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Australia’s youth unemployment crisis
Jenny Cas

Education consultant
This unit of work examines the scale of the youth unemployment problem in Australia and its implications for young people and society. It also examines proposed government changes to unemployment payments for young people. It encourages students to consider their expectations of work and also their right to work. Students will also develop their knowledge of key economic terms and concepts.

The unit of work addresses elements of the standards at Levels 7 and 8 of the Economics and Civics and Citizenship domains of AusVELS. Refer to the teacher notes for further information about the links to AusVELS.
There is a growing crisis in youth unemployment (people aged 15 to 24 years) in Australia. More than one-third of all unemployed people are young people, and in some regions of Australia, unemployment has jumped by 88 per cent over the last two years. If youth unemployment continues to rise at the same rate, it will reach 46 per cent in some areas by 2016.

Charity organisations such as the Brotherhood of St Laurence are deeply concerned about these statistics. The Brotherhood has analysed some of the recent Australian Bureau of Statistics figures and highlights the following points in their March 2014 media release:

Over the past two years, youth unemployment has risen by:

•
88 per cent in Cairns, reaching 21.6 per cent in the year to February 2014

•
73 per cent in Baulkham Hills and the Hawkesbury in NSW, reaching 11.6 per cent in the year to February 2014

•
71 per cent in Outback Northern Territory (including Alice Springs and Katherine), reaching 17.6 per cent in the year to February 2014

•
70 per cent in Outback WA (including Kalgoorlie, Exmouth and Kununurra), reaching 13.6 per cent in the year to February 2014

•
66 per cent in the Barossa and Yorke in SA, reaching 15.6 per cent in the year to February 2014

•
59 per cent in West and North West Tasmania (including Burnie and Devonport), reaching 20.5 per cent in the year to February 2014

•
48 per cent in outer-eastern Melbourne (including Ringwood, Croydon and Lilydale), reaching 12.4 per cent in the year to February 2014

•
13 per cent in the ACT, reaching 10.8 per cent in the year to February 2014

Source: Australian Youth Unemployment Snapshot, Brotherhood of St Laurence, March 2014
These figures have ongoing implications for all Australians. Unemployment leads to a range of serious social problems, including intergenerational unemployment, where members of the same family of different ages and generations have never worked. It also leads to a large welfare bill for the Australian Government and therefore taxpayers.

The problem is complex and is not necessarily simply related to young people not wanting to work. There have been recent stories of young people who have applied for hundreds of jobs, without any success. The economy is changing, with more demand for skilled workers and a decline in industries such as manufacturing, which traditionally has employed low-skilled workers. Young people who have left school early are finding it harder to get a ‘foot in the door’ when employers want skilled, experienced workers. 

TAFE funding cuts have also contributed to problems for young people looking to improve their qualifications and skills. Some courses have ceased and fees are increasing, making it harder for students, particular those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, to afford further education.

The federal government is also proposing a tightening of unemployment benefits for young people so that many of them will not be able to access welfare for six months of each year. While some young people are able to obtain some support from family, this is not the case for many young people, whose families are not able to support them. As one commentator noted, these young people will potentially be ‘surviving on air’ for six months of each year. It remains to be seen whether these budget proposals will pass through the Senate, as the government does not hold the balance of power in the Senate.

Activity 1: Case studies—what does youth employment look like?

a.
Josh Smith, Burnie, Tasmania

Read Josh Smith’s story, as described in the article ‘What prospects do Burnie’s young unemployed really have?’ (The Australian, 18 August  2014): http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/features/what-prospects-do-burnies-young-unemployed-really-have/story-e6frg8h6-1227024011118.
i.
Briefly summarise Josh Smith’s story.

ii.
List all the barriers to Josh Smith getting a job.

iii.
List all of the short-term negative effects of Josh Smith’s unemployment, for him, his family and for society.

iv. List all of the long-term negative effects of Josh Smith’s unemployment, for him, his family and for society.

b.
Arie Eddy, Warrnambool Victoria

Read the article ‘Unemployment crisis means broken dreams for Warrnambool teen’ (The Age, 25 August 2014): http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/unemployment-crisis-means-broken-dreams-for-warrnambool-teen-20140825-1085nm.html.
i.
Briefly summarise Arie Eddy’s story.

ii.
List all the barriers to Arie Eddy getting a job.

iii.
List all of the short-term negative effects of Arie Eddy’s unemployment for him, his family and for society.
iv.
List all of the long-term negative effects of Arie Eddy’s unemployment, for him, his family and for society.

v.
Is there anything that you can personally learn from these two case studies, when planning for your own future? Discuss your answers as a class.
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A Brotherhood of St Laurence report has revealed that youth unemployment has increased by 88 per cent in some parts of Australia in the past two years.
Activity 2: What is the scale of the youth unemployment problem?

