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There are three Centrelink waiting periods that will hit people placed on the “parent or disability” dole after 1 July 2006. They are:

1. “Ordinary waiting period” of 1 week (does not currently apply to Parenting Payment and Disability Support Pension).
2. “Liquid assets waiting period” of up to 13 weeks (does not currently apply to Parenting Payment and Disability Support Pension).
3. “Income maintenance period” (currently only applies to Parenting Payment).

1.
Ordinary waiting period

People claiming Newstart Allowance (NSA) or Sickness Allowance (but not Youth Allowance) must normally wait a period of seven days from the date of their claim before they can be paid. 
2.
Liquid assets waiting period

Liquid assets are funds that you can get at short notice (i.e. within 28 days).
Cash, money in the bank (including term deposits) and shares and debentures, but not superannuation, are subject to the Liquid Assets Waiting Period (LAWP) .

A person who has liquid assets above $2,500 (as a single person) or $5,000 (for a couple or a single person with a child) will be hit by the Liquid Assets Waiting Period (LAWP). For each $1,000 over the limit, a person will face a one week waiting period up to a maximum of 13 weeks. In the most extreme cases, a parent with savings of $18,000 will have to wait over three months before they are entitled to any Newstart Allowance. The waiting period is applied from the day after a person ceases work.
In 1997, the Coalition Government halved the amount of liquid assets that a person could have (that is, a single person could previously have $5,000 and a couple or a single person with a child could have $10,000 exempt from the provisions of the Liquid Assets Waiting Period.
Data provided to Senate Estimates found that in 2003-04, 38,460 Newstart Allowance recipients were affected by the LAWP. Of those affected by the LAWP, the average waiting period was 8.4 weeks (or 58.5 days). This is equal to an average loss of Newstart Allowance of $1,850 for parents and $1,770 for a person with a disability.

Waiver of the “liquid assets test waiting period”

Where a person who is serving the “liquid assets test waiting period” is in “severe financial hardship” because they have incurred “unavoidable or reasonable expenditure” while serving the “liquid assets test waiting period”, the whole of or part of the waiting period can be waived, depending upon the extent of both the hardship and the “unavoidable or reasonable expenditure”, which includes day-to-day costs of living.

A single person is in “severe financial hardship” when the value of their “liquid assets” is less than the fortnightly amount (at the maximum payment rate) of NSA, Youth Allowance or Sickness Allowance that would be payable if they received the payment.

A “member of a couple” is in “severe financial hardship” when the value of their liquid assets is less than twice the fortnightly amount (at the maximum payment rate) of NSA, Youth Allowance or Sickness Allowance that would be payable if they received the payment.

A student may also have the “liquid assets test waiting period” reduced for anticipated expenditure on a HECS payment.

“Unavoidable or reasonable expenditure” includes:

· reasonable costs of living, up to a maximum amount equivalent to the allowance that would have been payable. The costs of living include the costs of food, rent, mortgages, medical expenses, rates, gas, electricity, telephone, public transport, and other reasonable costs; 

· cost of repairs or replacement of essential whitegoods; 

· school expenses; 

· funeral expenses; 

· essential expenses arising from birth or adoption of a child; 

· expenditure to replace essential household goods lost through theft or natural disaster; 

· costs of essential repairs to the person’s car or home; 

· premiums for vehicle or home insurance; 

· expenses for vehicle registration; 

· essential medical expenses; 

· other costs treated by Centrelink as unavoidable or reasonable. 

3.
Income maintenance period

When a person leaves employment they sometimes receive a lump sum to cover their leave entitlements.  This payment can affect their Social Security entitlement as it will be treated as income for a period of time under what is known as an “income maintenance period”. This period covers: annual leave; sick leave; maternity leave; long service leave; carers leave and rostered days off. It can also include other payments received on termination of employment. It currently applies to the following Social Security payments: Newstart Allowance; Youth Allowance; Sickness Allowance; Partner Allowance; Parenting Payment; Widow Allowance; Austudy Payment and Mature Age Allowance.

The “income maintenance period” is the period of time to which the leave payment relates. When a person receives more than one leave payment the “income maintenance period” is calculated by adding the periods to which the leave payments relate. 
The “income maintenance period” generally starts on the day on which a person is paid the leave payment. This is normally the last day of the person’s employment. So, where a person leaves a job and receives one month’s annual leave at full pay, the “income maintenance period” is one month. Where a person receives the same amount of money but the leave payment is for two months sick leave at half pay, the “income maintenance period” is two months. 
Example:
If Jean receives $2,100 for one month’s annual leave, her “income maintenance period” is one month. If there are 30 days in the relevant month, $2,100 divided by 30 equals $70, which is Alan’s “daily rate”. Jean’s income for a fortnight (14 days) will be 14 multiplied by $70. This amount of $980 will be regarded as Jean’s income and, under the income test, will mean that her allowance for that fortnight will be nil.

Where a person has an “income maintenance period” but:

· would suffer “severe financial hardship” if it is applied; and 

· the hardship has come about through a situation which was “unavoidable or reasonable”, 

then Centrelink can reduce or waive the “income maintenance period” if a request is made.

A person suffering hardship should supply as much information as possible to Centrelink to support their request. Information about their financial hardship and the circumstances which arose which caused the hardship should be given in writing if at all possible. Unexpected and essential payments because of medical expenses, a family funeral, lost or stolen money, car repairs following an accident, repairs to a refrigerator might all be favourably considered by Centrelink. “Reasonable” expenditure includes the day-to-day cost of living for the part of the waiting period already served. 

