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1.
The National Welfare Rights Network
NWRN is a network of 14 community legal centres throughout Australia which specialise in Social Security law and its administration by Centrelink. NWRN members provide casework assistance to their clients and others in the community sector in the form of information, advice, referral and representation. NWRN members also conduct training and education for community workers, produce publications to help Social Security recipients and community organisations understand the system and maximize their client’s entitlements, undertake research and policy advocacy and support the NWRN in dealing with these issues at the national level.
Based on the experience of clients of NWRN members, the Network also undertakes research and analysis, develops policies and position papers, advocates for reforms to law, policy and administrative practice and participates in campaigns consistent with the aim to reduce poverty, hardship and inequality in Australia and to build a fair, inclusive and sustainable Australia underpinned by a comprehensive, rights based Social Security safety net for all.
The NWRN advocates that the Social Security system in Australia should be characterized by an uncompromising recognition of the following rights:

· the right of all people in need to an adequate level of income support which is protected by law;

· the right of people to be treated with respect and dignity by Centrelink and those administering the Social Security system;

· the right to accessible information about Social Security rights and entitlements, obligations and responsibilities;

· the right to receive prompt and appropriate service and Social Security payments without delay;

· the right to a free, independent, informal, efficient and fair appeal system;

· the right to access an independent complaints system;

· the right to independent advice and representation; and

· the right to natural justice and procedural fairness.

2.
Overview
The NWRN welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to this review into ‘Australia’s Future Taxation System’ which is one the most important reviews conducted in recent times. Our submission does not address all aspects of the review but concentrates on the Social Security aspects of the transfer system which falls directly within our area of expertise.

Over the past 15 years, NWRN has analysed a massive shift in the balance of risks and responsibilities in the Social Security system. The system – designed to address much of life’s risks in relation to unemployment, disability and illness – has consistently placed more risk on the individual and has demanded more and more individual responsibility for self financing through private insurance, tougher waiting periods and tighter targeting. 

As a result, individuals have carried a disproportionate level of risk. This has led to unacceptable numbers of Australians living in poverty, social exclusion, homelessness, and a greatly reduced ability for individuals to participate in the social and economic life of Australia. NWRN believes that these are but some of the major challenges facing Australia which need to be addressed through reform of the tax/transfer system.  Within this context, NWRN believes that this review provides a vital opportunity to correct current gaps, anomalies and inequalities in the Social Security system and to reform the system so that it provides accessible and adequate income support.  This support should be sufficient to sustain all people with a right to reside in Australia, whilst at the same time, ensuring that the design of the system encourages, facilitates and adequately rewards social, economic and workforce participation. At a time when Australia’s skills shortage is widely acknowledged, major revision to the Social Security system is required to remove the current disincentives and financial barriers to further education and training.
Our submission makes 26 recommendations for reform for Social Security law in Australia. Whilst these are by no means the only reforms necessary, we believe that each of these will make a significant and immediate contribution to correcting the now serious imbalance in the weight of risk and responsibility in Australia’s income support structure. 

NWRN’s recommendations fall within the following areas:

· Adequacy of Social Security payments;

· Indexation arrangements;

· Concession entitlements;

· Waiting periods; and

· Anomalies and gaps in the support of vulnerable groups within the community.
3.
Adequacy of Social Security payments
3.1
Basic Rates for Social Security payments
The fundamental goal of the Social Security system is the provision of adequate and accessible income support for all people with the right to reside in Australia who are without adequate means of support.

A comparison of income support payments with the relevant Henderson Poverty line for various Social Security payments is set out in the table below.

 Table 1: Income Support payments and Henderson Poverty Line comparison

	Income Unit


	Social Security payment
	Total payment $ per week
	Poverty line $ per week
	Below Poverty line

	A. Single unemployed adult
	Newstart Allowance + Rent Assistance
	$279.75
	$378.08
	26%

	B. Single, independent full time student 16 to 24 years
	Youth Allowance + Rent Assistance
	$232.80
	$378.08
	38%

	C. Single, dependent student 18 to 24 years
	Youth Allowance
	$116.95
	$254.44
	54%

	D. Single adult student over 25 years
	Austudy payment + Rent Assistance
	$232.80
	$378.08
	38%

	E. Pension (single)
	Pension
	$281.05
	$306.57
	8%

	F. Pension (couple)

combined (each)
	Pension
	$469.50
	$505.76
	7%


The Henderson Poverty Line figures are for the quarter ending March 2008. The Weekly pension and allowance (maximum) rates are for the period 20 September – 31 December 2008.
Assumptions:

A. Newstart Allowance, single unemployed adult aged 21 or over. The recipient lives alone and receives the maximum rate of Rent Assistance. The relevant Henderson Poverty Line is the single person, “head in the workforce” unit. Housing costs are included.

B. Youth Allowance: single full time student aged 16-24 years. The recipient is assumed to be independent and thus receives the ‘independent’ Youth Allowance rate. The recipient is assumed to live alone and receives the maximum rate of Rent Assistance. The relevant Henderson Poverty line is the single person, ‘head in workforce’. Housing costs are included.

C. Youth Allowance, single full time student aged 18-24 years. The recipient is assumed to be dependent and thus receives the ‘at home’ Youth Allowance rate. The recipient is ineligible for Rent Assistance. The relevant Henderson Poverty Line is the single person, ‘head in workforce’. Housing costs are not included as it is assumed the person lives in the parental home.

D. Austudy Payment: basic rate for a single person undertaking qualifying study. The student is aged 25 years or over. The recipient is assumed to live alone and receives the maximum rate of Rent Assistance. The relevant Henderson Poverty Line is the single person, “head in the workforce”. Housing costs are included.

E. Age Pension: basic rate for a single person. The person may also be eligible for a Pensioner Concession Card although we do not include these benefits here. We assume the Age Pension recipient is not working or looking for work. Housing costs are included. Rent Assistance is not included as at least 53.4% are not eligible for the payment because they are homeowners.

F. Age Pension couple: basic rate per person. The person may also be eligible for a Pensioner Concession Card although we do not include these benefits here. We assume the recipient is not working nor looking for work. The relevant Henderson Poverty line is couple, “head not in the workforce”. Housing costs are included. Rent Assistance is not included on the basis that 82.9% of Age Pension couples are not eligible for the payment because they are homeowners.

