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International eyes on welfare shambles

A new report thisweek, by the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, has
provided some serious food for thought on the issue of
welfarereform.

The report, ‘Babies and Bosses, reviewed
benefit dependency among New Zealand’ s sole parents,
and ishighly critical of Government policy inthisarea.
It found that our rate of welfare dependency —whereby
more than ahalf of all sole parentsin New Zealand are
jobless — is high by international standards, and
suggeststhat reforminthisareaislong overdue.

Thereport, by WilliamAderna, ispart of aseries
reviewing policies in OECD countries that affect
parents and their work choices. It makes a valuable
contribution to the debate over the need for on-going
welfarereform.

There is no doubt that the
Domestic Purposes Benefit is the
cause of widespread disquiet in
New Zedand. Staunch supporters
clam that the benefit should not
only be available as a right to any
woman who chooses to have a
child, but that the level of payment
should be made more generous.
Feminists, who fought for the
creation and introduction of the
DPB, are very wary of any move
that could erode the power that it
hasgiventowomen.

But, while the DPB has undoubtedly served a
purpose, particularly in those cases that gaverisetoits
creation —women trapped in violent relationships who
needed the promise of financial support in order to
move out — times have changed. Growing numbers of
New Zealanders now believe it is long-past time to
overhaul thebenefit.

When first introduced in 1973, some 14,000
women qualified for the DPB. The numbers have
increased relentlessly over the years, peaking at
115,000in1998. Forecastsat thetime projectedthat the

“ Official figures show that the
vast majority of DPB recipients
are women who have never
married, outnumbering those who
had by two to one. That
represents a significant
turnaround from the time when
the overwhelming proportion of
DPB recipients were married
women whose marriages had
failed.”

numberswould reach 124,000 by 2002.

In the late 1990s, however, measures were
introduced to arrest this growth, including the work
testing of sole parents — to create an expectation that
parents with school-aged children under the age of 14
look for part-time work, and parents of older children
seek full-time work. As a result of these work
requirements, sole parentsbegan to move off the benefit
and into work — by the time L abour took officein 1999,
DPB numbershadfallento 110,000.

Labour, however, halted that reduction by
changing the legislation. Those changes included
scrapping Work for the Dole, abolishing Work-Testing,
removing the stand-down period, and extending DPB
eligibility until arecipient’syoungest childis18.

Over the years, the
circumstances of women claiming
the DPB havealso changed.

Official figures show that the
vast majority of DPB recipients are
women who have never married,
outnumbering those who had by two
to one. That represents a significant
turnaround from the time when the
overwhelming proportion of DPB
recipients were married women
whosemarriageshadfailed.

Today there are amost 40,000
single women on the DPB. That
growing number reinforces concerns
that too many women are now using the benefit as a
lifestyle choice and treating taxpayers as substitute
husbands.

Yet many of thetaxpayersforced to pay thebills
worry that they are funding away of life that limits the
lifeopportunitiesof mothersand their children.

These fears are well founded. The evidence is
now unequivocal that sole parenthood, and long-term
welfare dependency, is very damaging to children.
Long-term welfare is amajor factor in New Zealand's
excessively high ratesof child abuseand crime, withthe
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Government’s own socia policy research team
finding that long-term benefit dependency and sole
parenthood are significant risk factors for children.
The situation is particularly critical for Maori — half
of al Maori children are now growing upinfamilies
dependent on welfare, and the majority of Maori
babies are now being born into families where there
arenofathers.

To usethe public purseto fund such asystem
—whichinflictsdamage on children onadaily basis—
is, | believe, immoral. And for the Labour
Government turn a blind eye to the
damage that its welfare system is
causing to children borders on
criminal.

Thisisthe main reason why
effective welfare reform is so
urgent. Every day, asaresult of our
welfare system, too many children
will beborntofail. Indaysgoneby,
these children would have been
adopted out, and into families that
would provide them with the love and care that their
parents were incapable of giving. But, in today’s
politically correct world, adoption But, in today’s
politically correct world, adoption appears to be a
diminishing option particularly compared to the
support offered by the DPB.

While few people have ever questioned the
provision of long-term security for those peoplewho
— through incapacity — genuinely cannot fend for
themselves, most believe that welfare assistance to
the able-bodied should be temporary. That support

“ The evidence is now
unequivocal that sole
parenthood, and long-term
welfare dependency, is very
damaging to children. Long-
termwelfare isa major factor in
New Zealand's excessively high
rates of child abuse and
crime...”
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should betargeted at hel ping beneficiariesovercome
the barriers they face to employment — whether it's
childcare, transport or relocation help, mentoring or
financial planning advice, there is an understanding
that many long-term beneficiaries need to be
supported while they organise what can be quite
chaotic personal lives, in order to successfully take
onandholdajob.

Investing in welfare recipients in this way,
particularly sole parents, creates many advantages —
not only to the individual and their family, as their
lives are enriched through
freedom from State control,
but to the nation asawhole as
they join the workforce and
becomenet contributors.

With the current critical
shortage of workers holding
the country back, it is
unacceptable that taxpayers
are paying the dole to 84,000
beneficiaries, and the DPB to
54,000 sol e parentswith school aged children.

| welcomethe OECD’scall to action. | hope
that it isacatalyst for working New Zealandersto | et
the Government know that excuseswill no longer be
tolerated: aproper overhaul of the benefit system, to
require the able-bodied to work, is now the only
acceptable courseof action.

Dr. Muriel Newman is the director of the NZ Centre for
Political Debate.
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: If you enjoy reading Newman Weekly and val ue independent political discussion then I’'m
: inviting youto consider becoming asupporter of theNew Zealand Centrefor Political Debate. :

: I”’m confident therecently established NZCPD think tank will becomean influential political
: force and provide amuch needed independent voice on political issues. But lifeisall about reality :
- andthe NZCPD relieson the support and goodwill of othersto continue. Contributionsboth bigand :

: small aremost welcome.

: The support levels range from a subscriber who receives Newman Weekly and has an
: opportunity to participate in our discussion forums, to those who would like to be foundation :
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: Thanks so much for your interest in Newman Weekly and taking the time to read this
: message. Tofind out more about how you can support usvisit www.nzcpd.com. :
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