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EASING FINANCIAL AND ECONOMIC PRESSURES

The National Welfare Rights Network (NWRN) is a network of 14 community legal centres throughout Australia which specialise in Social Security law and its administration by Centrelink. Based on the experience of clients of NWRN members, the Network also undertakes research and analysis, develops policies and position papers, and advocates for reforms to law, policy and administrative practice.

NWRN member organisations provide casework assistance to their clients in the form of information, advice, referral and representation. NWRN member organisations also conduct training and education for community workers and they produce publications to help Social Security recipients and community organisations understand the system and maximise their clients’ entitlements.
In its Budget Priorities Submission for 2009/10, NWRN has identified 10 key reforms for Social Security in Australia drawn from the daily casework experience of its member organisations. Whilst these are by no means the only reforms necessary, we believe that each of these will make a significant and immediate contribution to easing the current financial and economic pressures faced by the most disadvantaged Australians and will also in turn reduce the severe financial hardship to individuals and their families who will be directly affected by the downturn in the Australian economy.

1. INCREASE ALLOWANCE PAYMENT RATES
The Commonwealth Government is currently conducting major reviews of both the Pension and Tax Transfer system which the NWRN commends; however these reviews appear to be limited in their scope to the examination of the adequacy or otherwise of pension entitlements without any detailed consideration to those receiving allowances. 

NWRN is concerned that whilst the financial difficulties of pensioners have been routinely acknowledged, the plight of those receiving allowances has gone largely ignored. When there are public calls for the single age pension rate to be increased by $30 per week there has been little recognition that the rate of Newstart Allowance is already $56 per week less than the Age Pension rate. It is particularly worrying that by international standards the level of support for unemployed people is very low with Australia’s unemployed being the poorest of the thirty OECD countries in comparison with  single age pensioners who are ranked fourth worst off.
The rationale by Government for the exclusion of the unemployed from the current review processes and other initiatives such as the recent payments under the Economic Security Strategy is that pensions are meant to sustain a person over a longer period of time while allowances are short term payments. This artificial nomenclature of the unemployed as ‘short term’ payments rather than ‘long term’ payments does not recognise that one in four unemployed people have been on Newstart Allowance for five years or more years which equates to approximately 106, 000 Australians. The Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations recognises that current job seekers “are some of the community’s most disadvantaged people.” 

In November the Government projected that unemployment was likely to increase by at least 150, 000 over the next 18 months. Recent economic indicators however suggest that unemployment is likely to rise beyond these projections. Whilst NWRN acknowledges the best and most effective way out of poverty and disadvantage is through greater economic participation where this is appropriate and realistic, a failure to address the inadequacy of payment rates (which are at or below the poverty line) will further entrench social exclusion and disadvantage for those reliant on income support, whether on a short term or long term basis.
Recommendation:
Increase the rate of Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance, Abstudy and Austudy by $30 per week from 1 July 2009 to reduce financial hardship currently caused by the very low level of Allowance payments.
2. ADJUST  PAYMENT INDEXATION ARRANGEMENTS
The inconsistent indexation arrangements between those applied to pensions and allowees further contributes to the differential treatment of those in our Social Security System and compounds the poverty experienced by allowees.  According to the Government’s own data, in the last decade pension rates have increased by 20 percent in real terms and in that same time the real increase of a single allowee has been a fraction of this with an increase of just 0.5%.  

Currently Pensions are indexed twice a year in line with the six month CPI and is also indexed to wages growth through the Male Total Average Weekly Earnings (MTAWE).  Newstart Allowance is indexed twice a year in line with the six month CPI increase but unlike pensions is not indexed to wages growth, through MTAWE.  The indexation arrangements for Youth Allowance, Abstudy and Austudy are indexed once per year in line with the CPI increase but with no reference to MTAWE.  The recent Review of Australian Higher Education (‘the Bradley Review’) has been particularly critical of the indexation arrangements for students as there can be an 18 month indexation lag time.   
The table below sets out the current indexation formula which attaches to various income support payments.

