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Background notes

Catholic Social Services Victoria – 2009 Victorian Political Forum

Tuesday 1st December 2009, 8.30am – 1.30pm

Thomas Carr Centre, 278 Victoria Parade, East Melbourne 

Introduction
Catholic Social Services Victoria (CSSV) is a peak body for Catholic social service agencies in Victoria, whose services range widely across the social services sector, and, geographically, across the State.  

We work with members, as part of the Catholic Church in Victoria, to fulfil the gospel imperatives to stand with and serve those who are poor, disadvantaged and marginalised, and to work for a just, equitable and compassionate society.  

This Forum is to enable members and friends of CSSV to interact with Government Ministers and opposition leaders on issues of interest.  This will be one step in our dialogue with all political parties in the run-up to the next Victorian election, which is scheduled for Saturday 27 November, 2010. 

This statement sets out principles that CSSV ascribes to in public policy analysis, and some of the issues that the Catholic social services community consider are important in Victoria today. 

A framework for analysis:  Catholic social teaching
The Catholic tradition of justice and service builds on the theme of justice that resound through the Old Testament:

…this is what God asks of you:
only this, to act justly,
to love tenderly
and to walk humbly with your God.

Micah 6: 8

And it is based on the life and teachings of Jesus Christ.  In particular we can instance his parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37), the exhortation to love our neighbour as inextricably linked with love of God (Mark 12: 30-31), and his teaching that it is in serving others that we serve God:
Then the virtuous will say to him in reply, “Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you; or thirsty and give you drink?  When did we see you a stranger and make you welcome; naked and clothe you; sick or in prison and go to see you?  And the King will answer, “I tell you solemnly, In so far as you did this to one of the least of my brothers and sisters, you did it to me.” 

Matthew 26: 37-40

The principles of Catholic social teaching build on this tradition, as reflected on by the Church in light of the conditions and experience of society over time.  These principles are articulated in Papal encyclicals and various official statements, and are refined as we reflect on their practical application.  They include the following:
· Human beings are created in the image of God and, therefore, are endowed with inherent dignity, which carries with it certain basic rights and responsibilities.

· We all live in common with others, and the rights of individuals must be balanced with the wider common good of all. The rights and needs of others must be always respected.

· We can only grow and achieve our potential in relationship with others. Solidarity encourages us to commit ourselves to the common good.
· Subsidiarity affirms the right of individuals, families and social groups to make their own decisions and accomplish what they can by their own initiative and industry, but calls for support from Government where that is needed.

· The social order must uphold the dignity of the human person.

· The purpose of government is the promotion of the common good. Governments are required to actively participate in society to promote and ensure social justice and equity.
· Individuals and groups must be enabled to participate in society.

· The world's goods are meant for all. The right to private property is subordinate to the right to common use and the overall common good. 

· The Option for the Poor refers to seeing the world through the eyes of the poor and standing with the poor in solidarity. This should lead to action for justice with and on behalf of those who are poor and marginalised.

· The Earth is God's gift and all species have a rightful place in it. Humans share this habitat with other kind and have a special duty to be stewards and trustees of the Earth.
In applying these principles to issues facing Victoria today, the Catholic social services community offers its analysis as a basis for discussion.  We do not ask others to accept it because it emanates from our own religious position.  But we argue that these principles reflect the goals of human wellbeing and advancement that are commonly shared in our society, and to which many within the society subscribe.  

They thus provide a basis for dialogue on priorities and policies to make Victoria a better place for our society as a whole, and particularly for those least able to argue their own case within the political system. 

Priority issues for Victoria

The Victorian Government plays a key role in the lives of Victorians, particularly those who are poor or marginalised.  A wide range of Victorian Government activity is therefore of interest to Catholic social service providers.

We want to see a prosperous Victoria, where the community as a whole, and the Government, seek to advance the wellbeing of all Victorians; and where special attention is given to those who are disadvantaged or marginalised. 

