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Media Release			31 December 2010





New Year heralds good news and bad news for Australians on social security





The New Year heralds some welcome and some not so welcome social security changes affecting hundreds of thousands of Australians. A major achievement is the national scheme of paid parental leave, paid at 18 weeks at the national minimum wage, said National Welfare Rights Network President Maree O’Halloran today. But tougher Centrelink debt recovery rules, hefty new non-payment penalties for unemployed people and inadequate increases to Youth Allowance paid to young people could mean that it won’t be a very happy new year for many people already doing it tough. 





Relocation assistance from 1 January 2011


Relocation assistance to cover expenses for moving for employment worth a maximum of $6,000 ($3,000 in metropolitan areas) is available from 1 January. A person with a dependent child can receive an additional $3,000. To be eligible, a job seeker must have been unemployed for more than 12 months and come from an area with an unemployment rate higher than the national unemployment rate. A non-payment penalty of 12 weeks will be imposed if a person leaves the job without a reasonable excuse. The Welfare Rights Network supports the relocation bonus but is concerned that cutting payments for 3 months is harsh and excessive and could leave families stranded with no means of financial support.





Youth Allowance Rates


The independent rate of Youth Allowance for an 18 year old living away from home increases to $194.35 a week from 1 January 2011, a rise of just $5.85 a week. Youth Allowance is $156 a week less than the pension. The gap between pensions and allowances continues to grow because of unfair indexation arrangements for young people. Payments for pensioners and adult unemployed on Newstart are indexed in March and September, yet the rates for young people are adjusted for prices just once a year, in January. To make matters worse, recent ABS Cost of Living data shows that the increase in prices for people on allowances outstrips that for pensioners, at 4.2 per cent compared to just 3 per cent.


 


Youth Allowance is paid to 177,000 young people studying and 80,000 young people aged under 21 looking for work. The same rate is paid for ABSTUDY (27,600) and Austudy Payment (31,800).  Many are surviving on just $27 a day, plus a maximum of $55 a week in Rent Assistance. Rates for those under 18 at home are just $106 per week.





In order to enable young people to live on even half decently Welfare Eights calls for Youth Allowance to be increased by $50 a week and indexed twice a year.





Debt recovery


New rules for people who owe money to Centrelink start on 1 January. In 2009-10 Centrelink raised 2.2 million debts worth $1747 million. Centrelink will be seeking to recover the debt at a quicker rate. Currently, the standard rate of repayment is set at 15 per cent. Around 65 per cent of those with debts still receiving Centrelink payments are repaying at less than the standard rate because they already face financial hardship, 





Centrelink has assured Welfare Rights that the new arrangements will not place people in hardship, but Welfare Rights remains concerned that frequent badgering for early repayment will result in many people agreeing to repayment options that they can ill-afford. Centrelink expects to recover $42 million over four years and the costs to Centrelink in administering this program is expected to be $28.5 million over the same period according to answers provided at Senate Estimates in December 2010.





 


For comment: Maree O’Halloran, President, National Welfare Rights Network: 0417 672 104 or Gerard Thomas, Policy and Media Officer: 0425 296 882.  
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