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FIELD, Ms Wendy, Head of Policy and Programs, The Smith Family 

HAMPSHIRE, Ms Anne, Head of Research and Advocacy, The Smith Family 

Committee met at 09:01 

ACTING CHAIR (Ms Kearney):  I declare open the public hearing held in Sydney of the House select 

committee inquiry into intergenerational welfare dependence. I welcome witnesses here today and anyone 

listening on the live stream. In accordance with the committee's resolution, this hearing will be broadcast on the 

parliament's website and the official transcripts of proceedings will be published on the parliament's website. 

Those present here today are advised that filming and recording are permitted during the hearing. I remind 

members of the media who may be present or listening on the web of the need to fairly and accurately report the 

proceedings of the committee. 

I now warmly welcome The Smith Family, appearing here today. Although the committee does not require you 

to provide evidence under oath, I wish to advise that this is a formal proceeding of the parliament. Giving false or 

misleading evidence is a serious matter and may be regarded as contempt of the parliament. The evidence given 

today will be recorded by Hansard and attracts parliamentary privilege. If you would you like to make an opening 

statement, please go ahead. 

Ms Hampshire:  The Smith Family welcomes the opportunity to appear before this inquiry. The Smith Family 

is a national children's charity, founded in 1922, and our mission is to create opportunities for disadvantaged 

young Australians by providing long-term support for their participation in education. Over the past more-than-20 

years, we have shifted our focus from providing more traditional welfare support to families, such as emergency 

relief, to supporting children to succeed educationally. That shift was because of the role education plays in 

helping to break the cycle of intergenerational poverty and because education was the area that our families 

wanted more support with. 

Today we support over 175,000 disadvantaged children, young people and their parents and carers a year 

through a range of education-related programs. Our largest program, the Learning for Life scholarship, currently 

has around 43,000 financially disadvantaged children on it. These young people live in families facing a range of 

complex challenges, including very high levels of health and disability issues. Seventy per cent of the children we 

support live in a household where there is no adult in the labour force. 

Our experience working with these families in communities across Australia is that they have high aspirations 

for their children. They value education as the pathway to creating better lives for their children and they are 

working hard to break their reliance on welfare. They demonstrate extraordinary resilience, resourcefulness and 

courage to wear the difficult and sometimes unrelenting circumstances. From our perspective, the most significant 

impact of intergenerational unemployment, welfare dependency and poverty on children is its long-term effect on 

their educational engagement and outcomes. This, in turn, impacts upon their ability to find work and to break the 

welfare cycle. 

Australian children from low socioeconomic backgrounds are at risk of poor educational outcomes from their 

first year of school, and this risk increases as they move through school. The clearest pathway to breaking cycles 

of intergenerational disadvantage is to support children and young people to develop the knowledge, skills, 

attitudes and behaviours that set them up for participating in the complex employment market of the 21st century. 

We have to support more disadvantaged children to attend school at high rates and successfully complete year 12 

as this significantly increases the likelihood they'll be in work or study once they do leave school. We'd be happy 

to explain further how our Learning for Life scholarship program is helping disadvantaged young children to do 

this. 

There also needs to be a stronger national focus on improving the post-school transitions of young people, 

particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds. Key steps in this include, firstly, earlier guidance on possible 

career and vocational pathways for students in school, including, we would argue, in the primary years of school; 

secondly, quality work experience or exposure to work for young people as they move through school; and, 

thirdly, improved pathways between school and further study, education and work. Schools cannot do this work 

alone. Strong cross-sectoral and cross-jurisdictional collaborations are essential if there is to be a significant 

improvement in the number of young people making successful post-school transitions. Research shows that 

young people who participated in school-facilitated employer engagement programs are nearly twice as likely to 

be in employment, training or education post school compared to their peers who didn't participate in such 

programs. 

The Smith Family would also argue that a more holistic approach is required to tackling intergenerational 

welfare, noting the challenges of this in a federated system. How the social security system interacts with the 
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employment services and training systems and, in turn, with support services at the state and territory level is 

critical and an area where there is room for much improvement. We would also argue that a concerted national 

effort to reduce poverty, including child poverty, in line with Australia's commitment to the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals is an important component of addressing intergenerational welfare dependency. 

The SDG targets include increasing the number of young people and adults who have relevant skills, including 

technical and vocational skills, for employment and entrepreneurship. These targets should guide our national 

social policy priorities. 

Australia's record of prosperity, forged through the policies of successive governments, is unique amongst 

advanced nations. We now have the opportunity to look more closely at how we can best help disadvantaged and 

vulnerable Australians, particularly children. This committee provides a promising opportunity to find ways to 

improve the operation of our welfare system, and our human services system more generally, in order to help 

break intergenerational cycles of disadvantage. 

ACTING CHAIR:  I'll go to the panel. Would anyone like to start the questioning today? Mr van Manen? 

Mr VAN MANEN:  Thank you for your opening statement. I'd like to focus on your comments around 

vocational training at school because the discussion I have with a number of my schools and training 

organisations is exactly around that: how do we encourage kids who may not be academically inclined but who, if 

you put a hammer or a screwdriver or a spanner in their hand, think all their Christmases have come at once and 

just flourish? How do we change that mindset that the only successful outcome of education is to go to university 

and start to increase the focus on vocational skills and training? It's interesting that one of my schools has just 

created a new award—at their award night last night—for the vocational student of the year, which is the first 

school that I'm aware of, at least in my part of the world, where that has occurred. What experience have you had 

in that space and what are you seeing changing? 

Ms Field:  A couple of things. I think you're exactly right: there is a really strong leaning towards academic 

rather than practical skills in the context of year 12 or equivalent and higher-level education. We produced a 

paper a couple of years ago called Young people's successful transition to work: What are the pre-conditions? It 

talked to changes in the labour market in recent years and the additional complexity of enabling young people to 

access the labour market. So there is the focus on supporting students to develop career aspirations relevant to 

their skill sets and then the structural response to enabling that to happen. We would say that there is a continuum, 

in a sense, of structural response—practical things, like enabling students, as Anne said in her opening statement, 

to have more exposure to work based opportunities and more exposure to the world of work as part of their school 

development, but also learning from countries like Germany or other, Nordic, countries where the opportunity to 

participate in vocationally based education is available as part of your school life and is built into the school 

structure. So in Germany, for example, employers support students to undertake, as part of the school education, 

vocationally based subjects, and it's built into how school works. So I think there is some learning from that. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  Are you aware of the work of the Australian Industry Trade College, which is almost— 

Ms Field:  It's almost a replica. There are other initiatives like P-TECH and some of the small initiatives that 

we've started, but the key thing is building a system that enables people to make a choice about the right thing for 

them at a point in time. So, as it stands at the moment, I would say our careers education system and how young 

people get streamed into various opportunities is ad hoc at best, and it really depends on what the priorities of that 

school are and what the capacity of that school is, rather than a systemic response to enabling young people to be 

streamed well. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  My understanding has been that, in the past—I'm not sure so much in Queensland but 

certainly, I believe, in Victoria, so those who are Victorian will know better than me—they had—they weren't 

called trade schools— 

ACTING CHAIR:  Technical schools. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  Technical schools. 

ACTING CHAIR:  and they just been re-established in Victoria. 

Ms Field:  In New South Wales there are equivalent initiatives, but they are not systematised, so school based 

apprenticeships are ad hoc at best, I would say. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  There is some interesting discussion going on in education circles about whether the 

current model of education—whereby if you are six years old you're in grade 1, if you're seven you're in grade 2 

et cetera—is actually the best model of education for children. There are a number of people out there who 

propose that you do a skills assessment for a child. They might have a reading age of 11, so when they're doing 

reading they're in a higher level class with kids of a similar level—and that's a more varied and adaptable style of 
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education. Do you think that that has some merit? Also, how does our education system cope with that, where you 

have a multitude of children with different skills and different abilities and you mix and match them during the 

course of the school day and the school week? 

Ms Hampshire:  I'm going to answer on behalf of an education system. However, I think the point about 

tailored and targeted responses is absolutely the right way to go and the way we have to think about it. We are 

obviously operating at a smaller scale than a department of education, for example, but we've got 43,000 on 

essentially one program. But each of those have different circumstances and different backgrounds, and they can 

be on our Learning for Life scholarship over a 17-year period. Over that time, various things will happen to that 

child and to that family and we, organisationally—as a school system needs to—appreciating the challenges of it, 

need to be able to much more tailor and target our response at the point in time at which a young person needs 

support. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  It is one of the comments you make in your submission, that we need to move to a 

person-centric model, which I think is an interesting comment, given that we are that way— 

Ms Hampshire:  In other areas. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  in other areas as well. 

Ms Hampshire:  I think the other thing we would note about the careers space is the importance of bringing 

parents along on the journey. As we help young people to think about what their career aspirations might be, in a 

contemporary, 21st century environment helping parents who might—certainly in our case—not have been in 

employment often or might have been educated or working in a different culture or a different time, and bringing 

them along on the journey so that they also might value VET over time more than they might currently. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  The discussion I had with the principal yesterday was around making the school a 

community hub. She was saying to me that, sadly, they have a significant issue with domestic violence in that 

community at the moment. She was interested in trying to make the school a community hub where we would 

have a whole heap of other allied services available at the school so that parents don't have to travel for help and 

support to places they presently don't travel to. Is that something you've seen or considered in your work? 

Ms Field:  We were a part of the COAG partnership trials which established a couple of school-community 

hubs in Victoria with that exact intent. We're still operating a number of school-community hub type models as a 

result of that. We absolutely see the benefit of using schools as a platform for service delivery to enable 

disadvantaged families to access the services they need. We talked in our submission about the range of complex 

and compounding factors that impact on whether a child succeeds at school at not. Using universal platforms as a 

way of wrapping services around children and their families we see is a really good thing to do, but it needs a 

kind of structural response that enables that to happen and it needs not to impact on the school curriculum. So you 

need the allied services to be supported in the school environment but the school to be able to get on with the 

business of delivering curriculum. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  Is the reason that's not happening in part a reflection of the siloed approach of some 

departments: 'We're Health, so we'll do our thing over here. You're Education, so you do your thing over there'? I 

think you refer in your to better collaboration between (1) the various levels of government, but (2), in that case, 

also the various departments within a level of government. 

Ms Hampshire:  And also how it operates at a local community school level. As Wendy was flagging, we 

can't expect schools in and of themselves to do everything, so we do need to support them to do this work. We 

need our principals to be educational leaders. We don't need them to be the people trying to corral external 

resources for their school. Part of the hub models that we operate is that we provide the support to help the school 

garner the additional resources that complement the educational work that's happening in the school. Certainly in 

terms of whether there's momentum for this, the recent review for Australian school excellence, released by David 

Gonski, flags the important role that community engagement and models like school-community hubs could play 

in improving Australia's educational outcomes. 

Mr RAMSEY:  I was interested, through your submission, in your Learning for Life program, which I used to 

support but somehow I fell off the trailer there. 

Ms Hampshire:  We'll come back to you on that! 

Mr RAMSEY:  On your engagement with parents and how the children are selected in the first place, does the 

engagement of the parent have anything to do with the students you select to go on your program? 

Ms Field:  Absolutely, yes. The threshold for entry into the Learning for Life program is that your family is 

poor, basically—that there are very low income levels in the household—and at the point at which they sign up 
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for the program that parents have a really strong focus on supporting their children to attend school. It's a 

reciprocal agreement with parents around school attendance. There's a lot of evidence now about the impact of 

parental engagement on children's educational outcomes. The Smith Family, with the Australian Research 

Alliance for Children and Youth last year hosted a parental engagement conference. There were a number of 

speakers there who spoke to the evidence about parental engagement in education actually mitigating 

socioeconomic circumstances. If your parent is engaged, you're much more likely to have a good educational 

outcome. So a big part of our program focuses on how we bring parents on the journey with us. 

Mr RAMSEY:  I'm not surprised by that. That seems to just make common sense to me. Your figures are 

pretty impressive, but they are maybe impressive largely because you're picking children that come from parents 

who are engaged. I don't decry that for one moment; I'm just saying. The next question is: how do we give 

opportunities to the ones who have parents who unfortunately are not engaged? 

Ms Field:  I would say, though, that the children and families that we support have really high risk indicators 

for poor educational outcomes. I would also say that we recognise that, at the point of sign-up for the scholarship, 

parents are focused on supporting their kids to stay engaged in education. However, our support is long term, so 

you can come onto the scholarship in year 1 of primary school and we will still support you through to the end of 

tertiary study. Across that period, people move in and out of crisis regularly. So our focus is on actually helping 

them to get through that crisis. We recognise that there'll be periods across that time when domestic violence will 

kick in or people will lose their homes or disability will manifest even more acutely and the family's 

circumstances will change. Our job is to be there to wrap around those kids and that family and enable them to 

maintain focus on supporting their child to stay engaged in education. 

Mr RAMSEY:  What kind of service do you offer three years in or five years in to a student and a family that's 

degenerated into domestic violence and had to move houses and things like that? How do you then engage? 

What's the service that you provide? 

Ms Field:  Support and referrals. Our family partnership coordinators work with the family to articulate what 

the issues are. That's not always at the point of crisis. It's ideally at the point of crisis, but we're there in the long 

term to work with the family around understanding what the issues are and how they might get the support that 

they need in that community. So it's a support-and-referral model. It's not a case management model. It's a 

partnership-and-coordination model. 

ACTING CHAIR:  I think Mr Ramsay's question is a good one, though, in that I understand that these are 

families very much at risk but there is one little boost from a parent who says, 'Yes, I want to do this,' and then 

there are others who don't have that. So how do we capture those others? Are there ways or is that just it? 

Ms Field:  It goes to how the service system works. The families who we would really struggle to support are 

families who are in real crisis at the point at which they might sign up for our support. So, where circumstances 

are very chaotic, we are not the right agency to support them. If there is ongoing domestic violence or if there are 

child protection concerns in the household or massive drug and alcohol issues or unaddressed mental health 

challenges in the household, we're not going to be able to provide the support that's needed. If you think about the 

whole of the service system and how it works together, our ideal situation is where those issues are being 

addressed by the tertiary end of the service system, such as child protection services, deep mental health services 

or domestic violence services. At some point in that continuum those circumstances will smoothen and we would 

be able, then, to come in and offer support. 

ACTING CHAIR:  So it's about the right support at the right time and in the right circumstances. That makes 

sense. 

Mr RAMSEY:  Certainly I find families where I don't think you could call school anything but optional and 

where the parent, for whatever reason, just chooses not to say, 'You must go to school,' to their child. They just 

say, 'If you don't feel like going, stay where you are.' That's got to be almost impossible. I don't know how you 

handle that or address that or whether you even come across it, because you've actually got these parents that are 

basically supportive. 

Ms Hampshire:  I think the scholarship that we offer is, if you like, a bit of a carrot. It's a modest financial 

carrot which is offered, and in the primary years that's roughly $500. So there's a little bit of an incentive initially. 

But as for whether or not families stay for the long term, which the vast majority of our families do, my sense is 

that it's about much more than just the carrot that we offer, because that's not enough to help a family weather the 

multiple changes.  

In the vast majority of families, parents want the best for their children, and that's been our experience. Seventy 

per cent of our children are living in jobless households, so we're talking, absolutely, about the families that this 
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committee is interested in. But our initiative is an early intervention approach, providing families with respectful 

long-term relationships which are not focused on all of the difficult, chaotic circumstances in their lives but are 

actually focused on helping their children achieve educationally. So the conversations that we might have with 

families are of a particular form which I think are encouraging to them.  

We talked a little bit earlier about parental engagement. Many of our families would have no idea, without our 

supporting them to understand, how important they are in their children's education. Because they didn't go to 

year 12 or because they're not in work, often they feel that they can't be engaged in their children's education. But 

what the research is very clear about is that you don't need to be Einstein to be involved in your children's 

education. What the research clearly shows is that it's about the everyday conversations that you have, and what 

we need to do with the research is make it very practical for families so that they have the confidence to be 

engaged in their children's education. Some of the programs we run are early reading and early numeracy 

programs. For example, our Let's Count program is very much about helping parents to be engaged in their 

children's early mathematics—so, when you're cooking, you count eggs—making it very concrete and practical. 

Our experience is that, when you do that, parents take it on with absolute delight and enjoy seeing their children 

thrive, and it builds their own confidence. 

Ms BIRD:  I want to go to the stuff you've done on the transition to further education or work. You talked 

about developing the knowledge skills, attitudes and behaviours. I take Bert's point about vocational education, 

but I'm a little skeptical about that approach because, if you advertised an apprenticeship in my area, for every 

apprenticeship there would be a hundred applications. I don't see any evidence that kids don't want to do it, but 

employers now can pick the cream of the crop to do what would more traditionally be entry-level job 

opportunities. So I think we've got a structural issue. People have worked out that if you do a trade you can earn a 

very good income and have a very good career, and it's become much more popular.  

But when I talk to employers, in particular those who might want to give an opportunity to a young person who 

has struggled or had a difficult time, they often say that it falls over early in the piece because that young person 

doesn't have those soft skills that you referred to of attending work, participating in the requirements of the study 

that goes with an apprenticeship or traineeship, and so forth—and we had some evidence yesterday around the 

importance of those soft skills—because they've had no role model in their family life to demonstrate these things. 

So I'm just wondering what work you do in that space. We had some conversations about mentoring programs 

and so forth. I'm keen to know what exactly it is that you find is a useful intervention to sustain those further 

education or work opportunities as they come along. 

Ms Field:  Sure. I think Anne referred to some emerging research about the age at which children start to 

predict their later life outcomes or envision themselves either in or out of particular roles. So we've started to 

look, as have a number of the education departments, at starting some career exposure opportunities even earlier 

in the schooling system. We're working through some primary career-focused programs with a number of 

schools—we're trialling an approach with a number of schools. However, in the later years, I suppose, if you think 

about your discussion behaviour, we meld an approach which looks at resources and opportunities and behaviour 

in the programs that we run in the career focused space. We recognise that, as you've said, kids growing up in 

disadvantaged communities have much poorer access to resources, opportunities, role models, networks. It is that 

thing that poor people tend to know poor people, and the capacity for kids from disadvantaged backgrounds to be 

able to access the sorts of opportunities that my kids have is much more limited. 

Our focus is on enabling those kids, through the network of supports that sit around the Smith Family, to 

interact with an interface with people from outside their direct sphere of engagement, through career exposure 

programs—Work Inspiration, online mentoring, a whole range of initiatives that give them broader exposure than 

might be available to them, to help them to think about the careers that they want. If you want to be a brain 

surgeon, you're probably going to have to do maths. 

Ms BIRD:  If you want to be an auto-electrician or a carpenter, you're going to have to do maths! 

Ms Field:  It is those sorts of things, both practical and conceptual—a mix of the resource and opportunity and 

then thinking, 'I have agency in this as well,' and helping them to understand that there's a direct equation between 

the effort that they put in now and the outcome that they'll get further down the track. 

Ms Hampshire:  We've recently, in partnership with the Business Council of Australia over the last 18 

months, started a program called Cadetship to Career, because our experience—as you were flagging, Ms Bird—

is that it's actually very difficult to get into the employment market, even if you have qualifications. What 

Cadetship to Career does for our tertiary scholarship students—they're going through tertiary—is provide them 

with paid internships with one of the BCA members for eight weeks for each of the years of their course. In 

addition to that, they have a series of opportunities within that. It might be skills training et cetera. So they 
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actually have that step up that will allow them, hopefully, to find, potentially, employment with that BCA 

member or with someone else once they've finished their course. 

Ms BIRD:  It always interests me when you read the job advertisements, even for entry-level jobs, and they 

say 'minimum two years experience'. You just think, 'How does anybody who's just qualified get a go in that 

environment?' So that's trying to address those sorts of issues. 

Ms Hampshire:  That's right, yes, and just knowing how you need to be in an employment place: how do I 

dress; how do I interact; how do I behave; how do I use Facebook; how do I use LinkedIn? 

Ms BIRD:  A more direct and specific issue that's been raised in that space is that often we've set up 

Commonwealth programs where, if you need a certificate I or II—which tend to focus more on the soft skills like 

working in a team, responsibilities at work and so forth—people like your jobactive provider don't get a tick that 

that's an outcome that you do that, and so they don't direct people into those courses. They direct them straight 

into certificate III level courses, which get an outcome for the provider but actually may not be appropriate. What 

is your direct experience in that space? Do we need to look at that area? 

Ms Field:  I will speak a little bit to some work that's being done by an organisation called SYC. They're 

actually implementing a social impact bond here in New South Wales based on an initiative called Sticking 

Together, which speaks to a little bit of what you talked about around the role of employers in supporting young 

people, recognising that the pathway from education to employment is rarely linear and that young people will go 

in and out of various initiatives but that, with the right support, for both employer and young people, you can get a 

really good long-term outcome. We're not a job network provider, but I think, from speaking with SYC, that they 

would reflect that the availability of recognition for initiatives like certificate I or II, or even smaller steps on the 

pathway to employment, are meritorious and part of the progression to full-time employment. If you haven't had a 

look at that initiative, it's worth looking at. 

Ms BIRD:  Thanks. My second question relates to the post-school pathways, which you talked about. You've 

got the relationship with the child and the family, but I'm just thinking: you have a partner in a school that you're 

working with. I don't think our tertiary system is set up particularly effectively to have partnerships with 

community organisations and so forth. They're probably not funded to do it, and they tend to think, 'Well, they're 

adults now.' I know there are counselling services and things like that. So I'm just wondering how you find 

working with the tertiary sector in direct delivery and if there are things that could be done better there to enable 

that to happen. 

