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INFOCUS

Many struggling Tasmanians 
are reportedly living on less 
than $18 a day. Welfare 
recipients and the working 
poor alike are desperate for 
something to be done

I
n the early ’90s, I drove to Perth on the promise of a job. As many 
Tasmanians would remember, it was the time of, in Paul Keating’s 
words, “The recession we had to have” and it hit Tasmania and 
Victoria hard. When I got to Perth the job I had lined up wasn’t 
available, the mate I was supposed to stay with had moved on and 
I didn’t have the correct documents to get a welfare payment. 

I ended up sleeping in the car with a flat tyre, no food and no 
money. Nothing. Centrelink directed me to the Salvation Army, who 
gave me some tinned food and a cup of tea. It was a bad time. The 
daily routine of going to the ATM to check if the welfare payment 
had finally arrived was met with the inevitable transaction declined 
and it was back to the Centrelink office on foot to wait for hours to 
try to get something, anything, even a food voucher. Eventually, I 
got some casual work and enough money to buy fuel, fix the tyre 
and get out of there. It educated me in what happens, or doesn’t 
happen, when you hit rock bottom. 

I was in Sydney recently. Catching the train from the airport and 
walking through the park next to Central Station I was met with an 
astounding sight. Tents. People sitting around small gas burners, 
cooking, maybe the odd cask of wine being passed around. Well-
dressed businessmen and women strode by on their way to work, 
latte in hand, seemingly oblivious to those who had just got through 
another cold night and faced another day of waiting for their next 
payment, which would not cover rent or lodging or anything other 
than the most basic necessities of food and enough second-hand 
clothes to keep warm even in a mild Sydney winter. That is why they 
live in tents surrounded by disused shopping bags containing what 
is left of their belongings. They have nowhere else to go. It reminded 
me of refugee camps in the Third World I used to report from. 

Down here in Hobart we don’t tend to see that public side of 
hardship or deprivation, at least not in the CBD. For many Tasmanians 
this winter, though, meeting the simple needs of power bills, food 
costs and paying the rent is beyond them. This is daily life for many in 
our community, the reality of living on welfare that people don’t want 
to acknowledge. Treasurer Joe Hockey’s 2014 Budget was heavy on  
“lifters and leaners” rhetoric but the question of how people on welfare 
are supposed to live on so little has been largely ignored. Instead, the 
needy face more barriers as they try to access the most minimum of 
payments, which even then do not cover basic daily needs. 

In the course of writing this story I found many people willing 
to talk about their difficulties but few who want to be named or 
quoted. Essentially, they are afraid that if they are identified they 
could risk losing the small benefits they receive. 

It is the frontline workers of organisations, often volunteers, such 
as the Salvation Army, Tascoss and Anglicare who are prepared to  
talk about the dire circumstances faced by those on welfare benefits 
such as Newstart, the Disability Support Pension and the Age Pension.

Last month, the Salvation Army released a report called “I Can’t 
Continue To Live Like This”, which showed starkly just how little 
some of our neediest welfare recipients are living on. More than 
2400 people were surveyed for the latest Economic and Social 
Impact Survey (ESIS). Most were aged between 25 and 59 and all 
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were visiting chapters of the Salvation Army’s 262 centres around  
the nation. 

The results showed that survey respondents averaged less 
than $18 a day to live on (to buy everything they needed after 
accommodation expenses). Twenty-five per cent went without at 
least one substantial meal a day. Eighty-seven per cent of adults and 
60 per cent of children surveyed reported severe deprivation (and 
went without more than five essential items in life). Seventy-five per 
cent of respondents had cut down on basic necessities. Fifty-seven 
per cent had gone without meals. Results from the survey also 
showed couples with no children (on Newstart Allowance) not only 
experienced extreme housing stress but also had just $9.57 a day to 
live off after accommodation expenses had been paid. 

The Salvation Army says the report’s title, “I Can’t Continue To Live 
Like This”, gleaned from the responses of one of the people surveyed, 
describes a situation all too common for disadvantaged Australians. 
The charity says without change to social policy and interventions to 
break the cycle of poverty, there is little hope of change. 

