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Newstart Allowance

This factsheet explains who can receive Newstart Allowance and the rules for receiving payments. Newstart Allowance is a Centrelink payment for people who are unemployed and seeking work. 
· Who is eligible for Newstart Allowance?

To be eligible for Newstart Allowance, you must generally:

· be unemployed (this includes if you have only casual, part-time or temporary work);

· be aged between 21 and age pension age;

· satisfy the activity test (unless you are exempt);

· sign an Employment Pathway Plan, and comply with its terms; and

· be an Australian resident and be living in Australia.

If you are under 21 you may be eligible for Youth Allowance.

· How do I apply for Newstart Allowance?
To apply for Newstart Allowance, you must ring or email Centrelink or go into a Centrelink office, to register your intention to lodge a claim.  

Generally you need to attend an interview with a Job Services Australia provider before Centrelink processes your claim (this is called the RapidConnect process). If you are subject to the RapidConnect process your claim will not be finalised and your payment made by Centrelink until you have “connected” with your Job Services Australia provider. You may be exempt from the RapidConnect process if you are not ready to return to the workforce (eg, you are sick or in crisis).  

Once you have attended the appointment with a Job Services Australia provider, you will have at least one follow up interview with Centrelink. At this interview Centrelink will get more information about your circumstances and collect relevant documents and your completed forms.  At your appointment you will need to:

· complete and sign a claim form;

· negotiate and sign an Employment Pathway Plan;

· provide an Employment Separation Certificate signed by your previous employer, if you have been employed in the last 12 months;  

· provide your and your partner’s tax file numbers;

· provide proof of identity;

· provide information about your own and your partner’s  income and assets (partner means husband or wife, or de facto partner - opposite or same-sex); and  

· provide rent receipts, if you are renting privately.

If you live in a remote area, a face-to-face appointment may not be possible.  In this case Centrelink should conduct your initial interview over the phone and mail you the Employment Pathway Plan to sign and return.

If you do not have all the information or forms ready you should still attend the Centrelink appointment, and continue with the claim.  You can give Centrelink the information and forms later. If you do not have a Tax File Number, you can ask Centrelink to get one from the Australian Taxation Office for you.

If you have a partner they should lodge a claim for a Social Security payment in case they are eligible for payments.

Generally payments cannot be backdated to before the day you lodge your claim.  However, if you lodge your claim within 14 days of contacting Centrelink to register, your payment can be backdated to the date of contact (unless a waiting period applies). 

· What is an Employment Separation Certificate?
An Employment Separation Certificate is a form signed by your previous employer, if you have been employed in the last 12 months. It says when you finished work, the reasons you are no longer working and how much leave and termination pay you received. 

Some employers refuse to complete the Certificate or do not do so properly.  Centrelink guidelines state that your payment should not be delayed or refused if you have difficulty obtaining a Certificate through no fault of your own.  You should explain to Centrelink why you can’t provide the Certificate. Centrelink should then contact your employer directly for the Certificate or grant you payment and obtain the information later.

If you belong to a union, the union may be able to assist with obtaining the Certificate.  

You do not need to provide a Certificate if you experience sexual harassment or violence in the workplace or your previous employer has closed down.
· When will I get my first Newstart Allowance payment?

Newstart Allowance is paid at the end of each fortnight. However your first fortnightly payment will be one week’s payment, because of the seven days ordinary waiting period.  If you are in financial hardship, Centrelink may disregard the ordinary waiting period. Centrelink will accept that you are in financial hardship if your savings are less than the fortnightly rate of your Social Security payment.  The ordinary waiting period starts from the date you register with Centrelink for Newstart Allowance.

· 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.  For details see the factsheets “Waiting periods – why can’t I get paid now?” and “Penalties for non-compliance”. 

Contact your local Welfare Rights Centre/Advocate if you think your payment has been unfairly delayed by a waiting period or a penalty period.  

· Can I get paid weekly?

Generally Newstart Allowance is paid every fortnight, however in some circumstances you can ask Centrelink to pay you weekly, eg if you are homeless or at risk of homelessness.
· How much will I get paid?

The amount of Newstart Allowance you get will depend on whether you are single or have a partner, you and your partner’s combined income and assets, and whether you have care of a child.

If you are a single principal carer of a dependent child you may receive a higher rate of Newstart Allowance if you are:

· an active registered foster carer;

· a home educator or distance educator;

· caring for a large family (four or more children under 16); or 

· the principal carer of a child who is your relative (but you are not the parent) in accordance with a Family Court Parenting Order.

· What must I do to get payments? 
Generally you will need to enter into an Employment Pathway Plan and meet an activity test. 
For important details about the Plan and activity test see the factsheet “Activity test and participation requirements”.
· What to tell Centrelink while getting payments

You must tell Centrelink of any change in your circumstances within 14 days, including:

· your own and/or your partner’s total gross (before tax) income each fortnight; 

· changes to your own or your partner’s income or assets;

· intended travel overseas;

· enrolment in either full-time or part-time study;

· change of address;

· if you marry, start living de facto (opposite-sex and same-sex relationships), or separate from your partner; or

· if you get a job.

There are many other things you must tell Centrelink.  This information is generally written in small print on your fortnightly form or on the reverse side of your Centrelink letters.  You must tell Centrelink about any changes in your circumstances within 14 days of the change.  If you don’t you may be overpaid Newstart Allowance and will have to repay the money. You may also be charged with a criminal offence if you deliberately failed to tell Centrelink of a change in your circumstances or income. 

· How to declare earnings

Generally Centrelink will send you a form to fill in every fortnight.  These fortnightly forms must be completed and returned personally to Centrelink on the due date so you can receive your payment. On this form you are required to list where you looked for work, and give details of any income that either you or your partner have earned.

You need to tell Centrelink about a change in your own (or your partner’s) earnings on the next form you complete, or within 14 days.  Sometimes, you may tell a Centrelink officer about a change in earnings but the officer may not do anything with the information, or may make an error in processing the information. To be able to show Centrelink that you have advised of changes in your circumstances within 14 days, you should:

· always fill out your fortnightly forms with the right information;
· ask Centrelink’s Call Centre to give you a receipt number each time you provide an officer with information over the phone; and

· keep the receipt numbers, and records of advice and letters in a special book. 

In many cases you may have to repay money you were not entitled to if you do not give correct information about your income.  Centrelink may also impose a 10% penalty to your debt if you “knowingly or recklessly” fail to declare your income accurately.

· Getting Newstart Allowance overseas

You can only get Newstart Allowance while you are overseas for 13 weeks if you are exempt from the activity test and you are:

· seeking medical treatment that is not available in Australia; or

· attending to an acute family crisis; or

· going overseas for a humanitarian purpose.

You must advise Centrelink of your intended absence overseas and the reasons for going, prior to leaving. The 13 week period may be extended in certain situations. 

· Can I get a Health Care Card or Pensioner Concession Card?

Most people on Newstart Allowance get a Health Care Card.

You will get a Pensioner Concession Card if you: 
· are a single principal carer of a dependant child under 16; or

· have been assessed as having a partial capacity to work; or 

· are over 60 and have been getting a payment for more than nine months.
· 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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