Ms Field:  We're actually going through a process at the moment. Currently we have about 1,300 scholarship 

students who are in tertiary education, and we have a number of partnerships at this point in time—I think 11—

with tertiary institutions. I think that the HEP initiative and the targets set through HEP around access for kids 

from low-SES backgrounds have been a good spur for some of the tertiary institutions to think about how they 

support and service those children and young people. Our experience is that it's really challenging for young 

people from disadvantaged backgrounds to stay engaged in tertiary education without the right supports and that 

they struggle to understand how to access those supports, even with that support in place. So our partnerships with 

tertiary institutions are around us inserting them—so supporting them to engage with the support network that's 

actually available to them, because there are good support networks in universities but the kids struggle to access 

them. 

Ms BIRD:  I'm thinking of TAFE colleges as well, which don't have the funding of HEP to drive a focus. 

Ms Field:  But they also have a focus on how they engage. There are particular issues with the TAFE system 

across Australia at the moment—a legacy of, I suppose, recent policy and funding arrangements. But we're in 

discussion with a number of TAFEs around how we support disadvantaged kids to get beyond year 1 of TAFE, 

because their dropout rates are shocking at this point in time. So again it's working side by side to help young 

people to access the supports that are actually available in those institutions if they can find the right entry door. 

Ms BIRD:  A navigator type role. 

Ms Field:  Yes. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Just on that last point, we have some programs I don't know if you're familiar with—

maybe they're just Victorian based; I'm not sure—where there are organisations, NGOs, that have social 

enterprises attached to them that employ young people who ultimately would like to go to TAFE but just don't 

have the social skills or the wherewithal to survive; they drop out. Those organisations kind of prepare them for 

ongoing education; I think it's about a year. They get paid a small amount, but they learn those skills that Sharon's 

talking about. Have you had any experience with programs like that at all? 

Ms Field:  No, I'm not aware of them. Perhaps our SVA colleagues are. 
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ACTING CHAIR:  It's just interesting, I think. That seems to be a really important part. You get to a great big 

TAFE. There are thousands of kids around you. There are classrooms to get to. It's overwhelming. It's quite a 

tricky environment for some people. 

Ms Field:  Absolutely, and universities are the same. 

Mr ANDREWS:  With the interventions that occur at various stages in an individual's, and indeed a family's, 

life, what are the characteristics of an early intervention? I ask that because I think the expression is used a lot but 

often it's actually something different; it's often just dealing with the crises that come along. So, if we're looking at 

an early intervention approach, are there some characteristics that are common to all or most early interventions? 

Ms Hampshire:  If we think, Mr Andrews, about the Learning for Life program and who we recruit to that 

program, as Wendy flagged, the criteria are relatively small, and I think that's one of the strengths of the program. 

There aren't 101 hurdles that a family has to go over to get in. Essentially, they're poor, as Wendy flagged, they're 

in one of our partner schools and they're willing to sign up to a family partnership agreement. In that context, it is 

possible that we might potentially be creaming families when really all they need is a bit of money, and, if we 

gave them a bit of money, maybe their children would succeed educationally. However, when you look deeper at 

our portfolio of families, four out of five of our students live in a family where there is a health or disability issue. 

It could be a parental health or disability issue or it could be a child disability issue. That significantly influences 

whether or not the parent is in employment. It also significantly influences whether or not that child is attending 

school at high rates. That is more of a predictor, for example, than Indigenous background in our students. So 

those factors come. 

Also, within our families, 20 per cent are of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander background. Most of our 

parents, as I said, are not in the labour force. Most haven't gone through to year 12. There are also high levels of 

mobility, and, for low-income families generally, mobility is problematic. I know many of us move house 

reasonably frequently. That is more often than not from choice. However, for low-income families, it's often 

because of rental pressure or the like, family breakdown or domestic violence, and that's very problematic for 

children because it interrupts the educational journey—not only the learning journey but the social journey. So, 

from our perspective, we take poverty as the initial risk factor but then look more deeply at the characteristics 

within that suite of families to then be able to say quite confidently, 'Those children are at risk of poor educational 

outcomes.' We start our program in the first year of school because we want to intervene early before the crisis is 

required. 

Mr ANDREWS:  And, whilst it's not a control group in the way that science or social science would 

understand it, I presume that you know from your work and your observations with other families that, if you 

don't make these interventions, then the chances of a child growing up in those circumstances being in poverty 

himself or herself and whatever other social consequences and dysfunction flow from that are much higher. 

Ms Hampshire:  We know two things. We know that we work in disadvantaged schools and we know that our 

students are more disadvantaged than their peers in those schools. And we also know that, relative to other low 

SES children generally—and this is always a tricky issue of national data—our students attending schools at 

higher rates are more likely to complete year 12, and, I think, for this committee, are much more likely to be in 

work or study after they leave the program relative to young people who are low SES who haven't been on the 

program. 

Mr ANDREWS:  I ask because yesterday we had a witness or witnesses who said we shouldn't be using the 

expression 'intergenerational welfare dependence'. And that struck me as a little bit cute, to be honest, because, 

from what you're saying, the experience seems to be that, if your parents are unemployed or they're suffering from 

a mental illness or whatever and they're in poverty, then the chances are that the children of the next generation 

are going to be in poverty unless you do have those interventions. 

Ms Hampshire:  There is a far higher risk. The international research and the Australian research would show 

that. Equally important—and this is the purpose of this committee—is that there is good research to show that we 

can break the cycle. So for our young people who are on our Learning for Life scholarship program, four out of 

five of them are in work or study 12 months after leaving the program. That includes all the high levels of health 

and disability that we just spoke about. That's also the same rate that we're getting for our Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander young people. And one of the things we've been able to show through our longitudinal data—and 

it's a unique longitudinal dataset in Australia—is that there are flags which are actually not demographic 

characteristics which point to the students along that journey who need more support. The important flags are 

school attendance and school achievement, and they predict whether or not a young person will complete year 12 

and then in turn be in work or study. But we've been also able to show with our data that, even for poor attenders 

in year 7 who then improve their attendance by year 9, you increase the likelihood of them completing year 12. 
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Sometimes you hear that life is over by year 7 or year 8. I'm a former teacher and you often hear that said. 

However, our data shows that, with highly disadvantaged young people, if you can improve attendance or 

achievement through high school, then you can get an increased completion of year 12 and, in turn, post-school 

employment, education and training. We think that's a very important message and a very hopeful one, because 

we hear so much negativity about educational outcomes that can't be shifted. 

Mr ANDREWS:  What you describe as flags, I think I might have called benchmarks or something like that 

yesterday, and I don't pretend to be an expert in this area, but what does interest me is: given that designing public 

policy is a pretty clumsy instrument even at the best of times, is it possible to have an approach in which those 

flags, whether they're up or down or waving or however we want to describe it, can be identified for a whole 

range of young people? The point I tried to make yesterday is that naturally parents just do that for their kids 

anyway. Even in good circumstances, you're ticking off whether a kid can read, write, socialise or whatever it 

might be. So is it possible to build into our health, welfare and education systems a way of better identifying those 

flags for individuals and therefore knowing the range of interventions that might be required if a particular flag is 

showing? 

Ms Hampshire:  The research we released earlier this year is the first time in Australia that the relationship 

between attendance, achievement, year 12 completion and post-school engagement has been shown. It's common 

sense. You would expect that relationship to hold, but it's the first time in Australia that it's been able to be shown. 

That leads us, at a family level and also at a school level, at a teacher level and at a jurisdictional level to have, I 

think, a sharper lens on things like attendance and achievement than we might otherwise have had. One of the big 

challenges from a public policy perspective about doing what you were suggesting, Mr Andrews, is that we don't 

have a unique student identifier for students that is nationally consistent. So, if you are a student in New South 

Wales, you might have attendance data and achievement data, but, if you then move to WA, that doesn't go with 

you. It's one of the recommendations which has been agreed by COAG since 2009. It's been reinforced in the 

recent Gonski review. It is an important foundational piece we would advocate, both so that individual students 

can be tracked but also so that we can actually assess any of our public policy interventions which aim to 

influence attendance or achievement. 

Ms BIRD:  Is this the concept of extending the relatively new unique student identifier that's available in the 

post-secondary sector— 

Ms Hampshire:  It's in post-secondary. Ideally you'd start at preschool, but let's at least go with the school 

space. 

Ms Field:  And I think there is some emerging work in a number of jurisdictions as well around identifying a 

range of indicators from early childhood through to the end-of-school completion. From a systems perspective, in 

a sense, it's a way of understanding risk and then addressing need—bringing the services in to address the need 

again at the right time. It does however strongly rely on good cooperation between jurisdictions such as 

Commonwealth and state and across jurisdictions as well, which— 

ACTING CHAIR:  That's another whole conversation that we really don't have time for now, I'm afraid, but 

thank you. 

Ms BIRD:  I have a very quick question, which you can take on notice if you like. I'm very conscious of the 

growing number of children who are carers in their families, particularly around mental health and drug and 

alcohol issues, and the pressures that are put on them not to attend school. If you have any data or programs, 

could you send those through.  

Ms Field:  Absolutely. 

Ms BIRD:  I'd be very interested in that aspect as well. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Thank you very much. If you have any extra information, could you please get it to our 

secretariat by Friday 23 November, if that's possible. 
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FLYNN, Mr Patrick, Director, Policy and Advocacy, Social Ventures Australia 

PERINI, Mr Nick, Principal, Consulting, Social Ventures Australia  

TAYLOR, Ms Casey, Manager, Impact Investing, Social Ventures Australia 

[09:51] 

ACTING CHAIR:  I welcome witnesses from Social Ventures Australia appearing here today. Although the 

committee does not require you to provide evidence under oath, I wish to advise you that this is a formal 

proceeding of parliament. Giving false or misleading evidence is a serious matter and may be regarded as 

contempt of parliament. The evidence given today will be recorded by Hansard and attracts parliamentary 

privilege. I invite you to give us an opening statement, if you'd like. 

Mr Flynn:  Thank you. I'd like to begin by acknowledging that we're meeting today on the land of the Gadigal 

people of the Eora nation and pay my respects to their elders past, present and emerging. I'd also like to thank the 

committee for the opportunity to appear at these hearings. This is an important debate, and we're pleased to be 

able to make a contribution. I'm not intending to restate the content in our submission—I hope that it speaks for 

itself—but I would like to provide a short explanation of Social Ventures Australia and what we do. I'd also like 

to draw your attention to two areas of SVA's work in which my colleagues Nick and Casey have particular 

expertise, which is why I've asked them to join me today, and which we think represent opportunities to break the 

cycle of intergenerational disadvantage. Those two areas are, firstly, the power of stacking a set of evidence based 

early childhood interventions targeting vulnerable children, which has just been discussed with the previous 

witnesses. We've termed that 'restacking the odds'. The second area is what we would describe as a 'true 

investment approach' to social policy.  

Firstly, very quickly, a little about SVA: by most measures, SVA is an unusual not-for-profit organisation, not 

because of the goal that we pursue but because of the way that we do it. Our goal is to create an Australia where 

all people in communities thrive. There's nothing unique about that. But SVA contributes to achieving this goal 

not by delivering services but by influencing the systems that vulnerable Australians bump into. We seek to 

influence the way services are commissioned and delivered, that funding flows, and how organisations measure 

their impact and adjust their practice. We seek to create change in those systems that are essential for 

communities to thrive but can also hold them back: the housing system, the education system and employment. 

We work with communities and groups at risk to help them reshape their ecosystems, with First Australians, and, 

increasingly, with people who have a disability, vulnerable children and older women at risk of homelessness.  

SVA creates change in these systems in several ways. We do it by incubating new organisations to fill gaps in 

the systems. That's why we set up Evidence for Learning, which is a non-profit to improve the use of evidence by 

teachers in schools to ensure that they have the right information to make good decisions, in the same way that 

doctors have access to evidence based practice. It's a model that Mr Gonski has picked up and it has been adopted 

by both the government and the opposition in their policy positions.  

We also create change by helping to expand and scale successful initiatives and ventures to displace less 

effective approaches. We helped to grow the Australian Indigenous Mentoring Experience, for example, which 

has been very successful at improving university participation and graduation for Indigenous students. Through 

our impact investing team, in which Casey works—our colleagues mentioned the work on the social impact bonds 

with SIC a few moments ago—we're seeking to channel more capital to projects that create social and financial 

returns, like investments in social and affordable housing and social enterprises employing people with a 

disability. We were also, as you may be aware, part of the consortium that set up Goodstart Early Learning, 

seizing an opportunity to make a historic change to the way early childhood education is delivered in Australia. 

We work with governments to help them understand the impact of their commissioning across departments and to 

measure the evaluation of programs like the Working on Country Program in remote areas of Western Australia. 

I'll turn briefly to the two areas of expertise of Nick and Casey. Reducing intergenerational disadvantage 

requires a focus on families and children. That much is clear. Children are born into a world which has risks and 

protective factors which they don't control. Those factors don't have to be their destiny. Investment in evidence 

based early childhood programs to support children at risk is one of the most effective strategies we can adopt to 

improve life chances and reduce the need for greater supports later in life. This is well known. 

The Restacking the Odds project, which Nick leads in partnership with Murdoch Children's Research Institute 

and Bain & Company, focuses on how to take that knowledge and make it a practical reality. It's testing if we 

provide the right combination of five high-quality services for children who have the odds stacked against them. 

Do they take a different path? Those five strategies are antenatal care, sustained nurse home visiting, early 
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childhood education and care, parenting programs and programs in the first two years of school. That's outlined in 

our submission. We're looking at a combination of these services. What happens when you stack them, and how 

much of each do you need and at what quality to maximise the impact? We're also looking at 10 communities to 

see if the services are actually delivered at the right dose to make a difference. The results of that program are not 

yet in, but the data analysis to date does tell us that the stacking has a positive impact on vulnerable children. We 

believe that project will have the potential for significant ramifications for public policy across health, education 

and community services. 

In relation to an investment approach, if I can turn briefly to that, we think about an investment approach 

slightly differently to the way it is sometimes portrayed. With the ballooning of welfare data and the improved 

ability to interrogate it, there are enormous opportunities to better understand the lifetime trajectories of people 

who are accessing welfare services—both the costs and what drives better outcomes for at-risk groups. When 

SVA talks about an investment approach we're talking about identifying groups at risk of poor long-term 

outcomes from administrative datasets, working out what signal events which indicate a particular trajectory can 

be tracked, and then making targeted investments in services for these groups to change that trajectory. From the 

analysis of the welfare data, we can calculate the potential lifetime cost of government supports for those 

particular at-risk groups. Ideally, as I'm sure others will have pointed out, we should be looking at this across 

governments and across layers of governments in order to take into account justice, out-of-home care and health 

care as well. This can provide us with a baseline cost of what those services cost over a lifetime. Then, by 

investing in strategies like those in Restacking the Odds, we can measure the outcomes for the individuals but 

also calculate the long-term savings that can be accrued to governments. 

There is good reason to think that targeting interventions to these households at risk can improve lives, reduce 

intergenerational disadvantage and also reduce the long-term costs of welfare. But I would stress—this will be the 

final point I would make—that wellbeing can't be divorced from the cost calculations; we have to look at both. 

The reason I say that is otherwise you can get perverse incentives by adopting this approach. For example, if you 

change the eligibility criteria for income support payments, you can reduce the apparent cost of welfare—that's 

clear—but you can also get a worse outcome for the person involved. It's also important to look across 

departments and, ideally, across layers of government, because if a person is no longer eligible for income support 

it might reduce the cost for the Commonwealth in welfare support payments, but if the person becomes homeless 

or enters the justice system then it will be poor for the individual and it will also blow out the costs at the state 

level, which would not be in anyone's interests. A true investment approach also opens up opportunities for 

impact investments like social impact bonds, which we've outlined in our submission. SVA is currently working 

in this area with DSS on defining outcomes to underpin some of the impact investments announced in the recent 

budgets. We are also working with the New Zealand government on their investment approach to refine their 

outcomes measures. We're involved in more than half, or around half, of the social impact bonds in this 

burgeoning area of work in Australia. 

I hope that provides a helpful explanation to some of the key aspects of our work. We'd be happy to take your 

questions. 

Mr ANDREWS:  I would like to ask you about a couple of things. In terms of the five interventions, in the 

work that you're doing, how do you ensure the coordination of those interventions—because, for example, 

antenatal care might be provided by organisation A and parenting programs by organisation D? Often it's not that 

there aren't the programs available; there's often a myriad of programs. Indeed, we heard yesterday of one 

individual or family receiving 26 different programs but there was no coordination between them. 

Ms BIRD:  Five of them thought they were— 

Mr ANDREWS:  Yes, five of them thought they were the coordinator. What approach have you've taken in 

the work that you're doing to ensure that you get that coordination or stacking of effects? 

Mr Perini:  Thank you for the question. It's one that is often framed around our work. How we are thinking 

about coordination at the current time is that that is a community level decision and a responsibility for the 

community. Our work is fundamentally about understanding how those five strategies are being delivered and 

whether or not they are being delivered at the right quality, whether or not there are available places and whether 

or not those that need access to those services are actually getting that access. So how we are working in 

community is by going into a community that has an existing infrastructure that is already equipping itself to 

support those families. So it is not an explicit focus or research question for us at the current time as to how 

coordination is taking place; it's very much a hypothesis that we're seeking to better understand, where 

communities are supporting better outcomes, how they are doing that and how coordination plays a role. 
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Mr ANDREWS:  Does your research or the research that you're basing this approach on indicate that if, for 

example, an individual receives all five of those interventions, the risk of future problems is minimised compared 

to, say, receiving two of those interventions or one or none? 

Mr Perini:  The current research—and we're still working through this analysis—is using data from the 

longitudinal study of Australian children to try and understand what the outcome is of having access to all five. 

The emerging finding is that, yes, there is a positive benefit when you do have access to all five, and that benefit 

is higher than if you only had access to one or two of those interventions. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Where is that longitudinal study? 

Mr Perini:  That is the LSAC data. That is a national dataset. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Thank you. I just wanted to clarify that. 

Mr ANDREWS:  On a different topic, the investment approach, I have been somewhat of a fan of the Zealand 

approach, which is making up-front investments for the long-term benefit. Can you say a bit more about where 

that is at the moment? You talked about refining some aspects of it, as I understood what you were saying, 

Patrick. 

Mr Flynn:  In relation to where New Zealand is up to? 

Mr ANDREWS:  That's right. I'd be interested in your assessment of that. 

Mr Perini:  That work is currently being completed in partnership with Taylor Fry, an actuarial firm based in 

Australia but also with offices in Wellington. The current focus of work is maintaining that investment approach 

and maintaining that understanding about fiscal outcomes and liability but also broadening the set of issues and 

considerations that are being included in the analysis to take a broader understanding and view on wellbeing. 

We've been working with the with the team at Taylor Fry as well as the Ministry of Social Development to 

examine and better understand how we could and how they should track wellbeing. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Is that an impact bond? 

Mr ANDREWS:  No; they are— 

ACTING CHAIR:  Sorry; I am not familiar. I know you referred to the New Zealand model, but I forget— 

Mr ANDREWS:  You explain it—you might know it better than I do, Patrick. 

ACTING CHAIR:  I forget. I did read it, but— 

Mr Flynn:  There are some parallels with what in the Australian context is called the government's priority 

investment approach. This is where the New Zealand government—as the Australian government has done 

now—have conducted an actuarial analysis, an insurance analysis, of what the lifetime costs of the welfare system 

are and then seeking to identify groups who are at significant risk of and for whom there are large outlays on 

welfare over their lifetime. 

Mr ANDREWS:  To take the caricature, cliched example: if a kid leaves school at 15, doesn't do any further 

training and is unemployed at the age of 18, the chances of being unemployed and on welfare at the age of 35 are 

pretty high; whereas if you can invest in that person at the age of 15, 16 or 17, even though your return may not 

be immediate, the chances of that person being in a job at 35—it's about the trajectory and what the upfront 

investment is when measured over a longer period of time, not just the three or four years we tend to measure 

things over. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Which has been a large part of our discussion over the last couple of days—and a cohort 

based approach, as opposed to a community approach, which is very interesting. I might come back to that. 

Mr RAMSEY:  You've spoken about Restacking the Odds. You also list a number of programs here that 

you're involved with—seven or eight of them. At the top is one with the New South Wales government called 

Their Futures Matter. Is that closely related to Restacking the Odds? You seem to be running in a lot of different 

directions here and I am interested in just how closely they relate to each other, particularly this New South Wales 

one. 

Mr Flynn:  There are some parallels between those two programs, and the goals of those two programs, but 

they're coming from quite different spaces. Nick can probably tell you a little more about Their Futures Matter. 

He's working on both of those. 

Mr Perini:  I think one thing to keep in mind is that, as an organisation, Social Ventures Australia has a 

consulting practice. As a consulting practice, where we still maintain the focus of the organisation on supporting 

communities to thrive, we work with a number of different organisations on various engagements and various 
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projects that enable us to realise that mission. The TFM project and the Restacking the Odds project are examples 

of different strategies and different projects that we are then working on. 

The TFM piece is a current project that is live. We, again, are working with Taylor Fry around an investment 

approach and a lifetime outcomes model to better understand what trajectories look like for vulnerable children 

and families in Australia, but specifically in New South Wales. 

Mr RAMSEY:  Where is it at? How is it going? 

