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Anti-Poverty Week Media Highlights 2022 – summary by theme 

During Anti-Poverty Week, we elevated poverty to centre stage in the media – media analysis 
by iSentia (thanks to our lead sponsor the Brotherhood of St Laurence) found that there were 
over 300 mentions of Anti-Poverty Week from 14 to 23 October 2022 and that this coverage 
reached a cumulative potential reach of 5 million people.  This included: 

− Significant coverage on the eve of APW 14/10/22  with the ACOSS/UNSW Poverty in 
Australia 2022 report including ABC AM A picture of Poverty in Australia  and The 
Guardian Stage 3 tax cuts unconscionable .  

− The Brisbane APW launch received coverage in Queensland radio and TV including Ten 
News Brisbane Qld Anti-Poverty Week launch  which was also syndicated beyond 
Queensland,16/10.    

− The Foodbank 2022 Hunger Report launched on 17/10/22 with extensive coverage such as 

The Guardian Inflation and inadequate welfare fuelling Australia’s food insecurity crisis, 
Foodbank finds.  

− The Monthly columnist Rachel Withers commented that “The Anti-Poverty Week drops 

just keep coming, as advocates use the week to highlight the damning state of 

Australian society.”  For Richer or poorer, 18/10/22.  

− Anglicare Australia’s emergency services report release and coverage included the 

Herald Sun Anglicare Australia says emergency services at breaking point; The New 

Daily Rising rent and food costs drive surging charity demand, 20/10/22. UnitingCare’s 

report onfinancial vulnerability received extensive coverage on the ABC on 21/10/22 Are 

you financially vulnerable? This calculator will reveal your level of risk - ABC News 

− RN Breakfast interview with Treasurer 20/10 “It’s poverty week Treasurer” and an Anti-
Poverty Week Fiona Katauskas JobSeeker cartoon featured on Insiders, 23/10/222.  

− There was reporting in the Canberra press of Anti-Poverty Week ACT and Adelaide ABC 
Radio Afternoon Show ran daily interviews throughout the Week: Monday Food 
Insecurity - 5:16 mins, Tuesday Cost of Living - 6:23 mins, Wednesday Housing and 
Homelessness 9:19 mins, Thursday Digital Poverty - 8:02 mins, Friday Addressing 
Poverty - 21:03 mins, Listen Back to Back – 50:04 mins. 

− A special poverty week Newsletter edition from Melbourne Institute sub-titled Act on 
Poverty, 21/10/22. 

As we had intended, there was a strong focus on the unacceptably high rates of child poverty 

both before and during Anti-Poverty Week itself:  

− Sydney Morning Herald and Age, Child poverty: A problem Labor can and must solve, 

Sean Kelly1/8/22.  

− Toni Wren interview on ABC RN Breakfast, 3/8/22.  

https://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/am/a-picture-of-poverty-in-australia/101534778
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/oct/14/stage-three-tax-cuts-condemned-as-unconscionable-as-acoss-report-shows-extent-of-poverty
https://fb.watch/gzoxW-PxmA/
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/oct/17/inflation-and-inadequate-welfare-fuelling-australias-food-insecurity-crisis-foodbank-finds
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/oct/17/inflation-and-inadequate-welfare-fuelling-australias-food-insecurity-crisis-foodbank-finds
https://www.themonthly.com.au/the-politics/rachel-withers/2022/10/18/richer-or-poorer
https://www.heraldsun.com.au/business/anglicare-australia-says-emergency-services-at-breaking-point/news-story/0effa195bf8dabfabf2a84e2b1553968?btr=aa3d91f95ed164a3d5290657ff676514
https://thenewdaily.com.au/finance/2022/10/19/poverty-cost-of-living/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-10-21/financial-wellbeing-calculator-are-you-in-financial-distress/101556722
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-10-21/financial-wellbeing-calculator-are-you-in-financial-distress/101556722
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/breakfast/stage-3-tax-cuts-to-cost-254-billion-chalmers/101553974
https://twitter.com/ToniWrenOz/status/1648598253737500672?s=20
https://twitter.com/ToniWrenOz/status/1648598253737500672?s=20
https://www.ccyp.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Monday-Food-Insecurity.mp3
https://www.ccyp.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Monday-Food-Insecurity.mp3
https://www.ccyp.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Tuesday-Cost-of-Living.mp3
https://www.ccyp.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Wednesday-Housing-and-Homelessness.mp3
https://www.ccyp.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Wednesday-Housing-and-Homelessness.mp3
https://www.ccyp.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Thursday-Digital-Poverty.mp3
https://www.ccyp.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Friday-Addressing-Poverty.mp3
https://www.ccyp.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Friday-Addressing-Poverty.mp3
https://www.ccyp.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/APW-All-Segments.mp3
https://uom-melbourneinstitute.cmail19.com/t/ViewEmail/r/C6670490EEB152AA2540EF23F30FEDED/4C15B74EE81087BAF52069770ADD1352?alternativeLink=False
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/child-poverty-a-problem-labor-can-and-must-solve-20220728-p5b5f9.html
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/breakfast/ending-child-poverty/14001508
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− Sydney Morning Herald and Age, Julia Gillard committed a terrible wrong. It’s time for 

