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New independent help when dealing with Centrelink and Social Security problems launched by Federal Minister

The Federal Minister for Housing, Tanya Plibersek, today launched the long-awaited 6th edition of the Independent Social Security Handbook.  The Handbook is written and published by the Welfare Rights Centre, Sydney, and edited by Michael Raper. Since 1991 the Handbook has helped ensure that Australians receive their right entitlements and supports from Centrelink, arming community advisers with essential information.

Almost one in three Australians, or 6.5 million people receive some type of financial assistance from Centrelink. Centrelink dispenses a third of the entire Commonwealth budget, pays over 10 million individual entitlements a year and processes 2.8 million new claims each year. 

“With over 4 million entitlement reviews a year and around 26,000 staff Centrelink is not always able to get it right”, said Linda Forbes, Acting Director, Welfare Rights Centre, Sydney. “In 2006-07 the Commonwealth Ombudsman received 6,987 complaints about Centrelink, 1,790 for the Child Support Agency out of 33,322 complaints against all Government departments. The Government’s service delivery agency accounted for one in three complaints over the period. 

“Far too many people are fearful of appealing or complaining about a Centrelink decision and don’t know where to turn. Yet of those who challenge a decision, around one in three is successful. This is why we have produced this latest hardcopy edition of the Independent Social Security Handbook. It seeks to demystify complex rules and regulations and provides people with the right information to challenge Centrelink decisions,” Forbes said.
The first hardcopy edition, published in 1991 was just 430 pages – the 6th edition is 903 pages which speaks for itself regarding the sheer complexity of the Australian Social Security system and challenges facing ordinary Australians.

The 6th edition incorporates all the major changes to Social Security and Family Assistance law and policy since the publication of the 5th edition in 2004.  Among the many changes to have occurred since the 5th Edition are the “Welfare to Work” reforms which saw the introduction of a new regime of activity requirements and penalties as well as tougher qualification criteria for Disability Support Pension. Other changes include the introduction of income management in the Northern Territory, changes to income and assets tests, rates changes, the abolition of some payments and introduction of others. 

The Independent Social Security Handbook has been published as an ONLINE edition since 2004 with quarterly updates. However, due to “popular demand”, – especially from workers in small community organisations where not all staff have access to the internet, TAFE’s and libraries and staffers at local MP’s electorate offices –  with the generous support from the Law and Justice Foundation of NSW, the Centre has published another hardcopy edition.
XXXXX

The Independent Social Security Handbook will be launched at 3.30 pm on 12 September 2008 by the Hon Tanya Plibersek MP, Minister for Housing, Minister for the Status of Women and Federal Member for Sydney at the Australia Council, 372 Elizabeth St, Surry Hills.
The Welfare Rights Centre Sydney is a free, independent community legal centre which assists thousands of people each year in their dealings with Centrelink and Social Security law. 

For background and comment call Linda Forbes, Welfare Rights Centre, Sydney, Acting Director on 0425 278 291, or go to www.welfarerights.org.au
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