The above table illustrates that the goal of providing adequate income support to all Australian residents is currently not being met as Social Security pensions and allowances are inadequate to meet the basic cost of living.  Whilst pension rates have increased by 20% in real terms over the past decade, the real increase in payments for a single allowee is just a fraction of this, at 0.5% 
 the current targeting of social security payments has led to this disparity.

Basic fortnightly rates for Youth Allowance are the lowest ($194-$390.20), compared to Newstart Allowance ($449.30 - $562.10) and pensions ($469.50 – $562.10).  Taking into account the significant discrepancies in payment rates as detailed above, the disadvantage faced by allowees must also be considered alongside that experienced by those on Age, Carer, Parenting Payment recipients and Disability Support pensioners. 
A further matter that must be considered is how Social Security payments can be appropriately targeted to pensioners (and allowees) with little or no other income yet ensure that the benefits do not flow to retirees with substantial income.


3.2
Making work pay by improving the free area and the withdrawal rates
When the current Welfare to Work provisions were introduced in July 2006, the payment rates and income test provisions for sole parents and people with partial capacity to work were changed. Payment rates were reduced from the pension level to the lower allowance level. A new income test was introduced for allowance level payments. This test retained the old initial “free area” (the amount which can be earned before a payment is reduced) of just $31 per week but increased the next taper threshold from $71 to $125 per week. The withdrawal rate was reduced from 70c to 60c in the dollar. Whilst these were presented as significant improvements they in fact reduced the reward for work for sole parents and people with partial capacity because their withdrawal rate increased from 40c in the dollar and their basic free area was reduced from $66 per week to just $31 per week.


In addition, there is a fundamental problem with the free area for Social Security allowances subject to the Newstart Allowance income test which has remained virtually unchanged for over 25 years at $31. This not only constitutes a serious disincentive but it means that the gap between the reward for working as a pensioner and the rewards for working as an allowee continue to grow.


3.3
Youth Allowance 
Youth Allowance was created as a means to simplify payments for young people, regardless of whether they are students or jobseekers.  
In practice however, the Youth Allowance payment structure has added unnecessary complexity to the system (too many different rates of payments, including four streams of payment with sixteen subcategories), led to inequalities and anomalies in payment rates and created policy induced debt as many young people regularly change circumstances and do not understand the technical difference between Youth Allowance ‘student’ and Youth Allowance ‘other’ (job search).  
Outlined below are outlined some of the difficulties with the current structure of Youth Allowance.
3.3.1
Age of Independence and Parental Income Test

Families and society generally share the responsibility for ensuring all children reach their education potential. Low income families need financial support if individuals are to attain the education levels that we all need to sustain our modern economy.  However from July 1998, the Parental Income Test was extended to the Youth Allowance received by 16 to 24 year olds. Under these arrangements, job seekers under 21 and full time students under 24 who are eligible for Youth Allowance are subject to the Parental Income Test unless they are deemed “independent” [see “independent” definition at 3.3.2]. This extension of the Parental Income Test reflects socio-economic trends as more young people are relying on their parents longer and leaving home later in life. However it assumes that parents who earn over a certain amount can afford to support their adult children, and that they are willing to do so.  Currently, the Parental Income Test cut off point is unrealistically low as it is currently $10,500 lower than the threshold for Family Tax Benefit. Youth Allowance for families with one dependent child under 18 living at home is $97.25 per week if the gross family income is less than $31 400. The student’s income payment declines by $1 for every $4 over the threshold, and cuts out completely when gross family income reaches around $50,562. For example, if the family income is $37,000, then Youth Allowance is reduced to just $65 per week. A comparison of the Youth Allowance income test with that for Family Tax Benefit shows the impact these different income tests have on payments to families. With a gross annual family income of $50,000 a family with a 15 year old receiving Family Tax Benefit will still receive $139.60 per fortnight while a family with a 16 year old eligible for Youth Allowance would not receive any Youth Allowance. 

Low payment rates lead to a drop in household income at the same time as costs increase with older teenagers. This can make it difficult for young people to sustain full-time study. The Family Responses to Youth Allowance Survey commissioned by FaCS indicated that:
“families earning less than $40 000 a year, despite the assistance they are already receiving, often feel they need extra financial assistance to support their children, particularly if their children are full time students”.

FACS also reported in its Youth Allowance Evaluation Final Report (December 2001) that: “in all the community consultations, service providers and community groups saw the Parental Income Test thresholds, ‘cut-outs’ and sibling concessions as ‘unrealistically low’.”
Middle-income families who were just over the means threshold found the Parental Income Testing to be a problem, according to the FACS report. Often these “borderline” families cannot afford to support a young person in the city or can afford to support only one at the expense of other siblings. The Parental Income Threshold was also seen to be particularly harsh on those families whose children have to relocate in order to attend university and college.

In addition the recent report from the Australian Universities Vice Chancellors Committee recommends that the age of independence for Youth Allowance needs to be brought back to 18 as it is having a substantial impact on low income families and the educational attainments of their children.
3.3.2
Payment anomalies for students

Where a person is under 25, they may receive Youth Allowance, Newstart Allowance or Disability Support Pension depending on their circumstances.
A student in receipt of the ‘independent rate’ of Youth Allowance is paid $355.40 per fortnight compared with $449.30 per fortnight where a person is in receipt of Newstart Allowance. In our view, this significant discrepancy in payment of $93.90 per fortnight can not be justified, particularly given that it is often only very vulnerable young people who are in receipt of Youth Allowance at the independent rate. In order to receive Youth Allowance at the independent rate a person must satisfy one of the following:

· be a member of a Youth Allowance couple;

· have a dependent child;

· be an orphan;

· have parents who can not exercise responsibilities (eg in prison);

· be a refugee;

· be in state care;

· it is unreasonable for the person to live at home;

· have been self supporting for a specified period; and

· have a ‘partial capacity to work’, have turned 16 and not undertaking full time study.
A person 21 to 24 who is studying full time can only qualify for Youth Allowance, whereas a person of the same age who is unemployed many qualify for Newstart Allowance. The discrepancy in payment is not justified and creates a significant study disincentive.

3.3.3
Additional anomalies

Further problems exist for a young job seeker who has a ‘partial capacity to work’. The Government acknowledges that where a person has a ‘partial capacity to work’ this limits their job opportunities and earning potential, therefore allowing them to receive the independent rate of Youth Allowance which is not subject to the Parental Income Test.
However the needs of young students with a disability are not recognised. A young job seeker who has been assessed as having a ‘partial capacity for work’ will be paid Youth Allowance at the independent rate, but if they enroll in a full time course, they will be subject to the Parental Income Test. In our view, there can be no reasonable policy rationale for maintaining this disincentive for young people with a disability to study particularly when study may be absolutely crucial for their future employment.

