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26 September 2008
Dr Jeff Harmer

Chair, Pension Review

Pension Review Submissions
Reply Paid 7101
Canberra BC ACT 2610

Dear Dr Harmer
Anglicare Australia welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the Pension Review.

The Anglicare network comprises 45 member agencies, providing support and services in every area of Australia. The focus of our work is on disadvantaged Australians, many of whom rely on government benefits as their sole source of income.

Anglicare Australia has been watching with some concern the way the pension debate has been running this year. It appears to us that the debate is running along unfortunate lines such as the deserving and undeserving poor and also, for the first time, seems to be showing evidence of intergenerational conflict.
The right to a decent standard of living is a basic human right. It applies to all in the community, including people of working age and those who have retired who are mainly reliant on government benefits.

For those who are unable to fully provide for themselves, the social security system should, at a minimum, provide an income that is sufficient for a basic standard of living that includes opportunities for social and community engagement. It is beyond argument that the current rates of payment for those on full pensions and allowances do not meet this standard.
Anglicare Australia is concerned that ‘quick fix’ solutions to the Age Pension, Carer Payment and Disability Support Pension will result in a less than optimal result – for people receiving these payments, for people receiving other payments and for the future sustainability of the taxation and transfer payment system. We therefore advocate that any structural and systemic changes to these payments be set aside until the full Henry taxation review is completed at the end of 2009.
This does not mean that no action is needed now.
Anglicare Australia supports a two staged process: an interim financial support package for all full rate pensioners and allowees eligible for the Utilities Allowance who have little private income and few assets, to be superseded by new arrangements on implementation of the government’s response to the Henry review.
The interim package should be designed to put additional resources in the hands of those intended to benefit, rather than providing flow on benefits to third parties (such as public or non-profit landlords, retirement village operators and residential care providers). For this reason, we do not advocate for a rise in the pension/allowance rate, but rather for a lump sum supplementary payment.
The amount we suggest is $1500 over a full year ($750 each for members of couples). The amount could be paid in quarterly instalments (in line with the current approach to Utilities Allowance). We would urge that the first instalment be paid as early as possible and would suggest that December would be a feasible starting date.
The advantage of quarterly instalments is that it provides a consistent flow, allowing people to use it to either augment their fortnightly income or to use it to meet regular bills or ‘lumpy’ expenditure. From the government’s perspective, it could prove useful in smoothing the transition to new arrangements – both in terms of payees’ expectations and the budgetary impact.

Anglicare Australia is particularly concerned about the situation of the more than 600,000 low income tenants in the private rental market who are in housing stress. While we recognise the risk that an increase in Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) could very quickly translate into rent hikes, we consider an increase is warranted to help those currently struggling to meet their commitments. An increase of 30% to the maximum CRA rate (which has not kept pace with rental movements) would provide modest relief to all eligible renters.

Anglicare Australia considers that the Henry review should take into account a number of principles (or benchmarks) in examining options for future arrangements for the taxation and transfer payments system: 
· Maximum rates of payment should be sufficient to allow people to live out of poverty. That is, people should be able to live a comfortable, but frugal life, that includes social and community engagement. We refer you to the recent work of the Social Policy Research Centre, Towards new indicators of disadvantage: deprivation and social exclusion in Australia, in collaboration with Anglicare members the Brotherhood of St Laurence and Anglicare Sydney among others for analysis of the broader impacts on individuals and families of a life lived in poverty. The report can be found at: http://www.sprc.unsw.edu.au/reports/ARC_Exclusion_FinalReport.pdf
· Rates of payment and other benefits (such as supplementary payments and concessions) should reflect the relative needs of household types, with maximum assistance targeted at the most disadvantaged, for example:

· People on full rates of payment, with little private income and few assets, who are likely to remain on payment for long periods of time

· People receiving government benefits who are renting in the private market

· People with chronic health conditions that require ongoing treatment and medications (including non-PBS pharmaceuticals)

· The payment and other benefits package should be benchmarked and indexed to changes in living costs and to broader community standards of living. A budget standards approach based on a basic basket of goods and services (tailored to particular household types) to setting the baseline should be investigated as a mechanism for meeting this criterion
· Improved income support for people of working age should be accompanied by strong incentives, and targeted assistance, to help them secure long term financial wellbeing

· Reforms should provide for the future adequacy, fairness and sustainability of the taxation and transfer payments system, taking into account issues such as:

· The concessional treatment of superannuation (throughout a person’s working life and into retirement) and post-retirement taxation of earnings, both of which tend to advantage higher income earners over those on low incomes or with marginal attachment to the workforce throughout their lives

· Intergenerational equity (which politically will have a strong impact on the public’s perceptions of, and willingness to, provide support from the public purse for those who do not have the resources to support themselves)
· The need to build a strong and fair foundation to compensate low income earners (including low wage earners without dependants) for impacts such as climate change abatement policies.

Anglicare Australia would welcome the opportunity to remain engaged in the Pension Review process and the development of sustainable and fair longer term arrangements for taxation and transfer payments.
Yours sincerely
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Kasy Chambers

Executive Director 
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