Albanese to right it, by Dr Chris Wallace, 4/8/22.  

− The Australian “Shame of one in six kids living in poverty says ACOSS,” 14/10/22. 

− Flinders University, 1 in 6 younger Australians live in poverty - Why don't we care?, 
18/10/22. 

− Power to Persuade, If we want our children to grow up free from poverty we must 

support those raising them, especially sole parents, by Prof Janeen Baxter and Dr Alice 

Campbell, 18/10/22.  

− Mamamia.com, Rental crisis in Australia: How it affects a single mum, 19/10/22.  

− The Canberra Times and syndicated up to 100 Australian Community Media papers, 

including the Newcastle Herald,  While you're having lunch this Anti-Poverty Week, 

consider thousands going hungry, Rod Bowers, Op Ed, 19/10/22.  

− 7 news ‘I felt trapped’: Mum’s nightmare choice between violent partner and ‘terrifying’ 

poverty  22/10/22. 

During APW, we were able to focus on the solution to child poverty and our call to action 

for parliamentarians to legislate to halve child poverty by 2030 (looking also at the NZ 

approach):  

− The Australian, Advocates call for new laws to enshrine goal of halving child poverty by 

2030 m.au, 18/10. 

− The Guardian A third of single mothers in financial hardship due to welfare policies, 

analysis finds,18/10.  

− ABC Radio National Breakfast, Call to halve child poverty by 2030, 18/10.  

− Women’s Agenda, Anti-Poverty Week calls on parliament to halve child poverty by 2030, 

18/10.  

− ABC 7.30  Jim Chalmers has promised a wellbeing budget, what will it look like? Laura 

Tingle report, incl NZ Child Poverty legislation, 18/10.  

− Ten News First: Breakfast at 10, (~30 Channel 10 stations), iv with Toni Wren, 20/10/22. 

− ABC Radio National Big Ideas Alleviating child poverty, 20/10/22. 

 

Before Anti-Poverty Week itself we also had articles on rent assistance Social housing stock 

barely changes as waiting lists blow out and rental stress rises across Australia, The Guardian  

29/6/22 and in specialist education media about our teaching resources and the Pens against 

Poverty student writing competition. Education HQ, Poverty Education resources available for 

Aussie teachers, 18/7/22 and Education Today, Anti-Poverty Week to educate on disadvantage, 

19/7/22.  

We also registered our disappointment when the ALP announced it would no longer hold a 

review into JobSeeker and income support if it won the May 2022 election: Labor drops plan to 

review Jobseeker rate, The Age/Sydney Morning Herald, 12/4/22 and Welfare groups slam 

Labor’s lack of commitment to increase JobSeeker, The Australian, 13/4/2022. 

.  

