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| ntroducti on

TheWelfare Rights Centreisacommunitylegal centre which specialisesin
Social Security law, administrationand policy. Establishedin 1983, the
Centre providesexpertadvice andrepresentation onall Social Security
matters. Nowinitstwenty firstyear, the Centre currently employs 12
workersand benefitsfromthe service of some 40 unpaid volunteerworkers
eachyearand10Board memberstoprovideawiderange ofservices
coveringcasework, policyanalysisandadvocacy, publicationsand
communityeducation.

10 Gasework

1.1 Casework service

The Welfare Rights Centre provides acasework service to people with
Social Securityand Family Assistance problemsandtoagenciesassisting
peoplewith Social Security problems. The aim ofthe Centre’s casework
serviceisbothtoachieve outcomesforindividual clients andfor classes of
clients,andtoutilise our casework toimprove equitable accesstoincome
security.

Ourcaseworkservice comprisesatelephoneadvice service, research,
assistancewith self-advocacy, written advocacy onbehalfofclientsand
written or personal representation before the Social Security Appeals
Tribunal (SSAT), the Administrative Appeals Tribunal (AAT), orthe Federal
Courtinsome cases. Adviceisgivenonallaspects of Social Securityand
Family Assistancelawandappeals. Furtherassistance maybe providedin
complex cases, matters ofwide applicationand mattersinwhichthe client
hasnomoneyatallorwherethey maynotadequately representtheirown
interests.
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Telephoneadvice andassistanceisavailable between9amand5pm
Mondayto Fridaywith phones staffed by volunteersand caseworkers.

The Centre hasatollfree numbertofacilitate accessfor clientsin country
andouter-metropolitanareasandaTTY for people with hearing
impairments. Allinitial advice isgenerally provided by telephone. However,
the Centrehasanaccessandequity policytoensurethatpeople unableto
obtainassistance bytelephonearenotdisadvantaged.

The Centre’s casework service could notfunctionwithoutthe valuable
contributionof unpaid volunteerworkers. Their contribution, valued atover
$140,000perannum, isgratefully acknowledgedinsections 3.3and 6.5 of
thisAnnual Report.

1.2 Casework statistics

Thefollowing statistics are compiled frominformation provided tous by our
clients. Inmany cases, clients choose notto provide some oftheir personal
information. The percentagesare calculated onthe totalnumber of people
volunteering particularinformationand may notrepresentacomplete picture.

Number of clients

FromJuly2003to June 2004 the Centre provided advice oradvocacy to 3496
clients.We opened casesfor 1085 ofthese matters.

Age

Clients'age:
018 2
1834 2%
3549 2%
5064 13%
65+ o
notsupplied 2%
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Gender

Female A%
Male 5%
notsupplied K
Country of birth
Thetoptencountriesofbirth disclosed by clientswas:
Australia ™%
UnitedKingdom 34%
NewZealand & Cook|s. 24%
Lebanon 20
Greece 11%
Italy %
Vietnam D%
China 0
Fiji e/
Philippines %

Clients of Aboriginal or Torres StraitIslander background
2% ofclientsrespondingtothis questionidentified themselves asbeing of
Aboriginalor Torres StraitIslander background, or both.

1.3 Casework during 2003/2004

Debt waiver rules

Themostcommonandresource-intensiveissuescontinuetoberelatedto
Social Security debts- particularly where the clientis atrisk of criminal
prosecutioninrespectofadebt. The Centreisregularly successfulinhaving
recovery ofclients’ debtswaived.
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Thereremainsaneedforlegislative reform ofthe debtwaiver provisions of
the Social Security Act- particularly the need to allow forwaiver of recovery
ofadebtwhere apersonwould have beeneligible foranother paymentif
theyhadunderstoodthattheywere notentitled tothe paymentreceived. The
Centrehasanongoingcommitmenttoresolving thisissue asamatter of
priority.

Theunfairness ofthe “special circumstances”waiver legislationis also
unresolved. We continue toadvise clientswith compelling groundsfor debt
waiverwhohadnoideathattheywereincurringadebt, yetthelegislation still
preventswaiver ofadebtifanotherperson (eg, their partnerorparent),
“knowingly”made afalse statementorrepresentation contributingtothe
debt

Student debts

We continuetosee many Youth Allowance, Austudyand ABSTUDY debts-
generally causedbyastudent'sfailure toadvise of discontinuation of study or
ofachangefromfull-timeto part-time status. These cases canbe disturbing -
particularlywhere ayoung personisnotonlyin hardship because ofthe debt
recovery butwheretheyalsoface criminal prosecution. Thisissue continues
particularly toaffectyoung people with Austudy, Abstudy and Youth
Allowance debtsandunfortunately, we see many caseswhereyoungpeople
withdeep-seated family problems haveincurred debts duetotheirinability to
maintainadequate studylevels. Caseworkersare oftensuccessfulinhaving
recovery ofthese debtswaived, orattimeshavingsuch debtscancelled.

