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Terms of Reference 

The adequacy of Newstart and related payments and alternative mechanisms to 
determine the level of income support payments in Australia, with specific reference 
to: 
 
(a) consideration of what constitutes an acceptable standard of living in 

Australia, including the cost of safe and secure housing; 
 
(b) the labour market, unemployment and under-employment in Australia, 

including the structural causes of long term unemployment and long term 
reliance on Newstart; 

 
(c) the changing nature of work and insecure work in Australia; 
 
(d) the appropriateness of current arrangements for supporting those 

experiencing insecure employment, inconsistent employment and precarious 
hours in the workforce; 

 
(e) the current approach to setting income support payments in Australia; 
 
(f) the impact of the current approach to setting income support payments on 

older unemployed workers, families, single parents, people with disability, 
jobseekers, students, First Nations peoples, people from culturally and 
linguistically diverse backgrounds, people living in regional and remote 
areas, and any others affected by the process; 

 
(g) the impact of geography, age and other characteristics on the number of 

people receiving payments, long term unemployment and poverty; 
 
(h) the adequacy of income support payments in Australia and whether they 

allow people to maintain an acceptable standard of living in line with 
community expectations and fulfil job search activities (where relevant) and 
secure employment and training; 

 
(i) the economic cost of long-term unemployment, underemployment, poverty, 

inequality and inadequate income support payments; 
 
(j) the economic benefits – including job creation, locally and nationally – of 

increasing and improving income support payments and supports, and 
decreasing poverty and inequality; 
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(k) the relationship between income support payment levels, minimum wages 
and wage stagnation in Australia and other comparable economies; 

 
(l) the interactions with other payments and services, including the loss of any 

increased payments through higher rents and costs; 
 
(m) the cost and fiscal sustainability of any changes; 
 
(n) the relative merits of alternative investments in health, education, housing 

and other programs to improve outcomes; 
 
(o) other countries’ approaches to setting income support payments, minimum 

wages and awards; 
 
(p) other bodies that set payments, minimum wages and awards in Australia; 
 
(q) the role of independent and expert decision–making in setting payments; and 
 
(r) any other related matters. 
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Executive Summary 

For over a decade the adequacy of Newstart and related payments has been 
called into question. With no increase in material terms since 1994, the wider 
community has joined the community sector, businesses and economists in 
arguing for an increase to payments and a review of the supports available to 
jobseekers. This is the context in which the committee began this inquiry, 
which gathered considerable evidence from over 450 submitters and witnesses, 
including organisations, academics, state and local governments, as well as 
many private individuals who receive income support payments between July 
2019 and February 2020. 

The evidence discussed throughout the report was received prior to the 
emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic.  The impacts of the pandemic on 
people's social and professional lives have been unprecedented and are still 
unfolding. The measures put in place across the globe to stop the spread of the 
virus are having direct and profound impacts on the economy and 
employment in every country, including Australia. While the committee 
acknowledges that the Australian Government's economic response has 
included measures to assist existing income support recipients and newly 
unemployed people, these measures are currently time-limited. As such, the 
findings of this inquiry are highly relevant today and into the future beyond 
the COVID-19 crisis. Importantly, the findings and recommendations 
discussed in this report can assist in the development of appropriate policies 
and programs to support the anticipated increased number of jobseekers due 
to the COVID-19 crisis beyond the temporary measures put in place by the 
government. 

Living in poverty 

Throughout the inquiry, the committee received compelling evidence that the 
rates of income support payments for working-age jobseekers are inadequate. 
Further, they impede peoples’ ability to engage socially and economically 
within their community.  Significantly, the committee found that the income 
support system is not meeting its objective of ensuring a minimum standard of 
living for working-age jobseekers, as too many live in poverty. Noting this 
fundamental deficiency of the income support system, the report starts with an 
examination of the payment rates against various measures of poverty and out 
lines early on the urgent need to review payment rates. 

Negative impacts  

The negative impacts of inadequate rates of income support payments on 
individuals and the wider community cannot be underestimated. Impacts on 
individuals include the inability to afford daily basic essentials, elevated risk of 
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homelessness and detrimental effects on their physical and mental health. At a 
community level, health services, state, territory and local governments, and 
the not-for-profit sector are under increased financial pressure due to the 
demand for emergency relief assistance and other important support services. 
As a result, the committee has made a series of recommendations to address 
and further understand these complex issues. 

Barriers to employment  

Improving people's economic participation is critical. However, the committee 
found that jobseekers face many barriers to employment beyond labour 
market conditions. Importantly, the evidence indicates that the income support 
system itself is acting as a key barrier to employment because of the 
inadequate payment rates that force people into poverty, the flaws in the 
design of mutual obligation requirements and the inefficiency of employment 
programs. Further, some income support recipients experience additional 
challenges that further compromise their ability to secure work, which often 
results in long-term unemployment. Indeed, the committee received 
considerable evidence in relation to the additional barriers to employment 
experienced by people with disability and medical conditions who have no or 
only partial capacity to work; older unemployed workers; single parents;  
people living in remote, rural and regional Australia; First Nations Peoples; 
and young people on Youth Allowance (jobseeker). With uncertain economic 
conditions on the horizon, it is critical to have a system that supports and 
facilitates transition to work and economic participation. As a result, the 
committee has made several recommendations aimed at ensuring that the 
income support system provides an adequate safety net and focuses on 
supporting people - back into work.  

Reforming the system 

The final chapter of the report discusses approaches to the design of an 
adequate system to support working-age unemployed people. Indeed, this 
inquiry has clearly exposed systemic deficiencies in the current income 
support system. Evidence to the inquiry has made clear the need for major 
reform of the social security system to ensure the income support system 
provides an adequate safety net for working-age unemployed people and 
becomes a strong enabler for economic participation. It is timely and critical to 
engage in major reform to ensure the social security system provides an 
adequate safety net for all Australians at all times. 

Conclusion 

The committee received a wealth of information and evidence throughout the 
inquiry and thanks all those who participated. As a result, the committee has 
made 27 recommendations, which aim to ensure Australia's social security 
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system fulfills its role of providing an adequate minimum standard of living 
for the unemployed.  
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

Introduction 
1.1 The committee started this inquiry in July 2019 and received evidence from 

submitters and witnesses up until the committee held its last public hearing on 
14 February 2020.  

1.2 Since then, with the emergence of the global COVID-19 pandemic, the global 
and domestic economic outlooks have rapidly deteriorated as governments 
have announced stricter mitigation measures to slow the spread of the virus.  

1.3 These measures have direct and profound impacts on the economy and 
employment. In response to the COVID-19 outbreak, fiscal authorities in many 
countries have announced measures to support their economies, the sectors 
and workers most affected by the unprecedented shut-downs that are 
currently occurring. 

1.4 In Australia, at the end of March 2020, the Australian Government's economic 
response has included measures to assist existing income support recipients 
and newly unemployed people. These measures include the temporary 
expansion of the eligibility to income support payments, the establishment of a 
new, time-limited Coronavirus supplement on top of existing income support 
payments, and two separate cash payments to social security, veteran and 
other income support recipients.  

1.5 The committee welcomes and acknowledges these measures, which are 
providing assistance to working-age jobseekers to support them through the 
economic impact of the COVID-19. However, these measures are time-limited. 
This means that the context in which the inquiry took place as well as the 
inquiry findings are still relevant today and into the future beyond the 
COVID-19 crisis.  

1.6 Indeed, Australia has one of the lowest unemployment benefit rates in the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).1 Newstart 
Allowance, Australia's principal unemployment benefit payment (without the 
temporary Coronavirus supplement) , is currently set at $559 per fortnight for 
a single person without dependents. This is equivalent to less than $40 a day.  

1.7 For some time, the adequacy of Newstart and related payments has been 
called into question. Across the community sector and other organisations, 
such as businesses and state and local governments, there is a view that 

                                                      
1 OECD.Stat, 'Net Replacement rates in unemployment', (accessed 25 February 2020). 

https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=NRR
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payment rates have not kept up with the rising cost of living; and as such no 
longer provide an adequate minimum standard of living.  

1.8 Indeed, up until the temporary increase of income support payments were 
made, the rate of Newstart has not been materially increased since March 1994. 

1.9 There has been a growing call for an increase to the rate of Newstart and 
related payments. In recent times, the call for an immediate increase has 
intensified, with academics, advocates, economists and politicians of all 
persuasions voicing their concerns about the need for a review and increase.  

1.10 It is in this context that the committee embarked on this inquiry, seeking to 
explore the adequacy of Newstart and related payments. In doing so, the 
committee examined the impacts of these payments on individuals, the 
community, and the economy. Further to this, the committee examined 
proposals for mechanisms to establish payment rates that reflect community 
living standards and adequately support the transition to work of jobseekers 
on income support payments.   

1.11 Throughout the inquiry, the committee was mindful that, for many recipients, 
Newstart is not a short-term payment. The committee recognises that the 
people receiving Newstart and related payments have a wide range of 
personal circumstances which may affect how they interact with the income 
support system.  

Report structure 
1.12 This report consists of seven chapters, including this introductory chapter: 

 Chapter 1 (this chapter): provides background information on the labour 
market and the income support system in Australia; unemployment and 
underemployment figures as well as profiles of recipients of working-age 
income support payments. 

 Chapter 2: examines the definitions and measures of poverty used in 
Australia, and discusses the financial hardship faced by recipients of income 
support payments.  

 Chapter 3: explores how the poverty experienced by people on Newstart 
and related payments contribute to poor physical and mental health 
outcomes, as well as poorer educational outcomes and discusses how 
financial hardship combined with the current rules to access crisis payments 
is elevating risks of family and domestic violence.  

 Chapter 4: explores the impacts of increased demand for services and 
emergency relief assistance on communities, organisations, local 
governments and state and territory services and budgets.  

 Chapter 5: examines the barriers to employment faced by working-age 
income support recipients, in particular, the barriers that stem from the 
labour market, poverty, and mutual obligation requirements.  
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 Chapter 6: examines the additional barriers to employment faced by 
vulnerable recipients of income support payments, including people with 
disability or a medical condition, older workers, single parents, individuals 
living in rural and regional Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people, and young people. 

 Chapter 7: explores mechanisms for managing and reviewing the rates of 
income support payments and considers proposals for broader reform to 
the social security system.  

Labour market 
1.13 Up until the beginning of the global COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020, the 

Australian Government considered that 'labour market conditions have been 
strong, with employment growth of about 2.1 per cent in 2019'.2 This rate is 
above the OECD average of approximately one per cent per annum; and also 
sits above Australia's 10-year average, which has been about 1.8 per cent for 
the past three years.3 

1.14 Prior the COVID-19 pandemic, the 2019–20 Budget did forecast employment 
growth to be solid over the next few years, though the rate of growth was 
expected to moderate to 1¾ per cent in 2019–20 and 2020–21.4 

1.15 At the time of its submission in October 2019, while the Australian 
Government considered that labour market conditions continued to be solid, it 
recognised that a number of groups including youth, long-term unemployed 
people, mature aged people, Indigenous Australians, people with disability, 
those who are lower skilled and those from regional areas, can experience 
weaker outcomes in the labour market compared with the national average.5 

1.16 Despite the overall steady performance of the labour market, wages growth 
has been slower, with the Wage Price Index increasing by 2.3 per cent in the 
first half of 2019, compared with inflation at 1.6 per cent in the same period.  

1.17 The Australian Government noted that 'slower wage growth…reflects 
adjustments associated with the unwinding of the terms of trade boom' and 
that 'as growth in the economy picks up and spare capacity in the labour 
market continues to be absorbed, wage growth and inflation are expected to 
rise'.6 

                                                      
2 Mr Trevor Power, Division Head, Macroeconomic Conditions Division, Treasury, Committee 

Hansard, 14 February 2020, p. 1. 

3 Mr Trevor Power, Division Head, Macroeconomic Conditions Division, Treasury, Committee 
Hansard, 14 February 2020, p. 1. 

4 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 4. 

5 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 6. 

6 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 5. 
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1.18 The Australian Government also noted that changes to the labour market will 
occur in the coming years, influenced by factors including technology, 
globalisation, urbanisation and demographic change.7 

1.19 With the global COVID-19 pandemic still unfolding rapidly, it is too early to 
tell, given the uncertainties, what will be the full impact of the COVID-19 on 
the Australian labour market. On 30 March 2020, the Australian Government 
stated: 

The virus, along with the increasing health measures to slow its spread, 
will have significant economic implications. […] Australia's position 
heading into this crisis is stronger than many, with both the IMF and the 
OECD having forecast Australia to grow faster than comparable 
economies, including the UK, Canada, Japan, Germany and France. […] 
There remains considerable uncertainty around the economic implication 
of the Coronavirus for the June quarter and beyond, but the economic 
shock will be significant.8 

Employment 
1.20 The committee acknowledges that the following sections on employment and 

unemployment date back to December 2019 and that, due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, these figures are likely to change throughout 2020. However, they 
do indicate trends that were relevant during the inquiry and are likely to 
remain relevant once the current COVID-19 crisis has eased, especially in the 
areas of long-term unemployment and underemployment.   

1.21 In December 2019, Australia's employment participation rate was at 66 per 
cent.9 This figure has remained in the mid-60 per cent range for the last 12–24 
months.10 Over the last decade, Australia has had an average participation rate 
of 65.2 per cent.11 

1.22 Although this figure appears steady on a national level, there is a marked 
difference in the participation rates of urban and rural areas. In capital cities, 
the participation rate was 67.3 per cent whereas a 62.4 per cent recorded 
participation rate was recorded in the rest of state areas.12 

  

                                                      
7 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 5. 

8 Australian Government, Economic Response to the Coronavirus, 30 March 2020, pp. 1–2 (accessed 
31 March 2020). 

9 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 6202.0—Labour Force, Australia, Dec 2019, (accessed 4 February 
2020).  

10 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 6202.0—Labour Force, Australia, Past Releases, (accessed  
4 February 2020).  

11 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 4.  

12 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 6. 

https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-03/Overview-Economic_Response_to_the_Coronavirus_1.pdf
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6202.0
https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/second+level+view?ReadForm&prodno=6202.0&viewtitle=Labour%20Force,%20Australia%7EDec%202019%7ELatest%7E23/01/2020&&tabname=Past%20Future%20Issues&prodno=6202.0&issue=Dec%202019&num=&view=&
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Workforce composition 
1.23 Australia's workforce currently has approximately 68 per cent of workers in 

full-time employment and 32 per cent in part-time employment.13 In 2019, 
262,000 new jobs were created in Australia, of which approximately half were 
full-time and half were part-time.14 

1.24 Women's participation in the workforce has continued to grow and today, over 
60 per cent of women are in paid work, compared with just over 70 per cent of 
men. 

1.25 Since 1978, the makeup of Australia's workforce has changed significantly, 
with increases in participation across most age groups. Current workforce 
participation by age is outlined in Figure 1.1. 

1.26 Notably, participation of over 55 year olds has increased from 11 per cent in 
1978 to 19 per cent in 2019.  

Figure 1.1 Workforce participation by age 15 

 
 

Unemployment  
1.27 In Australia, full employment or the natural rate of unemployment, is 

generally considered to be 5 per cent.16 Recent figures released by the 

                                                      
13  Australian Bureau of Statistics, 6202.0—Labour Force, Australia, Dec 2019, (accessed 4 February 

2020). 

14 Mr Trevor Power, Division Head, Macroeconomic Conditions Division, Treasury, Committee 
Hansard, 14 February 2020, p. 2. 

15  Department of Social Services (DSS), Payment Demographic Data, December 2018, (accessed  
26 August 2019). 

16 The natural rate of unemployment will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5 of this report.  

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6202.0
https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data
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Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) show that Australia's unemployment rate 
is sitting at 5.1 per cent and has remained steady over the last three years. 17 

1.28 Similarly to the employment participation rate, unemployment rates vary 
across Australia. For example, the average unemployment rate in the capital 
cities was 5 per cent in June 2019, below the 5.3 per cent recorded in the rest of 
state areas.18 These averages still do not show the full picture in some areas 
around Australia, for example, the current unemployment rate in South 
Australia in 6.8 per cent; and some areas within that state have unemployment 
rates of over 10 per cent.  

1.29 This differentiation in labour market performance and employment rates at the 
regional level can be attributed to a number of factors, such as industry base, 
transport networks and infrastructure, degree of natural amenity, population 
size and growth, accessibility to more dynamic labour markets and the skill 
level of the labour force, including a region’s access to higher education.19 

1.30 While the rate of unemployment is an important indicator of how the labour 
market is performing, recently, factors such as long-term unemployment and 
underemployment have begun to play an increasingly important role in 
assessing the state of employment in Australia. These are discussed below.  

Long-term unemployment 
1.31 Long-term unemployment is currently defined as unemployment of more than 

52 weeks duration.20 However, the definition has previously been as low as 13 
weeks.21 

1.32 Between 2009 and 2016, the rate of long-term unemployment in Australia 
increased from 0.7 per cent to 1.35 per cent. Noting that the long-term 
unemployment rate is increasing at a time when the general unemployment 
rate has been steady, points to a level of complexity in the management of 
long-term unemployment.22 

1.33 Currently, more than 25 per cent of the unemployed have been in a state of 
long-term unemployment for more than 52 weeks—that is 174,900 
individuals—while 96,400 individuals have been unemployed for more than 

                                                      
17 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 6202.0—Labour Force, Australia, Past Releases, (accessed  

4 February 2020).  

18 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 6. 

19 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 6. 

20 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 6105.0—Long-term Unemployment, (accessed 19 February 2020).  

21 Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 4. 

22 Jobs Australia, Submission 28, p. 4. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/second+level+view?ReadForm&prodno=6202.0&viewtitle=Labour%20Force,%20Australia%7EDec%202019%7ELatest%7E23/01/2020&&tabname=Past%20Future%20Issues&prodno=6202.0&issue=Dec%202019&num=&view=&
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/featurearticlesbytitle/A0DB00657A876C0ACA2570EE0018F3B9?OpenDocument
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104 weeks. This number has increased significantly since 1967, when 13 per 
cent of unemployed people were considered to be long-term unemployed.23 

1.34 Further, the average duration of unemployment in Australia remains very 
high. It is currently 53.1 weeks for males, 48.6 weeks for females and 50.9 
weeks overall, which is nearly equal to the long-term unemployment rate.24 

Underemployment 
1.35 As with long-term unemployment, underemployment in Australia is an 

increasingly important factor in understanding the state of employment across 
the country. The ABS defines an underemployed worker as someone who is 
not fully employed, that is, they are a part-time worker who has indicated that 
they would prefer to work more hours.25 In September 2019, Australia's 
underemployment rate was 8.4 per cent.26 

1.36 According to Jobs Australia, many from the increasing cohort of 
underemployed people 'exist within the margins of the workforce'.27 Meaning 
that they are working episodically when opportunities arise and often with 
limited protections.  

1.37 Although official job-creation statistics seem steady, according to the National 
Foundation for Australian Women, they have only been keeping up with 
population growth and labour force participation: 

Once underemployment, discouraged workers, nearly one million 
'marginally attached' workers are taken into account true underutilisation 
in Australia’s labour market exceeds 15 per cent: three times the official 
unemployment rate.28 

1.38 Issues around the changing nature of the workforce and unemployment and 
underemployment are examined in Chapter 5.  

The income support system in Australia  
1.39 Australia's social security and income support system was established shortly 

after federation in 1908, principally, to provide support to older Australians 
who were no longer able to work.29 Since that time, the system has seen 

                                                      
23 Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 4. 

24 Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 4. 

25 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 'Underemployed Workers' (accessed 20 February 2020).   

26 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Media Release: Trend unemployment rate steady at 5.3%,  
17 October 2019 (accessed 14 January 2020).  

27 Jobs Australia, Submission 28, p. 5. 

28 National Foundation for Australian Women, Submission 40, p. [4]. 

29 Australian Institute of Family Studies, History of social security in Australia, Family Matters 2008, 
No. 80, p. 51, (accessed 13 February 2020). 

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/products/036166B5C6D48AF2CA256BD00027A857?OpenDocument
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/lookup/6202.0Media%20Release1Sep%202019
https://aifs.gov.au/sites/default/files/hs.pdf
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numerous changes; however, the underlying principles of the system have 
remained.  

1.40 The primary purpose of the income support system is to ensure a minimum 
standard of living for those unable to support themselves through work, 
savings or other means.30 This means that Australians are expected to use their 
own resources before calling on the support of the general community for 
assistance.  

1.41 Today, Australia has a highly-targeted income support system, based on need, 
and funded from general revenue, including taxes collected from individuals 
and business. This system uses means testing to help ensure payments are 
targeted to those most in need by reducing assistance as a person’s income and 
assets increase.31 This system is not time limited, meaning that assistance can 
be accessed indefinitely.  

1.42 The Australian Government has stated that: 

The welfare system operates as a safety net within the context of 
government social and economic policy, which is designed to encourage 
growth and create jobs, and promote investment in education, skills, and 
health.32 

1.43 The Australian Government provides a number of different income support 
payments. The primary purpose of these payments is to ensure a minimum 
adequate standard of living for individuals and families.33 This policy objective 
is underpinned by a number of fundamental human rights, including the right 
to social security, contained in international treaties to which Australia is a 
party.  

1.44 According to the Australian Government, its policy approach, which has an 
emphasis on poverty alleviation rather than on previous income maintenance, 
means that it has one of the most targeted and redistributive transfer systems 
in the OECD. Australia has a ‘flat’ rate structure that does not take into account 
previous earnings.34 

1.45 Social security system policy is managed by the Department of Social Services 
(DSS) and implemented by Services Australia.  

  

                                                      
30 Mutli-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 8. 

31 Mutli-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 8. 

32 Mutli-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 3.  

33 The Treasury, Australia’s Future Tax System: Final Report (2010), p. 485. 

34 The Treasury, Australia’s Future Tax System: Final Report (2010), p. 485. 

http://www.taxreview.treasury.gov.au/content/downloads/final_report_part_2/AFTS_Final_Report_Part_2_Vol_2_Consolidated.pdf
http://www.taxreview.treasury.gov.au/content/downloads/final_report_part_2/AFTS_Final_Report_Part_2_Vol_2_Consolidated.pdf
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International comparisons of unemployment benefits 
1.46 The Australian social security system, in particular, its approach to working 

age unemployment benefits, is not directly comparable to other international 
examples as it has few similarities with any other systems.35 

1.47 In essence, international comparisons are complicated by the fact that most 
other countries use contributory insurance systems to assist unemployed 
people; for those who are unemployed for a short period, benefits are paid at a 
percentage of past earnings. These systems tend to provide higher rates of 
assistance during shorter periods out of work but often pay a significantly 
lower rate over the longer term. Whereas, in Australia, unemployed people 
receive the same level of payment for as long as they continue to be eligible.36 

1.48 Among OECD countries, after two months of unemployment, Newstart is the 
lowest unemployment benefit payment, equivalent to 39 per cent of the 
previous net wage compared to the OECD average of 68 per cent.37 

1.49 The relative rates of unemployment payments between Australia and other 
OECD countries after two months unemployed is set out in Figure 1.2.  

Figure 1.2 Comparison of unemployment benefits—2 months unemployed 

 
Replacement rate of unemployment payments for a person earning 67 per cent of the average wage, 2018 or nearest 
year. (Single person on benefits in second month of unemployment as a percentage of net wage). 

1.50 Noting that Australia's unemployment benefit does not change over time, 
whereas the rates in other OECD countries decrease the longer an individual 

                                                      
35 Australian Institute of Family Studies, History of social security in Australia, Family Matters 2008, 

No. 80, p. 51, (accessed 13 February 2020).  

36 Peter Whiteford, Sean Innis, Bruce Bradbury and David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 8.  

37 Peter Whiteford, Sean Innis, Bruce Bradbury and David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 8; OECD.Stat, 
'Net Replacement rates in unemployment', (accessed 25 February 2020).  

https://aifs.gov.au/sites/default/files/hs.pdf
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=NRR
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receives them; after three years' unemployment, Australia's unemployment 
payments are still amongst the lowest in the OECD.38 

1.51 The relative rates of unemployment payments between Australia and other 
OECD countries after three years unemployed is set out in Figure 1.3.  

Figure 1.3 Comparison of unemployment benefits—3 years unemployed 

 
Replacement rate of unemployment payments for a person earning 67 per cent of the average wage, 2018 or nearest 
year. (Single person on benefits in third year of unemployment as a percentage of net wage). 

1.52 Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, governments around the 
world, including Australia, have temporarily adjusted their unemployment 
benefit systems to better assist unemployed people. New measures put in 
place include direct cash payments, temporary supplements, wage subsidies 
and other benefits. As such, the OECD countries' approaches on how they are 
temporarily supporting unemployed people are not directly comparable.39 

Social security and welfare expenditure  
1.53 The social security and welfare budget funds a broad range of services and 

payments to individuals and families, including: 

 most income support payments such as pensions and allowances; 
 family payments such as Family Tax Benefit (FTB) and Child Care Subsidy 

(CCS);  
 Paid Parental Leave;  
 funding for aged care services;  
 the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS);  

                                                      
38 Peter Whiteford, Sean Innis, Bruce Bradbury and David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 8; OECD.Stat, 

'Net Replacement rates in unemployment', (accessed 25 February 2020). 

39 See for example: Australian Government, Economic Response to the Coronavirus, 30 March 2020, 
pp. 1–2 (accessed 31 March 2020); UK Government, Support for those affected by COVID-19,  
26 March 2020 (accessed 31 March 2020); Canadian Government, Canada’s COVID-19 Economic 
Response Plan: Support for Canadians and Businesses - Canada.ca, 26 March 2020 (accessed  
31 March 2020). 

https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=NRR
https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-03/Overview-Economic_Response_to_the_Coronavirus_1.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/support-for-those-affected-by-covid-19/support-for-those-affected-by-covid-19
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/news/2020/03/canadas-covid-19-economic-response-plan-support-for-canadians-and-businesses.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/news/2020/03/canadas-covid-19-economic-response-plan-support-for-canadians-and-businesses.html
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 payments and services for veterans; and  
 assistance to Indigenous Australians that has not been included under other 

functions. 

1.54 In 2019–20, social security and welfare expenditure is estimated to be 
$180.1 billion, representing 36 per cent of the Australian Government’s total 
expenditure.40 

1.55 Of this expenditure, approximately $10.8 billion (6 per cent) is allocated to 
assistance to the working age unemployed and the sick (i.e. recipients of 
Newstart and other allowances).  

1.56 Social security and welfare expenditure is expected to increase by 2.2 per cent 
in real terms from 2018-19 to 2019–20, and by 3.6 per cent in real terms from 
2019–20 to 2022–23. Budget Paper No. 1 for 2019–20 indicates that 'the most 
significant drivers of this growth are the assistance to the aged and assistance 
to people with disabilities'.41 By comparison, expenses for the assistance to the 
unemployed and the sick are estimated to increase by 1.1 per cent. 

