approaches to poverty and 
disadvantage that focussed on 
income deprivation alone. 

As a policy construct, social 
inclusion responds to social 
exclusion, which recognises 
that the lives of the most 
disadvantaged in society are 
typified by exclusion from 
the things necessary for full 
economic, social and civic life.

There is no one definition of 
social exclusion, however it 
is generally understood to be 
a dynamic process, with a 
multiplicity of causes, which 
occurs at both an individual and 
community level. 

Social inclusion interventions 
often have an emphasis upon 
local areas with persistent 
multiple deprivations, the so 
called ‘poverty postcodes’, 
however there is no definitional 
reason for a singular emphasis 
on place based interventions. 
In Australia, a number of 
social inclusion initiatives have 

emerged at a state and federal 
level. In Victoria, there is no 
formal social inclusion policy 
as such. However, inclusion 
principles are expressed in a 
number of high-level policies, 
principal amongst which are 
Growing Victoria Together 
(2006) and A Fairer Victoria.4 
In addition, place-based 
programs are undertaken 
through Community Renewal, 
Neighbourhood Renewal and 
Community Building initiatives.

A Fairer Victoria emphasises the 
link between fairness and social 
inclusion, and specifies that 
realising human rights, including 
freedom from discrimination 
is a pre-cursor to tackling 
disadvantage.5

This contrasts with work on 
social inclusion at a federal 
level, which has been less 
explicit in its human rights 
content. Although the Australian 
Social Inclusion Board principles 
of ‘reducing disadvantage; 
increasing social, civic and 
economic participation; a greater 
voice and building on individual 
and community strengths’, 
are grounded in human rights 
values, these are expressed at a 
high level.6  Unfortunately, at the 
program or results level, human 
rights are not always explicitly 
referenced. 

Although it is still relatively 
early days for social inclusion 
as a national policy priority, 
the program to date suggests 
that the Board will follow the 
British example with a strong 
emphasis on locational and 
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intergenerational disadvantage, 
with potentially very little 
integration with human rights.  

It is frustrating when two 
major Federal initiatives: the 
Social Inclusion Agenda and 
the National Human Rights 
Consultation7, are being rolled 
out side by side, without 
any clear policy connections 
necessarily being made between 
the two initiatives. 

Clear policy connections need 
to made between human rights 
social inclusion

The connection is necessary 
because a human rights based 
framework prevents ambiguity 
in what social inclusion is trying 
to achieve, how it is designed 
and implemented, and how it 
meets (or does not meet), the 
needs and aspirations of people 
currently living on the margins. 

It is also important not to 
focus our inclusive efforts too 
narrowly. Social inclusion must 
be more than being economically 
productive.8 People are valuable 
because they are people. In the 
absence of a rights framework 
we risk yet another discourse 
that constructs people that ‘don’t 
fit’ as deficient.9

The human rights-social 
inclusion connection also 
matters because in order to 
operate effectively, ‘social 
inclusion needs to be both 
commonly understood and 
commonly recognised as 
significant’.10 In other words, it 
needs that ‘light-bulb moment’ if 

it is to make sense amongst the 
public and gain any real political 
traction. 

People are beginning to ‘get’ 
social inclusion because they 
understand that exclusion is 
unfair. For example, the ACOSS 
Australia Fair poll, included 
human rights in the ten things 
that would make Australia a 
fairer place.11  Similarly, a 2006 
Morgan Poll found that 91 per 
cent of respondents felt ‘a fair 
go’ was an important Australian 
value.12

Connecting our ‘strange 
bedfellows’ also matters 
because the target populations 
for social inclusion policies 
are already much likely to 
have a much higher level of 
contact with government. For 
these interactions to be fair 
and transparent, they should 
be governed by a clear set 
of standards that define the 
human rights of the individuals 
involved as well as the broader 
responsibilities of the community 
as a whole.

Human rights must be used to 
inform social inclusion, not the 
least because marginalised 
people, including Indigenous 
peoples, people with disability 
and older people keep telling us 
it is important to do so.
What would human rights 
social policy look like?

Human rights policy design and 
service delivery is holistic and 
based on principles of fair and 
non-discriminatory treatment, 
participation and empowerment, 

transparency and accountability, 
and linkages to human rights. 
We translate this into the 
acronym PANEL.

PANEL – Participation 
Accountability Non-
discrimination Empowerment 
Linkages to human rights 
standards ¬– is a process-driven 
approach to developing policy, 
conducting research and service 
delivery.

