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Table1: Data on Indigenous penalties

	Eight week non-payment penalties by area 1 July 2007 to 29 February 2008

	Area
	Indigenous
	Total
	% Indigenous

	Pacific Central
	149
	1,079
	13.8%

	South West NSW
	228
	1,324
	17.2%

	Hunter
	283
	2,489
	11.4%

	South East Victoria
	< 20
	1,262
	- 

	South Central Victoria
	65
	2,113
	3.1%

	West Victoria
	54
	1,677
	3.2%

	Central North Queensland
	469
	1,001
	46.9%

	North Australia
	271
	401
	67.6%

	South Australia
	255
	2,447
	10.4%

	Tasmania
	69
	907
	7.6%

	South and East Queensland
	256
	2,313
	11.1%

	Sydney East
	76
	1,639
	4.6%

	Sydney West
	246
	3,719
	6.6%

	Western Australia
	568
	1,960
	29.0%

	South and West Queensland
	266
	2,222
	12.0%

	No Area
	21
	542
	3.9%

	Total
	3127
	26,016
	12.0%

	
	
	
	

	Source: Senate Standing Committee on Finance and Public Administration, Human Services

	Portfolio, Additional Estimates, February 2008, HS 22, Questions on Notice.
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New data uncovers massively increased level of eight week no payment penalties hit Indigenous Australians hardest





A new analysis of data provided to Senate Estimates reveals both a massive increase in the number of punishing eight week no payment penalties by Centrelink and that Aboriginal people are in the front line of this attack. 





In 2006-07, the first year of the former Howard Government’s Welfare to Work scheme, 15,509 eight week no payment penalties were imposed, yet in the following eight months to February this year 31,789 more penalties were applied.





In many Centrelink areas Indigenous Australians are bearing the brunt of the Social Security penalty regime. In North Australia, 68% of those who lost all Centrelink payments for eight weeks were Indigenous (271 out of 401) and in Western Australia, 29% (568 out of 1,960), or almost one in three who lost payments for eight weeks were Indigenous (see table attached).





“While some of these areas have high numbers of Indigenous job seekers it is difficult to account for the large proportions of Indigenous people being penalised. The former Government’s removal of Remote Area Exemptions has meant that many Indigenous jobseekers are faced with compulsory activities for the first time. Practical difficulties such as receiving mail, travelling to meet with Centrelink or their Job Network Provider, or understanding the notices, mean that many Indigenous people are falling foul of the compliance system. 





Michael Raper, President of the National Welfare Rights Network (NWRN) said: “The new Government is aware of the damage that the previous Government’s compliance regime is doing, committed before the election to reviewing penalties to bring them into line with the recommendations of the Breaching Review Taskforce and has twice announced a review since being elected. 





“We welcome these commitments but the matter is now urgent as every week that passes another 1,000 people will lose their Centrelink payments. These first and third strike eight week no payment penalties constitute an individual income loss of $1,720 and add up to a total loss of $70,300,000 from already very low income people and Indigenous communities over 20 months. 





“Homelessness Australia has stated, based on SPRC research, that 30% of people who have an eight week no payment penalty imposed lose their accommodation. National Welfare Rights Network casework experience would suggest that the figure is probably much higher than this by the time the eight week penalty is up.





“This penalty regime is working to push people into homelessness and is working directly against the Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s genuine concern to address this. It is also absolutely contrary to Deputy Prime Minister Julia Gillard’s equally strong commitment at yesterday’s ACOSS congress to attacking the social exclusion of the most marginalised. Removing these socially destructive policies of the former Howard Government could be the first concrete step towards stopping ill-conceived Government policies that are causing social exclusion”, Mr Raper said.





The Minister for Employment Services, Brendan O’Connor told last weeks ACOSS Congress in Melbourne that he was concerned about the dramatic increase in penalties, stating that in the eight months to the end of February 2008, penalty numbers had more than doubled from the previous 12 months. The Minister cited figures which showed that many of those subject to eight week no payment penalties became homeless, with some studies suggesting that 13% of those penalised turned to illegal activities, such as stealing, when their payments were cut.





“Of the 3,310 Indigenous people penalised in the last eight months, only 255 received Financial Case Management to assist them pay their bills during the non-payment period. 





“Centrelink has put in place a range of strategies to try and reduce the incidence of penalties on Indigenous people, but this latest data is proof that the strategy is simply not working.”
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The NWRN is a network of services throughout Australia that provide free and independent information, advice and representation to individuals about Social Security law and its administration through Centrelink. For member details, services and information visit: www.welfarerights.org.au











_1114414299.bin

