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The lull of summer has finally set in – a relief after the final few months of the 
year. Those dying days of 2017 were a textbook illustration of the many gears 
that governments have to work in.

The furious build up of energy (on both sides) from the same-sex marriage debate 
was afforded release as the parliament rushed to be seen to undertake ‘democ-

racy’. This, of course, followed months of trying to slow inevitability by any means possible.

Meanwhile, Victoria quietly went about the business of legalising assisted dying, continuing 
their raison d’etre of being a thorn in the side of the conservative feds. 

And then, in horrifying detail, we witnessed the slow motion car crash that befell the Prime 
Minister, as he was hedged in on all sides regarding a Banking Royal Commission. 

It was a frantic end to a year that had little else to point at domestically. Yet even though it 
felt like the PM was treading water this year, the challenges facing Australia and the world 
have continued to amass.

This edition of AQ would have to be one of the most diverse of recent years. This is what 
AQ does best, ranging across the full spectrum of the issues facing the country – from the 
risks/opportunity of blockchain technology to Australia’s obligations in the Sustainable 
Development Goals, from the promise and potential of a Circular Economy to the implica-
tions of Brexit for us all. 

Yet a common thread underpins them all – the growing need for dramatic paradigm shifts 
in how we act, how we think, and how we govern. It’s a theme increasingly prevalent in our 
public discourse; we have begun to push things too far for incremental change to be able to 
correct.

So as you enjoy the long, lingering evenings, I hope that you’ll reflect on the small changes 
we can all make today to help avoid the dramatic crash tomorrow. 

And don’t forget to find us on Facebook (@AQAustralianQuarterly) and Twitter (@AQjournal).

Have a long and carefree summer everyone!

Grant Mills
Editor-at-large
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This is not to deny (again 
with the bene�t of 
hindsight) that the 
pledge was unrealistic in 
terms of what could be 

achieved in such a short period – the 
commitment was made in the run-up 
to the 1987 federal election. Even so, 
it resulted in signi�cant – and in many 
instances – long-lasting reforms being 
made to the system of income support 
for children (lead by reformist Social 
Security Minister, Brian Howe). Those 
achievements demonstrate the impact 
that poverty targeting can have when it 
is formulated and backed at the highest 

It is easy to be wise after the event, but the widespread 
cynicism that greeted Bob Hawke’s pledge to ‘end child 

poverty by 1990’ was as wide of the mark as the actual pledge 
itself. Although Hawke himself has since admitted that the 

announcement was unwise and a deviation ‘from the script’, 
subsequent events have shown that the child poverty pledge 

was ahead of its time in two key regards: first, because of 
its emphasis on the need to set poverty targets; and second 

because of the focus given to the problem of child poverty, now 
acknowledged to be one of its most damaging manifestations.  

ARTICLE BY: PROFESSOR  PETER SAUNDERS

Alleviating poverty: 
Australia will be called to account
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Child poverty averaged 13.5 per cent across all  
34 OECD countries and was below 5 per cent in only two 

of them – Denmark and Finland. Australia’s child poverty 
rate is just about bang on the OECD average.

political levels. Child poverty did decline 
but by nowhere near enough to bring 
it close to zero – an achievement that 
would have been remarkable since no 
country has managed to get its child 
poverty rate below 3 per cent and very 
few have even approached this level. 

The latest OECD �gures (for 2014) 
show that child poverty averaged 13.5 
per cent across all 34 OECD countries 
and was below 5 per cent in only two of 
them – Denmark and Finland. Australia’s 
child poverty rate is just about bang on 
the OECD average, but when applied to 
the 2016 census population data, this 
implies that around 590,000 children 
aged 0-14 were poor in that year. What 
a dreadful but avoidable start in life we 
are providing to those children. 

The experience of countries like 

the UK and Ireland that have set more 
realistic poverty reduction targets – 
realistic in terms of both the targeted 
level and the time needed to get 
there – has shown the folly of Hawke’s 
commitment. However, it has also 
illustrated how the setting of poverty 
reduction targets by government can 
have major impacts on mobilising 
the actions needed to achieve them 
(including giving impetus to the devel-
opment of better poverty measures). 

