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Income management
This factsheet explains about income management: what it is, who it applies to and the exemptions that exist.
· What is income management?

Income management is where a percentage of a person’s social security, Abstudy and family assistance payments are withheld from them and placed in an income management account in their name. A basics card is attached to this account.
There is a list of priority needs on which a person’s income management account money can be spent. Payments from the income management account are prohibited for excluded goods or excluded services. 
· Who does income management apply to?
Unless an exemption applies, income management currently applies in declared areas to people who: 

· are required by a child protection officer to be income managed; or
· are assessed by a Centrelink social worker as vulnerable; or 
· 15 to 24 who have been on payments for more than three months of the last six months “disengaged youth”; or
· 25 or over who have been receiving payments for more than one year in the last two years “long-term welfare recipients”; or
· live in Queensland and are required by the Queensland Commission; or

· have a nominee who is subject to income management; or

· volunteer to be income managed.
· Where are the declared areas? 
Currently the whole of the Northern Territory is a declared area, and in Western Australia income management declared areas are in the Kimberley region and Perth for child protection and voluntary income management. In Queensland income management applies for those referred by the Family Responsibilities Commission as part of the Cape York measure for those in Aurukun, Coen, Hope Vale and Mossman Gorge.
From 1 July 2012, income management for child protection, those identified as vulnerable or those who volunteer will start for those whose usual place of residence is in Bankstown NSW, Logan and Rockhampton Qld, Playford SA, and Shepparton Vic. 
· If I move out of a declared area does income management stop?
If you are income managed because you are vulnerable, or because you volunteered, you have the right to exit income management if your usual place of residence is no longer in a declared area. Otherwise, income management continues until you either obtain an exemption or get a decision that income management no longer applies to you. 
· What about if I go travelling?
If you leave for a short period, you’ll need to pre-arrange with Centrelink how you can spend your income managed money while you’re away.
· What if I want to stop income management?
(1) Child protection. You have the right to ask the child protection authority to reconsider their decision to require Centrelink to income manage you. Requests should go to the child protection authority. 
(2) Vulnerable person. You have the right to ask Centrelink to reconsider whether you should be income managed. You’ll need to demonstrate that you’re not in a vulnerable position and that stopping income management won’t put you back in any kind of vulnerable position. If Centrelink say no, you have the right to either appeal (see below), or ask for another reconsideration after 90 days, or both.
(3) Compulsory income management. You have the right to apply for an exemption. The two exemptions available are different depending on whether you are the main carer of a school age child or not:

Exemption one: no children or not the main carer 
You have the right to get an exemption if you:  
· become a full-time student or a new apprentice; or 

· have worked an average of 15 hours a week for 26 weeks in the last year earning wages at or above minimum wage.

Exemption two: main carer of a child school age or younger.

You have the right to get an exemption if you can show you’re good with your money. Centrelink can look at:

· what you’ve spent your income management money on and whether you’ve had many declined transactions;

· attempts by other people to contact Centrelink on your behalf;

· urgent payment requests, Centrepay arrangement changes, and changes to your payday.

You’ll also need to show that your school-age children have had good school attendance in the past two terms, which means no more than 5 unexplained absences each term. You’ll need to make sure your kids go to school each day and that you:
· tell the school the same day your child is away;

· tell the school the reasons your child is away;

· if your child is sick, make sure you give the school a doctor’s certificate and keep a copy yourself.

Children under 6 will need to have had all their needles and health check-ups and Centrelink can look at whether they are going to any early childhood services like crèche, playgroup or childcare.

Once you’re granted an exemption, it runs for 12 months and isn’t reviewed during that time unless Centrelink becomes aware that your circumstances have changed substantially.

(4) Voluntary income management. You have the right to change your mind and exit income management after 13 weeks. If you didn’t understand what you were agreeing to, you have the right to exit after 28 days.

· Do I have to use a basics card?
Because it can only be used with approved merchants, the basics card can be restrictive. A basics card may not be able to be used to buy things like meat at the local butcher, second hand goods, fruit and vegetables at the market, public transport tickets, or all utility bills. For these kinds of expenses, you have the right to access their income management account money, but via the methods below. Regular payments for rent or power bills can be arranged through Centrelink.

· What if I need to pay in cash?
If you need to make a payment in cash for a priority need, and want to use your income management account money, you’ll have to arrange it beforehand with Centrelink via a restricted direct payment. This involves transfer to your bank account of the amount you can show is for a specific purpose. 

Another way is if you can show Centrelink that you’ve already met the priority needs of yourself and your family for the fortnight, you have the right to receive any left-over money in your income management account in cash as an unrestricted debit payment.

· I want to complain
Many people on income management report problems like:
· rent and bills they assumed were being paid by Centrelink out of their income management account not actually being paid; or

· having to spend too long on hold to check their balance on the Basics card number; or
· having debates in shops about whether an item is for the purpose of a priority need; or 

· being publicly identified when buying things as an income support recipient; or
· being left short of funds to meet their priority needs or fund transport to important events or appointments after a payment is unexpectedly refused.
You have the right to be treated with respect by those administering the social security system, and to receive prompt and appropriate service from Centrelink. If you have been frustrated, humiliated, or upset because of the operation of income management and would like to complain, contact a Welfare Rights advocate for some advice about putting the complaint in writing. 
Complaints should go to Centrelink, the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, and the Commonwealth Ombudsman.
· Appeal rights
You have the right to appeal against any decision in relation to income management including whether it applies to you or whether you should be granted an exemption. 
A referral to income management based because of child protection should be appealed within the Child Protection authority who made the referral. In the Northern Territory this should be done to the NT Department of Children and Families within 20 days.
To appeal through Centrelink, simply tell Centrelink you’re not happy with its decision and that you would like to appeal to an Authorised Review Officer (ARO). The ARO is a senior officer in Centrelink who has the power to change the decision. 
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. Decisions made before 24 June 2009 about income management can’t be appealed to the SSAT or the AAT.   

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 November 2011.
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