Comparison of indexation arrangements for the main Social Security payments

	Youth Allowance, Austudy Payment and ABSTUDY
	Newstart Allowance
	Pension payments

	Indexed once a year in line with the annual CPI increase
	Indexed twice a year in line with the six month CPI increase.
	Indexed twice a year in line with MTAWE or the six month CPI increase (whichever is the greater).

	Indexation occurs every 12 months:

1 January indexation is linked to June of the previous year. An ‘indexation lag’ of up to 18 months can apply.
	Indexation occurs every six months:

20 March indexation is linked to six month CPI increase from the July-December period and 20 September indexation linked to the six month CPI increase from the January-June period.
	Indexation occurs every six months:

20 March indexation is linked to the previous July-December period and 20 September indexation linked to the previous January-June period.


NWRN consider that it is critical for the Government to ensure consistency in the indexation arrangements across all payment types.

Recommendation:
Adjust the indexation arrangements for Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance, Abstudy and Austudy to align to the current indexation arrangements for Pensions. 

3. EXTEND UTILITIES ASSISTANCE TO ALL SOCIAL SECURITY RECIPIENTS

Household utility costs have increased substantially over recent years. As a consequence low income households are finding it harder to meet these costs. According to ABS data, in 2003-04, 38% of low income households could not pay utility bills on time and 9% were unable to heat their home.

In recent years, Age Pensioners have been paid a quarterly Utility Allowance to help meet these additional costs. In the 2008/09 the Utilities Allowance was increased to $500 per year and extended to cover Carer Payment and Disability Support pension recipients.  However coverage was not extended to Parenting Payment recipients despite their pension status or to all Social Security recipients also under significant financial pressure from rising utility costs. 

This issue will become increasingly more important as the Government considers its response to addressing the issue of climate change and the need to provide adequate compensation for the expected surge in the costs of energy.
Recommendation:
Extend Utilities Allowance to all primary Social Security payments.
4. INCREASE RENT ASSISTANCE PAYMENTS AND ABOLISH THE UNFAIR “SHARERS” RENT ASSISTANCE RULES
Rent Assistance is currently indexed to the CPI.  However since June 2005, rents have risen by over 17% and are likely to continue to outstrip CPI increases due to an overall decline in rental housing investment.  Recent figures indicate around a third of social security recipients rent privately, many of whom are in housing stress, paying more than 30% of their income in rent.  Increasingly, private rentals are becoming unaffordable for low income earners placing them at greater risk of eviction and homelessness. An increase in Rent Assistance payments would help ease the serious level of financial stress currently being experienced by Social Security recipients in the private rental market.

Currently Social Security laws reduce a person’s entitlement to Rent Assistance by a third if they share accommodation. The justification for the ‘sharers’ rate is that it takes account of the economies of scale derived from sharing accommodation. Yet, there has never been an examination to determine what if any actual benefits are derived through sharing accommodation. Even if sharing accommodation does produce financial benefits, the punitive effect of this policy is that households that are living on or below the poverty line are faced with higher costs even when households are shared, or housing of reduced quality is accessed.
Recommendations:
Increase Rent Assistance payments by $15 per week from 1 July 2009.

Remove discriminatory ‘sharers’ Rent Assistance rules which financially penalise individuals sharing accommodation.
5. IMPROVE AND INDEX THE LIQUID ASSETS WAITING PERIOD AND REFORM THE INCOME MAINTENANCE PERIOD 
The Social Security Act currently provides a set of rules governing periods of time an income support claimant must wait before their payment can start. These are generally known as waiting periods.
NWRN has argued in its submission to the Taxation Review that the current systems of waiting periods require a major overhaul, given the prevailing economic conditions and particularly the Liquid Assets Waiting Period and Income Maintenance Period require urgent attention.

