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breaching the safety net 

A

 major report entitled “breaching the Safety Net”, released in August by the National Welfare Rights Network and ACOSS indicates that there was an estimated total of 349,100 penalties imposed on unemployed people for the 2000-01 year.  This represents a 33% rise on the penalties imposed in the previous year and a 189% increase in the number of penalties over the past three years from June 1998. At  least 39% of these breaches were directly attributable to Job Network members. 

The report also indicates that there has been a dramatic shift in the number of people who have incurred Activity Test penalties as opposed to Administrative penalties. Whilst Administrative breaches have also increased over the last three years, they have actually decreased in the last financial year. 

The report suggests that this has occurred because a large number of what were formerly Administrative requirements have now become Activity Test requirements. Administrative requirements attract a lower penalty and include such breaches as “failure to contact Centrelink when requested” or “failure to attend an interview”. 

However, these same requirements have recently been treated as an Activity Test breach when they relate to an unemployed person’s participation in the compulsory “Preparing for Work Agreement”. As a result, a failure to comply with these requirements now means a person incurs a more severe Activity Test penalty rather than an Administrative penalty.

new agreements

Preparing for Work Agreements were introduced in July 2000. This is around the time that the significant rise in Activity Test penalties began. The consequence of this is that the higher Activity Test penalties are being applied to people for what are essentially Administrative type breaches. Table A highlights the ten main reasons for Activity Test breaches imposed between September 2000 and February 2001. At least 48,883 (39%) of these breaches are inappropriate as Activity Test breaches and are more accurately Administrative breaches.

The number of breaches initiated by the Job Network and its role in the Social Security penalty system has increased significantly in the last three years. The reasons for breaches because of Job Network members are also highlighted in Table A.

In the 19-month period from January 1999 to July 2000, there was a total of 119,556 Activity Test breach penalties initiated from Job Network recommendations. However, in only a six- month period from September 2000 to February 2001, there were 49,420 penalties imposed following Job Network Activity Test breach recommendations. 

Around 21% of penalties imposed by Centrelink in 1998-1999 and 24% in 1999-2000 originated from breach recommendations by Job Network providers. Yet in the six months from September 2000 to February 2001, the penalties imposed following Job Network member recommendations rose to 39% of all Activity Test breaches.

type of breach

While there are clearly a number of factors that have contributed to this significant rise in the role of the Job Network in breaching, the research paper focused on the problems created by the new computerised automatic referral system for “Work for the Dole” and Job Search Training (JST). This system now effectively by-passes Centrelink in referring jobseekers to these particular programs and has resulted in a significant increase in breaches.

“Automated referral” means that unemployed people are sent letters advising them to attend an interview or seminar with a Job Network provider (in the case of Job Search Training) or a Community Work Coordinator (in the case of “Work for the Dole”). A computer automatically using the Centrelink and Department of Employment, Workplace Relations and Small Business (DEWRSB) databases generates these letters.

systemic problems

The main problems with this system are that it relies on databases that regularly contain errors and incorrect information. Typical problems are that they contain out-of-date information about the current address, and/or employment and health status of the jobseeker. This means that letters may be sent to an old address and the jobseeker is unable to attend an interview or meeting on time; or that the jobseeker is now unwell, or in work and unable or ineligible for the referred program. 

The incorrect information creates confusion among unemployed people about the nature of the assistance being offered to them and what they are required to do.

financial burdens of mutual obligations

Over the past five years, more and more requirements have been imposed on unemployed people. These have added a range of job seeking and extra employment assistance requirements to previous Administrative and Activity Test obligations.

The intention of these additional requirements has been in some cases to help improve the assistance provided to unemployed people, but they also include compulsory activities such as the “Work for the Dole” scheme which is not designed to help people into work but to “develop work habits”. 

In any case, each new requirement has imposed extra activity and travel that have often proven to be expensive for unemployed people. Additional expenses include the cost of:

· attending additional interviews; 

· registering at a number of Job Network agencies;

· attending seminars, and

· submitting forms to Centrelink regularly'

· the costs of travel to and from the various Job Network agencies, job interviews, and visiting Centrelink offices all add up and yet these additional costs have not been matched by any increase in unemployment benefits or an extra “participation allowance” as recommended by the McClure report.  They are also rarely taken into account when breaches are imposed.

It is now apparent that this issue is a crucial aspect of the Activity Test and the overall fairness of the requirements imposed on unemployed people. 

This is especially the case given the below-poverty line rates of social security paid to unemployed people of $145.05 a week for a Youth Allowance recipient and $178.90 a week for an unemployed single adult receiving Newstart Allowance. 

However, the Government has announced that it will provide $20.4 million over four years for a Literacy and Numeracy Training Supplement.  This means that those people undertaking literacy and/or numeracy training and receiving a Social Security payment will be paid a  $20.80 supplement every fortnight while they undertake training. 

This supplement is a mirror of the extra payment that participants in “Work for the Dole” receive. Both payments are a recognition that attending such programs incurs additional expenses.  

There is now a need to introduce the broader Participation Allowance which the McClure Report recommended be paid to all people subject to activity test requirements, so as to assist them meet the costs of their obligations.

state concessions vary

Not all States and Territories provide concessions to unemployed people travelling on public transport, (see table).  Furthermore, even in those States and Territories in which concessions are available, they are of little use to people living in areas serviced only by private bus companies which can be more expensive. Many unemployed people can only afford accommodation in areas with little, if any, public transport. The result is that within a Federal Government system of requiring people to meet their job-seeking activities, there can be wide variations in how the costs of these activities impact on individuals. 

To compound the problem, once a person incurs a breach, in NSW and the Northern Territory they lose access to travel concessions, even though a person must still travel to meet their Activity Test obligations.

Thus, in NSW and the Northern Territory, being breached by Centrelink results in not just one penalty, but two – the loss of income imposed by Centrelink for six months, and the loss of transport concessions imposed by the State for the same period.

All of these additional costs add to the burden already borne by unemployed people who are in receipt of below-Poverty Line payments. The costs associated with meeting each and every activity are substantial and the cost of failure is even greater.  

independent review needed

There are a number of policies imposed by the Department of Family and Community Services the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations and Small Business that impact on the way penalties are imposed and on the assistance provided to unemployed people.  These policies need to be examined just as much as the administrative practices within Centrelink.  The Government’s announced inquiry into Centrelink practices and breaches does not look at these policies, and as a result cannot result in any fundamental reforms to the breaches system.  Only a full independent review of the law, the department policies and administrative practices (see article page 2) can actually achieve the necessary reforms.*
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