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Introduction

The Australian Pensioners' and Superannuants' League Qld Inc. (the League) is a voluntary, non-profit community-based support, referral, advocacy, information and lobby group acting on behalf of its members, pensioners of all ages and types and the elderly.

As an organisation the League has consistently opposed mandatory legislation of almost every type and has also opposed the concept of "mutual obligation" as currently practised by the Federal Government.

Activity Testing 

As an organisation the League is seriously concerned about any changes or extension to activity testing for any Centrelink clients, as we believe this punitive regime is both undemocratic and discriminatory.

In a recent report the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) has said, "The (Federal) Government's changes to the penalty system announced in March 2002 do not go far enough (in reforming the breaching system) and the harshness of the current penalties system needs to be urgently addressed. The recommendations of the independent report by former Commonwealth Ombudsman Professor Dennis Pearce should be immediately implemented." 

The League is fully in agreement with these comments and the suggestion that Professor Pearce's recommendations be implemented.

There are now 383,000 Australians who have been on unemployment benefits for more than a year and Temporary Protection Visa holders can only increase this number, as Australia's record in employing people with perceived language difficulties is a poor one.

The recent Productivity Commission report on the Job Network shows why JobNet has achieved very poor results. Job Network providers don't have the resources or the incentives to invest in helping the most disadvantaged into jobs … and this will almost inevitably apply to TPV holders. Only 5% of participants in Intensive Assistance got any form of work experience and only 14% got vocational training.

The Productivity Commission report states that: 'Many disadvantaged jobseekers receive little assistance while on Intensive Assistance'. 

These figures indicate that getting a job in Australia is a major difficulty for the majority of the unemployed who desperately want a good job with a reasonable wage, despite government rhetoric that people don't want to work.

A recent analysis by the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) shows that Australia spends 43% less than the OECD average on help for unemployed people and yet has the eighth highest unemployment rate out of the 22 OECD countries reported.

ACOSS President Andrew McCallum said, "Our analysis shows that Australia spends just 0.39% of GDP on employment assistance, compared with 1.13% for France, 1.19% for Germany, and 1.54% for the Netherlands. The only countries spending less than Australia are Greece, Korea, Japan, UK, Czech Republic & USA."

"At the end of the day, the main reason for our failure to get long-term unemployed people back into jobs is the lack of investment by the Government. Spending on jobs help is an investment in lowering unemployment and in reducing the reliance of people on welfare benefits in the future." Mr McCallum said.

Breaching and Penalties

People of workforce age on Special Benefit are already subjected to the humiliating requirement that they demonstrate each fortnight that they have looked for work.

In another report by the ACOSS (using data obtained under Freedom of Information) found that an estimated $200 million in social security penalties levied in the past financial year pushed unemployed people and students deeply into poverty. (See Attachment 1).

"According to our figures, there were 260,000 penalties at an average of $800 each imposed by Centrelink in the 12 months to 30 June 2002," said ACOSS President Andrew McCallum.

"These harsh penalties are being imposed for infringements of social security rules such as being late for an interview or failing to respond to a letter."

"The penalties are based on a proportion of people's social security payments and range up to almost $1600 a time. An equivalent penalty for the Prime Minister, if he were to miss an interview, would be a 'fine' of $40,000 from his salary!"

The most disadvantaged and vulnerable in our community are already suffering under the breaching regime when their payments are reduced or stopped. This includes people with low literacy skills; Indigenous Australians; young people; people with mental illness or brain injuries; and those with alcohol or drug problems.

Homeless people are also particularly affected because Centrelink letters or Job Network notices of an appointment go to an old address or are received too late.

Significant Concerns

The League is gravely concerned about the extension of mandatory activity testing and the current harsh penalty regime to TPV holders who are already a disadvantaged and vulnerable group of people. 

This group has been specifically denied much of the assistance made available to other unemployed people in Australia. 

They have limited access to services and programs that if undertaken may otherwise meet the activity requirements. 