While neither country managed to 
achieve the targets it set itself, both 
achieved substantial reductions in 
poverty rates (in child poverty in Britain 
under the Blair Government) and to this 
extent the impact of the initiatives can 
be seen as unambiguously positive.

Most Australian politicians have 

reacted to the cynicism that was 
directed at Hawke’s pledge by not 
only refusing to sign up to more 
modest poverty reduction targets 
but by ignoring the topic altogether. 
Admittedly, ALP leader Bill Shorten 
made reference in a 2016 Australia Day 
speech to the poverty rates contained 
in the latest ACOSS Poverty Report1 but 
so far this has failed to translate into 
concrete policy action. 

One of the single greatest 
contributors to poverty currently is the 
woefully inadequate level of Newstart 
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One of the single greatest contributors to poverty 
currently is the woefully inadequate level of 
Newstart Allowance.

IMAGE: © Caitlyn_and_Kara-Flickr

Allowance yet neither major political 
party has shown the slightest tendency 
to consider increasing it.2 Instead, both 
continue to act on the �ction that the 
best way to make in-roads into poverty 
is through a strong economy, failing to 
understand that decades of research 
has shown that e�ective poverty 
reduction also requires policies that 
address the problem directly by giving 
the poor what they most urgently need 
– adequate and secure incomes and 
access to more and better services.

This stalemate may be about to 
change, because of two factors. First, 
growing community concern over 
rising levels of inequality is serving to 
re-focus attention not only on those 
who have gained most from past 
economic shifts (and policies), but also 
on those who have been left behind. 

As Alison McClelland noted almost 
two decades ago with words that 
resonate strongly today: ‘If poverty 
is also accompanied by a greater 
inequality and polarisation of family 
circumstances and opportunities, then 
a concern about equality of opportunity 
and a ‘fair go’ for all requires attention to 
inequality more generally including a 
concern about the unequal position of 
those at the top as well as those at the 
bottom’.3 So rising economic inequality 
and shifting community sentiment 
may conspire to force the hand of our 
politicians into recognising that poverty 
exists, has harmful consequences and 

must be addressed. 
There is, however, a second 

development that will, over time, 
place all governments under growing 
pressure to acknowledge and respond 
to poverty. This is the adoption of 
the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) by the United Nations General 
Assembly in September 2015. Like 
the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) that they replaced, the SDGs 
place eradicating extreme poverty at 
the centre of the global development 
agenda for the period up to 2030. 

Buoyed no doubt by the 
success achieved in reaching 
– in fact exceeding – the 
MDG poverty reduction 
targets, the SDG targets 
are even more ambitious. 
But they will also in�uence 
how countries like Australia 
respond to poverty trends, 
internationally as well as 
domestically.

The UN’s Social 
Development Agenda

The SDGs comprise a set of 17 aspi-
rational global goals that contain 169 
targets. Goal 1 is the bold claim to ‘end 
poverty in all its forms everywhere’ and 
the �rst two Targets within that Goal 
are: ‘By 2030, eradicate extreme poverty 
for all people everywhere, currently 
measured as people living on less than 

$1.25 a day’ and ‘By 2030, reduce at 
least by half the proportion of men, 
women and children of all ages living in 
poverty in all its dimensions according 
to national de�nitions’. 

Speaking at a 2015 UN Summit 
meeting two days after the SDGs were 
adopted, Australia’s Foreign Minister 
Julie Bishop described the target to end 
extreme poverty within a generation as 
‘an ambitious, bold – and necessary – 
objective’ and pledged that: ‘In giving 
e�ect to the new agenda, we can share 
lessons from our own experience’.4 This 

latter comment might seem somewhat 
paternalist and irrelevant to global 
e�orts to eradicate extreme poverty, 
but they are in fact eerily prescient 
given subsequent developments, 
described further below.

