Not Waving
but Drowning
Michelle Waterford, Research and Policy Director, Anglicare Australia
Last month, Anglicare Australia
released its annual Rental
Affordability Snapshot. In it was the
finding that more rental properties
than ever had been surveyed —
nearly 63,000 of them, 7,000 up
from last year and double the count
from the early years of the study. It
was disappointing then to find that
there was not a corresponding
increase in the number of affordable
properties available to people living
on low incomes. In fact, of the
63,000 only 25 were suitable for
someone living on the Newstart
Allowance. Scale that up to take into
account all private dwellings
occupied by households1 and that is
roughly 3,500 private dwellings that
were affordable for the 500,000
people living on Newstart
in Australia. 3,500 dwellings for
500,000 people!

If these facts are fairly widely
accepted within the sector, how do
we share them outside of it? Because
as familiar as we all are with them it
has occurred to me that perhaps
some of our key decision makers are
not. There are some other facts that I
thought were interesting too, these
ones relating to employment:
• People who are in receipt of
Newstart for a long time are likely
to be on it for longer still.5
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There are roughly five people for
every advertised position9, 10
indicating that there are more
people looking for work than there
are jobs. This is to say nothing of
the fact that many jobs require a
qualification or particular skill set.

These facts are concerning on their
own but taken together with those
housing facts above a sense of the
fallacy that is the ‘choice’ of living in
poverty begins to emerge.
If you are unfamiliar with the 1957
poem Not waving but drowning
from British poet Stevie Smith, it’s
very short and paints a fairly grim
picture. Essentially, the poem is
about a man whose plight is
ignored. That’s it. There are other
aspects you can read into it but
paring those other layers back, he
needs help, is trying to seek that
help but because of his perceived
shortcomings that help is not
offered and he dies. Tragic!

The remaining 496,500 people are
most likely living in perpetual
housing stress.
Most of us in the sector know the
facts about the housing crisis. There
is a shortfall in supply of close to
200,000 dwellings and this is
growing year-on-year.2 Commonwealth Rent Assistance which hasn’t
kept pace with increasing rents and
is a fairly blunt instrument in terms
of sensitivity to market fluctuations.3
The link between poverty and
homelessness.4 The necessity of
government intervention to avoid
market failure. Okay, so this last one
is not a fact but if we are going to
have anything like the society that
we keep telling the world we think
we have — egalitarian, fair, socially
mobile and so on — then we cannot
leave entirely to the market
something as important as
affordable housing generally, but in
particular, affordable housing for the
least well off.

•
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People who are recently
unemployed are more likely to find
work sooner — as are people with
higher skill sets.6
• The longer someone is
unemployed, that is, in receipt of
Newstart, the harder it is to find
employment.7
• Looking for work is
time-consuming, expensive
and often soul-destroying.
Over time, skills degrade and
determination falters.8
•

There is no particular reason to raise
it with you now except to say that the
experience portrayed in that poem
reflects well the situation that many of
our ‘co-Australians’ may now find
themselves in. It could be argued that
this Budget and some aspects of the
approach to smaller government
does much the same thing to our
most disadvantaged; ignores their
plight. It seems too, that many
Australians agree with this.
The Nielson polls11 released the week
after Budget showed that 63 per cent
of people polled felt that the budget
was unfair. Around 74 per cent felt
that they would be worse off and just
over half, at 53 per cent, thought that
it would be bad for Australia.
Overall, 63 per cent of people were
dissatisfied with the Budget.
These are record numbers.

The media is awash with claims
that the Budget delivered by the
Government will disproportionately affect those at the bottom.
No one chooses to live in poverty
and believing as much effectively
ignores the facts and ignores the
plight of hundreds of thousands
of our neighbours.
The solution to this problem is
more jobs, more houses and the
support to acquire and maintain
the two. The policy settings that
we are currently moving towards
don’t encourage job creation and
they certainly don’t encourage
the increase in housing supply.
The government’s priority might
be the welfare bill; civil society’s
priority might be reducing the
inequality gap,12 but either way,
punitive measures focusing on
individuals is not going to get the
job done. Let’s all review the facts
and then, let’s talk!
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National Hoarding
& Squalor Conference
18 & 19 September 2014

Registration Now Open
Catholic Community Services NSW/ACT is pleased
to announce the 3rd National Hoarding and Squalor
Conference to be held in Sydney from the 18th – 19th
September, 2014. This third conference follows on from
the highly successful 2009 and 2012 conferences.
CONFERENCE
The format of the 2 day Conference will include
both plenary and breakout sessions.
Professor David Mataix-Cols Phd, Consultant Clinical
Psychologist and Senior Lecturer Karolinska Institutet,
Stockholm, Sweden, will be a keynote speaker at the
conference.

Julie McCrossin will once again be our Master
of Ceremonies.
WORKSHOP
Wednesday September 17th
‘Buried in Treasures Workshop’
9am–4pm presented by Lee Shuer
SUPPORT GROUP
Friday September 19th, 4.30–5.45pm. No cost to
attend. The Support Group facilitated by Lee Shuer
is for people who are themselves dealing with
hoarding and squalor.

SMC Conference & Function Centre - 66 Goulburn Street, Sydney NSW 2000
For more information visit:

www.hoardingsqualorconference.com.au/2014
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