Mr Perini:  It's very early days in that project. I'm not able, at this point in time, to give an indication of how 

that's looking. I would suggest that the committee refers to TFM itself for any additional understanding of that 

project. 

Mr Flynn:  Their Futures Matter is an initiative that was created by the New South Wales government in order 

to look at a group of vulnerable children who were accessing a variety of services across the New South Wales 

government to better understand how their needs could be met, and, also, to understand, as Nick indicated, the-

long term costs to the government of providing those services in order to be able to target investment. 

Mr RAMSEY:  Does that involve specific children—are you tracking 100 children, for example—or is it just 

a general study? 

Mr Flynn:  I don't know. Do you know the answer to that one, Nick? 

Mr Perini:  Again, I'd refer the committee to the department at this point for the approach. 

Mr Flynn:  I'm happy to take that on notice. The actuarial approach is generally done at a population level, not 

at an individual level, but I'm sure that they are looking to identify risk factors and groups within that population 

who are at risk as part of that work, the intent being that it would lead to better ways of delivering services funded 

by the New South Wales government to those groups cutting across education, health and justice—I think they 

are the main contributors in that area—because of the acknowledgement that there is a small group of children 

likely to be in the out-of-home care system, finish up in the juvenile justice system and be high users of the health 

system. A better coordination of the services to that group, and, also, a better understanding of the interaction of 

those services and how they lead to outcomes, could lead to better outcomes. 

Mr RAMSEY:  On Restacking the Odds: are there exemplars in other countries that you are looking to that 

you think show us the way forward? 

Mr Perini:  As part of the work, as I mentioned earlier, what we want to understand is how individual 

communities are tracking in terms of participation and the quality and availability of these services. One of the 

pieces we'll be looking at over the next 12 months is participation. We really want to understand what it is that 

differentiates high levels of participation for some individuals and some communities whereas for others we 

might see relatively low levels of participation. And through that work we'll be looking overseas. Take centre 

based care, for example: what is it that is driving high levels of participation in centre based care in some 

communities and some jurisdictions? We will be trying to understand the characteristics of that, and that will 

adopt both a national and an international lens. 

Mr Flynn:  Part of the reason for choosing those five interventions was the strength of the evidence base, 

which is drawn internationally around the improvement in outcomes that comes from those. In making the choice 

of those five, there were particular reasons for picking them which did draw on the international experience as 

well. 

Ms BIRD:  Further to that, we had reasonably consistent evidence yesterday that a key factor in the success of 

particular interventions is community relationships. That was from one of the groups talking to us. It was 

Lizzie—Elizabeth. She was with an Aboriginal childcare service. I think that's who it was. It doesn't apply just to 

Indigenous communities. Others, such as the Logan project, gave evidence that having legitimacy and trust as part 

of a relationship with the community is a significant factor in success or failure. There was some evidence around 

leadership—having community leaders' capacity developed and utilised. There was evidence as well around the 

critical importance of government being flexible about how you can fund and deliver the service within all our 

requirements around contracting and transparency and so forth. Finally, the evidence was that it has to be a long-

term relationship. The way contracting and so forth operates, it tends to be three years, so people and 

communities go: 'Oh yeah. You were all here doing a pilot five years ago. It went great and then you took 

everything and left town. Why would we engage again?' I'd be interested, given your analytical capacity as well 

as your service delivery focus, in hearing about those challenges in getting programs working. 

Mr Flynn:  With Restacking the Odds, part of what we're seeking to understand is: if you take a set of 

programs that have been shown to be effective when they're delivered well at a particular dosage, and then you 
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assess a set of communities, are those programs being accessed and used by the people who need them most at the 

level of dosage and the level of quality that's required? What we're seeking to understand, in some ways, is part of 

the implementation challenge of taking those interventions and— 

Ms BIRD:  So those factors? 

Mr Flynn:  A number of the factors that you alluded to, in our experience in other areas of our work, are likely 

to influence the success with which those programs are implemented and adopted. But, in some ways, Restacking 

the Odds is about assessing whether or not children are receiving those services at the level they need. In a sense, 

the logical follow-up questions to ask are: In those areas where they are—where the right group is receiving it at 

the right level and the data suggests they're getting the benefits—why is that the case? In areas where it's not the 

case, what should be done differently to ensure that we're not just providing the services to people in trials, where 

it works, but developing public policy so that it works everywhere, for everyone who needs it? 

Ms BIRD:  So part of your analysis of your project will be in that space? 

Mr Perini:  As we've noted in the submission, one of the characteristics for why we chose the five is that these 

initiatives, these strategies, are already available in most communities. They're part of the existing ecosystem of 

support that is available. We think that's a really important feature and area of analysis for the project. 

Ms BIRD:  Okay. Thank you. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  All of this analysis is predicated on access to data. Therefore, the issue I'm concerned 

about is that your ability to gather data at an individual level across education, health, welfare et cetera is very 

difficult, if not impossible. Generally it's at an aggregated, de-identified level. How do you possibly create a 

system whereby, if you identify a family that's in need, you can track them across multiple components of 

government to ensure that the suite of services we're rolling out is actually having the desired effect that we're 

seeking to achieve in lifting their quality of life, improving the education outcomes for their children et cetera? 

Mr Flynn:  It is a fantastic question, and it is, no doubt, a great challenge. There are ways that we are starting 

to deal with that in different jurisdictions on different individual programs, but it is absolutely a challenge. I might 

mention one, and then I might get Casey to talk about how we're dealing with that in the social impact bonds 

particularly. But one of the other pieces of work that SVA has done that's mentioned in the submission was 

working with the New South Wales government on their whole of Human Services Outcomes Framework. One of 

the benefits of having a common outcomes framework is that you can start to collect data and track data across 

varieties of different programs to see whether or not they're contributing to a common set of outcomes. That then 

gives you a better sense of whether or not disparate programs are actually contributing to the same outcomes that 

you want to achieve. That's one way that that's happening. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  Is it still at a program level, or is it more granular than that in that you can identify 

individual participants in those programs? Ultimately what we're talking about, and what our previous witnesses 

were talking about, was that notion of personally centred, individualised programs to help that person in their 

particular circumstance, because a person down the road is going to have a different set of circumstances. How 

granular is that data to allow you to personalise that to individual situations? 

Ms Taylor:  I can talk to the Aspire Social Impact Bond that we're involved in in South Australia. It's a 

homelessness program that's delivered by Hutt St Centre. There's been a data linkage project that's been set up to 

wrap around that bond which is tapped into various different datasets. Basically, when an individual is referred to 

Hutt St Centre, their unique identifier is picked up across a range of different government datasets. For those 

individuals, their touchpoints across various government systems are then measured for a three-year period. The 

way Hutt St Centre is funded is then predicated on the outcomes that are achieved for those individuals. I think 

that's a really great example of where datasets across health, justice and homelessness services have been coupled 

together. That's unique in aims going into this system, but, of course, being spat out are outcomes at a cohort level 

in order to inform payments and measurement and evaluation. 

ACTING CHAIR:  That's still ongoing, isn't it? My understanding is that that has not really ever been settled 

down on what those outcomes are and how they're to be measured, and there are recommendations that there be 

ongoing work with that area. 

Ms Taylor:  No. For that specific transaction, the Aspire Social Impact Bond, the outcome metrics are set in 

stone. They're contracted on that basis. The three outcome metrics are hospital bed days, number of convictions 

and the number of support periods in specialist homelessness services accommodation. So they're set in stone and 

baked into the payment structure of how Hutt St Centre is paid to deliver those services. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  So you know at the outset, when somebody comes in, what their previous history is, and 

the outcome measurement is a decrease in those services provided? 
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Ms Taylor:  Yes, there's an analysis done to choose the different outcome metrics that act as proxies for lots of 

different outcomes in life domains and across time as well. What you compare your outcomes to is called a 

counterfactual. It could be done in a couple of ways. One is pre and post analysis, looking at past service usage 

and then looking to decrease that as a result of the program. Another way is randomised control trials or control 

groups, which you've also seen in a social impact bond context. There's what's called a fixed baseline. That's what 

social impact bonds are predicated on. We did an analysis of what we think would have happened in the absence 

of this intervention. We looked at multiple government datasets for what we think the utilisation of services 

across those three metrics would be, and we fixed those baseline hurdle numbers into the contracts. If Hutt St 

achieve outcome metrics above what those fixed baselines are, they're paid. 

Ms BIRD:  Could you just clarify for me: is that measurement of usage of service or need to use the service? 

Ms Taylor:  It's usage. 

Ms BIRD:  Someone could be collapsing and withdrawing from service access, and that's not actually what 

you want. So I'm just trying to get a picture of what you mean by that. 

Ms Taylor:  Yes, it is utilisation of services. It's not the need to access those services. 

Ms BIRD:  So how do you know people aren't just going into a collapse or a withdrawal state and disengaging 

from services, as opposed to having risen above the need for them and becoming more self sustaining? 

Ms Taylor:  That's a really good question. We would say that it's kind of in the DNA of the organisations that 

we select to partner with for these bonds. We know that they wouldn't ethically try to reduce the utilisation of 

services in order to increase their payments. 

ACTING CHAIR:  But it does mean that there are potentially incentives for people to do that. 

Mr Flynn:  Which is why, as I said in our opening remarks, it's important to make sure that you marry 

anything which is related to the avoided costs with the tracking of the wellbeing of the people concerned in the 

measures for those particular outcome payments. Most of these instruments are mixed; they don't have 100 per 

cent of the payment based on the outcomes. Hutt St would also be tracking other metrics beyond that as part of 

the delivery of the service, which is why you need to do both. 

Ms Taylor:  Yes, so there's independent evaluation of all of the social impact bonds which are undertaken, 

which looks to things like wellbeing measures beyond the core payment metrics, which really are proxies for 

change over time. Hutt St Centre, along the way, are collecting activity based data and wellbeing data, and that's 

coupled with the administrative datasets. 

Mr ANDREWS:  Can I just clarify: in relation to the metrics which Hutt use, I understand prospectively that 

that will be a measure of what the actual usage is. But, in terms of ascertaining what the comparison is with, is 

that with the individual concerned or is it with a cohort of individuals in that situation? How do you arrive at the 

standard? 

Mr Flynn:  It can be different. There are different ways of doing it. I think you mentioned there were three. 

For that particular one, it's related to a baseline cost, but it can also be a control group, as in a medical trial, or it 

can be based on a pre and post, which is to say the individual history of the person and their service usage before 

and after the intervention. So there are different ways that those things can be set up. 

Mr ANDREWS:  If it were their service usage, presumably there are ways of obtaining that information via 

Hutt St itself or via government agencies that maintain those records. 

Ms Taylor:  Yes, typically via government-held datasets. A problem in the service delivery landscape is that 

typically the data that service providers have is the best that they can get from the program participants that 

they're still working with. What's really fantastic about tapping into government datasets is that it picks up people 

who have disengaged from services—who aren't answering the phone or sending in their payslips, for example. 

Accessing welfare receipt data or tax data at a government level picks up the whole of the cohort and not just the 

people who are remaining to engage with that non-profit. Service provider data is inherently biased in that it's got 

a survivorship bias in it—people who are remaining in services are probably in a better position than those who 

are dropping off. We encourage data linkage projects as happened over in South Australia, so that you can 

understand what's happening for an entire group of people and not just those who remain engaged in services with 

particular organisations. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Basically social impact bonds are a form of privatisation of public services. We have seen 

in other areas where this has been taken on on a big scale that the perverse incentives do, unfortunately, take over. 

We've seen it with the vocational education and training sector. We see it to some degree in the job services 

network. We've seen it in lots of different areas. We are seeing almost a market failure in the energy sector. This 
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is being well documented and well thought through. Actually there are lots of concerns being raised from all sides 

of politics. The BCA, for example, have long maligned the privatisation of the vocational education and training 

sector. They are saying it's a complete market failure and it is not delivering anything to anyone. How can we 

guarantee that the perverse incentive nature of the drive for profit would not manifest in the services that you're 

suggesting we take this path with? 

Mr Flynn:  There are a number of elements to that piece. I think the first thing I would say is that, as far as I'm 

aware—I'm just running through them in my head—none of the social impact bonds that we're involved in is 

replacing a service that was previously funded by government. The funding is not replacing a service that was 

previously funded by government. It's going to a service which is being expanded or a new service. It's not 

replacing something that was there. I think the fundamental principle about ensuring that it's measuring wellbeing 

and picking the proxies correctly is the thing that will ensure that there are not perverse incentives built into the 

system. The investors in this circumstance are, in effect, providing the working capital to the services to deliver 

the service and sharing the risk for meeting those outcomes or not meeting those outcomes, but they don't direct 

the services. It's a tripartite arrangement with the government, the service provider and the investors, through 

those contracts. I think it's probably is quite different to some other examples that you mentioned in terms of it 

being a privatisation simply of the services. 

Ms Taylor:  Investors are effectively silent and have no reach through to the service provider to try and change 

the way they are delivering services. But I think, just on the perverse incentives point, choosing the right outcome 

metric is really important, otherwise you can be exposed to perverse incentives. There are a couple of things. I 

think that it is about measuring an individual over a long period of time and not over a period of less than 12 

months, for example. In Hutt St Centre, the Aspire bond people are measured over a three-year period. In the 

Sticking Together Social Impact Bond, which is a youth unemployment one that we've just raised in New South 

Wales recently, the outcome metric is the cumulative number of hours spent productive over a 60-week period. 

That's delivered by SYC. The logic behind that outcome metric is that they see the jobactive contracting 

landscape is fairly broken. The outcome metrics that are built into those contracts are 13- and 26-week 

employment outcomes. I think SYC would say that that might not be the right metric for young people who are 

overly exposed to seasonal work and who often cycle in and out of jobs via what's called the sampling effect—

figuring out what type of role might be suited them. They might have five different jobs per year, for example, 

but, if cumulatively over the year they're increasing the number of hours that they spend engaged, that's a great 

proxy for future life outcomes, and 12-week outcomes and 26-week outcomes might not be able to gauge the 

granularity of change over time. 

ACTING CHAIR:  I think we are at time, so thank you very much. If you are able to send us any extra 

information or you've been asked to give us some on notice, we ask that we receive that by Friday, 23 November. 

I thank you for your time. 

Proceedings suspended from 10:30 to 10:44 
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MARJORIBANKS, Ms Christa, Partner, PricewaterhouseCoopers 

WINN, Ms Rosi, Partner, PricewaterhouseCoopers 

ACTING CHAIR:  Welcome. Although the committee doesn't require you to provide evidence under oath, I 

wish to advise that this is a formal proceeding of parliament. Giving false or misleading evidence is a serious 

matter and may be regarded as contempt of parliament. The evidence given today will be recorded by Hansard 

and attracts parliamentary privilege. I invite you to make an opening statement if you wish. 

Ms Marjoribanks:  Thank you for the opportunity to participate in the public hearing today. Along with my 

colleague Rosi Winn, I've led PwC's engagement with the Department of Social Services since 2015. That's been 

to undertake a series of actuarial valuations of the Australian income support and social security system. This 

work helps to underpin the department's Australian priority investment approach to welfare, and it has helped 

highlight some evidence that I think is relevant to the committee's terms of reference. Addressing risks of 

intergenerational welfare dependence has been a stated aim of the priority investment approach since its 

inception. In conjunction with the department we were able to bring new evidence to light in the last valuation 

about the high correlation between high parental welfare dependence and later welfare usage. 

We feel privileged to have worked on this project and it is, I believe, the first time that such comprehensive 

longitudinal data from the Australian welfare system has been collated and modelled. We’re keen to ensure that 

the work ultimately helps to make a difference to improving outcomes for vulnerable Australians. We're here 

today to answer questions on the analysis that's been undertaken and how we think the actuarial valuations can be 

used in the context of the committee's terms of reference. We do believe that the model provides a valuable tool 

for government to look into the future and understand and also, importantly, quantify the long-term cost and 

outcomes for children who experience intergenerational disadvantage. 

Mr RAMSEY:  You're suggesting that we set up some small groups, like study groups, to see what we can do 

with different methods: is that correct? Sorry, I can't find the passage at the moment. That's an admirable way to 

go, but it's slow. As we know with groups following individuals through, it can be 10 years time before you can 

decide that that was a good thing to do, and by then you've had three changes of government and five different 

changes of policy and so on. Is that what you're recommending? Is there any way of shortening that process? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  I think what you're referring to is the Try, Test and Learn Fund and the projects that have 

been funded by the government to address risks of particular priority groups. The work that we've done is to build 

the data analysis and model that underpin the investment approach. On the basis of that work we did explore 

particular priority groups, which we discussed with the department. We haven't been directly involved in the 

funded projects for the Try, Test and Learn Fund. A lot of the work that we've done is more looking at the whole 

population—not just of people on welfare but the broader Australian population—and then looking at the 

particular groups. To answer your question, I don't think it's our recommendation that we put those particular 

groups, but what we have done is explore the model and identify the priority groups that may warrant further 

investment, which the department has then taken up in the work it has done. 

Mr RAMSEY:  When you did your study, how broadly did you look at Australia? I'm a regional 

representative. All the remote Indigenous communities in South Australia are in my electorate. But they are not 

the only issues that we have. There's a lot of diversity across my electorate, let alone across Australia. So just how 

widely did you base your study? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  The design of the model is that we simulate the future pathway of every resident 

Australian. In that sense, it's broad because it covers the whole population. In terms of the richness of data that we 

have on different sectors of that population, we have used administrative data from the welfare system for those 

people that are in the welfare system, which is about a third of the overall population, and for the other people in 

the rest of Australia who we don't have current records for in the administrative system we've used census data. 

Essentially, the way the model works is it starts with what we know about the characteristics and circumstances of 

each person, and then we simulate the future lifetime pathway for each individual: what might happen to them, 

the probability of them interacting with the welfare system and, if they do, what type of payment they might get, 

how long they might get it and how much that would cost. We then take the present value of that future stream of 

payments to essentially estimate a lifetime cost for every resident Australian. There are some groups that have 

much higher lifetime costs and some groups that have much lower lifetime costs, and those differences are based 

on what we can see in the data about those individuals—either their circumstances or their characteristics. Does 

that answer the question? 

Mr RAMSEY:  Yes. 
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Mr ANDREWS:  Can you give us an example of that so I understand it? For example, does it mean that you're 

able to take an individual who, say, is in receipt of unemployment benefits and then make some generalisation in 

terms of what the lifetime costs will be, or are there some analytics or algorithm behind how you do this? I'm just 

trying to understand what the process is. 

Ms Marjoribanks:  If that's an example of someone who's currently in receipt of, say, a Newstart benefit, we 

would look at the history of everyone who's been in the system and we would develop probabilities of that person 

continuing on the Newstart benefit in the next year or going off and finding a job or doing something else—and 

then in the year after that and the year after that. So, in the historical data, we would use what we can see as 

patterns in the data and in the system to then project forward what we estimate would be the case for that 

individual. 

Mr ANDREWS:  Does that allow you to identify subcohorts. Say somebody is on Newstart. For a person who 

is on Newstart at the age of 19 or 20 versus somebody who's on Newstart at the age of 33 versus somebody who 

is 45 or whatever, are you able to break it down into what the prediction is for the different age groups in this 

example? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  Yes. 

Ms Winn:  The model is very granular and it operates at an individual person level. It takes into account a 

large number of characteristics about the person. That includes their age, their gender, their family situation, 

whether they have children, how many children they have, the ages of those children, how long they've been on 

Newstart payment, at what age they first started receiving payments, what their previous payments were and so 

forth. So there's quite a long list of very individual person-level information, and that means, for that person, 

when we're projecting forward and trying to see what we think will happen in terms of their future interactions, 

we've done a wealth of statistical analysis to develop those assumptions, based on past patterns of behaviour. 

Mr ANDREWS:  Does that mean that, based on your work, the department is able to estimate what the, say, 

10-year or 20-year cost of welfare is, on the basis of the characteristics of the people who are currently receiving 

various welfare payments? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  Yes. 

Ms Winn:  Yes. 

Mr ANDREWS:  So, we could ask the department now to tell us what the 10-year or 20-year cost of welfare 

will be, based on your work? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  Yes. 

Ms Winn:  Correct. 

Ms Marjoribanks:  Those amounts are included in the published valuation report that's on the department's 

website. The latest valuation report gave an overall figure for the future of all welfare payments for the rest of 

people's lives of $4.7 trillion dollars, and that can be broken down into periods of time, people, groups, or average 

individual lifetime costs. I should clarify—because it's important—that even though the work is done on the basis 

of individuals, they are de-identified in the data. We tend to think about the model being useful for small groups 

of people rather than individuals themselves. 

Mr ANDREWS:  But what's available is sufficient evidence now, on the basis of your work, that would enable 

comparisons to be made between the cost of an upfront investment versus the cost of not making that investment 

over the lifetime of individuals within a particular cohort? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  Correct. In the context of intergenerational welfare this latest 2017 report did include a 

comparison between the lifetime cost of individuals who had been categorised by a model as being very high 

category parental welfare dependence and no welfare dependence. So, those lifetime costs in the work are much 

higher for people who've experienced a high level of parental welfare dependence, up to age 15. 

ACTING CHAIR:  It is fascinating. It's a very top-down approach, isn't it? Really You're looking at a 

population and, as you said, it is very difficult to get individuals. I understand that. But you can look at small 

groups. We've heard a lot of evidence saying that, with a lot of entrenched disadvantage, having a household 

where the parents, for example, are on welfare certainly is a factor. But there is community entrenched 

disadvantage. One presenter we've heard from said he could name 10 areas in Queensland where most of the 

people who live there are disadvantaged—70 per cent of people live in 10 areas. So, there's an aspect of 

community that entrenches disadvantage. Does your analysis pick that up, or is there some danger in 

homogenising it too broadly, like you have? 
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Ms Marjoribanks:  The model does have addresses or postcodes attached to the individuals that we're 

projecting, so we can show a map, if you like, of where higher lifetime costs or lower lifetime costs are projected. 

