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Our ref: gA17449

24 September 2014

Committee Secretary

House of Representatives Standing Committee on Social Policy and Legal Affairs
PO Box 6021

Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

By email: childsupport.reps@aph.gov.au

Dear Committee Secretary

Thank you for inviting Ms Prem Aleema and myself to appear before the Committee on
4 September 2014 to provide oral evidence further to our office’s written submission to the
Parliamentary Inquiry into the Child Support Program.

Request for additional information

In the course of our oral evidence, the Committee requested that the Ombudsman’s office
provide it with additional information regarding:

1. the issues and outcomes recorded in Child Support complaints investigated during
2013-14

2. the Child Support complaints investigated during 2013-14 where comments were
made to the Department of Human Services — Child Support under s 12(4) of the
Ombudsman Act 1976.

We have conducted the requested analysis, which is summarised in the enclosed table. It is
important to note that this data represents only those Child Support complaints that were
investigated by the Ombudsman’s office. If non-investigated complaints were included, the
total number of complaints received about each of the issues identified in the enclosed data
would be significantly higher.

Further comments for consideration by the Committee — interaction between child
support and family payments

Also enclosed with this letter is a copy of the Ombudsman’s own motion investigation report
into service delivery complaints about Centrelink. Paragraphs 6.12 to 6.14 of the report are
particularly relevant to the Committee’s understanding of the complaints our office receives
from customers who are confused and upset by the lack of explanation provided to them by
Centrelink about the potential and actual impacts of child support on their Family Tax Benefit
(FTB). Recommendation 5 of the report specifically addresses the need for the Department
of Human Services to more effectively communicate with family payment recipients.

The Department of Human Services responded to our report by indicating that it partially
supports Recommendation 5. It advised, while its online information had been updated to
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provide additional guidance about the interaction between child support and FTB, the
complexity of individual customer’s circumstances means that its systems are unable to
adequately or accurately address those circumstances in a template letter. The Department
advised that it considered the best course of action for any customer was to request
individual advice for their specific case. However, this relies on Centrelink staff having the
knowledge and skills to correctly interpret the available data to provide the requested
explanation. Complaints to this office indicate that customer requests of this sort are not
always met with a clear or correct explanation.

We suggest that the Committee may wish to consider this issue in the course of the Inquiry.

Please direct any questions about our submission to me by telephone on or
by email to

Yours sincerely

George Masri
Senior Assistant Ombudsman
Social Services, Indigenous & Public Interest Disclosure Branch
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