Weare concernedthatanumber ofthese cases arereferredtothe Director
of Public Prosecutions. We considerthatmany ofthese referralsto be totally
unjustified. Forthe veryreasonsthatthe young peopleinvolved may have
had difficulties maintaining study, they are oftenunable toadvocate for
themselvesinthe appealssystemandare, understandably, overwhelmedby
the prospectof prosecution andthe effect of a criminal conviction ontheir

Careerprospects.
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Data-matching debts

Wealsocontinuetosee many pensionand Parenting Paymentdebtscaused
by Centrelink'sfailure toadjustpaymentrates despite the factthatthe client
providedfullinformationabouttheirearningsto Centrelink. These debts
oftenarisewhere,forexample, aParenting Paymentrecipientcontacts
Centrelinkregularlytoadvise oftheir partner'searningsand Centrelink notes
Family Tax Benefitsystem butnotthe pensionsystem. Suchdebtscan
continuetoaccrueforyearsandclientsarejustifiably distressedwhenthey
areraised,andwhen Centrelinkrefusestoacceptresponsibility forthe debt.

Thismeansthateven pensionerswithgoodincomereporting historiescan
endupwithsignificantdebtsfollowingadata-match, duetore-assessmentof
pensionentitlements overwholefinancial years onthe basis of Tax Office
assessmentoftaxableincomeforthe year. We have hadtoactquicklyon
these casesbecause debtsover$5,000arebeingreferredto Centrelink
Prosecutions Units, for consideration ofwhethertoreferthe matterfor
criminalcharges.

Debts and criminal prosecutions

We are concernedthatmany people facing criminal chargesinrelationto
Social Security debtsinappropriately plead guilty. This promptedustomake
submissionstothe Senate’sLegaland Constitutional References
Committee’s“Inquiryinto CurrentLegal Aid and Justice Arrangements”.
Ouroverallmessagetothe Committee wasthatmany people withcomplex
Social Security criminal cases cannotaccessadequatelegalassistance.
Workingonthese submissionsfocusedusontheissuesandtheneedtopush
forreform. We shallbe undertaking aprojectdesignedtoidentify both the
extentofthe problemandsolutionstoit.

Debt recovery

Problemswith Centrelinkinternal reviewand debtrecovery practices persist,
however, the Governmentand Centrelink having expressed commitmentto
resolvingsome ofthe debtrecoveryissues highlightedinarecent National
AuditOfficereport.
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Residence issues

Amajorissuethroughoutthe yearwasthatof New Zealand citizens livingin
Australiawhohave beendenied Social Securityincome supportunderthe
complexrulesthathave beeninplacesinceearly2001. Theserulesmean
thatalthoughmostNew Zealand citizens have therightto liveand workin
Australiaindefinitely, recentarrivals are generally only eligible for
Australian Social Securityincome supportifthey acquire apermanentvisa.
Thisiscausingagreatdeal ofhardshipand confusion. Althoughsome
people canreturnto NewZealandiftheylose or cannotfind work, for others
-suchaspeoplewhohave established afamily here,andwomenwhohave
fleddomesticviolence-thisisnotan option. The Centre will continue to
seekreformsuchthatNewZealanders livingin Australiaare atthe very
leastgivenaccessto Special Benefit.

20 Hicg

2.1 Long term goal

Thelongtermgoal ofthe Centre’s policy programis:

“Todevelopandadvocate proposalsforreformof Social Security
legislation, administrationand Governmentpolicyinordertominimise
hardshipand povertyin Australiansocietyingeneral, andfor Social Security
recipientsinparticular.”

Throughoutthe yearthe Centreaimedtoachievethisbyfocusingonthe
followingkeyissues.