Types of income support payments 
1.57 As noted earlier, Services Australia is responsible for the delivery of income 

support payments, as well as social, health and child support services and 
other payments. A list of income support payments delivered by Services 
Australia is available on its website.42 

1.58 Income support payments are broadly grouped into allowances (such as 
Newstart and Youth Allowance) and pensions (such as the Age Pension and 
Disability Support Pension). Eligibility for each pension or allowance is 
measured by means testing of incomes and /or assets. There are different 
eligibility requirements and payment rates for allowances and pensions 
reflecting the Australian Government’s expectations about an individual’s 
engagement with the labour market.43 

1.59 Allowances such as Newstart are paid on the basis that recipients are not 
expected to need income support for an extended period of time. Whereas 
pensions are intended for recipients not expected to be able to undertake paid 
work.44 

                                                      
40 Australian Government, Budget strategy and Outlook: Budget Paper No. 1: 2019–20, pp. 5–22.  

41 Australian Government, Budget strategy and Outlook: Budget Paper No. 1: 2019–20, pp. 5–22.  

42 Services Australia, 'Income support payment description', (accessed 17 February 2020).  

43 Australian Law Reform Commission, Grey Areas – Age Barriers to Work in Commonwealth Laws, 
2012, paragraphs 5.9 to 5.12. 

44 Australian Law Reform Commission, Grey Areas – Age Barriers to Work in Commonwealth Laws, 
2012, paragraphs 5.10 and 5.21. 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/topics/income-support-payment-description/34696
https://www.alrc.gov.au/publication/grey-areas-age-barriers-to-work-in-commonwealth-laws-dp-78/
https://www.alrc.gov.au/publication/grey-areas-age-barriers-to-work-in-commonwealth-laws-dp-78/
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1.60 Since 20 March 2020, the Australian Government has introduced a new 
JobSeeker Payment to replace seven existing working age payments. These are 
Newstart Allowance, Sickness Allowance, Wife Pension, Partner Allowance, 
Bereavement Allowance, Widow B Pension, and Widow Allowance. 

1.61 This reform to the income support system aims to 'make it easier for people to 
navigate [the system], and will no longer treat people who are in similar 
circumstances, differently'.45 However, these changes do not apply to Youth 
Allowance (jobseeker).  

1.62 Further to allowances and pensions, the Australian Government provides a 
range of supplements to income support recipients.46 Principal supplements 
include Commonwealth Rent Assistance and the Energy Supplement. Like 
other payments, supplements have eligibility requirements to determine who 
can access them.   

How payment rates are set  
1.63 The rates of income support payments are set by the Australian Government. 

These payments are increased differently, based on the type of payment. For 
allowances, adjustments have focused on maintaining the value of payments, 
whereas for pensions, the focus has been on maintaining relativities to 
community living standards. 

1.64 Newstart and other allowances are indexed to Consumer Price Index (CPI), a 
proxy measure of cost of living or purchasing power.47 Payment rates are 
adjusted in line with CPI on 20 March and 20 September each year.  

1.65 In contrast to allowances, pensions are adjusted through a two-step process. 
First, rates are indexed using either CPI or the Pension and Beneficiary Living 
Cost Index (PBLCI)48 depending on which index gives the higher result. 
Following this, pensions are then benchmarked against a percentage of male 
total average weekly earnings (MTAWE). This means that, after indexation, 
rates are checked to see whether they are equal to or higher than the 
benchmark. If the rate is lower than the benchmark, the rate is increased 

                                                      
45 DSS, Welfare Reform—2017 Budget, p. 1, (accessed 25 February 2020).  

46 DSS, 'Benefits and Payments', (accessed 25 February 2020).   

47 In Australia, CPI measures the changes in the price of a fixed basket of goods and services 
acquired by household consumers who are resident in the eight State/Territory capital cities. See 
ABS, Consumer Price Index FAQs. 

48 The PBLCI is a measure of the effect of changes in prices on out-of-pocket living expenses 
experienced by age pensioner households and other government transfer recipient households. 
See ABS, Explanatory Notes: Overview of the Selected Living Costs Indexes. 

https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/05_2017/budget_2017_-_welfare_reform_-_fact_sheet_for_web_0.pdf
https://www.dss.gov.au/about-the-department/benefits-payments
https://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/d3310114.nsf/home/Consumer+Price+Index+FAQs
https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/6467.0Explanatory%20Notes1Mar%202019?OpenDocument
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accordingly. For couples, the benchmark is 41.76 per cent of MTAWE. For 
singles, the benchmark is approximately 27.7 per cent of MTAWE.49 

1.66 Over time the different adjustment methods have resulted in a growing gap 
between allowance and pension rates. In 1994, when the rate of Newstart was 
last increased, it was equivalent to approximately 90 per cent of the Age 
Pension at that time.50 Whereas Newstart today is equivalent to only 65 per 
cent of the Age Pension.  

1.67 During periods when wages rise faster than prices, income support payments 
indexed using CPI alone fall in relation to incomes of the broader community. 
This has been the case over the past two decades, as pensions and wages have 
increased faster than inflation while Newstart has remained more or less the 
same in real terms.51 

Who should set the rate? 
1.68 In 1975, the Commission of inquiry into poverty (Henderson inquiry) 

recommended payments be indexed in line with a measure of community 
living standards other than CPI; and suggested either an index of average 
earnings or an index of gross domestic product per head of population.52 

1.69 Since that time, successive government and other reviews have made different 
proposals about how the rate of unemployment benefits and pensions should 
be set and by whom.53 

1.70 For example, the Australia’s future tax system review in 2010 (Henry review) 
along with the Reference Group on Welfare Reform (2015 McClure review) 
also recommended that payments be indexed other than by CPI.54 

1.71 More recently there have been proposals that not only should unemployment 
benefit payments be indexed differently, but that there should be an 

                                                      
49 Michael Klapdor, Parliamentary Library Publication - Pension indexation: a brief history, April 

2014. 

50 In 1994, Newstart was approximately $294 per fortnight while the Age Pension was approximately 
$318 per fortnight.  

51 Parliamentary Library, Key issues for the 46th Parliament: the adequacy of jobseeker payments, p. 138. 

52 Commission of inquiry into poverty, Poverty in Australia—First Main Report, April 1975, p. 47.  

53 See for example: Reference Group on Welfare Reform, A New System for Better Employment and 
Social Outcomes, 2015, (accessed 25 February 2020); The Treasury, Australia’s Future Tax System: 
Final Report, 2010, (accessed 25 February 2020); Dr Jeff Harmer, Pension Review Report, 2009, 
(accessed 25 February 2020).  

54 The Treasury, The Australia's Future Tax System Review, https://treasury.gov.au/review/the-
australias-future-tax-system-review (accessed 8 March 2020); Reference Group on Welfare Reform, 
A New System for Better Employment and Social Outcomes – Final report, 
https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/02_2015/dss001_14_final_report_access_2.p
df (accessed 10 March 2020).  

https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/library/prspub/3117315/upload_binary/3117315.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf
http://err.parl.net/client/en_GB/search/asset/41320/0
http://err.parl.net/client/en_GB/search/asset/41320/0
http://www.taxreview.treasury.gov.au/content/downloads/final_report_part_2/AFTS_Final_Report_Part_2_Vol_2_Consolidated.pdf
http://www.taxreview.treasury.gov.au/content/downloads/final_report_part_2/AFTS_Final_Report_Part_2_Vol_2_Consolidated.pdf
https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/05_2012/pensionreviewreport.pdf
https://treasury.gov.au/review/the-australias-future-tax-system-review
https://treasury.gov.au/review/the-australias-future-tax-system-review
https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/02_2015/dss001_14_final_report_access_2.pdf
https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/02_2015/dss001_14_final_report_access_2.pdf
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independent body established responsible for determining the rates of all 
income support payments, including how they should be indexed.  

1.72 For example, in 2008, Catholic Social Services Australia proposed an 
Entitlements Commission. The Commission would independently set and 
adjust payments at arm's length from government, in the same way as the 
Remuneration Tribunal and Reserve Bank of Australia. It would be guided by 
terms of reference and empowered to make annual determinations using a 
consistent methodology, to be established by the Commission through a 
transparent and consultative process.55 

1.73 More recently, the Social Security Commission Bill 2018, introduced by 
independent MP Cathy McGowan in August 2018, proposed the establishment 
of an independent Social Security Commission.56 The proposed commission 
would have reviewed social security payments as defined by the Social 
Security Act 1991 (excluding payments such as the Family Tax Benefit or 
veteran payments). It would have also conducted its own consultation and 
research, and made recommendations to Government, who would be required 
to respond. 

1.74 Organisations including the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS), and 
researchers from the University of New South Wales (UNSW) have also 
advocated for an independent review mechanism, pointing to the Fair Work 
Commission expert panel that reviews the adequacy of the minimum wage 
and makes national minimum wage orders.57 

Rates of payment 
1.75 The rates of income support payments vary considerably across the broad 

spectrum of payments that are administered by Services Australia.  

1.76 There is a clear delineation between the rates of allowances and pensions; with 
allowance rates sitting at approximately 60 per cent of the value of pension 
rates. For example, as noted previously, the current maximum rate of Newstart 
is $559 per fortnight, while the current maximum rate of the Age Pension is 
$850 per fortnight.  

1.77 Set out below is a summary of the principal allowance and pension rates, 
including an outline of the eligibility requirements for each payment.  

                                                      
55 Catholic Social Services Australia, An Australian Entitlements Commission, 22 September 2008, 

(accessed 25 February 2020).  

56 Parliament of Australia, Social Security Commission Bill 2018 (accessed 21 February 2020); the bill 
was not passed in the House of Representatives. 

57 Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS), ACOSS Budget Priorities Statement 2016-17 
(accessed 16 January 2020); Peter Saunders and Megan Bedford, 'New minimum healthy living 
budget standards for low-paid and unemployed Australians', The Economic and Labour Relations 
Review 29(3), p. 284.  

https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-03/Catholic-Social-Services-Australia-att-3.pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=r6156
https://www.acoss.org.au/acoss-budget-priorities-statement-2016-17/
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Newstart Allowance/JobSeeker Payment 
1.78 Newstart Allowance is the main income support payment for unemployed 

people aged 22 and over, but under the Age Pension age. To be eligible to 
receive Newstart, an individual must also be: 

 looking for paid work;  
 under the income and assets test limits; and 
 prepared to meet mutual obligation requirements.58 

1.79 As noted previously, the maximum payment is around $559 per fortnight for a 
single person with no dependents. There are different rates of payment based 
on the recipient's circumstances, for example, a single person with a dependent 
or a person aged over 60 can both receive up to $604.70. Whereas if recipients 
are partnered, they can receive up to $504.70 each.59 

1.80 The rates of payment can also vary based on whether they are a homeowner, 
and whether the recipient is receiving any other income. Newstart recipients 
must report their income every two weeks, and the rate of payment is linked to 
the amount of other income reported.60 

1.81 In order to continue receiving the Newstart payment, recipients must also 
meet certain requirements, called mutual obligation requirements. Individuals 
must satisfy an activity test by seeking work or participating in an activity 
designed to improve their employment prospects (such as a training course). 
The specific requirements for each recipient are set out in a Job Plan that can be 
agreed directly with Services Australia, or through an employment services 
provider.61 

1.82 If an individual does not meet their mutual obligation requirements (in part or 
in full), or does not report their income, their payments may be delayed, 
reduced, or stopped.62 

1.83 Newstart recipients are also eligible to apply for supplements including 
Commonwealth Rent Assistance and to receive an Energy Supplement.63 

  

                                                      
58 Services Australia, Newstart Allowance, (accessed 21 February 2020).  

59 Services Australia, How much you can get, (accessed 13 March 2020).  

60 An individual can earn up to $104 per fortnight before his/her Newstart Allowances is impacted. 
An individual will no longer be eligible for Newstart if they earn over $1,075.34 per fortnight.  
Services Australia, Income test, (accessed 13 March 2020).  

61 Services Australia, 'What your commitments are', (accessed 25 February 2020).  

62 Services Australia, 'Demerits and penalties for not meeting mutual obligation requirements', 
(accessed 21 February 2020). 

63 Services Australia, Rent Assistance, (accessed 21 February 2020); Services Australia, Energy 
Supplement, (accessed 21 February 2020).  

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/newstart-allowance
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/newstart-allowance/how-much-you-can-get/income-and-asset-limits/income-test
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/newstart-allowance/how-much-you-can-get/income-and-asset-limits/income-test
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/newstart-allowance/what-your-commitments-are
https://www.humanservices.gov.au/individuals/topics/demerits-and-penalties-not-meeting-mutual-obligation-requirements/44416
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/rent-assistance
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/energy-supplement
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/energy-supplement
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Youth Allowance (jobseeker) 
1.84 Youth Allowance (jobseeker) is a payment for young people aged 16 to 21 who 

are looking for work. The maximum rate is $462.20 per fortnight. To be eligible 
to receive this payment, recipients must be one of the following: 

 looking for full time work;  
 doing approved activities;  
 studying part time and looking for work; or 
 temporarily unable to work.64 

1.85 Similarly to Newstart recipients, recipients of Youth Allowance (jobseeker) are 
also required to report any income they earn as well as create and maintain a 
Job Plan.  

Parenting Payment 
1.86 Parenting Payment is the main income support payment for a young child's 

principal carer. A single parent, also receiving the Pension Supplement—
which is a regular extra payment to assist with utility, phone, internet and 
medicine costs—is eligible for a maximum payment of $780.70 per fortnight. 

1.87  An individual can be eligible for Parenting Payment if they are caring for a 
child under 8 years old as a single carer, or under 6 years old if the carer is 
partnered.  

1.88 Some recipients of Parenting Payment are also subject to ParentsNext, which is 
a program for parents and carers who: 

 have received Parenting Payment for the last 6 months;  
 care for a child under 6 years of age; and 
 have not reported paid work to Centrelink in the last 6 months.65 

1.89 ParentsNext is delivered in two streams: an Intensive Stream in 30 locations 
and a Targeted stream in remaining non-remote areas.66 

1.90 ParentsNext participants are required to meet mutual obligation requirements. 
Payments may be put on hold if mutual obligations or reporting requirements 
are not met.67 

Age Pension 
1.91 The Age Pension is an income support payment for older Australians. The 

maximum rate for a single person is $850.40.68 To receive the payment, 
individuals must be: 

                                                      
64 Services Australia, Youth Allowance for job seekers, (accessed 21 February 2020).  

65 See: https://www.employment.gov.au/parentsnext (accessed 31 March 2020). 

66 A list of Intensive Stream locations is available here: https://guides.dss.gov.au/guide-social-
security-law/3/11/11) (accessed 31 March 2020). 

67 See: https://www.employment.gov.au/parentsnext (accessed 31 March 2020). 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/youth-allowance-job-seekers
https://www.employment.gov.au/parentsnext
https://guides.dss.gov.au/guide-social-security-law/3/11/11
https://guides.dss.gov.au/guide-social-security-law/3/11/11
https://www.employment.gov.au/parentsnext
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 Age Pension age;  
 under the income and assets test limits; and 
 an Australian resident, normally for at least 10 years. 

1.92 The Age Pension age is currently 66 years old. However, Age Pension is in the 
process of being increased to 67 years. It will increase by 6 months every 2 
years until Age Pension age is 67 on 1 July 2023.69 

1.93 Age Pension recipients can also be eligible to receive the Energy Supplement 
and Pension Supplement.70 

Disability Support Pension 
1.94 The Disability Support Pension (DSP) is for individuals with a permanent 

physical, intellectual or psychiatric condition that prevents them from 
working. There are both medical and non-medical rules that determine an 
individual's eligibility for the payment.  

1.95 The non-medical rules require a potential DSP recipient to be over 16 years of 
age (and below Age Pension age); be an Australian resident; and meet an 
income and assets test.  

1.96 The medical rules are split into two categories: manifest and general medical 
rules. Manifest medical rules apply if an individual: 

 is permanently blind;  
 needs nursing home level care;  
 has a terminal illness with average life expectancy of less than 2 years;  
 has an intellectual disability with an intelligence quotient of less than 70;  
 has category 4 HIV/AIDS; or  
 receives a Department of Veterans’ Affairs special rate disability pension 

(totally and permanently incapacitated).71 

1.97 A medical condition must be fully diagnosed, treated and stabilised to meet 
the general medical rules for DSP, which consider whether: 

 a condition will last more than 2 years;  
 a condition is fully diagnosed, treated and stabilised;  
 an individual has an impairment rating of 20 points or more;  
 an individual meets Program of Support rules, if these apply; or 
 a condition will stop you working at least 15 hours a week in the next 2 

years.72 

                                                                                                                                                                     
68 Services Australia, How much you can get, (accessed 13 March 2020).  

69 Services Australia, Age Pension, 'Who can get it', (accessed 21 February 2020).  

70 Services Australia, How much you can get, (accessed 13 March 2020).  

71 Services Australia, 'Manifest medical rules', (accessed 21 February 2020).  

72 Services Australia, 'General medical rules', (accessed 21 February 2020). 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/age-pension/how-much-you-can-get
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/age-pension/who-can-get-it
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/age-pension/how-much-you-can-get
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/disability-support-pension/who-can-get-it/medical-rules/manifest-medical-rules
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/disability-support-pension/who-can-get-it/medical-rules/general-medical-rules
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1.98 Progressive changes to the eligibility requirements over the last decade have 
seen fewer individuals qualify to access DSP.73 Those people who do not meet 
the eligibility requirements for DSP can receive Newstart instead.74 

Income support recipients 
1.99 Income support recipients represent a broad cross-section of the Australian 

population, in age, gender, marital status, country of birth, and remoteness.  

1.100 The share of recipients across the states and territories is consistent across most 
income support payments. In line with population size, New South Wales, 
Queensland and Victoria have the highest numbers of recipients.   

1.101 Demographic data on the recipients of three income support payments—
Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance (jobseeker), and DSP —is set out 
below.  

Newstart Allowance recipients 
1.102 In June 2019, 686,785 individuals were receiving Newstart.75 DSS data shows 

that of this total: 

 51 per cent are male, 49 per cent are female;  
 79 per cent are not partnered and 21 per cent are partnered;  
 26 per cent are aged 55 years and over;  
 11 per cent identify as indigenous;  
 74 per cent were born in Australia; and 
 61 per cent live in major cities, 22 per cent inner regional, 12 per cent outer 

regional, and 4 per cent remote or very remote areas.  

1.103 A majority of Newstart recipients are on the full rate for which they are 
eligible. 

1.104 While over 80 per cent of recipients do not earn any other income, more than 
half have been assessed to have a work capacity of over 30 hours per week.  

1.105 Approximately 37 per cent of Newstart recipients also receive Commonwealth 
Rent Assistance.76 

1.106 An analysis of poverty in Australia undertaken by ACOSS and UNSW Sydney 
found that 54.6 per cent of Newstart recipients live in poverty.77 

                                                      
73 Whitlam Institute, Submission 69, pp. 2–3.  

74 Services Australia, Other payments if you can't get DSP, (accessed 21 February 2020).  

75 DSS, DSS Payment Demographic Data, June 2019, (accessed 17 February 2020). 

76 DSS, DSS Payment Demographic Data, June 2019, (accessed 17 February 2020). 

77 Davidson, P, Saunders, P, Bradbury, B, and Wong, M, Poverty in Australia 2018, 2018, 
ACOSS/UNSW Poverty and Inequality Partnership Report No 2, p. 24. 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/disability-support-pension/who-can-get-it/other-payments-if-you-cant-get-dsp
https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data
https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data
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Long-term recipients of Newstart  
1.107 Newstart is often referred to as a short term payment;78 however, according to 

data from the DSS, the average payment duration for an individual on 
Newstart is 162 weeks, or over 3 years.79 

1.108 Whilst nearly one third of Newstart recipients are on the payment for less than 
one year, the majority of individuals who receive Newstart are on the payment 
for longer periods of time, with some individuals receiving Newstart for more 
than 10 years. A breakdown of the average payment duration for individuals 
receiving Newstart is set out in Table 1.1.  

Table 1.1 Average payment duration for Newstart recipients80 

Length of 
time 

Under 1 
year 

1–2 years 2–5 years 5–10 years 10 years + 

Number of 
individuals 

226,990  
(33.1%) 

118,645 
(17.2%) 

188,245 
(27.4%) 

122,862  
(17.9%) 

30,043 
(4.4%) 

1.109 DSS data also shows that Newstart recipients are on income support payments 
more generally for an average of 296 weeks, or over 5 years.81 

Youth Allowance (jobseeker) recipients 
1.110 In June 2019, 82,770 young people were receiving Youth Allowance 

(jobseeker). All recipients of this payment are aged between 16 and 21 years 
old. The maximum rate for a single person living out of home is $462.50 per 
fortnight. Just over 80 per cent of recipients are on the maximum rate.  

1.111 DSS data shows of the total Youth Allowance (jobseeker) recipients: 

 51 per cent are male, 49 per cent are female; 
 96 per cent are not partnered and 4 per cent are partnered;  
 20 per cent identify as indigenous;  
 91 per cent were born in Australia; and 
 56 per cent live in major cities, 27 per cent inner regional, 13 per cent outer 

regional, 4 per cent remote or very remote areas.  

1.112 The analysis of poverty in Australia undertaken by ACOSS and UNSW Sydney 
also found that 63.7 per cent of Youth Allowance recipients live in poverty.82 

  
                                                      
78 DSS, 'Working Age Payments', (accessed 17 February 2020).  

79 DSS, DSS Payment Demographic Data, June 2019, (accessed 17 February 2020). 

80  DSS, DSS Payment Demographic Data, June 2019, (accessed 17 February 2020). 

81 DSS, DSS Payment Demographic Data, June 2019, (accessed 17 February 2020). 

82 Davidson, P, Saunders, P, Bradbury, B, and Wong, M, Poverty in Australia 2018, 2018, 
ACOSS/UNSW Poverty and Inequality Partnership Report No 2, p. 24. 

https://www.dss.gov.au/about-the-department/benefits-payments/working-age-payments
https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data
https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data
https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data


20 
 

 

Disability Support Pension recipients 
1.113 As at June 2019, 745,673 Australians were receiving the DSP. Approximately 84 

per cent of recipients are on the full rate of $850.50 per fortnight. Over 45 per 
cent of recipients are aged 55 years and older.  

1.114 DSS data indicates that DSP recipients are: 

 53 per cent male, 47 per cent female;  
 77 per cent not partnered, 23 per cent partnered;  
 7 per cent identify as indigenous;  
 79 per cent were born in Australia; and 
 60 per cent live in major cities, 25 per cent inner regional, 11 per cent outer 

regional, 2 per cent remote or very remote areas, 2 per cent unknown.  

1.115  Over 50 per cent of DSP recipients are on the payment for more than 10 years, 
and the average payment duration for DSP recipients is over 13 years.83 

Conduct of the inquiry 
1.116 On 25 July 2019, the Senate referred the adequacy of Newstart and related 

payments and alternative mechanisms to determine the level of income 
support payments in Australia to the committee for inquiry and report by 
27 March 2020.  

1.117 The inquiry was advertised on the committee's website and the committee 
wrote to stakeholders inviting them to make submissions, to be lodged by 
30 September 2019. Submissions continued to be accepted after this date. The 
committee received 471 submissions which are listed in Appendix 1.  

1.118 The committee held eight public hearings: 

 10 October 2019, Canberra, ACT 
 11 October 2019, Sydney, NSW 
 30 October 2019, Elizabeth, SA 
 1 November 2019, Alice Springs, NT 
 6 November 2019, Perth, WA 
 8 November 2019, Launceston, Tas 
 20 November 2019, Melbourne, Vic  
 14 February 2020, Canberra, ACT 

1.119 A list of witnesses who gave evidence at the hearings is available in 
Appendix 2.  

Acknowledgment 
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83 DSS, DSS Payment Demographic Data, June 2019, (accessed 17 February 2020). 

https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data
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Notes on references 
1.121 References to Committee Hansard in this report are to the proof transcripts. Page 

numbers may vary between the proof and official transcripts. 
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Chapter 2 
The poverty trap 

2.1 Throughout the inquiry, the committee consistently heard that the current 
rates of income support payments for working-age jobseekers are too low and 
resulting in people living in poverty and very precarious conditions.1 

2.2 The vast majority of submitters, including local governments, the community 
sector, academics, economists and private individuals, expressed grave 
concerns about the fact that the levels of payments have not increased in real 
terms since 1994 and recommended an immediate raise of payment rates to 
enable people to live above the poverty line.2 

2.3 Firstly, this chapter examines the definitions and measures of poverty used by 
submitters to assess the adequacy of income support payments, in particular 
Newstart (replaced since 20 March 2020 by the JobSeeker Payment) and Youth 
Allowance.  

2.4 The second part of the chapter discusses the financial hardship faced by 
recipients of income support payments. It describes their daily challenges to 
secure and afford the basic essentials, including housing, food, clothing, 
medication and transport.  

2.5 The chapter ends with a summary of the recommendations made by 
submitters in relation to immediately raising the rates of income support 
payments to lift people out of poverty. 

Measures of poverty  
2.6 The Australian Government agencies joint submission stated: 

The primary purpose of the income support system is to ensure a 
minimum standard of living for those unable to support themselves 
through work, savings or other means.3 

                                                      
1 See for example: Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS), Submission 74, p. 7; Reverend 

Professor Peter Sandeman, Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare SA, Committee Hansard, 30 October 
2019, p. 37; NT Government, Submission 44, p. 5; KPMG, Submission 73, p. 3; Victoria Government, 
Submission 161, p. 4; Universities Australia, Submission 21, p. 3; Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 9.  

2 See for example: ACT Government, Submission 2, p. 1; YOUNG Campaigns, Submission 4, p. 2; Ms 
Deborah Di Natale, CEO, Northern Territory Council of Social Service (NTCOSS), Committee 
Hansard, 1 November 2019, p. 2; Australian Local Government Association (ALGA), Submission 7, 
p. 3; Royal Australian & New Zealand College of Psychiatrists, Submission 55, p. 1; Victorian 
Council of Social Service (VCOSS), Submission 47, p. 1; Samaritans, Submission 109, p. 5; 
Independent Research Fund, Submission 165, p. 7. 

3 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 8. 
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2.7 It appears that the Australian Government does not have a definition of what 
constitutes ‘a minimum standard of living’.  

2.8 In the absence of a definition and a measure for a minimum standard of living, 
submitters talked about the importance of using poverty measures to discuss 
the adequacy of the current rates of income support payments.4 

2.9 For example, The Australia Institute pointed out that poverty measures are 
important when discussing Newstart and other payments for working-age job 
seekers.5 

2.10 Similarly, the Independent Research Fund, which in October 2019 published 
the report Newstart Allowance: is it time to raise it?, submitted that the current 
adequacy of Newstart should be considered in the context of what can be 
considered as poverty in Australian society.6 

2.11 However, Australia currently does not have an agreed national definition of 
poverty.7 

2.12 In the absence of a national definition of poverty, most submitters have used 
the Henderson Poverty Line or the OECD’s relative measure of poverty to 
assess the rates of income support payments.8 

2.13 Mr David Stanton, appearing in a private capacity at a public hearing in 
Canberra, explained to the committee that other measures are now used, 
including budget standards and an index of deprivation.9 These were also 
used by some inquiry participants to assess the adequacy of income support 
payments.10 

2.14 All poverty measures used by submitters showed that the levels of income 
support payments and supplements available to working-age jobseekers result 
in people living in poverty. 