The Liquid Assets Waiting Period was introduced in 1991. Claimants of Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance, Parenting Payment and Sickness Allowance can be subject to a Liquid Assets Waiting Period of up to a maximum of 13 weeks if their liquid assets are above the threshold amount. The original threshold was $5,000 for a single person and $10,000 for a couple or a single person with a dependent child has never been indexed since that time. 

In 1997, the previous Government halved the threshold amounts. As a consequence, the current threshold amounts are $2,500 for a single person and $5,000 for a couple or a single person with dependent child. Under the current threshold amounts, a couple with as little as $18,000 is forced to wait 13 weeks for any payment. This creates a savings disincentive, forces the depletion of precious savings before they can receive income support and fails to take account of the close to Poverty Line and residual nature of the Australian Social Security system which allows very little capacity to meet unexpected, emergency or infrastructure costs. Restoring the current thresholds to the 1991 levels (in 2009 dollar terms) would greatly assist individuals to better manage their financial obligations during transitory shock periods, such as unemployment and illness.
An Income Maintenance Period can apply where a person leaves employment and receives leave entitlements they are owed. Leave entitlements included in the calculation include annual leave, sick leave, long service leave and maternity leave. The Employment and Workplace Relations Legislation Amendment (Welfare to Work and other Measures) Act 2005 extended the coverage to include redundancy payments.  The income maintenance period applies to Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance, Sickness, Partner Allowance, Parenting Payment, Widow Allowance, Austudy Payment and Mature Age Allowance.
NWRN opposed this latter change as redundancy payments by their very nature are made to a person who has had no say in the loss of their employment. They have been left without paid employment through no fault of their own and often without reasonable warning. The expansion of the Income Maintenance Period to include redundancy payments in addition to other leave payments is unreasonable and harsh.  

Given the projected increases in unemployment, many of whom will be without employment for the first time and with mortgages to sustain, a reversal of this recent change would ease financial hardship experienced as a consequence of the economic downturn,.
Recommendations:
That the Liquid Assets Waiting Period threshold be restored in 1991 levels (in 2009 dollar terms) to ensure that unemployed people retain some savings and have some minimal protection against poverty.

That from 1 July 2009, redundancy payments are excluded from the calculation of a person’s Income Maintenance Period.
6. REMOVE FINANCIAL BARRIERS TO STUDY

The recent Review of Australian Higher Education (‘the Bradley Review’) found that the current student income support system designed to increase the participation of young people from low socio-economic backgrounds and enhance educational outcomes has failed to meet these key targets. Instead the evidence shows that the current income support arrangements have restricted access to higher education through not targeting those most in need and providing inadequate levels of support for individuals engaged in full time study.
The Bradley Review recommends bold, visionary and immediate action to address the emerging problems which has denied many disadvantaged Australians access to a quality higher education. NWRN endorses and indeed, has for many years argued for genuine reform of the system of student income support payments. 

In particular NWRN highlights the following areas for immediate reform:
Cut the Age of Independence and Fix the Parental Income Test 
The Bradley Review found that the age of independence was too high and the Parental Income Test threshold was too low. 

Low income families need financial support if their children are to reach their education potential. However from July 1998, the Parental Income Test was extended to Youth Allowance received by 16 to 24 year olds. Under these arrangements, full time students under 24 who are eligible for Youth Allowance are subject to the Parental Income Test unless they are deemed “independent”. This extension of the Parental Income Test assumes that low income families can afford to support their adult children to stay in education beyond minimum working age and that they are willing to do so. Regrettably this is not so for many. As an initial first step reducing the age of independence to 22 years, the level it was until 1998 would go a long way to making study more affordable and attractive to financially disadvantaged students and thereby achieving increased rates of participation in higher education for children from low income families. 

