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Media Release      		31 March 2005


  


Centrelink wrong on de-facto relationships 





Centrelink is wrongly accusing thousands of Australians of living in de-facto relationships and is intimidating and harassing its clients to admit to wrong-doing, in breach of its own guidelines, according to a new analysis released today by a national peak welfare advocacy body, the National Welfare Rights Network (NWRN).





Michael Raper, President on the NWRN said today: “The fundamental problem is that Centrelink is not looking closely enough at all the factors that indicate that no relationship exists. It makes judgements based on moral, not legal, grounds and often makes decisions based on flimsy information and prejudicial attitudes.





“We are representing a record number of clients in appeals against decisions to cancel or reduce their payments because of an alleged marriage-like relationship and we have assisted a number of them with complaints to the Commonwealth Ombudsman.”





“The extraordinarily high number of cases that are overturned on appeal �– is proof that Centrelink’s current approach is flawed and not working as it should. Last year 45 percent of the Centrelink decisions on these cases that were appealed were overturned at the Social Security Appeals Tribunal.





“The increased number of cases involving older people and carers who share rent and provide companionship and support, is extremely alarming. Centrelink has failed to come to grips with the reasons that many older people share accommodation. In many cases, considerations such as physical security, help in case of a fall and the high costs of renting alone are much more important considerations than entering into a “marriage-like relationship”. They do care for each other, but the last thing they see themselves as doing is “shacking up together”, and they get embarrassed and offended by the Centrelink investigations.





“Centrelink is also making rash decisions about separated couples with children. Increasingly, we are finding that where the non-resident parent (usually the father) tries to maintain an ongoing relationship with the children, Centrelink takes this as a sign of an ongoing de-facto relationship between the two adults and cuts the payment of one or both parents.





“Both family law and child support reforms emphasise equal roles and responsibilities for both parents in caring for their children. Yet, if they share the care, or one party provides financial assistance for their children (often in compliance with child support orders), then these factors are used by Centrelink as a sign of a marriage-like relationship.





“We urge the Commonwealth Ombudsman to use its powers to undertake a thorough investigation into these matters. We have also put a number of proposals for reform to both Centrelink and the Department of Family and Community Services,” concluded Michael Raper.
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For comment: Michael Raper: 0419 880 001 (m) or (02) 8217 7910 (w -direct)


For background or copy of briefing paper: Gerard Thomas: (02) 8217 9909 (w)
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