Before turning to that discussion, it 
is worth highlighting several features 
of the SDG poverty reduction targets. 
First, they refer to reductions in the 
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Tackling extreme poverty is a goal for all countries 
(including rich countries like Australia) not just for those where 
extreme poverty is concentrated and most pronounced. 
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absolute numbers in poverty (‘all 
people everywhere’) not to a reduction 
in the poverty rate (as was the case with 
the MDGs). The numbers in poverty 
must thus fall in absolute terms, not just 
rise more slowly (or fall more rapidly) 
than the size of the global population. 
Second, the reference to ‘men, women 
and children of all ages living in 
poverty’ highlights the aim of reducing 
directly the number of individuals 
living in poverty not just the number 
of individuals living in poor households, 
which is what most existing poverty 
measures capture. Thirdly, the reference 
to ‘poverty in all its dimensions 
according to national de�nitions’ is 
important for two reasons: �rst, because 
it acknowledges that poverty is not 
just about a lack of income but also 
includes non-monetary factors and is 
multi-dimensional in terms of how it is 
identi�ed and measured; and second 
– and of great relevance in the current 
context – because the reference to 
‘national de�nitions’ draws attention to 
the fact that tackling extreme poverty 
is a goal for all countries (including 
rich countries like Australia) not just 
for those where extreme poverty is 
concentrated and most pronounced. 

Leaving to one side the controversies 
surrounding the validity of using the 
‘dollar-a-day’ poverty line to measure 
extreme poverty, these revisions a�ect 
how much progress has been achieved 
towards the MDG and SDG goals and 

may explain why almost no country 
uses the dollar-a-day line to measure 
its own poverty.5 This has the e�ect of 
creating a gap between national and 
international measurement practice 
that has the potential to derail the 
entire SDG agenda, since it is ultimately 
national policies that will determine 
whether or not the goals are achieved.

The World Bank Commission on 
Global Poverty

Re�ecting on-going concern over 
the relevance and volatility of the 
dollar-a-day poverty line, and in light of 
signi�cant developments in the poverty 
measurement literature, the World Bank 
established a Commission on Global 
Poverty in 2015 to provide advice on 
two broad questions: 
1. What should be the interpretation 

going forward of the de�nition of 
extreme poverty, set in 2015 at 1.90 
PPP-adjusted dollars a day per person, 

in real terms?
2. What choices should the World Bank 

make regarding complementary 
poverty measures to be tracked and 
made available to policy makers?
The focus here is mainly on the �rst 

question, although several of the points 
raised have relevance to, and draw on, 
material relating to the second. 

The Commission was chaired by 
eminent economist and leading poverty 
expert Tony Atkinson and included 
an Advisory Board of 23 international 
economists (including the author) with 
expertise on poverty, seven of who 
formed a core group that worked closely 
with Atkinson to identify issues and map 
out the report’s structure and content 
after consulting with other Board 
members. The report was largely written 
by Atkinson himself – a remarkable 
achievement, given that he was 
experiencing severe health problems at 
the time and sadly passed away shortly 
after the report was �nalised.6

IMAGE: Sir Tony Atkinson
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The Atkinson Report (as it is rightly referred to) contains 
21 recommendations, 10 on measuring and monitoring 
extreme poverty, 9 that go further to address the role of 
complementary indicators, and 2 concerned with practical 
issues of implementation.

No longer will it be possible for rich countries 
to embrace the sentiments implicit in the SDG 

agenda but disown its practical consequences as 
being relevant only to others. 

The Atkinson Report (as it is 
rightly referred to) contains 21 
recommendations, 10 on measuring 
and monitoring extreme poverty, 9 
that go further to address the role 
of complementary indicators, and 
2 concerned with practical issues 
of implementation. It has been 
positively received by the World 
Bank, who have already committed 
to begin implementing many of the 
recommendations and provided the 
reasoning behind those that have been 
postponed or rejected.7

The report acknowledges the 
practical limitations of the dollar-a-day 
poverty line and argues that despite its 
conceptual strengths, its continued use 
is an obstacle to implementing the SDG 
poverty goals because of its empirical 
shortcomings, but more importantly 
because of the gap between it and 
national poverty measures. 