  

                                                      
4 See for example: Independent Research Fund, Submission 165, p. 10; ACOSS, Submission 74,  

pp. 7–9. 

5 The Australia Institute, Submission 78, p. 1. 

6 Independent Research Fund, Submission 165, p. 10.  

7 Mr Nathan Williamson, Deputy Secretary, Social Security, Department of Social Services (DSS), 
Committee Hansard, 10 October 2019, p. 17. 

8 See for example: City of Hobart, Submission 132, p. 1; Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 4; KPMG, 
Submission 73, p. 4; Mission Australia, Submission 123, p. 3. 

9 Mr David Stanton, Private capacity, Committee Hansard, 10 October 2019, pp. 46–47. 

10 See for example: Catholic Social Services Australia, Submission 36, p. 1; Universities Australia, 
Submission 21, p. 3; Western Australia Council of Social Service (WACOSS), Submission 62 – 
Supplementary submission, p. 9. 
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Henderson Poverty Line 
2.15 In 1972 the McMahon Government commissioned Professor Ronald 

Henderson to report on poverty. An enduring legacy of the report released in 
August 1975 was the Henderson Poverty Line, which was set at a benchmark 
income of $62.70 for the September quarter of 1973, being the equivalent to the 
value of the basic wage plus child endowment for a reference family of two 
adults and two children. Adjustments were then made for other types of 
household.11 

2.16 Each quarter, the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social 
Research publishes the latest values of the Henderson Poverty Line and 
compares the income of those reliant on various allowances and pensions 
against the Henderson Poverty Line adjusted for household size and 
composition.12 

2.17 At June 2019, the Henderson Poverty Line for a single person with no children 
was set at $529.81 per week. This means that for a single person on Newstart 
Allowance at June 2019, the maximum weekly benefit income of $350.85 
(including Commonwealth Rent Assistance and the Energy Supplement) was 
$178.96 a week below the Henderson Poverty Line.13 

2.18 The majority of submitters referred to the Henderson Poverty Line to 
demonstrate the inadequacy of income support payments, especially Newstart 
and Youth Allowance.14 

Beyond the Henderson Poverty Line 
2.19 In its submission to the inquiry, The Australia Institute expressed the view that 

it is time to review the figure as the conceptual basis of the estimate dates back 
to 1973 and that the relative prices of components of the Consumer Price Index 
(CPI) have changed dramatically.15 

2.20 Similarly, the Independent Research Fund raised the broader question, with 
the 1973 Henderson Commission now done over 45 years ago,  of the need for 
a detailed investigation of what would now be considered as absolute and 

                                                      
11 The Australian Institute, Submission 78, p. 9. 

12 WACOSS, Submission 62 – Supplementary submission, p. 6. 

13 Kimberley Community Legal Services, Submission 167, p. 12. 

14 See for example: Central Coast Council, Submission 11, p. 4; The Australia Institute, Submission 78, 
p. 11; Legal Aid Queensland, Submission 88, p. 3; National Union of Students, Submission 95, p. 4; 
City of Hobart, Submission 132, p. 1; Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 4; Independent Research Fund, 
Submission 165, p. 10. 

15 The Australian Institute, Submission 78, p. 9. 
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relative poverty levels in the context of current Australian societal and 
economic conditions.16 

2.21 The Melbourne Institute of Applied Economics and Social Research, which 
regularly updates the Henderson Poverty Lines states on its website: 

Following the release of the Commission's reports, the Henderson Poverty 
Line became the standard used by researchers to gauge progress in the 
community. However, issues such as the move away from the traditional 
male breadwinner model, the end of full employment and problems 
updating the poverty line have led to the increased use of alternative 
income- and consumption-based poverty lines.17 

OECD relative measure of poverty 
2.22 The OECD defines the poverty line as half the median household income of 

the total population.18 This benchmark is widely used in national and 
international poverty studies.19 

2.23 To calculate the median household income, the household incomes of all 
people are adjusted for family size using an ‘equivalence scale’, then ranked in 
order of adjusted income and the income of the middle-ranked person is 
chosen. This approach means that the poverty lines rise or fall in accordance 
with changes in median income.20 

2.24 Inquiry participants frequently referred to the OECD measure of poverty to 
demonstrate that current levels of income support payments are inadequate 
and too low.21 

2.25 Submitters often used as a reference the report Poverty in Australia 2018 to 
demonstrate that people living on income support payments were at elevated 
risk of living in poverty or living below the poverty line.22 The report uses the 
OECD measure to discuss poverty rates in Australia.  

                                                      
16 Independent Research Fund, Submission 165, p. 10. 

17 Melbourne Institute of Applied Economics and Social Research, Henderson Poverty Line, 
https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/research/labour/henderson-poverty-line (accessed  
11 December 2019). 

18 OECD, Poverty gap, https://data.oecd.org/inequality/poverty-gap.htm (accessed 10 December 
2019). 

19 Davidson, P, Saunders, P, Bradbury, B, and Wong, M, Poverty in Australia 2018, 2018, 
ACOSS/UNSW Poverty and Inequality Partnership Report No 2, p. 18. 

20 Davidson, P, Saunders, P, Bradbury, B, and Wong, M, Poverty in Australia 2018, 2018, 
ACOSS/UNSW Poverty and Inequality Partnership Report No 2, p. 18. 

21 See for example: KPMG, Submission 73, p. 4; The Australia Institute, Submission 78, pp. 19–21; 
Mission Australia, Submission 123, p. 3; GetUp, Submission 137, p. 2; North Australian Aboriginal 
Justice Agency, Submission 142, p. 5; ACOSS, Submission 74, pp. 7–9. 

22 See for example: Yfoundations, Submission 53, p. 10; Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 8; City of 
Yarra, Submission 58, p. 1; WACOSS, Submission 62, p. 1; Federation of Ethnic Communities 

https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/research/labour/henderson-poverty-line
https://data.oecd.org/inequality/poverty-gap.htm
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2.26 According to the report Poverty in Australia 2018, 13.2 percent of Australians 
live below the poverty line. 54.6 per cent of recipients of Newstart Allowance 
and 63.7 per cent of recipients of Youth Allowance live below the poverty 
line.23 

2.27 In 2018, using the OECD measure, the poverty line for a single adult with no 
children was around $433 per week.24  This means that for a single person on 
Newstart Allowance at June 2019, the maximum weekly benefit income of 
$350.85 (including Commonwealth Rent Assistance and the Energy 
Supplement) was about $83 below the poverty line. 

Budget standards – Minimum Income for Healthy Living 
2.28 A number of submitters made references to budget standards for the low-paid 

and unemployed to assess the rates of Newstart and other income support 
payments. A budget standard indicates how much money a family needs to 
achieve a particular standard of living in a particular place at a particular 
time.25 

2.29 Inquiry participants mostly used the Minimum Income for Healthy Living 
(MIHL) standard developed by the Social Policy Research Centre (SPRC) at 
UNSW.26 

2.30 The MIHL was first developed by public health researchers in the UK. In 2016, 
the SPRC developed budget standards and updated them in 2019 for 
Australia.27 

2.31 The MIHL is designed to be consistent with existing community standards and 
government policy goals in relation to meeting basic consumption needs, 
achieving healthy living and providing for an adequate level of social 
participation and inclusion.28 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Councils of Australia Inc., Submission 65, p. 2; Australian Human Rights Commission, Submission 
107,p. 4; North Australian Aboriginal Justice Agency, Submission 142, p. 4. 

23 Davidson, P, Saunders, P, Bradbury, B, and Wong, M, Poverty in Australia 2018, 2018, 
ACOSS/UNSW Poverty and Inequality Partnership Report No 2, p. 24. 

24 KPMG, Submission 73, p. 5. 

25 Professor Peter Saunders and Megan Bedford from the Social Policy Research Centre, UNSW, 
Submission 278, p. 2. 

26 See for example: Centre for Social Impact, Submission 130, p. 2; Catholic Social Services Australia, 
Submission 36, p. 1; Universities Australia, Submission 21, p. 3; Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 4; 
Consumers Health Forum of Australia, Submission 15,p. 7. 

27 Professor Peter Saunders and Megan Bedford from the Social Policy Research Centre, UNSW, 
Submission 278, p. 6. 

28 Professor Peter Saunders and Megan Bedford from the Social Policy Research Centre, UNSW, 
Submission 278, p. 17. 
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2.32 The updated MIHL standard for a single unemployed adult in June 2019 is 
$459.90 a week. This means that for a single person on Newstart Allowance in 
June 2019, the maximum weekly benefit income of $350.85 (including 
Commonwealth Rent Assistance and the Energy Supplement) is $109 a week 
(or 23.8 per cent) below what the budget standard indicates is needed to 
achieve the MIHL standard.29 

Index of deprivation 
2.33 Another measure of financial hardship is deprivation of essentials; that is 

lacking items considered by a majority of people as essential due to a lack of 
financial resources.30 

2.34 In its submission, the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) discussed a 
study, which found that unemployed people, along with single parent families 
and people who rent their housing, face an elevated risk of deprivation, with 
more than one third experiencing deprivation.31 

2.35 Using this measure, findings from the 100 Families WA project clearly showed 
that families on Newstart and related payments experience high levels of 
material deprivation.32 

Need for an Australian definition of poverty 
2.36 To date, as noted earlier, no Australian Government has ever adopted an 

official national poverty line or poverty target.  

2.37 ACOSS and other organisations have called for the development of a national 
definition of poverty.33 

2.38 The Australia Institute argued that ‘an official poverty line and measures of 
those in poverty should be the basis of policy making especially in relation to 
programs such as Newstart that specifically aim to relieve the hardship 
experienced by different population groups’.34 

2.39 ACOSS is of the view that the Australian government is under an obligation to 
adopt a national definition of poverty as part of its global commitment under 
the Sustainable Development Goals.35 

                                                      
29 Professor Peter Saunders and Megan Bedford from the Social Policy Research Centre, UNSW, 

Submission 278, pp. 16–17. 

30 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 8. 

31 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 9. 

32 WACOSS, Submission 62 – Supplementary submission, p. 9. 

33 See for example: Answers to Questions taken on Notice, received from ACOSS, received  
28 October 2019, p. 3; The Australia Institute, Submission 78, p. 9. 

34 The Australia Institute, Submission 78, p. 5. 

35 Dr Cassandra Goldie, CEO, ACOSS, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 9. 
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2.40 In 2017, ACOSS wrote to the Minister for Social Services asking the Australian 
Government to lead the process of reaching agreement about the Australian 
national definition of poverty.36 

2.41 In its response to ACOSS, the Minister for Social Services at the time, the Hon 
Christian Porter, explained why the Australian Government was not prepared 
to work on setting a National Definition of Poverty: 

This is precisely because poverty in developed countries is innately 
multidimensional with complex causes and remedies. Directing policy 
towards meeting a target under a relative income poverty line – would 
mean aiming at things that are easy to measure (and manipulate) rather 
than at things that matter more but are harder to measure, such as 
opportunity, capability and participation.37 

2.42 During the inquiry, the Department of Social Services (DSS) advised the 
committee at a hearing in Canberra that ‘there is no active work under 
consideration for a definition of poverty’.38 

Committee view 
2.43 As stated by DSS, the primary purpose of an income support system is to 

ensure a minimum standard of living. The issue is that there is no official 
government definition or position on what constitutes a minimum standard of 
living. Importantly, there is no measure to benchmark rates of income support 
payments against an acceptable minimum standard of living.  

2.44 In the absence of official benchmarks, the committee notes that submitters 
have referred to several poverty measures to assess the adequacy of the 
income support payments available to working-age jobseekers. The evidence 
received by the committee clearly shows that the current rates of income 
support payments significantly contribute to the rising number of people 
living in poverty. 

2.45 Poverty is a deep problem in Australia. According to the report, Poverty in 
Australia 2018, using the OECD relative measure of poverty, over 3 million 
people in Australia live in poverty.39 This equates to 1 in 8 people and 1 in 6 
children living below the poverty line.  

2.46 The committee is of the view that having a national definition of poverty is 
necessary to be able to clearly measure poverty and put in place policies to 
address poverty across the nation. The committee believes that having a 

                                                      
36 Answers to Questions taken on Notice, received from ACOSS, received 28 October 2019, p. 3. 

37 Answers to Questions taken on Notice, received from ACOSS, received 28 October 2019, p. 10. 

38 Mr Nathan Williamson, Deputy Secretary, Social Security, DSS, Committee Hansard, 10 October 
2019, p. 17. 

39 Davidson, P., Saunders, P., Bradbury, B. and Wong, M. (2018), Poverty in Australia, 2018. 
ACOSS/UNSW Poverty and Inequality Partnership Report No. 2, Sydney: ACOSS. 
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national definition of poverty is also fundamental to enable the development 
and adoption of appropriate social security policies and for setting up 
adequate rates of income support payments.  

Recommendation 1 
2.47 The committee recommends the Australian Government set a national 

definition of poverty. The Government should immediately commence 
work in collaboration with academic experts and the community sector to 
determine this definition. 

The poverty trap 
2.48 Submitters argued that the current rates of Newstart and related payments are 

now so low that they trap people in poverty.40 

2.49 The committee received compelling evidence that people receiving these types 
of income support payments live in poverty, struggling to afford daily basic 
essentials, including housing, food, clothing, utility bills and transport. 

2.50 The current rates of payments are considered by some submitters as a cause of 
poverty in Australia.41  For example, St Vincent de Paul Society submitted that 
‘there is no doubt that the current Newstart allowance is a root cause of 
poverty for many Australians’.42 

2.51 Karen, a recipient of Newstart Allowance, explained to the committee: 

The current low rate of welfare allowance is not a trampoline for people to 
bounce back up. It is a poverty trap.43 

2.52 As described by over 300 private individuals who sent submissions to the 
committee, people are faced with daily dilemmas over how to cover the cost of 
basic essentials despite rigorous budgeting.44 

2.53 For example, they are forced to choose between eating and paying rent, or 
paying the electricity bill and affording medication.45 

                                                      
40 See for example: VCOSS, Submission 47, p. 1; Australian Human Rights Commission, Submission 

107, p. 4; Victorian Public Tenants Association, Submission 52, p. 14; Tasmanian Council of Social 
Services (TasCOSS), Submission 23, p. 4. 

41 See for example: Australian Association of Social Workers, Submission 51, p. 7; City of Yarra, 
Submission 58, p. 1; Sisters Inside, Submission 60, p. 2; Centre for Social Research and Methods, 
Australian National University, Submission 118, Attachment 1, p. 10; Anglicare Australia, Submission 
63, p. 6.  

42 St Vincent de Paul Society, Submission 119, p. 6. 

43 Karen, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 28. 

44 See for example: Ms Aeryn Brown, Submission 248, p. 2; Mr Colin Leonard, Submission 272, p. 4; 
QUT Social Work and Human Services Student Society, Submission 82, p. 5; Financial Counselling 
Australia, Submission 122, p. 3.  
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Housing 
2.54 Inquiry participants cited the inability of people receiving Newstart and 

related payments to be able to access affordable, appropriate and safe housing 
as a clear example of the inadequacy of current levels of payments.46 

2.55 The committee heard that if not in public housing, people are struggling to pay 
their rent or to secure a tenancy.47 

2.56 At a public hearing in Sydney, Ms Kasy Chambers, Executive Director at 
Anglicare Australia, stated: 

It is absolutely impossible, unless you are living pretty much rent free or 
you have got access to public housing, to have a healthy standard of living 
on Newstart.48 

Housing affordability stress (HAS) 
2.57 Housing stress is the most widely used measure of housing affordability in 

Australia. Also called the 30/40 indicator, it measures the number of 
households in the lowest 40 per cent that have housing costs exceeding 30 per 
cent of their income.49 

2.58 Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI) research shows 
that even with housing assistance (Commonwealth Rent Assistance or CRA) 
over 40 per cent of all recipients of income support payments were in HAS.50 

2.59 Throughout the inquiry, the committee received compelling evidence that 
people on Newstart or Youth Allowance who are private renters are 
experiencing HAS and some, have barely any money left after paying their 
rents.51 For example Mark told the committee: 

I live in a one-bedroom pretty shabby flat in Sydney's inner west, where 
the rent is $680 a fortnight—cheap by current real estate standards. I 
repeat: I was gifted $695 a fortnight, with rent assistance included in my 
Newstart. That brought me to $680 a fortnight, meaning I had $15 a 

                                                                                                                                                                     
45 See for example: Ms Jamie Neal, Tenant, Tenancy WA, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 42; 

Anglicare NT, Submission 16, p. 1; Mr Len Baglow and Associate Professor Susan Gair, Submission 
76, p. 8; United Communities, Submission 4, p. 9. 

46 See for example: WACOSS, Submission 62, p. 6; Name Withheld, Submission 244, p. 3.  

47 See for example: Victoria Public Tenants Association, Submission 52, p. 3; The Salvation Army 
Submission 117, p. 78. 

48 Ms Kasy Chambers, Executive Director, Anglicare Australia, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, 
p. 37. 

49 Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI), Submission 125, p. 2. 

50 AHURI, Submission 125, p. 3. 

51 See for example: Reverend Professor Peter Sandeman, CEO, Anglicare SA, Committee Hansard,  
30 October 2019, p. 38; ACT Government, Submission 2, p. 2; Good Shepherd, Submission 6, p. 13. 
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fortnight to live on—$15 a fortnight to buy food, pay bills, get public 
transport, function and seek work.52 

Private rental market 
2.60 For ten years, the annual Anglicare Australia’s Rental Affordability Snapshot 

has shown that renting in the private rental market in Australia is totally 
unaffordable for people on income support payments.53 

2.61 In the 2019 Snapshot, for a single adult on Newstart, there were only two 
properties of more than 69 000 surveyed nationwide that were affordable and 
appropriate.54 

2.62 Similarly, the Samaritans Rental Affordability Snapshot presents a bleak outlook 
for people on low incomes trying to secure a tenancy or maintain rental 
payments.55 

Public Housing 
2.63 The vast majority of public housing tenants Australia-wide rely on income 

support payments as their main source of income. This includes people on the 
Age Pension (25 per cent) and Disability Support Pension (28 per cent). People 
on Newstart and Youth Allowance represent 15 per cent of tenants.56 

2.64 Public housing is a very strong protective factor reducing risks of 
homelessness as it is affordable and had traditionally offered a long-term, 
secure housing option for low income households.57 

2.65 However, waiting lists to access public housing are now so long that it has 
become extremely difficult, even when classed in a Priority Access Category, 
to secure a tenancy.58 

2.66 Recent research undertaken by AHURI estimated that the current shortfall in 
social housing is around 440 000 homes nationally, including a current 
shortfall of about 140 000 homes in NSW.59 

  

                                                      
52 Mark, private capacity, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 27. 

53 Anglicare Australia, Submission 63, p. 7. 

54 Anglicare Australia, Submission 63, p. 7. 

55 Samaritans Foundation, Submission 109, p. 11. 

56 Victorian Public Tenants Association, Submission 52, p. 4.  

57 Victorian Public Tenants Association, Submission 52, p. 3. 

58 See for example: Victorian Public Tenants Association, Submission 52, p. 3; ACT Disability Aged 
Carer Advocacy Service (ADACAS), Submission 139, p. 7. 

59 Community Housing Industry Association NSW, Submission 12, pp. 5–6. 
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Increased investment in public housing 
2.67 A number of submitters called for governments to invest in the development 

of additional public housing.60 

2.68 For example, Anglicare Australia stated that ‘government investment to create 
an additional 500 000 homes through social housing is essential to address 
Australia’s housing crisis’.61 

Risk of homelessness 
2.69 The difficulties of finding affordable and stable accommodation put income 

support recipients at an elevated risk of homelessness.62 For example, Wendy 
shared her experience with the committee: 

The most difficult problem that I've had while trying to survive on the 
Newstart payment has been keeping a roof over my head. […] I spent six 
months sleeping in my car in 2013 and have been faced with the possibility 
of it happening again on multiple occasions since that time.63 

2.70 Another submitter to the inquiry told the committee that he had resorted to 
living in his van: 

I've moved out of the share house and lived in my van as this allows me to 
travel further in pursuit of work while saving the weekly cost of my room. 
[…] I use public toilets in shopping centres, libraries and pubs.  Sometimes 
if I find a casual or part time job, there will be a place at work that I can 
shower, and a fridge that I can leave a few things in. […] Van dwelling is 
often a stressful existence. […] If Newstart was higher it would definitely 
have helped me avoid living in my van.64 

2.71 In order to keep a roof over their heads, some people have to live in unsafe 
conditions in shared accommodation or boarding houses.65 For example, Karen 
described her experience in shared accommodation: 

To avoid sleeping on the streets, I attempted to live with friends and 
relatives and then back to a boarding house but these arrangements never 
worked out and one resulted in violence. […] The living conditions 
exposed me to bedbugs on three separate occasions, lack of sleep and 

                                                      
60 See for example: Tenants’ Union of NSW, Submission 59, p. 6; Housing for the Aged Action Group, 

Submission 131, p. 4; People With Disability Australia, Submission 146, p. 19; City of Port Adelaide 
Enfield, Submission 8, p. 3. 

61 Anglicare Australia, Submission 63, p. 6. 

62 See for example: Victorian Government, Submission 161, p. 5; Ms Jamie Neal, Tenant, Committee 
Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 42; Community Housing Industry Association NSW, Submission 12, 
p. 5; Name Withheld, Submission 314, p. 2; ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 24. 

63 Wendy, private capacity, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 32. 

64 Name Withheld, Submission 280, p. 1. 

65 See for example: Ms Jamie Neal, Tenant, Tenancy WA, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 42; 
Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, pp. 17–18. 
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confrontation with people I live with that were not of my choice in 
boarding houses, primarily men.66 

2.72 The Victorian Government noted that there has been a significant rise in 
Newstart recipients experiencing or at risk of homelessness in Victoria.67 

2.73 The Centre for Social Impact reported that in 2017-18, of the 288 000 clients that 
sought assistance from a specialist homelessness services in Australia, over 53 
per cent were receiving income support payments.68 

2.74 Community Housing Industry Association NSW submitted that nationally the 
number of people seeking support from specialist homelessness services that 
are receiving Newstart increased by 75 per cent between 2011 and 2018.69 

Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) 
2.75 As described in Chapter 1, CRA assists in reducing the cost of rental housing 

and the incidence of rental stress. Over 1.3 million individuals and families 
receive CRA.  

2.76 According to DSS, the number of recipients in HAS is reduced by 40 per cent 
as a result of CRA.70 

2.77 According to AHURI research, CRA has been inadequate in overcoming 
affordability difficulties for individuals and households on the lowest incomes, 
including those in receipt of Newstart.71 

2.78 Similarly, in its 2017 report on Human Services, the Productivity Commission 
found that the ‘maximum rate of CRA no longer provided an adequate 
contribution toward rental costs for many households’.72 

2.79 The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare reported that 40 per cent of all 
CRA recipients are currently in rental stress, with a third of these paying more 
than 50 per cent of their income on rent.73 

2.80 According to ACOSS, the rates of CRA have become inadequate because: 

 like Newstart, CRA is only indexed to the CPI and has not kept pace with 
the much faster rate of rent increases; and 

                                                      
66 Karen, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 28. 
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 CRA is paid at flat maximum rates regardless of rent levels in different parts 
of Australia.74 

Increase of CRA 
2.81 Most submitters to the inquiry recommended an immediate increase of the 

CRA.75 ACOSS along with many other submitters recommended an increase of 
at least 30 per cent of the CRA.76 

2.82 COTA recommended an increase of 40 per cent of CRA, based on the 
modelling undertaken by the Grattan Institute.77 

2.83 According to the Grattan Institute, a 40 per cent increase in the maximum rate 
of CRA would provide the same level of assistance to low-income earners as it 
did 15 years ago.78 

2.84 ACOSS also recommended ‘A broader review of the adequacy of the 
supplement should be undertaken, including payment rates and indexation 
arrangements, to ensure it significantly improves rental affordability for those 
on low incomes, keeps pace with movements in rents and is responsive to local 
housing market conditions’.79 

Would an increase of CRA affect rental prices? 
2.85 A concern with raising the CRA is the extent to which the increase may be 

captured by landlords in the form of higher rents.  

2.86 The issue of rent assistance was considered by the Henry review which 
concluded that increases in rent assistance might place some upwards pressure 
on rents, but this should not be a reason to not increase rent assistance caps.80 

2.87 A recent study in New Zealand, which has a similar system of rent assistance 
as Australia, found that just over one third of an increase in accommodation 
assistance and related payments was absorbed by rent increases, implying that 
almost two third of the increase in housing subsidies benefited recipients.81 

                                                      
74 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 25. 