That is useful for highlighting particular areas where perhaps the average lifetime cost is higher. The fact that 

somebody is being supported by a parent or guardian on welfare or income support during their childhood is only 

one factor, as you say, that would influence how we would estimate or calculate the probability of their future 

interaction with the welfare system. As we know, it's very complex; there's a number of different factors. We 

don't actually currently use where somebody lives as a predictor, but we pick up lots of other factors about 

individuals, as Rosie was saying before. By doing all of that and then looking at where those people live, you can 

then see that in certain areas there's a confluence of different factors that apply in that particular area that lead to 

the higher average lifetime cost. 

Ms BIRD:  Can I just clarify the data? When you say 'parents on income support' are you talking about 

specific payments? Some people can be earning an income and receiving some form of federal government 

payment. Are you talking about only specific payments in your data or people who have any sort of payment? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  The way we've calculated the four groups of none, some, high or very high parental 

welfare dependence is we've looked at the data for ages nought to 15 and we've looked at the number of parents or 

guardians that are identified for that child in each particular year. We've looked at the pre age-pension income 

support payments: anything that's in the format of an income support rather than a supplement to other things. 

Ms BIRD:  So somebody on a low to middle income who might get some additional payments from the 

government would be classified as low income support? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  It's more the number of years for which they received an income support payment that 

determines the level of parental welfare dependence. 

Ms BIRD:  This is what I'm struggling with, because the number of years—there are parenting payments. 

People can be working and getting an additional payment, and they will be getting it over the time that they have 

a child, so the time factor—and I would suspect they're not the at-risk category that we're talking about. That's one 

of the discussions we had in the terms of reference: children who are living with grandparents because of 

dysfunctional parents. The grandparents may well be on the age pension, but you wouldn't expect anything else. 

I'm just trying to get a sense of, when you've done the data to identify those families, how much we can make a 

fair assumption that they are unemployed as opposed to receiving some sort of payment over a period of time. 

Ms Marjoribanks:  We have excluded age pension from that income support payment. We've also excluded 

anything that's not income support. There are a number of welfare-type payments in the system, and we're looking 

at income support payments only. I don't know whether you want to add to that, Rosi. 

Ms Winn:  But we would be including parenting payment, carers payment and disability support pension as 

well as Newstart and the other working-age payment types. 

ACTING CHAIR:  We have data up until the age of 22, and you are still building data after the age of 22? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  In the administrative longitudinal dataset that has been explored in this analysis we have 

data since 2002 to work with, so we have full data for children who were aged 15 in 2017 and we have partial 

data for a number of older age groups up to age 22, but beyond that in the dataset that we have we don't know 

whether, say, a 35-year-old was supported by a parent or guardian during their childhood up to age 15, because 

that goes too far back into the past. We're starting to build the data forward, so we know a lot about people up to 

age 22, then beyond that it starts to get less complete. 

ACTING CHAIR:  So we'll get a better picture and a better understanding as it goes on? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  We will. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Will it be more reliable? Can we say that? Is what we have now quite reliable? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  I think what we have now is quite reliable about those age groups, and we'll learn more 

over time. I think that a lot of insight can be drawn from the data we do have, but there's no doubt that over time 

we'll have more data as new people get to 15 and we have their full data. 

Ms BIRD:  Have you seen any gender differences coming through in the data? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  Specifically for intergenerational welfare? I'm not sure that we've explored that. 

Ms BIRD:  I'm Wollongong based, and one of the things that's raised locally with me around youth 

unemployment is that a lot of entry-level jobs now are skewed towards more female-friendly opportunities—

retail, hospitality and so forth—and it's much harder for young men to get into what were entry-level jobs in 

manufacturing and some of the traditional areas. I would certainly encourage young people to look wherever they 

want for work, but that's the reality of our labour market structure. So I'm just wondering whether we're seeing a 
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gender difference between the experiences for those young people coming from those families in terms of access 

to employment. Is that something that you could get out of your data? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  Yes, we could separate the males and females in the data. I think in our submission I 

quoted some figures about 22-year-olds and how many of them had experienced very high parental welfare 

dependence and then how many of them were on an income support payment during the year to June 2017. So 

those figures could be supplied separately for males and females. 

Ms BIRD:  If it's not too much trouble, I'd be quite interested to see if there is a gender difference in that 

experience. 

Ms Marjoribanks:  If you were to do that, it's also important to look at the type of payment that people are 

receiving. 

Ms BIRD:  Yes. 

Ms Marjoribanks:  Perhaps that would be most relevant for, say, a youth allowance jobseeker or a not-

studying type payment. At the moment those figures include all of the different types of income support 

payments, including parenting, which definitely has a gender difference. 

Ms BIRD:  So the data includes youth allowance, which might actually indicate they're in study. 

Ms Marjoribanks:  We separate out and can look separately at youth allowance, whether they're studying or 

jobseeking. 

Ms BIRD:  Okay. At the moment, the data say to us that, up to 22, they are on an income support payment, but 

that could actually be a positive sign because they're in further study and they're getting youth allowance, so the 

outcome, from our perspective, is actually quite good. So we need to look, as you say, at the breakdown about 

what type of payment it is that they're on. 

Ms Marjoribanks:  Yes. That was one of the reasons that I quoted the 22-year-old one in our submission: 

because you're past the bulk of the time that people are studying. 

Ms BIRD:  I don't know. They come in and out. 

Ms Marjoribanks:  We're always continuing to learn—all of us. I know that.  

Ms BIRD:  Also, young people tend to take a lot longer to decide what it is they want to do, and they'll go in 

and out of things and so forth. 

Ms Marjoribanks:  The other important thing about choosing that particular age was that that's when people 

are no longer subject to the parental income test, which tends to complicate the arguments below age 22. 

Ms BIRD:  Yes. Thanks. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  I'm interested—I asked the previous witnesses—in the granularity of the data. You 

seemed to indicate in your opening remarks that you're able to get much more granular data than other 

organisations by virtue of the work that you've been tasked to do. How much of that is just data from social 

security or welfare payments? How much other data are you able to get on a granular basis in relation to welfare 

recipients? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  At the moment, the dataset that we're working with is just from the administrative system 

of the welfare payments, so it doesn't include, for example, NAPLAN results from education or other sorts of data 

that might be across other Commonwealth government departments. But for education, for example, it does 

include the level of education that somebody has achieved, whether that be year 10, 11 or 12, a certificate or a 

degree et cetera. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  How is that information collected? Is that done by the department? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  Yes. Essentially, when people apply for welfare payments, they're required to provide 

certain information which is related to the eligibility criteria for the payment they're applying for. That 

information is stored on the administrative system, so anything that's been required from that individual to seek 

their welfare payments is stored on the administrative system, and we have all of that data in the dataset that we're 

exploring. But we don't have any data linked from other government datasets elsewhere. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  Do other organisations who are doing work in this space have the capacity to access the 

raw data to do their own analysis or do they just need to take the information you provide in your evaluation 

report and work from it from there? You're looking at the hard numbers. In the broader context, what we're trying 

to do is understand how people have finished up in this situation in the first place. So how can other organisations, 

including us, the committee, take this data and work backwards to understand the causality of people being in 

these situations? 
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Ms Marjoribanks:  There are two parts to your question that I might answer. One is simply whether other 

organisations have access to the raw data. The answer is no. We are only able to access that data for the purpose 

of the project that we're doing with the department. It's obviously de-identified and it is sensitive information. So 

it's very valuable for this project, but it's not open data that's available to other people. The department—and this 

is probably a question for them—have put up some extracts of the data available openly through AIHW.  

Ms Winn:  They have also a released a synthetic version of the dataset that may be a more limited form 

through data.gov.au. 

Ms Marjoribanks:  So there are some sources of data that are based on the information we're using that are 

available to researchers but not the full dataset or current dataset. But there is, I think, an intention to make sure 

that people can access data for their research as far as possible. 

The second part of the question you had was related to how other people can use the report and the work that's 

been done to understand pathways and causality. There is quite a lot of information in the report about transitions 

between payment types and pathways and characteristics. So I think that information is quite helpful to guide 

different research questions. My view is that marrying up the overall data and the work with individual research 

projects and making sure that they're talking to each other is a good way of finding out more about what makes a 

real difference to people's pathways. In our work, we can see the sequence of what happens to people and we can 

estimate the probability that they will continue to receive welfare payments or that they will come into the welfare 

system, but we can't necessarily make conclusions about what has caused those pathways to occur. It's by working 

with individuals and communities that you will get a richness of information about people's circumstances and so 

on that will help shed more light on those things. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  Just to follow on from that, how much work and interaction do you have with the variety 

of organisations—we heard from Social Ventures Australia and The Smith Family this morning and others 

yesterday—to discuss this report or would that be primarily a discussion they would have with the department? 

Ms Marjoribanks:  It's primarily a discussion they would have with the department. In a separate project for 

the department we worked with some of those organisations in the early stages of the Try, Test and Learn Fund, 

looking at people who had ideas for the priority groups. So it's certainly an area of interest for us and we do try to 

keep abreast of what different organisations are doing so that we can understand that and take that context into 

account when we're doing our modelling. Does that answer your question? 

Mr VAN MANEN:  Yes. 

ACTING CHAIR:  This may be an impossible thing to do. Global research shows that when industries close 

down, like the automotive industry or the textile industry, it's quite clear that a third of people get re-employed, a 

third of people have worse employment outcomes or go into casual work, and a third of people never work again. 

That's been pretty consistent. We've seen that in Australia in towns like Elizabeth, where the automotive industry 

closed down. Is there any way we can work that sort of modelling in? We're looking at, for example, the whole of 

the Latrobe Valley within 25 years, we think, with coal-fired power stations closing down, and maybe the Hunter 

Valley. Are we looking at industry fragility in terms of your predictions and analysis? It might be impossible to 

do; I don't know. 

Ms Marjoribanks:  Rosi can add to this, but I think one of the good uses of the model that we've got is 

scenario testing, looking at how particular scenarios might play out. Because we have this model you could 

impose what would happen if a third of the people in this particular area were trenched and didn't get another job. 

You would be able to reasonably easily put a figure on that in terms of quantifying the future cost of welfare, and 

then that might help inform or guide how much money would be worth investing to retrain people or mitigate that 

risk, if you like. So that is definitely one of the valid and useful ways the model can be used. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Thank you very much for coming in, it's much appreciated. If you're offering to give us 

any more information, or if you've been asked for information on notice, could you please have that to the 

secretariat by 23 November. Thank you very much for your time today, it's greatly appreciated. 
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CROWE, Ms Charmaine, Senior Policy and Advocacy Officer, Australian Council of Social Service 

DAVIDSON, Mr Peter, Senior Adviser, Australian Council of Social Service 

[11:17] 

ACTING CHAIR:  I now welcome our witnesses from the Australian Council of Social Services. Do you 

have any comments on the capacity in which you appear before the committee? 

Mr Davidson:  My PhD has been lodged and approved, but I'm not yet a doctor. The ceremony hasn't been 

held. 

ACTING CHAIR:  We're anticipating that for you! 

Mr Davidson:  Thank you. 

ACTING CHAIR:  I need to let you know that although the committee does not require you to provide 

evidence under oath, this is a formal proceeding of the parliament. Giving false or misleading evidence is a 

serious matter and may be regarded as contempt of parliament. The evidence given today will be recorded by 

Hansard and attracts parliamentary privilege. I invite you to make an opening statement if you wish and then we'll 

ask some questions. 

Ms Crowe:  The Australian Council of Social Service thanks the committee for the opportunity to provide 

evidence to you today. ACOSS has taken issue with many of the terms of reference for this inquiry, which we see 

as incorrectly framing receipt of income support as the cause of or a benchmark for entrenched disadvantage. As 

the interim paper states, this inquiry is about the effect of welfare payments over generations. Our concern is that 

this kind of framing will lead to ineffective policies and strategies to address disadvantage. We've already seen 

this in social security policy, with measures such as income management and the cashless debit card, and 

proposals like making young people wait six months to access social security and drug testing people who are 

unemployed. There is no reliable evidence that any of these interventions achieve, positive, long-term outcomes 

for the target communities. Worse still, these kinds of interventions can worsen the lives of those who are already 

experiencing disadvantage.  

It's really important to not confuse poverty and welfare reliance. If you are living in poverty, you're entitled to 

access our social security system. As such, governments should focus on reducing poverty and inequality in 

Australia and not welfare reliance. Receipt of social security is closely related to availability of suitable 

employment; family resources, especially in the case of young people; and where you live, which affects things 

like transport, access to education and training, et cetera. These structural factors influence equality of 

opportunity, which, as the research shows, has far greater influence over whether someone accesses our social 

safety net. 

There are several key pillars required to address poverty and inequality, and these are pretty straightforward. 

Obviously, income is number one. We must have a social security system that provides an adequate base level of 

income support to ensure that people can cover the basic costs of living. Employment is obviously crucial. We 

must have adequate employment opportunities for people to reduce poverty and inequality. Things like housing, 

affordable health care, education and training, and social services are also all crucial to reducing poverty and 

inequality. It's also important to adopt multisector approaches to helping individuals and communities. Services 

should be working together in partnership to achieve positive outcomes and improve people's lives. We encourage 

the committee to take a holistic approach in this inquiry and get the framing right, and to not single out receipt of 

social security as a sole reason for disadvantage within communities. Thank you. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Thank you very much, Ms Crowe. Your comments are noted and well received. Mr 

Davidson? 

Mr Davidson:  This is a challenging inquiry in such a small space of time. These are big and complex issues, 

and I think the best this inquiry can hope to achieve is to develop a decent framework for analysis of entrenched 

disadvantage: where it comes from and what some of the solutions might be. I guess our key message—as with 

my favourite Irish joke, 'If you want to go to Dublin, you wouldn't start here'—is that we wouldn't start with 

welfare dependency. We need to start by clearly defining and understanding what entrenched and multiple 

disadvantage is. We think that in many ways the framework that was developed by the Productivity Commission 

in 2013—I refer you to page 14 of their report on deep and persistent disadvantage—is not a bad place to start, 

though you could start from any number of places. When you look at the list of factors contributing to 

disadvantage and to alleviating disadvantage, there are many. These are big and wide-ranging concerns.  

I think you're likely to hear from quite a number of people that once people are in deep or persistent 

disadvantage—however defined—a different approach is often required to service delivery and support for such 
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people. It's important to strengthen and not undermine the agency of individuals and communities, and it's 

important for local services to work together in partnership in pursuit of longer term goals rather than short-term 

goals and to think beyond program boundaries. It's also important in our view not to undermine individual or 

community agency with overly paternalistic or top-down approaches; we don't think that will work.  

But I just wanted to warn that there's a big risk if we focus on the relatively small share of the population 

already in persistent or multiple disadvantage, however defined—and the PC estimates it as three per cent of the 

population, but there would be many different estimates depending how you frame the problem. It's about a whole 

lot more than reliance on income support; it has many dimensions. But if we focus on assisting that group to lift 

them out of deep and persistent disadvantage, which we certainly agree is a desirable goal, we may miss the 

bigger story, which is the inflow into deep and persistent disadvantage—that is, if we don't put as much effort into 

prevention as cure then we'll just be running around in endless circles and not making any progress. So your 

concern, Deputy Chair, about the loss of jobs in communities is clearly a risk factor here, and we need to identify 

those and work on them and not just on those who are already in that situation. 

Again, the PC analysis isn't a bad starting point. There's a list of capabilities and resources that people need to 

escape poverty and deep disadvantage which are very similar to the pillars of effective functioning, if you like, 

that Charmaine alluded to: a decent income, access to employment, secure and affordable housing, health and 

education. Now these happen to be what William Beveridge, who was the author of the major report in the UK 

which launched the postwar welfare state there, referred to as the five giants: income, employment, housing, 

education and health. If those resources are available to people, then entrenched disadvantage will be minimised. 

Countries that have strong welfare states in that broad sense tend to have low levels of entrenched disadvantage. 

Countries that lack those benefits, services and opportunities have high levels of entrenched disadvantage; and 

regions within countries that lack those things have higher levels of entrenched disadvantage.  

And this is where we disagree with the Productivity Commission on another of their reports—or at least what 

they said in launching it. I was there at the Press Club a few months ago when they launched their report into 

inequality and poverty, when they said something to the effect that poverty won't be reduced by shifting money 

around. 'We've been trying this for 30 years and there's still this group who are in entrenched disadvantage and 

hardship.' The reason we strongly disagree with that opinion is that our own research on poverty in the ACOSS 

and UNSW Poverty in Australia 2018 report, which was recently released and which we can send or table, makes 

it very clear that, where governments have made the effort to improve income support, it has made a difference, 

the latest example being the increase in the single age pension rate, which we estimate probably reduced poverty 

amongst older people by about a third.  

Similarly, improvements in child payments in the 1980s have been estimated by reputable academic analysis to 

have reduced child poverty by a similar amount. So, if we still have this problem of entrenched poverty, it's 

actually because we haven't consistently tried. It's not because we've tried and failed. We haven't been properly 

indexing payments like Newstart, for example. And similarly, if there is inadequate provision of social housing 

and rental subsidies for people in poverty then the result is slums and homelessness on a large scale. If people 

don't have access to decent quality free schooling then children lack opportunities in life, and that is another 

obvious cause of entrenched disadvantage. There are many inequities in our present system of school funding 

which have been much debated.  

These macro issues, if you like, are just as important as the micro question of: how do we lift those who are 

already in entrenched disadvantage out of it? Indeed, many of those elements such as adequate income support 

and secure housing are critical for that purpose as well. If we downplay these factors, if we take for granted the 

welfare state and the progress that we've made or, worse, blame it and thereby withdraw support for people who 

need it or make it harder to access then we will certainly entrench disadvantage on a much larger scale, and no 

amount of social working of people will then lift people out of poverty and entrenched disadvantage. So we need 

to do both. We need the prevention and the cure. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Thank you very much. You'll be pleased to know that we have had the Productivity 

Commission talk to us at length about several of their reports. We've heard from a lot of organisations, many of 

whom, I suspect, are members of yours, in the last little while—yesterday and today. What we're hearing, 

notwithstanding your comments—we're hearing that, too, about the level of income support; that's very 

important—is that a community based approach to working with communities—that is, from the ground up—and 

is place based has been very effective. We've seen a lot of examples and we've heard a lot of examples of that, but 

we're also hearing—and you heard the last little bit of what the previous witnesses said—is that there is also some 

value in looking at cohorts of people. For example, we heard from someone—whose name I can't remember 
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now—the other day who is working with out-of-home care young people, who are not necessarily place based but 

who are actually a cohort and there are interventions there.  

In your view of the holistic and multisector approach to assisting people in that part of what is necessarily, as 

you say, a double-pronged approach, is there a place for cohort approaches and community based approaches? 

Can they work together, do you think? Or have you any examples with the organisations in ACOSS that one is 

better than the other? I'm interested in your views on that. 

Mr Davidson:  Community based versus cohort based? 

ACTING CHAIR:  Is there a place for both of them? As national policy makers in this space, can we allow 

for both? Is it possible? Have you got examples of that?  

Ms Crowe:  I think if there are the right motives underpinning the intervention. Some of our early criticism 

when Try, Test and Learn was first announced was that it was singling out very small, specific cohorts of people 

for whom the government deemed an intervention appropriate based on their predicted lifetime welfare costs, if 

you want to put it like that. Our scepticism of that centred on them being very small cohorts with specific 

circumstances and that it could likely be very difficult to scale up any intervention that may be successful for one 

of those cohorts, for instance. And Peter can probably add to this. It was a very small view of the issues affecting 

people on very low incomes. We are absolute supporters of community led interventions, programs and services 

that are designed by communities and driven by communities. We see that as a very positive thing. But that's not 

to say that that negates the role of federal government in its policy settings—chief being ensuring that income 

support payments are adequate for people, obviously, so that they are not living in poverty and deep disadvantage. 

Did you want to add anything? 

Mr Davidson:  My first reaction is that Commonwealth social programs are littered with examples of pilot 

schemes that were targeted to particular groups or communities that didn't survive, and it would be useful to 

reflect on the reasons for that. People tend to blame the so-called departmental silos—too much specialisation—

but, frankly, to run an effective income support system you need an income support silo. To run effective 

employment services, you need people who specialise in that. The challenge is how to consistently enable and 

support those different service providers to work in a patient fashion with local communities whether it's to assist 

particular cohorts or a wider spread of people. The cohort approach can work, but, if it's very bitsy, what it misses 

is the links between the cohorts. For example, there's a connection between people becoming single parents and 

living on a low income and their partners being unemployed long term. So there are two halves of the one story, 

and if you don't connect the two—and I'm not suggesting that connecting those who are separated is the answer—

if we don't connect those two stories and go back to causes at a local level and a national level, then we won't 

make much progress. 

