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Waiting periods – why can’t I get paid now?
This factsheet explains the waiting periods, preclusion periods and penalty periods that may delay when you get your payments from Centrelink.  
· What can delay payment?

There are a number of reasons why your payment may be delayed or not paid to you. Your payment may be affected by a waiting period, preclusion period or penalty period.  Which waiting periods may apply depends on the payment you claim (see the table below).  Do not wait until you have no money before applying for a Social Security payment.  Lodge a claim for payment as soon as possible as a delay in applying may mean that you miss out on your entitlements.
If you think your payment has been unfairly delayed by a waiting period, preclusion period or a penalty period you can appeal (see below for details).  Contact your local Welfare Rights Centre/Advocate for more advice.  
· Waiting periods – which payments they apply to

	Waiting/preclusion/penalty periods
	Applies to:

	Ordinary waiting period
	Newstart Allowance, Sickness Allowance.  

	Income maintenance period
	Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance, Sickness Allowance, Partner Allowance, Parenting Payment, Widow Allowance, Austudy Payment and Disability Support Pension.

	Liquid assets test waiting period
	Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance, Sickness Allowance, Austudy Payment.

	Newly Arrived Resident’s Waiting Period
	Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance, Sickness Allowance, Austudy Payment, Partner Allowance, Special Benefit, Mature Age Allowance, Carer Payment, Pensioner Education Supplement, Mobility Allowance, Seniors Health Cards, Health Care Cards (low income). 

	Compensation preclusion periods
	All pensions, benefits and allowances, and most supplementary payments. 

	Seasonal worker’s preclusion period
	Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance, Widow Allowance, Partner Allowance, Parenting Payment (Partnered and Single), Disability Support Pension, Carer Payment, Austudy, Sickness Allowance.

	Unemployment non-payment penalty period
	Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance, Parenting Payment, Special Benefit (nominated visa holder).

	Moving to an area of lower employment penalty period
	Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance, Special Benefit (nominated visa holder).

	Unemployment due to industrial action
	Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance.


Generally, where there is more than one waiting period, they are served at the same time.  However, where you are subject to the liquid assets waiting period and the one week ordinary waiting period, they are not served at the same time.
· Ordinary waiting period 

If you are claiming Newstart Allowance or Sickness Allowance you must normally wait seven days from the date of your claim for the allowance to be payable. The seven day ordinary waiting period starts from the date you register with Centrelink for Newstart Allowance or Sickness Allowance.  
If you are in “severe financial hardship” you may not have to serve the ordinary waiting period.  Centrelink will accept that you are in “severe financial hardship” if your savings are less than the fortnightly rate of your Social Security payment.  You will also be exempt from the ordinary waiting period if you received another pension or allowance less than 13 weeks earlier. 

· Income maintenance period 

If you receive annual leave, sick leave, long service leave, redundancy pay or maternity leave at the time you leave your job, this money is counted as income for the length of time covered by these entitlements.  This may reduce or cancel your Social Security payments for some time.  Generally the income maintenance period starts from the date you are paid you leave entitlements or redundancy payment. 

The income maintenance period can be reduced if you are in “severe financial hardship” because you spent your leave or redundancy payments on “unavoidable or reasonable expenditure”.

· Liquid assets waiting period 

If you have liquid or realisable assets, a liquid assets waiting period may apply to you. “Liquid assets” generally means money in the bank. The liquid assets waiting period will only apply if you have liquid assets in excess of your threshold amount: 
· $2,500 if you are single with no dependent children;
· $5,000 if you are single and have a dependent child; and
· $5,000 if you are member of a couple.
The waiting period will be one week for each $500 you have over your threshold amount. Your liquid assets waiting period cannot exceed 13 weeks.

The liquid assets waiting period can be waived if you are in “severe financial hardship”.
· Newly arrived resident’s waiting period 

If you have recently arrived in Australia, you may have to wait until you have been a permanent resident for 104 weeks before you can receive a Social Security payment (you may receive Family Tax Benefit during your first two years in Australia).  There are exceptions to this waiting period, including for refugees or people who enter under humanitarian grounds.  For other exemptions see the factsheet “Newly arrived residents and Social Security”.
· Compensation preclusion period 

If you receive compensation for loss of income, you may be prevented from receiving Social Security payment for a substantial period of time.  Get independent advice and information about the period of time you cannot receive a Social Security payment, preferably before you get the compensation.  See the factsheet “Compensation and its effect on Social Security” for details.