  

https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/julia-gillard-committed-a-terrible-wrong-it-s-time-for-albanese-to-right-it-20220802-p5b6pj.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/julia-gillard-committed-a-terrible-wrong-it-s-time-for-albanese-to-right-it-20220802-p5b6pj.html
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/politics/shame-of-one-in-six-kids-living-in-poverty-says-acoss/news-story/6786b998ebf965cd1c627219e3988e41
https://www.scimex.org/newsfeed/1-in-6-younger-australians-live-in-poverty-why-dont-we-care
http://www.powertopersuade.org.au/blog/if-we-want-australian-children-to-grow-up-free-from-poverty-we-must-support-those-raising-them-especially-sole-parents/15/10/2022
http://www.powertopersuade.org.au/blog/if-we-want-australian-children-to-grow-up-free-from-poverty-we-must-support-those-raising-them-especially-sole-parents/15/10/2022
https://www.mamamia.com.au/rental-crisis-for-single-mums-australia-2022/
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/7946146/poverty-isnt-inevitable-the-fact-kids-starve-is-morally-indictable/?cs=15589
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/7946146/poverty-isnt-inevitable-the-fact-kids-starve-is-morally-indictable/?cs=15589
https://7news.com.au/lifestyle/human-interest/i-felt-trapped-mums-nightmare-choice-between-violent-partner-and-terrifying-poverty-c-8598865
https://7news.com.au/lifestyle/human-interest/i-felt-trapped-mums-nightmare-choice-between-violent-partner-and-terrifying-poverty-c-8598865
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/politics/advocates-call-for-new-laws-to-enshrine-goal-of-halving-child-poverty-by-2030/news-story/6a5ceaa70c10ea9b0d236da0458759f3
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/politics/advocates-call-for-new-laws-to-enshrine-goal-of-halving-child-poverty-by-2030/news-story/6a5ceaa70c10ea9b0d236da0458759f3
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/oct/18/a-third-of-single-mothers-in-financial-hardship-due-to-welfare-policies-analysis-finds
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/oct/18/a-third-of-single-mothers-in-financial-hardship-due-to-welfare-policies-analysis-finds
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/breakfast/call-to-halve-child-poverty-by-2030/101545358
https://womensagenda.com.au/latest/1-in-6-australian-children-grow-up-in-poverty-anti-poverty-week-calls-on-parliament-to-halve-child-poverty-by-2030/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-10-18/jim-chalmers-has-promised-a-%E2%80%98well-being%E2%80%99-budget-%E2%80%93/101549394
https://twitter.com/AntiPovertyWeek/status/1582888428080836608
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/bigideas/alleviating-child-poverty-/14087778
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/jun/29/social-housing-stock-barely-changes-as-waiting-lists-blow-out-and-rental-stress-doubles-across-australia
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/jun/29/social-housing-stock-barely-changes-as-waiting-lists-blow-out-and-rental-stress-doubles-across-australia
https://educationhq.com/news/poverty-education-resources-available-for-aussie-teachers-123732/
https://educationhq.com/news/poverty-education-resources-available-for-aussie-teachers-123732/
https://www.educationtoday.com.au/news-detail/Anti-Poverty-Week-to-Educate-on-Disadvantage-5676
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/labor-drops-plans-to-review-jobseeker-rate-20220412-p5acz8.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/labor-drops-plans-to-review-jobseeker-rate-20220412-p5acz8.html
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/politics/welfare-groups-slam-labors-lack-of-commitment-to-increase-jobseeker/news-story/36226d65700567f9e5ece31993e2e274
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/politics/welfare-groups-slam-labors-lack-of-commitment-to-increase-jobseeker/news-story/36226d65700567f9e5ece31993e2e274


3 
 

  



4 
 

The Politics, The Monthly, 18/10/22 

For richer or poorer 

By Rachel Withers  

 

Treasurer Jim Chalmers during a press conference at Parliament House, October 17, 2022. Image 