They have no access to free DIMIA funded English language classes, the Personal Support Program or to Intensive Assistance through the Job Network. 

A further complication is that full-time students are not eligible for Special Benefit, so TPV holders would lose Special Benefit if they undertook any full-time English classes, vocational training or education.

In view of this it would be both very difficult for many TPV holders to comply with the rigid and complex activity requirements proposed and wrong that they should be subject to such demands without even the basic assistance necessary. 

They are being set up for failure and for breaches that carry extreme penalties (see above).

For people on Newstart and Youth Allowance, the impact of penalties in the form of an 18% rate reduction for six months or an eight-week non-payment period (third breach) is very harsh and counterproductive. It would be even more so for TPV holders on Special Benefit who may already be on a reduced rate due to:

#
The dollar-for-dollar income test (ie each dollar of gross income received reduces Special

 
Benefit by a dollar); and / or
#
The two thirds rate payable if they are receiving "free" board and lodging.

This Bill also proposes to extend to TPV holders both the 26-week non-payment period where a person "reduces their employment prospects by moving" and, the Seasonal Workers Preclusion Period.

Conclusion

The League believes that the proposed amendments to the Act are both harsh and unconscionable and urges the Committee to introduce amendments to: 

*
Remove the changes that would result in mandatory Preparing for Work Agreements setting out extensive activity requirements; and

*
Remove the changes imposing breaches and penalties for non-compliance.

The League, whilst realising that it is outside the scope of the current Inquiry, would also like to propose a complete overhaul of the welfare system as it is presently structured with a view to removing the entire concept of "mutual obligation" and its associated penalty system.

Yvonne Zardani OAM
State Secretary 

Attachment 1

Penalties push people into poverty — data summary supplied by ACOSS 5 August 2002

 

Breaches Imposed and Penalties Levied (Estimates) — 2001-02 
	Payment type 
	AT Breaches 
	Admin Breaches 
	Total Breaches 
	Penalties Levied 

	Youth Allowance 
	53,383 
	18,887 
	72,270 
	$32.7 million 

	Newstart Allowance 
	160,150 
	28,330 
	188,480 
	$174.5 million 

	Total 
	213,533 
	47,217 
	260,750 
	$207 million 


 

Social Security Penalties and the Henderson Poverty Line
	Payment type 
	Payments after 1st AT Penalty
$ a week 
	Gap below poverty line 
	Payments after 2nd AT Penalty
$ a week 
	Gap below poverty line 

	Newstart Allowance for single adult unemployed 
	$194.29 
	33.7% 
	$183.35 
	37.5% 

	Youth Allowance for single, independent under 21 unemployed 
	$163.74 
	44.1% 
	$155.04 
	47.1% 

	Notes: Calculations Include housing costs, assume no children, and assume maximum rates of Rent Assistance. Including housing Poverty Lines as at December Quarter 2001 (Source: Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research). Payment rates at December 2001 (Source: Centrelink). AT — Activity Test penalty. 


 

Breaches and penalties by State and Territory — 2001-02
	2001-02 
	Est. No. of 3rd breaches (8 weeks no-payment) 
	Est. Total No. of Breaches Imposed 
	Est. TOTAL PENALTIES $ 

	Australian Capital Territory 
	595 
	3,865 
	$3,010,000 

	New South Wales 
	13,956 
	93,203 
	$74,814,000 

	Northern Territory 
	399 
	3,360 
	$2,658,000 

	Queensland 
	6,363 
	54,902 
	$43,651,000 

	South Australia 
	2,067 
	18,740 
	$14,612,000 

	Tasmania 
	342 
	3,958 
	$3,257,000 

	Unknown 
	0 
	138 
	$110,000 

	Victoria 
	6,180 
	58,949 
	$45,843,000 

	Western Australia 
	3,039 
	23,634 
	$19,341,000 

	Total 
	32,941 
	260,750 
	$207 million 


 

�  ACOSS Media Release Embargoed Until 1am EST Monday 5 August 2002 - revised 7/8/02


�  Productivity Commission Report page xx, Overview.
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