2.2 Major policy initiatives

Themajor policy areaforthe yearwasacampaigntoexplorethe extent,
impactand causes of Social Security debt, andtopropose changestomake
the debtrecovery processfairerandtopreventdebtsfromoccurring. The
Centre playedanactive roleinthe ongoing monitoring ofthe Australian’s
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Working Togetherlegislationandactively participatedinthe Breaches
Taskforcewhichis chargedwith examining theimpact ofand thefairess of
Social Security penalties. The Taskforcewillreportinlate 2004. The other
major policy areaforthe Centre hasbeen, withthe Network, exploring
problemsandsolutionstothe Family Tax Benefitpayments system.

2.3 Policy

Inadditiontodebtrecoveryanddebtpreventionissuesthe Centrealso
lobbiedfor:

* accesstoCrisisPaymentforABSTUDY recipients;
+ changestopension portability for peoplewith severe disabilities; and
+ theFamily Tax Benefit“Extension of Time” legislation.

The Centrealsogave evidencetoaSenateinquiryintoaccesstojusticeand
assistedthe Networkto provide evidencetoa Senateinquiryintothe new
Medicare Plusarrangementsandtheirrelationshipwiththe Family Tax
Benefit. Inconjunctionwith the National Welfare rights Network (NWRN)
we contributedto asubmissiontothe House of Representatives Inquiryinto
Shared Care. Ouranalysis ofthe problems of shared careandits
implicationsfor Social Security paymentswas acknowledgedinthefinal
reportfromtheinquiry.

Wealso participatedinthe community debate overthe merits ofincreased
spendingoninitiativestoaddresshealth, homelessness, aged careandrelief
frompoverty,asopposedtotaxcuts.

Commentsonmajorlegislationthroughoutthe periodwere alsoprovidedto
Government, opposition, the minor partiesandindependents. Ofnotewas
our proposaltoremovetherequirementthat Family Tax Benefitdebtsthat
arosesolely dueto Centrelink error can only be waivedifrecovery ofthe
debtwould cause “severefinancial hardship”. This proposalwas supported
bythe Oppositionand Demacrats, butopposedbythe Government.
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2.4 Liaison with the community and politicians

Ongoingcollaborationwithawide range of community organisations
continuedthroughouttheyear, with close and continuing contacts with
ACOSS., The Centre continuestoplay the formalrole ofa policy adviserto
ACOSS on Social Security policy.

Atleast24 meetingswere heldwith Centrelinkand the Department of Family
and Community Servicesovertheyear coveringissuessuch Social Security
debts, working credit, Social Security penalties, , Indigenous servicesand
participationandwelfare reform. Staffgave presentationsatanumber of
community forums onawide range oftopics, though a particularfocuswas
onwelfarereform. The Centre also exchanged views of policy matterswith
awiderange of otherorganisations, including the Commonwealth
Ombudsmanandthe Australian National Audit Office.

The Centre continuedto participateinanumber of consultative groups,
includingthe Centrelink AWT Reference Groupand Centrelink’s
Multicultural Advisory Commiittee,.

Staffmembers have beeninvolvedisaconsiderable amountofworkin
cooperationwith other NWRN membersinvarious policy subcommittees,
includingthe debt, Family Tax Benefit, residency, young people and students
andadministrative lawcommittees. Intotal, staff members participatedin 30
NWRN committee meetings, andtook partin2 NWRN delegationsthatmet
withvarious politicians, advisersandstafffrom Centrelinkand FaCS.

Twostudentsonplacementatthe Centre provided significantassistance with
theresearchcapacity ofthe Centrein2003-04. VanessaFaulder, aLaw/
Social Workstudentfrom UNSWanalysed debtdataand JacquelineLees, a
Bachelorof Economics Macquarie University studentbeganresearchwitha
grantfromthe RonaldHendersonFoundationintokeyissuesinincome
supportforyoungpeopleinAustralia.

2.5 Media
The profile of both the Centre and the National Welfare Rights Network grew
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significantly inthe media.overthe period, with over 60 primary mentionsin
variousformsofmedia. Five mediareleaseswere produced, coveringa
range of subjects, including Social Security debt, Family Tax Benefit, the
FederalBudget, spending priorities, and poverty. Researchcommissionedby
RoyMorganNewspollonthe debate around spending ortax cutsgained,
considerable mention.

30 onmunity Education and
Trai ning and Vol unt eer Vdrkers

3.1 Long term goals

Thecommunityeducationandtraininggoalsare:

* Toprovide highquality,accessibleandtargeted community legal
education.

 Toensurethatthe work ofthe Welfare Rights Centre iswidely knownand
supportedthroughoutNSWin ordertomaximizeitsaccessibilityand
strengthencommunity supportforthe Centre.