So work with communities that facilitates community agency is needed, especially in Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander communities, which have been consistently deprived of such agency over the years since the 

Northern Territory intervention. But that then requires something else which, as we all know is difficult, and that 

is a sustained collaboration and partnership between the different levels of government. We're talking here about 

social programs that mostly operate at the state level, and there's a kind of a federal colonialism here where the 

feds, because we run Social Security, want to intrude and tell the states and communities how they ought to assist 

people who are recipients of income support purely because they're recipients of income support. And, frankly, 

the people who are running income support policy probably have much less expertise in areas like corrections, 

mental health and the like than their state counterparts. How do you make that connection without the feds just 

climbing in over the top of the states and over the top of communities while at the same time keeping the states 

and keeping communities engaged and working on the issues? Left to their own devices, state governments often 

drop the ball as well. 

I think those are some of the issues worth exploring before we go into a deep dive on, for example, welfare 

dependency amongst young carers and how to prevent it, because I fear we'll leave another pilot scheme, or 

multiple pilot schemes, behind us in the dust. Let's use this data that's been assembled in a collaborative way with 

states, communities and researchers to draw these things together and devise programs in collaboration with them 

that are about patient investment rather than quick outcomes. The classic example of that of course is employment 

services, which I know a bit about, where you have employment services providers who are so focused on their 

short-term survival in terms of achieving employment outcomes they don't have the time or the resources to work 

with local communities and businesses from a long-term perspective to assist people who are in entrenched long-

term unemployment. So, if we could crack that nut, that would be a damn good start.  

Ms BIRD:  We had a bit evidence yesterday from Logan Together. Are you familiar with the project they're 

doing there? 
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Mr Davidson:  I'm not. 

Ms BIRD:  Basically what they've done there is identify they have suburbs of deep disadvantage. In fact, they 

indicated to us that they've got good access to data and could identify 10 areas that would cover 70 per cent of the 

people in Queensland that are in deep disadvantage. They were funded jointly by federal, state and local 

governments to establish this collective which is all the providers at the different levels come together. I think 

they said something like up to 100 of them sit around the table. They developed an agreed targeted early 

childhood plan from pre-birth to eight. It was a structural document, but then they all bought into hard targets for 

a number of pre-maternal checks, doctor's visits, post-natal checks and all those sorts of indicators. But this is 

what was really interesting, I thought. It gave me a bit of hope, because I share the frustration that you've 

expressed about pilots. Many of them are great and communities love them and actually what they get angry 

about is that you don't go on funding them in the long term. But what gave me hope with this one was that they 

actually then went back to the funding contractors and said: 'You're putting this sort of money in here. We've got 

this plan. We need you to make that money flexible and to trust us to be able to deliver that.' I'm just interested in 

whether you've seen that sort of place based approach elsewhere. I would imagine if it works very effectively it 

could be very hard for any government to come in and dismantle it willy-nilly because it will have such a broad 

buy-in by communities. 

Mr Davidson:  I think that's part of the solution because that's very much a ground-up approach. Unless the 

Commonwealth and states make room within their own program parameters for that to happen, there's a risk that, 

even if a separate pool of money is set aside to do this, it won't work as effectively as it might. You could 

envisage, for example, that that money might be used to fund specialist services at a community level that try to 

draw together access to mainstream services and link them together better and perhaps broker assistance for 

people. There are many different possible models. But, if the mainstream services are still too busy meeting their 

own KPIs to listen to what these specialists have to say, there is a risk it could become residualised or parked to 

the side. But, even then, if there are people performing that role then that's going to help a lot of local people 

negotiate the maze of the local services available. At its best, it could help achieve a culture change within the 

local organisations, especially if they're talking together and, with individuals, adopting something like a case-

conferencing approach, which is common in health, and, in communities, a community development approach. It 

has gone by many different names over the years, but it's much the same thing. 

Ms BIRD:  They gave us a bit of a snapshot. They took a Friday when, for two or three hours, people were 

accessing a service. One of the examples was of a particular lady. They identified 26 different people involved in 

some way in interventions in her life, and five of them thought they were from the lead organisation. 

Mr Davidson:  That's it. 

Ms BIRD:  That is a bigger version of case management, as you say, but it is about having a capacity for all 

those services to be more coordinated and effective for people. Is that what you were saying—that you could see 

some advantage in that approach, both for efficiency from a government perspective, let's be honest, and also for 

effectiveness? 

Mr Davidson:  I would focus that effort on this group who are in entrenched disadvantage, however defined. I 

wouldn't define it in terms of income support reliance, though that might be one of a number of factors. One of 

the reasons these pilots vanish is that they're usually expensive and they require patient investment. The outcomes 

are often years away—especially with the early childhood stuff, by definition. I wouldn't just focus on early 

childhood; I'd focus on all stages of life. I think what we need is a funding and community engagement model that 

targets those groups and makes room within and across mainstream programs for that kind of collaboration, 

patient investment and proper evaluation, with all of the players involved in the partnership having access to the 

data on individual progress and community progress. 

The longer I'm around, the more I think that it's the program or funding model that does that that could be 

applied to a number of different cohorts and a number of different communities that have common principles—a 

strength based, community based partnership approach with sustained investment—targeting that relatively small 

group that we want to lift out of chronic disadvantage. That's probably the solution. We often hear, 'The New 

Zealanders are much better at this stuff.' New Zealanders don't have a state level of government. So they've got 

the income support agency run by the same government that runs health, education and all the rest. Also, there are 

very strong local networks, especially outside of the cities in New Zealand, as I understand it, in which the 

services are well embedded. We don't have a lot of those things and we've got the extra layer of bureaucracy in 

the middle. We need to cut through that. It's the program model that is missing. I don't know how that's best 

devised, but, if there are any pilot schemes, they should be viewed as a stepping stone to setting that up. 



Thursday, 8 November 2018 House of Representatives Page 25 

 

SELECT COMMITTEE ON INTERGENERATIONAL WELFARE DEPENDENCE 

We had a scheme on income support policy called Local Connections to Work some years ago which brought 

together community agencies with Centrelink to assess disadvantage amongst people who were long-term 

recipients of Newstart, for example. The idea was that those services would come together regularly in the 

Centrelink office and people would have access to different services. Also, those services would form panels 

which, together with Centrelink and local employment services, would interview people and assess their needs 

from a local point of view—not from an online assessment tool kind of approach but from the point of view of: 

'What can our service do for this person?' That could have been the beginning of that kind of partnership, but the 

scheme didn't take it further. It was an assessment scheme with no resources to provide the services at the back 

end. Once you discovered they had a mental health problem, they were homeless or whatever, the answer was: 

'Oh, well, there are existing programs that will do that.' People were kind of thrown out into a vacuum 

somewhere. But, if you could join up those dots—the assessment, the collaboration, the funds for patient 

investment and the rewards for state and federal governments for, in a sense, achieving those patient outcomes—

the evaluation wrapped into that could work. 

ACTING CHAIR:  That's kind of what Logan is trying to do, which is interesting. 

Mr Davidson:  Don't forget the inflow. If income support is inadequate and if the mainstream systems don't 

have the resources, none of this will work. It's a bandaid job. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  As a matter of disclosure, being from Logan and intimately involved— 

Ms BIRD:  You got a big rap, you and Jim Chalmers— 

Mr RAMSEY:  Jim got a lot better rap than him! 

Mr Davidson:  I can remember attending meetings of an organisation many years ago when I worked in social 

services in that neck of the woods called Friends of Logan. That was the local interagency when Logan was quite 

a small place and people— 

Mr VAN MANEN:  And I was much younger! 

Mr Davidson:  That's right. Me too! 

Mr VAN MANEN:  I'm interested in focusing on the employment piece. You touched on it in a couple of 

remarks you made along the way. I see this in my community when I speak to employers: the skills base for some 

of the people who have been in long-term disadvantage. How do we initially build those soft skills and the 

capability to get them back into the workforce? Have you done any work around that or looked at how that can be 

structured to make that more relevant? What I'm concerned about with some of the job services providers—and I 

think you alluded to this earlier—is that their focus is: 'We just want to get them employed, even if it's for a week, 

because then we get paid, and if they come back we get paid again.' Maybe I'm being a bit unkind to some of our 

job service providers. 

Ms BIRD:  That's the reality for them. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  All that does, in my view, is degrade the person's confidence even further from where it 

already is. To me it almost sounds like you're alluding to a case-management-type model for that individual that 

you can build those services around. 

Mr Davidson:  Sure. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  Would that be a fair observation? 

Mr Davidson:  I think that's exactly right. One recommendation in our submission to the current 2020 review 

of jobactive is setting aside part of the funds—preferably additional funds, because we think it's underfunded 

overall—for that kind of partnership or collaborative approach, specifically for the small subgroup who need it. 

We hear a lot about people who are in deep and multiple disadvantage and about those people whose barriers 

are complex and a long way from employment. Community agencies often talk about this. But I think this is an 

example of what's called 'practitioner bias', because the agencies are often structured around assisting exactly 

those people and when you're assisting those people you remember them. I've worked in social services, and you 

do remember them. 

But in the broader scheme of things, it's a relatively small group and so it ought to be possible to target a share 

of the resources in a concentrated effort to invest patiently in that group and to draw in the mental health services, 

the homelessness services and so on—preferably through a community development approach. Our colleagues in 

TasCOSS have been working with the Tasmanian CCI—their chamber of commerce and industry—around a 

demand-led version of that, where local agencies work together with employers in a long-term fashion. It's 

completely the opposite of getting someone into the first available job, though I don't think it's necessarily 

accurate to say that even for this group it's best to spend a lot of time training them up and preparing them first 
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and then hook them into a job in one or two years time. Often, even with people with chronic and serious mental 

illness, the best form of assistance, if you can find the right employer, is to give them a taste of employment and 

to wrap the supports around that. 

So it's horses for courses. But we do have a proposal in that submission, which we can send to you, around how 

such a system would work. It's a bit like that former Local Connections to Work scheme in the sense that you 

have the panel assessment followed by a collaboration amongst different agencies. There could be a lead agency 

or a case-conferencing approach, or a brokerage approach—whatever works. But that's the approach. 

The second part of your question went to skills. I think that is a gap in the present system. What the research 

shows consistently is that if you invest up-front in those who have the capability to improve their vocational or 

soft skills then often, even if employment is delayed—and this is kind of the opposite to what I was saying before, 

but it's horses for courses—the outcomes over the longer term of three to four or five years are better. And it's not 

rocket science; we invest in 16 or more years of schooling—18 years, hopefully—because there are long-term 

benefits. It's similar for people who, for various reasons, missed out on the benefits of schooling—to give them 

that second chance. That should be part of the system as well. 

Ms BIRD:  Peter, I will just add to that. I don't know if it's in your submission to the Senate inquiry, but one of 

the things I get a lot of feedback on locally is that the most appropriate training course for some people will be a 

cert I or a cert II. I have a local provider who actually gets employers who say, 'I'll put five people on if you put 

them through your cert II,' and he can't get job network providers to refer anyone because they don't get an 

outcome for cert II referrals. 

Mr Davidson:  No, it's banned these days. I think the approach to skill development amongst, especially, long-

term unemployed people, many of whom don't have that 12 years of schooling in the first place, is wrongheaded. 

Having said that, that was in part a reaction to a plethora of short courses that went nowhere— 

Ms BIRD:  Yes, and abuse of that option. 

Mr Davidson:  which were often run by a subsidiary of the employment service. So we have to be careful to 

get this right, but I think where we got it wrong was this single-minded focus on employment outcomes, because 

the benefits of education and training come over the longer term, and you can't pay for outcomes two, three or 

four years hence; that won't work. So government needs to do some of its own investing up-front and have some 

faith that, if it's done properly, it will, for the right people. And that's the key. 

Ms BIRD:  It will pay off over the longer term. 

Mr Davidson:  It's particularly those who missed out first time round—and often, for example, single parents 

who didn't complete schooling—but actually had the capability to complete TAFE or go to uni. Why do we stop 

them doing that? Why do we stop them doing that when they want to do it and we know it'll make a difference? 

That's just crazy. 

Ms BIRD:  I certainly remember my early days in TAFE and some of the targeted programs to get women 

back into the workplace. They would be floristry or dressmaking—things that they were never going to get 

employment in. Their entry back into formal education was through those avenues. Actually, I meet women now 

who've done PhDs— 

Mr Crowe:  Yes. 

Ms BIRD:  soon to be doctor!—who tell me they started through some of those sorts of programs. 

Mr Davidson:  Exactly. 

Mr Crowe:  Terese Edwards from the National Council for Single Mothers and their Children relatively 

recently did a report looking at single mothers and the successes that they've had after they've been able to 

complete some form of education and looking at assistance to do that, like the pensioner education supplement, 

for instance. I think 40 per cent of its recipients are single parents. Just being given that opportunity to engage in 

university or TAFE education can have huge flow-on benefits. 

ACTING CHAIR:  And for parents as educators of children. We've heard an awful lot of information about 

how critically important that is. It gives that confidence, too, if nothing else. 

Mr Crowe:  Absolutely. 

ACTING CHAIR:  We're going to have to wind it up there. This has been a wonderful session. Thank you 

very much for all of that. If there is any other information that you think we could use or that you've been asked to 

provide today, please send it along to the secretariat before 23 November. That would be helpful. Thank you very 

much for coming in.  
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ANDREWS, Ms Melanie, Executive Manager Safety and Prevention, Metropolitan New South Wales, 

Barnardos Australia 

CHEERS, Ms Deirdre, Chief Executive Officer, Barnardos Australia 

[12:05] 

ACTING CHAIR:  Welcome. Although the committee does not require you to provide evidence under oath, I 

wish to advise that this is a formal proceeding of the parliament. Giving false or misleading evidence is a serious 

matter and may be regarded as a contempt of parliament. The evidence given today will be recorded by Hansard 

and attracts parliamentary privilege. Would you like to make an opening statement? 

Ms Cheers:  Yes, and thank you for the opportunity to speak to the select committee today. Barnardos 

Australia is a major non-government, non-denominational child safety and family care agency. We see well over 

11,000 children and their families each year and we provide a variety of integrated child focused programs, 

including early intervention. Our significant and keynote service is something known as children's family centres, 

and these centres, which are located in areas of largely great need and intergenerational disadvantage, support and 

strengthen families to keep children safe at home and out of child protection systems.  

We work and focus on breaking the cycle of disadvantage. We try to create safe, nurturing and stable homes 

that are connected into family and local communities. Our staff worked very closely with families who have 

entrenched economic disadvantage and social instability, often accompanied by poor parental mental health and 

often substance abuse. We know that all those areas contribute to intergenerational disadvantage. We have 

children's family centres throughout New South Wales and also in Canberra.  

It's important to recognise the disproportionately high level of disadvantage and intergenerational trauma that 

Aboriginal children and families face. Our centres in the western area of New South Wales are particularly 

focused there, and we go to great lengths to employ Aboriginal staff to assist local communities. They are often 

dealing with generations of loss, great poverty, poor education and family violence as well as lateral violence 

within the communities.  

Our services and our staff indicate strongly through their experience that evidence based service models that 

give parents the skills to engage in education and employment help keep children safe. We also have many 

programs—we've used some in our submission—which enable parents who may not have workforce participation 

or education to educate their own children. 

We know that early intervention means that the new generation can be alleviated from the burden of trauma 

and the risks. We have been focusing for the past 10 to 12 years on supporting Aboriginal communities and 

Aboriginal parents to care for their own children. We have three Aboriginal learning centres, which we self-fund, 

and they are focused on outside school intervention but with a strong education focus. Our centres are structured 

to support children and families through the complexities of disadvantage because our vision remains that 

children will stay at home wherever possible. We know that intergenerational welfare dependence is also 

enhanced by children who've been through the care system. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Thank you very much for that and thanks for coming along today. You might have heard 

me say a lot about parents as teachers and that that's one of the critical factors in breaking the cycle.  

Ms Cheers:  Yes. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Can you tell us a little bit more about your experience with those programs. I understand  

HIPPY is one of the programs that you are associated with? 

Ms Cheers:  Yes, and I'll pass to Melanie in a few moments to give some examples of that. We provide HIPPY 

on the South Coast from the children and family centre based at Warrawong in the Wollongong area, and that 

centre extends all the way down past Nowra, and we also provide it in the central west. We also provide 

something called Parents as Teachers, and with that program we have done some adaptive work with Macquarie 

University. We've adapted those materials to work with Aboriginal families in the central west of New South 

Wales. Last year in the central west the HIPPY program had a 100 per cent graduation rate of the littlies into 

school, and was particularly successful. We were actually contacted by the federal government to showcase some 

of that work.  

In the western areas of New South Wales it's particularly important to have Aboriginal staff as the workers in 

those programs with the Aboriginal families, because many of the families that we're working with are living very 

remotely in areas where there may not even be more than one shop or one small supermarket. We find that 

combining those intervention programs with the more wraparound—what we call wraparound—support programs 

actually makes a difference over time. With the one-off intervention, if you can't follow through it will mean that 
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things are less effective. I might get Melanie to expand on that a bit, but it's the concept of wrapping the service 

around: having particular programs like HIPPY and Parents as Teachers, but having other things around that that 

keep the families—particularly in the case of Aboriginal women—engaged with the organisation, because 

otherwise they're very fearful that they're going to lose their children. 

Ms Andrews:  I think what's important to think about in terms of the families that we're working with at 

Barnardos is that often they're coming to us in crisis. So the idea of improving parenting skills and imparting 

information with regards to how to educate your young children is probably secondary to the issues and concerns 

that they're presenting when they first come into contact with us. Often the first two presenting issues are 

homelessness and domestic violence. That's an immediate and basic need. Finding housing and ensuring that 

children and mum are safe and away from violence is really important, and that's what we would start to work on 

first.  

As Deidre mentioned, we have seven integrated Children's Family Centres. There are three in Sydney: Sydney 

Metro, Auburn and Penrith. We also have South Coast, Queanbeyan, Western New South Wales and Canberra 

centres. Our centres provide services. We have a whole range of different sorts of service delivery that we provide 

to support children, young people, parents and families from early intervention right up to intensive support. We 

also provide foster care services through those centres. Through the centres, we are able to wrap support around a 

family to meet their immediate basic needs when they first come into contact with Barnardos: we ensure that 

children are safe and ensure that there are clothes and food in the house—and, indeed, that there's housing. Then, 

once we establish a relationship and build rapport with the family, we're able to start to work on things like 

parenting skills.  

Sometimes we start with really basic things around meeting the basic needs of children. Often, there are child 

protection issues when families and children first come to us, so it's about ensuring that the basic needs of 

children are being met and a parent has the skills and knowledge to actually care for the child. Then we can start 

to work on improving the parents' knowledge and skills around education for a young child, and we would use 

programs such as HIPPY or Parents as Teachers. Sometimes the most important information we can pass to 

families in the first instance is around the importance reading to young children. We know that reading to a young 

child every single day can have huge impacts on their long-term outcomes and their ability to build literacy and 

numeracy. My point, really, is that the important part of our work initially is to ensure that basic needs are met, 

and then we're able to build rapport with families and work on the more evidence-based models in terms of early 

education of children and improving parenting skills. 

The other point I'd like to make is that, when we're working with families, what's really important is that we're 

with them for the long term. Introducing an education program to support parents in educating their young child is 

one thing, but it's also about the duration of the time that we're able to work with the family and the intensity with 

which we're able to work with the family over a longer period of time to help build parenting capacity to ensure 

children are safe, to ensure that parents are able to maintain their housing and not at risk of losing their housing, 

and to step up and step down the services that we're able to provide families. 

Mr RAMSEY:  Thank you for being here. I take particular note of your work in out-of-home care, and your 

foster service and other things that you do are well done—and kinship care, which I understand is under 

incredible strain— 

Ms Andrews:  Absolutely.  

Mr RAMSEY:  at the moment because the court's preferred model is to go to kinship care. But in many 

cases—I represent all the remote Indigenous communities in South Australia—those who can provide it are burnt 

out, overloaded or whatever. But I also note here that, in 2016-17, you achieved 43 adoptions from care, which is 

33 per cent of 127 in New South Wales and of about 400 nationally.  

Ms Andrews:  Yes. 

Mr RAMSEY:  I grew up, as most of us did, in a period when there were a lot more adoptions in Australia. A 

lot of them were brought about by circumstances that would not occur now, which is single mothers and others 

giving up children at birth for whatever reason. But I feel as though, as a reaction to the stolen generation, it's 

become more and more difficult to adopt in Australia. We have thousands of couples that can't have children. 

There is a real shortage of children who are actually available for adoption, and yet our foster organisations are 

overloaded. We've got kids staying in motel rooms, and all those terrible things that lead to probably pretty poor 

outcomes in the areas that we in this committee are interested in. I would really like to see more adoptions of 

these kids that are at high risk and come from terrible backgrounds, but there does not seem to be the political will 
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or whatever to make that happen. I just wonder what your views are on that and what governments should 

sensibly do to try and bring about better outcomes.  

Even with your foster carers—you would be very aware of where you've got terrific foster carers who might 

look after a child for three, four, five or six years, and then the parent says, 'I want them back.' I can remember 

talking to an individual, and he said it took two or three years before this child came back to him again, and 

everything they'd done was almost ruined, but they rescued the child. But the fact that the parent could just snap 

their fingers after repeated failures and take their child back was absolutely to the detriment of the child. So I am 

just wondering what your views are on all of that. 

Ms Cheers:  I'm very glad you've asked that question, because we have very strong child-focused views on 

this—and, as you've pointed out, we have been facilitating the largest number of open adoptions from the care 

system, outside of government, for a few years. And New South Wales is leading the way in this area—the 

current New South Wales government as well. Minister Goward is very committed to this, and we have some 

amendments before the parliament that will be debated in the upper house on Tuesday that are very pertinent to a 

couple of the areas you've raised. 

