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Media Release  5 August 2010
Coalition jobs plan for older people positive but “assets test” trap will deny assistance to many
“The Coalition’s policy to move older workers over 50 off Social Security payments and into employment is, in principle, a sensible and cost-effective policy that should be extended to other job seekers, particularly young people who are trying to get a foothold in the labour market”, said Maree O’Halloran, Director of the Welfare Rights Centre today.
The senior’s employment incentive payment would provide a lump sum payment of $3,250 to employers who kept an older worker in employment for six months.

Discrimination against people based on their age is unacceptable, and all efforts to address this problem are welcome.  Welfare Rights would want to ensure that the policy could not be rorted by unscrupulous employers willing to turn over staff at a high rate. 
We note that the Leader of the Opposition has stated the policy would be “revenue neutral”. Given this, there should be no barriers to broadening the scheme to support young people and long term unemployed people who need the chance to gain real work experience. This senior’s scheme is a far superior scheme to the often meaningless “Work for the Dole” programs. 
Young people who have been hit by the recession, with unemployment rates of three times the official rates, would benefit if they could access a similar program to the one announced by the Coalition for seniors.
However, there is a significant flaw in the Coalition’s plan because it fails to address the practical impact of the Centrelink rules on older workers under Age Pension age.  These workers are penalised because of the “sudden death” assets test. Social Security policies are much more generous to people over 65 than people over 50 and so the Newstart Allowance “assets test” discriminates against older unemployed people. The requirement that a person must have been in receipt of Centrelink payment perpetuates a fundamentally unfair design in our income support arrangements. An older unemployed single homeowner loses eligibility for Centrelink benefits when their assets reach $181,750.  For Age and Disability Support Pensioners the payment does not cut out until their assets reach $649,250. 
Thus, many older people that the Coalition wants to help are denied access to Centrelink benefits because they have amassed modest levels of savings in preparation for retirement.  Under the Coalition’s policy, a person who owns their home, is retrenched at 51 as a sheet metal worker. He has assets of a $200,000 modest 1 bedroom studio apartment in Minto, Sydney as the “retirement nest egg” and is denied access to the scheme.   However, a retired bank manager, a homeowner, aged 67 with assets worth $600,000 is granted access under the scheme.
The Henry Review stated that: “A sudden death [assets test] can result in an inequitable situation where people with assets marginally above the threshold receive no support”.
The Welfare Rights Centre calls on the parties to endorse the Henry Tax Review recommendation that supported removing the “sudden death” assets test and introducing a gradual withdrawal for the allowance assets test, similar to the pension asset test taper rate.
This Coalition policy announcement once again highlights the unfair differences between pensions and allowances.  It is a frequent source of complaint by older unemployed people who contact our Centre.  
For comment:  Maree O’Halloran, Director, Welfare Rights Centre, 0417 672 104 or Gerard Thomas, Policy and Media Officer: 0403 205 391.
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