Toensurethatthe Welfare Rights Centre playsanappropriate rolewithin,
andfortheadvancementof, the CLC movementin Australia.

3.2 Education and community liaison

In2003/2004, the Centre continuedwiththe aim oftargetingthe most
disadvantagedgroupsforcommunityeducation. The Centre held over50
training seminarsforcommunity organisations, includingyouthcentres,
MigrantResource Centres, women'srefuges,accommodationservices,
youthand migrantinteragency meetings, financial counsellorsand TAFE
colleges. Informationwas providedaboutthe rightsand entitlements of
Social Security recipientsandthe role ofthe Welfare Rights Centre. More
in-depthtraining aboutspecific Social Security paymentswas also provided
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toyouthorganisations, migrantservicesandfinancial counsellorsin
particular.

InMay 2003 the Centre wentto Dubboandsurrounding areas, primarily to
visitindigenousagenciesandservicestoraise awarenessofthe Centreand
Social Securityrightsand entitlements, particularly inrelationto breaches
andpenalties.

3.3 Volunteer workers

The Centre’svolunteer program has continuedwithanumber ofindividual
inductionsessionsfor prospective volunteerworkers being held. Thenumber
ofvolunteersworking atthe Centre hasremainedaround 25atany pointin
timewith some peopleleaving due to paid employmentand study
commitments. Ongoingtrainingis providedtovolunteersandtheir
contributionisacknowledgedwith two socialfunctionseachyearasasmall
tokenofourthanks. Feedbackfromvolunteerworkers suggeststhatpeople
enjoytheirtime withthe Centre andfeelthey gainboth skillsandknowledge
fromtheworkatthe Centre. The bestevidence ofthisisthatsevenofthe
currentstaffatthe Centre have beenvolunteerworkersatthe Centreatsome
stagebeforetheywereemployed. (Seealso6.5).

40 RMicaias

4.1 Long term goals

The Centre’'soverallpublicationgoalsare:

“Toproduce anddistribute clear,informed, effective andtargeted,
informationand policy advocacy material designedto:

* increaseaccessibilitytothe Social Security system;

+ educateandempowerthe community aboutSocial Securityissues,
paymentsandrights;and;
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* improvethe Social Security systemin Australia”.
Inpursuitofthese goals, the key publicationsfor 2002/2003were:

4.2 “rights review”

“rightsreview”isthe quarterly newsletter ofthe Welfare Rights Centre. Its
purposeisto:

* provideinformationonrecentchangesto Social Securitylawand
administration;

¢ raiseawarenessof Social Securitymatters;

» assistcommunityworkerstohelptheirclients;and

 promotetheservicesprovidedbythe Centre.

In2003/2004 “rights review” reported extensively onchangesto Social
Securitylawandadministration. “rightsreview” also contained many case
studiesto highlightdeficienciesin Social Security lawand policyandthe
difficulties people experienceintryingtoasserttheirrightsandto obtain their
correctSocial Security entitlement.

4.3 The Independent Social Security Handbook

In2003/2004the Centre produced, assole publisher the 5thedition of “The
Independent Social Security Handbook”.

The primary purpose ofthe Handbookis toinform community workers about
Social Security lawand Centrelinkadministrative practicesandtoassistthem
tobetteradvocatefortheir clients with regardto Social Security payments.

TheHandbookisalsoavailable ONLINE andin2003/2004 the ONLINE
edition ofthe Handbook was made available for free to community workers
iINNSW, Western Australiaand South Australiaduetoarrangements made
betweenthe Centre andtherelevantstate governmentwelfare departmentsin
eachstate. The ONLINE editionwasupdatedeach quartertotakeinto
accountthe majorchangesto Social Security lawanditsadministration.
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4.4 Factsheets and brochures

The Centre hasmorethan 30 Factsheetsavailable toassistandinformpeople
about Social Security matters. Acomplete listofthe publications produced
bythe Centre andthe NWRN canbefound onthe NWRNwebsite -
www.welfarerights.org.au

4.5 National Welfare Rights Network Website -
www.welfarerights.org.au

The National Welfare Rights Network'swebsite hasbeenin operationsince
2001/2002. Thewebsite has over 300 pagesofinformationtoassistpeople
with Social Security andwelfare rights matters andis constantly maintained
andupdatedbythe Centre’s Administrator.

