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Tough Rudd welfare changes to leave parents with children and mentally ill out in the cold

Plans by the Rudd Government to overhaul the Social Security penalty compliance regime are too risky, provide too few safeguards, the penalties are too high and are way too complex, according to the National Welfare Rights Network (NWRN).  The NWRN is giving evidence at a Senate Inquiry into Social Security penalties in Sydney today. 

The NWRN is Australia’s peak network of welfare rights and provides advice to thousands of Australians who have problems with welfare policies and Centrelink.

NWRN President Kate Beaumont said: “The major problem with the new system is that it is overly complex and inconsistent, and it is unlikely to meet the Government’s objective of introducing a compliance system that encourages and fosters engagement. 

“There are a number of very positive and welcome changes with what the Government is proposing, such as the ability to “work off” some eight week no payment penalties. However,  around 44% of eight week no-payment penalties were “first strike” penalties, such as being dismissed for misconduct, but there are no guidelines to determine whether the seriousness of the offence warranted getting dismissed in the first place, and these will remain in place.

“Under the new regime, for the first time, parents with dependent children and people with disabilities could immediately lose large chunks of payment. In some ways the Government’s proposed new compliance regime is harsher that the one it purports to replace. 

“These groups will face significant financial hardship under the new system, with no access to a financial safety net. The bill removes the Financial Case Management scheme (a feature of the old compliance system) whereby parents and people requiring medicines could have their bills paid by Centrelink or a charity for the duration of the eight week non payment period.

“The cornerstone of the proposed framework is a “no show, no pay” system, which could result in a loss of one tenth of a person’s Centrelink payments (around $45 a day) if they do not have a “reasonable excuse” for not having complied with their agreement or missed a days training. This is proposal fraught with difficulties, as there is no limit on the number of days that a person could be penalised. Losing a day or more of unemployment payments has an ongoing impact on a person’s ability to meet their participation requirements over the fortnight. The design of the system fails to acknowledge this reality.

“Far too many aspects of the new system are to be the subject of what are called “legislative instruments,” which are essentially guidelines that are introduced but not debated or changed in Parliament. The new Comprehensive Compliance Assessment, which seeks to explore reasons for non-compliance is a positive addition in the new system, but does not have the safeguard of being legislated. 

”The success of the new system hinges on the ability of Job Network Members and Centrelink being able to properly engage with job seekers and uncover any barriers to participation. For people at risk of penalties, under the proposed system, Centrelink must apply “vulnerability flags” to their record, however there is no guarantee that a person with a significant problem will not be penalised. Under the discredited Welfare to Work regime, a similar system of vulnerability flags was used, but data from the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) found that 15% of those with an eight week penalty had a mental illness and 5% were in unstable accommodation. 

“DEEWR ‘s submission to the inquiry criticises the current penalty system as punitive and counter-productive, and a cause of homelessness and social exclusion, yet the Government is to keep  most of the discredited and bankrupt system it inherited from the previous Government. 

“The most recent available data indicates that currently 60 people a day lose payments for eight weeks.”
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