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The new minimum wage rate came into effect on 1 July. 
The Fair Work Commission (FWC) recently announced an 
increase of $18.29/hour, approximately 3.3%. Inevitably, 
the decision failed to satisfy the vested parties within the 
Australian Industry Group representing employers seeking 
to limit the increase to $10.10/hour, citing weak economic 
conditions, and the ACTU seeking $45/
hour, citing high living costs, job insecurity, 
and inequity.
Least of all could it have delighted the 2.3 
million, or nearly one-in-four workers who 
rely on the minimum wage to support 
themselves and their families.
As our SPC Board member, Danusia Kaska 
writes in Eureka Street, homelessness has 
many faces. Yet while many of us associate 
homelessness and poverty with those 
reliant on social security payments, the fact 
is that almost a third of those rely on 
wages. Moreover, the causes of 
homelessness and poverty show strong 
correlators not just with income, but also 
with mental and physical health, domestic violence, 
substance addiction, and so on.

Addressing poverty
How is it that Australia, which recently outperformed other 
OECD countries by recording 25 consecutive years of 
economic growth, could have such a significant number of 
wage employees falling under the poverty line? Among the 
36 OECD countries, we are but a middling performer when 
it comes to poverty rates. Yet as the ‘lucky country’, we 
should expect to be ‘lucky’. Wages policy and FWC 
determinations clearly play a part, but they are not the full 
story.
Business practices contribute, with many large companies 
currently under orders to meet considerable obligations for 
underpayment of wages, and others under audit. Tony 
French’s article Consumers, cowboys & cops gives further 
impetus to the need for the business sector to act 
responsibly and pay heed not only to profits, but also to the 

good of the very society on which it is dependent.
Ex-prisoners find it exceptionally difficult to resume 
employment and their place in society. As Captain Jason 
Davies-Kildae from the Salvation Army writes, improved 
support would greatly reduce personal and community 
costs.

Many Indigenous Australians face additional 
obstacles in life, even from measures 
purportedly designed to help them. Diana 
Perche examines why the Howard 
government’s 2007 Northern Territory 
Intervention was misconceived and 
announced without consultation even with 
the NT government.
Dr Cassandra Goldie, CEO of ACOSS, in the 
Poverty in Australia Report 2016 calls upon 
Australian leaders and Australians not to 
place responsibility for poverty on 
individuals, but to see its eradication as 
shared societal responsibility.
A proper response to the eradicaion of 

poverty in Australia will require not only a new approach to 
social policies, labour market policies, and minimum wage 
setting, but also increased collaboration between the major 
political parties, as well as between government and the 
business sector.
Of course, this is a tall order. But if it were easy, it would 
already have been done. Undeniably, Australia can do 
much more than it does to alleviate and eradicate poverty; 
if we are to remain the ‘lucky country’, then we must 
empower our leadership, support them in the effort even 
when there are costs, and continually hold ourselves 
responsible for improving the lot of those impoverished in 
our midst.
This is entirely in keeping with the social thought of the 
churches over the last 125 years. Bruce Duncan, in A 
Scorecard on Pope Francis, examines how Francis has 
emerged as blaming extreme free-market ideologies for 
growing inequality and poverty. 

We can make Australia fair
Editorial Peter Whiting
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A scorecard on 
Pope Francis
Bruce Duncan
Despite opposition from right-
wing media and thinktanks 
aligned with and funded by 
major corporations, Pope 
Francis has reiterated many 

times his attack on extreme free-market ideologies, and, 
in part, blames them for growing inequality. He 
acknowledges the huge benefits of well-regulated 
markets in lifting millions out of poverty, but laments 
that markets have often been perverted and corrupted 
by special interests, diverting the gains to small elites 
rather than benefitting the many.

SPC News
Articles can be read in full at socialpolicyconnections.com.au 

Consumers, cowboys, 
& cops
Tony French
According to Andrew Leigh and 
Adam Triggs in their blog 
article, A few big firms, it’s 
hard to come up with 
Australian industries which are 

not dominated by a few big players. They found that, 
generally, the four biggest firms dominate 80% or more 
of their respective markets (the beer market, for 
example).
It’s a depressing fact that market dominance does not 
translate into responsible market behaviour – big, yet 
benign. Quite the reverse. Fewer and bigger businesses 
than ever use their enhanced market power for anti-
competitive purposes, affecting not just consumers, but 
also small businesses, and workers.

Bob Murray’s reprise 
on the 1950s’ Labor 
Split & Santamaria
Reviewed by Bruce 
Duncan
Robert Murray, Labor and 

Santamaria (Melbourne: Australian Scholarly 
Publishing, 2017) pp. x+103, Foreword Graham 
Freudenberg.
Veteran political journalist, Bob Murray, has produced a 
lively short account of the traumatic events of the great 
Labor Split of the 1950s in a way which makes the story 
readily accessible to readers today. Having known many 
of the players in this script personally, Murray has made 
them come alive for readers, detailing their personal 
idiosyncrasies and blemishes, as well as their hopes and 
struggles.
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Ex-prisoners deserve 
a ‘fair go’ for a new life
Jason Davies-Kildae
A cursory scan of just about any 
set of prisoner demographics 
quickly reveals a catalogue of 
social disadvantage. Our prison 
populations show high numbers 

of people with health problems, including mental illness, 
addictions, intellectual disability, and acquired brain 
injury.
Other over-represented groups reflect lifelong social 
barriers, such as coming from a place of geographic 
disadvantage, or being part of a family living through 
inter-generational poverty. Homelessness can intersect 
with and exacerbate many of these risk factors.
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SPC Forum
Wednesday 2 August 7:30-9pm
Yarra Theological Union 
Study Centre
Enter via 34 Bedford Street Box Hill
Street parking available. Entry by 
donation. Refreshments available.

What future for West Papua?
What is the role of Christians and the churches 

in West Papua’s struggle for self-determination?
Louise Byrne & Revd Peter Woods

In the early 1960s, West Papua was a Dutch colony, 
with a well-funded well-organised self-determination 
program, legislated by the Netherlands Parliament, 
and signed-off by Queen Juliana, with independence 
scheduled for 1970.9By the end of the 1960s, West 
Papua was an Operational Military Zone within the 
Indonesian Republic. What happened, and what’s 
going on now?

Ten years on, it’s time 
we learned lessons 
from the failed NT 
Intervention
Diana Perche in The 
Conversation
Ten years ago this month, the 
then prime minister, John 

Howard, and his Indigenous affairs minister, Mal 
Brough, launched the Northern Territory Emergency 
Response (NTER) into remote Indigenous communities.
With no warning and no consultation, the federal 
government moved swiftly to seize control of many 
aspects of the daily lives of residents in 73 remote 
communities. It implemented coercive measures 
unthinkable in non-Indigenous communities.
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