The Parental Income Test threshold cuts in at $32,800 for Youth Allowance and ABSTUDY compared with a much higher threshold of $42,559 for Family Tax Benefit effectively denying many low income families the opportunity of pursuing an education. Although Family Tax Benefit is not specifically intended to support study it is relied on by some families denied access to Youth Allowance (which is paid at a higher rate) to fund higher education study. The Parental Income Test threshold for Youth Allowance is only indexed to the Consumer Price Index and only once a year in contrast with the Family Tax Benefit threshold which is adjusted in real terms according to movements in the Average Weekly Earnings (or CPI if it is higher). This means that as earnings growth has been higher than increases in CPI over that time, fewer students from low income families have been eligible for the dependent rate of Youth Allowance. This adverse outcome was highlighted by the Bradley Review. Also, the Parental Income Test taper rate has further reduced the numbers of students eligible for assistance. For families with incomes in excess of the Parental Income Test threshold, the taper rate is at the rate of 25 per cent for each child until it is depleted which again is in contrast with the Family Tax Benefit lower taper rate of 20 per cent and is applied irrespective of the number of children in the family. 
Recommendations:

Reduce the age of independence for Youth Allowance to 22 years.
Increase the threshold for Parental Income Test to $42,559 consistent with the value used for the Family Tax Benefit and change the indexation rate to be consistent with the Family Tax Benefit index (CPI/MTAWE formula). 

Change the taper rate for reduction in benefits for each child in the family on income support benefits to 20 per cent and apply the new taper rate only once as is the case for Family Tax Benefit rather than for every child in the family receiving benefits.

Fix the Personal Income Test

Youth Allowance, Austudy Payment and ABSTUDY are only indexed to the Consumer Price Index (CPI) once a year. The personal income test threshold for Youth Allowance and Austudy payments at $236 per fortnight has not been indexed since 1993.  This is an effective decrease by around 80 per cent in this time. Had the threshold been indexed against Male Total Average Weekly Earnings (MTAWE) over this time, it would now have been about $400 per fortnight. The threshold should be increased and indexed to MTAWE to assist students to meet their basic living expenses.
Recommendations:
Increase the personal income test threshold to $400 per fortnight.
Index the personal income test threshold to the Male Total Average Earnings (or CPI if it is higher) twice a year.
Extension of Masters Coursework programs for Youth Allowance and Austudy

Since 2007, some Masters Coursework programs have been recognised as approved courses for Youth Allowance and Austudy purposes. However the current process which requires each coursework program to be individually approved has unduly limited access to income support payments. This could be remedied through extending eligibility to income support to all students enrolled in all masters by coursework programs.
Recommendation:
Extend eligibility for benefits to students enrolled in all masters by coursework programs.
Remove payment anomalies for Students
A person aged 21 to 24 who is studying full time can only qualify for Youth Allowance. A person of the same age who is unemployed may qualify for Newstart Allowance. A student in receipt of the Youth Allowance independent rate is paid $371.40 per fortnight compared with $449.30 where a person is in receipt of Newstart Allowance. There can be no justification for this $77.90 per fortnight difference between the payment made to a student and an unemployed person. How can a system be supported which provides a higher rate of payment a person drops out of studies and begin receiving Newstart Allowance? The current system creates clear disincentives for study.
Further problems exist for a young job seeker who has a ‘partial capacity to work’. The system acknowledges that where a person has a ‘partial capacity to work’ this limits their job opportunities and earning potential, thereby allowing them to receive the independent rate of Youth Allowance, which is not subject to the Parental Income Test. However, if the young person enrolls in a full time course, they lose the concession and are subject to Parental Income Test. There can be no reasonable policy rationale for maintaining this disincentive for young people with a disability to study particularly when study may be absolutely crucial for their future employment given the nature of their disability.
Recommendations:
Increase the Youth Allowance independent rate to the Newstart Allowance payment level
Exempt young students with a ‘partial capacity to work’ from the Parental Income Test
Implement a program of regular review of Student Income Support Systems
The Bradley Review was critical of the lack of any review of the student income support program since its introduction in its current form in 1998. The result of which is that the income support system has become less effective and responsive to the nation’s educational needs over time.
Recommendation:
That the Australian Government undertake a regular process of triennial review of the income support system to assess the overall effectiveness of the support payments in reducing financial barriers to participation of students in need.

