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New data reveals Social Security penalties 

cost unemployed people $1 billion 

New figures obtained under Freedom of Information and released today by the National Welfare Rights Network (NWRN) reveal that unemployed people received penalties averaging $700 each since the Coalition was elected in 1996, resulting in a staggering loss of $1 billion worth of Social Security payments. Almost 1 million activity test breaches and 500,000 administrative breaches have been applied since 1996.

“This is $1 billion taken directly from the pockets of people who can least afford it. The financial impacts of penalties are adding to the burden of many communities that have been affected by a series of natural disasters such as droughts, bushfires and floods over the last few years. Unemployed people, their families, and local communities that support these are at breaking point. Many Australians are being pushed deeper into poverty and charities are having to pick up the pieces," said Mr Michael Raper, NWRN President.

“It is wrong for the Minister for Family and Community Services to argue that unemployed people deserve to lose part or all of their meagre payments for failing to comply with Centrelink rules. Report after report - from the Commonwealth Ombudsman to the Independent Review into Social Security penalties and breaches (the Pearce Report) - has found that breaches are counterproductive and are unfairly and arbitrarily applied, and that Centrelink often fails to contact a person prior to imposing a penalty - as they are required to do.

“Proof of this is in the recent 30 percent drop in penalties in 2001-02, to 270,000. This decline, for which the Government is to be congratulated, was due to intense pressure from welfare groups and charities, which led to a number of changes to Centrelink administrative practices in March 2002. These changes were an admission that in the past tens of thousands of unemployed people had been unfairly breached, losing from 18% of their income for 26 weeks for a first breach, to all of their payments for 8 weeks (or up to $1,200) for a third breach. When the Government lifted its game, the number of unemployed people being breached fell dramatically.

“The key outstanding issue that the Government has not addressed is that of the severity of the penalty regime. The Government’s blueprint for welfare reform, the McClure Report, recommended a shift from punishment to compliance. However, there is nothing in the Government’s improved system that will foster increased compliance.

"Sole parents and mature age unemployed people will face Social Security penalties under legislation before Parliament. The NWRN renews its call for the Government to reduce the impact of Social Security penalties by passing amendments to the Australians Working Together legislation, that will be debated in the Senate this week. Leaked details have surfaced of a Government proposal which would see a reduction to 8 weeks for some breaches for some unemployed people. This proposal is inadequate and does not go far enough.

“As the Government moves into stage two of welfare reform it must address the unfinished business of the first round of welfare reform and reduce the severity of harsh and unfair Social Security penalties,” concluded Mr Raper.

For comment: Michael Raper: 0419 880 001 (m) (02) 9818 2503 (h) or Gerard Thomas, Policy and media officer: (02) 8300 6882 (h)  0425 296 882 (m)
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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

