In its place, the Commission 
recommends the creation of a new 
International Poverty Line (IPL) derived 
by updating, up to 2030, the current 
global poverty line (set at US$1.90 in 
2011 and since updated to 2015) in 
line with movements in each country’s 



internal consumer price index. This 
will maintain the real value of the 
IPL in each country and remove the 
discrepancy between the line used 
externally (or globally) to monitor 
poverty for SDG purposes, and that 
used internally (or domestically) to 
measure and monitor movements in 
poverty. 

The report also raises legitimate 
questions about using the currency of 
one of the richest countries in the world 
(the US dollar) to monitor movements 
in extreme poverty in the poorest 
countries on the planet. The aim of 
the proposed IPL is to increase the 
credibility of poverty measurement in 
both the global and national contexts, 
but by building on the current measure 
(in the base 
year) so as not 
to discard the 
legitimacy and 
acceptance that 
surrounds it. 

This key 
recommendation 
is followed 
by a second 
recommendation 
that is likely to be 
equally profound 
in its impact. This is that a national 
poverty statistics report (NPSR) be 
produced regularly for each country, 
setting out the local currency value of 
the IPL and its relation to o�cial poverty 

lines used in the country. This would 
provide details of national trends in 
poverty using both the IPL and other 
national measures that would include 
a set of complementary poverty 
indicators (relevant to the Commission’s 
second task). 

The World Bank has already 
indicated its support for the NPSR 
recommendation, seeing it as ‘a 
demanding requirement … but one 
that is fundamental to one of the 
central themes of the Atkinson report, 
namely to better link the global poverty 
monitoring exercise to poverty analysis 
undertaken at the national level’.8 The 
Bank has also committed to producing 
NPSRs as part of its new Poverty and 
Shared Prosperity �agship report, due 

for release each 
autumn. 

The NPSRs 
are intended to 
further close the 
gap between 
global and 
national poverty 
measurement, 
while at the same 
time promoting 
the sharing 
of national 

experience and serving as a forum 
for discussing methodological, data 
and measurement advances and 
policy ideas. They are also designed to 
ensure that all nations (and national 

governments) have a stake in, and are 
actively engaged with, the attack on 
global poverty that is re�ected in the 
SDG poverty reduction agenda.

Implications for Australia
If (or rather, for the most part, when) 

they are implemented, the Commission’s 
recommendations will fundamentally 
change the way that countries like 
Australia engage with the SDG poverty 
agenda, including how they debate, 
monitor and report on their own per-
formance. No longer will it be possible 
for rich countries to embrace the senti-
ments implicit in the SDG agenda but 
disown its practical consequences as 
being relevant only to others. Instead, 
under the SDG agenda, all countries will 
be called to account to produce (or be 
subject to the World Bank producing) 
evidence on how poverty is tracking 
nationally, using both the global 
measures (derived by the World Bank) 
and their own (internal) measures.

The proposed IPL will presumably 
be published regularly by the World 
Bank and is likely to form part of future 
poverty studies that will use it to set a 
�oor on the level of Australian poverty.  
An Australian version of the proposed 
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The report also raises legitimate questions about using the 
currency of one of the richest countries in the world (the 
US dollar) to monitor movements in extreme poverty in the 
poorest countries on the planet.
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It would take a minor 

e�ort to extend the 

income distribution 

tables to include 

poverty rates measured 

using median income-

based poverty lines, 

although that would also 

require direction from 

above to make this happen 

in the current political 

climate of denial.

‘societal’ poverty line that contains both 
‘absolute’ and ‘relative’ components (also 
recommended by the Commission and 
since endorsed by the Bank) will also 
need to be developed and compared 
with other available measures, including 
those based on median income. 