7. EXTEND ENTITLEMENT TO THE PENSIONER CONCESSION CARD

The passage of the Same Sex Relationships (Equal Treatment in Commonwealth Laws – General Law Reform) Bill 2008 will see its most negative impacts in the area of Social Security law wherein members of same sex de facto couples may lose entitlement to ongoing payments and concessions from 1 July 2009.
Unlike other significant changes to Social Security law there have been no savings or grandfathering provisions to protect the entitlements of those impacted by the same sex relationship provisions. Of particular concern to NWRN is the impact on those with chronic and episodic illnesses who may lose entitlement to the Pensioner Concession Card or Health Care Card due to the income of their same sex partner. There are some provisions for the retention of a Pensioner Concession Card wherein a person on Disability Support Pension retains eligibility for a Pensioner Concession Card for a 12 week period if their rate reduces to nil as a result of a partner’s earnings.

Entitlement to the Pensioner Concession Card and Health Care Card can be a critical aspect of the ongoing management of chronic and episodic illnesses for those on low incomes. NWRN is concerned that the withdrawal of Pensioner Concession Card or Health Care Card to members of same sex couples will significantly impact on a person’s capacity to meet the costs of ongoing treatment.

Recommendation:
Introduce savings provisions for those impacted by the Same Sex Relationship changes to permit the retention of a Pensioner Concession Card or Health Care Card for a 12 month period following loss of entitlement to the card or that for those with severe disabilities or chronic illnesses, the income test for eligibility for the Low Income Health Care Card has regard only to the person’s income rather than that of their same sex partner.

8. FIX SPECIAL BENEFIT
Special benefit can be paid to certain people who are not qualified for any other income support payment but whose circumstances are so desperate that they have no sufficient livelihood. The existence of Special Benefit as a last resort safety net payment recognises that from time to time there are special circumstances under which a person should be paid income support despite not meeting residential or certain other requirements. Qualification for Special Benefit and its rate of payment are so severely restricted by both legislation and policy that many people and their families, who are in dire need, are left at great risk either without access to income support or receiving minimal rates due to the operation of the current income test.
Special Benefit Income Test

Within the Social Security System the income test applied to Special Benefit is a “dollar for dollar” reduction in relation to any income received with no income free area or tapering permitted unlike all other payments. NWRN has long argued that the current income test arrangements for Special Benefit can have a disincentive effect on participation in employment by this population and result in entrenching poverty with some of our most disadvantaged communities.

Recommendation:
The income test for Special Benefit is altered so that the “dollar for dollar” income test is replaced with the Newstart free area and income test.
Access to Special Benefit for New Zealanders

Residential qualification for Special Benefit is very tightly restricted to a very limited number of visa types. These complex provisions have gone too far and now place too much responsibility and risk onto individuals and families when they are especially vulnerable. In particular, in the case of migrants from New Zealand, the restricted eligibility provisions go even further than for all other migrants. It should be possible for New Zealand citizens in dire need to access Special Benefit even though they are not residentially qualified for any other payment but where they have suffered a ‘substantial change in circumstances’ since migrating to Australia. This is possible for all other migrants except those from New Zealand. The current policy approach is punitive and fails to recognise the economic contribution New Zealanders make to the Australian economy through the payment of taxes etc. over many years.

Recommendation:
Extend eligibility following a ‘substantial change in circumstances’ for Special Benefit as exists for all other migrants to New Zealanders.

9. INCREASE CRISIS PAYMENT
Crisis Payment is available to people on Social Security payments that fall within a number of defined “extreme circumstances” including those just released from prison and those experiencing domestic violence and can relate to the need to establish/re-establish alternative accommodation.
Crisis Payment is a one off financial assistance which is the equivalent of one week’s payment of the recipient’s primary pension or benefit payment without the add ons. For a person on Newstart Allowance this equates to approximately $224. The current rate of Crisis Payment is not sufficient to meet the rehabilitative needs of individuals escaping domestic violence or being released from prison. The inadequate amount leaves the person falling short of achieving financial independence and creates the danger that a person fleeing from domestic violence may return to an unsafe situation or of a prisoner reoffending. NWRN and a number of other community organisations have long championed the need for the rate of Crisis Payment to be increased. This is particularly crucial to minimising homelessness and social exclusion.