3.3.4
Dependence and the structure of Youth Allowance
The rate inequities carry across to Disability Support Pension rates for people under 21.  
In acknowledgement of the reduced employment opportunities for people with a significant disability, the ‘adult’ rate of Disability Support Pension is identical to Age Pension with the same income test and assets test. For people under 21 however, the rate of Disability Support Pension is the rate of Youth Allowance that would otherwise be paid, plus a Disability Allowance of $100.60 per fortnight. This means that unlike a young person with a ‘partial capacity to work’ who is in receipt of Youth Allowance, a young person who receives Disability Support Pension and who must live at home due to support needs, can not avoid the Parental Income Test. A young person aged 16 or 17 with a severe disability who lives at home can receive at most $295.10 per fortnight (or lower, depending on their parental income) despite the fact that their future employment prospects and capacity to self support may be limited or non-existent.
Public policy should be enhancing the opportunity for young people with a severe disability to achieve independence from their parents, rather than enforcing dependence. There should be no age differential for Disability Support Pension rates.


3.4
Fix indexation anomalies
Youth Allowance, Austudy Payment and ABSTUDY are only indexed to the Consumer Price Index (CPI) and only once a year. Newstart Allowance is indexed twice a year in line with the six month CPI increase but unlike pensions is not indexed to wages growth, through MTAWE. The “income free area” for Youth Allowance and Newstart Allowance has not been indexed for almost 30 years. The risks associated with the declining value of payments and free areas are recognised for people on pensions, but those in receipt of allowances are left to carry that risk as the relative and actual value of their payment and income free area constantly declines. Proper indexation is designed to collectivise this risk, but as a society we have not done so for allowees.
Table 2: Comparison of indexation arrangements for the main Social Security payments

	Youth Allowance, Austudy Payment and ABSTUDY
	Newstart Allowance
	Pension payments

	Indexed once a year in line with the annual CPI increase
	Indexed twice a year in line with the six month CPI increase.
	Indexed twice a year in line with MTAWE or the six month CPI increase (whichever is the greater).

	Indexation occurs every 12 months:

1 January indexation is linked to June of the previous year. An ‘indexation lag’ of up to 18 months can apply.
	Indexation occurs every six months:
20 March indexation is linked to six month CPI increase from the July-December period and 20 September indexation linked to the six month CPI increase from the January-June period.
	Indexation occurs every six months:
20 March indexation is linked to the previous July-December period and 20 September indexation linked to the previous January- June period.


As a result of the different indexation methods, allowances are less responsive to changes in cost of living increases than pensions. The growing divergence between payments is because allowances are not indexed to wages growth, through MTAWE. Recently, in Australia, average weekly earnings have risen at a faster rate than the Consumer Price Index. Pension payments have been kept in line with MTAWE and/or the CPI whichever is the higher, while the rates of Youth Allowance, Austudy Payment and ABSTUDY, like Newstart Allowances rates, have fallen further and further behind.
The divergence of payment rates is also due to Youth Allowance, Austudy Payment and ABSTUDY being updated less frequently than other payments. While an 18 month “indexation lag” can occur with Youth Allowance, Austudy Payment and ABSTUDY, pension payments and Newstart Allowance are indexed twice each year and recipients receive compensation for price increases closer to the actual period of the price increase.
It is estimated that allowances such as Newstart will be 50 per cent of the pension by 2035 under current indexation arrangements if real wages continue to grow at their long term average rate.


4.
Concessions defy targeting trend
It is widely acknowledged that concessions provided by Commonwealth, State and local Governments play an important role in supplementing the low level of income support payments. They also improve the ability of people on income support to engage in both economic and social participation through undertaking voluntary work and engaging in community activities more generally. For many, concessions are fundamental to maintaining access to important goods and services which the community expects should be available to all Australians, regardless of their level of income.

That being said, the major problem with the current system of concessions is that there is no consistent eligibility criteria and no identifiable basis for granting various concessions to pensioners whilst denying them to people receiving allowances. At the same time, eligibility for concessions has increasingly been extended to retirees with substantial resources, thus compounding the inconsistency and blowing out the cost of providing these concessions.

Despite a wide-ranging inquiry into concessions by the House of Representatives almost 15 years ago, there has been little focus on the fairness of the system and examining its impact on Social Security recipients of workforce age. There is a need for Government, policy makers and community organisations to refocus attention on Australia's system of concessions to develop a fairer and more equitable system - one that more clearly focuses on the needs of people of workforce age on low incomes receiving income support. 

Possession of a Pensioner Concession Card (PCC) is often used as a criterion for concessions available from other jurisdictions.  The available concessions vary from state to state and may include ambulance services, postal redirection concessions, free or concessional ambulance services, concessions on driver’s license and vehicle registration, travel, dental, glasses, taxi services or travel for isolated patients, and even reduced fees for pet registration and mooring license concessions in some circumstances.  A Pensioner Concession Card can provide increased access to low cost health services where medical practitioners and practices continue to provide bulk billed services.  It also provides the core set of concessions agreed to by State and Territory Governments which include: energy consumption, water and sewerage, municipal rates and transport (including public transport, motor vehicle registration and license fees).  A PCC can also include ad hoc discounts for both goods and services including stores, and cinemas.
Changes initiated by the Howard Government, which introduced categories of Newstart Allowance for parents who are principal carers or people with a partial capacity to work allow those affected to receive the Pensioner Concession Card despite these not being provided routinely for those on Newstart Allowance.

Over the past decade there has been a significant extension of concessions to older people with considerable means, a politically motivated trend that has been glaringly inconsistent with the targeting trend that dominates workforce age payments. Eligibility has been progressively liberalised for a range of concessions for people of age pension age with incomes or assets that disqualify them from receiving a pension. In 1994, a separate means test which limited eligibility for concessions to pensioners with significant non pension income was removed. 

New cards that provided assistance to older people with too many resources to be eligible for a pension have been introduced over the last decade or so. The Commonwealth Seniors Health Care Card (CSHCC) is now available to around 293,000 non-pensioner retirees. The CSHCC has no assets test and is available to single older people with an income up to $50,000 a year and to couples with a combined income of up to $80,000 a year.

The CSHCC is used as a means by which the Commonwealth and State Government provide assistance and the main benefits are: concessions on prescription medicines listed on the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme; bulk-billing at the discretion of the doctor; a reduction in the cost of out-of-pocket medical expenses, and discounted fares on Great Southern Railway Services.