© Lukas Coch / AAP Images 

The government cannot end child poverty or gendered violence without acting on social 

security 

The Anti-Poverty Week drops just keep coming, as advocates use the week to highlight the 
damning state of Australian society. After it was revealed last week that one in eight 
Australians are living in poverty, and yesterday that an estimated 500,000 households are 
experiencing food insecurity on any given day, today’s headlines show that a whopping 34 
per cent of single mothers live in financial hardship, thanks to successive governments’ 
welfare policies – including the Gillard government’s infamous decision to move single 
parents to the lower Newstart (now JobSeeker) rate when their youngest child turns eight. 
Advocates are demanding a real increase to JobSeeker, noting that the only recent time 
when we made any dent in poverty rates was when benefits were doubled in 2020 during 
the first stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. Meanwhile Anti-Poverty Week director Toni 
Wren is calling on politicians to commit to the goal of halving child poverty by 2030, 
something that should be entirely possible “in a wealthy country like Australia”. So, will 
Anti-Poverty Week have any impact on next week’s federal budget? And how can we go on 
living with these statistics, knowing that skyrocketing inflation is hitting those on 
welfare the hardest? 
It’s unlikely we’ll see any real efforts to tackle poverty this year, with Treasurer Jim 
Chalmers this morning reiterating that his “bread and butter” budget won’t contain much 
cost-of-living relief, and warning of the inflationary impacts. (That should 
please AFR readers, seven in 10 of whom believe the treasurer should provide no relief on 
cost of living. Good for them.) The government has repeatedly refused to increase the rate 

https://www.themonthly.com.au/node/210732
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/oct/14/stage-three-tax-cuts-condemned-as-unconscionable-as-acoss-report-shows-extent-of-poverty?cid=6175e87d0097440d465e44cc44aed1d3
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/oct/14/stage-three-tax-cuts-condemned-as-unconscionable-as-acoss-report-shows-extent-of-poverty?cid=6175e87d0097440d465e44cc44aed1d3
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/oct/17/inflation-and-inadequate-welfare-fuelling-australias-food-insecurity-crisis-foodbank-finds?cid=8f995a74630fc205bab045cd7c885b4e
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/oct/18/a-third-of-single-mothers-in-financial-hardship-due-to-welfare-policies-analysis-finds
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/oct/18/a-third-of-single-mothers-in-financial-hardship-due-to-welfare-policies-analysis-finds
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/this-is-not-ok-from-our-first-female-pm-gillard-s-legacy-under-the-spotlight-20220928-p5bllj.html
https://www.themonthly.com.au/the-politics/rachel-withers/2022/09/05/welfare-check
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/breakfast/call-to-halve-child-poverty-by-2030/101545358
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/politics/advocates-call-for-new-laws-to-enshrine-goal-of-halving-child-poverty-by-2030/news-story/6a5ceaa70c10ea9b0d236da0458759f3
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/australians-under-the-pump-as-floods-inflame-cost-of-living-20221017-p5bqe9.html
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-10-18/jobseeker-centrelink-below-poverty-line-budget/101532446
https://thenewdaily.com.au/finance/2022/10/18/chalmers-downplays-budget-relief-measures/?breaking_live_scroll=1
https://thenewdaily.com.au/finance/2022/10/18/chalmers-downplays-budget-relief-measures/?breaking_live_scroll=1
https://www.afr.com/policy/economy/afr-readers-reject-cost-of-living-relief-budget-measures-20221014-p5bpy6
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of JobSeeker in this budget (and, no, indexation doesn’t count), with Social Services 
Minister Amanda Rishworth using today’s webinar on poverty hosted by the Committee for 
Economic Development of Australia (CEDA) to again rule out a rise, citing the 
debt. Guardian Australia inequality editor Luke Henriques-Gomes, who was watching the 
CEDA event, noted that the government didn’t seem to have any plans to address poverty at 
all, even as advocates on the panel repeatedly pointed out that increasing the JobSeeker 
rate in 2020 had proven a success. 
So much for yesterday’s lofty pledge to “end gender-based violence in one generation”. As 
feminist and writer Anne Summers found in her recent research, single parenthood and 
domestic violence are deeply linked, with limited financial options forcing women to 
choose between violence and poverty in deciding whether to flee. (Summers recommended 
allowing single parents to stay on the parenting payment until their youngest turns 16, and 
abolishing mutual obligations for those with young children.) This, in turn, is contributing 
to child poverty rates, with children suffering as a result of the precarious position in which 
many mothers find themselves. Speaking on RN Breakfast, Wren said she was heartened by 
yesterday’s new National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children, noting that 
social security was explicitly mentioned. But when is the government going to be able to 
move on this? Not in this budget, it seems, or in the next, unless it finds some extra revenue 
streams. 
Treasurer Chalmers is caught between a rock and a hard place when it comes to funding 
election commitments, keeping election promises and paying down the debt. (The 
floods certainly haven’t helped, contributing both to inflation and the costs this budget 
must cover.) But there is barely anyone doing it tougher than those living on welfare, many 
of whom are skipping meals and showers, as the costs of essentials such as food and 
housing continue to rise even faster than the Consumer Price Index. Poverty, as welfare 
advocates keep pointing out, is a political choice, and it’s one that our leaders look set to go 
on making in next week’s federal budget. It says a lot about Australian society that many 
high-income voters seem more interested in hanging onto future tax cuts than in the fact 
that millions of their fellow citizens are struggling to afford enough to eat. 
  