Recommendation:

Double the rate of Crisis Payment with discretion for it to be equal to four weeks additional payment in appropriate circumstances, such as where the person is able to demonstrate an urgent need for accommodation.

10. EXPAND INDEPENDENT ADVICE AND ADVOCACY SERVICES

The Government needs to build the capacity of disadvantaged communities and individuals to understand the increasingly complex Social Security obligations and responsibilities and to access their full Social Security entitlements and improve the accountability of Centrelink and the capacity for the Government and Centrelink to get informed, expert feedback on Centrelink performance. This is best achieved by expanding the network of specialist Social Security advice and advocacy services throughout Australia and making them more efficient by improving their coordination. Such assistance is particularly relevant to promote the Government’s actions to reduce homelessness and advance its social inclusion agenda. It is also particularly timely as the Government embarks on its current reform agenda and the challenges which will occur as a result of the passage of new legislation relating to the Compliance Framework, Schooling Requirements, and Same Sex Equal Treatment and existing programs, such as the Northern Territory Emergency Response, the Cape York Trial and Child Protection Income Management. 
The alarming increase in the numbers of appeals and complaints about Centrelink services reported in the Annual Reports of the Commonwealth Ombudsman, Centrelink and the Social Security Appeals Tribunal has increased the need for additional assistance to those impacted by Centrelink decisions.  Centrelink practices could be significantly improved by an expansion of independent Social Security advice and advocacy services enabling pensioners, parents, carers, people with disabilities, students and unemployed people to receive independent advice and to challenge Centrelink where necessary.  Due to current resourcing too few people can get this assistance which enables Centrelink to be careless and far less accountable than it should be.  Yet, as Social Security law has become increasingly more complex and as workforce age payments have increasingly required higher levels of activity and participation, with greater risks through increased numbers of no payment penalties, the availability of independent advice on Social Security and Centrelink matters has diminished. Many cities, towns and communities throughout Australia have no access to independent advice or assistance on Social Security and Family Assistance law. 

Currently there are just over 26,000 Centrelink staff making millions of decisions each day and only 24 Commonwealth funded specialist Welfare Rights workers throughout Australia to provide independent assistance. All of these positions receive less funding than other Community Legal Centre positions and consequently many are only part-time. With the increasing complexity of Centrelink matters, the number of other independent advisors in Community Legal Centres and community welfare and pensioner groups has declined.

From a historical perspective in 1993, the Commonwealth Government provided an initial $1 million for the establishment of a Welfare Rights Funding Program. The money was permanently ceded from the Department of Social Security to be administered by the Attorney Generals Department, as part of the Community Legal Services Program (CLSP). This funding program has received indexation increases since but has never been expanded despite an overall increase in Social Security and Family Tax Benefit recipients, massive changes to Social Security and Family Assistance law and a substantial increase in activity testing and complexity. 

This program should be expanded initially by $3 million, as was originally intended in 1993 and again by a further $2.5m in two years once the initial expansion has been accomplished.  The expansion of funding would enable a significant increase in the capacity of Welfare Rights services to both assist greater numbers of clients and to hold Centrelink more accountable for the services it provides and the decisions it makes.  An investment of $3m, allocated as recommended, would mean that an additional 6,000 to 8,000 Centrelink customers throughout Australia would be able to gain independent Social Security and Family Assistance advice each year. This would also provide a significantly increased independent casework database on which to base feedback and advice to Centrelink regarding emerging and entrenched problems.