Various state governments provide other assistance to holders of state “Seniors Cards”, which generally includes, but is not limited to, concessional fares on public transport services. Some state governments provide a greater range of assistance to seniors card holders, including car registration discounts.
Retirees with income in excess of three times the rate of the basic Age Pension are now eligible for a significant number of concessions. Experience has shown that as concessions eligibility is extended to more and more people, the benefits and real value of these concessions declines over time. For instance, in some states, co-payments have been introduced on some concessions, or concessions may be limited to recipients in receipt of the maximum rate of income support. 

Research has indicated that some pensioners receive very little benefit from ownership of the card (for example, nursing home residents who may not travel), so it is difficult to put an exact monetary value on the card, though research by pensioner groups in the 1990’s suggested that older people tended to over-estimate the value of the card quite considerably, and that there was much confusion about the actual benefits associated with the card. In particular, the research indicated a great deal of confusion around the health-related assistance that was linked to the card. 

For the one million  maximum rate pensioners with little or no income apart from the pension, the benefits that come with the PCC made getting by that much easier, and for this group, the Pensioner Concession card is viewed as imperative to assisting them to  meet their essential living expenses. However for retirees with significant income apart from the pension, or those excluded because of their income, the cards (both the PCC and the CSHCC) can be seen more as a welcome, but non-essential extra.
As a result of the broadening of the eligibility criteria for concessions there has been a significant increase in the cost of providing concessions, with data indicating that older people are the most significant beneficiaries of the system. In 2000-01, core concessions were valued at $820.9 million, up from $771.5 million in 1998-99. In 2000-01 concessions for older people and people with disabilities represented 79.3% of total core concessions (AIHW, 2003).

While data has been patchy in relation to the cost of non-core concessions, the AIHW has begun collecting figures on the likely value of these concessions. Motor vehicle registration concessions were worth about $135 million and concessions to eligible telephone users worth about $217 million in the year to 2001.

The previous Federal Government was involved in ongoing discussions with State Governments over the extension of state concessions on utilities, council rebates and a range of other benefits to holders of the CSHCC, but withdrew the offer when agreement could not be achieved with the states. This has led to the introduction of the Utilities Allowance. This payment was initially provided to age and veteran recipients and holders of the Commonwealth Seniors Health Care Card, and the current Government has extended the benefit to Disability Support Pensioners and Carer Payment recipients.

Clearly, concessions policy is an area that needs to be rationalised and simplified to achieve better targeting and greater efficiency. There are a number of areas where access to concessions could be extended to provide a fairer system for those most in need. These are listed below.

4.1
Telephone Allowance

Telephone Allowance is a quarterly payment to assist with the cost of maintaining a telephone service. The payment is made in January, March, July and September each year. The current rate of Telephone Allowance is $92 per year ($23 per quarter). The higher rate of TAL is $138.40 per year ($34.60 per quarter) for home internet subscribes. This amount is shared between both members of an eligible couple.
The Telephone Allowance is paid to holders of the Pensioner Concession Card. This allowance was extended to Commonwealth Seniors Health Card Holders in September 2001, at a cost of $14.7 million in 2003-04. Around 293,000 older people excluded from the pension due to income or assets nevertheless receive the Telephone Allowance. At the same time, this allowance is not available to unemployed people on Youth or Newstart Allowance despite the fact that having a phone is essential to the job search requirements imposed on them. 


The Taskforce needs to consider the fairness of granting a payment of $23 a quarter to a person on five or six times the income of a Youth or Newstart Allowance recipient. Under the activity test Newstart and Youth Allowance recipients are required to actively search for work and canvas employers. Many are unable to contact employers or to receive calls from prospective employers because they find the cost of maintaining a telephone prohibitive, often leading to the imposition of punitive Social Security penalties, with the partial or full loss of income support.

4.2
Transport concessions

In addition to the extension of concessions to better-off seniors, discussions are taking place over reciprocal transport agreements between the State and Territory Governments and the Commonwealth to allow seniors cheaper transport when interstate, however a consensus with the States on the way forward has not yet been reached.

NWRN questions the equity involved in granting concessional travel to better off retirees while holidaying interstate when unemployed people in some States (e.g. Queensland) do not receive any transport concessions whatsoever. In some jurisdictions (NSW and NT) unemployed people lose access to their half-fare transport concession card if they receive a reduced rate of income support payments as a result of Social Security compliance penalties, or earn more than $31 a week from employment (or investment income) and are no longer in receipt of the maximum rate of Social Security allowances.

Where a Youth Allowance recipient is subject to the Parental Income Test, they can lose access to transport concessions in some States and have to pay full fare. Travelling to a job interview is more expensive, and other purchases to improve their chances of finding employment, such as purchasing new clothes for an interview, will certainly be out of reach for many of these job seekers.

The Government has promised to institute a system of reciprocal transport concessions for older people throughout Australia, at a cost of $50 million over 4 years. In terms of priorities and equity considerations it is questionable as to whether this is the best use of such a significant sum of money, especially when one considers the lack of access to a wide range of concessions for allowance recipients. Travel concessions should be carefully targeted to ensure that they are received by those who will benefit from them the most.  

4.3
Pharmaceutical Allowance and Health Care Card

The Pharmaceutical Allowance of $5.80 per fortnight for a single person ($150.80 per annum) is paid only to pensioners, recipients of Mature Age Allowance and Sickness Allowance, and to certain allowees during periods of incapacity, to assist with the costs of pharmaceuticals. It provides access to 52 concessionally priced medications per calendar year. An advance payment is available to people with high medication costs, though take up and awareness of this assistance is limited.

Recipients of Youth Allowance, ABSTUDY, Newstart Allowance, Partner Allowance, Parenting Payment (Partnered), Austudy or Widow Allowance who have an activity test exemption due to temporary incapacity are eligible for the Pharmaceutical Allowance during periods of incapacity.  However as the activity test exemptions have tightened, large number of recipients have lost this benefit.  As a matter of fairness and equity this situation should be rectified.

There are a number of other areas where eligibility for Health Care Cards should be reformed, to make the system not only simpler, but also fairer. For example, people who arrive in Australia after 1 February 2000 to take up residence are generally subject to a Newly Arrived Resident’s Waiting Period for a Health Care Card (low income), unless they are exempt from the waiting period. The eligibility rules for a Pensioner Concession Card also unfairly discriminate against a person whose partner is in prison.

