Peak oil, petrol prices and climate change conference

Health and community sector working group

For further information about this workshop and its recommendations, please contact the session chair: 

Jess Fritze (VCOSS), 03 9654 5050 jess.fritze@vcoss.org.au
Discussion leaders

Gavin Dufty: Manger of Policy and Research, St Vincent de Paul
Gavin is currently employed as the manager of policy and research at St Vincent de Paul Society of Victoria. Gavin’s has worked in the community welfare sector for over 15 years in the areas of income security taxation and household expenditure with a particular interest in infrastructure and state and federal concessions policy. 

He is a representative of a number of industry and government committees. In 2001 Gavin received a centennial medal for services to the community.

Gavin spoke about the impacts of high petrol prices on St Vincent de Paul clients and on volunteers, especially in rural areas.

Narelle Staub: Executive Director, LINK Community Transport

Narelle has worked within the public sector ( for government and community based agencies ) for the past 19 years, primarily within the disability sector. 

She is currently the Executive Director of LINK Community Transport, a position she has held since 2002. LINK Community Transport is a mid sized not for profit organization that provides community transport services to people who are transport disadvantaged, including people with a disability and older people. LINK employs 20 staff and currently engages 50 volunteers and operates across the entire northern metropolitan region of Melbourne. LINK also operates the Hume Transport Links Project, one of the nine original pilot Transport Connections Projects within Victoria

Narelle presented a case study on the impact of recent high petrol prices on the operation of LINK Community Transport and its implications in the case of peak oil.

Discussion

What will be the likely impacts of increased petrol prices on this sector? What are the vulnerabilities of the sector?

The working group identified a number of specific vulnerabilities of the health and community sector to high petrol prices and peak oil:

· The community sector currently uses outreach service models (where workers drive to visit clients in their own homes and in the community) which will continue to be necessary with an aging population. Service delivery is also focussed on a person centred individualised response which may not be feasible under peak oil. Service delivery in the future may need to look more at economics of scale and efficiency to reduce fuel costs.

· Service models used by the health and community sector determine who bears the travel costs of service delivery. Outreach models incorporate transport costs into the cost of running the service for the organisation, where centre-based services assume that clients will bear the transport costs. Both models are problematic under a peak oil scenario. 

· Transition to new service models which would better reflect high petrol prices would need to be carefully managed to avoid some client groups disengaging from services.

· Rationalisation of services – services have been contracted into regional centres and in many new development areas no services have yet been put in place. This means that clients must travel long distances to access services.

· Many services cover large geographic areas, especially services in rural areas.

· High petrol prices will increase the cost of compliance with assessment, training and OHS requirements. 

· Young people who often do not have access to a car were identified as a vulnerable group as many youth services use an outreach model. 

· Peak oil and high petrol prices were seen to have significant impacts on volunteers and consequently services reliant on volunteers. High petrol prices lead to reduced participation, retention and activity of volunteers with some reluctant to claim reimbursement for mileage even when this is available.

· The health and community service sector was seen to have limited capacity to adapt to high petrol prices. 

· Current funding models which are not responsive to petrol costs, even for heavily transport reliant services, were seen to leave organisations little choice but to cut back on more costly (fuel dependent) services leaving vulnerable communities without services.

Recommendations

What needs to happen to minimise the negative impacts of high petrol prices on this sector and its stakeholders?

· What government policy changes are required?

· Transport based health and community services need to have funding linked to petrol costs.

· Subsidies or other financial assistance should be made available to help community services access more fuel efficient vehicles. This could be used to reward efficiency measures.

· Funding models for community services need to include a transport component for example Metcards or VLine tickets, petrol vouchers or funding for organisations to offset transport costs of outreach service models especially in non-metropolitan areas.

· Public transport ticketing in Melbourne should be at a flat rate (rather than the current zone system) to avoid higher transport costs for outer suburban residents.

· The current concession framework should be extended to provide free public transport to disadvantaged groups and concession fares to more low income groups.

· However, concessions will not address transport disadvantage where there are no transport services therefore there needs to be increased expenditure on high quality public transport services, especially in areas which currently do not have access to transport. 

· The State Government should be an advocate for Federal government funding for public transport on behalf of areas where there is no public transport. 

· The State Government should investigate payment models for public transport which reflect its role as a public good – should it be free?

· What should the sector be doing to prepare?

· Encourage co-location of services to reduce the need for clients to travel

· Investigate and utilise IT solutions to reduce the need for travel and to make transport provision more efficient

· Share knowledge about strategies to reduce petrol use – possibly a coordinating role for VCOSS?

· Rethink current car-based worker incentive schemes and provide salary packaging options for public transport tickets and bikes

· Advocate for local employment options and practice community development

· Advocate for the need for affordable housing to be located near affordable transport options

· Incorporate environmental risks in strategic planning

· Advocate to government on the recommendations made above