Participation – people and 
communities must be involved 
alongside government in the 
assessment of issues, decision-
making and the implementation 
of strategies and service 
delivery. Participation needs to 
be active, free and meaningful. 
Or, in the words of the disability 
community ‘nothing about us, 
without us’.

Genuine participation goes 
beyond consultation. Often this 
means that time and resources 
will be required to create the 
capacity for participation. It 
rests on social foundations 
(a place to live, a decent 
education, safety and freedom 
from violence) and on normative 
and legal standards expressed 
through human rights. Indeed, 
participation is a human right. 

Accountability – To achieve 
results, clear accountabilities 
must be set. However, in the 
context of human rights, the 
notion of accountability extends 
beyond articulating responsibility 
and answerability: it actively 
involves individuals and 
groups in processes designed 
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to monitor and evaluate 
performance.

Non-discrimination. Equality 
and attention to vulnerable 
groups is required to ensure 
that all people can participate 
equally, especially those who 
have fewer social, economic 
or political resources. The 
principle of non-discrimination 
helps us to understand 
and respond to multiple 
disadvantage and the 
intersections between gender, 
race, age, sexuality and 
disability.

Empowerment seeks to redress 
imbalances in power, to give all 
individuals and groups within a 
society opportunity and voice’.13 
It increases the capacity of 
the target group to claim and 
exercise their rights and to 
make rights-based complaints. 
Empowerment is about doing 
things with people, rather than 
to them.14

Linkages to human rights 
standards - these standards 
are minimum guarantees. 
In many cases, resources 
may be limited, but the 
protection, promotion and 
fulfilment of human rights 
may be progressively realised 
progressively rather than 
immediately; however rights 
must not be diminished, and 
progress must be maintained 
and protected.

The PANEL approach is 
derived from the United Nations 
development work, and is 
consistent with the aim to 

encourage participation and 
self-efficacy in individuals and 
organisations. 

A human rights social policy 
would, therefore, focus 
on process and outcome - 
emphasising individual and 
group rights as claims toward 
legal and moral duty bearers.  
It would empower individuals 
and groups to claim and realise 
their rights and entitle them to 
assistance to do so. 

Conclusions

As social inclusion takes its 
place in domestic public policy 
in Australia it must remember 
its purpose – as a solution to 
marginalisation, disadvantage 
and inequality in society. 

The emerging interest in social 
inclusion as a policy driver 
provides a unique opportunity 
to bring human rights out of the 
shadows of public policy, and 
place it front and centre. 

We must not miss this 
opportunity for social inclusion 
and human rights to both be 
more robust, so that those 
currently excluded are able 
to participate as fully valued, 
respected and contributing 
members of society. 

This is an excerpt from a 
speech delivered by Dr Szoke. 
A full copy of the speech is 
available from the Commission 
website: 
www.humanrightscommission.
vic.gov.au
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Rethinking our future:
creating a more equal Australia
Roslyn Walker, Health Policy Officer, Queensland Council of  Social Service

“The contrast between the 
material success and social 
failure of many rich countries 
is an important signpost. It 
suggests that, if we are to gain 
further improvement in the 
real quality of life, we need to 
shift attention from material 
standards and economic 
growth to ways of improving 
the psychological and social 
wellbeing of whole societies”. 

In their latest book the Spirit 
Level: Why More Equal 
Societies Almost Always Do 
Better, Emeritus Professor 
Richard Wilkinson and Kate 
Pickett strike right at the heart 
of the question – what type of 
society do we want? 
During a recent visit to 
Australia, Professor Wilkinson 
indicated that many developed 
countries, including Australia, 
have come as far as economic 
development can take us. He 
continued to argue that in rich 
countries further economic 
development brings no benefit 
to society as a whole. On 
the contrary, it results in 
deteriorating social conditions, 
not just for those who are 
worse off, but across the 
spectrum of income levels.  
He said that many people 

intuitively believe that the 
continued push for economic 
growth will not create a better 
society or increase individual 
happiness. For the first time, 
The Spirit Level provides facts 
to back this up.