75 See for example: Tenants’ Union of NSW, Submission 59, p. 4; ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 25;  
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2.88 In its 2017 report on Human Services, the Productivity Commission did not 
find any compelling evidence that increasing CRA would have a material 
impact on rents.82 

2.89 It appears that the Australian Government has not undertaken any work in 
relation to the impacts of an increase to the CRA. In February 2020, officials 
from The Treasury advised the committee that it had 'not undertaken any 
work on modelling the economic impact of increasing the rate of rent 
assistance'.83 

Food insecurity 
2.90 During the course of the inquiry, the committee was told on many occasions 

that people on Newstart and Youth Allowance were regularly skipping meals 
or eating poor quality food.84 

2.91 In 2019, ACOSS surveyed 500 people on Newstart and Youth Allowance and 
found that 84 per cent of respondents skipped at least one meal a week, 32 per 
cent skipped three to four meals a week and 47 per cent skipped five or more 
meals a week.85 

2.92 For example, Mr Colin Leonard, a recipient of Newstart told the committee: 

I don’t even think in terms of what luxuries I can give up. I have to think in 
terms of what meals I can skip or how I can cheat my stomach into 
thinking that I have eaten something already.86 

2.93 Eating nutritious and healthy food is virtually impossible with many 
submitters reporting that toast, two minute noodles and baked beans are all 
they can afford.87 

2.94 As a result, there is an increasing number of people relying on charity to access 
emergency food relief.88 
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2.95 Ms Kirsten Ritchie, who works for Strike It Out, a food relief service operating 
in Launceston, commented that she regularly sees people living on Newstart 
coming to access their services: 

We've got a single parent with a daughter who comes down quite 
regularly. He hasn't even got food for his daughter's lunches. So we are 
making sure that this child has got lunch to take to school the next day.89 

2.96 The demand for food relief is so great that Foodbank estimated that only 36 
per cent of charities are meeting the full needs of the people they assist and are 
having to turn people away due to lack of food and resources.90 

Other basic essentials  
2.97 Inquiry participants reported that people cannot afford other basic essentials 

such as clothing, electricity and water, medication and transport. For example, 
the committee heard that people struggle to maintain decent hygiene and 
clothing.91 

Energy costs 
2.98 Low income renters in the private rental sector are particularly vulnerable to 

energy poverty because low cost housing has generally high running costs.92 
Ms Kate Davis from Tenancy WA described the situation to the committee: 

As a general rule, the lowest cost housing is the lowest quality […]. It's the 
least likely to have insulation, any curtains or window treatments, the 
most likely to have draughts, the most likely to have mould, the most 
likely to have cheap and inefficient utilities, and those utilities are the most 
expensive to run.93 

2.99 Energy prices have also dramatically increased in recent years, which 
contribute to people not being able to afford gas and electricity.94 For example, 
recipients of Newstart reported not heating or not cooling their house because 
of high energy costs.95 
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Energy Supplement 
2.100 Energy Supplement is paid fortnightly to people receiving Newstart and 

Youth Allowance to assist with household expenses, including energy costs. 
As at September 2019, the rate of Energy Supplement for a Newstart 
Allowance recipient was $8.80 per fortnight for a single person.96 

2.101 The Salvation Army and other inquiry participants submitted that additional 
payments such as the Energy Supplement provide some critical relief but are 
not sufficient.97 

Healthcare costs 
2.102 Due to costs, people have to forego essential medications and postpone 

medical appointments.98 

Prescriptions 
2.103 Whilst recipients of income support payments are eligible for subsidised 

prescriptions, these still represent a substantial expense, especially if several 
medications are required.99 

2.104 For example, at a public hearing in Elizabeth, Rita who is on Newstart, 
explained to the committee that she cannot afford to take all her medications, 
and that she rations her insulin.100 

2.105 The Pharmaceutical Allowance is paid fortnightly to assist with the cost of 
pharmaceutical prescriptions. As at January 2019, the rate was $6.20 per 
fortnight for a single person.101 

Medical appointments 
2.106 Cohealth and the Cancer Council reported that it is common for people on a 

low income to delay seeking medical care due to cost.102 

2.107  ACT Disability Aged Carer Advocacy Service explained that people are 
delaying or missing medical appointments due to the gap fees or the cost of 
travel to the location of the appointment.103 
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Transport 
2.108 Most people cannot afford to run and maintain vehicles or regularly use public 

transport.104 As a result, people mostly stay at home and are unable to engage 
economically and socially.105 

2.109 For example, Nigel explained to the committee: 

If you see someone on Newstart sitting at home and not going out and 
think that they are just sponging of government, I would like to suggest 
another way of looking at their situation: they are sitting at home because 
they cannot afford to go anywhere. […] Even money for public transport 
can be tricky to find if you need to get to an appointment. So it is my 
reality that I don't go out unless I have to.106 

2.110 The inability to afford transport also means that people cannot travel to job 
interviews or actively search for jobs.107 

Telecommunications 
2.111 Access to telecommunications is vital to engage socially and economically. 

However, the costs of hardware and data are prohibitive for people on income 
support payments.  

2.112 For example, the findings from the 100 Families WA project showed that 39.6 
per cent of families did not have access to the internet.108 

2.113 In her submission, a single parent on Newstart explained how she could not 
afford mobile data and added: 

Although Centrelink services have moved online, and welfare recipients 
are expected to use MyGov online regularly, there has been no increase in 
welfare to account for the need to pay for mobile data.109 

2.114 Ms Helen Connolly, the Commissioner for Children and Young People, South 
Australia, is of the view that emergency relief funding should be expanded to 
telecommunications, including internet access.110 
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2.115 Dr Simone Casey, Policy Adviser at the Australian Unemployed Workers 
Union, suggested the introduction of a digital supplement: 

[…] we think a digital supplement would be a useful thing for 
unemployed people to have, so that they could do their job search and 
maintain their mutual obligation requirement.111 

Calls for an immediate raise  
2.116 Overwhelmingly, submitters called for an immediate raise to Newstart and 

other income support payments for economic and social reasons.112 

2.117 Inquiry participants mentioned on many occasions a study conducted by 
Deloitte Access Economics in 2018, which argued that increasing Newstart by 
at least $75 per week and increasing CRA by $20 per week would have strong 
positive economic impacts and provide a minimum income to afford the cost 
of daily essentials.113 

2.118 However, other submitters suggested higher rates of increase to ensure people 
live above the poverty line.114 

Addressing poverty and restoring fairness 
2.119 Submitters stressed that the Government has a responsibility for ensuring that 

the social security system does not force people into poverty and, instead, 
must help people out of a cycle of poverty and disadvantage.115 

2.120 Dr Cassandra Goldie, CEO of ACOSS, expressed the view that increasing 
income support payments would have a significant impact on addressing 
poverty: 

[…] in one of the wealthiest countries in the world, the single-most 
effective thing that the government could do to reduce poverty in 
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Australia right now would be to increase the rate of Newstart, youth 
allowance and related payments.116 

2.121 Other submitters also talked about the need to increase payments to restore 
fairness and equity.117 For example, Mr Stephen Byron, Chief Executive Officer 
of Canberra Airport, stated: 

I believe Newstart is not meeting the test of fairness and isn’t helping 
Australians break the cycle of poverty.118 

Living instead of surviving 
2.122 Many inquiry participants who are on income support payments talked about 

the many benefits that even a small increase of Newstart would have on their 
lives and on the economy.119 For example, Mason  who is on Newstart said: 

If Newstart was increased by just the modest amount that is being 
proposed, I might be able to focus on being healthy and contributing to my 
community again. I would not have to spend all my time wondering how I 
will live through the next fortnight.120 

2.123 In her submission, Aeryn explained how a small increase to Newstart would 
enable her to afford many basic essentials and concluded:  

But most importantly, I’d no longer be just surviving or even barely 
existing. I could afford to live.121 

Committee view 

Increase of payments 
2.124 In a wealthy country like Australia, no one should be forced to forego meals in 

order to pay for medications or housing. The committee heard throughout the 
inquiry distressing accounts of deprivation, highlighting the daily struggles of 
those living below the poverty line discussed earlier in the Chapter.  

2.125 Alarmingly, these lived experiences of poverty and extreme deprivation are 
those of people who do receive income support payments. They have not 
fallen through the cracks of the welfare system. Rather, the current system is 
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Submission 106, p. 2; COFEE, Submission 38, p. 7. 

118 Stephen Byron, Submission 201, p. 1. 

119 See for example: Name Withheld, Submission 311, p.1; Michael Gorman, Submission 224, p. 2; James 
Clark, Submission 215, p. 1; Mrs Kylie Wright, Submission 173, p. 2. 

120 Mr Mason Wylie, Submission 301, p. 4. 

121 Ms Aeryn Brown, Submission 248, p. 4. 
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failing them. The Australian income support system is clearly not meeting its 
objective of ensuring a minimum standard of living for all.  

2.126 As highlighted by all submitters, except Australian Government departments, 
the current levels of jobseeker allowances are inadequate and impede peoples’ 
ability to engage socially and economically within their community. The 
additional supplements and payments available to assist with the costs of 
housing, energy bills or pharmaceutical expenses are clearly insufficient to 
mitigate the inadequacy of the JobSeeker Payment (known as Newstart 
Allowance until 20 March 2020) and Youth Allowance.  

2.127 The committee notes the general agreement on the need to review and raise 
the payments and supplements available to jobseekers, including from the 
business sector, local governments, community services sector, academics and 
the wider community. Only the Australian Government seems to stand 
outside this consensus. 

Recommendation 2 
2.128 The committee recommends the Australian Government immediately 

undertake a review of the income support system to ensure that all eligible 
income support recipients do not live in poverty. 

Commonwealth Rental Assistance 
2.129 Housing affordability is an issue that affects many Australians, whether 

they’re renting or buying a home. For people on the JobSeeker Payment, it has 
become almost impossible to secure a tenancy in the private rental market. 
Securing a tenancy in public housing is now also unlikely due to the chronic 
shortage of social housing across the country.  

2.130 This is forcing people to live in accommodations that can be unsafe and 
substandard. The committee heard that on many occasions people are forced 
to live in shared accommodations, whether they like this option or not. 

2.131 The committee acknowledges that the current rate of CRA is reducing 
incidence of Housing Affordability Stress. However, it no longer provides an 
adequate contribution toward rental costs. 

Recommendation 3 
2.132 The committee recommends the Australian Government undertake a review 

of the adequacy of the Commonwealth Rent Assistance program, to ensure it 
significantly improves rental affordability and reflects fluctuations in rents 
and local rental market circumstances.  
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Risk of homelessness 
2.133 The committee heard throughout the inquiry that the difficulties of finding 

affordable and stable accommodation are resulting in people experiencing or 
at risk of homelessness. The committee notes that there has been a significant 
increase in people seeking assistance from homelessness services. These 
services are struggling and lack resources to support the rising number of 
people seeking support.  

Recommendation 4 
2.134 The committee recommends the Australian Government work with state 

and territory governments to ensure immediate increases in funding for 
emergency relief housing and social housing. 
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Chapter 3 
Entrenching disadvantage  

3.1 Throughout the inquiry, the committee received evidence about how the 
current income support system and payments for working-age jobseekers were 
negatively impacting individuals and communities.1 

3.2 The committee heard on numerous occasions that the current rates of Newstart 
and related payments are entrenching disadvantage instead of acting as a 
safety net when people are unemployed.2 

3.3 This chapter first explores how the poverty experienced by people on 
Newstart and related payments contribute to poor physical and mental health 
outcomes. 

3.4 The chapter then discusses how financial hardship combined with the current 
rules to access crisis payments is elevating risks of family and domestic 
violence. 

3.5 Finally, the chapter examines how the current system and payment rates 
significantly impede education attainments for children and students, 
resulting in further entrenching intergenerational disadvantage.   

Deteriorating physical and mental health  
3.6 The committee received considerable evidence in relation to the detrimental 

effects of living on Newstart and related payments on people's physical and 
mental health.3 

3.7 Inquiry participants were of the view that the current rates of payments are a 
key contributor to poor health and wellbeing outcomes for individuals and 
lead to unfair and avoidable health inequalities.4 

  

                                                      
1 See for example: Community Information and Support Victoria, Submission 9, p. 2; Uniting Vic Tas, 

Submission 54, p. 8; Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS), Submission 74, p. 10; AMES 
Australia, Submission 49, p. 4. 

2 See for example: Anglicare NT, Submission 16, p. 1; Australian Human Rights Commission, 
Submission 107, p.5; Jesuit Social Services, Submission 11, p. 4. 

3 See for example: Justice and Peace Office, Submission 41, p. 3; Community Industry Group, 
Submission 24, p. 2; ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 10; Uniting Vic Tas, Submission 54, p. 15.  

4 See for example: Consumers Health Forum of Australia, Submission 15, p. 7; Justice and Peace 
Office, Submission 41, p. 3; Ms Nicole Bartholomeusz, Chief Executive, cohealth, Committee 
Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 12. 
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Poverty and physical health 
3.8 Cohealth cited academic evidence showing that poverty is both a determinant 

and a consequence of poor health, and concluded: 

 […] the relationship between low economic status and elevated incidence 
and prevalence of physical and mental illness is now well recognised.5 

3.9 Consumers Health Forum of Australia submitted that economic hardship is 
highly correlated with poor health and can threaten individual and family 
wellbeing, especially for the unemployed.6 

3.10 Dr John Boffa, Chief Medical Officer Public Health at the Central Australian 
Aboriginal Congress Aboriginal Corporation contended that there was strong 
evidence that poverty causes premature death: 

A paper published a few months ago said that about 50 per cent of the gap 
in the Northern Territory—which is 16 years—is due to poverty.[…]             
I would say that that gap in Australia, which is not actually known, is very 
large. Poverty causes premature death at quite a dramatic rate. The gap in 
America is now 16 years between the poorest and the richest.7 

Food insecurity 
3.11 As described in chapter 2 of the report, a consequence of living in poverty is 

the inability to regularly afford food or healthy food. Poor diet impacts on 
people’s overall health, ability to function and, in the case of children, their 
growth and development.8 

3.12 There is evidence that food insecurity increases the risk of obesity and other 
diet-related chronic diseases such as diabetes and heart diseases.9 It also 
contributes to poorer health outcomes for people with chronic diseases: 

I often skip meals to reduce costs which exacerbates my chronic illness.10 

3.13 Food insecurity can also result in more medication and health care needs: 

I'm forced to eat a diet which is inexpensive rather than what my body is 
not allergic or intolerant to.[…]My health is adversely affected as I'm 

                                                      
5 Cohealth, Submission 56, p. 5. 

6 Consumers Health Forum of Australia, Submission 15, p. 6. 

7 Dr John Boffa, Chief Medical Officer Public Health, Central Australian Aboriginal Congress 
Aboriginal Corporation, Committee Hansard, 1 November 2019, pp. 8–9. 

8 See for example: Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 13; WACOSS, 
Submission 62 – Supplementary, p. 44; St Vincent’s Health Australia, Submission 89, p. 15; The 
Salvation Army, Submission 117, p. 6. 

9 Western Australia Council of Social Service (WACOSS), Submission 62 –Supplementary submission, 
p. 44. 

10 Consumers Health Forum of Australia, Submission 15, p. 12. 
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constantly paying for more medication to alleviate the side effects of poor, 
wrong diet.11 

 

Access to health care 
3.14 Submitters were concerned that many recipients of income support payments 

are avoiding accessing health services because of cost, resulting in health 
further deteriorating over time.12 

3.15 The Tasmanian Council of Social Services (TasCOSS) reported that the only 
time people on income support payments see a medical practitioner is when 
they can access a bulk billing clinic or public hospital services.13 

3.16 However, submitters reported it was difficult to find a place that does bulk bill 
as bulk-billing clinics are often full or moving towards a fee-for-service 
model.14 In some towns, especially in regional and rural Australia, there are no 
bulk-billing clinics.15 

3.17 As a result, people forego or delay visits to the General Practitioner (GP), as 
they struggle to find the money to pay for the gap.16 This can result in more 
serious health problems, and people end up going to the emergency 
department of hospitals because they cannot afford a visit to the GP.17 

3.18 According to St Vincent’s Health Australia, it is also common for patients on 
Newstart not to be able to afford repeat scripts for essential medicines, which 
leads to further health problems and increases the likelihood of their re-
admission to hospital.18 

  

                                                      
11 The Salvation Army, Submission 117, p. 40. 

12 See for example: Consumers Health Forum of Australia, Submission 15, p. 9; ACOSS, Submission 74, 
p. 10; Youth Affairs Council of South Australia, Submission 1, p. 1. 

13 Tasmanian Council of Social Services (TasCOSS), Submission 23, p. 9. 

14 See for example: TasCOSS, Submission 23, p. 24; Reverend Professor Peter Sandeman, CEO, 
Anglicare Australia, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 38. 

15 See for example: Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 10; Ms Susan Tilley, Manager, Aboriginal 
Policy and Advocacy, Uniting Communities, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 37.  

16 See for example: TasCOSS, Submission 23, p. 24; cohealth, Submission 56, p. 5; Helen Hey, 
Submission 298, p. 2.  

17 See for example: Mr Stephen Hill, Residential Rehabilitation and Accommodation Manager, 
Launceston City Mission, Committee Hansard, 8 November 2019, p. 10; Mrs Lara Alexander, CEO, 
St Vincent de Paul, Committee Hansard, 8 November 2019, p. 10; COTA, Submission 79, p. 16. 

18 St Vincent’s Health Australia, Submission 89, p. 12. 
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Dental care 
3.19 Out-of-pocket costs for dental services put oral health care out of reach for 

people on income support payments.19 

3.20 Access to public dental services is difficult as waiting lists are very long and it 
often takes up to two years to see a dentist.20 

3.21 As a result some people live with significant pain and / or have lost their 
teeth.21 Often the inability to see a dentist causes costly and avoidable 
complications: 

I wasn't able to afford regular dental treatment when I needed it, and the 
two-year public waiting list caused other costly dental complications, 
which could have been prevented if dental was accessible at the local 
GPs.22 

3.22 Many other submitters told the committee that the long wait to see a 
community dentist resulted in significant treatments that could have been 
avoided if a dentist had been seen earlier on.23 

3.23 Submitters also pointed out that the loss of teeth and / or decayed teeth are a 
significant barrier to employment, especially in customer-service roles.24 For 
example, a Newstart recipient reported: 

My front teeth are the worst. I’m always covering my mouth so I know I 
can’t work in any retail customer service. No one’s going to want to see 
that. It’s disgusting. They are disgusting.25 

3.24 Similarly, Aeryn who is on Newstart, explained she could not afford the $7,000 
she was quoted for extensive dental work and concluded: 

This impacts my job prospects – who is going to hire someone, particularly 
in a public-facing role, who has bad teeth?26 

                                                      
19 See for example: COTA, Submission 79, p. 16; Consumers Health Forum of Australia, Submission 15, 

p. 11; TasCOSS, Submission 23, p. 20; Mr Ken Davis, Submission 321, p. 1; Ms Anne Bainbridge, 
CEO, Youth Affairs Council of South Australia, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 50. 

20 See for example: Anti-Poverty Network SA, Submission 152, p. 11; Kay, Private Capacity, Committee 
Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 21.  

21 See for example: Consumers Health Forum of Australia, Submission 15, p. 11; cohealth, Submission 
56, p. 4; Ms Susan Tilley, Manager, Aboriginal Policy and Advocacy, Uniting Communities, 
Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 39; Helen Hey, Submission 298, p. 3. 

22 Kay, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 21. 

23 See for example: Peter Sutton, Submission 185, p. 4; Name Withheld, Submission 271, p. 1. 

24 See for example: Consumers Health Forum of Australia, Submission 15, p. 11; Council of Single 
Mothers and their Children, Submission 140, p. 16; Ms Kym Goodes, CEO, TasCOSS, Committee 
Hansard, 8 November 2019, p. 32. 

25 TasCOSS, Submission 23, p. 34. 

26 Aeryn Brown, Submission 248, p. 2. 
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Mental health 
3.25 Private individuals and organisations consistently told the committee that 

being on Newstart and related payments gravely impact people’s mental 
health.27 

3.26 The Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists submitted that 
there is strong evidence that income support recipients have higher rates of 
mental illness compared to the general population, and financial hardship is a 
key determinant of individual mental health and wellbeing.28 

3.27 A recent analysis of the National Health Survey found 49 per cent of people 
receiving Newstart reported ‘mental or behavioural problems’ compared to 21 
per cent of the employed population.29 

3.28 Mr Harry Lovelock, Director, Policy and Projects at Mental Health Australia,  
explained to the committee how living below the poverty line impacts mental 
health: 

The pressure for Australians surviving on a budget far below the 
recognised poverty rate exacerbates mental health problems and is 
counteractive to recovery and independence.30 

3.29 Based on her own lived experience, Ms Patricia Owen, who was on Newstart 
for a long time before recently starting her own business, summarised her 
views on the relationship between poverty and low levels of mental health: 

Precarious income, precarious housing, precarious mental health.31 

Social isolation 
3.30 As discussed in Chapter 2 of this report, people cannot afford to go out of their 

house for a cup of coffee, travel to see friends or attend community events. As 
a result, people are becoming socially isolated and feeling lonely, often 
resulting in the deterioration of their mental health.32 

                                                      
27 See for example: Marek Mrozkiewicz, Submission 264, p.1; Name Withheld, Submission 271, p. 1; 

Aeryn Brown, Submission 248, p. 3; Dr Karen Dean, Submission 317, p. 1; Ms Cat Nadel, Campaign 
Director, YOUNG Campaigns, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 54; Uniting Vic.Tas, 
Submission 54, p. 15. 

28 Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists, Submission 55, p. 1. 

29 Mental Health Australia, Submission 64, p. 3. 

30 Mr Harry Lovelock, Director, Policy and Projects, Mental Health Australia, Committee Hansard,  
10 October 2019, p. 33. 

31 Ms Patricia Owen, Tenant, Tenancy WA, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 44. 

32 See for example: COTA, Submission 79, p. 17; TasCOSS, Submission 23, p. 24; Salvation Army 
Australia, Submission 117, pp. 15–16; Name Withheld, Submission 247, p. 1; Ms Kelly Clark, Private 
Capacity, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 17; Diversity ACT Community Services, 
Submission 42, p. 3; Name Withheld, Submission 259, p. 1; Community Information and Support 
Victoria, Submission 9, p. 2. 
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3.31 Ms Nicole Bartholomeusz, Chief Executive of cohealth, contended that social 
isolation impacts on both physical and mental health: 

There's emerging research which is starting to show that social isolation—
particularly long-term social isolation—is the new smoking. The impact of 
long-term social isolation not just on an individual's mental health but also 
on their physical health—the impact on the increased risk of chronic 
disease and cardiovascular disease—is quite surprising.33 

3.32 COTA cited a survey undertaken by the Australian Psychological Society and 
Swinburne University of Technology, which found that ‘loneliness is strongly 
connected to poorer quality of life and lower psychological wellbeing’ and 
added: 

Loneliness also lowers the level of psychological health, with sufferers 
reporting higher levels of depression, anxiety, social difficulties and loss of 
confidence.34 

3.33 Joe, a 61 year old man on Newstart who cannot work because of a neck injury, 
described his situation:  

I’m lonely because I can’t afford to go out. It makes me feel down and out. 
Even with a concession it’s about $5 or $6 for a ticket to the footy, by the 
time I travel there, petrol, food it’s probably about $30. […] Mental health 
is an issue, you feel down and out, but you’ve just got to keep going.35 

3.34 A Newstart recipient highlighted how his loss of social interaction contributed 
to his depression: 

The isolation, particularly the social isolation and the loss of networks due 
to not being able to afford to socialise is incredibly depressing.36 

Stigma 
3.35 Adding to social isolation, many recipients of Newstart and related payments 

feel stigmatised, which also contributes to low levels of mental health.37 

3.36 St Vincent’s Health Australia (SVHA) noted an increasing amount of negative 
commentary by media and political commentators about people receiving 
income support, implying that income support recipients are ‘dole bludgers’ 
and unwilling to find a job.38 

                                                      
33 Ms Nicole Bartholomeusz, Chief Executive, cohealth, Committee Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 17. 

34 COTA, Submission 79, p. 17. 

35 TasCOSS, Submission 23, p. 25. 

36 Name Withheld, Submission 312, p. 1. 

37 See for example: Ms Adriana Malavisi, National Welfare Officer, National Union of Students, 
Committee Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 32; St Vincent de Paul Society, Submission 119, p. 4; 
Uniting Vic, Tas, Submission 54, p. 16; Name Withheld, Submission 454, p. 3. 

38 St Vincent’s Health Australia, Submission 89, p. 19. 
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3.37 SVHA further submitted that stereotyping and stigmatising people on income 
support payments negatively impacts people’s physical and mental health.39 

3.38 Private individuals reported that they felt worthless because of being labelled 
‘lazy’, ‘dole bludger’, ‘welfare cheat’ or described in other derogative terms.40 
This greatly impacts on people’s mental health: 

I feel that all I am now is a charity case, a burden, a leper, an outcast. Every 
single day I hear the leaders of this country with their vicious and 
dangerous rhetoric—'dole bludger', 'druggie', 'alcoholic', 'welfare cheat'. 
That's not who or what I am. That's not what my son is. That's not what 
any of us are. Every day I cry. Every day I think about suicide. Every day 
I'm angry.41 

Mental health conditions 
3.39 Private individuals on Newstart and related payments reported that they 

suffer from depression, anxiety and other serious mental health conditions.42 

3.40 The 100 Families WA project found that ‘69.3 per cent of family members 
participating in the study reported they had been diagnosed with at least one 
mental health condition, with anxiety disorders and depression the most 
common conditions’.43 

3.41 Ms Kym Goodes, CEO of TasCOSS, explained to the committee how the 
combination of factors associated with being on income support payments  
causes mental illness: 

Their sense of self-worth is at a point where the lack of rise of Newstart, 
the living in poverty, the drug-testing narrative, the discussion around 
cashless welfare cards and the compliance issues that they go through in 
that Centrelink process—all that combined is actually creating high levels 
of mental ill health, despair and anxiety amongst our population. That 
includes people who are in precarious employment right now, in fear of 
losing their job.44 

  

                                                      
39 St Vincent’s Health Australia, Submission 89, p. 20. 

40 See for example: Name Withheld, Submission 242, p. 1; Rita, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 
30 October 2019, p. 28; Debra, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 8 November 2019, p. 38. 

41 Rita, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 28. 

42 See for example: The Salvation Army, Submission 117, p. 84; Consumers Health Forum of 
Australia, Submission 15, p. 9; Confidential, Submission 319, p. 1; Name Withheld, Submission 312,  
p. 1. 

43 WACOSS, Submission 62, p. 15. 

44 Ms Kym Goodes, CEO, TasCOSS, Committee Hansard, 8 November 2019, p. 34. 
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Suicide 
3.42 The constant stress of living in poverty, and not being able to afford food and 

other essentials have led people to attempt suicide or take their own lives.45 

3.43 The inability to pay for medications aggravates conditions and can lead to 
suicide ideation or suicide attempts: 

I am currently supposed to be taking antidepressants, but I don't have the 
money for them. I have not been able to take my antidepressants in almost 
a year, simply because I don't have the money to pay for the prescription. 
In the time I have not been taking my antidepressants, I have attempted 
suicide on a number of occasions, so I need my prescription.46 

Young people 
3.44 In its submission, Orygen pointed out that research indicates a strong 

relationship between youth unemployment and low levels of mental health 
and wellbeing, and stated: 

Long-term unemployment can have significant effects on a young person’s 
mental health, including: greater levels of anxiety and depression, higher 
suicide rates, alienation and increased anti-social behaviour.47 

3.45 Similarly, Ms Anne Bainbridge, CEO of the Youth Affairs Council of South 
Australia, raised grave concerns about the impacts of being unemployed and 
living in poverty for young people: 

[…] the demoralising impact of being unemployed, and having to continue 
to meet obligations to get jobs that don't exist has a huge impact on 
people's self-esteem. Those things are not good for anyone, but if we're 
talking about 16- and 17- and 18- and 22-year-olds it has the potential to set 
them up for a lifetime of issues related to poverty. Even if they get out of 
poverty, some of those health impacts might have become entrenched […] 
and have become long term.48 

3.46 Ms Cat Nadel, Campaign Director at YOUNG Campaigns, stressed to the 
committee that her ‘generation is experiencing the highest rates of depression 
and anxiety in history, as well as the highest rates of youth unemployment’ 
and that there is a strong connection between the inadequacy of income 
support payments and the low levels of mental health experienced by young 
people.49 

                                                      
45 See for example: Wendy, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 33; Name 

Withheld, Submission 254, p. 1; John Carter, Submission 349, p. 1.  