In Tasmania, the everyday poverty may be more hidden than the 
tents in the park near Sydney’s Central Station, but it is nevertheless 
a reality here. The Salvation Army concludes everyday poverty is 
actually higher than the national average. Tasmania was identified 
in the 2015 ESIS as the highest state of per capita requests for 
assistance from the Salvation Army. 

Salvation Army co-ordinator in Tasmania Stuart Foster identifies 
Devonport, New Norfolk, Burnie and Glenorchy as among the top 
five places in Australia where people have sought assistance from 
the Salvation Army. 

“From our emergency assistance requests, 28 per cent are on 
Newstart, which is a very difficult benefit to live on,” Foster says. 

“We are talking about $9.50 a day. Twenty-five per cent are on 
disability pension and 20 per cent on parenting pension.” 

Deb*, who lives near Launceston, worked for 30 years in the 
public health system. She had health problems and lost her job. She 
couldn’t access the $100,000 she had accrued in superannuation 
and ended up on Newstart. 

“Everything extra I had to pay on the credit card - car registration, 
hydro. It was a slippery slope if I didn’t pay that I couldn’t go on,” Deb 
says. In the end she ended up with her possessions in storage and 
without a car. “You are almost living under a bridge,” she says. 

Eventually, she was able to access some of the super fund to secure 
a home.

Recent changes to requirements for disability pensions, including 
increased scrutiny, have had catastrophic implications for some of 
those who rely on them for their sole income. Kate Allingham, who 
works for the Federal Member for Denison, Andrew Wilkie, says 
constituents come to them daily asking for assistance in dealing 
with their pensions. 

“The major problems are they haven’t ticked all the boxes … the 
computer says ‘no’,” Allingham says. 

Some people came in highly distressed and unable to deal with 
the requirements of a changing system. “They [the government] 
don’t realise how much making announcements on tightening up 
disability payments causes anxiety,” she says. 

In one case, a welfare recipient came in after receiving a letter 
threatening to cancel his pension. 

“When he came in I’d say he was suicidal,” Allingham says. 
“Another guy who has cerebral palsy has to provide evidence 

he has cerebral palsy every year. A lot of the people on disability 
support suffer from anxiety and this [feeling of insecurity] just 
makes it worse.” 

She says staffing issues at Centrelink are also causing an increase 
in calls for help from constituents. “These days it is all internet and 
phone-based. A lot of the people can’t afford to spend 70 minutes 
on the phone to find out what has happened to their payment.” 

Beyond the struggle to live on welfare is another issue in Tasmania, 
that of the working poor. People who shun welfare, try to make a 
living from their own efforts, and still struggle to get by. 

Mary* is a 37-year-old mother of two from Risdonvale, one of the 
many struggling suburbs and towns in Tasmania. She works as a 
casual cleaner and her husband is a courier driver. Both are on casual 
wages. If they get sick, no pay. If they cannot work because a child is 
sick, no pay. Winter is hard. “Last winter we ran out of wood and had 
to rely on blankets and jumpers,” Mary says. 

A breakfast club at the local primary school means the children 

TOUGH TIMES: An inner-city park in Sydney has become home to an increasing number of homeless residents who have set up tents and living areas throughout the public space. 
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know they will get breakfast at least three times a week. “A lot of 
people found that a really big help,” Mary says. “A lot of people don’t 
get normally get breakfast.” 

She doesn’t want to use her real name for fear of discrimination in 
her community, but Mary says she really struggles to keep the power 
on in winter. The family is able to cut wood on a family property for 
the wood heater, which is lucky, because the the electricity, pre-paid 
through Aurora, is often cut off. 

“By the time the mortgage [payment] is paid it is a struggle to put 
the power on … it is a struggle to find food,” Mary says. 

Ironically, one of Mary’s problems is NOT being on welfare. “I had 
an abscess, but to see a dentist, you are out of pocket. It got me 
three or four days out of work. If you don’t have [welfare] benefits 
and the kids get sick, you can’t afford to take them to a doctor.” 