Wilkinson and Pickett point out 
that as developed countries 
become more unequal in 
terms of income distribution, 
a range of social indicators 
become worse.  They have 

analysed indicators where 
there is internationally 
comparable data such as 
community life and social 
relations, mental health, drug 
use, life expectancy, obesity, 
educational performance, 
teenage pregnancy, violence, 
and imprisonment and 
punishment.  There is a 
distinct social gradient for all 
of these indicators in more 
developed countries where 
there is a large inequality 

Income per head and life-expectancy: rich and poor countries

   Source: Wilkinson & Picket, The Spirit Level, 2009                www.equalitytrust.org.uk
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gap.  Measures of happiness 
and wellness cease to rise 
as affluent societies have 
grown richer and there is 
evidence of long term rises in 
rates of anxiety, depression 
and numerous other social 
problems. 

The graph on the previous 
page indicates that as living 
standards rise and countries 
get richer the relationship 
between economic growth 
and life expectancy weakens 
and eventually disappears 
altogether.  For example, a 
country such as the USA no 
longer does any better that 
Greece or New Zealand which 
are only half as rich.

This second graph above 
illustrates that health and 
social problems are more 
common in countries with 
bigger income inequalities. 
The Spirit Level provides data 
across all available indicators 
and on each occasion 
the results are the same.  
Countries with greater income 
inequality do worse.  Australia 
consistently rates poorly and 
particularly badly on indicators 
relating to mental illness, drug 
use, and obesity. Developed 
countries such as Sweden 
and Japan where income 
is distributed more evenly 
consistently do well.

During conversation with 
Richard Wilkinson about how 
this evidence can best inform 
policy, he indicated that it will 

take a social movement.  He 
said that people need to reflect 
on what sort of society they 
want.  “If enough people want 
change, political will follows,” 
he said.  

Sweden and Japan have both 
approached income distribution 
differently.  Japan has a more 
equal income distribution 
pre-taxation and benefits 
and Sweden redistributes 
through taxation and benefits.  
Wilkinson and Pickett point out 
that these approaches are not 
mutually exclusive and can be 
used in combination. They cite 
examples of how more equality 
can be achieved such as 
plugging loopholes in the tax 
system to limit executive pay 
rates; increasing top earners 
pay rates; and establishing 
democratic employee 
ownership of companies and 

cooperatives. 

The Spirit Level makes 
compelling reading. It dispels 
the myth that Australia is an 
egalitarian society where 
everybody gets “a fair go”.  
At a time of global economic 
uncertainty and the threat of 
climate change, The Spirit 
Level makes essential reading 
and an opportunity to reassess 
our values and priorities.

Wilkinson and Pickett have 
set up a not-for- profit trust to 
make the evidence about the 
impact of inequalities readily 
available. The Equality Trust 
can be accessed at:
www.equalitytrust.org.uk 

Health and Social Problems are Worse in More Unequal Countries

Index of:
•	Life expectancy
•	Math & Literacy
•	Infant mortality
•	Homicides
•	Imprisonment
•	Teenage births
•	Trust
•	Obesity
•	Mental illness - incl.

drug & alcohol 
addiction

•	Social mobility

  Source: Wilkinson & Picket, The Spirit Level, 2009               www.equalitytrust.org.uk
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New, ‘smart’ electricity meters 
are being rolled out across the 
nation, changing the way energy 
consumption is measured and 
charged. What will be the impact 
on low income households?

Smart meters are hi-tech devices 
that will replace old-fashioned 
electricity meters. They are 
‘smart’ because they record 
consumption data in half hourly 
intervals and because they have 
two-way communications with 
a base. Old style dumb meters 
record only total accumulated 
consumption and their only 
communication is with the reader 
who visits four times a year.

ACOSS is involved in the 
National Smart Metering 
Program (NSMP) through 
our energy advocacy project. 
ACOSS is involved for three 
main reasons: smart meters 
will come at a direct cost; 
smart meters will directly 
affect electricity bills; and 
smart meters will change the 
relationship between electricity 
suppliers and customers. We 
are concerned that the costs of 
meters may not outweigh the 
benefits. We are concerned that 
many low income households 
will experience higher bills 
and lower levels of consumer 
protections as a result of smart 
meters.

Various governments, agencies 
and businesses have cited 
various reasons for a roll-out of 
smart meters: they will empower 
consumers; they will reduce bills; 
they will reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions; they will reduce 
consumption during peaks; they 
will improve efficiency in the 
electricity sector. The Council of 
Australian Governments (COAG) 
said simply that they would 
“allow the introduction of time of 
day pricing and … allow users 
to respond to these prices and 
reduce demand for peak power”.