46 Wendy, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 33. 

47 Orygen, Submission 26, p. 3. 

48 Ms Anne Bainbridge, CEO, Youth Affairs Council of South Australia, Committee Hansard,  
30 October 2019, p. 50. 

49 Ms Cat Nadel, Campaign Director, YOUNG Campaigns, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019,  
p. 54. 
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Access to mental health care 
3.47 Access to mental health care services is compounded by out-of-pocket costs, 

the limited number of sessions subsidised on a mental health plan and the 
limited number of clinicians that offer bulk-billed services.50 

3.48 Consumers Health Forum of Australia reported that the inability to afford to 
see a mental health professional exacerbated illness.51 

3.49 For example, a recipient of income support payments stated: 

I had to stop seeing my psychologist as I regularly couldn't afford the gap. 
This significantly impacted my mental health because I struggle with 
PTSD, anxiety, and depression, and am sometimes suicidal.52 

Economic impacts 
3.50 The committee heard on many occasions that the current rates of income 

support payments are resulting in increased costs to the health system.53 

3.51 For example, it increases the cost pressures on hospital budgets. According to a 
recent study led by Professor Alex Collie, Newstart recipients are 1.5 to 2 times 
more likely to visit a hospital than wage earners.54 

3.52 As discussed earlier, the delays to access health care because of financial 
hardship can lead to more serious health problems and subsequently to more 
costs to the health system.55 

3.53 The impact of mental ill-health on the economy is also significant. For 
example, a 2009 Australian study of the economic impact of mental ill-health 
experienced by 12-25 year olds found that the annual cost to the economy was 
over $10.6 billion.56 

3.54 According to Orygen, between 30 to 50 per cent of all new disability benefit 
claims are due to mental ill-health. Given the early onset of mental illness, 

                                                      
50 See for example: Name Withheld, Submission 312, p. 1; Name Withheld, Submission 271, p. 1; 

National Social Security Rights Network, Submission 114, p. 9; The Salvation Army, Submission 117, 
p. 84. 

51 Consumers Health Forum of Australia, Submission 15, p. 10. 

52 Consumers Health Forum of Australia, Submission 15, p. 10. 

53 See for example: Youth Affairs Council of South Australia, Submission 1, p. 2; Mr Chris Twomey, 
Leader, Policy and Research, WACOSS, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 7; ACOSS, 
Submission 74, p. 10; GetUp, Submission 137, p. 4. 

54 See for example: Justice Peace Office, Submission 41, p. 3; Consumers Health Forum of Australia, 
Submission 15, p. 8. 

55 COTA, Submission 79, p. 16. 

56 Orygen, Submission 26, p. 4. 
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there is a potential for a young person to spend more than 40 years on 
disability payments.57 

Benefits of an increase on health outcomes 
3.55 Inquiry participants pointed out that raising the rates of income support 

payments would reduce pressure and costs on the health system.58 

3.56 Justice Peace Office cited the recent study led by Professor Alex Collie as 
evidence that an increase of income support payment rates could turn the poor 
health outcomes of recipients of Newstart and related payments around and 
help them get back to work.59 

3.57 Other submitters also stressed that an increase in the rate of payments would 
help people become healthier.60 This would reduce pressure and costs on the 
health system.61 

3.58 For example, Mason who is on Newstart, told the committee that a modest 
increase would enable him to ‘be able to focus on being healthy’ and ‘afford 
something resembling adequate healthcare’.62 

Committee view 
3.59 The negative impacts of the current rates of income support payments on 

physical and mental health are highly concerning. The evidence received by 
the committee from health organisations and private individuals indicate that 
people experience a significant decline in their health and wellbeing as soon as 
they become reliant on income support payments. The causes and 
consequences of their deteriorating overall health are complex. However, it is 
clear that their inability to afford adequate and timely health care plays a 
significant role in their declining health. Additionally, as described by 
submitters, skipping medications and poor diet due to financial hardship 
worsen existing conditions and elevate the risks of medical complications.  

3.60 The committee agrees with inquiry participants that an increase in financial 
resources would have a positive impact on people’s overall health and reduce 
some pressures on the health budget.  

                                                      
57 Orygen, Submission 26, p. 4. 

58 See for example: Justice Peace Office, Submission 41, p. 3; Consumers Health Forum of Australia, 
Submission 15, p. 8; Youth Affairs Council of South Australia, Submission 1, p. 6. 

59 Justice Peace Office, Submission 41, p. 3. 

60 See for example: Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 11; cohealth, Submission 56, p. 1.  

61 See for example: Consumers Health Forum of Australia, Submission 15, p. 8; Ms Tessa Snowdon, 
Policy and Advocacy Officer, Northern Territory Council of Social Service (NTCOSS), Committee 
Hansard, 1 November 2019, p. 4; Youth Affairs Council of South Australia, Submission 1, p. 6. 

62 Mr Mason Wylie, Submission 301, p. 4. 
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3.61 The committee is of the view that out-of-pocket health costs significantly 
contribute to income support recipients facing challenges to access adequate 
healthcare. It is urgent to introduce measures to reduce medical costs for 
income support recipients and low-income earners. 

Recommendation 5 
3.62 The committee recommends the Australian Government introduce measures 

to further reduce out-of-pocket medical costs for low-income earners and 
income support recipients. 

3.63 The committee recognises the limitations of this inquiry to make adequate 
recommendations to address the growing health inequality in Australia and 
the complex issues associated with poverty and poor health outcomes. A better 
understanding of the extent of health inequality in Australia, its causes and 
broad consequences is warranted to enable the development of appropriate 
public health and social policies, including those related to the eligibility and 
rates of income support payments. 

Recommendation 6 
3.64 The committee recommends the Senate consider referring to the Community 

Affairs References Committee an inquiry into health inequality in Australia. 

Oral health 
3.65 The committee acknowledges that the low accessibility and high cost of dental 

care is not new and not limited to recipients of income support payments. It 
affects many other Australians. Ongoing pain, medical complications, 
hospitalisations and loss of teeth are common consequences of the inability to 
access and afford dental services. The committee notes that poor dental health 
was highlighted as a barrier to employment. 

3.66 The committee is of the view that more needs to be done to ensure Australians 
have regular and timely access to dental care services. The issues of access, 
costs and subsidies of dental care warrant investigation. 

Recommendation 7 
3.67 The committee recommends the Senate consider referring to the Community 

Affairs References Committee an inquiry into provision of dental care in 
Australia. 

Mental health 
3.68 As explained by mental health experts, the pressure of surviving on a budget 

below the poverty line exacerbates mental health problems. Stigma, isolation 
and financial stress are key factors to poor mental health. The committee 
agrees with submitters that an increase in financial resources would have 
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positive impacts on people’s mental health. However, much more is required 
to address the mental health issues experienced by those who receive income 
support payments.  

3.69 Importantly, a holistic and person-centred care approach is paramount to 
support people with mental health conditions. Mainstream employment 
services are generally not suited for this cohort as they are often not linked 
with other services. Chapter 5 of the report discusses employment services and 
some of the innovative programs that have successfully increased workforce 
participation for those experiencing mental illnesses. Such targeted programs 
need to be supported and adequately funded. With the anticipated impacts of 
COVID-19 on mental health, more than ever, jobseekers need to access 
appropriate support services that can meet their needs. 

3.70 The budget initiatives announced in the 2019 Federal Budget in relation to 
mental and suicide preventions need to be sustained and consolidated. The 
Australian Government must remain committed to allocating sufficient funds 
to community health initiatives, including those focused on adults and 
workers.63 

Domestic and family violence 
3.71 Australia has high rates of domestic and family violence: one in six Australian 

women and one in 16 men have been subjected, since the age of 15, to physical 
and/or sexual violence by a current or previous cohabiting partner.64 

3.72 The committee heard on numerous occasions that because of the low rates of 
income support payments, victims of domestic and family violence are unable 
to leave a violent relationship or are forced to return to their unsafe living 
circumstances.65 

Financial hardship 
3.73 Economic insecurity and the threat of poverty and homelessness is a 

significant barrier to victims of domestic violence leaving an abusive 
relationship. It is also one of the most common reasons why victims return to a 
violent relationship.66 

                                                      
63 Mental Health Australia, 2019 Budget Summary, 2 April 2019, https://mhaustralia.org/media-

releases/2019-federal-budget-summary (accessed 1 March 2020). 

64 St Vincent’s Health Australia, Submission 89, p. 7. 

65 See for example: Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 32; Domestic Violence 
Victoria, Submission 34, p. 1; St Vincent’s Health Australia, Submission 89, p. 8; National Social 
Security Rights Network, Submission 114, p. 5; Ms Angela Hartwig, CEO, Women's Council for 
Domestic & Family Violence Services (WA), Committee Hansard, 8 November 2019, p. 11. 

66 Domestic Violence Victoria, Submission 34, p. 1. 

https://mhaustralia.org/media-releases/2019-federal-budget-summary
https://mhaustralia.org/media-releases/2019-federal-budget-summary
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3.74 The Australian Association of Social Workers cited a study that estimates that 
leaving a violent relationship costs on average $18,000, and concluded: 

It is clear that the level of Newstart is so low that women and children are 
not able to meet these costs […] and often have no savings and no way to 
leave a violent partner.67 

3.75 In particular, the committee heard that the low rates of income support 
payments can make re-establishing stable housing more difficult. This leaves 
victims and children in poverty and unable to afford decent housing.68 

3.76 The National Social Security Rights Network stressed that for people trying to 
escape domestic and family violence, adequate income support payments are 
critical and added: 

People whose sole income is Centrelink payments often have no savings 
and no way to leave a violent home and set up a new one. The low rate of 
Newstart makes it very difficult for people to save enough money to cover 
a housing bond, rental payments, furniture and other associated costs of 
leaving.69 

3.77 As Dr Sarah Squire from Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand pointed out, 
links between economic insecurity and domestic violence are complex: 

Economic insecurity is not only a consequence of family violence but is 
itself a form of family violence—in the case of economic abuse, where there 
is a deliberate strategy to keep the victim economically unsafe in order to 
control them.70 

Social security system 
3.78 Submitters highlighted structural flaws in the social security system, which 

put victims of domestic and family violence at risk. These include delays in 
accessing payments for people in crisis, the restrictive criteria to access Crisis 
Payment and the expectation that people in relationships share income and 
assets resulting in ineligibility for income support payments or Centrelink 
debts for the victims.71 

Crisis Payment 
3.79 Crisis Payment is available to people in a range of circumstances, including 

those who have experienced domestic and family violence. It is a one-off 

                                                      
67 Australian Association of Social Workers, Submission 51, p. 5. 

68 Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI), Submission 125, p. 13. 

69 National Social Security Rights Network, Submission 114, p. 5. 

70 Dr Sarah Squire, Head of Women’s Research, Advocacy and Policy (WRAP) Centre, Good 
Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Committee Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 3. 

71 See for example: National Foundation for Australian Women, Submission 40, p. 10; Australian 
Women Against Violence Alliance, Submission 46, p. 10; Australian Association of Social Workers, 
Submission 51, p. 5; Domestic Violence Victoria, Submission 34, p. 1. 
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payment that equals the weekly rate of income support payment that the 
applicant usually gets (minus extra allowances and supplements). A person 
going through extreme circumstances can get up to four crisis payments over 
12 months.72 

3.80 Other eligibility rules include meeting residency rules and applying for crisis 
payment within seven days of an extreme event occurring.73 

3.81 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand and other submitters expressed the 
view that the current Crisis Payment system is ill-suited to people 
experiencing domestic and family violence because the window for claiming 
the payment is too short, the amount is too low and it is only accessible up to 
four times per year.74 

3.82 Submitters also mentioned that the residency requirements are forcing many 
victims, especially women on temporary visas, to stay with a violent partner.75 

Timeframe for claiming  
3.83 The inadequacy of the timeframe allocated to claim a crisis payment was 

discussed at a public hearing in Melbourne: 

The first issue that is recognised with the crisis payment is the tight time 
frame to apply […] I know from experience that that seven days is one of 
the first hurdles that prevent women from accessing the crisis payment.76 

3.84 The Australian Association of Social Workers argued that the seven days 
window to claim a Crisis Payment was too short for victims who may be 
traumatised and in need of support.77 

3.85 The Australian Women Against Violence Alliance (AWAVA) and other 
submitters recommended extending the claiming period to a minimum of 14 
days.78 

  

                                                      
72 Australian Government, Crisis Payment - How much you can get (accessed 15 January 2020). 

73 Australian Government, Crisis Payment - Who can get it (accessed 15 January 2020). 

74 See for example: Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 34; Australian Women 
Against Violence Alliance, Submission 46, pp. 10–11; Friends of Sole Parents Inc, Submission 153,  
p. 4. 

75 See for example: Australian Women Against Violence Alliance, Submission 46, p. 10; Good 
Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, pp. 35–36.  

76 Ms Terese Edwards, Committee Member, Australian Women Against Violence Alliance, Committee 
Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 3. 

77 Australian Association of Social Workers, Submission 51, p. 5. 

78 See for example: Ms Terese Edwards, Committee Member, Australian Women Against Violence 
Alliance, Committee Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 3; Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, 
Submission 6, p. 7; National Foundation for Australian Women, Submission 40, p.11. 

https://www.humanservices.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/crisis-payment/how-much-you-can-get
https://www.humanservices.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/crisis-payment/who-can-get-it
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Extend access 
3.86 Submitters argued that the Crisis Payment should not be restricted to four 

times in 12 months.79 

3.87 The National Foundation for Australian Women and other submitters 
recommended increasing the availability of the payment to up to six times in 
12 months.80 

Payments  
3.88 Submitters stressed that the Crisis Payment that is equivalent to only one-week 

income support payment was insufficient.81 

3.89 AWAVA recommended that the 'Crisis Payment be increased to the equivalent 
of four weeks single rate pension, at approximately $1640.82 

3.90 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand made some suggestions to better 
support victim survivors: 

[…] ensure they have access to both short-term crisis payments and more 
substantial and flexible supports that assist them to recover from the long-
term negative impacts of family violence.83 

Couple rule 
3.91 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand pointed out that the rules to determine 

the relationship status of a social security applicant are inadequate and can 
endanger victims by tying their access to income support to their perpetrators 
through the 'couple rule'.84 

3.92 The National Social Security Rights Network was concerned that the 'couple 
rule' can result in victim survivors receiving a lower rate of payment, which 
even further limits their ability to save up enough money to leave an abusive 
relationship.85 

                                                      
79 See for example: Australian Women Against Violence Alliance, Submission 46, p.11; Good 

Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 7. 

80 See for example: National Foundation for Australian Women, Submission 40, p.3; Good Shepherd 
Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 7; Australian Women Against Violence Alliance, 
Submission 46, p.11. 

81 See for example: Australian Women Against Violence Alliance, Submission 46, p.11; Australian 
Association of Social Workers, Submission 51, p. 5. 

82 Australian Women Against Violence Alliance, Submission 46, p.12. 

83 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 34. 

84 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 33. 

85 National Social Security Rights Network, Submission 114, p. 6. 
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3.93 Friends of Sole Parents Inc noted that the need to provide proof of single status 
was problematic for sole parents, 'meaning that they and their children are 
financially dependent on their violent partner for survival'.86 

3.94 The Victorian Government cited a study by  the Australian National Research 
Organisation for Women's Safety raising concerns about Centrelink's approach 
to the 'couple rule': 

Centrelink struggles to distinguish between genuine relationships and 
cases of abuse, and uses inappropriate information (including police and 
hospital records) to determine whether or not victim survivors are part of a 
couple.87 

Committee view 
3.95 The committee agrees with submitters that the social security system is not 

adequately supporting victims of domestic and family violence. The committee 
is very concerned that the low rates of income support payments contribute to 
putting victim survivors at elevated risk of domestic and family violence.  

3.96 The Crisis Payment rules and eligibility criteria should be reviewed to enable a 
more flexible approach to support people experiencing domestic and family 
violence. Additionally, as outlined in the Fourth Action Plan 2019-2022 – 
National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children 2010-2022, the 
Department of Social Services and Services Australia should immediately 
review options to provide faster access to payments and supports for people 
affected by family and domestic violence.88 

Recommendation 8 
3.97 The committee recommends the Department of Social Services immediately 

improve the level of and access to the supports available through Centrelink 
services  to victims of domestic and family violence, including: 

 the Crisis Payment eligibility criteria, including the number of times an 
individual can apply for the Crisis Payment; 

 the rates of payments; 
 the adequacy of Centrelink  rules and practices to establish the 

relationship status of a social security applicant;  
 the delays in accessing payments; and 
 the availability of trained and specialised staff operating in Centrelink 

offices to support victims of domestic and family violence.  

                                                      
86 Friends of Sole Parents Inc, Submission 153, p. 4. 

87 Victorian Government, Submission 161, p. 4. 

88 Australian Government, Fourth Action Plan 2019-2022 – National Plan to Reduce Violence against 
Women and their Children 2010-2022, 2019, p. 4. 



61 
 

 

Education 
3.98 Poverty has profound impacts on education outcomes for students of all ages, 

from young children to mature age university students.89 

Primary and secondary school students 
3.99 Recent work examining child poverty has shown that children who experience 

poverty have poorer cognitive and educational outcomes.90 

3.100 Having to live in precarious conditions, not eating regularly, missing out on 
school activities, not having access to educational resources contribute to 
poorer educational outcomes and entrench disadvantage.91 

Lack of access to educational resources and activities 
3.101 Inquiry participants reported that school children are disadvantaged as their 

parents cannot afford educational activities and materials, including school 
excursions, school uniforms and text books for their children.92 

3.102 Emergency relief organisations reported an increase in demand from low 
income families and single parents to cover education costs including 
uniforms, books, excursions and sports participation.93 

3.103 For example, the 2018 Economic and Social Impact Survey of people accessing 
Emergency Relief found that 55 per cent of families could not afford up-to-date 
school books and clothes for their children; and 63 per cent could not afford 
money for their children to participate in school activities.94 

3.104 Financial Counselling Australia noted that children missing out on activities 
such as school excursions are not only not receiving the same educational 
opportunities as others but are also likely to be psychologically impacted.95 

                                                      
89 See for example: The Benevolent Society, Submission 93, p. 3; Aboriginal Medical Services Alliance 

Northern Territory, Submission 155 – Attachment 1, pp. 4–5; Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 19; 
Queensland University of Technology Social Work and Human Services Student Society, 
Submission 82, p. 9. 

90 The Benevolent Society, Submission 93, p. 3. 

91 See for example: Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 19; Parkhill Primary School, Submission 126,  
p. 1; Berry Street, Submission 134, p. 2; Ms Kasy Chambers, Executive Director, Anglicare Australia, 
Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 38; Mr Mark Glasson, Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare 
WA, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, pp. 38–39. 

92 See for example: Financial Counselling Australia et al., Submission 122, p. 7; Initiatives for Women 
In Need, Submission 160, p. 15; Ms Kate Wheller, Executive Officer, Community Information & 
Support Victoria, Committee Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 41. 

93 Victorian Council of Social Service (VCOSS), Submission 47, p. 2. 

94 VCOSS, Submission 47, p. 2. 

95 Financial Counselling Australia et al., Submission 122, p. 8. 
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3.105 Similarly, Ms Helen Connolly, Commissioner for Children and Young People 
in South Australia, pointed out that poverty also impacts on school students' 
mental health and relationships with peers as they felt stigmatised and 
excluded.96 

Absenteeism  
3.106 The committee heard that poverty contributes to school absenteeism because 

parents cannot afford food for lunch boxes or other essentials such as clothing 
or hygiene products.97 For example, Renna told the committee: 

If I can't afford a school lunch, then I can't send my daughter to school—
and she hasn't been for the last two days.98 

3.107 The shame associated with the lack of money to pay for school excursions is 
also a cause of absenteeism: 

We see people who tell us that they keep their children back from school 
on days when there might be an excursion or even days where the money 
for an excursion is going to be collected, so that their child doesn't have to 
say, 'No, I can't go'.99 

3.108 The committee also heard evidence that school students whose parents cannot 
afford to buy their school uniforms are sent home by schools: 

We've got kids who have been turned away at the school gate from a state 
school because they don't have the correct uniform on. They were [sic] sent 
home and excluded from education because they haven't got the branded 
uniform.100 

Tertiary education students 
3.109 The inadequacy of Austudy, Youth Allowance and ABSTUDY payments are 

significantly impeding students' academic performance and ability to complete 
their studies.101 

                                                      
96 Ms Helen Connolly, Commissioner for Children and Young People, South Australia, Committee 

Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 14. 

97 See for example: The Salvation Army, Submission 117, p. 61; The National Council of Single 
Mothers Their Children Inc., Submission 120, p. 19; Parkhill Primary School, Submission 126, p. 1; 
Ms Helen Connolly, Commissioner for Children and Young People, South Australia, Committee 
Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 14. 

98 Renna, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 20. 

99 Ms Kasy Chambers, Executive Director, Anglicare Australia, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, 
p. 38. 

100 Ms Kate Wheller, Executive Officer, Community Information & Support Victoria, Committee 
Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 48. 

101 See for example: Universities Australia, Submission 21, pp. 3–4; QUT Social Work and Human 
Services Student Society, Submission 82, p. 1. 
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3.110 The 2017 Universities Australia Student Finances Survey showed that the 
financial stress experienced by students is significantly impacting their ability 
to study and complete courses.102 

3.111 Low income support payments increase the difficulties faced by students from 
low socioeconomic or disadvantaged backgrounds in entering and remaining 
engaged in higher education.103 

3.112 A 2018 survey commissioned by the Department of Education found that 22 
per cent of students from low socioeconomic status (SES) were considering 
leaving their studies compared with 18 per for high SES students. The survey 
found that the most common reasons for undergraduate students to consider 
leaving their studies included health or stress (45 per cent); finances (25 per 
cent) and the need to do paid work (25 per cent).104 

Impacts on ability to study 
3.113 Financial stress has a substantial effect on students' studies. A study 

undertaken by researchers from James Cook University found that among full-
time social-work students, the lack of sufficient income support payments 
resulted in: 

 59 per cent not having enough money for educational resources; 
 39 per cent needing to skip classes to attend a paid job; 
 50 per cent getting lower grades than they could have achieved; 
 23 per cent needing to defer a course or reduce their study load in order to 

work; and 
 26 per cent increase in the likelihood of dropping out of the course.105 

3.114 Insufficient income support contributes to students dropping out or 
university.106 According to the ANU Law Reform and Social Justice Research 
Hub, the loss resulting from students dropping out is not just to the 
individuals who incur on average a $12,000 debt as well as lost earning 
potential but to society as a whole, which benefits from having successful 
graduates of higher education.107 

  

                                                      
102 Universities Australia, Submission 21, p. 2. 

103 Australian National University Law Reform and Social Justice Research Hub, Submission 87, p. 7. 

104 Universities Australia, Submission 21, p. 2. 

105 Mr Len Baglow and Associate Professor Susan Gair, Submission 76, p. 6. 

106 Associate Professor Susan Gair, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 60. 

107 ANU Law Reform and Social Justice Research Hub, Submission 87, p. 7. 
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Part-time work 
3.115 Submitters were concerned that many full-time students have to work long 

hours to avoid poverty, which negatively impacts their ability to study and 
complete their courses.108 

3.116 For example, Universities Australia stated that having to work part-time 
affected students' completion rates: 

Studies have shown hours of part-time work are negatively correlated with 
completion of university courses, further highlighting the need to ensure 
adequate amount of student income support payment for students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.109 

3.117 While working part-time does have benefits, the long hours, workload 
pressures and mental health consequences are directly impacting on students' 
learning outcomes.110 

3.118 Financial stress, and the need to work, force some students to study part-time, 
leading to a delayed start of their professional career: 

Study needs to be undertaken part-time to combine employment and work 
to pay bills. If I was able to do it full time I would be qualified and 
contributing more to society as a social worker and starting my career. 
Instead it has to take longer while I answer phones still dreaming of the 
day I start my career.111 

Other issues with student income support programs 
3.119 Universities Australia stated that there are 'critical weaknesses in the 

administration of student income support programs including long delays in 
processing times and a lack of clarity about decisions that are taken'.112 

3.120 In particular, Universities Australia is concerned that this has resulted in new 
students commencing university without having confirmation of income 
support.113 

3.121 The Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations is concerned that access 
to income support for low-income domestic postgraduate research and 
coursework students is restricted to a limited number of courses.114 

                                                      
108 See for example: Australian Association of Social Workers, Submission 51, p. 6; Mr Len Baglow, 

Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, pp. 55–56.  

109 Universities Australia, Submission 21, p. 2. 

110 QUT Social Work and Human Services Student Society, Submission 82, p. 3. 

111 Mr Len Baglow and Associate Professor Susan Gair, Submission 76, p. 9. 

112 Universities Australia, Submission 21, p. 4. 

113 Universities Australia, Submission 21, p. 4. 

114 Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations, Submission 43, p. 4. 
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3.122 Submitters called for a review and an easing of eligibility criteria to support 
students in their tertiary studies.115 

3.123 The University of Sydney pointed out that the adequacy of the student income 
support system and its administration has not been independently reviewed 
since the review led by Professor Kwong Lee Dow in 2011.116 

Committee view 
3.124 As demonstrated by the evidence received by the committee, the 

disadvantages faced by children and young people whose parents rely on 
income support payments are myriad. The committee is particularly concerned 
that academic potential is significantly compromised when parents cannot 
afford basic essentials such as food for lunch boxes, school uniforms and 
educational text books. As described by submitters, the cost of education, even 
in public schools, has become prohibitive for low income families.117 Allowing 
the JobSeeker Payment to fall below the poverty line is likely to further 
entrench intergenerational disadvantage. By not getting the same educational 
opportunities as their peers in primary and secondary school, these children 
are likely to struggle to complete an education and, ultimately, this may 
compromise their prospects to secure stable employment when they leave the 
education system. This is also likely to increase their risk of becoming reliant 
on income support payments in their adulthood. 

Tertiary education  
3.125 The high rate of student poverty demonstrates the inadequacy of the rates of 

income-support payments available to students, including Youth Allowance, 
Newstart, Austudy and ABSTUDY. It is deeply concerning that students are 
dropping out of courses or taking longer to complete their education because 
of inadequate supports and investments from the Australian Government. 
Investing in education and training is paramount to ensuring Australians 
adapt as jobs change and are increasingly relying on knowledge and cognition 
rather than manual labour. If the Australian Government wishes to increase 
the prospects of the unemployed, they must better support students of all ages, 
including mature-age students, to attend and complete tertiary education 
courses through increasing Austudy and ABSTUDY rates of payments. 
Additionally, based on the evidence received by the committee, it would be 
beneficial to review eligibility criteria of these allowances and examine the 

                                                      
115 See for example: Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations, Submission 43, p. 4; QUT Social 

Work and Human Services Student Society, Submission 82, p. 10. 

116 The University of Sydney, Submission 116, p. 4. 

117 Dr Jennifer Borrell, Advocacy and Policy Manager, Community Information & Support Victoria, 
Committee Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 47. 
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adequacy of the Centrelink processes to ensure students are not penalised by 
delays and / or interruptions of payments. 

Recommendation 9 
3.126 The committee recommends the Australian Government immediately 

undertake a review of Austudy and ABSTUDY to examine: 

 the adequacy of the eligibility criteria; 
 the appropriateness of the  application process and timeliness of 

decisions; and 
 determine rates of payments that ensure people do not live in poverty. 

Recommendation 10 
3.127 The committee recommends the Australian Government commission in 2021 

an independent review of the student income support system and its 
administration. 
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Chapter 4 
Bridging the funding gap 

4.1 The committee received extensive evidence in relation to the negative impacts 
of the rates of income support payments on communities, the charity and 
community services sectors, government services and budgets, and local 
economies.1 

4.2 In particular, the committee heard that the failure to increase Newstart is 
putting resource and financial pressures on emergency relief services and 
other community services.2 

4.3 The view shared by many submitters is that the onus of supporting people on 
working-age payments has shifted from the Commonwealth government to 
individuals, charities, community services organisations and other levels of 
governments.3 

4.4 For example, St Vincent’s Health Australia contended that hospitals, charities, 
community service organisations, and other government agencies are 
regularly picking up the real cost of supporting Newstart recipients.4 

4.5 This chapter first examines how individuals make significant contributions to 
support people on income support payments. Secondly, the chapter focuses on 
the impacts of the overall increased demand for services and emergency relief 
assistance on organisations.  