Consideration should be given to adopting measures to provide additional and more effective assistance for people with chronic health conditions with the costs of pharmaceuticals. While we recognise that there is a PBS “safety net”, many workers, particularly on modest incomes which disqualify them from eligibility for the Low Income Health Care Card, find it extremely difficult to meet their medical costs which can be quite prohibitive.
4.4
Utilities Allowance and Seniors Concession Allowance

As discussed above, in recent years there have been a number of changes to the financial assistance provided to pensioners and non pensioners to meet the costs of utilities and household expenses.

The Seniors Concessions Allowance is paid quarterly, indexed in March and September to the Consumer Price Index, and is currently $514 a year (or $128.59 a quarter).

Utilities Allowance is paid quarterly to people on income support to age pensioners (or veteran) and a range of other recipients, including Carer Payment and Disability Support Pension recipients. The current annual rate is $514 for singles and $257 for each member of a couple. It is also indexed to the Consumer Price Index in March and September.

NWRN welcomes the recent extension of assistance with the costs of utilities to more income support recipients, specifically Carers and Disability Support Pensioners. We note, however, that Parenting Payment (single) recipients have no entitlement to the Utilities Allowance, yet single parents are under considerable financial stress as they seek to provide financial security and stability for themselves and their children. Historically, sole parents have always had access to the full range of assistance that has been available to age pensioners. The precedent set by excluding parents for eligibility for the Utilities Allowance is alarming and this anomaly, if repeated elsewhere in relation to assistance for parents, who are increasingly being seen as less “deserving” than age pensioners, will result in a significant reduction in the level of financial support for parents who are raising children alone.

It is of significant concern that Allowance recipients do not receive any financial assistance to meet their utility costs. This issue will increasingly become more important as the Government considers its response to addressing the issue of climate change and the need to provide adequate compensation for the expected surge in the costs of energy. Low income households (including pensioners and allowance recipients) spend a far greater proportion of their daily income on utilities, than do high income earners. Reports that electricity bills may increase by 21% as a result of the Government’s Emissions Trading Scheme reinforce the need to put in place programs of assistance for Australia’s allowance population, who can ill afford price hikes of such a significant magnitude.

4.5
Linking assistance for expenses directly to bills 
The financial assistance for telecommunications or utilities is paid directly to the individual recipient and it is not linked directly to the expense which the assistance is meant to cover. This current arrangement allows Social Security recipients to manage their expenditure and coordinate the payment of bills when it is most convenient for them. NWRN supports this approach and would not support any moves which essentially tied the income to the specific purpose for which it was intended.  We support recipients having the choice and freedom to make their own decisions about how to manage their financial affairs.


5. Waiting periods
Before people can receive Social Security payments, many face complex, unreasonably harsh and punitive waiting periods that must be served before they can access income support. 
Depending on a person's situation, a waiting period can range in duration from 1 to 104 weeks. The various waiting periods can overlap and are imposed in tandem with income and assets testing. 

These waiting periods add a significant layer of complexity to the Social Security system, unfairly penalise those people who have been able to accumulate a modest level of resources during periods of employment and fail to take account of the close-to-Poverty Line, residual nature of the Australian system which leaves very little capacity to meet unexpected, emergency or infrastructure costs. 
In NWRN’s view , there is a strong case for rationalising the current waiting periods, to remove savings disincentives, to simplify the myriad of complex provisions, and to reduce the unfair and punishing impact which drives vulnerable people deeper into poverty.
The table below illustrates the complexity, nature and scope of the current waiting period regime.
Table 3.  Waiting Periods
	Type of waiting period
	Affected payments
	Length
	Main Exemptions

	Ordinary Waiting period
	Newstart Allowance

Sickness Allowance
	Usually period of 7 days from date of claim
	Does not apply to a recent pensioner of allowee or a person in severe financial hardship

	Income Maintenance Period  - applies to employment leave entitlements and redundancy payments
	Newstart Allowance

Youth Allowance

Sickness Allowance

Partner Allowance

Widow Allowance

Austudy Payment

Mature Age Allowance

Disability Support Pension
	Usually starts on day on which a person is paid the leave entitlements and can be self served.

Calculated on the period of time to which the leave relates. So, where a person leaves a job and receives one month’s annual leave at full pay, the ‘income maintenance period’ is one month.
	Severe financial hardship as a result of unavoidable or reasonable expenditure

	Liquid Assets Waiting period – applies where liquid assets exceed the threshold amount: $2500 for a single person without a child and $5000 for a couple or a single person with dependent child
	Newstart Allowance

Youth Allowance

Sickness Allowance

Austudy Payment


	Can vary from 1 to 13 weeks

Calculated by subtracting from the person’s total assets the threshold amount. This figure is then divided by $500 (if single without dependents) or $1000 (for all other claimants). The result is the number of weeks the waiting period applies up to a maximum period of 13 weeks.

Different start dates apply depending on payment and circumstances.

Waiting period in addition to the ordinary waiting period and any non payment period resulting from a failure of the activity test.

	Severe financial hardship because of unavoidable or unreasonable expenditure.

	Type of waiting period
	Affected payments
	Length
	Main Exemptions

	Seasonal workers preclusion period – applies to seasonal and contract workers
	Newstart Allowance

Youth Allowance

Mature Age Allowance

Widow Allowance

Partner Allowance

Parenting Payment (both partnered and single)

Disability Support Pension (except permanently blind pensioners)

Carer Payment

Austudy Payment and Sickness Allowance
	Imposed where a person or their partner has engaged in seasonal work in the six months prior to claiming. In such a case, a single person has all income earned in the six months before claiming a Social Security payment added together and divided by Average Weekly Ordinary Time Earnings. The actual number of weeks the person self supported during this time is then subtracted from this figure to give the number of weeks the person is precluded from receiving certain Social Security payments.
	Severe financial hardship caused by unavoidable or reasonable expenditure

	Newly arrived residents  waiting period


	Newstart Allowance

Sickness Allowance

Youth Allowance

Carer Payment

Special Benefit

Austudy

Pensioner Education Supplement

Mobility Allowance

Commonwealth Seniors Health Card

Health Care Card

Does not apply to Age, Pension, Disability Support Pension, Widow Allowance and Parenting Payment which have qualifying residence periods instead.