https://www.themonthly.com.au/the-politics/rachel-withers/2022/09/05/welfare-check
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/live/2022/oct/18/australia-news-live-victoria-floods-flooding-murray-river-melbourne-flemington-racecourse-politics-coalition-labor?page=with:block-634e1c3e8f08a7953bbfe9bc#block-634e1c3e8f08a7953bbfe9bc
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/live/2022/oct/18/australia-news-live-victoria-floods-flooding-murray-river-melbourne-flemington-racecourse-politics-coalition-labor?page=with:block-634e1c3e8f08a7953bbfe9bc#block-634e1c3e8f08a7953bbfe9bc
https://twitter.com/lukehgomes/status/1582188254971203584
https://www.themonthly.com.au/the-politics/rachel-withers/2022/10/17/generational-change
https://www.violenceorpoverty.com/
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/violence-or-poverty-the-dire-choice-faced-by-nearly-half-a-million-women-20220706-p5azmh.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/australians-under-the-pump-as-floods-inflame-cost-of-living-20221017-p5bqe9.html
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-10-18/jobseeker-centrelink-below-poverty-line-budget/101532446
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/oct/18/guardian-essential-poll-voters-split-on-whether-labor-should-ditch-the-stage-three-tax-cuts?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
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Children often miss out as poverty strikes low-income 
families in high-earning Canberra 

16 October 2022 | Katrina Condie 

https://the-riotact.com/children-often-miss-out-as-poverty-strikes-low-income-families-in-high-

earning-canberra/601580 

 
Canberra children are often missing out because their families are struggling to make 
ends meet. Photo: File. 

An estimated 9000 children are living below the poverty line in Canberra. 

Despite the city having the highest average weekly earnings in Australia, the rising cost 
of living in Canberra means many families cannot afford the basics, such as housing, 
food, transport, health services, clothing and energy. 

This year’s Anti-Poverty Week, from 16 to 22 October, will shine a light on struggling 
families with the ACT Council of Social Service (ACTCOSS) urging all parliamentarians 
to legislate to halve child poverty in the Territory by 2030. 

https://the-riotact.com/author/kcondie
https://the-riotact.com/children-often-miss-out-as-poverty-strikes-low-income-families-in-high-earning-canberra/601580
https://the-riotact.com/children-often-miss-out-as-poverty-strikes-low-income-families-in-high-earning-canberra/601580
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Care Financial Counselling research found a shortage of government housing, 
combined with a sharp rise in the cost of living, has severely impacted Canberra’s low-
income families. 

CEO Carmel Franklin said Care looked at the cost of living for individuals, couples and 
families receiving Centrelink benefits, and found households living in government 
housing were, on average, in deficit $15 a week. Canberra households living in private 
rentals, however, faced a shortfall of about $100 a week. 

“This proves if you’re on any kind of Centrelink payment, you cannot afford to rent 
privately. You just can’t,” Ms Franklin said. 

“Essentially, every single week these households have to decide what essential costs 
they will pay and what will have to miss out. 

 

READ ALSO ACTCOSS wants reform to address ‘shameful’ child poverty rates in ACT 

 

“Even if they’re in government housing, making ends meet is very difficult. And it’s 
impossible if they’re in a private rental.” 