4.6 Then, the chapter explores the impacts on the social fabric of communities, 
local government services as well as state and territory services and budgets. 

4.7 Finally, the chapter discusses the impacts on local and regional economies, and 
the anticipated economic benefits of an increase in the rates of income support 
payments. 

                                                      
1 See for example: Mr Walter Shaw, Chief Executive Officer (CEO), Tangentyere Council Aboriginal 

Corporation, Committee Hansard, p. 15; St Vincent’s Health Australia, Submission 89, p. 23; 
Community Industry Group, Submission 24, p. 2; Australian Local Government Association, 
Submission 7, p. 4. 

2 See for example: Mr Samuel Wainwright, Councillor, Hilton Ward, City of Fremantle, Committee 
Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 30; Community Industry Group, Submission 24, p. 2; Ms Kasy 
Chambers, Executive Director, Anglicare Australia, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 39; 
Youth Network of Tasmania, answers to questions on notice, received 25 November 2019, p. 3. 

3 See for example: Financial Counselling Australia et al., Submission 122, p. 21; Western Australia 
Council of Social Service (WACOSS) and Financial Counsellors Association of Western Australia 
(FCAWA), Submission 62, p. 5; TasCOSS, Submission 23, p. 35; Australian Local Government 
Association, Submission 7, p. 4. 

4 St Vincent’s Health Australia, Submission 89, p. 23. 
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Individuals  
4.8 Many Australians support people on income support payments who 

experience poverty. They do it either directly by helping their kin or friends in 
need or through volunteering and donating funds and goods to charities. 

4.9 The committee received evidence that people on income support payments 
have to rely on family and friends to cover some basic expenses and survive.5 

4.10 On many occasions, inquiry participants who receive income support 
payments told the committee that they found asking family and friends for 
help often difficult, embarrassing and demeaning.6 

Housing 
4.11 Friends and family regularly help out with bills and are often instrumental in 

ensuring that people don't become homeless.7 

4.12 A 61 year old widow who lived on her superannuation before receiving 
Newstart explained her housing situation: 

My daughter and her family moved in with me as I could not afford the 
rent anywhere and if it was not for her I would be on the streets.8 

4.13 Craig who is 51 years old and has been both on Newstart and the Disability 
Support Pension over the last few years told the committee: 

I've only managed to keep a roof over my head and the electricity turned 
on through the generosity of family, which is an awful position for anyone 
to be put in, especially at my age.9 

Other supports 
4.14 Friends and family also help through covering other costs such as food, car 

registration and health-related expenses.10 For example, Annie Nelson 
commented that she had the 'good fortune' to have a mother who could cover 
some of her medical costs to enable her to get well and gain employment 
again. She concluded: 

                                                      
5 See for example: Mr Jeromie Williams, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 53;  

Craig, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 1 November 2019, p. 20; Name Withheld, Submission 
200, p. 1; Name Withheld, Submission 218, p. 1; Name Withheld, Submission 312, p. 1. 

6 See for example: Name Withheld, Submission 312, p. 1; Craig, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 
1 November 2019, p. 20; Margaret Talent, Submission 318, p. 1. 

7 See for example: Name Withheld, Submission 217, p. 1; Name Withheld, Submission 450, p. 1; Name 
Withheld, Submission 357, p. 1; Ms Emily Ruth Lightfoot, Submission 400, p. 11. 

8 Name Withheld, Submission 217, p. 1. 

9 Craig, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 1 November 2019, p. 20. 

10 Margaret Talent, Submission 318, p. 1. 
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We are told that Newstart is adequate and is assisting people to gain 
employment. It is my mother who has assisted me. Clearly, not Newstart.11 

4.15 Margaret Talent, a 61 year old recipient of Newstart living in rural Victoria 
relies on her children's support: 

My adult children have also been bringing me meals […] They have also 
bought me a mobile phone to keep contact with the outside world. I feel 
like a burden on them. They can't afford to be carrying me and I can't keep 
relying on handouts.12 

4.16 Private individuals also talked about having to regularly seek financial help or 
borrow money from family and friends to cover their living expenses.13 

4.17 For example, the 100 Families WA project found that 52 per cent of the families 
that participated in its survey sought financial help from friends or family 
during the year prior to the survey.14 

4.18 A 59 year old woman on Newstart told the committee that she has to borrow 
money from her family to cover the costs of medical treatment for her lung 
cancer: 

If I have to pay for specialist visits, tests, medicine or anything out of the 
blue I have to borrow from my family. I insist on paying them back as they 
also have their own financial struggles. It often takes months to repay.15 

Volunteering by income support recipients  
4.19 Income support recipients themselves often help others in need through 

volunteering for charities. They do it by choice or because of the compliance 
requirements attached to their payments.16 

4.20 Alarmingly, for those who wish to volunteer, the inability to cover the costs of 
transport can impede their ability to make a valuable contribution to charitable 
activities, including emergency services: 

I am a volunteer firey. I can walk there for training if I have to. […] I have 
the paperwork to be a volunteer ambo too, but the stations that need help 
are an hour away - and that puts that idea in jeopardy.17 

                                                      
11 Annie Nelson, Submission 457, p. 1. 

12 Margaret Talent, Submission 318, p. 1. 

13 See for example: The National Council of Single Mothers Their Children Inc., Submission 120, p. 22; 
Name Withheld, Submission 208, p. 3; TasCOSS, Submission 23, p. 15; WACOSS and FCAWA, 
Submission 62, p. 13. 

14 WACOSS and FCAWA, Submission 62, p. 13. 

15 Name Withheld, Submission 340, p. 1. 

16 See for example: Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 24; TasCOSS, Submission 
23, p. 27; South Port Community Housing Group Inc., Submission 67, p. 4; Ellen Kronen, Submission 
396, p. 3; Name Withheld, Submission 369, p. 3; Name Withheld, Submission 448, p. 1. 

17 TasCOSS, Submission 23, p. 12. 
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4.21 COTA pointed out that volunteers on income-support payments are deterred 
from volunteering because of the 'personal expenses incurred, lack of 
reimbursement for out-of-pocket expenses and burdensome administrative 
requirements'.18 

Community sector 
4.22 Inquiry participants highlighted that the current level of income support 

payments are driving people to increasingly rely on community services and 
charities.19 

4.23 In order to feed themselves, have a roof over their heads, wear clothes or run a 
car, income-support recipients routinely seek help from charities.20 They also 
seek support for other services such as health and disability support services, 
financial counselling or pre-employment services.21 

Demand for emergency relief assistance 
4.24 According to submitters, there has been a significant increase in recipients of 

Newstart and related payments seeking emergency relief assistance.22 

4.25 A recent survey of people living on Newstart undertaken in Victoria by the 
Financial and Consumer Rights Council found that 84 per cent of respondents 
had accessed emergency relief services in the past 12 months.23 

4.26 Mark who works for the Addison Road Community organisation, told the 
committee: 

I am involved with the food pantry there, amongst other projects. We're 
feeding around 1,300 families a week. It's a food rescue and food security 
program. The numbers there have doubled across the last year. I think it's 

                                                      
18 COTA, Submission 79, p. 22. 

19 See for example: Community Industry Group, Submission 24, p. 2; TasCOSS, Submission 23, p. 35; 
Mr Andrew Hillier, Chief Executive Officer, Loaves and Fishes Australia, Committee Hansard,  
8 November 2019; Youth Network of Tasmania, answers to questions on notice, received  
25 November 2019, p. 3; Uniting Vic. Tas, Submission 54, p. 9.  

20 See for example: The Salvation Army Australia, Submission 117, p. 52; St Vincent de Paul Society, 
Submission 119, p. 12; Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 4;  Name Withheld, Submission 337, p. 1; Name 
Withheld, Submission 342, p. 2; Name Withheld, Submission 367, p. 2; Name Withheld, Submission 
377, p. 2. 

21 Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 5.  

22 See for example: Youth Network of Tasmania, answers to questions on notice, received  
25 November 2019, p. 3; Ms Kasy Chambers, Executive Director, Anglicare Australia, Committee 
Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 39; Australian Neighbourhood Houses & Centres Association, 
Submission 133, p. 10.  

23 Financial Counselling Australia et al., Submission 122, p. 7. 
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a pretty telling thermometer to the struggles people are having with 
unemployment, with Newstart and with poverty more generally.24 

Turning people away 
4.27 Due to the increase in demand for emergency relief assistance, many charities 

have to turn people away as they do not have enough capacity and resources 
to meet the demand.25 

4.28 For example Reverend Professor Peter Sandeman, CEO of Anglicare SA told 
the committee that his agency has to turn away people by 11.00am as they're 
already 'booked up' and explained: 

It's when the appointments for the day fill up. All providers work on fairly 
similar systems. People turn up, they're placed in a queue, and then, at a 
certain time, all appointments are taken. That roughly equates to all money 
being taken. All the resources are taken, roughly. So we run out of ability 
to help long before the queue is exhausted.  […] They have nowhere to go. 
It's as simple as that. […] It's oversubscribed.26 

4.29 Similarly, Ms Brianna Casey, CEO of Foodbank Australia said that Foodbank 
does not have enough food and groceries to provide for those in need.27 

4.30 An Emergency Relief Coordinator at Mission Australia working in WA stated: 

We get about 500-800 calls for assistance per week asking for emergency 
relief or other similar support. We can only take about 15 appointments a 
day and we just don't have capacity to help them all. Most of the people 
that call us are on Newstart or Youth Allowance.28 

4.31 Income support recipients also mentioned that they cannot access emergency 
relief assistance each time they need help, as charities are either already at 
capacity or have put access restrictions in place to limit the number of visits an 
individual can make over a defined period, generally three months.29 

  

                                                      
24 Mark, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 27. 

25 See for example: Reverend Professor Peter Sandeman, Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare SA, 
Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 39; Ms Susan Tilley, Manager, Aboriginal Policy and 
Advocacy, Uniting Communities, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019; Ms Kasy Chambers, 
Executive Director, Anglicare Australia, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 39; Mission 
Australia, Submission 123, p. 25.  

26 Reverend Professor Peter Sandeman, Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare SA, Committee Hansard,  
30 October 2019, pp. 39 and 41. 

27 Ms Brianna Casey, Chief Executive of Officer, Foodbank Australia, Committee Hansard, 11 October 
2019, p. 25. 

28 Mission Australia, Submission 123, p. 25. 

29 See for example: Ms Helen Hey, Submission 298, p. 4; Rodney Gauld, Submission 372, p. 2. 
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Sector under financial pressures 
4.32 Charities may have a range of income streams to fund their activities, 

including federal and state funding, benefactors, donations, and income from 
fundraising, events or business ventures such as op shops.30 

4.33 However, many small local charities do not get government funding and 
solely rely on volunteers and donations from individuals and businesses.31 

4.34 In addition to the evidence in relation to charities not being able to meet the 
demand for emergency relief, community service providers argued that the 
low levels of income support payments are resulting in community services 
having to do more despite usually being underfunded.32 

Cost-shifting 
4.35 Due to the large amount of support provided by charities to assist people on 

income support payment, the Community Industry Group contended that the 
current policies on income support payments 'may be regarded as a form of 
cost-shifting to the charity and not-for-profit sector'.33 

4.36 As many charities and not-for-profit organisations providing support services 
to people on income support payments receive state or territory government 
funding, the Tasmanian Council of Social Services expressed the view that the 
increased demand on services is resulting in cost-shifting from the 
Commonwealth to states and territories' budgets.34 

4.37 Similarly, the Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare Inc. noted 
that because the shifting of costs from the Commonwealth to state-funded 
services is largely hidden, it is difficult to determine the 'true cost and impact 
of the inadequacy of Newstart on families, service providers and 
communities.35 

  

                                                      
30 Mr Vyvyan Allchin, Regional President, St Vincent de Paul Society, Committee Hansard,  

8 November 2019, p. 30. 

31 See: Ms Kirsten Ritchie, Public Officer, Strike It Out Inc, Committee Hansard, 8 November 2019,  
p. 30; Strike It Out Inc, additional information, received 20 November 2019. 

32 See for example: Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 22; Reverend Professor 
Peter Sandeman, Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare SA, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 39; 
Uniting Vic.TAS, answers to questions on notice, received 20 November 2019, p. 2. 

33 Community Industry Group, Submission 24, p. 2. 

34 TasCOSS, Submission 23, p. 35. 

35 Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare Inc., Submission 150, pp. 6 and 40. 
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Benefits of an increase on the sector 
4.38 Submitters noted that one of the economic benefits of an increase of the rates of 

income support payments would be relieving pressure on charity 
organisations and enabling them to focus on other disadvantaged groups.36 

4.39 According to Per Capita, with an increase of Newstart and related payments, 
the ability to focus on other disadvantaged groups would likely reduce 
demand on the healthcare system, law enforcement and emergency services.37 

State and territory governments 
4.40 Inquiry participants, who talked about cost-shifting from the Commonwealth 

to state and territory government budgets, argued that states and territories 
provide significant subsidies to address the inadequacy of Newstart.38 

4.41 For example, the Western Australia Council of Social Service and Financial 
Counsellors Association of Western Australia stated: 

The failure of the Commonwealth Government so far to increase the rate 
shifts significant costs on States and Territories, creating greater need and 
demand for essential housing-support systems, emergency relief and the 
provision of community services.39 

4.42 The ACT Government contended that state and territory governments do their 
share of supporting income support recipients through concessions and 
subsidies such as driver licence discounts, rental bonds, health or utilities 
concessions.40 

4.43 The Victorian Government submitted it has made significant investment in 
supporting long-term jobseekers who rely on Newstart, through the Jobs 
Victoria Initiative.41 

4.44 The ACT Government called for the Federal Government to 'do more' to 
provide adequate income support for those on Newstart, pointing out that 
'ensuring an adequate living for Newstart recipients cannot be done by state 
and territory governments alone'.42 

4.45 The Victorian Government highlighted the benefits of adequate levels of 
Newstart on government services: 

                                                      
36 See for example: Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 28; Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 6.  

37 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 28. 

38 See for example: Mr Chris Twomey, Policy and Research, WACOSS, Committee Hansard,  
6 November 2019, p. 4; WACOSS and FCAWA, Submission 62, p. 5; TasCOSS, Submission 23, p. 35. 

39 WACOSS and FCAWA, Submission 62, p. 5. 

40 ACT Government, Submission 2, p. 2. 

41 Victorian Government, Submission 161, p. 12. 

42 ACT Government, Submission 2, p. 2. 
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Adequate levels of Newstart would assist disadvantaged Victorians and 
Australians to participate in and contribute more fully to society, while 
also reducing the demand on Commonwealth and State Government 
services in areas such as housing, health and the justice system.43 

Local governments 
4.46 The Australian Local Government Association (ALGA) explained that poverty 

within the community creates additional demands on local government 
services.44 

4.47 The combination of disadvantage and the inadequacy of income support 
payments also places increased burdens on local government services.45 

4.48 It also impacts the social fabric of communities. The Central Coast Council's 
view quoted below was similar to many of the local councils that submitted to 
the inquiry:  

While payment of Newstart and Youth Allowance is a federal government 
responsibility, it is at a local level where the effects of poverty are felt. 
Social issues such as unemployment, homelessness, lack of affordable 
housing, poverty and domestic violence have significant impacts on many 
residents within the […] community.46 

Housing stress and homelessness 
4.49 Local councils submitted there has been a rise in housing stress and 

homelessness in their communities because of the inadequate rates of income-
support payments.47 

4.50 For example, at a public hearing in Elizabeth, all three mayors of councils 
located in areas of high unemployment in the Adelaide region told the 
committee that they have seen an increase in rough sleepers in their 
communities.48 

4.51 To support residents, some councils such as the City of Salisbury have stepped 
in to address housing stress in their community: 

                                                      
43 Victorian Government, Submission 161, p. 12. 

44 Australian Local Government Association, Submission 7, p. 3. 

45 City of Greater Dandenong, Submission 22, p. 1. 

46 Central Coast Council, Submission 11, p. 18. 

47 See for example: Central Coast Council, Submission 11, p. 16; Moreland City Council, Submission 30, 
p. 2; City of Yarra, Submission 58, p. 4; Mr Samuel Wainwright, Councillor, Hilton Ward, City of 
Fremantle, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 30. 

48 Mayor Glenn Docherty, City of Playford, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 11; Ms Pippa 
Webb, General Manager Community Development, City of Salisbury,  Committee Hansard,  
30 October 2019, p. 10; Mayor Claire Boan, City of Port Adelaide, Committee Hansard, 30 October 
2019, p. 11. 
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On the housing front, we also have a strategic property portfolio. […] We 
work closely with developers in areas, and we've got a number of 
developments where we've been able to make available, through that 
strategic property arm, low-cost housing for our community.49 

4.52 The impacts on the whole community cannot be underestimated. For example, 
Ms Samuel Wainwright, a Councillor from the City of Fremantle reported that 
the rise in homelessness can create tensions in the community and triggers 
calls on local councils 'to clean up the streets'.50 

Investing in support services 
4.53 Local governments have invested in providing support to people on income 

support payments or low-incomes. They often provide discounted or free 
services ranging from transport and waste disposal to practical home support 
and assistance with resume writing.51 

4.54 Many local councils have also invested in developing and running innovative 
programs that directly support people on income support payments. For 
example, the City of Melbourne has invested in a dedicated social worker to 
work in its libraries to provide support services to people at risk such as those 
experiencing homelessness.52 

4.55 The City of Playford provides a number of services to support people on 
Newstart or on a low income, including through their two food co-ops and 
pre-employment programs.53 

Calls for an immediate increase 
4.56 ALGA contended that, in many cases, local governments are left addressing 

the impacts of an inadequate safety net on a daily basis, and added: 

This is in effect cost shifting from the Australian Government, which raises 
over 80 per cent of Australia's tax revenue, to local governments who raise 
only 3.6 percent of the nation's tax revenue.54 

4.57 ALGA advised the committee that, at the 2019 National General Assembly of 
Local Governments, the following motion was supported: 

                                                      
49 Ms Pippa Webb, General Manager Community Development, City of Salisbury,  Committee 

Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 4. 

50 Mr Samuel Wainwright, Councillor, Hilton Ward, City of Fremantle, Committee Hansard,  
6 November 2019, p. 30. 

51 See for example: City of Port Adelaide Enfield, Submission 8, p. 2; Mayor Glenn Docherty, City of 
Playford, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 2. 

52 Australian Local Government Association, Submission 7, p. 4. 

53 Mayor Glenn Docherty, City of Playford, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, pp. 2 and 4. 

54 Australian Local Government Association, Submission 7, p. 4. 
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The National General Assembly calls on the federal government to 
significantly raise Newstart, Youth Allowance and all underfunded social 
security payments and that all payments be indexed at the same rate as the 
pension as this has been recognised as an absolute minimum standard of 
living.55 

4.58 All the local government councils that participated in the inquiry also strongly 
advocated for substantially increasing the rate of Newstart and other related 
income support payments.56 

Local and regional economies 
4.59 As many small businesses rely on local trade, unemployment and low rates of 

income support payments are negatively impacting local businesses. This is 
particularly felt by businesses operating in disadvantaged areas and regions 
recovering from natural disasters.57 

4.60 Regional Development Australia Tasmania noted that the negative impacts are 
felt by regional businesses, small and large and that an increase in payments 
would have a positive flow-on effect to the local economy.58 

Benefits of an increase 
4.61 Many submitters commented on how an increase in income support payments 

would directly benefit regional economies.59 

4.62 At a public hearing in Perth, Mr Chris Twomey, Leader, Policy and Research at 
WACOSS stressed to the committee that an increase to Newstart and related 
payments would immediately stimulate local economies: 

[…] we know that every dollar that someone on a low income earns goes 
straight into essential goods and service — goes straight into the local 
economy.60 

                                                      
55 Australian Local Government Association, Submission 7, p. 3. 

56 See for example: City of Port Adelaide Enfield, Submission 8, p. 3; Central Coast Council, 
Submission 11, p. 16; City of Greater Dandenong, Submission 22, p. 1; Moreland City Council, 
Submission 30, p. 1; City of Fremantle, Submission 31, p. 2; City of Salisbury, Submission 66, p. 7; City 
of Playford, Submission 101, p. 1; City of Sydney, Submission 112, p. 2; City of Hobart, Submission 
132, p. 2; Inner West Council, Submission 156, p. 1; City of Yarra, Submission 58, p. 1. 

57 Lismore Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Submission 154, p. 2. 

58 Regional Development Australia Tasmania, Submission 159, p. 2. 

59 See for example: Dr John Boffa, Chief Medical Officer, Central Australian Aboriginal Congress 
Aboriginal Corporation, Committee Hansard, 1 November 2019, p. 12; Ms Kym Goodes, Chief 
Executive Officer, TasCOSS, Committee Hansard, 8 November 2019, p. 36; Lismore Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry, Submission 154, p. 2. 

60 Mr Chris Twomey, Leader, Policy and Research, WACOSS, Committee Hansard, 8 November 2019, 
p. 2. 
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4.63 Per Capita expressed the view that increasing income support payments 
would act as 'a well targeted employment creation stimulus' because the 
money will be spent locally, increasing the turnover of local businesses, which 
then would result in the creation of new employment opportunities, 
particularly in places of high unemployment where the increase in spending 
would be the greatest.61 

Regional Australia 
4.64 Submitters pointed out that, according to Deloitte Access Economics, an 

increase to Newstart and related payments would especially greatly benefit 
regional Australia because of the greater number of people receiving 
allowances in these areas, and the fact that people would spend the majority of 
their income locally.62 

4.65 The Country Women's Association of Australia is of the view that an increase 
to Newstart and related payments would greatly benefit regional and remote 
areas where the economic conditions are continuing to deteriorate because of 
the drought.63 

Committee view 
4.66 The evidence discussed in this chapter reinforces the findings of chapters 2 and 

3 of this report. The Jobseeker Payment and Youth Allowance are not fit-for-
purpose. They do not provide an adequate safety net for those who are 
unemployed.  

4.67 Individuals, charities and community services have stepped in to overcome 
the gaps in funding and provide some temporary relief to those who live in 
poverty because of their inadequate income support payments. The relief and 
support provided by the generosity of individuals and the charity and 
community services sectors do not and cannot supplant the role of the social 
security system.  

Charities and emergency relief assistance 
4.68 The committee is concerned that the charity sector is under increased financial 

pressure due to the demand for emergency relief assistance and other 
important support services. Turning people away suggests that the sector is no 
longer coping. 

4.69 The committee acknowledges that federal, state and territory governments 
provide funding to the charity sector to deliver services that provide a social 

                                                      
61 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 28.  

62 See for example: Uniting Vic.TaS, answer to questions on notice, received 20 November 2019, p. 1; 
Legal Aid Queensland, Submission 88, p. 14; Mission Australia, Submission 123, pp. 23–24. 

63 Country Women's Association of Australia, Submission 96, p. 2. 
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safety net. The level of funding is clearly not enough to address the lack of 
resources of many charities delivering essential services, including emergency 
relief.  

4.70 The committee is of the view that the most efficient way to reduce some of the 
resource and financial pressures experienced by the sector is through a direct 
increase of the JobSeeker Payment and Youth Allowance payment rates. This 
would enable charities delivering emergency relief assistance to focus on those 
who have fallen through the cracks of the social security system, to respond to 
disasters such as the recent bush fires, drought and flooding, and focus their 
resources on individuals in crisis.  

Local governments 
4.71 Local governments are inherently attuned to community needs and priorities. 

They see first-hand the impacts of federal, state and territory governments' 
social policies and programs. The fact that local councils have passed a formal 
motion at the 2019 National General Assembly of Local Governments to 
significantly raise all underfunded social security payments, including 
Newstart and Youth Allowance is another clear signal that there is a need to 
immediately raise social security payments for those unemployed and start a 
broader review of the income support system. 

Costs of current polices on income support payments 
4.72 The committee notes evidence that current policies on income support 

payments have resulted in cost-shifting from the commonwealth to other 
governments' budgets and the not-for-profit sector. The real cost of the current 
policies to other government agencies such as health, state, territory and local 
governments, and the not-for-profit sector is unknown, but likely to be 
significant.  

4.73 Submitters mentioned on numerous occasions the negative impacts of current 
social security policies on regional and local economies. However, the 
economic shortfall on local economies has not been quantified.  

4.74 The committee is of the view that an economic-impact study of the costs of the 
current income support policies to the community services sector, other 
government agencies and the economy should be undertaken by the 
Productivity Commission.  

Recommendation 11 
4.75 The committee recommends the Productivity Commission consider 

undertaking a study of the economic impacts of the income support 
payment policies on the not-for-profit sector; other federal government 
agencies; state, territory and local governments; and local economies.  
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Chapter 5 
Barriers to employment 

5.1 The committee received evidence about the significant difficulties faced by 
income support recipients seeking employment. Organisations and individuals 
alike identified numerous barriers to employment faced by all job seekers who 
rely on income support payments.1 

5.2 This chapter examines the difficulties posed by the state of the labour market, 
at the time the committee was receiving evidence, including a lack of entry-
level jobs, the changing nature of work, the increasing number of 
underemployed workers and the effects of long-term employment on an 
individual's prospects for getting a job.   

5.3 The committee acknowledges that due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the state of 
national and global labour markets has changed dramatically. As a 
consequence, jobseekers will face a range of new and unprecedented barriers 
to employment which will need to be addressed in the coming months.  

5.4 This chapter also explores how poverty is in itself a key barrier to employment.  

5.5 Finally this chapter discusses the challenges associated with fulfilling mutual 
obligation requirements and the effectiveness of employment programs.  

Labour market  
5.6 The Australian Government has consistently put forward that the best form of 

welfare is a job.2 However, the committee received considerable evidence that 
finding and keeping a job that earns enough to no longer require income 
support in the labour market is made difficult by a range of factors including a 
lack of available positions, particularly at entry level, the changing nature of 
work, and the increasing casualisation of jobs in Australia.3 

5.7 As noted in Chapter 1, Australia's labour market was considered to be 
performing well, with an unemployment rate of 5.1 per cent. The multi-agency 

                                                      
1 See for example: Orygen, Submission 26, p. 4–7; Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 

38, p. 12; Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 9; Business Council of Australia, Submission 147, p. 5. 

