
Our 45th parliament is now under way, and both major 
parties have called for a spirit of bipartisanship to prevail, 
so that important budgetary reform measures can be 
implemented. With its omnibus savings Bill yet to be 
released, the Government is seeking a $6b saving, while 
Labor has announced an $8b savings 
package of its own. 
Despite the agreement on reduced 
spending, bipartisanship may prove 
highly elusive, because the manner in 
which savings are to be achieved 
differs considerably between the two 
alternative packages. Australians are 
understandably cynical – if not indeed 
disengaged – from this dispute, 
regarding it simply as “more political 
wrangling”, as opposed to sound 
government. However, can we afford 
to be disengaged in this manner? 
In a democracy such as ours, it is 
inevitable that vested groups make 
their case for where cuts should (and 
more often should not) be made: cuts 
to negative gearing will reduce much-
needed investment in housing stocks; 
reducing family allowances to high-
income households is discriminatory; 
proposed changes to superannuation are unfairly 
retrospective; reducing company taxes will not produce 
the sought-after increases in private investment, but will 
simply benefit shareholders. The litany goes on!  
How should we decide what is equitable and structurally 
sound reform of taxation and social payments?

Inequality growing in Australia
With a mix of economic fortune and good economic 
management, Australia has enjoyed a quarter of a century 
of uninterrupted growth, and living standards have risen 
to levels which place us clearly among the wealthiest 
nations. Yet underneath that positive observation is a 
trend which causes concern. Inequality of income has been 
increasing. The Gini coefficient, the most widely used 
measure for international comparisons, has grown from 
0.27 in the early 80’s to 0.33 at latest measure. 
This now places us at the average of OECD countries, 
worse than Scandinavia, the Netherlands, and Germany 
(all below 0.30), while still better than the UK (0.35) and 
the USA (0.40). The most worrying feature for Australia is 
the upward trend in the measure. 
Why should any of this matter? After all, the economy is in 
relatively good shape, and most of us are certainly better 
off than a decade ago? From an economic perspective, the 

issue of concern relates to the size and impact of economic 
growth.
A recent ACOSS report found that, over the last 25 years, 
real wages have increased by 50% on average, but for the 
bottom 10% the increase was only 14%, while for the top 

10% the increase was 72%. The top 10% 
of households own 45% of all wealth, 
while the bottom 40% of households 
own just 5%.  
The economic implications are serious. 
Many economic and financial 
authorities, such as the IMF and the 
World Bank, are warning that an 
increasing proportion of income going 
to the highest group of earners has an 
adverse effect on rates of overall 
economic growth. If a high proportion 
of income continues to accrue to the top 
earners, and overall economic growth is 
reduced, then the inequality can only 
but grow.  
Significantly, the same authorities 
indicate that this tendency to increasing 
inequality is a structural issue, arising 
from the policies implemented by 
governments. 

By implication, then, reversal of this undesirable trend 
requires a new approach to policy setting.

Serious consequences of inequality
The consequences are of course more than economic in 
nature. There is the real ethical and political consideration 
of the sort of society we want to be. 
Do we want to be the Australia which is communitarian 
and enacts policies underwriting the notion of the ‘fair go 
for all’? 
Alternatively, do we want to be a society, as in the USA, in 
which individualistic ideals result in gross and 
progressively-worsening inequity, all in the name of an 
idealised unregulated market-driven economy? 
In Australia, there are many sound aspects in which we 
should rejoice. Inequality is not yet at a severe level. 
Economic growth has been continuous for more than 20 
years, and we are a wealthy country. Society is generally 
cohesive and welcoming. These are things which we 
should not only cherish, but which we should also be 
actively setting out to protect. 

Bipartisan effort needed 
The trend to increasing inequity in income and wealth in 
Australia is not somehow an accident of history. It is as a 
result of a mix of policies, in large embraced by both major 
parties.
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Political disengagement: can we afford it?
Peter Whiting
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Don't blame 
welfare for 
budget woes
Bruce Duncan

Prime Minister Turnbull 
promised us centrist and 
fair polices, but the 
Treasurer Mr Morrison 
appears to be playing a 
politics of resentment 
against people on 
income support. On 

25 August, he declared, "There is a new divide - the taxed 
and the taxed-nots".
This sounds like the old dog-whistle politics of generating 
resentment against others, with the misleading perception 
that ordinary taxpayers are being exploited by people on 
benefits.

Pope Francis rips capitalism and 
trickle-down economics.
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A world with 
inequality 
everywhere is 
a moral & 
economic threat
Thomas Clarke
in The Conversation
There is growing 
evidence that inequality 
is increasing not only in 
Australia but inter-

nationally with the advanced industrial economies. The 
age of endless growth in prosperity for everyone is a 
distant memory of a more hopeful age.
Australia, the land of the fair go, has in the past presented 
a bulwark against the ugly inequality which has openly 
disfigured US and UK society, and is increasingly evident 
throughout Europe. But this week's Chifley Research 
Centre report on inequality reveals how far Australia has 
slipped from its ideals of fairness and equity.

There's no guarantee Australia will 
always be the land of the fair go. 
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Milking the 
blame game: the 
Murray Goulburn 
fiasco
Tony French
The blame game is on. 
With well-politicised 
debate erupting about 
the Murray Goulburn 
(MG) dairy cooperative 

saga and what went wrong, fingers are inevitably being 
pointed in all directions.
So far, fingers have been directed at a globally ambitious 
Murray Goulburn, its assertive CEO, regulatory failures, 
passive farmers, and Russian sanctions. It's even been 
suggested you and I might be to blame each time we buy 
that $1 milk at the supermarket. But, whatever the causes, 
the reality is global over-supply of dairy products, with the 
result that, despite allegedly insatiable Chinese demand, 
plummeting prices have caught MG off-guard.
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Merchants of 
death - the 
weapons trade
Richard Broinowski
Fortune magazine ran an 
article in March 1934, 
claiming it had cost the 
US Treasury $25,000 to 
kill an enemy soldier in 
1917-18: 'Every time a 
burst shell fragment 
finds its way into the 

brain, the heart, or the intestines of a man in the front 
line, a great part of the $25,000, much of it profit, finds its  
way into the pocket of the armament maker.' But is the US 
arms industry subject to public scrutiny today?

Confiscation of arms. United Nations 
Development Programme in Europe & CIS. 
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Jack's war
Kevin Peoples
Sometimes, if we are to 
understand highly 
complex human 
tragedies like WWI, we 
begin by reducing them 
to the personal. 
'So I start with Jack, my 
father's older brother', 
wrote Kevin Peoples in 
his account of his uncle 
Jack's involvement in 
the tragedy of the great 
war.

Islam in our world 
today
Learning to understand & 
respect Islamic cultures & 
religion
Dr Herman Roborgh
Wednesday 7 September 
7:30-9pm
Yarra Theological Union Study Centre 34 Bedford 
Street Box Hill
Entry free. Donations welcome. Refreshments 
afterwards

Celebrating 
creation & 
committing to 
care for it.
The leaders of many 
churches are inviting us 
during September to 

celebrate God's creation and deepen our commitment to 
care for it. The Season of Creation runs from 1 September 
until the feast of St Francis on 4 October. See this item on 
our website for links to resources and video messages from 
Pope Francis, the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew of 
Constantinople, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Archbishop 
Justin Welby, and Rev Dr Olav Fyske Tveit general 
secretary of the World Council of Churches.