The wide-ranging and generous response to the bushfire tragedies of February 2009, and our response as a community and Government to other disasters, have highlighted the possibilities that exist to focus our energies on areas of particular need, while promoting the common good.  We are all challenged to continue to extend this spirit to the broader work of Government and of the community.

General Government priorities

Sustainable management of the economy will thus continue to be a priority, with a focus on employment creation.  Management of the natural environment will continue to be a key part of long-term social and economic development.
Revenue generation must continue to serve the common good.  There are regular and sustained calls for reduction in every area of state taxation, but Government for the common good must continue to focus on revenue levels adequate to fund the services and programs needed by Victorians.  

Nor should the burden of revenue fall disproportionately on those least able to pay.  Utility costs are an area of particular concern.  So too is the continuing reliance on revenue from gambling, a very large part of which is contributed by people with gambling addictions.

Effective balancing of the burden of regulation against the need to protect vulnerable Victorians will remain a priority.  In this context, it remains a priority to protect vulnerable members of the community from predatory lenders, unscrupulous boarding house operators, and over-zealous liquor suppliers.  On the other hand, overly restrictive requirements on service providers can restrict community support for those in need. 
And the pattern of State development and Government service delivery needs to reflect the needs of geographically diverse communities, and the imbalances and social exclusion that are exacerbated by deficiencies in current planning and provision of services:  transport and community infrastructure in outer suburban Melbourne; education and health services in regional Victoria; etc.

Sustainability of the society and its environment must also be central to the work of Government.  Sustainable directions for electricity generation, and equitable and sustainable water management are two of the pressing priorities.

An integral part of the framework of Government’s contribution to Victoria is the promotion and protection of human rights, and the safety of citizens.  The continued development of human rights standards is strongly supported, in the context of building a strong, supportive community.  The Abortion Law Reform Act 2008, which gave no recognition to the rights of the unborn, or to the needs of mothers and children in our society, and which over-rode the rights to conscience of health professionals, is an area where remediation is needed. 

Service delivery for the whole community
Community well being, and particularly that of the more vulnerable groups, families and individuals in Victoria, depends heavily on general community services that are provided or supported by the Victorian Government.  

There are many demands in all of these areas, and many initiatives underway.  But in each of these areas there are important areas of unmet need, and in most areas general cost pressures that need to be recognized.

Some items of particular note: 

Education:  support for pre-school and for added school retention support, particularly in those areas with lower socio-economic indicators

Health:  access to affordable dental services, particularly for children and for disadvantaged groups
Mental health:  further work is needed on a broad front:  prevention, early intervention, crisis support and general care
Housing:  provision of adequate levels of affordable housing stock, particularly in light of the Federal Government’s reduction in stimulus funding
Transport:  accessibility of areas across Victoria that are outside the main public transport corridors
Meeting particular needs

Alongside these essential general services are areas of responsibility focused on particular groups within the society, where targeted support and services is needed to enable effective social inclusion and well being.  Among these are:

Indigenous Victorians: Closing the gap across the range of indicators of social inclusion must remain a priority for all Australian governments.
Family support:  increased preventative support for families under stress, including adequate resourcing to address needs related to education participation, parenting education, family violence, etc, is called for.  The needs of refugee communities remain a priority.
Out of home care:  Preventative and community-wide responses to help build supportive families are essential, as part of a comprehensive, funded, response to the needs of families, and to those who need out of home care.
Disability support: key issues include resource levels for support packages and respite, and the provision of more adequate financial support for purchase of disability specific equipment for disabled children and adults.
Justice system: as prison numbers increase, and recidivism levels remain relatively high, an increased focus on education and other longer term preventative measures, and on rehabilitation and transition programs, are a pressing part of a comprehensive response.
Homeless Victorians:  increased preventative work with people vulnerable to homelessness, and increased support for services such as Day centers are some of the elements needed for an effective social inclusion focus.
Community service agencies, in their work with those who are disadvantaged and marginalised, need to be adequately resourced.  Adequate support by Government for programs delivered on behalf of Government is a key need in this area.  Disparities in rates of pay between the Government and community sectors is an element in this.
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