	104 weeks which usually starts from the date the person entered Australia or the date permanent residence is grate whichever is the later.
	Holders of a permanent refugee visa or a specified subclass of humanitarian visa,

‘Family member’ of a holder or former holder of a permanent refugee visa or a specified subclass of special humanitarian visa

Australian citizens or ‘Family member’ of an Australian citizen or of a permanent resident who has at least two years residence in Australia.

Holders of specified visas.

Other exemptions apply to Special benefit.






The advantages of rationalising the current system of waiting and preclusion periods include:

· minimising poverty traps that arise from people losing much of their financial resources before they can obtain Social Security payments, and the associated loss of housing, motor vehicles and social contacts. All of these are important for quick re-entry into the labour market;

· encouraging self-provision and savings as people are not immediately punished if they manage to attain savings;
· encouraging contact with the labour market and rehabilitation or retraining assistance, because a person would be entitled to payments and job assistance sooner.
The current situation means that those people in receipt of allowances (e.g. unemployed people) are subject to waiting or preclusion periods such as the ordinary waiting period, the liquid assets test, an income maintenance period, or a seasonal work preclusion period. Recipients must diminish their resources before they can receive income support, even where they could be in receipt of a Social Security payment for many years, and may eventually be transferred to an Age Pension.   

It is hard to understand the equity in the situations described above. In both there is an expectation that the person could be in receipt of Social Security for a lengthy period in which case they would need their resources as a buffer against unexpected emergencies and to supplement their low income support payments over the years of retirement that lie ahead.

Rationalising and reducing the severity of waiting periods would not only produce substantial administrative savings but other long-term savings are likely to accrue from allowing people to maintain a financial buffer at the time of transition or crisis. This is particularly the case for people over 50 who face acknowledged barriers to obtaining employment in later years.


6.
Anomalies and gaps in the support of vulnerable groups within the community
6.1
Special Benefit
Special Benefit can be paid to certain people who are not qualified for any other income support payment but whose circumstances are so desperate that they have no sufficient livelihood.  The existence of Special Benefit as a last resort safety net payment recognises that from time to time there are special circumstances under which a person should be paid income support despite not meeting residential or certain other requirements. It is in the nation’s best interests to have such a payment but over the years the test for eligibility has gradually been pared back, to the point where Special Benefit, which should be tightly targeted but nevertheless the least complicated payment to receive, is now arguably the most complex and difficult.

Qualification for Special Benefit and its rate of payment are so severely restricted by both legislation and policy that many people and their families, who are in dire need, are left at great risk.  Australia no longer accepts its responsibility to provide income support for families with no income and no sufficient livelihood.

In addition, where Special Benefit is paid, the unreformed income test creates poverty traps which operate to worsen poverty and create disincentives to work. 
We highlight the following:

6.1.1
The Qualification for Special Benefit

6.1.1.1  Two year waiting period for newly arrived residents

Given the already tight basic qualification criteria for Special Benefit, it is unnecessary for there to also be a two year newly arrived residents waiting period. Where a person has no sufficient livelihood and does not qualify for any other payment, then they should be eligible for Special Benefit with whatever activity requirements are necessary.


6.1.1.2  Migrants from New Zealand

Residential qualification for Special Benefit is very tightly restricted to a very limited number of visa types. These complex provisions have gone too far and now place too much responsibility and risk on to individuals and families when they are especially vulnerable. In particular, in the case of migrants from New Zealand, the restricted eligibility provisions go even further than for all other migrants.

It should be possible for New Zealand citizens in dire need to access Special Benefit even though they are not residentially qualified for any other payment but where they have suffered a ‘substantial change in circumstances’ since migrating to Australia. This is possible for all other migrants except those from New Zealand.


6.1.1.3  Family Tax Benefit versus Special Benefit 

For those situations where a child is residentially qualified for Special Benefit, but the parent is not, it should not be necessary for the parent to forego payment of Family Tax Benefit in order for the child to receive Special Benefit. This is caused by the provisions of the Family Assistance Act, which states that a person can not receive Family Tax Benefit in respect of a child who receives an income support payment in their own name. The clear intention of this section is to prevent a parent receiving Family Tax Benefit where their child receives Youth Allowance. In this situation the parent would generally be receiving their own income support payment, or have income of their own. It is unlikely that the Family Assistance Act was intended to operate in this way in relation to Special Benefit where the child, not the parent, is in receipt of the family’s only income support payment. 

6.1.2 The payability of special benefit
6.1.2.1 The “short term” and “long term” available funds test

The “short term available funds test” applies where a person is likely to need income support for less than 13 weeks. This test requires that a person’s savings be less than the equivalent of two weeks worth of the maximum rates of Special Benefit and Family Tax Benefit in order for Special Benefit to be payable. This could be as low as $425 for a single adult, $593 for a single adult with a 16 year old child, or $525 for a single period of Age Pension age. These figures and this test place vulnerable people at too much risk. Where the person has more than this amount, a preclusion period is calculated. If the preclusion period is to be greater than four weeks, the person’s claim is rejected.

The long term available funds test, generally applied where a person is likely to need income support for more than 13 weeks, requires that a person has less than $5000 in available funds.
The fact that there are separate tests for the one payment is unnecessarily complicated and unfair. A person must effectively be well below the Poverty Line before they can even have a claim processed. The balance of risk and responsibility has clearly shifted too far.


6.1.3
The rate of special benefit
6.1.3.1 The “dollar for dollar reduction”

Where a person’s circumstances are such that they do qualify for Special Benefit, their rate 

of Special Benefit is reduced by one dollar for every dollar they receive from another source,

including employment. Unlike other payments, there is no income free area and no taper 

rate to both encourage and reward employment. The “dollar for dollar” deduction treatment  

of “in kind” support such as free rent, is especially unfair where any other income support  

payment rate would not be affected.


6.2
Crisis Payment
Crisis Payment is available to people on Social Security payment who are in a limited number of defined “extreme circumstances” – just released from prison, experiencing domestic violence or on a qualifying humanitarian visa. 
It is one- off financial assistance provided to individuals who are experiencing an ‘extreme circumstance’ and are in severe financial hardship and are eligible to receive a Centrelink pension or benefit. The current payment is only equal to one week’s payment of the recipient’s normal Centrelink pension or benefit payment without add ons (around $215 for those on Newstart Allowance).

