Friday, September 05, 2003

Rising housing costs hit child health in central districts

A meeting of public health practitioners held in Palmerston North last night has expressed grave concerns about the impact of poverty on child health in the region. 

The Public Health Association (Central Districts Branch) meeting, which was attended by public health practitioners from Hawkes Bay to Wanganui, heard that children are being admitted to hospital at an increasing rate with preventable lung infections, skin infections and stomach infections. Branch president John Waldon says poverty is a major cause of the increase in admissions and that hungry children are more susceptible to infection. 

“Rising housing and power costs are crippling families and family and child benefits haven't been properly adjusted for inflation.”
Mr Waldon says some schools are responding by developing school food programmes but many schools are reluctant to publicise their efforts, as the parents feel ashamed that they cannot provide food for their children.

"We believe it is the government which should be ashamed of leaving families in such a state."

Mr Waldon says the people coming in for foodbank help have about $145.00 a week left after paying the median housing cost. He points out Otago University research shows it costs at least $162 a week to feed two parents and children."
"Of course those children are not getting enough nutritious food to eat, and they easily catch infections.”

The Public Health Association says people will try to cut costs by taking cheaper accommodation, which means chest and skin infections spread like wildfire in damp and crowded houses.
For more information:

John Waldon: phone 06 350 5799, ext 2538, Home: 06 359 2374

or PHA director Dr Gay Keating: 021 138 2006

Michelle Lee: Methodist Social Services Centre: 06 357 3277

The facts

In 2001, 29.1% of New Zealand children - about 300,000 – were living below the poverty line, in households with less than 60% of the median income net of housing cost. In 1988 the comparable figure was only 12.5%. (Ministry of Social Development)
The third most common admission to Auckland Starship and South Auckland’s Children’s First hospitals is cellulitis, a sometimes fatal skin infection related to poverty and poor housing. As a contrast, in Australian hospitals, children with cellulitis don’t even rate among the top 20 admissions. (Asher, Parks and Dakin, 2002)

* Since 1986, the poorest one-child young family in New Zealand has had a rise of only $5 a week in Family Support. To take inflation into account, their Family Support should now be around $74 a week. Instead, it is only $47. (St John, 2002)