To start, I'd just reinforce what you've said about not repeating the mistakes of the past. Australia has a 

particular legacy with this issue, and it is quite different from other parts of the world because our Aboriginal 

communities and the stolen generations teach us that adoption is not a preferred alternative for Aboriginal 

children. So at Barnardos our adoptions are non-Aboriginal children and they are open in the sense that the child's 

identity is preserved via both direct contact and communicative openness with parents. The reason we are 

strongly in favour of open adoption for non-Aboriginal children is that it provides lasting permanency and 

opportunities that would not be available to them in either the foster care system or other forms of care. 

The reality across Australia is that the majority of children entering the care system—roughly 50 per cent—are 

five or under. So there is a window of opportunity there to actually make a difference to their lives. While we are 

very committed to keeping children with their families—and the programs Melanie has talked about work 

absolutely strongly there—children's time frames are not adult time frames; and it is definitely the case that some 

children languish far too long, either before court systems or in impermanent foster care, and then move around 

the system. Foster carers and adoptive parents have very different motivations, in our experience. Foster carers 

are wonderful people who are very committed to children but often do not want to keep a child for life. They 

won't be able to provide the legal permanency in terms of inheritance, for instance. They might have their own 

children. They don't want to adopt a child who will inherit, because that might not be a happy situation for their 

own children. But adoptive parents actually do want permanency. 

We have at the moment, in its concluding stages, a wonderful piece of research that is being led by Oxford 

University looking at over 200 children from Barnardos who have had adoptions facilitated over the last 30 years. 

The preliminary indications are that, in terms of education, they are far and away in advance of children who have 

grown up in foster care. That's not to say that there aren't other findings that will perhaps say there are some 

things that are not so good. But in terms of education and stability this study is likely to indicate that the adoptive 

placements have produced very positive outcomes for children, and that intergenerational issues and welfare 

dependents have been addressed. 

It is an absolutely pressing problem for all levels of government. Care and protection, including adoption—but 

excluding international adoption—is a state and territory province. But the recent national inquiry, which I 

understand is going to report at the end of November, and certainly the National Child Protection Framework, are 

very important in this space. The issue for this committee, in terms of intergenerational independence, is that, for 

children who can't be safe at home, open adoption is absolutely the thing that can address it most. 

Mr RAMSEY:  I'm pleased to hear that but I'm unsurprised; that would concur completely with my view. You 

said you are supporting non-Indigenous adoption. Is that purely because of the legacy and the fact that we can't 

sell that option to that community—and, in that case, it would actually be a better outcome for a lot of these 

children—or is there another issue within? 

Ms Cheers:  The primary issue there—and I did talk to this as well in the adoption inquiry a little while ago—

is control over the decision-making. We have a lot of Aboriginal staff and we work closely with Aboriginal 

communities in many parts of New South Wales. We believe strongly that the decision-making around those 

children does need to rest with those communities. That is why our open adoption programs are for non-

Aboriginal children. We are a member of AbSec, the New South Wales secretariat for Aboriginal children in care. 

We support their position around adoption not being an appropriate option for Aboriginal children, who need to 

be in both the care and control of their own communities. 
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Mr VAN MANEN:  I understand the deputy chair's point too. It's a complex area. 

Ms Cheers:  It is a very complex area. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  But at some point don't we have to draw a line and say, 'We're going to accept that we're 

going to leave children from a particular cohort in a situation that we know is not going to allow them to have the 

best opportunity for a life of opportunity that everybody else in this country gets'? 

Ms Cheers:  In answering that question, it's important that we reflect on the levels of disadvantage that are in 

our Aboriginal communities. We know from our work in the western areas of New South Wales and also from a 

piece of research that was done at the Social Policy Research Centre in the University of New South Wales, who 

did that research with many of the Aboriginal families who use our services, that the entrenched poverty in those 

families and in those communities has a structural basis. It's not necessarily the case—in fact, this research 

showed that those families, when interviewed, had the same expectations of safety for their children as other 

families do in other areas of our communities. They're facing levels of generational disadvantage and often 

cultural disconnection caused by previously removed generations of children, which makes it very difficult—far 

more difficult than non-Aboriginal communities, in many cases—to care for their children safely and 

successfully. That is why we would hold to the position that those communities need to be afforded the 

opportunities to have both an injection of resources and the community control to make decisions about their own 

children. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  We've heard any number of people say that one of the ways in which we can reduce 

disadvantage is through employment opportunities. 

Ms Cheers:  Yes. 

Mr VAN MANEN:  Isn't it a reasonable observation that, in many of those remote communities, the 

employment opportunities are at best sparse or in reality non-existent? How do we then create the opportunity for 

those people to take employment opportunities and build that self-reliance and self-resilience? 

Ms Cheers:  That's a very pertinent point. Throughout rural and regional Australia, employment opportunities 

are limited for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. Generational disadvantage and poverty are, of course, 

quite interlinked in our experience, so that's a million-dollar question. It's a hard one. 

CHAIR:  As you say, it's a question not only for Aboriginal communities; it's a question for many non-

Aboriginal communities where employment opportunities are limited. 

Ms Cheers:  Yes. 

Mr RAMSEY:  You have a policy—I admire your work and I understand how you've come to that position—

but from my point of view, and from the people who have to try to run this country's point of view, I'm well aware 

of children in horrific home situations, who are subject to abuse of the worst possible kind, and yet, as Burt said, 

we are in a way allowing it to happen because we do not have the gumption to say, 'It's no longer safe for that 

child to live there.' Yes, the option is kinship care, but they are burned out. It's hard to even find, in many cases, 

people within the community who don't have criminal records or whatever—to say, 'We're going to pop that kid 

in there.' You can't necessarily say it's a safe household. And there is a view within the community that all the 

community looks after children who don't have their parents there at the time. In fact, my experience is more 

likely that none of them are, because it's always somebody else's job. Anyway, I don't expect you should really 

respond to that but I just don't feel like I can let that space go without commenting on it.  

Ms Cheers:  Of course. 

Mr RAMSEY:  It's a great concern. It is such a difficult issue. I understand why it's difficult, and the history in 

this space is what I think is clouded. I don't think the reason that you don't facilitate adoption for Indigenous 

communities—I think the only reason is due to our history in this space and the collective history of the nation, 

and the turmoil that is surrounding it. I don't think we're necessarily making rational decisions in that area. But, 

please, let's have more adoptions. I just see that the rights of the child should be paramount, and where we've got 

repeated failure from parents—they cede their rights.  

ACTING CHAIR:  As long as it's the rights of the child and we don't see it through the lens, in my view, of 

the rights of a childless couple to have a child— 

Mr RAMSEY:  No. 

ACTING CHAIR:  because that would absolutely— 

Mr RAMSEY:  No, I absolutely agree with you. It's not that. I think it is the rights of the child, to have a fair 

chance. But they can't keep getting sent back to parents who completely fail them. 
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Ms Cheers:  If I could just add something there. Whilst it's not the entire focus of this committee, the role of 

poverty in relation to child protection is very well established. This committee does have a role, I think, in 

connecting those dots. Your reference to parents who are legally able to apply to the court as they are, and every 

jurisdiction rightly has that ability—I believe it really needs to be balanced with the child's time frames. So when 

I mentioned earlier about the legislation amendments that will be debated in the upper house on Tuesday, in New 

South Wales, part of that raft of amendments addresses that very issue, in relation to what in New South Wales is 

section 90 of the act. The legal fraternity may be opposed to that on the basis of adults' rights, but children's rights 

are very important and children can't wait. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Thank you. I'd love to talk about that more but I think we're going to run out of time. I 

was quite heavily involved in the whole forced adoptions inquiry and debate, and understand very well the 

damage that can be caused to children through the adoption process. It's not a simple either/or issue.  

Are there any other questions? As there are none, thank you very much for coming in. That was a great 

presentation and we really appreciate your time, and congratulations on the work that you do in this area.  

Proceedings suspended from 12:33 to 13:32 
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BAXTER, Professor Janeen, Director, Life Course Centre 

RIBAR, Professor David, Chief Investigator, Life Course Centre 

ZHU, Dr Anna, Research Fellow, Life Course Centre 

ACTING CHAIR:  I welcome witnesses from the Life Course Centre appearing here today and thank you for 

travelling to Sydney to provide your evidence from various parts of the east coast. For the Hansard record, would 

you please state your full name and the capacity in which you attend today. 

Dr Zhu:  I'm a research fellow at the Life Course Centre. 

Prof. Baxter:  I'm director of the Life Course Centre, based at the University of Queensland. 

Prof. Ribar:  I'm Professor David Christopher Ribar. I'm a chief investigator with the Life Course Centre, 

from the University of Melbourne and director of the Melbourne Institute's research program on economic and 

social disadvantage. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Thank you. Although the committee doesn't require you to provide evidence under oath, I 

would like to advise you that this is a formal proceeding of the parliament, and giving false or misleading 

evidence is a serious matter and may be regarded as contempt of parliament. The evidence given today will be 

recorded by Hansard and attracts parliamentary privilege. I invite you to make an opening statement. 

Prof. Baxter:  Thank you very much, and thank you for the opportunity to speak to the committee. The Life 

Course Centre is a national research centre investigating the factors underlying social disadvantage. We are a 

collaboration between four universities: the University of Queensland, the University of Melbourne, the 

University of Sydney and the University of Western Australia. We're all from different disciplinary backgrounds 

but we share a common approach in believing that a life course approach is important to understanding the 

transmission of disadvantage. That means is examining lives in context, and understanding that outcomes are 

shaped not just by individual efforts and decisions, what we might call 'agency', but by the broader social contexts 

that people live in—that is, families, communities, neighbourhoods and so on. What it also means is that to fully 

understand outcomes we need to know about the life histories of individuals and families, and that often means 

longitudinal data where we follow people over time and sometimes collect data about not only the individual but 

about their families and past generations. 

We've made a submission and I wanted to highlight a couple of points from the submission. Firstly, we would 

argue that supporting families is central to reducing social disadvantage. Ensuring that all families are supported 

to provide adequate resources to children, we believe, is a critical first step in ensuring that all children have equal 

opportunities. Secondly, we would argue that not all welfare is bad and that it's important to distinguish between 

welfare use and welfare dependency. At particular stages of the life course welfare support may be essential, may 

be appropriate and beneficial, and it's better to focus attention on those who are persistently disadvantaged, so 

people who are either on welfare for long periods of time or who cycle in and out. Policies that focus on that 

group, we believe, will need to be multifaceted and possibly long term.  

Thirdly, the same solution won't work in all cases. We cannot assume that programs and policies that work 

well in other countries will translate to Australia or that solutions that work well in one community will work in 

all communities. Fourthly, there's a lot of research which shows that the early years of life are a critical period, 

and we would agree with that, but we would also argue that there are many other critical life course stages and 

transition points where disadvantage can take hold. Some of these might be, for example, school to work, entry to 

parenthood, or relationship breakdown.  

Finally, we would argue that what works to reduce welfare dependence requires very high-quality data. And 

Australia has invested very heavily in some very good longitudinal surveys in recent years. HILDA and LSAC 

would be two that stand out. The government has also moved toward creating and opening access to linked 

administrative datasets, and we believe that these are really important data infrastructure and we really strongly 

support moves toward creating enduring linked administrative datasets to investigate intergenerational welfare 

dependence. Thank you. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Thank you. I will start with a very broad question. From your perspective, are there 

programs, interventions or approaches that you think are working or that you favour? We are really trying to 

focus on, as the policymakers, what do we need to do about entrenched disadvantage? We are getting a handle on 

where it is, why it is and how it comes about. But we're really struggling to hone down on what we should do. 

Prof. Baxter:  I'll start off and my colleagues might want to add. One area that, from my point of view, seems 

to be very important is around parenting. I think that there's a lot of evidence from programs like Triple P and 

other interventions that show that supporting parents to provide high-quality parenting—stable, loving, secure 
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environments, consistency—improves outcomes for children both in terms of health and schooling outcomes, 

education outcomes, cognitive scores and socio-emotional development. So that would be one area. I don't think 

that it necessarily has to be a Triple P program, but parenting training, parenting support, is one area where there's 

pretty clear evidence, not just in Australia but around the world, that it does improve outcomes for children. 

Mr RAMSEY:  Do you think there has been a distinct deterioration in parents' ability over a length of time? It 

seems to me that we're dealing with more of these issues today than when I was a young person. Now, I don't 

know whether that's just because I had a sheltered upbringing. I was brought up in a remote region. I went to 

school that had 36 students when it was full and one teacher when I started. But I didn't see the sort of parental 

failure around, even when I went to the bigger school at a later stage, that I think I see today, and I'm sort of 

wondering whether that's just my impression or whether we have qualitative/quantitative research that suggests 

that is the case that backs that up. 

Prof. Baxter:  I don't know if we have evidence that parenting skills are deteriorating. I don't know of 

evidence that suggests that, but I think there is evidence that there are more stresses on families around things like 

housing, employment, time pressure. So I think that that makes it harder for parents to devote time and energy and 

resources to children in some cases. I think there's certainly evidence of increased pressures on families in a 

number of countries, including Australia, around those basic living standards, which in turn, I think, flow on to 

more stresses in families. 

Prof. Ribar:  I don't think that parenting has gotten worse on average over time, but I think there are bigger 

relative differences in parenting, especially among higher SES parents. There's sort of a rat race with children, 

where you invest more and more in those children, and it ends up separating them from their peers. A lot of— 

Mr RAMSEY:  It's debatable how resilient they are as a result of that.  

Prof. Ribar:  Yes, in spite of our good parenting. But I think that there is more of an emphasis on being a good 

parent, being involved, scheduling your children, providing opportunities for your children, especially among the 

upper-SES families. Where we might have been left alone when we were kids, that's not the case for upper-SES 

kids now. 

ACTING CHAIR:  We've had a lot of advice to focus on families and support for families. Parenting is 

important, but there are also services—prenatal/antenatal care—that are important, supporting parents to be 

teachers, and a lot of focus on the nought to five years. Are there critical points along the parenting journey that 

you think need intervention? This is something I know that interests Mr Andrews, for example. Are there critical 

junctures where intervention is more effective than others, or, in your mind, is it just a continuum? 

Prof. Baxter:  I would say that the entry to parenthood is a critical phase. There's a lot of research that shows 

that the first three years are very important. I'm not sure if this is quite answering your question, but I think a lot 

of the emphasis is often on mothers, and, from our research, there's evidence that fathers are important. We have 

some research coming out of the Life Course Centre showing that time spent with fathers improves cognitive 

outcomes for children. That's across the board, across all education levels. It's not just more educated fathers who 

spend time reading with children. Regardless of the educational level of fathers, spending time with children 

improves their outcomes.  

I wouldn't say there's a particular point, but I do think that entry to parenthood is a critical phase in a family's 

life cycle, and it often coincides with women moving out of employment and increased stress on men to provide 

more of the family income and spend less time with children. I think anything that we can do to support men to be 

actively involved in parenting—I think there's evidence to show that has good outcomes for children. 

Prof. Ribar:  There's also tremendous couples' stress around the birth of the first child. There are lots of things 

that you can paper over in your relationship when there's no child present that somebody has to respond to once a 

child is there, and lots of couples find that their relationship deteriorates for a while right around the birth of the 

first child. There are lots of things that you can paper over in your relationship when there's no child present that 

somebody has to respond to once a child is there, and lots of couples find that their relationship deteriorates for a 

while right around the birth of the first child. So that's actually a family relation intervention point. One of the 

surprising findings from other countries is that nurse visitation programs often not only help somebody to be a 

better parent but help couples to be better couples. 

ACTING CHAIR:  For sure, because what we're hearing about is a tension—I guess it's a resource tension—

where often most of our resources are focused on crisis points when people become homeless or there's a 

domestic violence intervention, and it leaves little room for truly preventative measures. So it's interesting to hear 

about that. It sounds to me like a real prevention point, but you'd need to be able to identify where these people 

are and how you get in there early. So I guess referral is a difficult thing. Is that where you think data comes in—
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being able to identify where people are and how you find people? How do they get referred to preventative 

programs? It's easy for someone to present in crisis, but how do you know that there's a couple there who are 

going to be under duress when their baby's born and who will need intervention? 

Prof. Ribar:  All couples are going to be under some type of relationship stress. Everybody is stressed at the 

birth of their first child. It's a stressful point for everybody. Some couples have more resources and have some 

other advantages that they can draw on, but we know that that's a stressful point and that it's an opportunity to 

intervene pretty much with all couples. 

You mentioned intervening in times of crisis and when negative shocks occur. We tend to get into a very static 

framework where we see people either in disadvantage or out of disadvantage, or in crisis or out of crisis, and we 

tend to overlook the dynamics that are involved. One type of dynamic outcome is a housing shock where 

somebody loses her home and becomes homeless, so there's a crisis to intervene in there. But there are also 

positive shocks, and people who are in disadvantage from time to time do have good things that happen—a job 

opportunity that comes their way or a flat that they can get in a good neighbourhood. Just as we're prepared to 

jump in at crisis points, we should be prepared to jump in at those positive points and support people so that they 

can maintain those good outcomes when good things happen. We should not just throw resources when bad things 

happen. 

Mr ANDREWS:  Part of the challenge here is that people are often reluctant to seek out assistance, and we as 

a society, I think, have become more reluctant to offer it in a positive, proactive type of way. For a variety of 

reasons, we've actually removed some of the structures that used to be there. If I can just use personal examples, 

when my wife and I had our first child, I think she was in hospital for four or five days after the birth. When we 

had our last one, she was there for four or five hours after the birth. When we had our first one, there were visits 

by—what were they called? 

ACTING CHAIR:  Maternal and child health. 

Mr ANDREWS:  It was called something else before that, actually—infant welfare nurses or something like 

that. They actually came to the house on a number of occasions over a period of a month or so and then invited 

you to follow up by going to the centre. As far as I know, that doesn't exist anymore. I think that was cut about 20 

years ago. So we're reluctant to even provide the services. Whilst we talk about prevention, we really spend very 

little money on prevention compared to the crisis response when we need to make it. I think there is, in part, a 

cultural issue here about how we change that mindset in the community and indeed amongst legislators, 

policymakers and the like. Having tried this in the past, in some ways, I have this sense of deja vu about this 

conversation—we've gone around in circles and haven't gone anywhere in 20 years. 

Prof. Ribar:  There's a tremendous tension, because you want to be good stewards of public funds. You want 

the funds to go to the people who are neediest. You don't want to, potentially, waste funds on people who might 

not need them, but when you target programs in that way you inadvertently create stigma associated with the 

program. If only needy or disadvantaged people are getting particular types of programs, it becomes a 

stigmatised, poor person's program, and then poor people, even if they're in a position to receive the service, may 

walk away from it because of the stigma that's been created by setting that particular program aside.  

One of the studies I was involved with before coming to Australia was a study of US food programs, where 

they provided free breakfasts to children in school. But the breakfasts only went to eligible children, so well-off 

children knew that every kid going into the cafeteria was a poor child. As a result, the poor children would not go 

and get free breakfast. I'm an economist, and we say there's no such thing as a free lunch. In this case, there was 

an actual free breakfast that was there and children would not take it because it was so stigmatising. Several 

school systems— 

Mr ANDREWS:  In other words, it wasn't free. 

Prof. Ribar:  Even though it was free. 

Mr ANDREWS:  It wasn't free though, because the value was not just the dollars, it was the social— 

Prof. Ribar:  What that school system did, though, was make the breakfasts available to everybody. Once they 

did that, of course the children who were now able to get the breakfasts began taking up the breakfasts, but 

participation doubled among the children who were formerly eligible to have a breakfast. 

Mr RAMSEY:  What about the participation of the children who were formerly ineligible? 

Prof. Ribar:  That's the participation that doubled. There was no change in the— 

Mr RAMSEY:  Well, the ineligible ones wouldn't have been going before at all. 

Prof. Ribar:  That's right. 
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Mr RAMSEY:  How can that double? 

Prof. Ribar:  No, no, it's the ones who are eligible— 

Mr RAMSEY:  No, what I'm saying is: what happened to the cohort that were ineligible? When everyone 

became eligible, how many people started going to breakfast as a result? 

Prof. Ribar:  I think it was about a quarter. There were just enough of those children who were participating 

that it removed the stigma— 

Mr RAMSEY:  I must tell a story about a small country town in my electorate. They had a family move in, 

and they were concerned that the three kids weren't getting fed. So they instituted a school breakfast program, but 

within a click of your fingers half the kids in the school were going to this breakfast program. That is the other 

side of it: 'It's not my job to feed my kids anymore; it's yours.' They pulled it up and did something else, in the 

end. I just raise that because, yes, I understand what you're saying, but, on the other hand, it is a parental 

responsibility to feed your kids. 

Prof. Ribar:  Again, there's this tension: it costs money to provide these programs and to extend them. But if a 

program is very narrowly targeted, you can have a stigma and then a program that you want to serve people ends 

up not serving people, because they won't go in the door. 

ACTING CHAIR:  This goes to the interesting comment you made that not all welfare is bad. Giving hungry 

kids breakfast, notwithstanding Rowan's concern, I don't think is bad welfare. I think it's a good thing. 

Prof. Baxter:  I think there are also flow-on effects that are unintended. In addition to giving children the food, 

which is an important criteria, I think there are community, social cohesion and friendship networks that might 

get formed, in the same way that the nurse visitation is looking after not just the health of the mother and the 

child, but, as an unintended effect, perhaps intervenes to support the relationships of the couples. So, some of 

these programs targeted at one particular issue will have flow-on positive effects in other ways, which I think are 

perhaps unintended but perhaps equally as important. 