Ms Franklin said it was often the children who miss out on school excursions, after-
school activities such as music, dance and sport, and family outings. 

“Once households pay the essentials such as rent, food, electricity and fuel, there’s just 
nothing left,” she said. 

“If they have unexpected medical or vet bills, their car or refrigerator breaks down, or 
they need clothing, often they’re using Afterpay systems, going to Cash Converters or 
maxing out their credit card to meet the additional costs. The problem is, they can’t 
afford to make the repayments, so it’s a constant cycle of debt and stress.” 

https://www.carefcs.org/contact
https://the-riotact.com/actcoss-wants-reform-to-address-shameful-child-poverty-rates-in-act/598075
https://the-riotact.com/actcoss-wants-reform-to-address-shameful-child-poverty-rates-in-act/598075
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Care CEO Carmel Franklin says more needs to be done to address poverty in 
Canberra. Photo: Care. 

Ms Franklin says the Federal Government doesn’t provide an adequate safety net for 
people receiving Centrelink payments, particularly those on Job Seeker. And at a 
Territory level, there needs to be a larger investment in social housing. 

During its research, Care found one low-income Canberra family had a household 
budget surplus of $18 a fortnight. 

The father has a full-time job, the mother works three days a week and they have two 
young children, so receive Family Tax Benefit B. 

“After their expenses, including a private rental, they have a tiny surplus that really isn’t 
enough if they have any unexpected costs,” Ms Franklin said. 

“They are making it through each fortnight by making things really tight, but there’s no 
capacity to build up a savings buffer in their bank. 

“With rents so expensive and the cost of living going up, it’s driving Canberra families on 
low incomes, as well as those on Centrelink payments, into more hardship and poverty.” 

She said any small expense could “tip them over the edge” and leave them with no 
money to pay their rent, putting them at higher risk of becoming homeless. 

“Why have we still got people doing it so tough? It’s hard for most people to understand, 
because poverty is hidden in Canberra,” Ms Franklin said.  

Another Care client, John, 56, lives in government housing and is “only just” surviving 
on Job Seeker. The former chef has diabetes and arthritis and is awaiting a hernia 
operation, so is unable to work. 
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He said the Centrelink payment wasn’t enough and often found himself going without 
“proper food” with no savings for emergency costs. Despite using his heater as little as 
possible over winter, he was recently hit with a $500 electricity bill. 

ACTCOSS has welcomed the ACT Government’s commitment to deliver an additional 
400 public housing dwellings by 2025 and 600 more affordable housing dwellings by 
2025-26. But it said the commitment fell well short of community needs. 

Help raise awareness about the housing and cost of living crises by taking part in one of 
the Anti-Poverty Week Events across the ACT this month. 
 

 

https://www.actcoss.org.au/anti-poverty-week-2022
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Sydney Morning Herald and Age– Opinion, Thursday 4 August, 2022 

https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/julia-gillard-committed-a-terrible-wrong-it-s-time-for-

albanese-to-right-it-20220802-p5b6pj.html 

 

 

 

 

The theatre of politics in the first sitting fortnight of the new federal parliament had all the joy and pathos 

you’d expect when power changes hands. 

The Albanese government was buoyant. The Coalition opposition, miserable – especially former prime 

minister Scott Morrison, who didn’t turn up until parliament’s second week. 

Morrison seemed mentally absent during question times, a spent force barely going through the motions 

as he sat in parliament’s back row. 

It’s going to be a long road back for Opposition Leader Peter Dutton, on a 25 per cent approval rating 

according to the latest polls. 

But his challenge pales when compared to that of Treasurer Jim Chalmers. He has an economic shambles 

to fix. 

It was symbolised this week by the Reserve Bank’s fourth interest rate increase in as many months as 

RBA Governor Philip Lowe externalised onto Australians the cost of him hitting the brakes hard to make 

up for his earlier, protracted monetary policy laxness. 

For Chalmers, cleaning up the consequences of someone else’s monetary policy missteps, and inheriting a 

trillion-dollar debt from an outgoing government is not going to be fun. 