Amanda, a mother of three, also from Risdonvale, says though 
her husband works full-time for the public service she still struggles 
to meet daily needs for her family. 

She also wonders if the family would be better off on welfare than 
on a low-paying wage. 

“My daughter has a kidney problem,” she says, adding she believes 
her child has less access to the public health system since the family 
became ineligible for Health Care Cards.  

It is bitterly cold in the small Risdonvale shopping centre the day I 
visit but there are still people around. There are few other places to 
visit. Nearby there is the Risdon prison and the site commemorating 
the first European settlement in Tasmania in 1803, which was also the 
site of the first confrontation between Tasmania’s first people and the 
new arrivals. 
The neighbourhood centre is a place people can go to for food, 
emergency help or sometimes just company. And it is warm, which 
the homes of many of its visitors are often not. 

Ann Harrison, who has worked at the Risdonvale Neighbourhood 
Centre for 28 years, says they make a point of keeping the centre 
warm during winter. 

“Our power bills come in at $3500 a quarter. But we need to keep 
it warm so people can stay warm because most of the time they 
can’t afford heating at home,” she says. 

“Over 28 years I’ve seen a lot of changes, but now there are just not 
the jobs out there. The future is looking really bleak for them. Even if 
there is a job they can’t go for it;  for a lot of people in this community 
they don’t have that certificate or that bit of paper.” 

Harrison says people on Centrelink payments really struggle with 
the cost of living. “The cost of living has gone up but the payments 
have not gone up,” she says. 

“Similarly, those families on single incomes are increasingly seeking  
assistance because they don’t get any concessions.” 

Harrison says it is not just welfare recipients who come in for  

The 2015 Economic and Social Impact Survey report 
reveals what the Salvation Army says is a clearly “a 
bleak picture of entrenched and persistent poverty for 
a significant proportion of people who access Salvation 
Army services”. More than 2400 people visiting Salvation 
Army centres nationwide were involved in the study. 
Eighty-two per cent of the respondents were aged 
between 25 and 59.

•  Seventy-five per cent of respondents had cut down 
on basic necessities, 59 per cent had delayed or were 
unable to pay utility bills and 57 per cent had gone 
without meals. 

•  The survey also captured data for 2864 children 
– 60 per cent were affected by severe deprivation 
(at least five essential items). Of the 2864 children 
represented, 65 per cent of parents were not able to 
afford out of school activities, 62 per cent couldn’t 
afford an internet connection and 34 per cent couldn’t 
provide fresh fruit/vegetables on a daily basis. 

•  Eighty-seven per cent of adults and 60 per cent of 
children reported severe deprivation and went without 
at least five essential items in life. 

•  Further conclusions from the report present an equally 
grim reality of poverty in Australia, including that 
78 per cent of respondents in private rental housing 
experienced extreme housing stress. 

•  Sixty-eight per cent went without dental treatment, 
37 per cent went without medical treatment and 25 per 
cent went without at least one substantial meal a day. 

People can donate to the Red Shield Appeal by calling 
13 SALVOS (13 72 58), online at salvos.com.au, in person  
at any Westpac branch or by posting a cheque to the  
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food, it is single parent and low-income families trying to survive on 
a single wage. 

“We have a lot of older single men come in for food as well,” she 
says. “It is not good. People have to pay their bills then they don’t 
have enough left for food. We have to support them.” 

Harrison talks of how she should be telling people to budget, 
but at the end of the day there is just not enough money there 
to budget, for either welfare recipients, those families on a single 
income and many workers on casual wages. 

“We need to be able to offer these people some form of future,” 
she says. “We need to be able to offer them training. We need to be 
able to offer them jobs.” 

Otherwise, Harrison says, the hardship she sees on a daily basis  
will just continue in a generational cycle.  ●
 * Not their real names

THE COST OF LIVING 
HAS GONE UP BUT  
THE PAYMENTS HAVE 
NOT GONE UP