Dr Zhu:  There is also an opportunity for policy to overcome some of the potential stigma associated with 

programs. For example, targeting programs through a universal system like the maternal and child health clinics 

may be very beneficial. Right now, a couple of colleagues and I are implementing a financial literacy program 

through the maternal and child health clinics, providing financial literacy to disadvantaged mothers. We're trying 

to see if that increases their chances of taking up welfare payments that they're entitled to, because there's much 

less stigma associated with entering and utilising services from maternal and child health clinics. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Okay. That's interesting. 

Mr ANDREWS:  The question is: what is the connection point where you actually get people involved? To 

come back to your example of parenting, my view is that it's probably valuable for all parents, at least of the first 

child, to have some parenting program or information about it. You have a child, you take it home and, especially 

the first time round, it's: 'What do I do next?' Parents are anxious. 

I was saying to the committee at a meeting a couple of weeks ago that I'd visited a kindergarten in my 

electorate—so we're talking about middle-class Australia—where the kindergarten director, who'd been there for 

over 25 years, said, 'This is the most anxious group of children I've ever had.' So we're talking about the middle 

class now, and the parents themselves are very anxious about their parenting role, how they do it and all of those 

sorts of things. She went on to say, 'These kids are going to be a real problem when they're teens'—and we're 

talking about three- and four-year-olds at this stage. 

If a parenting program is useful for everybody, regardless of whether they're in receipt of welfare payments or 

in necessitous circumstances because of other reasons, how do we actually trigger an engagement? There are 

good programs, like Triple P and others, but relatively speaking very few people actually participate in them. 

Prof. Baxter:  I know most about the Triple P parenting program. It's a tiered level of intervention, which can 

be as little as a pamphlet in a mailbox right through to very targeted interventions with very difficult children. So 

I don't think it has to be costly. Once basic infrastructure is in place, it can be rolled out. The Queensland 

government has made Triple P available to any family that wants to take it up in Queensland, so it's being rolled 

out across the state, but not every family will go along to a seminar or have service providers come into their 

home. Some might just read a pamphlet or look at something online. If middle-class families who might just need 

a bit of reassurance can have a phone number that they can call if they've got questions, that can be quite cost-

effective, and, tiered in that way, it can be universal. Not everybody needs the same sort of intervention. 

Prof. Ribar:  Universal but not uniform. 

Prof. Baxter:  Yes. 
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Prof. Ribar:  With a visitation program, if everybody accepts the first visit then that's fine, everybody gets the 

first visit. But you don't know who's getting the second visit or third visit or fourth visit. So you have the 

interaction with the household and then you can take it from there about whether you want to ramp up the 

program. It's also a way to keep program costs down. People do interact, but you can interact more intensively 

once that first interaction has taken place. 

Mr ANDREWS:  It strikes me, though, that we don't make the most of the opportunities when there is an 

interaction. For example, not all but most parents would attend some sort of antenatal class with their hospital, 

obstetrician or whatever, but that tends to be about the process of birth. There are some exceptions, but there is 

nothing much saying, 'These are going to be the pressures you're going to have in terms of your relationship, 

which then will have a flow-on effect to the relationship with the child et cetera.' Are we missing opportunities 

there? Should we be doing more? 

Prof. Baxter:  Potentially, yes. I think that with hospitals and GPs there is an opportunity, because you do have 

to come into contact with those service providers when you're having a child, and that's a real opportunity to leave 

some pamphlets, to have someone come in and talk about parenting pressures. 

Prof. Ribar:  And change the program from six classes that are all about childbirth to seven classes, where six 

are about childbirth and one is about what's about to happen to your relationship. That's a really easy lift. 

Mr RAMSEY:  Thank you. Now I'll move to something completely different. There's a paragraph in your 

submission which talks about the long-term exposure to social assistance as a child and whether it seems to have a 

compounding effect on young adults. It goes on to say that a short contact of parents with welfare assistance 

seems to be as influential as a long-term interaction. I probably find that a bit surprising. I think it runs a little 

counter to some of the evidence we've taken. Is that also indicating that, if you don't come into contact with 

welfare at all, there is a completely different outcome? It's the fact that you've come into contact with welfare full-

stop? Can you flesh that out, because I just find it quite surprising. 

Prof. Ribar:  We have the author of the study here. 

Dr Zhu:  It is quite a surprising finding that goes against the whole conventional narrative of a welfare trap, 

which is that, if you make welfare more attractive, if you allow people to stay on it for longer or to receive 

welfare at higher payments, then they will stay on it for longer and that can perpetuate negative attitudes to the 

next generation with respect to work, for example, and you may deprive the next generation of positive role 

model effects. We don't see that actually. We don't find that children whose parents stay on welfare for longer 

tend to have very different outcomes in terms of their welfare receipt, compared to young people who have 

parents who don't have a history of welfare receipt of longer or shorter duration. 

It is quite counterintuitive, but what the data suggests is that it is the incidence of deep disadvantage, this 

persistence of disadvantage, that matters, rather than welfare receipt itself. It's not the welfare trap that underlies 

the intergenerational correlations but simply the existence of disadvantage. For example, having a disability in the 

family, single parenthood or having very high caring responsibilities are the things that seem to be driving a lot of 

the intergenerational correlations of welfare receipt. 

ACTING CHAIR:  We've been hearing a lot of evidence that community based or place based programs are 

very successful and are working. We heard some evidence, for example, in Queensland that 70 per cent of people 

with entrenched disadvantage we know come from 10 places. You could almost pop them on. So, if you want to 

do a place based intervention—community grassroots—it is actually quite easy to do. However, when you look at 

data, and we have had some experts in data analysis, they focus on cohorts of people, things like, as you said, 

welfare interactions or children that have been in out-of-home care; they focus on cohorts of people and 

interventions you need for cohorts. Do you think, or have you had experience that, either is better? Or can they 

actually co-exist? Can we have two different ways of addressing entrenched disadvantage? Or should we just 

focus on one area? 

Prof. Baxter:  In the Life Course Centre at the moment we've focused on the whole of the country and we 

haven't taken a place based focus. However, having said that, we are in the process of applying for funding for the 

centre after our current funding runs out. In that new application, we are moving more toward a place based focus 

for some of the work. I think that you need both. I do think you need to know what's going on across the whole 

country and you need the national data to look at the general trends: is income inequality rising? What's 

happening in Australia compared to other countries, for example. But I think when it comes to the interventions 

and making some changes on the ground, often you need the tailored solutions for particular communities.  

In the Life Course Centre we focus a lot on improving human capabilities, so programs around parenting, 

improving education outcomes and improving individual capabilities. But we know that disadvantage is also 
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structured by structures—opportunities. There's no point in improving education skills if there are no jobs. The 

place people live in will determine whether they have the opportunity to use these skills, for example. There, I 

think, you need a combination of improving individual capabilities through education or parenting or whatever 

you're focusing on as well as improving the opportunities that are available in a particular place. That might be 

job creation, it might be services around transport or housing— 

Mr RAMSEY:  What about relocation to where the work is? This is a constant theme of mine. We've got Noel 

coming on in a little while. I have all the remote Indigenous communities in South Australia. I think there are 

communities where, unless there is some breakthrough in mining, there really is not a natural asset on which to 

create employment. Employing people to dig holes and then employing another mob of people to fill them in 

again isn't really an outcome that's sustainable. There are all these associated difficulties with relocation. I'm not 

just focusing on that population, but, in general, would we be better off saying: 'Actually this area in which you 

live is not ideal for your children and it's not ideal for you. We will find a way of getting you closer to where the 

action happens.' 

Prof. Baxter:  It may work in some cases, but I would worry about the consequences of uprooting people from 

perhaps where they've lived for many generations. 

Mr RAMSEY:  That's true, but the consequences of staying somewhere your kids can't get a job are also bad. 

Prof. Ribar:  But it does emphasise the place based nature of this. Again, as Professor Baxter explained, 

you've got people and you have capabilities that are embedded in those people. You've got opportunities or 

possibly a lack of opportunities, and in between those may be barriers. All of those things differ across people and 

differ across places. It really requires incredible sensitivity to the context to be able to match people who may 

have some type of deficit in their capabilities or some type of mismatch to whatever the opportunity structure is 

and to overcome those barriers. Local organisation who can bring lots of services together and who can interact in 

the long term both with the people who are seeking positions and also with the employers who might be able to 

hire people have invaluable knowledge. That's why place based programs tend to work better than cookie cutter 

programs that are just put on top of something. 

Mr RAMSEY:  But you would be aware, as I am, of communities that have had quite marked economic 

change. The drivers that were once there no longer exist, and we end up with a much smaller jobs base and we 

end up with cheap housing. Cheap housing is an attraction for people with income difficulties to move to where 

there are no job opportunities. In fact, I've even known people to move there because there are no jobs, which is a 

position I struggle to get my head around. In that case we're sort of almost allowing—you can't control it—people 

to move to a place where there are no opportunities, and where there are no opportunities it's very hard for the 

children to grow up thinking, 'I'm going to be this when I grow up because I can see the fella down the road doing 

that; that's a job I could do.' There aren't that many jobs there. It's a real conundrum, I think. 

Prof. Ribar:  It's surprising how resilient—we talk about individuals as being resilient, but entrepreneurs and 

employers are resilient. Where there's inexpensive land or a good internet connection or good power or some sort 

of good resource, somebody will find a way to make a dollar from that and create opportunities. We tend to think 

in terms of factories or employers or somebody else shutting down, but our economy is constantly churning and 

constantly removing some opportunities and providing other opportunities. That happens in our capital cities, but 

it also happens outside the capital cities. A big complaint from employers outside the capital cities is that they do 

have good opportunities and they do want good workers, but they can't match the workers to the types of jobs that 

they have. Again, place based solutions can help those employers reach people who might be able to work with 

them. 

ACTING CHAIR:  We are starting to think ahead about communities and if there is a demise how we can 

diversify economies and how we can improve public transport so that young people can stay living in those 

communities but get work elsewhere. We need to start thinking ahead, in my view, about these things. Do we 

have any other questions? 

Mr ANDREWS:  I was just reflecting on something Rowan said. I don't know whether you know Melbourne, 

but if you think about places about 50 to 80 kilometres out of Melbourne you've got small villages—I'm thinking 

of somewhere like Flowerdale or that sort of area—where you get people moving because the housing is cheap. 

The problem is that there are very few services, because you're essentially in a rural area that doesn't have the 

range of services and doesn't have the same educational opportunities for kids. You can see almost before your 

eyes the problems compounding. I understand why people might move there, but it creates another level of, in 

some cases, dysfunction, but certainly another level of challenge for the people there and their children. 

ACTING CHAIR:  I guess the answer is to ensure there's affordable housing. 
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Mr ANDREWS:  Somewhere else? 

ACTING CHAIR:  Yes, somewhere else, so you're not forcing them out of the cities. 

Prof. Baxter:  One of the groups that we're talking to, who may become a partner in our new bid is the 

National Growth Areas Alliance, which is a group of councils in those outer areas. We’ve worked a lot with the 

Commonwealth government around some of the big data, and DSS in particular. But I think, going forward, 

looking at some of the local governments, if we move to a place based approach it's going to be really important. 

The National Growth Areas Alliance is an organisation we're talking to about providing some of that 

infrastructure around transport and services in those outer, very quickly populating and growing areas. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Thank you very much. It's been a very interesting conversation. We thank you for your 

time and for travelling so far and for your submission and your work. 

Prof. Ribar:  You're very welcome. 

Prof. Baxter:  Thank you for the opportunity. 
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ELLERMAN, Ms Zoe, Executive Policy Officer, Cape York Institute 

PEARSON, Mr Noel, Director of Policy, Cape York Institute 

[14:13] 

ACTING CHAIR:  Good afternoon, and thank you for coming early. We appreciate that. We are going to be 

rudely interrupted by a fire drill at 3.30. We were going to be, but now I think we'll be fine because we can start a 

little earlier, so thank you very much. Welcome. 

Although the committee doesn't require you to provide evidence under oath, I wish to advise that this is a 

formal proceeding of parliament. Giving false or misleading evidence is a serious matter and may be regarded as 

contempt of parliament. The evidence given today will be recorded by Hansard and attracts parliamentary 

privilege. I invite you to make a brief opening statement, if you would like to do so, and then we will hop into a 

discussion. 

Mr Pearson:  Thank you. The first thing I want to say is that I think there is now some clarity about the 

difference between inequality and disadvantage. The recent Productivity Commission report, I think, was very 

useful in explaining the difference between the two. I've been working in the field of extreme disadvantage rather 

than inequality. How do we break that? How do we really address Australia's most fundamental moral challenge 

of overcoming disadvantage? 

Twenty years ago, we started a conversation about welfare in Cape York. I sought to distinguish what I call 

classical welfare—the civilising effect of a safety net in society and the importance of redistribution of 

opportunity, things that I clearly benefited from personally and that I support utterly. But in Cape York we were 

trying to identify the problem side of welfare: long-term welfare dependency and intergenerational bequeathing of 

that condition and the dysfunction—I might as well use the word 'dysfunction'—that flows from that. It doesn't 

happen straightaway and it might not happen in the first generation, but you see the effect over time. I think 

people who deny the existence of a progressive dissolution between generations are denying facts that I see every 

day. Welfare accumulates as a problem over time. Somebody who's lost a job today will maintain all of the 

behaviours and mindsets that they had when they had a job, but over time dependency takes over, particularly 

with their children and their grandchildren. So we sought to distinguish between classical welfare and passive 

welfare. 

Part of that conversation was to distinguish between poverty and passivity. I think they're two different things. I 

went to Vietnam and I saw poverty similar to Cape York, but I asked myself the question: what was the difference 

between kids walking 20 kilometres to a school in Vietnam and parents not sending their kids 500 metres up the 

road to a fully furnished school that my parents sent me to every day? The school was chock-a-block in my day, 

but why aren't we now sending our children 500 metres down the road to a fully furnished, fully funded school? 

So we've got to distinguish between passivity and poverty. I think you can break poverty. It's harder to break 

passivity because it strikes at the soul of motivation, mindset and the necessary determination to make sure that 

your children get a chance in life. 

The other thing we seek to distinguish is between classical welfare and passive welfare. There were three 

things that we alighted on. One is the function of income support without condition. My parents were supported at 

crucial times in my childhood, I now realise. When my father had an accident, the visiting justice saw that we 

were starving, and he reported to the authorities that my mother needed money and that her six kids were going 

hungry. So I completely understand that income support is crucial, but unconditional income support over a long 

period results in dissolution in families and communities, and it drives the rise of epidemics of substance abuse 

and addiction. 

William Julius Wilson, an African American economist, says, 'The poor are a goldmine,' and don't we know it! 

We're a goldmine to the pokie machines, the pubs, the drug dealers and all kinds of shysters selling us funeral 

plans, insurance and everything. We are a gold mine. Our money underwrites the wealth of so many people. The 

poor, when you add it all up, have a lot of money. I was told by Westpac that one of the most lucrative ATMs in 

remote Australia is the one in Cooktown next to the bowls club and the RSL, because all the Aboriginal 

communities and unemployment recipients go to that ATM to cash out their Wednesday pay to go to the bowls 

club. So there's the issue of income support as part of our passive welfare problem. 

The second thing is passive welfare service delivery. We have a massive industry of programs and services for 

disadvantaged families, a great proportion of which does very little, in my view, to really break disadvantage. 

You've got to look at service delivery. It is not all good. A large part of service delivery to disadvantaged people 

is just a parasitic industry. I think we've reached a stage where the supposed beneficiaries of the service delivery 

intervention are just on life support, and the only active people are the service deliverers. They're the ones with 
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the jobs. They're the ones with purpose, meaning and things to do. The disadvantaged are just clients. You might 

as well put a barcode on their forehead so that somebody else can receive a payment on their behalf. 

So the issues are income support and service delivery. It is not the case that the services are an unadulterated 

good. Part of the solution here has to be a retreat of services in favour of resourcing families, and that's where 

opportunity comes in. We've got to provide opportunity rather than welfare services and give direct opportunity 

into the hands of families. 

In our approach to supporting families to break the cycle, there's a lot of talk and rhetoric. I've seen, over 20 

years working in this field, governments talk about breaking the cycle. I don't see anything compelling in the 

scene that breaks the cycle—only isolated instances where I see genuinely that the next generation have a chance 

that the previous generation didn't have. It is almost accidental that somebody gets a chance for a different 

trajectory. We don't know how to break the cycle. It's really hard to break the cycle. 

In Cape York, in our work over the last 10 years in particular, when we had an opportunity to do a trial on 

welfare reform, we've developed a family development approach. It consists of four things. The first is: let's use 

the resources in the family optimally. We need resources. If we've got an opportunity to earn money, let's help the 

family breadwinners to earn money, get a job and get an opportunity to make money. Money is the cornerstone. 

We say a better life begins with a budget. Money is at the centre of everything that we try to do. We were the 

pioneers of income management and financial literacy. We started a program called Family Income Management 

in 2000, supporting disadvantaged families to do a budget and put money aside to pay the rent, pay for electricity, 

pay for the phone, pay for schoolkids' clothes, pay for schoolkids' tuckshop money and so on. 

The second thing you do is support the parents and get the parents to support their children in their education. 

It's the most important thing. Make sure the kids front up. My mother was illiterate, but she took us to school 

every day, fed as best she could. We don't care if they're illiterate. We don't care if they don't speak English. We 

say to them, 'Front the kids up to the school; it's the most important thing you can do.' 

The next thing is to attend to the health of all the family members. Most of our health problems can be solved 

down at the clinic. We've got to engage in the services that are there. If mum and dad and aunt and grandmother 

and others take us down to the clinic, we can attend to the health of all the family members. 

The final thing is home. Live in a home that we're proud of. If we've got some skin in the game, we really feel 

this is a home rather than a house. Across remote Australia we've just built flash ghettos. It's just housing; it's not 

homing. We've no skin in the game. We don't own it, the tenancy is usually a mess, and there's no pride in the 

joint—not a tree, not a flower growing, not a blade of grass growing, no furniture in the house. The house cost 

$800,000 to build, but you can hardly find a cup inside. 

If we can intervene, how can we support families to get those four things together—the money, the education, 

the health and the home? How is that different from anybody else? That's what we believe in: family 

development. Intervene in a way to build those things for every family. 

Secondly, we have a Family Responsibilities Commission to put some responsibility and conditionality into the 

income support. Anna Bligh legislated the Family Responsibilities Commission as Queensland Premier. Mal 

Brough legislated changes to the Social Security Act. It is the only instance that I know of about a connection 

between the state service support system and the Commonwealth income support system. The FRC, the Family 

Responsibilities Commission, makes a connection between these two big systems. It places into the hands of 

elders of the FRC the ability to say: 'Okay, on these parameters here, children are being neglected or are 

vulnerable. There's impending family breakdown. Come and talk to us and we can refer you to a support service 

and we can counsel you in relation to your problems. But if you keep appearing before us it's going to become 

clear to us that you're not fulfilling your responsibilities, and we're going to put a clamp on your money. We're 

going to oblige you to put money aside for your kids. We might do that for three months. We might do that for six 

months. When we see that you're fulfilling your responsibilities we'll talk to you about removing the clamp.' You 

don't lose a dollar—in fact, the only people that suffer are the people who are digging the goldmine. They're the 

only people who don't have money for drugs. All the rest of the money is for the store, Telstra, the blankets, the 

shop and everything else. 

One of the things we do is student education trust accounts, which are voluntary. We have several hundred kids 

across four communities whose families have put aside $3.1 million. The money's flowing through these trust 

accounts; it's not static. The accumulated trust money at this stage is $3.1 million. That means the kids pay their 

tuckshop, they pay for their school uniforms. Eventually, when they go to high school, these Cape York kids are 

buying their graduation gowns out of the trust account. We tell them: 'Twenty bucks a week is a thousand dollars 

a year. It's $5,000 by the time the kid starts school—ready, available, for your family to spend on your children's 
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education.' It's completely voluntary, no compulsion. There was 98 per cent sign up in one community, because 

we created the facility for them to do that. And we say, 'One way to engage in your children's education, the first 

way, is to put some money aside for them.' 

So the importance of the Cape York welfare reform, in my view, lies in this first connection we've made 

between income support system and the family support system that the state runs. We've created a connection 

through the statutory body called the Family Responsibilities Commission. It is really community controlled 

welfare reform. We've had 10 years of undertaking the trial in Cape York and we've learned a lot of lessons, 

including things that failed and things that worked, and things that partially worked, and we want to keep the 

wheel, the virtuous cycle, turning. 

The most important thing in the next phase is to offer more opportunity directly to families. Instead of a 

$300,000 program grant, I'd like to divide that $300,000 in 300 ways and give a thousand dollars to every family 

as a laptop subsidy or a home pride subsidy, and so on and so forth. People want better material life, more 

opportunities, better homes, something better for their kids. I ask myself: would I rather those service deliverers 

got a $300,000 grant or would I rather the families got their cut of that? The grant is paying for a Toyota, a fax 

machine, laptops and people running around looking busy, whereas with the direct subsidy to families you can 

actually see it—there's a new fridge, or they've got access to a laptop at a cheaper rate than would otherwise be 

available in Aurukun or Hope Vale. 