Read the article ‘Fears youth unemployment reaching crisis levels’ (SBS, 27 March 2014) and then complete the questions that follow: http://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/2014/03/27/fears-youth-unemployment-reaching-crisis-levels.
a.
Identify some of the alarming figures relating to youth unemployement.

b.
According to the Brotherhood of St Laurence’s Sally James, what are the challenges for young people trying to find work?

c.
How has the economy changed over the last 10 years, and how has this affected young people?

d.
How and why is it harder for people who don’t go on to higher education to find work?

e.
Outline some of the social and psychological impacts of unemployment on young people.

Activity 3: Where are the unemployment ‘hot spots’ for young people?

a.
Read the following media release (24 March 2014) from the Brotherhood of St Laurence and then complete the questions below: http://www.bsl.org.au/pdfs/My%20Choice,%20Our%20Future%20campaign%20media%20release%20(National).pdf.


List the 10 areas in Australia that have experienced the highest percentage increases in youth unemployment in the last two years. Did any of these areas surprise you?

b.
Refer to page 2 of the Brotherhood of St Laurence publication Australian Youth Unemployment Snapshot: Counting the Costs, March 2014: http://www.bsl.org.au/pdfs/MyChanceOurFuture-March.pdf. 

i.
Look at Map 1 (reproduced on the next page). Explain in your own words what this map is showing.

ii.
Now look at Maps 4 and 5 on pages 5 and 6, which focus on youth unemployment in Victoria. Describe the areas in Victoria that have seen the largest increases in youth unemployment over the last two years.

iii.
What could you suggest about the link between socioeconomic status and youth unemployment based on these maps? For example, are young people in lower socioeconomic areas more vulnerable to becoming unemployed? Explain your answer.


Note: Another version of Map 1 can be viewed on the ABC News website at: http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-02-24/youth-unemployment-at-crisis-point/5278436.

EIGHT YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT ‘HOT SPOTS’ IN AUSTRALIA
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Source: Australian Youth Unemployment Snapshot: Counting the Costs, March 2014, Brotherhood of St Laurence, page 2, http://www.bsl.org.au/pdfs/MyChanceOurFuture-March.pdf
Activity 4: Are young people’s expectations too high?

There has been some media commentary that young people have high expectations and are not necessarily prepared to spend the time (sometimes years) working their way up the job ladder towards higher pay and better jobs. Read the following articles and then complete the questions that follow:

· ‘Youth unemployment crisis… or entitlement crisis?’, The Drum, ABC, 4 September 2014: http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-09-04/sharman-youth-overentitlement-crisis/5719602 

· ‘Would you employ a Gen Y?’, The Age, 25 August 2014: http://www.theage.com.au/small-business/managing/would-you-employ-a-gen-y-20140804-3d46q.html 

· ‘Gen Y: the young and the restless’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 15 March 2014: http://www.smh.com.au/national/gen-y-the-young-and-the-restless-20140315-34tnx.html 

a.
Do you believe that young people have unrealistic expectations about jobs?

b.
What aspects of life have changed recently, that might have led to young people’s expectations being different to the expectations of older workers?

c.
The author of the first article refers to ‘soft skills’. What are are they? List four soft skills and explain why they are they important in the workplace.

d.
What is your reaction to some of the comments made in these articles about young people?

e.
Write an opinion piece (either a letter to the editor, a blog post or an editorial) responding to some of the criticisms levelled at young people in these articles. Your teacher might also lead a class discussion about this issue.

Activity 5: What is underemployment?

a.
With a partner, use the Internet to find a definition of underemployment.

b.
What are the key features of underemployment?

c.
How does it differ from unemployment? 

d.
Read the following article about youth underemployment and complete the activities that follow: ‘Australia’s youth under-employment above 15pc, highest level in almost four decades’, ABC News, 1 September 2014: http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-09-01/youth-under-employment-hits-highest-level-in-four-decades/5709202.
i.
How many young people are struggling with employment when the figures for unemployment and underemployment are combined?

ii.
With a partner, discuss the following questions. Did the above figure surpise you? What implications do you think this has for young people? What implications does this figure have for our society? 

iii.
As a class, discuss Kevin Sanders’ story. How common do you think this type of situation is?

Activity 6: Why does youth unemployment matter?

Read the article ‘Why rising youth unemployment demands our urgent attention’, The Conversation, 29 April 2014: http://theconversation.com/why-rising-youth-unemployment-demands-our-urgent-attention-25990 and then complete the following questions.

a. 
Using the Internet, research the the meaning of the following words and phrases from this article, and then complete the table.

	Term
	Definition

	Standard of living


	

	GDP


	

	Labour productivity


	

	Participation rate


	

	Employment rate

	

	Unemployment rate

	

	GDP per capita


	

	Capability deprivation

	


b.
Explain each of the reasons the author gives for focusing on the problem of youth unemployment.

c.
Copy the following table and list at least three or more facts or statistics about the youth unemployment issue that you found in the article to be positive, negative, and interesting or surprising (one or more for each).