NWRN, along with a wide range of community agencies, recently supported a position paper entitled ‘Nothing more than chicken feed’ – proposed reforms to Centrelink’s Crisis Payment, January 2008’, developed by the Homeless Person’s Legal Centre, Sydney, which outlines in detail the inadequacies of the payment. Its research shows that the current amount of Crisis Payment is insufficient to meet the rehabilitative needs of individuals escaping domestic violence or being released from prison.
6.2.1
Domestic Violence
Those escaping domestic or family violence are seldom able to take personal belongings with them and subsequently must purchase clothing, emergency, food and personal hygiene products, shoes and accommodation. The small amount paid leaves the person falling short of achieving financial independence and creates the danger that they may view returning to a violent situation as an easier alternative than struggling on this small amount.  The situation is worse for those fleeing domestic violence with dependent children.
The Crisis Payment is also insufficient to cover even the basic needs of released prisoners. On release many prisoners have minimal personal effects, and they are required to purchase essential items on their discharge from prison. Upon release, they also need to meet their basic living needs, such a food, transport and, of course, shelter.

The current Crisis Payment is not sufficient to enable the individual to obtain adequate housing for the two-week period before they are able to access the regular income support payment. Even emergency and temporary accommodation services have fortnightly rents well above the crisis payment levels. This means those receiving the crisis payment are at a significant risk of becoming homeless.

In NWRN’s view, the level of payment at just one additional week’s payment of a person’s pension or allowance is inadequate and insufficient to provide the assistance needed to prevent homelessness for people in even the few defined “extreme circumstances”. The level of Crisis Payment should at least be doubled with discretion for it to be equal to four weeks additional payment in appropriate circumstances, such as where the person is able to demonstrate an urgent need to obtain accommodation.


6.2.2 ‘One week ordinary waiting period’ 
Those without income support seeking a Crisis Payment currently face the obstacle of a ‘one week ordinary waiting period’.  This obstacle particularly faces people on their release from prison and results in a gap of one week, where a person has no income support. 
The significance of this for people in receipt of Crisis Payment is that in the year 2006/07 of the almost 47,000 individuals granted Crisis Payment, the overwhelming proportion (30,179) were those released from prison. Whilst Centrelink currently has the discretion to waive the waiting period in prescribed circumstances, it is our experience this provision is often not used, leaving disadvantaged groups of people without income for a week whilst they serve the ordinary waiting period. This is a critical issue that requires urgent attention because it directly affects a group of people at significant risk of homelessness. NWRN proposes that this waiting period be removed so that people without income support have immediate access to Crisis Payment.


6.3
Remove unfair and discriminatory “sharers” Rent Assistance rules
Rents across the country have soared, yet rates of Rent Assistance have remained unchanged, apart from twice yearly indexation. In Melbourne, for instance, rent prices in the 12 months to March 2008 increased by 12.7 per cent.
 

Current Social Security laws reduce a person’s entitlement to Rent Assistance by a third if they share accommodation with another person on an allowance or an age pension. These rules, introduced in 1997, make it difficult for young people to keep a roof over the heads, in an environment when rents are increasing steadily. The stated reasons for this “sharers” rate of Rent Assistance was that there were economies of scale that came from sharing accommodation. There has never been an examination to test the veracity of such claims and increasingly, even where young people do share accommodation, they are liable for other bills such as mobile phone usage, which used to be able to be shared previously in student households when landlines were more common. Even if there were any benefit which was derived from these so called “economies of scale”, the reduction in the Rent Assistance component by a third removes the financial benefit of sharing accommodation. The end result of this policy approach is that many households that are living on or below the poverty line are faced with higher costs, even when households are shared, or housing of reduced quality is accessed. 


6.4
Frequency of payments: Weekly payment option needed
For a number of years, NWRN has championed the weekly payment of Centrelink benefits as an additional option for individuals who are at risk of homelessness or face a range of complex issues that make managing their budgets difficult. 

A small number of people currently have their income support paid on a weekly basis and in places where the trials of this system happened the feedback from community workers was very positive about the overall benefits following from this arrangement for at risk and vulnerable clients. Not only did this option improve a person’s financial situation but it also greatly assisted those who are more likely to experience difficulties managing a fortnightly budget because of limited literacy and numeracy skills, addiction issues or mental health problems. 
We understand that the results from the evaluation of the weekly payment trials undertaken by the former policy department, DEWR were very positive, though the results of the evaluation were never made public. Additional ‘costs’ to other parts of the person’s social interaction, such as crisis accommodation, hospital admissions, juvenile justice and interactions with the criminal
and legal systems were reduced. Weekly payments also assisted those involved to stabilize their accommodation.

The option of weekly payments of income support is not currently offered to income support recipients and as recipients on the initial trials have moved off payments, the number of those having access to this option has fallen.

Aside from some possible (but unexplained) resistance to weekly payment of Centrelink benefits by DEEWR, the other most significant impediment to greater take up of the option is that there is currently no legislative basis to provide for social security payments to be made on a weekly basis, except for young people under 18.  In our submission, legislative amendments should be developed to overcome this problem.


7.
NWRN Recommendations
NWRN recommends THAT:

7.1
All Social Security payments are benchmarked to the Australian Minimum Standard of Living as outlined by ACOSS in its submission to the Pension Review.
7.2
The income test for sole parents and people with a partial capacity to work is restored to the pension level income test. 

7.3
A timetable is established to bring the Newstart Income Test (income free area and withdrawal rates) in line with the Pension Income Test.

7.4
Youth Allowance is eliminated and replaced with two separate payments (Newstart Allowance and Austudy) to clearly indicate what a person is receiving income support for – namely job search or study support.  These payments should be available to a person aged 16 to 64 depending on the persons’ status as a job seeker or full time student.  
7.5
The age of Independence is reduced to 18.
7.6
There is an extension of the unrealistically low Parental Income Test “free area”, taper rates and cut out points.
7.7
The current study disincentives that exist for a young person with a disability are removed.

7.8
The age differential for Disability Support Pension rates is removed.

7.9
The pension indexation arrangements are applied uniformly to all Social Security payments.


 HYPERLINK  \l "_4.5_Linking_assistance" 
7.10
The system of concessions  is rationalised, simplified and better targeted to meet the needs of people on workforce age payments through the extension of a range of concessions such as Transport, Utilities and Telephone Allowance, to allowees and other Social Security recipients currently eligible for only a limited range of concessions from Local, State and Commonwealth Governments.
7.11
Telephone Allowance is extended to Youth Allowance and Newstart Allowance recipients and Abstudy and AUSTUDY Payment recipients.
7.12
The Commonwealth Government undertake discussions with State and Local Governments with the aim of establishing a consistent and fair system of transport concessions for unemployed people.
7.13
Recipients of activity tested payments who have been on benefits for more than six months and who are not eligible for Pharmaceutical Allowance are granted entitlement to the Pharmaceutical Allowance.
7.14
Despite the two year waiting period for payment eligibility, newly arrived residents  are immediately eligible for a Health Care Card (low income).
7.15
The Commonwealth Government reverse the decision to extend Telephone Allowance to Commonwealth Seniors Health Card holders.
7.16
Utilities Allowance is extended to allowance recipients and parenting payment (single) recipients, and that the Allowance is increased sufficiently to meet additional costs borne by low income households as a result of the Government’s climate change response.

