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209 Flinders Lane, Melbourne.  VIC 3000

Tel: 03 9653 4220  E: anglicare@anglicare.asn.au

The Secretary,

Senate Community Affairs Committee

Parliament House 

Canberra.  ACT  2600

31 October 2002

Dear Sir/Madam,

Re: Family and Community Services Legislation Amendment (Special Benefit Activity Test) Bill 2002

Thank you for the opportunity to place the views of Anglicare Australia on the above mentioned bill before your committee for consideration.

Introduction

1. Anglicare Australia is the national network of care and social justice agencies of the Anglican Church in Australia.  Anglicare member organisations invest in excess of $500 million in assistance each year to needy families, youth and children, the aged, unemployed and homeless Australians, as well as assisting Indigenous people to overcome disadvantage.  Anglicare agencies also help refugees and migrants settle in the Australian community.

2. Providing care and shelter to the stranger is a central teaching of the Christian Gospel.  Christians believe that we are called to love our neighbour because all people have value and worth because all people are made in the image of God.  Protecting and caring for the refugee is a fundamental requirement of the Christian faith.

3. Anglicare Australia member agencies provide assistance to refugees and immigrant Australians in a number of locations around Australia including the provision of services under the Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Services Program.  Several Anglicare agencies assisted the Kosovo refugees who came to Australia under the ‘Safe Haven’ program and the East Timorese refugees in Darwin.  These agencies are currently assisting temporary protection visa holders living in the community.

Oppose extension of activity testing to TPV holders

4. Anglicare Australia understands that the Amendment (Special Benefit Activity Test) Bill 2002 proposes that from 1 January 2003, holders of specified visas issued for temporary protection, humanitarian or safe haven purposes will be subject to an activity test regime that is similar to that which currently operates in relation to Newstart allowees.  The Bill will also formalize and extend the mandatory requirement for such visa holders to sign a Preparing for Work Agreement setting out activity tests and allowing for the imposition of breaches and penalties for non-compliance.

5. Anglicare Australia opposes the extension of activity testing to TPV holders principally because this group of people has already been denied access to much of the assistance available to other unemployed people in Australia.  Anglicare Australia has called for the abolition of the Temporary Protection Visa (TPV) category introduced by the Government in 1999.  TPV holders have been assessed as genuine refugees and should be granted permanent resident visas.  All TPVs should immediately be granted access to the same range of services available to other refugees.  The current restrictions on access to the full range of services causes unnecessary suffering to traumatized people granted refuge in Australia and sows the seeds of future mental health problems, community conflict and social problems.  It also adds to the pressure on community agencies (including Anglicare agencies) to meet the additional requests for help despite there being no additional funds provided

Key concerns:

6. The Independent Review of Breaches and Penalties in the Social Security System found that the failings in the design and implementation of the system has caused many unemployed people to suffer arbitrary, unfair or excessively harsh penalties.  Your sister Senate Community Affairs Reference Committee recently recommended the penalty system be overhauled and the harsh penalties be reduced form the maximum of almost $4000 that is currently imposed.  To impose such a harsh system on vulnerable people who are already disadvantaged and many of whom are still recovering from trauma is unacceptable.

7. TPV holders are currently denied access to free DIMIA funded English language classes, the Personal Support Program and Intensive Assistance through the Job Network.  The lack of access to such services inhibits their capacity to meet the activity requirements.  It would be very difficult for many TPV holders to comply with the complex activity requirements and may well lead them open to being breached and losing their benefits.  As recent arrivals, many have no additional resources or savings to call on to meet their basic necessities and many literally have no family or friends to fall back on if they were breached.  Alienating TPV holders from the community could undermine social cohesion within Australian society and Anglicare believes such a risk must be avoided. 

Conclusion

8. Anglicare Australia urges the Senate Committee to reject the extension of activity tests to TPV holders.  The temporary protection visa is currently valid for 3 years and Anglicare Australia reiterates its call for TPV holders to be granted permanent protection status and have access to all necessary services and supports afforded to refugees granted settlement in Australia.  Once given permanent status in Australia they should be eligible to all the services and requirements of the Social Security system available to all Australians.

Thank you for considering this submission,

Yours sincerely,
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Russell Rollason

Executive Officer

With the endorsement of the Anglicare Australia Council