No longer will it be possible for senior 
Australian politicians to ignore poverty 
at home, while strutting the world stage 
to proclaim Australia’s support for the 
UN’s e�orts to tackle poverty globally 
without acknowledging that this is an 
issue for ‘us’ as well as for ‘them’. 

Under the new agenda, the Australian 
Government will be required to 
provide and/or publish the relevant 
data needed to produce its NPSR, 
including the A$ value of the IPL, 
its relation to existing poverty lines, 

explain how these 
are constructed and 
what they imply 
for the level and 
change in poverty 
and describe 
the portfolio of 
complementary 
poverty indicators 
(including 
non-monetary 
indicators) that 
are being used (or 
considered). 

Producing these 
statistics and 
analyses will be 

unfamiliar and uncomfortable territory 
for Australian policy makers, who have 
shied away from discussing poverty 
since Hawke made his ill-fated but 
far-sighted child poverty pledge. The 
nation’s o�cial statistical agency – the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) – 
does not currently publish estimates 
of the numbers below the widely-used 
poverty line set at 50 per cent of 
median income, even though the 
methodology used to produce these 
estimates is identical to that underlying 
the detailed income distribution tables 
that the ABS regularly produces.9

It would take a minor e�ort to extend 
the income distribution tables to include 
poverty rates measured using median 
income-based poverty lines, although 
that would also require direction from 



above to make this happen in the 
current political climate of denial.

Conclusions  
Australian poverty research has 

come a long way since the later 1980s 
when there was no agreed measure 
of poverty and disagreement among 
researchers about which measure 
to use and hence about the level of 
poverty. The report from McClelland 
mentioned earlier, cited poverty rates 
that varied widely between, and even 
within, the alternative measures that 
were in use at the time.10

Now, there is unanimous agreement 
that a poverty line set at 50 per cent 
of median income is an appropriate 
base measure, with some studies 
also wisely reporting on estimates 
based on a 60 per cent line and others 
measuring poverty both before and 
after taking account of housing costs.11 
These re�nements can and do make a 

di�erence, and it is important to know 
this and understand why.

Important e�orts have been made to 
supplement income-based measures 
with those that capture the experience 
of deprivation12 and to develop 
multi-dimensional poverty measures, 
including the ‘freedom poverty measure’ 
developed by health economists13 and 
the ‘individual deprivation measure’ 
developed by development experts.14 
These approaches are still in their 
infancy and require further work before 
they are robust enough to be widely 
accepted, but important progress has 
been made. In addition, the ACOSS 
Poverty Reports are �lling an important 
gap in information about how income-
based Australian poverty is changing, 
and why.

These e�orts are helping to bring 
Australian poverty research closer to 
the forefront of world’s best practice 
in international poverty measurement, 

although there is still some way to 
go. The combination of these internal 
developments and the external impera-
tives that will result from the Atkinson 
Report recommendations mean that it 
will no longer be possible for govern-
ments (of both major political persua-
sions) to ignore the issue of poverty 
– including how it is de�ned, its level, 
how it is changing and the impact on 
poverty of existing and new policies. 

The Atkinson Report provides a 
blueprint for countries like Australia to 
show that they mean business when it 
comes to tackling poverty, domestically 
as well as globally, relatively as well 
as absolutely and above all, multi-
dimensionally. The vision behind Goal 
1 of the SDGs ‘to end poverty in all its 
forms everywhere’ is inspirational and 
achieving it is a vital part of the broader 
international e�ort to ensure that future 
increases in global economic prosperity 
are shared and sustainable.  AQ
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Blockchain and the state: Vehicle or vice?
As ultramodern as they may seem, cryptocurrencies and their underlying blockchain 
technology, represent the intertwined evolution of two prosaic yet fundamental pillars 
of civilisation: money and accounting. From the earliest issuance of barter tokens, to 
coins of precious metal, paper notes, then digital strings of ones and zeros, one feature 
of these two pillars has been ubiquitous and constant: centralisation. The blockchain 
threatens this centralised control, yet is this an opportunity or a risk for the centralised 
power of our governments?
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