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Pope Francis has renewed the call of the Church to make the dignity of the human person the central focus of national

and global economies. His Apostolic Exhortation of November 2013 comments on economies in which ‘masses of 

people find themselves excluded and marginalized’ and criticises free market competition, which has left many without

work, without opportunity and on the fringes of society.

... some people continue to defend trickle-down theories which assume that economic growth, encouraged by a 

free market, will inevitably succeed in bringing about greater justice and inclusiveness in the world. This 

opinion, which has never been confirmed by the facts, expresses a crude and naïve trust in the goodness of 

those wielding economic power and in the sacralized workings of the prevailing economic system. Meanwhile, 

the excluded are still waiting.1

Clearly Pope Francis doesn’t agree with the saying that ‘a rising tide lifts all boats’, which has been used to describe the 

benefits of economic growth. Nor do a growing number of economists and policy experts who recognise that the

outstanding performance of the economy can have very unequal outcomes.2  Two decades of economic growth in 

Australia have seen the size of our economy double and income per capita increase by 50 per cent.3  Despite this 

growth, many of us will know somebody for whom the system has failed.

Think of the older worker made redundant by technology and becoming ‘long-term unemployed’; a son or daughter 

completing their training but frustrated in the search for a job; a single mother trying to make ends meet on the

Newstart Allowance; a household with work but still below the poverty line. The list could go on. Economic growth

alone has not worked. As a nation, we need to consider those who have been excluded from the benefits of growth and

devise a system of ‘inclusive growth’ that is more equitable in spreading wealth and opportunity. 

The need for jobs providing fair wages and conditions
Australia faces a crisis in the income and conditions of its low-paid workers. Over many years, the Australian Catholic

Commission for Employment Relations (ACCER) has represented the interests of the one-sixth of the workforce who

have little bargaining power and rely on the minimum wage and the wages safety net. Minimum wages are failing to

keep pace with the Australian standard of living. Since the turn of the century, average weekly ordinary time earnings

increased by 80 per cent, while the minimum increased by only 55 per cent. If the minimum wage had kept pace, it
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position when it comes to defending basic entitlements.

Unfortunately, the national debate on jobs growth has focused on this kind of low-wage flexibility. There has been little 

consideration of how we can invest in Australia’s workforce by developing skills that will make current and prospective 

workers more competitive in jobs that promise innovation, advanced production and better wages and conditions. A 

particular area of concern has been the strategy of recruiting increasing numbers of migrant workers to fill skills gaps 

in the economy. In the year to September 2013, the number of migrants on the 457 working visa grew by 12 per cent 

from 98,610 to 110,280. This increase was much higher than the 0.8 per cent growth in Australian employment.8

While there will always be a place for skilled migrant workers in Australia, the dramatic increase in such arrangements 

gives an indication that our nation has not invested enough in the development of the domestic workforce.9

The need for income support underpinned by real job creation
It may seem strange to suggest that Australia is experiencing a job crisis when the official unemployment rate is at 6

per cent. However, this official rate conceals the dire circumstances of particular groups who are excluded from the 

labour market. Youth unemployment has risen sharply to 12.4 per cent, but is as high as 20 per cent in particularly

disadvantaged regional and urban communities. Young people make up almost 40 per cent of all people who are

unemployed. Their prospects are damaged by early exclusion from the market and a lack of basic experience and skills 

development.10  Levels of long-term unemployment are also high at around 20 per cent, with people reporting the main

barriers to employment are the low number of vacancies, too many applicants for available jobs and insufficient

experience.11

People who are unemployed and dependent on income support are the most at risk of poverty and deep social 

exclusion.12  The low payment rate of the Newstart and related Allowances as well as the lack of available jobs are 

immediate barriers to labour market participation. Consider also that over the past year the number of Newstart 

Allowance recipients increased by 6.4 per cent to 727,000. Among the 45,000 or more to come onto the Allowance are

single parents shifted from Parenting Payment and people who no longer qualify for the Disability Support Pension 

since the introduction of tougher impairment tables.13  Also competing with these jobseekers are just over half of the

817,000 underemployed part time workers who are actively seeking jobs providing more hours of work.14

What Australia faces is not a ‘welfare crisis’ but a ‘jobs crisis’. Reframing the debate to consider the failure of the market

to create adequate employment would result in a new approach. Australia would invest more in training and skills

development and move beyond the current emphasis on job search driven by tough compliance and penalty regimes. 

Instead of keeping Allowance payments low, we would increase them to lift people out of poverty and assist in their

transition to work. The flagship of labour market policy would be a government-led job creation strategy, not a work-for-

the-dole programme.

The call for an age of social inclusion
Australians are being warned that the so called ‘age of entitlement’ is over. It is regrettable that, throughout the two

decades of economic growth, there has been so little discussion of our society’s obligations to those who have been left 

behind and excluded from the mainstream. These people do have entitlements!o
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and local communities

• supporting industrial and infrastructure development that increases opportunities for local employment 

• increasing investment in research and development and lifting national training standards

• assisting employers by reducing oncosts – for example through wage subsidies or tax rebates on employment-

related costs

• agreeing on a way of measuring poverty and social exclusion and applying it when setting minimum wages 

and social security payments.

We need a competitive and productive national economy. But we cannot leave it to the market alone. There is a 

responsibility on government to ensure all people can make their contribution to the productivity of our nation and reap

the benefits of growth. In a modern society, how can we create employment – decent employment – for all who are 

capable of it? As Pope Francis says:

Growth in justice requires more than economic growth, while presupposing such growth: it requires decisions, 

programmes, mechanisms and processes specifically geared to a better distribution of income, the creation of 

sources of employment and an integral promotion of the poor which goes beyond a simple welfare mentality.

Most Rev. Christopher Saunders, DD
BISHOP OF BROOME
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