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Ombudsman exposes Centrelink’s broken review process 
Today’s scathing analysis of Centrelink’s internal review and appeals scheme has been welcomed by the National Welfare Rights Network (NWRN). Maree O’Halloran, NWRN President said that the network of legal advisers had assisted tens of thousands of people with Centrelink problems for more than 25 years and had encountered all the problems reported by the Commonwealth Ombudsman. The Ombudsman concluded that some problems are “intractable” and that Centrelink’s internal review system fell short of being “legally sound, efficient and effective”.
After criticisms from five Commonwealth Ombudsman Annual Reports, three reports from the Australian National Audit Office, years of criticism by Welfare Rights and numerous internal reviews, Centrelink has finally agreed to overhaul their deeply flawed internal review system.
The Ombudsman noted that 47 in 100 appeals were overturned and the majority of reviews were completed within 28 days.  This has prompted the Ombudsman to urge Centrelink to consider delaying action to recover alleged debts from recipients while they are appealing.  This recovery action causes significant distress for people dealing with Centrelink. With 2.2 million debts raised in 2009-10, worth $1,747 million, adopting this approach would go some way to addressing unfairness in the system, and take some pressure off the under-resourced appeals system.

Other common problems identified in the Ombudsman’s report were:  
· repeated requests for reviews were denied, with people having to ask five times for a review;

· delays in obtaining appeals quickly, with the worst case being a two year wait for review;

· Centrelink recipients afflicted by “appeal fatigue”, giving up because the process is too difficult to navigate;

· Centrelink’s failure to consistently implement appeal findings;

· failure to adequately prioritise cases needing urgent review (where, for instance, the person was homeless or had a mental illness or other vulnerability); and
· failure to adequately explain the reasons for decisions; and,
· important letters, faxes and emails from clients lost or misplaced.

A key problem with Centrelink’s review processes is related to the limited collection and consideration of relevant information. Too often, Centrelink appeals are rushed and cursory at best. 

The Ombudsman was being generous in stating that the Centrelink appeals system was afflicted by a “systemic weakness”. The reality is that the scheme is fundamentally flawed and is massively underfunded so that Centrelink staff cannot give each of the 207,000 requests for review the attention they need. We note that Centrelink sought extra resources in the 2003 and 2007 Budgets, but these attempts failed. The Ombudsman notes that “internal reviews require significant human and financial resources” yet sufficient funds are not available to support the internal review system.
Government is willing to pour millions into fraud detection and prevention, which we support, but when it comes to ensuring people living on meagre Centrelink payments have access to a fair, understandable and transparent review system if things go wrong, it looks the other way.

The end result is that people are denied justice and too often, are left without adequate financial support, or are stranded on the wrong social security payment.

Welfare Rights welcomes Centrelink’s commitment to the development of an improved internal review process over the next six months. It makes sense for Centrelink to work with the Ombudsman on this scheme. However, Centrelink should commit to engage with the National Welfare Rights Network and other stakeholders about how to get the system back on track.
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