	Components of increased funding
	Rationale for increased funding
	Costing

	1. Consolidation by bringing current funded Welfare Rights positions up to the CLC standard per position funding levels. 
	All current positions remain underfunded at approximately $58,000 whereas the NACLC submissions seek $100,000 per position to cover salaries, on costs including rent, equipment, travel etc. All positions in this submission are costed at $90,000.
	$720,000 (gap between $60,000 and correct funding of $90,000 per position)

	2. To increase the number of Welfare Rights workers in existing Welfare Rights services to at least the accepted minimum size /level and up to full Welfare Rights Centre capacity in capital cities. 


	Social Security and Family Assistance law is very complex. Centrelink’s administration is constantly changing. The most effective expansion of Welfare Rights services is to ensure that current Centre’s have sufficient critical mass of expertise to keep all staff up-to-date and able to support each other and to provide state-wide telephone service throughout the week. This requires capital city centres to have at least four to six casework advisers.. These centres need to be brought up to at least minimum effective size as the first priority and most effective expansion.
	$900,000 (10 positions @ $90,000 per position)

	3. To provide additional Welfare Rights positions, generally located in existing CLCs or other appropriate organisations, in areas of greatest need – outer suburbs and disadvantaged regional towns.
	At present there are only five regional areas with a Welfare Rights service but there are many other areas throughout Australia in need of a local Welfare Rights service, for example Logan, Toowoomba, Cairns, Newcastle, Wollongong, Dubbo, Bendigo, La Trobe Valley, Devonport, Mt Gambier, Rockingham, Kununurra, Geraldton, Alice Springs and the western suburbs of Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide. Two Welfare Rights workers, most efficiently placed in an existing Community Legal Centre, are needed in these areas.
	$1,180,000 (14 positions @ $90,000 per position)

	4. To provide funding for the National Welfare Rights Network Inc. secretariat to assist the NWRN to provide a wide range of casework and other support services to Welfare Rights services throughout Australia.
	The National Welfare Rights Network currently levies its members to provide a small but highly valued coordination role through a National Secretary (1/2 day per week) and National Policy Officer (1/2 day per week). The NWRN runs a website with over 30 current Factsheets which are used by all Welfare Rights Centres. This kind of coordination prevents duplication and maximises the efficiency of Welfare Rights services. This could be improved enormously through the employment of two staff to undertake this role. This would enable Welfare Rights services to maximise feedback to Government and Centrelink and to therefore gain improved efficiency for Centrelink.
	$200,000  (2 positions + travel etc)


The additional independent advice and advocacy by Welfare Rights services produced by this measure will assist Centrelink in the conduct of thousands of difficult cases each year and provide significantly increased feedback to Centrelink that will enable the prevention of numerous issues from developing into major problems. The current total operational income for Centrelink in 2007/08 was $2,658,633,000 with a total expenditure was $2,686,163,000 providing a deficit of $27,530,000 but which followed surpluses of $7,787,000 in 2006/07 and $11,177,000 in 2005/06 and $21,939,000 in 2004/2005.  

This measure is to be funded by a transfer of $3m per annum from Centrelink (or other appropriate source) to Attorney Generals for administration within the Welfare Rights program of the CLSP and as with the initial funding, it should be permanently ceded from Centrelink as a boost to the current Welfare Rights funding program within CLSP operated through the Attorney Generals Department. It must be retained as a separate fund for Welfare Rights purposes and accounted for separately each year. In two years time, an additional $2.5m should be provided for further expansion under 2 and 3 above. This would enable an additional 28 Welfare Rights workers throughout Australia bringing the total to approximately 70, or about one Welfare Rights worker for every 100,000 people on Social Security.  This expansion of funding for independent Social Security advice and advocacy services is strongly supported by the community welfare sector and in particular both ACOSS and the National Association of Community Legal Centres. 
Recommendation:

Transfer of $3million from Centrelink (or other appropriate source) in 2009/10 to Attorney Generals to fund the expansion of independent advice and advocacy services by building the capacity of disadvantaged communities and individuals to understand their increasingly complex Social Security obligations and responsibilities and to access their full Social Security entitlements by expanding the network of specialist Social Security advice and advocacy services throughout Australia and making them more efficient by improving their co-ordination. 
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