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Centrelink penalties surge 100% and Indigenous job seekers hardest hit

Centrelink has docked more unemployed workers’ social security payments in the six months to December 2010 than in the entire previous 12 months, according to a new analysis of the compliance and penalty regime by the National Welfare Rights Network (NWRN).  Maree O’Halloran, NWRN President said: “The dramatic and alarming surge in penalties, which occurred after the Prime Minister’s announcement during the 2009 election campaign that the Government would “get tough” on job seekers reveals some very disturbing trends.

In the three months to December 2010 there was a 66 per cent increase in the numbers of eight week no payment penalties. In the six months to December 2010, 9,668 job seekers had their Centrelink payments cut for eight week. In all of the previous 12 months just 10,388 people lost payments for eight weeks.

26,393 people lost payments because of smaller, daily financial penalties in the six months to December 2010, but in the entire previous year just over 22,000 of these financial penalties were applied.   Thirty six thousand job seekers had their social security payments cut in the six months period to December 2010, compared to 32,891 in all of 2009-10.

More alarming is our finding that Indigenous job seekers carry a disproportionate burden of the smaller financial penalties, where payments are lost at a daily rate $34.

Welfare Rights’ analysis of data from the first 20 months of the Government’s compliance regime that began in July 2009 reveals that Indigenous job seekers experience an extremely disproportionate burden of smaller financial penalties. Indigenous job seekers account for just eight per cent if all job seekers, but have been hit by almost 25 per cent of all participation failures that lead to a loss of social security payments. To make matters worse, Indigenous income support recipients are extremely unlikely to seek a review of an adverse Centrelink decision.

The important question for the Government to answer with respect to this surge in penalties on job seekers is: has the increase in compliance action resulted in an increase in employment and engagement? The short answer is a resounding no.

Since the 1 July 2009 overhaul to the previous Government’s compliance regime there has been a total of 68,028 penalties applied: 19,941 eight week penalties and 48,086 smaller financial penalties. In 2007-08 the Rudd Government cut 16,000 people off payments for eight week penalties and in 2006-07 32,000 people lost payments for eight weeks.

Today NWRN will appear before the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Education and Employment inquiry into proposals to further toughen the penalty regime. Under the proposed rules, jobseekers who miss an appointment because, for example, they are called for a day's casual work and fail to seek leave of absence from Centrelink could have their payments cut. A job seeker could be given just a day’s notice that they will lose $34 from their $237 a week Newstart Allowance.

Welfare Rights is concerned that there is insufficient evidence that the new rules will be effective in getting people into employment and improving engagement. There are also inadequate protections in the current legislation for vulnerable job seekers, including those with a mental illness or who are homeless or at risk of homelessness or parents who have been victims of domestic violence.

	
	Indigenous


	Non-Indigenous
	Total

	8 week non payment penalties
	1,908
	18,033
	19,941

	Other financial penalties
	9,255
	38,831
	48,086

	All financial penalties
	11,163
	56,864
	68,027


Financial penalties from 1 July 2009 to 31 December 2010

For comment: Maree O’Halloran, President, NWRN: 0417 672 104 or Gerard Thomas, Policy and Media Officer: 0425 296 882.
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