2 Liberal Party of Australia, Our Plan, 'Welfare to Work', (accessed 26 February 2020).   

3 See for example: Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 8; Australian Council of Social Service 
(ACOSS), Submission 74, p. 12; Science Party, Submission 84, p. 3; Accountable Income Management 
Network, Submission 97, p. 8; Mission Australia, Submission 123, p. 9; GetUp, Submission 137, p 3; 
Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 6; Aboriginal Peak Organisations Northern Territory, Submission 
151, p. 10. 

https://www.liberal.org.au/our-plan/welfare


80 
 

 

government submission noted that this rate had remained steady, under the 
10-year average of 5.5 per cent.4 

5.8 However, growing rates of underemployment and increasing levels of long-
term unemployment point to a labour market struggling to keep up with the 
growing working-age population of Australia.5 

5.9 The Youth Affairs Council of South Australia (YACSA) considered that the 
rhetoric that surrounds income support recipients is underpinned by the belief 
that Australia is enjoying a period of full employment. Yet, YACSA noted that 
the statistics 'paint a picture of an increasingly dismal employment market 
where thousands of people across the country are struggling to find 
appropriate and ongoing employment'.6 

The natural rate of unemployment  
5.10 Full employment—or the natural rate of unemployment—in Australia is 

considered to be around 5 per cent unemployment.7 However, in the years 
following World War 2, the rate was much lower, at around 2 per cent.8 

5.11 This 5 per cent figure is based on a measure called the Non-Accelerating 
Inflation Rate of Unemployment (NAIRU), which is used by the Reserve Bank 
of Australia (RBA) to control inflation. In practice, if the unemployment rate in 
Australia falls below the NAIRU, the RBA will increase interest rates in order 
to bring the unemployment rate back up to the estimates NAIRU.9 

5.12 Recently the targeted rate of unemployment has been around 5 per cent. 
However, the RBA Governor Philip Lowe, has indicated that, in his opinion, 
'the Australian economy can support an unemployment rate of below 5 per 
cent without raising inflation concerns'.10 

5.13 The Australia Institute considered that the effect of targeting a 5 per cent full 
employment rate of unemployment was limiting the capacity of the Australian 
labour market.11 

                                                      
4 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 4.  

5 Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 4; National Foundation for Australian 
Women, Submission 40, p. 4. 

6 YACSA, Submission 1, p. 3. 

7 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 14.  

8 The Australia Institute, Submission 78, p. 22. 

9 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 14. 

10 Reserve Bank of Australia, Speech, The Economic Outlook and Monetary Policy, 21 May 2019, 
(accessed 12 March 2020).  

11 The Australia Institute, Submission 78, p. 15.  

https://www.rba.gov.au/speeches/2019/sp-gov-2019-05-21.html
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5.14 The Centre of Full Employment and Equity (COFEE) agreed, noting that the 
economics and social costs of failing to achieve and maintain full employment 
are considerable.12 

5.15 Per Capita considered that since the Australian government was targeting a 
lower rate of employment than it had previously, Australia has continued to 
have more unemployed workers than available jobs, and noted: 

The reality is that the unemployment rate is driven by the demand for 
labour, not by the behaviour of the unemployed.13 

5.16 The Australia Institute proposed that the government should target a full 
employment policy, noting that the current cost of Newstart payments is 
reflective of maintaining an unemployment rate of 5 per cent.14 

5.17 The Brotherhood of Saint Laurence (BSL) reasoned that accountability in the 
social security was incumbent not only on the recipients of income support 
payments, but that the obligations of government should also be recognised. 
BSL held that:  

If work is held to be the best form of welfare, government must ensure that 
decent, sustainable jobs exist.15 

5.18 Other submitters proposed the implementation of a Job Guarantee, which is 
discussed later in this chapter.  

Job creation projections 
5.19 As noted in the multi-agency government submission, the government has 

outlined a focus on creating job opportunities and improving services that help 
people get and keep a job.16 

5.20 The government has committed to the creation of 1.25 million jobs over 5 years 
from 2019–20.17 Treasury advised the committee that in 2019, the government 
created 262,000 new jobs and noted that approximately 50 per cent of these 
were full-time positions.18 

5.21 Submitters agreed that job creation was an important element in the reduction 
of income support dependency, however, pointed out that although job 

                                                      
12 Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 12. 

13 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 15.  

14 The Australia Institute, Submission 78, p. 15, p. 6.  

15 Brotherhood of Saint Laurence, Submission 138, p. 1.  

16 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 6.  

17 Liberal Party of Australia, More Jobs in a Stronger Economy, (accessed 22 February 2020).  

18 Mr Trevor Power, Division Head, Macroeconomic Conditions Division, Treasury, Committee 
Hansard, 14 February 2020, p. 2. 

https://www.liberal.org.au/our-plan-more-jobs-stronger-economy
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creation in Australia appeared to be strong, it is, in essence, only keeping up 
with population growth and labour force participation.19 

5.22 COFEE noted 'that the quality of work offered has deteriorated with 48 per 
cent of the net change in employment being part-time (as at September 2018)'.20 

5.23 COFEE argued that the creation of 1.25 million jobs was not a justifiable reason 
not to increase unemployment benefits given that such an increase would not 
significantly reduce the unemployment pool because the rate of spending 
growth in the economy was too low.21 COFEE considered that '[e]ven if the 
pledge is achieved, thousands of workers will endure a life in increasing 
poverty and hopelessness.22 

Lack of jobs 
5.24 A number of participants in the inquiry pointed to the tight labour market as a 

key difficulty faced by job seekers in finding employment.23 Throughout its 
inquiry, the committee consistently received evidence from organisations and 
individuals about the high level of competition for jobs; hearing that for every 
available position, there were between 15 and 19 applicants.24 

5.25 According to the Australian Unemployed Workers Union (AUWU), based on 
data collected from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and the 
Department of Employment, as at December 2018, the ratio of job seekers to 
job vacancies in Australia was one job to 15.57 job seekers.25 

5.26 The Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) and Jobs Australia's study 
‘Faces of Unemployment’ showed that in March 2019 there were 'eight people 
unemployed or under-employed for every vacancy, and when job-changers 
are added in there is an average of 19 applicants for every job'.26 

                                                      
19 See for example: National Foundation for Australian Women, Submission 40, p. 5; Uniting 

Communities, Submission 45, p. 8; Australian Council of Trade Unions, Submission 86, p. 9; 
Australian Unemployed Workers' Union, Submission 102, p. 27; The Salvation Army, Submission 
117, p. 44.  

20 Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 4. 

21 Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 10. 

22 Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 10. 

23 See for example: Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 8; ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 12. Science 
Party, Submission 84, p. 3; Accountable Income Management Network, Submission 97, p. 8; Mission 
Australia, Submission 123, p. 9; GetUp, Submission 137, p 3; Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 6; 
Aboriginal Peak Organisations Northern Territory, Submission 151, p. 10.  

24 See for example: Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 8; ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 12. 

25 Australian Unemployed Workers Union, 'Job Seekers v Job Vacancy Official Data', (accessed  
26 February 2020).   

26 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 12.  

https://unemployedworkersunion.com/job-seekers-v-job-vacancy-data/
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5.27 Private individuals noted the high ratio of job seekers to available jobs as a 
significant barrier to employment.27 

5.28 For example, Dr Stephen Lake, an unemployed job seeker, commented that 'on 
average, there are 17 applicants for every job, which means that 16 applicants 
will not get the job'. Dr Lake also pointed to anecdotal evidence that for some 
jobs there have been as many as 800 applicants.28 

Geographical disparity 
5.29 Uniting Communities noted that the ratio of jobseekers per job is starkly 

increased in regional and remote areas.29 Per Capita also noted that certain 
regions of Australia, particularly in areas affected by the loss of jobs in 
manufacturing due to technological change, are experiencing high levels of 
long term unemployment.30 

5.30 For example, in Elizabeth, South Australia the ratio of jobseekers to available 
positions is significantly higher than the national average.31 

5.31 Ms Anne Bainbridge, Chief Executive Officer of the Youth Affairs Council of 
South Australian Inc. specified that 'the total number of unemployed people in 
South Australia is 59,400, and they are vying for 11,500 job vacancies'.32 

5.32 Claire, an unemployed worker from Geelong, considered that the labour 
market was difficult for anyone to move in, including those already in 
employment noting that her agency case worker was also experiencing 
difficulty in finding a job:  

She [my agency case worker] even said to me, ‘there are no jobs out there. 
I’m looking for another job and I can’t get one’, and she’s looking at the 
same jobs as what I was, probably the same level.33 

5.33 Barriers to employment faced by jobseekers in remote, rural and regional areas 
of Australia will be further discussed in chapter 6.  

  

                                                      
27 See for example: Ms Karen Dean, Submission 317, p. 4; Dr Stephen Lake, Submission 366, p. 11; 

Ms Ruth Bretherton, Submission 384, p. 10.   

28 Dr Stephen Lake, Submission 366, p. 10.  

29 Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 8; Ms Susan Tilley, Manager, Aboriginal Policy and 
Advocacy, Uniting Communities, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 36. 

30 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 221.  

31 Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 8; Ms Susan Tilley, Manager, Aboriginal Policy and 
Advocacy, Uniting Communities, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 36. 

32 Ms Anne Bainbridge, Chief Executive Officer of the Youth Affairs Council of South Australian Inc., 
Uniting Communities, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 47. 

33 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 9.  
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Lack of entry-level jobs 
5.34 The committee consistently received evidence about the lack of entry level 

positions for job seekers.34 Anglicare's Jobs Availability Snapshot 2019 found that 
entry-level jobs made up just 10 per cent of all vacancies across the country. 
Reverend Professor Peter Sandeman, Chief Executive Officer of Anglicare SA 
noted that the number of jobs that unskilled, inexperienced people can access 
is 'dropping each time we look at it'.35 

5.35 Ms Ruth Bretherton, who has been receiving Newstart Allowance since 2015, 
commented 'that there [are] simply not enough jobs to go around for everyone, 
especially the entry-level jobs like manufacturing, warehousing and retail 
roles'.36 

5.36 In South Australia the ratio of entry-level jobseekers competing for each 
suitable job is nine to one; which is almost double the national figure of 5.5.37 
Mr Alex North from the AUWU noted that the situation in Elizabeth was 
particularly dire:  

As we are living in a changing economy, especially here in Elizabeth where 
manufacturing has disappeared, you need to have some sort of unskilled 
or low-entry jobs available for these people and we don't have those, so we 
need some kind of government commitment to create those sorts of jobs.38 

5.37 Mr Brenton Thomas, a long-term unemployed individual, also made the point 
that some job search programs tended to 'push people into the least skilled 
work available' which he believed had caused a 'clogging up [of] labour 
markets particularly in entry level positions'.39 

Changing nature of work  
5.38 Participants in the inquiry considered that the changing nature of work, due to 

globalisation and technological advancement, in Australia would play an 

                                                      
34 See for example: Mr Byron Stone, Submission 283, p. 2; Mr Alex North, National Coordinator, 

Australian Unemployed Workers' Union, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 20; Reverend 
Professor Peter Sandeman, Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare SA, Committee Hansard, 30 October 
2019, p. 36. 

35 Reverend Professor Peter Sandeman, Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare SA, Committee Hansard,  
30 October 2019, p. 37. 

36 Ms Ruth Bretherton, Submission 384, p. 3.  

37 Reverend Professor Peter Sandeman, Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare SA, Committee Hansard,  
30 October 2019, p. 36. 

38 Mr Alex North, National Coordinator, Australian Unemployed Workers' Union, Committee 
Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 20.  

39 Mr Brenton Thomas, Submission 188.1, p. 39.  
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important role in determining the number and type of jobs available in the 
future.40 In particular, Orygen noted:  

In Australia, the impact of technological innovations on the labour market 
and employment outcomes are significant. Recent analysis indicates that 
around 44 per cent of current Australian jobs are at high-risk of being 
affected by automation and technology over the next 20 years.41 

5.39 SDA National noted that increased automation would lead to a shift away 
from employment in primary production and manufacturing towards a more 
service-based labour market; pointing to research which showed that the 
OECD predicted that 14 per cent of jobs may be ‘completely automated’ and 
thirty-two per cent will 'change significantly’.42 

5.40 Orygen considered that the demand in more advanced skillsets would increase 
as new innovative and technical jobs are created and employers require more 
specialised workers, noting that 75 per cent of the fastest-growing occupations 
will require STEM skills and training.  

5.41 The University of Sydney noted that positions that require high level 
educational qualifications had seen the highest employment growth over the 
last 30 years.43 Orygen also noted the correlation between education and 
employment prospects: 

Australians who do not hold post-school qualifications experience 
significantly higher unemployment and lower labour force participation 
rates when compared to their tertiary educated counterparts.44 

Precarious employment 
5.42 Casualisation of the workforce and increasingly precarious employment 

conditions have created unpredictable and inconsistent incomes for many 
workers.45 

5.43 COFEE considered that individuals looking for work in the current labour 
market face a life of uncertainty: 

Many do not know for sure what hours they will work in a week or the 
pay they will receive, which makes planning and risk management 

                                                      
40 See for example: YACSA, Submission 1, pp. 3–4; Community and Public Sector Union (CPSU), 

Submission 14, p. 2; SDA National, Submission 33, p. 6; AMES Australia, Submission 49, p. 5; KPMG, 
Submission 73, p. 4; University of Sydney, Submission 116, p. 2; Brotherhood of Saint Laurence, 
Submission 138, p. 2; Mr Tom Thorp, Submission 172, p. 3.  

41 Orygen, Submission 26, p. 2. 

42 SDA National, Submission 33, p. 6. 

43 University of Sydney, Submission 116, p. 2.  

44 Orygen, Submission 26, p. 2. 

45 Brotherhood of Saint Laurence, Submission 138, p. 2.  
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impossible. They also face being sacked without notice and are typically 
the first to go in an economic downturn.46 

Casualisation of jobs 
5.44 According to the ABS, the principal indicator for casual employment is 

whether an employee is entitled to paid leave, such as paid sick leave or paid 
annual leave. These entitlements are usually reserved for non-casual or 
permanent employment.47 

5.45 Per Capita noted that casualisation of a workforce provides two distinct 
advantages to employers: it transfers risk from downturns in business from the 
employer to the employee and it reduces the bargaining power of workers.48 

5.46 To compensate for the greater insecurity experienced by casual workers, their 
wages are subject to a casual loading of 25 per cent.49 However, Per Capita 
pointed out that casual employees in Australia are not being adequately 
compensated for sacrificing paid leave entitlements.50 Further, COFEE noted: 

Workers in some of Australia’s lowest paid professions, including sales 
assistants, hospitality workers, personal carers, cleaners, laundry workers, 
food preparation assistants, and some labourers, received casual loading of 
5 per cent or less. Office clerks, packers, and sports and fitness workers 
were actually paid less than permanent workers, receiving no casual 
loading at all. These occupations account for more than half of all adult 
casual employees.51 

5.47 In its submission to the inquiry, COFEE drew on ABS data from August 2018 
which showed that 25 per cent of employees were not entitled to paid leave; 
and of those who work part-time in their main job, 53 per cent were not 
entitled to paid leave. COFEE further noted that, of these workers: 

24 per cent have earnings that vary from one period to the next (excluding 
overtime payments) (2.5 million); 

21 per cent do not usually work the same number of hours each week (2.2 
million); and 

19 per cent do not have a guaranteed minimum number of hours each 
week (2.0 million).52 

                                                      
46 Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 15. 

47 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 6333.0 - Characteristics of Employment, Australia, August 2019, 
Explanatory Notes, (accessed 10 March 2020).  

48 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 12.  

49 Fair Work Ombudsman, Minimum Wages, (accessed 10 March 2020).   

50 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 12. 

51 Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 5. 

52 Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 5. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/6333.0Explanatory%20Notes1August%202019?OpenDocument
https://www.fairwork.gov.au/how-we-will-help/templates-and-guides/fact-sheets/minimum-workplace-entitlements/minimum-wages
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5.48 The Business Council of Australia (BCA) noted that currently around 20 per 
cent of working Australians are casual workers; and that this level of 
casualisation in Australia has remained at the same approximate rate since the 
mid-1990s.53 

5.49 However, the National Foundation for Australian Women (NFAW) considered 
that casual employment had grown; pointing to a paper compiled by the 
Australia Institute which indicated that among people moving into work that 
have been unemployed or out of the workforce for 12 months, almost half have 
taken casual jobs.54 

5.50 Some private individuals who have or are currently receiving Newstart also 
considered that casualisation of the workforce was creating a more insecure 
labour market.55 

5.51 The committee received evidence that recipients of income support payments, 
particularly of Newstart, faced significant difficulties in obtaining work that 
was not casual. In particular, Mr Tom Thorp, a long-term unemployed job 
seeker, noted in his submission that there are fewer full-time jobs available; 
most of the jobs currently advertised are temporary, casualised or contract 
based.56 

5.52 Mr Chris Twomey from WACOSS proposed that the current rates of income 
support payments, particularly Newstart, are not sufficient in the context of an 
increasingly casualised workforce.57 

5.53 NFAW agreed, and pointed to the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics 
in Australia (HILDA) Survey which noted that almost a third of casual 
workers in Australia are earning less than the minimum wage.58 

Gig economy 
5.54 The gig economy is a non-traditional labour market based on flexible, 

temporary, or freelance jobs, often involving connecting with clients or 

                                                      
53 Business Council of Australia, Submission 147, p. 5.  

54 National Foundation for Australian Women, Submission 40, p. 6; Carney and Stanford (2018), The 
Dimensions of Insecure Work: A Factbook, The Australia Institute: Centre for the Future of Work. 

55 See for example: Mr Tom Thorp, Submission 172, p. 3; Ms Amanda Sieders, Submission 266, p. 2;  
Mr Colin Price, Submission 310, p. 3; Mr David Upton, Submission 334, p. 1; Dr Stephen Lake, 
Submission 366, p. 8; Ms Kelley Jackson, Submission 382, p. 2.  

56 Mr Tom Thorp, Submission 172, p. 3.  

57 Mr Chris Twomey, Leader, Policy and Research, Western Australian Council of Social Service, 
Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 1.  

58 National Foundation for Australian Women, Submission 40, p. [6]. 

https://www.tai.org.au/content/dimensions-insecure-workfactbook
https://www.tai.org.au/content/dimensions-insecure-workfactbook


88 
 

 

customers through an online platform.59 Workers in the gig economy are not 
covered by the Fair Work Act.60 

5.55 The Brotherhood of Saint Laurence noted that an increasing number of 
workers who work in the gig economy are working uncertain hours and 
without protections such as sick leave and annual leave.61 

5.56 BCA noted that despite general commentary of the rise of the gig economy it 
remains a very small share of the labour market; and pointed to a study by 
Queensland University of Technology, Adelaide University and University of 
Technology Sydney which found that around 7 per cent of respondents were 
currently working via a digital platform, or had done so over the past year.62 

5.57 Per Capita noted that while the overall number of people engaged in the gig 
economy is low, such non-standard forms of work are a challenge to 
traditional forms of labour market regulation and Australia’s regulatory 
system is so far failing to keep pace with the growth of platform work.63 

5.58 Along with the gig economy, workers in the traditional labour market in 
Australia are also facing increased job insecurity. Per Capita explained: 

A large part of the reason for the increasing insecurity of work in Australia 
is the loss of bargaining power for workers, due to declining union 
coverage, and successive attacks on workplace rights by governments 
since the 1990s.64 

Underemployment 
5.59 As noted previously, underemployment in Australia is currently sitting at 

8.4 per cent, which represents over 1 million people looking for more work 
than they currently have.65 Data shows that approximately one in five 
Newstart recipients does have a job, but they do not receive either enough 
hours or income to enable them to move off Newstart.66 

                                                      
59 See for example: Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 12; Business Council of Australia, Submission 147,  

p. 5; Brotherhood of Saint Laurence, Submission 138, p. 2. 

60 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 12. 

61 Brotherhood of Saint Laurence, Submission 138, p. 2. 

62 Business Council of Australia, Submission 147, p. 5.  

63 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 12.  

64 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 11.  

65 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Media Release: Trend unemployment rate steady at 5.3%,  
17 October 2019 (accessed 14 January 2020). 

66 Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 8.  

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/lookup/6202.0Media%20Release1Sep%202019
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5.60 Jobs Australia considered that the underemployment figure has trended 
upward and may be concealing limp market conditions.67 

Underemployed and on Newstart 
5.61 Jobs Australia also suggested that an increasing cohort of the underemployed 

exist within the margins of the workforce: 

[They are] working episodically when opportunities arise, often with 
limited protections and largely relying on the inadequate safety net. The 
nation of the ‘working poor’ is a reality for many Australians, who face 
daily decisions on accessing of vital amenities, with trickle down poverty 
creating intergenerational disadvantage.68 

5.62 Uniting Communities noted that underemployment is the lived experience of 
many of its members who receive Newstart or associated payments and stated:  

Only 60 per cent of the Australian workforce is in full or part-time ongoing 
employment. The rest – around four million workers – are engaged either 
as casuals, on short-term contracts, in labour hire, or as 'independent' 
contractors. Unemployment benefits and associated payments were 
introduced to deal with temporary vulnerability.  

5.63 Uniting Communities pointed out that despite the intention that working-age 
income support payments for jobseekers were to be temporary, that this is not 
the reality they experience; noting that a new solution to the challenge of a 
population experiencing ongoing unemployment or underemployment is 
needed.69 

5.64 Currently, an individual can earn up to $52 per week before his/her Newstart 
Allowances is impacted. An individual will no longer be eligible for Newstart 
if they earn over $1,075.34 per fortnight.70 

5.65 Some income support recipients described the difficulty of being 
simultaneously employed and on Newstart payments.71 For example, Ms Ellen 
Kronen, a Newstart recipient, commented: 

Just because you managed to get one or two days work a week does not 
mean you can support yourself and your family with less assistance.72 

                                                      
67 Jobs Australia, Submission 28, p. 4.  

68 Jobs Australia, Submission 28, p. 5. 

69 Diversity ACT Community Services, Submission 42, p. 5.  

70 Services Australia, Income and asset limits, (accessed 10 March 2020).  

71 See for example: Name Withheld, Submission 173, p. 4; Ms Julie Ann Alderman, Submission 182,  
p. 1; Mr Evan Hadkins, Submission 197, p. 1; Ricci Bartels, Submission 403, p. 2; Craig, Private 
Capacity, Committee Hansard, 1 November 2019, p. 20; Ms Jamie Neal, Tenant, Tenancy WA, 
Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 43.  

72 Ms Ellen Kronen, Submission 396, p. 3.  

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/newstart-allowance/how-much-you-can-get/income-and-asset-limits
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5.66 Kay, who appeared in a private capacity, gave evidence to the committee that 
as an underemployed person, she was unable to secure enough pay or hours of 
work to no longer require Newstart, and that this had locked her into a 
holding pattern of simply surviving.73 

Increasing the income earning threshold 
5.67 Ms Terese Edwards from Australian Women Against Violence Alliance, noted 

that the earning threshold for Newstart recipients is not consistent with other 
income support payments, for example, on parenting payment single, a 
recipient can earn up to $118 per week before his/her payment is reduced.74 

5.68 A number of organisations considered that, given the number of people 
simultaneously in some form of employment, but also receiving Newstart, that 
the earning threshold should be increased.75 

5.69 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand suggested that increasing the 
minimum threshold of earned income for recipients of Newstart would enable 
newly employed people to receive a reward for work effort and achieve a 
degree of financial security.76 

Long-term unemployment 
5.70 As noted in Chapter 1, long-term unemployment is currently defined as 

unemployment of more than 52 weeks duration.77 Between 2009 and 2016, the 
rate of long-term unemployment in Australia increased from 0.7 per cent to 
1.35 per cent.78 

5.71 Although Newstart is often referred to as a short term payment;79 according to 
data from the Department of Social Services, the average payment duration for 
an individual on Newstart is 162 weeks, or over 3 years.80 

                                                      
73 Kay, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 21.  

74 Ms Terese Edwards, Committee Member, Australian Women Against Violence Alliance, Committee 
Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 10.  

75 See for example: Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 30; Yfoundations, 
Submission 53, p. 7; QUT Social Work and Human Services Student Society, Submission 82, p. 10; 
Legal Aid Queensland, Submission 88, p. 5.  

76 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 30.  

77 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 6105.0—Long-term Unemployment, (accessed 19 February 2020).  

78 Jobs Australia, Submission 28, p. 4. 

79 Department of Social Services, 'Working Age Payments', https://www.dss.gov.au/about-the-
department/benefits-payments/working-age-payments (accessed 17 February 2020).  

80 Department of Social Services, DSS Payment Demographic Data, June 2019, (accessed 17 February 
2020). 

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/featurearticlesbytitle/A0DB00657A876C0ACA2570EE0018F3B9?OpenDocument
https://www.dss.gov.au/about-the-department/benefits-payments/working-age-payments
https://www.dss.gov.au/about-the-department/benefits-payments/working-age-payments
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5.72 Youth Allowance (jobseeker) recipients are also on the payment for an 
extended period, with the average payment duration sitting at 70 weeks, or 
approximately 1 year and 3 months.81 

5.73 Jobs Australia considered that long-term unemployment perpetuates 
intergenerational disadvantage, with a greater portion of jobseekers trapped in 
this poverty cycle year on year since 2009, when 1 in 7 jobseekers were 
classified as long term unemployed. In 2018, 1 in 4 jobseekers experienced 
long-term unemployment.82 

5.74 COFEE noted that the unemployment benefit was never designed to support 
people for long durations; and argued that the level of support now needs to 
be increased to reflect the changing nature of Australia’s labour market.83 

5.75 Some private individuals gave evidence to the committee about their 
experiences of long-term unemployment. For example, Alyx who appeared in 
a private capacity, told the committee she had been on Newstart for over 10 
years, with short bursts of employment no longer than three months at a time. 
Alyx described being told she was overqualified for most positions she applied 
for, and yet struggled to find suitable employment.84 

5.76 ACOSS noted that the chances of securing employment within the first 12 
months for people on Newstart and Youth Allowance decline progressively 
from 55 per cent within the first three months of unemployment to 30 per cent 
after 12 months and just 8 per cent after 5 years’ unemployment.85 ACOSS 
explained: 

Once a person is unemployed long-term, their confidence and skills 
diminish, their health can deteriorate, and employers are less likely to take 
them on due to the gap in their resume.86 

Poverty  
5.77 As discussed in Chapter 2, over 13 per cent of Australians are living below the 

poverty line and one in six children are going to bed hungry each night.87 

                                                      
81 Department of Social Services, DSS Payment Demographic Data, June 2019, (accessed 17 February 

2020). 

82 Jobs Australia, Submission 28, p. 5. 

83 Centre of Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 4. 

84 Alyx, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 28.  

85 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 12. 

86 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 12. 

87 Reverend Professor Peter Sandeman, Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare SA, Committee Hansard,  
30 October 2019, p. 36. 
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Further to this, 54.6 per cent of Newstart recipients and 63.7 per cent of Youth 
Allowance recipients live in poverty.88 

5.78 The committee received evidence about poverty as a significant barrier to 
employment.89 Recipients of Newstart and Youth Allowance (jobseeker) 
described not having enough money to be able live day-to-day life, let alone to 
undertake a job search.  

