Media item:
Catholic social teaching underlies advocacy for a higher minimum wage for families

Fair Work Australia reviews minimum wage rates each year, and makes decisions that affect the wages of millions of Australians.  Much of the argument before Fair Work Australia concerns the wage level for single wage earners.  

The Australian Catholic Commission for Employee Relations (ACCER)
, basing its analysis solidly on Catholic social teaching, has presented a strong case that families, and not just single workers, are entitled to a living wage.

Low income Australia
Notwithstanding the generally high levels of employment, and the high levels of income in Australia, there is little dispute that many Australians are struggling to make ends meet.  

Members of the St Vincent de Paul Society, who come into contact weekly with families in financial stress, are well aware of this.  
So too are those familiar with income and employment statistics: in June 2010 there were 580,000 children in jobless families in Australia, including 382,000 jobless families.  
But there is also poverty among families where there is a wage earner.

The minimum wage in Australia is currently $569 per week, or $15 an hour for a 38 hour week.  This is $39 a week below the next lowest rate provided for by awards - $608.08, for a cleaner.  Within a low-income household these are augmented by a range of Centrelink payments, including some rental assistance - after tax and transfer payments, the single person on the minimum wage would receive $522 a week, and the single wage earner with a dependent spouse and two dependent children would receive $845 a week.

This level of income can be compared to a ‘poverty line’.  60% of median income is a standard level for this.  By this measure, a single person on the minimum wage in Australia would have disposable income 10% higher than the poverty line.  
But the costs of a family are higher than those of an individual.  An accepted measure of comparison - involving the application of equivalence scales - is that a family of two adults and two children has spending needs equal to 210% of a single adult.  A family of two adults and two children, on a single wage and with all available benefits, would have disposable income of 16% less than the poverty line.
Catholic social teaching
Catholic social teaching is clear in this area.  In a statement in May 2011 to mark the 120th anniversary of Rerum Novarum, the first of the ‘social encyclicals,’ the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference reflected on several earlier statements about the basic salary entitlements of workers.  

The Bishops reiterated that ‘Workers are entitled to a wage that allows them to live a fulfilling life and to meet their family obligations’, and that wage-setting should take into account, among other things, ‘the provision of a fair safety net by reference to the living standards generally prevailing in Australia’ and ‘the needs of employees and their families.’

Choices for families
Some key players in the minimum wage debate dispute that the wages safety net should take into account the needs of families.

The Australian Council for Social Services (ACOSS), for example, in its most recent submission:

Our starting point is that the Federal Minimum Wage should be designed to at least provide a decent living standard, well above poverty levels, for a single adult and that the tax-transfer system should meet the basis costs of raising children in a low income family.
The Australian Council of Trade Unions adopted a similar approach:

The ACTU submits that meeting this standard involves ensuring that minimum wages are sufficient to allow a single adult to live in modest comfort, with dignity, and as a part of his or her community.

But, as noted above, the tax-transfer system does not in fact sufficiently compensate families where only one adult is working:  a family of two adults and two children.  So, the net effect of the focus on the single wage earner is that such families are below the poverty line.
It is important to stress that the minimum wage is a safety net.  Less than 2% of workers are on this rate, but it is a very important level for the society as a whole:  it provides a safety net, a level of earnings that no-one is legally able to fall below.  

That this safety net is inadequate for a single worker was the strong argument of the recent ACOSS and ACTU submissions, as well as that of ACCER  But ACCER went on to make the point that it is much more inadequate for a family of two adults and two children, who it would place well below a fairly meagre poverty line.  
In line with Catholic social teaching, ACCER argues that the societal safety net should make it a realistic option for a parent to remain at home - that choice should be an option.  Under the model, this choice could be exercised by either the mother or father; and the national economic policy objective of maximising workforce participation could be advanced by providing adequate training and other support to enable parents to re-enter the workforce when family circumstances allowed.

� This article draws heavily on material produced by the ACCER, and, in particular, on a recent paper by the ACCER Chair, Brian Lawrence: “Applying Catholic Doctrine on Minimum Wages in the Context of Globalisation:  the Australian Experience”, a paper presented to a conference in May 2011 at the Pontifical Council for Justice & Peace in Rome.





