[image: image1.png]NATIONAL

Welfare
(_ Rights

NETWORK




Media Release                 25 February  2010





Senate inquiry told income management rules “unmanageable” 





Welfare Rights organisations will appear before a Senate inquiry today and call on the Senate to oppose the Government’s Welfare Reform Bills currently before a Senate inquiry.  “This legislation contain the most extreme and regressive Social Security reforms that this country has ever seen.  This legislation will essentially unwind the most basic protections ensuring access to income support,” said Kate Beaumont, President of the National Welfare Rights Network (NWRN). Income management will affect 20,000 people, mainly Indigenous Australians in the Northern Territory from 1 July 2010.  After an evaluation in 2012 the regime may be extended to other “disadvantaged locations” across Australia.





“NWRN supports moves to restore the protections of the Racial Discrimination Act. NWRN opposes compulsory income management, whereby 50 per cent of a person’s Centrelink payments are quarantined for “priority needs”, such as food or rent. The Government claims that income management is a “useful tool”, but the reality is that it is a blunt weapon that stigmatises and discriminates against classes of people who are being targeted primarily because they are poor, jobless and live in economically disadvantaged locations. 





“Far from fostering money management skills to encourage socially and financially responsible behaviours welfare quarantining may have the opposite effect. For example, quarantining half of a person’s inadequate Centrelink payment may be likely to push some into the hands of shonky pay-day lenders that charge 50 percent interest and increase the use of other high-cost credit options such as pawnbrokers.





“Amongst the many practical problems with the income management regime is that people considered “vulnerable” by Centrelink who are faced with a major personal crisis such as financial abuse or domestic violence may be reluctant to seek help because in reaching out to authorities they risk being placed on income management.





“Additionally, far too much of the details of how these new arrangements will work will not be open to full parliamentary scrutiny, such as who will be categorised as a “vulnerable person” and how “disadvantaged locations” will be chosen.





“Another aspect of today’s inquiry are changes that the Government wants to make to people’s rights to have decisions reviewed at the Social Security Appeals Tribunal (SSAT). This Bill will make it much more difficult for ordinary Australians to seek review of Centrelink decisions, by making the process more formal and adversarial. Centrelink is the most complained about Government agency in the country, and the Government should be making it easier for people to get quality decisions from Centrelink, not harder. 





 “Few people are aware that as part it its plans to expand conditional welfare the Government is exploring barcode technology to detect and enforce buying patterns that are consistent with its policies. What all of this suggests is an extreme, untested, costly and paternalistic agenda which is little more than the close supervision of the poor. What is needed is a voluntary, targeted, evidence-based approach that builds capacity and provides services and financial support sufficient to cover the essentials of life.”








The National Welfare Rights Network will give evidence today at 4pm to the Senate Community Affairs Committee. 





For comment: Kate Beaumont: NWRN President: 0414 792 923 


or Gerard Thomas: Policy and Media Officer: 0403 205 391.
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The NWRN is a network of


services throughout


Australia that provide free


and independent


information, advice and


representation to individuals


about Social Security law


and its administration


through Centrelink.


For member details, services


and information visit:


www.welfarerights.org.au
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