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Media Release 

9 September 2009

Eight week Centrelink penalties fall 

by 12,000; homelessness averted for some
Over the last year the numbers of people losing all their Centrelink payments for eight weeks has fallen dramatically, and there are early signs that the new Social Security penalty system introduced on 1 July 2009 is working well, said Maree O’Halloran, Director, Welfare Rights Centre, Sydney today.

The Welfare Rights Centre believes that the number of eight week non payment penalties in 2008-09 has fallen by about 35%, to an estimated 20,000. This prediction is based upon the latest penalty data. In the last year of the previous Government 32,000 eight week penalties were applied. In 2000-01 397,000 financial penalties were imposed. 

“The numbers are still too high, but there are early signs that the new compliance regime is working well. Employment service providers are making extensive use of the new “contact requests”, which encourage unemployed people to make contact with Centrelink, without facing any penalties. About 600 people who got penalties under the old system have taken the opportunity to “work off” the eight week penalty by doing 25 hours a week of activities, such as Work for the Dole. 

“If these job seekers had been subject to the rules set by the previous Government about 90 people would have ended up homeless and on the streets. Data from the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) found that 15% of people who had had an eight week no payment penalty ended up losing their accommodation.

“Clearly there is no evidence that job seekers are wilfully or persistently seeking to bend the rules. In fact, the news so far suggests that a system based upon engagement, not punishment, elicits a positive response from job seekers.

“The new system will need to be carefully monitored. More than one in every two (56%) reports by an employment service provider suggesting that job seekers have failed to meet their obligations is rejected by Centrelink. “The really good new story is that unemployed people themselves are responding positively to the new system and large numbers are taking up the opportunities to work out problems and are responding positively when a helping hand is offered.”

The WRC has just published a wallet card for job seekers about the new compliance arrangements, with the financial assistance of the DEEWR. 
To view the wallet card go to: www.welfarerights.org.au.

For comment: Maree O’Halloran, Director, Welfare Rights Centre, Sydney: 0417 672 104 or Gerard Thomas, Policy and Media Officer: 0425 296 882.
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