Smart meters are coming 
to you. In Victoria they are 
coming already; the rollout has 
begun as a State Government 
initiative. In early 2006 COAG 
committed to a national rollout 
and subsequently the Ministerial 
Council on Energy (MCE) 
mandated a national rollout 
“where benefits outweigh costs”. 
A major cost benefit study 
delivered ambiguous results but 
New South Wales has notionally 
committed to a roll-out from 
2012. Other jurisdictions are 
holding off on firm timetables.
The national cost benefit study 
reported in 2007 that the cost 
of a national rollout would be 
between $2.7 billion and $4.4 
billion (in net present value 
terms). It reported that the 
benefits would be in the range 

Rollout of  Smart Meters sparks 
calls for consumer protections
Tony Westmore, Senior Policy Officer, Australian Council of  Social Service

We are 
concerned 
that many 
low income 
households will 
be unable to 
shift or reduce 
consumption; 
their bills will 
increase.
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$4.1 billion to 6.0 billion. The first 
stage of the rollout in Victoria, 
through until 2011, will see 25% 
of meters installed at a cost of 
$1.17 billion. The hard numbers 
coming out of Victoria, reviewed 
by the Australian Energy 
Regulator (AER), suggest that 
costs will be much higher than 
anticipated. 

The benefits for consumers 
remain somewhat ambiguous. At 
the least there should be savings 
from doing away with on-site 
meter reading and through other 
‘business efficiencies’.

Cost of meters

From 1 January next year, all 
Victorian households connected 
to the electricity grid will begin 
to pay for smart meters, even if 
theirs has not yet been installed. 
The average increase in costs 
for metering will be $53 per 
household in 2010 and a further 
$25 in 2011. The average cost 
per household will be $80 per 
annum for each of ten years.

While an $80 price hike may 
not seem overly burdensome, it 
joins other factors driving energy 
prices higher in dollar terms, 
higher as a proportion of low and 
fixed incomes and more quickly 
than other costs of living. These 
factors include fuel prices, 
network augmentation, drought, 
and the prospect of a carbon 
price through emissions trading.

Bill changes

One of the fundamental changes 
enabled by smart meters is time 

of use (TOU) pricing. The new 
meters collect consumption 
data in half hourly intervals. 
Electricity retailers will charge 
different rates at different times 
of day. While this is similar to 
what happens now with ‘off 
peak’ tariffs the differences 
between TOU rates will be 
greater and will likely change 
more often. 

Electricity businesses call this 
pricing ‘cost reflective’. They 
say that they TOU tariffs more 
accurately reflect the cost of 
supplying electricity and that 
TOU pricing removes invisible 
cross subsidies. By way of 
illustration: wholesale electricity 
is sold through a market, is most 
expensive for retailers at peak 
times and the most expensive 
peaks are hot summer 
afternoons. The cost of high 
wholesale charges is currently 
spread across all consumers, 
regardless of whether they use 
during peaks. TOU pricing will 
charge higher tariffs during 
peaks, increasing charges 
for use in peak periods and 
reducing charges at other times. 

TOU pricing is supposed to 
‘allow’ consumers to make 
‘informed’ choices about 
when they use electricity. 
We are concerned that many 
low income households will 
be unable to shift or reduce 
consumption; their bills will 
increase. Many low income 
households under-consume 
energy and are cautious 
consumers, many live in homes 
that are not thermally efficient. 
TOU pricing will introduce 

further complexity and volatility 
to a simple product. Electricity 
bills may begin to look more like 
mobile phone bills.

Consumer protection

The two way communications 
enabled through smart meters 
will allow businesses to remotely 
monitor, connect and disconnect 
supply and may facilitate better 
management of the network 
and speedier restoration of 
supply after an outage. Smart 
meters may enable a range of 
load management, appliance 
control and automation services. 
Suppliers may be able to switch 
appliances such as hot water 
systems, air conditioners and 
pool pumps at times when 
load is peaking, the network is 
strained or wholesale prices are 
high. 

Individually and in combination 
these applications will affect 
the way that suppliers relate to 
their customers. ACOSS and 
other consumer advocates are 
concerned that businesses, 
deliberately or accidentally, 
might disrupt supply of electricity 
just because it becomes easier 
to do so. Over the long term 
smart meters might be of benefit 
to some individual consumers or 
to the community more broadly. 
But at a time of increasing 
charges for an essential service, 
in a market destined for price 
deregulation (as in Victoria), we 
are concerned that bringing the 
meter ‘into the home’, adding 
complexity to tariffs and allowing 
remote control will have adverse 
effects for many consumers.
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