	PMI

	Plus (positive)
	Minus (negative)
	Interesting (or surprising)

	
	
	

	
	
	


d.
Do you agree with the author’s arguments? Explain your answer.

e.
Refer back to the Brotherhood of St Laurence publication Australian Youth Unemployment Snapshot: Counting the Costs: http://www.bsl.org.au/pdfs/MyChanceOurFuture-March.pdf. 


Read the information under heading 3 ‘Costs to us all’ on page 3.


Using all of the information you have read so far, create a flow chart that explains the effects of youth unemployment, both on individuals and on society.

Activity 7: How have young people been affected compared with other Australian workers?

Since the global financial crisis (GFC) of 2007–08, employment rates for young workers have been different from those of older workers. Examine Table 1 on the first page of the following document and answer the questions that follow: https://docs.google.com/file/d/0B_H1wGTm98W3R1hJbFVBVzJPVnc/edit?pli=1.
a.
Describe the trend for young workers from 2004 to 2014.

b.
Describe the trend for older workers from 2004 to 2014.

c.
Why do you think the trends are different for workers of different ages? You may wish to discuss this question with a partner. Keep in mind that the GFC occurred in 2007–08.
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Youth unemployment rates have increased since the GFC in 2007–08 and many young people struggling to find work face increased uncertainty as a result of the federal government’s proposed changes to unemployment benefits.
Activity 8: What are the proposed changes to unemployment benefits for young people and what will their impact be?

Under the proposed 2014–15 budget changes (informally called ‘Earn or Learn’), from 1 January 2015, unemployed young people aged 18 to 29 years would wait six months for the Newstart Allowance or the Youth Allowance, unless they have a work history or are exempted. During this period they would still be required to search for jobs and meet with employment services. For the next six months, they would receive income support but be required to Work for the Dole for 25 hours a week. For the following six months, they would not receive income support, unless exempted. This cycle of no payment and Work for the Dole would continue until they cease receiving unemployment payments (e.g. by moving into full-time employment or study) or reach 30 years of age.
Source: http://www.acoss.org.au/images/uploads/ACOSS_Budget_Bills_6-month_wait_for_payments.pdf 
ACOSS (Australian Council of Social Services) has calculated that the proposed changes will mean a loss of income of between approximately $200–250 per week for young people. Some young people will in effect be without an income for six out of 12 months. ACOSS believes that the changes will:

· entrench poverty

· increase homelessness

· increase financial pressure on families

· reduce job readiness

· encourage people to enrol in training even if it is not relevant to them.

Read the article ‘Budget 2014: young people fear lack of support in dole crackdown’, ABC News, 16 May 2014: http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-05-15/budget-2014-youth-unemployment/5455906 and then complete the following questions. 

a.
Watch the video on the website and then read the accompanying article. Make between five to 10 dot points about some of the key changes.

b.
What is going to happen to the Youth Connections program?

c.
Summarise Jessie and Matthew’s story.

d.
Identify the barriers to finding secure work for Jessie and Matthew and other young people in similar situations.
e.
Identify the barriers to attending university or TAFE for Jessie and Matthew.
f.
What do welfare agencies say about the government’s slogan ‘earn or learn’?

g.
Outline the impact on the crime rate Clive Palmer and Father Chris Ryan believe the government’s proposed changes will have.
h.
The federal Minister for Social Services, Kevin Andrews, says, ‘Unemployment is a consequence of a whole lot of factors in the economy. What we're saying is that for young people, the expectation is that you are either learning if you're not earning.’ 

Based on what you have read so far, evaluate this statement.
Activity 9: Do young people have a right to work and a right to fair working conditions?

a.
Australia is a signatory to the International Covenent on Social, Economic and Cultural Rights. Articles 6, 7 and 8 deal with the right to work and the right to fair working conditions. Read Articles 6, 7 and 8 on the following website: http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/dfat/treaties/1976/5.html.
i.
In your own words, summarise what you think these articles mean.

ii.
Why do you think this International Covenent was put in place?

iii.
Do you think that young people are being supported in achieving these rights in Australia? Explain your answer.
iv.
What more do you think could be done?

b.
An issue related to youth unemployment is youth wages. Young people, for example in the retail sector, do not receive an ‘adult’ wage until they turn 21, even though they may be supporting themselves entirely and performing exactly the same tasks as older workers. 

i.
Read the following articles:

· ‘Union launches push to increase youth pay’, ABC News, 10 April 2014: http://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-04-10/union-launches-push-to-increase-youth-pay/4620170
· Youth and Entry-level Wages, Worksite, ACTU: http://worksite.actu.org.au/youth-entry-level-wages
· ‘Lower wages call to tackle youth “jobs scandal”’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 10 June 2013: http://www.smh.com.au/business/lower-wages-call-to-tackle-youth-jobs-scandal-20130609-2ny3e.html.
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