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Media Release         23 February 2010

Hardship provisions not so super – unfair rules cause hardship

Illogical and unfair rules which restrict early access to small amounts of superannuation savings to avoid a major personal financial crisis such as bankruptcy or homelessness should be overhauled in the May Budget, said Maree O’Halloran, Director of the Welfare Rights Centre today. 

“We are seeing unprecedented numbers of Australian’s seeking access to their superannuation as a direct impact of the global financial crisis. Reports today highlight the massive Federal Government tax grab from funds released under the superannuation hardship provisions. 

“These rules did not work well before the onset of the global economic crisis. But with each passing day the fundamental flaws in the rules are becoming more and more obvious. The current arrangements do not allow a person in receipt of Youth Allowance (studying full-time), Austudy or Abstudy to access their superannuation under any circumstances. This blanket prohibition is unfair and unreasonable, especially in circumstances where a person has high and ongoing medical or other living expenses which they are having severe trouble meeting. 

“To meet the early release provisions a person is required to have been in continuous receipt of income support payments for a specified period (either six or nine months). The requirement that a person must have been in continuous receipt of a Centrelink payment places individuals in very difficult situations, with the rules making it effectively impossible for many to access superannuation savings. The rules are unfair to, and discriminate (at least indirectly) against some of the most vulnerable, marginalised and excluded groups in the community including: young people at risk, Indigenous people, ex prisoners, and people denied access to any form of income support. 

“These rules trap people on welfare. They create hardship not just for individuals and their families but for charities and emergency accommodation providers which carry the financial burden that results from clients having no access to income or a minimal safety net. People experiencing other Social Security preclusion periods or non payment periods also face barriers meeting the continuous receipt of benefit rules. The interaction between hardship criteria and Centrelink eight week no payment penalties may exacerbate financial hardship and potentially may also lead to homelessness.

“Welfare Rights understands the important role of superannuation retirement savings, particularly for people on relatively low incomes. However, the rigid and inflexible nature of the current provisions highlight the plight of those in dire financial circumstances. 

“A compassionate policy is not going to break the back of our superannuation and retirement incomes policy. A limited review of these illogical and unfair hardship provisions would be a super idea.”

For comment: Maree O’Halloran: 0417 672 104 

Gerard Thomas, Policy and Media Officer: 0403 205 291.
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