7.17
 Waiting periods are simplified and rationalized.

7.18
 Special Benefit is not subject to the newly arrived residents two year waiting period. 

7.19
A ‘substantial change in circumstances’ provision for Special Benefit eligibility as exists for all other migrants is extended to New Zealanders. 

7.20
The requirement for a parent to forgo FTB in the case of a child receiving Special Benefit where no parent is on a Social Security payment is removed.
7.21
That the short term and long term available funds test is abolished and that the income and assets test of the pension or allowance of the payments that the person would otherwise be paid, were it not for their residential or other disqualifying status (eg Newstart Allowance for unemployed people of working age, Age Pension for those of Age Pension age) is applied. 

7.22
The free area and income test for Special Benefit is replaced with the Newstart Allowance Income Test.
7.23
The rate of Crisis Payment is at least doubled with discretion for it to be equal to four weeks additional payment in appropriate circumstances, such as where the person is able to demonstrate an urgent need to obtain accommodation. 
7.24
The ‘one week ordinary waiting period’ is removed for those without income support applying for Crisis Payment 
7.25
The “sharers” Rent Assistance rules are reversed so that no income support recipients are penalised for sharing accommodation with another income support recipient.
7.26
The Social Security law is amended to allow Social Security recipients the option of being paid on a weekly basis.
Recommendation 7.1: That all Social Security payments are benchmarked to Australian Minimum Standard of Living as outlined by ACOSS in its submission to the Pension Review





Recommendation 7.2: That the income test for sole parents and people with a partial capacity to work is restored to the pension level income test.








Recommendation 7.3:  That a timetable is established  to bring the Newstart Income Test (income free area and withdrawal rates) in line with the Pension Income Test. 








Recommendation 7.4: That Youth Allowance is eliminated and replaced with two separate payments (Newstart Allowance and Austudy) to clearly indicate what a person is receiving income support for – namely job search or study support. These payments should be available to a person aged 16 to 64 depending on the persons’ status as a job seeker of full time student. 





Recommendation 7.5: That the age of independence is reduced to 18.





Recommendation 7.6: That there is an extension of the unrealistically low Parental Income Test “free area”, taper rates and cut out points.





Recommendation 7.7: That the current study disincentives that exist for a young person with a disability are removed.





Recommendation 7.8: That the age differential for Disability Support Pension is removed.  











Recommendation 7.9: That the pension indexation arrangements are applied uniformly to all Social Security payments.





Recommendation 7.10: That the system of concessions is rationalized, simplified and better targeted to meet the needs of people on workforce age payments though the extension of a range of concessions such as Transport, Utilities and Telephone Allowance to allowees and other Social Security recipients currently eligible for only a limited range of concessions from Local, State and Commonwealth Governments.





Recommendation 7.11: That Telephone Allowance is extended to Youth Allowance and Newstart Allowance recipients and Abstudy and AUSTUDY Payment recipients.





Recommendation 7.12: That the Commonwealth Government undertake discussions with State and Local Governments with the aim of establishing a consistent and fair system of transport concessions for unemployed people.





Recommendation 7.13: That recipients of activity tested payments who have been on benefits for more than six months and who are not eligible for Pharmaceutical Allowance are granted entitlement to the Pharmaceutical Allowance.





Recommendation 7.14: That, despite the two year waiting period for payment eligibility, newly arrived residents are immediately eligible for a Health Care Card (low income).





Recommendation 7.15: That the Commonwealth Government reverse the decision to extend Telephone Allowance to Commonwealth Seniors Health Card holders.











Recommendation 7.16: That Utilities Allowance is extended to allowance recipients and parenting payment (single) recipients, and that the allowance is sufficiently increased to meet additional costs borne by low income households as a result of the Government’s climate change response.














Casestudy: ‘Mark’


Mark, a 63 year old man recently retrenched from employment as a coal miner, received around $20,000 in payouts, some of which represented 55 weeks accumulated annual and long service leave.  He is not qualified for Age Pension due to his age and does not have a disability and so is not qualified for DSP. He must therefore claim NSA and hence must serve a liquid assets waiting period of 13 weeks plus an ordinary waiting period of one week. Furthermore, he is subject to an income maintenance period of 55 weeks served concurrently with his liquid assets waiting period.  Whilst he is not in receipt of payment, he is using up his resources and can only access limited Government assistance for retraining. If however, Mark had been retrenched at 65, he would not have had to wait 55 weeks to receive payment, as there are no such waiting periods for Age Pension.





Recommendation 7.17: That waiting periods are simplified and rationalised.








Recommendation 7.18:  That Special Benefit is not subject to the newly arrived residents two year waiting period.








Recommendation 7.19: That the “substantial change in circumstances” provision for Special Benefit eligibility as exists for all other migrants is extended to New Zealanders. 








Recommendation 7.20:  That the requirement for a parent to forgo FTB in the case of a child receiving Special Benefit where no parent is on a Social Security payment is removed.








Recommendation 7.21:  That the short term and long term available funds test is abolished and that the income and assets test of the pension or allowance of the payments that the person would otherwise be paid, were it not for their residential or disqualifying status (eg Newstart Allowance for unemployed people of working age, Age Pension for those of Age Pension age) is applied. 





Recommendation 7.22: That the free area and income test for Special Benefit is replaced with the Newstart Allowance Income Test.








Recommendation 7.23: That the rate of Crisis Payment is at least doubled with discretion for it to be equal to four weeks additional payment in appropriate circumstances, such as where the person is able to demonstrate an urgent need to obtain accommodation.








Recommendation 7.24: That the ‘one week ordinary waiting period’ is removed for those without income support applying for Crisis Payment.  





Recommendation 7.25: That the “sharers” Rent Assistance rules are reversed so that no income support recipients are penalised for sharing accommodation with another income support recipient.





Recommendation 7.26: That the Social Security law is amended to allow Social Security recipients the option of being paid on a weekly basis.
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