The pent-up demands are enormous. Everyone wants their policy suggestions funded. But there are some 

certainly more worthy than others. 

Sean Kelly wrote in this masthead on Monday about Anti-Poverty Week executive director Toni Wren’s 

existential worry that “Labor isn’t talking about child poverty.” 

 

One in six Australian children live below the poverty line, Wren points out. 

This has a deep and uncomfortable resonance for Labor people who recall former prime minister Bob 

Hawke’s unfulfilled 1987 pledge that no child should live in poverty by 1990. 
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Wren among others is lobbying ministers to make child poverty a thing of the past. She was accompanied 

in her Canberra representations this week by Terese Edwards, CEO of the National Council for Single 

Mothers and their Children. 

As Julia Gillard delivered her misogyny speech on October 9, 2012, Edwards led a protest on the lawns of 

Parliament House against a Gillard government bill shifting 85,000 single-parent families from the single-

parent benefit onto the inadequate unemployment benefit. This left them between $60 and $100 a week 

worse off. 

These were families “grandfathered” from the Howard government decision years earlier to move new 

applicants onto unemployment benefits once their youngest child turned eight. 

Edwards and colleagues across the welfare sector were shocked Labor would compound the punitive 

policy move, and the protest was a last-ditch bid to stop it. The bill nevertheless passed in the Senate that 

afternoon. 

Edwards cast around trying to find the Labor figure driving the decision. “Everyone ducked and blamed 

someone else,” she said, noting several key ministers had since disavowed the move, but not Gillard. 

Gillard’s argument is that the best way out of poverty is to get a job. Of course it is, but living below the 

poverty line can drive families so low it becomes beyond a struggle to re-enter the workforce. 

As incoming Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet secretary Glyn Davis wrote in his 2021 book On 

Life’s Lottery, the data shows that intergenerational poverty persists in Australia in the same way as 

intergenerational wealth. It’s not just the single parents being condemned to poverty through current 

policy – it’s their kids, then their grandkids. 

 

Australian feminist writer Anne Summers is on the case now too. 

Her report, The Choice: Violence or Poverty, lays out in graphic detail the Hobson’s choice faced by tens 

of thousands of mothers in violent marriages: to stay and cop the abuse in exchange for food and shelter, 

or to leave with your children and expose them to the alternative dangers of hunger and homelessness. 

Summers is relentless. Wren and Edwards are not going away. Nor is the remnant guilt in Labor ranks 

about the extent to which it indulged, and in this instance worsened, neoliberal welfare policies during the 

Rudd and Gillard governments. 

The government’s priorities for the October budget are delivering on its election promises and beginning 

to tame the trillion-dollar debt. 

A fundamental review and reset of Australia’s welfare system is needed but can’t be done between now 

and October. 

Reversing the Howard and Gillard governments’ consignment of single-parent families to a crushing 

existence on unemployment benefits once the youngest child turns eight is a minimum first move, and 

should be done right away – not least to atone for that shocker of a decision in 2012. 
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Budget priorities can be arranged to accommodate this as an emergency measure in October rather than 

being held over pending a rethink of the entire welfare system. 

It’s in Albanese’s and Chalmers’ power to do this. The government is being rewarded with strong voter 

support for decisive action in other areas. They must right this shameful wrong. 

Sydney Morning Herald and Age – Opinion, Monday 1 August, 2022 
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A theme keeps re-appearing in commentary around the Albanese government. On this topic or 

that, we read sentences along the lines of, “This is a good first step. But across a range of areas, 

the jury’s still out.” I’ve done the same myself. 

This is reasonable. In most areas, the government has moved about as quickly as you could hope; 

and in most areas, these moves are limited, preparatory rather than decisive. Where the 

government has acted – the dismantling of the powers of the Building and Construction 

Commission, say – it is too early to judge the consequences. This conclusion is encouraged by 

the government, which kept on saying, last week, that it couldn’t turn around nine years of 

neglect in nine weeks. 

 

But there is at least one group of people in Australia who have every right to judge the 

government already. That is because the Albanese government could act today to change their 

lives, and has so far chosen not to. Nor do we have much indication yet that it will do so any 

time soon. 