· Seasonal worker’s preclusion period 

A seasonal worker’s preclusion period can be imposed if you, or your partner, have undertaken seasonal work in the six months before claiming a Social Security payment. Examples of seasonal work may include fishing, fruit-picking or teaching.

You should contact Centrelink or your local Welfare Rights Centre/Advocate for details of the formula used for calculating the length of your preclusion period.

· Unemployment non-payment penalty period
If Centrelink considers that you left your job voluntarily (without “reasonable excuse”) or became unemployed as a result of “misconduct”, you may face an eight week non-payment penalty.  This penalty cannot be applied if you left your job because of harassment, or if the work was unsuitable for you, or if you left for health reasons. The penalty also may not apply if your alleged “misconduct” was not intentional. It is not misconduct if your behaviour was beyond your control (e.g. aggressive behaviour because of mental health issues). 
Centrelink can’t give you a penalty if you convince them that your actions weren’t voluntary or your unemployment was not due to misconduct, for example:

· the behaviour being called “misconduct” was not deliberate, or what happened was beyond your control; 
· your employer provided poor or unsafe working conditions, or refused to pay the agreed (or legal minimum) rate of pay; 
· you could not do the work (e.g. lifting weights or working at heights); 
· the work affected your health; 
· you left your job because of sexual harassment; or

· you left your job to start another which didn’t eventuate.

You might also be able to stop the eight week penalty if it will cause you “severe financial hardship” and:
· you have a dependent children;

· you have caring responsibilities (e.g. aged parent); 

· you are sick and can’t afford your medicine or other treatment; 

· you have a mental illness or certain other disabilities; or 
· you don’t have adequate housing or you’re in a refuge or emergency accommodation.

· Moving to an area of lower employment penalty period 
If Centrelink considers that you have reduced your employment prospects by moving, it can impose a 26 week non-payment period.  There are exceptions to this rule.  For example, if you move in with or move near to a family member, or because of domestic or family violence, or if you are unwell and have to move for health reasons, you should be exempt from the penalty.  “Family member” generally means a partner (opposite sex or same sex), parent, child or sibling but can also include other family members. In special cases, people who are not “family members” may be treated as family members. 

The penalty should not apply if you have not personally reduced your employment prospects by moving to a particular area.  
· Unemployment because of industrial action
If you are unemployed or “stood down” as a result of industrial action taken by you or by members of your union, you cannot qualify for Newstart Allowance or Youth Allowance.  You will not qualify as long as the industrial action continues.  Where the industrial action is in breach of an order of a state industrial authority, the Australian Industrial Relations Commission or the Federal Court, you do not qualify until six weeks after the industrial action has stopped.

· Appeal rights

If you think a Centrelink decision is wrong you have the right to appeal against it.   Appealing is easy and free.  To appeal simply tell Centrelink that you are not happy with its decision and that you would like to appeal to an Authorised Review Officer (ARO).  It is best to lodge an appeal in writing and you should keep a copy of your appeal letter. However, you can lodge an appeal over the telephone.
The ARO is a senior officer in Centrelink who has the power to change the original decision. Many people are successful at this level.  

You can appeal to an ARO at any time.  However, to receive back pay from the date you were affected by the original decision, you must appeal to an ARO within 13 weeks of receiving written notice of the original decision.  If you appeal more than 13 weeks after receiving the notice and you are successful, you will only receive back pay from the date you appealed. 

If you think the ARO decision is wrong you can appeal to the Social Security Appeals Tribunal (SSAT). The SSAT is independent of Centrelink. 

You have further appeal rights to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal and the Federal Court. Time limits apply.   

For more information on appealing see the factsheet “Appeals – how to appeal against a Centrelink decision” and the guide “Appealing to the Social Security Appeals Tribunal". 
· Interpreters
If you think you need an interpreter, or if you feel more confident with an interpreter, you should use one of the three free available interpreter services.   

Most Centrelink offices have interpreters available at regular times each week.  Your local Centrelink office can tell you about their available languages and times.

You can telephone the Centrelink Multilingual Call Centre on 131 202 and speak to a bilingual Centrelink officer. 

You can also call the free Telephone Interpreter Service (TIS) on 131 450 and ask for an interpreter. 

Please note:  This factsheet contains general information only. It does not constitute legal advice. If you need legal advice please contact your local Welfare Rights Centre/Advocate.

Welfare Rights Centres are community legal centres, which specialise in Social Security law, administration and policy. They are independent of Centrelink.  All assistance is free.

This factsheet was updated in June 2010. 
www.welfarerights.org.au
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