We want to put a more detailed submission to the committee about our learning and our work, but, finally, the 

thought that's really shadowing my mind lately, in recent years, is that in a sense we've been railing in Cape York 

about a past problem of welfare dependency, and the country never came to grips with it. I would urge the 

committee to now start thinking about looking at this problem from the future. Imagine the world of work of the 

future. We tried in Cape York to solve the past problem of how we got our people into entry-level work, and 

entry-level work opportunities have been diminishing. We've got a bigger problem looming ahead of us in the 

future. I worry every day about how Cape York people will survive the future. We've got to plan welfare reform 

with the future in mind, rather than solving a past problem that we never really came to grips with. Thank you. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Thank you very much, Mr Pearson. Do you have anything to add to the opening remarks, 

Zoe? 

Ms Ellerman:  No. I think we're happy to have questions. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Okay. Thank you for that. I think I have an understanding. You've given a very good 

picture—thank you—of your views. Certainly we agree that we need to plan for the future, and that is really what 

we're trying to grapple with and grasp here—how to go about that. I'm interested in your comment, and I think I'm 

starting to understand now what you mean. But I might ask you to elaborate a little bit on this issue of poor people 

or entrenched disadvantage being a goldmine and our needing a retreat of services to resource families. I think 

that's what you said: 'resource supporting families'. I guess I'm struggling with how we resource families if we 

don't have some sort of service provision to do that. Can you just expand a little bit on it? I understand what 

you're saying about buying a laptop or a fridge. I understand that. 

Mr Pearson:  There needs to be enablers. 

ACTING CHAIR:  There does, and I'm struggling with that. Who would they be? 

Mr Pearson:  One of the programs we developed as part of the first phase of Cape York Welfare Reform is 

Pride of Place: beautifying the backyard—'backyard blitz' we called it—and home improvement. We give a 

subsidy out of the welfare reform program to families, based on: if you put $1,000 aside through the family 

income management system, you'll get access to a $10,000 subsidy for pergolas and car parks and fruit trees and 

barbecue stands to do the backyard blitz thing so that this $800,000 house you have here is not sitting there with 

no curtains and no blankets and no beds and so on. So people put their $1,000 aside through their voluntary 

income management, their budgeting. Then they come up to the opportunity hub. We don't call it a service office; 

we've call it an opportunity hub. That's the place you go to get opportunity. And we've got these products. We call 

them products; we don't call them programs. These are opportunity products that you can tangibly feel and take 

off the shelf to beautify your house or improve your home or whatever it might be. We try to do it on a matching-

dollar basis. Now, in the case of Pride of Place, one to 15 is the proportion. If you put a dollar down, you get $15 

to match it. For other things, like a laptop subsidy and so on, it might be one to three or something, or one to 

two—whatever we can convince either a private philanthropist or a corporation or a government to subsidise. But 

we always say—and this goes for the breakfast program; all our breakfast programs are paid for by the parents; 

we bitterly resist free breakfast programs—we can help you budget so that you pay for the breakfast program, and 

it can be available to all the kids in the school. The future lies in that. There's so much more money going in under 
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the aegis of programs that could be turned into direct subsidies, but, yes, you do need an enabler. So, for the 

POP—the Pride of Place thing—we will provide tradesmen. The program has a group of tradesmen who go 

around and help you build the pergola, and part of the condition is sweat equity. Your family has got to actually 

be involved in the gardening and the landscaping and so on. It's sweat equity plus your own deposit, and then you 

get a subsidy. 

ACTING CHAIR:  And 'we' is the commission? 

Mr Pearson:  The Cape York Partnership? 

ACTING CHAIR:  The 'we' is the institute, the partnership. 

Mr Pearson:  Yes. We have a network of what we call opportunity hubs in each of these communities, and 

they're a place where community members can go. We'll have a suite of computers where people do their internet 

banking and budgeting, and there's a consultant there to help you do the budget, to help you deal with debts that 

you might have. So there's financial counselling in relation to debts and getting out of the problem that you're 

already in. And there'll be a group of people that are helping with the Pride of Place landscaping, the home 

improvement and the parenting. I'm talking about PPP; the parenting people are there as well. 

ACTING CHAIR:  So, as we have heard, it's like a wraparound service that's located in a school where all of 

those things are and can be accessed at one place, at one stop.  

Mr Pearson:  Yes. 

Ms Ellerman:  Just to add to that, Noel's describing the experiment, in Cape York Welfare Reform, to try to 

shift the usual mode of delivering services and try to move it towards providing opportunities. Obviously, there's 

enormous potential to do a lot more of that. What we see in Indigenous affairs is that there's just endless 

enthusiasm for providing more services. There are endless inquiries and reporting about looking for a best-

practice program that can fix this. And, certainly, the firm conclusion from the experience on the cape is that there 

is no such thing. There is no best-practice program that can fix this. We need a holistic approach to development. 

We need to be tackling a whole lot of things on a whole lot of fronts, including economic development, for 

example, as well as reforming services. I think the real beauty of the FRC is that connection between, and it goes 

to the issue that the committee was talking about previously. Often the people that need the support services the 

most are actually the least likely to ever access them voluntarily. So the FRC, being able to oblige people and put 

some leverage on people to get them to start to access services, is really useful, and certainly people see it as 

helpful in the Cape York Welfare Reform communities. There's a perception that this is a punitive, draconian 

approach, and there were initial fears around that, but the experience of people is that they see the FRC as being 

really helpful. Even then, there could be a whole lot more done to strengthen, if you like, the coordination of 

services and the case management so that the person is at the centre, rather than still having a whole lot of 

fragmented offerings and it not being very well coordinated around a person and their family's needs. 

ACTING CHAIR:  So that's what you're working on improving. 

Ms Ellerman:  We'd like to, certainly. I think there's potential with the FRC, in a sense, to do a whole lot more 

to hold services to account for working with a person. Even with all the reform focus that we've seen in Cape 

York, there have been examples of a person being referred to a service, the service in a very small community 

sending a letter to the person and saying, 'OK. Well, we tried to make contact; our job is done.' So there's still a lot 

of work to be done to make sure that services are actively engaging people and persisting, and building 

relationships and trust, not just waiting for people to walk through the door. 

Mr RAMSEY:  Thanks to the both of you for being here, Noel. There are so many questions I could ask you. 

It's very relevant to where I live and what I do, and I did take the opportunity in 2012 to visit your project. I went 

out to Aurukun and Hope Vale. I was particularly interested in the schools program—Direct Instruction at the 

time. I met with the commissioner out there and some of your community representatives. With the broad-brush 

approach you are taking, I hope you feel as though you are making good ground. From time to time we get news 

reports that are not so encouraging, as you would know. But, in particular, the absolute statement you made when 

you started speaking about the long-term effects of welfare passivity are contrary to remarks we've had in this 

same room this morning, coming from experts who are telling us that long-term welfare is no more damaging 

than short-term welfare and a number of other statements. So I'm very pleased you said that because it actually 

concurs with my view. I think the longer you are on these programs and the less you are required to do, the far 

more damaging they become, to the point with Indigenous communities where I actually say they are more 

damaging to their culture than many other things that are around us at the moment. 

As you would be aware, we've got the cashless debit card operating down in Ceduna with the backing of the 

local Indigenous leadership, and I believe it's going very well. I had differing reports this morning from ACOSS. 
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But, anyway, we'll learn to live with those. But I'm particularly interested in how your schools program is going 

and how the Direct Instruction methods are travelling. Do you believe, 10 years on—actually, I don't think it's 

quite 10 years for that particular program—you are making real progress? 

Mr Pearson:  I worked with a community and a school from the periphery for quite a number of years where 

we started to lift the attendance—it was coming up near the Queensland average—and yet we weren't seeing the 

outcomes. The NAPLAN and other testing were showing no better results for those kids despite the fact that we'd 

signed up every parent to put money aside and all the parents attended all the parent teacher interviews very 

regularly. Everybody down the village was doing the right thing by the kids and yet the school wasn't doing the 

right thing by the kids. 

We talk about learning demand—which is the parents, the kids, the community—their levels of learning 

demand were very high, great demand, but the teaching supply was very poor. There was ineffective instruction in 

the school. I see that too often in disadvantaged Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities. The teaching is not 

honouring the families and the kids and the efforts they make to turn up. In fact, I think in Australia we condemn 

white and black children year by year to suboptimal outcomes, undereducation. They don't even realise that things 

could have been much better. They could have achieved more. Their kids could have done much better than they 

did, because our schools are not supplying the effective instruction. Like welfare reform itself it's a highly 

ideological field. 

I'm one of these people who's in favour of land rights, constitutional recognition, self-determination and human 

rights. I also support welfare reform, personal responsibility and families as the foundational block to advantage. 

And this need not be an ideological debate. Rights and responsibilities have to go together. The best working class 

families are families where rights and responsibilities are in balance, and that's how people in Australia became 

advantaged. How many working class people, grandparents, now have grandchildren and great grandchildren who 

are advantaged because of the personal responsibility they took and the opportunities they took advantage of? 

In the education field it's really bad. We should almost not be expecting Aboriginal kids to turn up to school. 

Why attend if the schools are not going do their job? I see this all the time. Why is a kid a 98 per cent attender 

when they can leave the primary school without learning to read properly? The education field is highly 

ideological. 

What we were doing with direct instruction at Aurukun, a proven program worldwide, was torn away from 

those kids. It was the only thing that I've ever seen in that community that worked and that works. All of the 

evidence is in favour of it and yet we've had a parliamentary committee, the Indigenous affairs committee, that 

came out with a highly prejudicial report against direct instruction. This is completely in defiance of John Hattie's 

evidence about what works in education worldwide. 

You know we have our work cut out if we're going to do welfare reform in the future in the right way, because 

I think the next most important thing you do is the resource management of the family, you get that right. I 

believe even income support dependent people can get their act together. We work with lots of people on welfare 

and if we support them they can create a foundation for their kids to end up in a different place. We can stabilise 

this thing. Lots of people on income support respond positively on behalf of their kids. 

This next thing you've got to do is get the school right. It's got to be worthwhile for the kids to turn up to 

school. And so I really think that the Indigenous education scene in particular, but I see it with non-Indigenous 

kids as well—the kids across the road from my children are not as advantaged as us and they're blonde and blue-

eyed. I look at that little girl and little boy and I think: what is their future going to be? They've got a very 

precarious future these little white kids. They're not like my kids. They need to go to a good school that teaches 

them to be literate and so on. Yet too often the lack of effective instruction in Australian schools is a massive 

national crisis, in my view, and it drives a very disadvantage we're talking about. 

Mr ANDREWS:  It's it strikes me, having known you for a long time and watched this rollout, that one of the 

reasons why Cape York has been as successful as it has is the leadership that you, your brother and others have 

shown over a long period of time. I have my own ideas, but why do you think what you have at Cape York hasn't 

been replicated elsewhere in Australia, even in other Indigenous communities let alone, as you say, communities 

where there is dysfunction that is non-Indigenous? 

Mr Pearson:  There's never been a substantive bit of legislation in Indigenous affairs for 11 years. There's 

never been a substantive bill in the parliament on Aboriginal policy for 11 years. The parliament doesn't work for 

us. It doesn't do the work for us. Those last bills were the Northern Territory intervention and the Cape York 

welfare reform trial passed by Mal Brough and John Howard in 2007. The Cape York welfare reform legislation, 
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that Brough passed in partnership with the Bligh government in Queensland, has a different approach to welfare 

reform from Brough's approach to the Territory intervention. 

I think there were a lot of errors made in the Northern Territory intervention. Our challenge was that everybody 

assumed that what we were doing in Cape York was the Northern Territory intervention. In fact, a lot of our 

people thought it was. Whereas we were giving elders control over the income management and it is only 

intervention when you don't take responsibility. Whereas the Territory was a blanket coverage of everybody, 

which is one of the issues with the cashless welfare card. What do you do with the people who are taking 

responsibility? Are they always going to be under the card? What is the pathway out to responsibility once people 

have shown that they've taken responsibility? 

In Cape York our mechanism is we only intervene if you're doing the wrong thing, and as soon as you start to 

do the right thing we help you to transition to a pathway of responsibility. I really think that we suffered from the 

association with the Northern Territory intervention but we also didn't have them. We had good policy response in 

2007 and then nothing after that. The Cape York welfare reform for 10 years was just every couple years they'd 

press replay and replay. We've never been able to launch out into any larger scale. That is simply the inability of 

government. We've come up with lots of ideas, lots more ideas about increasing the channelling of opportunity. 

One idea we came up with seven years ago was that people who were entitled to a home loan in a remote 

Aboriginal community should be able to take that loan to Biloela or Port Hedland and cash it in there while 

working at the mine and buy a house there; or go to Cairns. If you're entitled to a home loan back in the 

community, isn't it a better chance to go to where you can pay the mortgage and build an asset that eventually 

ends up on your ledger? So we devised a program called the Home Ownership Opportunity Port—Queenslanders 

call a suitcase a port, that you carry around with you—to be mobile with the home loan. We couldn't get a 

government response to that. 'No—these home loans are available for you when you live in Hopevale or 

Aurukun.' We said, 'No—we want to take it to Weipa, because it'll actually be an asset in Weipa or Central 

Queensland.' We never had this response from the two levels of government to say how do we scale welfare 

reform; how do we increase opportunity; how do we add to that core number of programs where we enable 

families?  

Our biggest idea, which has been languishing for the best part of a decade, is that we think we should maintain 

the default welfare system, the safety net, and we should build an opt-in opportunity pathway. Everybody is 

entitled to the default, but why don't we create a mechanism for individuals to be able to say, 'I opt in to the 

opportunity pathway voluntarily, and if I covenant with the government about that opportunity pathway you're 

going to guarantee me, GI bill style, a range of opportunities, so that I can train, I can get a job, I can start to put a 

deposit aside and I can eventually own a home.' If we can help those individuals who put their hands up to opt in 

to an opportunity pathway, we don't breach the idea of the safety net, but we actually create an alternative 

pathway to remaining on welfare. 

Mr ANDREWS:  That's interesting, Noel. We had a reference to the Beveridge Report this morning and the 

five giant difficulties, which were reworded from what Beveridge actually said. He said the five giants on the road 

to reconstruction were want, disease, ignorance, squalor and idleness. Idleness seems to me to be associated with 

the passivity that you're talking about. But Beveridge in the report said this: 'The state should not stifle incentive, 

opportunity, responsibility. In establishing a national minimum it should leave room and encouragement for 

voluntary action by each individual to provide more than that minimum for himself and his family.' We wouldn't 

use that gendered language today, but that's very similar to what you're saying now. I was interested in contrasting 

what was said to us this morning by another witness, who, whilst claiming that we should go back to Beveridge 

and follow Beveridge, had reinterpreted from what was being said, in contrast to what I hear you saying, which is 

very much in line with the original conception of the so-called welfare state. 

CHAIR:  A lot of the debate is around the minimum, too. I'm interested in what you're saying, but just 

touching on that, if the minimum isn't enough for you to leap off, you're in trouble. I think that's what was being 

got at this morning.  

Any other questions? 

Mr RAMSEY:  Probably 100,000! 

ACTING CHAIR:  There are 100,000, I know. You said that you will give us a submission. 

Mr Pearson:  Yes, if we could. 

ACTING CHAIR:  Another one—that would be great. It would be very useful. It is fascinating and very 

interesting, and I think you're right: there's a lot of misunderstanding perhaps and misinformation about the 

project, and personally I would love to learn more about it and I'm sure this panel would too. If we could have a 
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little more information that would be good. We're asking for it by 23 November. Is there any chance we could 

extend that a little? 

Mr Pearson:  Zoe's the one. 

Mr ANDREWS:  I would be particularly interested in—and I take your point about it being reignited every 

couple of years to do the same thing. I think it would be very interesting to see an outline of what the Cape 

York—what do we want to call it?—approach phase 2 or 2.0, or however you want to describe it, looks like, 

given that you've got the first one there. As you said, you've discovered what works and what doesn't work. 

You've had success and failure along the way et cetera but, overall, what would this look like if it was given a 

similar sort of injection now as it got in the first place to get off the ground? What would it look like in a 

comprehensive way with a degree of trust by governments and bureaucrats et cetera to let you go and trial in 

effect, or put into operation, the further advancement of this? 

ACTING CHAIR:  I'm also very interested in your comment, Noel, because we are looking at 

intergenerational disadvantage and how income support can actually be stabilising for this generation so that the 

next generation can move onwards and upwards. I think that that's an interesting concept that perhaps we haven't 

really explored on this panel. That income support—perhaps we just have to say, 'Yep. They're going to be on 

income support so that they can support their kids moving off it.'  

Mr Pearson:  A lot of the parents we deal with simply won't be given a job, and they're recovering from an 

addiction or whatever. And yet, when we provide them with support and they operate under a system of 

conditionality, so the FRC, the Family Responsibilities Commission, assists them— 

ACTING CHAIR:  Their kids have to go to school. 

Mr Pearson:  You can see that they're giving their kids a chance to break the cycle. Can I say— 

ACTING CHAIR:  It's a social contract, isn't it? 

Mr Pearson:  Yes, and our first client of the Family Responsibilities Commission in one of our small 

communities in Cape York is a mother of five kids who then went on to the best boarding schools in Brisbane. 

Their last child is at Brisbane Grammar School, and he's a champion. She is the first beneficiary of the Family 

Responsibilities Commission: got her act together, was brought before them and then her kids started attending 

regularly. She's got the money for the kids, and you can only hope that those five kids are going to have a much 

different trajectory to what she had. 

ACTING CHAIR:  That's right. The reciprocity now is that you have to apply for four jobs a week or 40 or 

whatever—that's all about that person. I think that's where this is very interesting. It's not about the person; it's 

about the generation. So, the contract is about the kids and I think that's quite an interesting difference.  

Mr RAMSEY:  I just want to home in on that: all those kids that have been to university—have they gone 

back home to land to work or have they branched out into the wider world? 

Mr Pearson:  Some of them go back and some of them then have a pathway out. We try to encourage 

mobility. I think they end up in Cape York in the end. 

Mr RAMSEY:  I must say: this is a bit of a stumbling block. The Queensland experience is that secondary 

school is away from home. Secondary school doesn't operate in places like Aurukun or Hope Vale; the kids go 

away. 

Mr Pearson:  Correct. 

Mr RAMSEY:  In South Australia, they can do secondary schooling in Ernabella or whatever—for pretty 

average results, I'd have to say. We have an Aboriginal boarding house in school and there are private schools 

operating in that area. But I think the parents see it as a failure if their child doesn't return home after education. 

So when they come back from a term or two or maybe a year or two down in Adelaide and the child says, 'I don't 

want to go back,' they say, 'That's fine.' I think that's a bit of a stumbling block. If the child actually gets to a 

competence level where they feel safe and competent and successful in the outside world—though that path 

backwards and forwards should be more like when my children visit me back home; they live all over Australia 

now—it's a real problem dealing with the parents on the ground who actually do not see that as success. I do see it 

as success when I see that young adult being able to operate in the outside world. 

Mr Pearson:  There was more work mobility in the 1950s in Cape York than there is today. 

Mr RAMSEY:  Yes, there was, absolutely—and in the APY lands. 

Mr Pearson:  People were working in Mount Isa, working in Western Australia, working in southern 

Queensland. People went to where the work was. Sometimes it was seasonal. Work mobility is not a stranger. 
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People were working in the Torres Strait; Torres Strait people were working all over the country. What I saw 

from the Torres Strait is that a lot of those people who eventually accumulated one, two or three houses in 

Western Australia then went and built their retirement mansion on the islands, with their super and everything 

else. We cottoned onto the Torres Strait experience of orbits: leave home, go out into the world, pursue a career, 

get a job and increase your wealth, but in your retirement you might end up back in Mer Island or whatever. 

It's similar with us. This idea that people don't want to leave home, as the previous witness said—I think you 

need to support mobility. It's crucial. Cape York cannot survive if we don't have mobility and orbits. Who I count 

as Cape York people are the dozens of Cape York people over in Pilbara. They're Cape York. They're young 

people who've gone out there and they're going to stay out there for another 10 or 15 years, but they're going to be 

the ones with the means to build a great house back on the homelands. They're the ones with the means and so on 

who are going to be able to do that. So mobility is crucial, and we've normalise the conversation in Cape York 

about orbits. Everybody uses the word orbits. It means having a home base but going out into the world and 

coming back. 

Ms Ellerman:  I think too that there is a tipping point. In some communities now, people will list every 

boarding school that the kids from that community are at with pride and also what those kids have gone on to do, 

so they can tell you exactly how many are working in, for example, the Defence Forces. As more and more go 

through, the tipping point gets angled in that direction. 

Mr Pearson:  A work opportunity portal, WOP, was another idea we tried to shop around with the 

government, which is a subsidy to hit the road—to get a plane ticket and get set up somewhere where there are 

jobs and so on. We should be able to offer young people: 'Come into the hub. Do you want to sign up for a work 

opportunity portal? These are the things that are in it. These are your obligations. We'll try to set you up with 

work in place on a harvest trail or on an abattoir network.' We've had young people in South Australia and 

Victoria— 

Mr RAMSEY:  Like in Peterborough, but it fell over. 

Mr Pearson:  Yes. 

Mr RAMSEY:  Very sad—they were doing well. There were four great boys down there doing really well. 

Mr Pearson:  Yes. A couple of them got girlfriends and children and ended up staying down there. 

ACTING CHAIR:  That's great. We look forward to some information. I'm interested too in what you were 

saying before about the areas you think need improvement and why and how you're going to do that. I know that's 

a big ask, but if you could do that then that would be great. A very big thank you for coming all this way today. It 

was very informative and very welcome. 

Committee adjourned at 15:10 
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