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Youth Allowance – am I independent?

The purpose of this factsheet is to explain the rules for the “independent rate” of Youth Allowance 

What is Youth Allowance?

Youth Allowance is a Centrelink payment for: 

· full-time students or Australian Apprentices aged 16 to 24 (in some cases a full-time student aged 25 or over may receive Youth Allowance); or

· unemployed people aged 16 to 20.

To receive Youth Allowance at the age of 15 you must meet certain rules.  If you are a full-time student and aged less than 16 you may be eligible for Special Benefit if you are not supported by a parent or guardian. If you are 16 or 17 and not independent, you will need to receive Family Tax Benefit rather than Youth Allowance.  
If you are unemployed and aged 21 or over you should apply for Newstart Allowance.

What is the difference between the dependent and independent rate of Youth Allowance?

If you receive Youth Allowance your rate of payment is either:

· dependent - this means you receive a lower rate of Youth Allowance, and your parent’s or guardian’s income and assets will affect your payment. Centrelink may reduce your Youth Allowance each fortnight because of their assets or income.  Dependent Youth Allowance can be either paid at the “at home” or “away from home” rate ; or

· independent - this means you receive a higher rate of Youth Allowance, and your parent’s or guardian’s income and assets will not affect your payment.  Your rate of Youth Allowance may also depend on where you are living.

How do I know if I’m independent?

You will be regarded as “independent” from your parents or guardian if:

· you are 22 (if you’re not studying full-time you’ll transfer to Newstart at 21);

· you are or have been married, in a registered relationship or have been a member of a couple for at least twelve months;

· you have, or have had a dependent child;

· it would be unreasonable for you to live at home (see below for more details);

· you have supported yourself by working (see below for more details);

· you have a partial capacity to work – for Youth Allowance (unemployed) only (see below for more details);

· you are an orphan and you have not been legally adopted;
· you have parents who are in gaol, mentally unwell, or missing;
· you are a refugee without parents living in Australia;

· you are in State care, or only stopped being in State care because of your age;

What does unreasonable to live at home mean?

Centrelink will accept you are unable to live at home if you cannot live with your parents or guardian because of:

· extreme family breakdown or other exceptional circumstances; or

· it would be unreasonable to expect you to stay at home because there would be a serious risk to your physical or mental health due to violence, sexual abuse or other unreasonable circumstances; or
· your parents cannot provide you with a suitable home because they lack stable accommodation.

In addition you need to show that:

· you are not receiving continuous support from a parent or a guardian; and
· you are not receiving any other income from either the State or Commonwealth Government.

Extreme family breakdown can include problems with your parents, brother, sister or any other person that lives or regularly visits your home. 

How do I show I am unable to live at home?

You will have a meeting with a Centrelink social worker to talk about your circumstances at home.  If there are reasons why you do not want the social worker to contact your parents, you should tell the social worker.  If you are seeing a counselor or other professional person for support, you could ask them to write a letter to give to Centrelink. 
Centrelink will look at whether you have any behavioural or health problems as a result of your family environment, whether your emotional well-being would be jeopardized if you were to live at home, what attempts have been made to resolve the issue, and whether your parents are providing you with any ongoing support.
What counts as supporting myself by working?

You are regarded as independent if you have been supporting yourself through paid work, which means:

· full-time work for 18 months averaging 30 hours per week;

· part-time work or wages, meaning working at least 15 hours per week for two years, or having earned over $21,009 over an 18 month period. This category is only available if you have to move away from home to study, and have a combined parental income of less than $150,000 a year.  

If you didn’t complete year 12, or are likely to have trouble finding work because of your personal circumstances, you could qualify as independent as a disadvantaged young person once you have worked full-time for 12 months, provided you are over 18, living away from home, and not receiving financial support from your parents.
What does partial capacity to work mean?

You have a partial capacity to work if you:

· have a physical, intellectual or psychiatric impairment that prevents you from working 30 or more hours per week for at least the next two years; and 
· because of your impairment, no training activity is likely to enable you to undertake work of 30 or more hours per week within the next two years.

If you think that you have a permanent disability or medical condition that limits your ability to work, you can ask Centrelink for an assessment by a Job Capacity Assessor to see if you are eligible to receive Youth Allowance as a person with a “partial capacity to work”. 
As well as being assessed as having only a partial capacity to work you must also be over 16 years and not be undertaking full-time study or an Australian apprenticeship, in order to receive the “independent rate” of Youth Allowance. 

I can’t find the independent rate listed on Centrelink’s website. How much money will I get?
The words “independent rate” are not found in the table of basic rates on either the Centrelink website or rates booklet. When using these resources, the independent rate for a person without children is found under the groupings:
· single, aged under 18, away from home;

· single, aged 18 and over, away from home; and

· partnered, no children.
And unless you have a child, the rate (before it is income or asset tested) is the same regardless of your age or relationship status. Different basic rates apply if you are living with your parents, in state care, or have a dependent child.
What if Centrelink will not pay the independent rate?

If Centrelink will not pay you Youth Allowance at the independent rate, you can appeal this decision. While your appeal is being worked out you may be able to get Youth Allowance at the dependent rate.  
If you have a good reason for needing to live away from home, you may be able to get the required to live away from home rate, which is the same amount of money, but is affected by your parents’ income and assets. Good reasons could include that it would take more than 90 minutes by public transport to get to your studies or your Employment Pathway Plan obligations, or your parents’ home is inadequate for you to study or look for work from.
What happens if I am independent and living with my parents?

You can still be regarded as independent from your parents/guardians if you are living with them, provided you meet one of the categories for being independent mentioned above. You will receive the accommodated independent rate of payment.
Rent Assistance

If you are living away from home and eligible for either the independent or required to live away from home rate of Youth Allowance you may also be eligible for Rent Assistance.  

How do I apply for Youth Allowance?

To apply for Youth Allowance you need to fill out a Centrelink Youth Allowance claim form and lodge it at your local Centrelink office.  

What if I don’t have any proof of identity?

If you don’t have any or much proof of identity: don’t worry. You should still lodge a claim straight away, and Centrelink will help you to obtain proof of identity.

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 are not satisfied with an ARO decision 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 January 2012.

www.welfarerights.org.au
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