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 Media Release				21 January 2009





Government study reveals Centrelink penalties leads to homelessness





A key welfare group warned today that the Government’s system of welfare penalties may have caused around 2,400 evictions, and that unless policies were altered, thousands of newly unemployed people would end up on the streets.





The National Welfare Rights Network (NWRN) President, Kate Beaumont, was shocked to discover the damning statistics in an internal survey by the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations in its submission to a recent Senate inquiry into the Social Security penalty regime.





“The Government’s own figures say that one in two people who have an eight week no payment penalty are not able to meet their rental payments which then make them at risk of becoming homeless. In 2007/08 there were 32,000 eight week no payment penalties. 





“The newly unemployed will have to deal not only with the loss of income, but also the risk of falling foul of the complex compliance system. Many people who have never dealt with Centrelink are ignorant of the rules and may find themselves joining the queue needing the assistance of homelessness services which are already overstretched.





“At present around 60 people a day are losing all payments for eight weeks. This translates to about nine people a day becoming homeless on this Government’s watch. 





“Fifty per cent of job seekers, approximately 16,000 people, who had an eight week penalty had trouble keeping up with rent were put at risk of homelessness. These numbers would have been higher if people did not have family, friends and charities to turn to for financial assistance and other support when Centrelink cut their payments. 





“Around 2,400 job seekers faced evictions and lost their accommodation.  This was found to be directly attributable to the harsh Social Security eight week penalty system. By way of contrast only around 2,000 people are evicted from public housing because of non-payment of rent each year.





“The Government is currently is discussions with the Greens and the other Senators about changes to the Social Security penalty system, which are before the Senate and will go to another vote early in February when Parliament sits.





“The verdict is still out on what impact the Government’s re-vamped penalty system will have. Welfare Rights is having a dialogue with the Minister’s office and we are hopeful of a positive outcome.” 





The Government released a white paper on homelessness, The Road Home, in December, which outlined a series of positive initiatives to tackle the growing problem of homelessness in Australia.
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For comment: 


Kate Beaumont, National Welfare Rights Network President: 0414792923 or 


Gerard Thomas, Policy and Media Officer: 0425 296 882. 
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