50 Funding

1.1 Major funders

Fundingforthe period 1 July 2003to 30 June 2004 wasreceived from:
» NSWDepartmentof Community Services $320573

+ CommonwealthGovernment-Welfare RightsProgram  $156,066

¢ CLCFundingProgram-(NSWand Commonwealth Governments)
$146072

5.2 Welfare Rights Trade Union and HESTA
Programs

Duringthis periodthe Centre continuedto provide servicetoandreceive
supportfromthe following unionsinvolvedinits Trade Union Program:

* NSWTeachersFederation;
* NSWNursesAssociation;
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NSW IndependentEducationUnion;

+ AustralianLiquor, Hospitality and Miscellaneous Worker's Union
(Miscellaneous Workers Division);

¢ Public Service Association(NSW);and
¢ Police Associationof NSW.

Inaddition, the Centre has continueditsservicearrangementwith HESTA
underwhichHESTAmemberswhoareinjured orilland withoutincome
supportare provided withadvice andassistance inrelationto their Social
Security entitlementsand Disability Income Benefit (DIB).

The Centreisgreatly appreciative ofthis supportandthe opportunity it
providesthe Centretoassistlowincomeworking people. Throughoutthe
2003/2004 period, the mainfeatureswere:

* advisingandrepresentingtrade unionand HESTAmemberswithregard
totheir Social Security matters; and

* writingarticlesfor publicationintrade unionjournalstoinformreaders
abouttheircorrect Social Security entitlements.
5.3 Income generation

The Centre continuestogeneratefurtherincomethroughsalesofthe
newsletter (‘rightsreview”) and sales ofthe Independent Social Security
Handbook.

5.4 Auditor’s Report

Theauditforthis periodwas conducted by Kazziand Associates. The
Auditor'sReportformspartofthisReportandisattached at section 7.
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0 Managenent

6.1 Board of Directors

Throughoutthe periodthe following people playedthe veryimportantrole of
planningand overseeingthe Centre'sworkintheir capacityas members of
the Boardof Directors.

6.2 The directors who held office at any time
during 2002/2003 were:

Estelle Adamek

Liz Biok

JamesCamphbell

DianaCovell

MichaelDeane

TonyEardley

AngelaGarvey

CarolHoward

AlanKirkland (Chairperson)

TerryMason
Details of each ofthese Board Members are setoutinthe Auditors Report.
*indicates leftthe Board during the period
#indicatesjoinedthe Board duringthe period

6.3 Paid workers
Throughoutthe period, the following people were employedinafull-time
capacity.

DianneAnagnos Solicitor/Caseworker
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MelissaCoad Education & Community Liaison Officer

LivaDeBurgh Adminstrative Secretary#
Jackie Finlay Principal Solicitor
LindaForbes CaseworkCoordinator
LeanneHo* Caseworker/Researcher
CatalinaLoyola Administrator
GerardThomas Policy and Media Officer
Michael Raper Director

DannyShaw Publications Officer

6.4 Paid workers - part time
Thefollowing people were employedinapart-time capacity.

HeatherFisher* Casework Administrative Assistant
Kerry Perkins* Casework Administrative Assistant
SamTrinity Financial Administrator

*indicatesleftthe Centre during the period
#indicatesjoinedthe Centre duringthe period

6.5 Volunteer workers

Anysuccessthe Centre hadin2003/2004 couldnothave beenachieved
withoutthe help of ourunpaidvolunteerworkers. The Centre had about40
peoplehelpingusthroughtheyear. Atany giventime the Centre hasabout
25 caseworkassistantvolunteerswhoprovide aninvaluable service each
week. Specialmention should alsogotoouradministrationvolunteerswho
helpwiththe administrative functionsinthe office. Thesevolunteers perform
theirdutieswith style, diligence, patience and much skill.

The caseworkvolunteers, whohavethe challengingtask ofinterviewing
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clientswhocontactusforadvice, assisted nearly 4,000 peoplethroughthe
year. Theydisplayed excellentcommunicationandinterpersonal skillsin
assistingmanyhighly distressed clients. Theirdedicationandenthusiasm
providesaninspirationtoallofusatthe Centre.

The Centre gratefullyacknowledgestherole playedbyallourvolunteers.
Theseworkerscontribute servicestothe Centre valuedatover $150,000
eachyear. Wehopetheyhave enjoyed beinghereasmuchaswe have
enjoyed havingthemandwelook forwardtotheir continuinginvolvement
withthe Centre.

70 Adto’s Ryport

The Auditor's Report, prepared by Kazziand Associates forms part of this
Annual Reportbutasitis producedinadifferentformat, isavailable on
request.
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