Recently, Toni Wren, who advised Labor minister Peter Baldwin in the 1990s, was asked by a 

group of academics what kept her up at night. Her answer was simple: “The fact that Labor isn’t 

talking about child poverty.” 

Wren, the Executive Director of Anti-Poverty Week, acknowledges this problem isn’t limited to 

Labor. The Coalition found various ways to avoid talking about poverty, including 

quibbling over whether a precise definition was possible. And in recent weeks, as inflation has 

garnered more and more attention, it has been fascinating to watch so much of the media focused 

on mortgage repayments. We hear far, far less about those with little chance of ever getting a 

mortgage. 
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This silence in our national conversation is remarkable when you consider how common poverty 

actually is: of every six Australian kids, one lives below the poverty line. So, I say to Wren, that 

means their family is just keeping it together? 

“It’s worse than that,” she says. “They are already in debt. Every week, they are juggling which 

bills they can fall behind on.” 

You might think these are the children who have somehow slipped through the system, missing 

out on support they are entitled to. In fact, many of these kids are already receiving the 

maximum amount of support. Our government knows about them, helps their parents a bit, but 

has decided not to help them enough to keep them out of poverty. 

 

During the pandemic, many of these families suddenly received an extra $250 a week. Of that, 

perhaps $150 went to the gap in their rent that the government’s rent assistance didn’t cover. 

That left $100, which suddenly meant, says Wren, “you could buy your kids warm pyjamas, 

stock up on birthday presents so your kids could go to birthday parties.” Then the $250 was cut 

back drastically, leaving those families pretty much back where they were: “mothers pretending 

to their kids that they already ate while they were cooking”. 

Wren’s reference to “mothers” is not an accident. This is where the anti-poverty agenda meets 

the government’s concerns about gender and domestic violence. Women are more likely to suffer 

poverty. And if we zoom in on children, then, again, we see that while 80 per cent of single-

parent families are headed by women, that rises to 95 per cent for the poorest single-parent 

families. 

Then you have the fact that a significant number have left violent partners, and need income 

support, which is inadequate. The knowledge that the social safety net is – rather than catching 

you – “going to plunge you into poverty”, says Wren, means that mothers are often faced with a 

choice: violence or poverty. 

In other words, an increase to payments like JobSeeker and rent assistance fits squarely within 

Labor’s existing aims: on gender, on childhood development, on domestic violence. Or, in the 

broadest sense, within what Anthony Albanese told his caucus last week: Labor’s responsibility 

as the party “that seeks to change existing power relationships in society in favour of more 

equality and in favour of fairness”. 

Ministers do get asked about JobSeeker from time to time. So far, the signs are not great. The 

Minister for Social Services, Amanda Rishworth, gets asked most often, and tends to refer to 

budgetary pressures, as well as what the government is already doing (social housing, bringing 

medicine prices down). The Treasurer, Jim Chalmers, emphasises budget constraints. 

Frustratingly, the most urgent argument for increasing these payments – inflation, which is 

leaving poor people even poorer – can also become an argument against the increase. Won’t 

putting extra money into the economy add to inflation? The economist and former Labor adviser 

Angela Jackson acknowledges there is a balancing act. Adding to inflation is a factor, but that is 
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precisely why, rather than providing broad support, you have to target it to those who need it 

most. The most vulnerable need to be protected because they are not in any position to absorb the 

price hikes. 

In the past few days, Albanese has begun in earnest his campaign for the Indigenous Voice to 

Parliament. It would have been easy enough to delay, given the various crises his government 

confronts. Instead, some of the Prime Minister’s better qualities have been on display: an 

understanding that pressure for change often has to be built by government; his belief that more 

than one thing can be done at a time; and the mixed blessing of his rhetorical style, unlikely to 

make something sound inspiring but more than likely to make it sound like common sense. 

These qualities could be used to justify an immediate increase to payments for those living in 

poverty. Or, at a minimum, they could be used to begin an honest national conversation about the 

child poverty in our midst. At least then we could say that Labor had taken a good first step. But 

so far, on this topic, we can’t even say that much. 