5.79 Jobs Australia explained that although many people do transition to 
employment from Newstart, a large cohort find the limitations in financial 
support prohibitive in sourcing a suitable job.90 

5.80 For example, Ms Julie Farrington, a current income support recipient, 
explained her reality to the committee: 

All I struggle to do is try to meet my mutual obligations with my [job 
service provider] and Centrelink. While I am starving and struggling to 
find work and to survive.91 

5.81 Ms Amanda Sieders, a Newstart recipient considered that the low level of 
income support acts as a serious barrier to employment as it does not allow 
people to maintain an acceptable standard of living in line with community 
expectations and fulfilling their job search activities or furthering education or 
skills.92 

5.82 SDA National agreed, proposing that jobseekers need payments set at a level 
that enables them to get a job: 

To get a job, one needs a roof over their head, clothes on their back, food in 
their mouths and to be able to get to and from interviews and jobs. As costs 
of living rise, so too should the quantum of payments for jobseekers.93 

Cost of a job search 
5.83 Seeking employment is not a cost neutral exercise.94 Jobs Australia explained 

that the activities that are part of any job search each 'generate costs which can 
take from necessary amenities'.95 

                                                      
88 ACOSS and UNSW Sydney, Poverty in Australia, 2018, p. 24. 

89 See for example: Doctors Reform Society, Submission 29, p. 1; Justice and Peace Office, Submission 
41, p. 3; Jobs Australia, Submission 28, pp. 6–7; SDA National, Submission 33, p. 9; Diversity ACT 
Community Services, Submission 42, p. 3; Anti-Poverty Network SA, Submission 152, p. 4; 
Ms Amanda Sieders, Submission 266, p. 3. 

90 Jobs Australia, Submission 28, pp. 6–7. 

91 Ms Julie Farrington, Submission 194, p. 1. 

92 Ms Amanda Sieders, Submission 266, p. 3. 

93 SDA National, Submission 33, p. 9. 

94 Jobs Australia, Submission 28, p. 6. 

95 Jobs Australia, Submission 28, p. 6. 
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5.84 The committee heard that Newstart and Youth Allowance (jobseeker) 
recipients were unable to afford the costs related to undertaking a job search, 
specifically, to maintain proper hygiene or dress appropriately, to afford the 
cost of transport when seeking employment or to pay for phone and internet 
access.96 

Clothing and hygiene 
5.85 Inability to afford new clothes was cited by a number of organisations as well 

as by Newstart recipients as a barrier to finding employment.97 For example, 
Ms Kate Wheller, Executive Officer of Community Information & Support 
Victoria (CISVic) commented that her organisation regularly provides op-shop 
vouchers for job seekers to get clothes so that they can be presentable at a job 
interview.98 

5.86 Mr Pas Forgione, Raise the Rate Campaign Coordinator at ACOSS, noted that 
over 60 per cent of respondents to a survey of Newstart recipients said they 
could only afford to buy second hand clothes.99 

5.87 Jenny, a current Newstart recipient, described her situation: 

I own very few of the clothes I wear. I have a few friends who kindly give 
me theirs. I like their clothes, but they're not the clothes I would pick for 
myself.  

In the last 18 months I have applied for over 400 jobs. Fifty interviews, no 
outcome.100 

Cost of transport 
5.88 The Salvation Army's 2018 Economic and Social Impact Survey found that 28 per 

cent of job seekers say that the high cost of transport and/or lack of availability 
of public transport is one of the main barriers for finding employment.101 

                                                      
96 See for example: Jobs Australia, Submission 28, pp. 6–7; SDA National, Submission 33, p. 9; Centre of 

Full Employment and Equity, Submission 38, p. 11; Ms Amanda Sieders, Submission 266, p. 3;  
Dr Louise St Guillaume, EG Whitlam Fellow, The Whitlam Institute within Western Sydney 
University, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 34. 

97 See for example: Ms Suzanne Orr, MLA, Minister for Community Services and Facilities, ACT 
Government, Committee Hansard, 10 October 2019, p. 60; Ms Terese Edwards, Committee Member, 
Australian Women Against Violence Alliance, Committee Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 10;  
Ms Kate Wheller, Executive Officer, Community Information & Support Victoria, Committee 
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98 Ms Kate Wheller, Executive Officer, Community Information & Support Victoria, Committee 
Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 43. 
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Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 4. 

100 Jenny, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 32. 
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5.89 The committee received evidence that owning and maintaining a vehicle on 
Newstart was nearly impossible; and that, for some, even public transport was 
out of reach.102 For example, Mark, a Newstart recipient from Sydney, 
explained to the committee that after paying his rent of $680 per fortnight, he 
was left with only $15 per fortnight which was not sufficient to pay for public 
transport.103 

5.90 Ms Wheller from CISVic advised the committee that the organisation 
frequently receives requests for travel cards for people to get to job 
interviews.104 

Remote, rural and regional areas 
5.91 The committee heard that although living in regional areas might be cheaper 

in some ways, the costs of transport can be high. Ms Kasy Chambers from 
Anglicare Australia commented that this makes accessing government and 
other services more difficult.105 

5.92 In particular, Ms Julie Farrington noted that in a regional area, owning a car is 
important given that public transport is not as efficient as it is in big cities. Ms 
Farrington also noted that she was unable to pay for public transport to attend 
interviews as she did not have enough money left over after paying for other 
expenses including her mortgage, house insurance and rates.106 

Digital access 
5.93 As previously discussed in Chapter 2, the committee heard that digital access 

also constituted a significant barrier to employment for some income support 
recipients searching for a job.107 

5.94 The National Employment Services Association (NESA) commented that 'job 
seekers increasingly require mobile phones and access to online services to job 
search effectively and meet requirements'; noting that: 

                                                      
102 See for example: Ms Tracey Smallwood, National Advocacy Coordinator, Australian Unemployed 

Workers' Union, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 21; Dr Louise St Guillaume, EG Whitlam 
Fellow, The Whitlam Institute within Western Sydney University, Committee Hansard, 11 October 
2019, p. 34. 

103 Mark, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 27.  

104 Ms Kate Wheller, Executive Officer, Community Information & Support Victoria, Committee 
Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 43. 

105 Ms Kasy Chambers, Executive Director, Anglicare Australia, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019,  
p. 36.  

106 Ms Julie Farrington, Submission 194, p. 1.  

107 See for example: Ms Amanda Sieders, Submission 266, p. 3; Mr Colin Leonard, Submission 272, p. 6; 
Ms Tracey Smallwood, National Advocacy Coordinator, Australian Unemployed Workers' Union, 
Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 21. 
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Completing self-management and reporting of Job Plan activities, 
undertaking job search, applying for vacancies (which are increasingly 
published online) and receiving responses from employers and notices 
from DHS and their employment services provider requires investment in 
phones and data plans.108 

5.95 In his submission to the committee, Mr Colin Leonard, an income support 
recipient, commented that the only thing he had not cut costs on was his 
internet as it connects his phone which he needs to look for work.109 

5.96 As mentioned in Chapter 2, Dr Simone Casey from the AUWU proposed the 
introduction of a digital supplement to assist jobseekers on income support 
payments to effectively search for a job.110 

5.97 Finally, Jobs Australia contended that the cost of job seeking for many income 
support recipients may be detrimental to their wellbeing, and suggested: 

When coupled with various indicators of disadvantage, such as mental 
health concerns, housing stress and pre-existing debt, the strain can be 
overwhelming creating circumstances where obtaining a job is not a viable 
option.111 

Mutual obligation requirements and employment programs 
5.98 As noted in Chapter 1, Newstart and Youth Allowance (jobseeker) recipients 

must fulfil certain requirements in order to continue receiving their income 
support payment.  

5.99 Recipients must report their income every two weeks. The rate of payment 
they receive each fortnight is linked to the amount of income reported.112 

5.100 To retain their payments, recipients must also satisfy an activity test by seeking 
work or participating in an activity designed to improve their employment 
prospects (such as a training course).113 

5.101 The avenues through which people are required to do this vary according to 
their circumstances. The majority of recipients will be required to create a Job 
Plan that can be agreed directly with Services Australia, or through an 
employment services provider.114 Specialist employment services are available 

                                                      
108 National Employment Services Association, Submission 163, p. 8.  

109 Mr Colin Leonard, Submission 272, p. 4.  

110 Dr Simone Casey, Policy Adviser, Australian Unemployed Workers' Union, Committee Hansard, 
30 October 2019, p. 20.  

111 Jobs Australia, Submission 28, pp. 6–7.  

112 An individual can earn up to $104 per fortnight before his/her Newstart Allowances is impacted. 
An individual will no longer be eligible for Newstart if they earn over $1,069.84 per fortnight. 

113 Services Australia, What your commitments are, (accessed 17 March 2020).  

114 Also called a jobactive provider. Jobactive connects jobseekers to employment service providers; 
Australian Government, Jobactive, (accessed 11 March 2020).   

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/newstart-allowance/what-your-commitments-are
https://jobsearch.gov.au/about.aspx
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for some people with disability or a partial capacity to work—called Disability 
Employment Services115—and job seekers in remote Australia are subject to the 
Community Development Program (CDP).116 

5.102 The requirements established in an individual's job plan, also vary according 
to the person's age and assessed capacity to work.117 Job seekers aged 22 to 49 
years with no assessed limitations on their capacity to work are required to 
undertake regular job search, attend appointments with their employment 
service provider, and complete an Annual Activity Requirement (Work for the 
Dole) of 50 hours per fortnight after they have been in jobactive for 12 
months.118 

5.103 Newstart recipients 55 years or older can meet their mutual obligation 
requirements by undertaking 30 hours a week of one or a combination of 
suitable paid work, self-employment, or approved voluntary work.119 

5.104 If an individual does not meet their mutual obligation requirements (in part or 
in full), or does not report their income, their payments may be delayed, 
reduced, or stopped.120 This is implemented through the Targeted Compliance 
Framework which establishes demerit points and financial penalties for 
failures to meet requirements.121 

5.105 The committee received evidence that the mutual obligation requirements 
system for job seekers was highly complex and difficult to navigate; and 
pointed to the system itself as a significant barrier to work.122 

5.106 Dr Simone Casey stated:  

There are so many criticisms you could level at the employment services 
system that it's difficult to know where to start.123 

                                                      
115 Services Australia, Disability Employment Services, (accessed 11 March 2020).  

116 National Indigenous Australians Agency, The Community Development Program, (accessed  
11 March 2020).  

117 Department of Education, Skills and Employment, Understanding changes to your participation 
requirements, (accessed 11 March 2020).  

118 Department of Education, Skills and Employment, Understanding changes to your participation 
requirements, (accessed 11 March 2020). 

119 Services Australia, 'Mutual obligation requirements', (accessed 14 March 2020).  

120 Services Australia, 'Demerits and penalties for not meeting mutual obligation requirements', 
(accessed 16 March 2020). 

121 Department of Education, Skills and Employment, Targeted Compliance Framework: Mutual 
Obligation Failures Guideline, (accessed 11 March 2020).  

122 See for example: Dr Simone Casey, Policy Adviser, Australian Unemployed Workers' Union, 
Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 23. 

123 Dr Simone Casey, Policy Adviser, Australian Unemployed Workers' Union, Committee Hansard, 
30 October 2019, p. 23. 
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https://www.employment.gov.au/understanding-changes-your-participation-requirements
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https://www.humanservices.gov.au/individuals/topics/demerits-and-penalties-not-meeting-mutual-obligation-requirements/44416
https://docs.employment.gov.au/documents/targeted-compliance-framework-mutual-obligation-failures-guideline
https://docs.employment.gov.au/documents/targeted-compliance-framework-mutual-obligation-failures-guideline
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Meeting mutual obligation requirements 
5.107 Mutual obligations agreed to in a Job Plan can include income support 

recipients being required to attend regular appointments with their jobactive 
service, apply for a minimum number of jobs each month, attend job 
interviews, and attend education or training courses.124 

5.108 Submitters considered that the mutual obligations required of job seekers were 
inappropriate and ineffective.125 

5.109 In undertaking a job search, many job seekers are required to apply for 20 jobs 
each month.126 

5.110 Brenton, a previous Newstart recipient, considered that the requirement of 
having to apply for 20 jobs per month was not an effective job seeking method 
and further considered that the circumstances he had to do it in were 
oppressive: 

I spent years of my life being forced to do my job search from the premise 
of a job search agency. It's not just the 20 jobs a month; it's having to do it 
under supervision during fixed hours.127 

5.111 Mr Clive Seiffert, a 63 year old job seeker on Newstart, believed that the 
assumptions that underpin Newstart are outdated and no longer reflect the 
current situation, commenting that 'in metropolitan areas asking clients to 
apply for 20 jobs per month is unrealistic and futile'. Mr Seiffert noted that 
previously, 'if you were willing and able to work you could get work after a 
few weeks or months'.128 

5.112 In his submission to the inquiry, Mr Brenton Thomas, a Newstart recipient, 
noted that the Social Security (Administration) (Job Search Efforts) Determination 
2018 indicates that the number of job applications required to be lodged is not 
specified, rather participants must undertake an 'adequate' search. The 
adequacy of this search is determined by the Secretary.129 

5.113 Dr Arthur Chesterfield-Evans, a medical doctor and retired member of the 
New South Wales legislative council considered that: 

                                                      
124 The Salvation Army, Submission 117, p. 20. 

125 See for example: QCOSS, Submission 5, p. 2; Yfoundations, Submission 53, p. 18; Samaritans 
Foundation, Submission 109, p. 19; Mr Clive Sieffert, Submission 304, p. 2; Ms Annie Nelson, 
Submission 457, p. 3.  

126 Australian Government, Social Security Guide, 3.2.9.30 Job Search—Setting Job Search 
Requirements—General, (accessed 17 March 2020).  

127 Brenton, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 35.  

128 Mr Clive Sieffert, Submission 304, p. 2.  

129 Mr Brenton Thomas, Submission 118.1, p. 21.  

https://guides.dss.gov.au/guide-social-security-law/3/2/9/30
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Those who chronically cannot find work remain on Newstart and the 
demeaning effect of continually applying for jobs that do not exist must 
demoralise even the most resourceful person.130 

5.114 Submitters proposed that the job search requirements for Newstart and Youth 
Allowance recipients should be reviewed.131 For example, the Science Party 
pointed out that 'mandating a minimum number of (inappropriately-named) 
‘job searches’ per month burdens local small businesses, particularly in areas 
where work is most insufficient'.132 

5.115 Dr Simone Casey from the AUWU proposed that the policy that sits behind 
[mutual] obligation 'needs a rethink'; in particular, the number of hours that 
people are required to do in Work for the Dole and other activities, and the 
nature of those activities.133 

5.116 ACOSS proposed that default job search requirements for people with barriers 
to employment should be lower. In particular, for people in regions with high 
unemployment, parents, people with disabilities and older people.134 The 
particular barriers to employment faced by these groups are discussed in 
Chapter 6.  

Compliance  
5.117 The Australian Government considers that 'a necessary feature of compulsory 

participation requirements is a system of consequences for non-compliance'.135 

5.118 Most jobseekers with mutual obligation requirements are subject to the 
Targeted Compliance Framework (TCF) which penalises jobseekers, by 
suspending or stopping payments, for failing to meet their obligations: 

If a job seeker accrues five demerit in six months they enter the Penalty 
Zone, where subsequent failures result in strong penalties: 

− One week's payment for a first failure,  
− Two week's payment for a second failure, and 
− Payment cancellation for four weeks for a third failure.136  

5.119 Since the introduction of the TCF in July 2018, managing compliance has 
become the responsibility of job service providers.137 This role includes 

                                                      
130 Dr Arthur Chesterfield-Evans, Submission 407, p. 7.  

131 See for example: Australian Council of Social Service, Submission 74, p. 15; Australian Council of 
Trade Unions, Submission 86, p. 10; Science Party, Submission 84, p. 5. 

132 Science Party, Submission 84, p. 5.  
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135 Multi-agency government, Submission 80, p. 34. 

136 Multi-agency government, Submission 80, p. 35. 
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applying demerits for any failures to meet the mutual obligations set out in the 
participant's Job Plan. 

5.120 People With Disability Australia (PWDA) considered that jobactive staff spend 
a disproportionate amount of time on compliance with only 10.3 per cent of 
jobactive staff time is spent working with employers, with more than a third of 
their time (34.6 per cent) being spent on compliance measures. PWDA 
considered that this does not align with what the community expects jobactive 
to do.138 

5.121 Dr Casey from the AUWU noted that the automatic payment suspensions that 
occur 'when people haven't really done anything wrong' were a significant 
problem.139 

5.122 Ms Amanda Sieders, a jobseeker, noted that she has consistently met the 
requirements in her job plan, however, considered that the constant 
monitoring she experienced as an unemployed jobseeker was 'a waste of time 
and taxpayer money on top of the inconvenience to myself, my employer and 
my provider'.140 

5.123 Jesuit Social Services considered that the government's 'focus on compliance 
and meeting narrowly prescribed outcomes is failing disadvantaged people 
looking to secure work'.141 

5.124 Numerous participants in the inquiry considered that, along with the mutual 
obligation requirements, the compliance measures should be urgently 
reviewed.142 

5.125 Matters relating to the compliance within the CDP are discussed in Chapter 6.  

  

                                                                                                                                                                     
137 Under the previous framework, compliance decisions were made by the Department of Human 

Services (DHS) based on reports of non-compliance from providers. Senate Education and 
Employment References Committee, Jobactive: failing those it is intended to serve, February 2019, 
p. 140.  

138 People With Disability Australia, Submission 146, p. 18.  

139 Dr Simone Casey, Policy Adviser, Australian Unemployed Workers' Union, Committee Hansard, 
30 October 2019, p. 23. 

140 Ms Amanda Sieders, Submission 266, p. 2.  

141 Jesuit Social Services, Submission 111, p. 7.  

142 See for example: Human Rights Law Centre, Submission 113, p. 6; The Salvation Army, Submission 
117, p. 20; Financial Counselling Australia, Submission 122, p. 2; Brotherhood of Saint Laurence, 
Submission 138, p. 7; Council of Single Mothers and their Children, Submission 140, p. 2; Launch 
Housing, Submission 148, p. 3; Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare, Submission 150, 
p. 7; Dr Simone Casey, Policy Adviser, Australian Unemployed Workers' Union, Committee 
Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 23. 
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Employment services providers 
5.126 Employment services are designed to assist job seekers to find work and to 

address their employment barriers.143 The Business Council of Australia (BCA) 
agreed that employment services play a crucial role in assisting job seekers 
find steady work.144 

5.127 However, the majority of participants in the inquiry considered that 
employment service providers constituted a barrier to employment, rather 
than an aid; pointing to their overall lack of effectiveness in finding 
employment for job seekers, the lack of specialised staff, and a lack of 
appropriately directed funding.145 

Effectiveness 
5.128 BCA noted that, in 2017–18, almost 50 per cent of job seekers were in work 

three months after participating in jobactive.146 However, the majority of 
submitters to the inquiry, including BCA, considered that employment service 
providers were not meeting the requirements of job seekers, particularly those 
with multiple barriers to employment.147 

5.129 Diversity ACT Community Services provided a number of examples of 
'disastrous experiences'. Some of these included allocating inappropriate jobs 
to people and individuals being penalised for circumstances beyond their 
control.148 

5.130 Ms Amanda Sieders, a Newstart recipient, considered that her jobactive 
provider does not adequately support her or those experiencing insecure 
employment, inconsistent employment and precarious hours in the workforce. 
She explained: 

If I were to raise my current workplace issue with them, that my employer 
is advertising for a new person for our team in spite of every one of us 
agreeing that we are happy with the current level of hours we have on 
future rosters, they would not intervene on my behalf, but contact my 
employer to put forward candidates.149 
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5.131 Sacred Heart Mission submitted that employment services do not support 
jobseekers effectively, stating that they are 'demeaning, and our clients have 
reported experiencing discrimination by employment services'.150 

5.132 BCA proposed that improving the effectiveness of jobactive will 'help to 
address individual barriers to work, improve job seekers’ employability and 
directly facilitate job opportunities for recipients of Newstart'. BCA considered 
that: 

It is particularly important to strengthen the quality and effectiveness of 
employment services for the most disadvantaged job seekers, for example, 
through highly specialised case management and recognition that a job 
might be the ultimate goal of service provision, but is not the first step.151 

Staffing 
5.133 According to a study undertaken by the University of Melbourne, jobactive 

providers are not required to have specialised skills, training or accreditation 
to work with vulnerable people. An assessment of frontline staff found that 
nearly 37 per cent held a TAFE or vocational certificate as their highest 
qualification, while only 20 per cent held an undergraduate degree. Nearly a 
quarter indicated their highest qualification was a Year 12 or below. Slightly 
over half (56 per cent) indicated they had received formal in-house training.152 

5.134 Some participants in jobactive felt that jobactive providers and the activities 
they require participants to undertake do not involve skills training to improve 
or enhance their job prospects.153 

5.135 Mr Alex North from the AUWU also noted a study which highlighted the very 
large caseloads that job service provider staff are required to manage, 
explaining: 

They're higher than doctors' caseloads. The average caseload, from 
memory, is about 155 people, which is crazy. It's impossible to maintain 
personal relationships, with that many people.154 

5.136  Noting that jobactive providers are responsible for enforcing participants' 
compliance with mutual obligation requirements, Per Capita considered that 
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the structure of the contracted service between government and private 
providers is 'skewed towards incentivising job services staff to prioritise 
compliance measures over genuine assistance to job seekers'.155 Per Capita 
considered that 'the sole focus within employment service agencies should be 
on job placement'.156 

5.137 Mr Jim Morris, who has lived experience of trying to find employment 
through a job service provider, agreed, noting that: 

For the job agencies' part, just to be viable, they have to fill in daily forms 
(“dotting i's and crossing t's”) to the cost of inadequate service and follow-
up. They haven't the time to sufficiently match jobseekers with vacancies, 
and if vacancies appropriate for the jobseeker aren't sufficiently available, 
jobseekers have to waste their own and business people's time applying for 
whatever is out there to meet their quotas.157 

5.138 Some submitters also described a disconnect between the participant's 
understanding and the jobactive staff member's understanding of the mutual 
obligation requirements that fit their personal circumstances.  

5.139 For example, Mr Alex North from the AUWU gave evidence to the committee 
that he was once asked to participate in a PaTH (Prepare Trial Hire) course 
even though it intervened with the paid work he was undertaking. Neither he 
nor the jobactive staff member appeared to be aware that this was not suitable 
for his circumstances.158 

5.140 Mr North emphasised that 'what's happened to me has happened to thousands 
of other members across Australia. It's so common'.159 

5.141 Brenton, a Newstart recipient who appeared at a public hearing in Sydney, 
pointed out that the legislation indicates that the needs and circumstances of 
participants must be taken into account. His own experience, however, had 
been that jobactive staff had a different interpretation of the legislation.160 

5.142 Per Capita is of the view that more targeted assistance to participants would 
result in more people being able to move off unemployment benefits and into 
paid work, and reduce the rate of long-term unemployment, or short-term, 
insecure work that ultimately sees people back in the system too quickly.161 
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Funding 
5.143 ACOSS considered that one of the main reasons Australia has made few 

inroads into long-term unemployment is that the government is not investing 
enough into employment services: 

Australia invests less than half the average invested in employment 
services by other comparable wealthy countries (countries in the OECD). 
Consultants in jobactive services have average caseloads of 140 and 
providers receive less than $1,000 a year, on average, in Employment Fund 
credits to devote to training and paid work experience for people 
disadvantaged in the labour market. This would typically pay for a few 
week’s training at most.162 

5.144 St Vincent de Paul Society also noted that since the introduction of Job Services 
Australia in 2009, there has been a reduction in the overall budget available to 
assist unemployed people into employment.163 

5.145 Some participants in the inquiry considered that more funding should be 
allocated to job services providers in order to increase their effectiveness in 
assisting job seekers.164 

5.146 Mr Colin Leonard, a job seeker in his 50s, commented that numerous studies 
have shown that the longer a person is unemployed, the less employable they 
become. Mr Leonard pointed out that, therefore, 'the best opportunity to get 
somebody back into the workforce is to right from the day that they become 
unemployed'. Mr Leonard considered that funding for job networks should 
reflect this:  

Job Networks need to be funded on a result orientated basis with 
justification for client spending.165 

5.147 BCA proposed that, rather than allocate further funding to employment 
service providers, they could adopt new 'technology to achieve cost efficiencies 
in service delivery that can be used to direct greater resources to the most 
disadvantaged job seekers'.166 

Access to appropriate training 
5.148 In its submission to the inquiry, NESA stated that it is 'challenging for job 

seekers to build their employment prospects through gaining skills such as 
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undertaking accredited training…if relying on income provided by 
Newstart'.167 

5.149 Submitters agreed that more access to appropriate training for job seekers was 
required.168 For example, Mr Jim Morris, a Newstart recipient commented: 

On Newstart, I initially was sent to a two-week training class to learn how 
to apply for a job. I'd successfully obtained many jobs over forty years 
without training. It was totally ridiculous humbug, but a source of extra 
taxpayer funds paid to the job agency.169 

5.150 Reverend Professor Peter Sandeman, CEO of Anglicare SA highlighted the 
particular need for training for jobseekers who did not finish school: 

Education to year 12 or equivalent is by far the best indicator of success in 
later life in employment. Unfortunately, if you don't finish school, it's a real 
barrier. So having programs that really assist young people in particular to 
make the transition to employment is really important.170 

5.151 Ms Julie Farrington, a jobseeker for the last six years, said that in her 
experience there was 'no government support for older adults for retraining or 
funding but everything for younger people'.171 

5.152 Ms Ruth Bretherton considered that more funding was needed for Newstart 
recipients to have better access to training and proposed that tertiary and trade 
courses be further subsidised to ensure that jobseekers are better equipped for 
applying and securing jobs.172 

Access to appropriate support services 
5.153 Participants in the inquiry considered that access to appropriate support 

services was a vital part of an income support recipient's job search.173 

5.154 Jesuit Social Services is of the view that intensive, flexible and individualised 
training and support may be needed to support people looking to enter or re-
enter the workforce who face significant barriers to do so.174 
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5.155 As discussed in Chapter 3, some cohorts need additional and targeted support 
for undertaking a job search, including people who experience mental health 
conditions.  

5.156 The committee received a large volume of evidence relating to the need for 
increased mental health support services for jobseekers on income support 
payments.175 

5.157 Orygen commented that mental health services were fragmented, and 
lamented the fact that 'employment services are seldom located with or linked 
to mental health services, resulting in difficulty navigating the service system, 
and creating barriers to holistic, person-centred care'.176 

5.158 As previously mentioned in Chapter 3, the Royal Australian and New Zealand 
College of Psychiatrists highlighted that employment is almost universally 
ranked among the highest goals of people with serious mental illness, and yet 
this population faces the highest unemployment rates of any disability 
group.177 

5.159 Orygen pointed to evidence from the federally-funded youth mental health 
service headspace which indicates that 'existing and traditional employment 
and study support mechanisms do not provide adequate support for young 
people experiencing mental ill-health'.178 

5.160 St Vincent's Health Australia considered that greater investment in community 
support services is required.179 

5.161 Orygen agreed and pointed to a small number of programs currently 
attempting to fill this service gap, including the Individual Placement Support 
(IPS) trial, the eheadspace Digital Work and Study Service, the Youth Online 
Training and Employment System (currently a research trial at Orygen), and 
incorporating youth vocational peer workers into IPS programs.180 

5.162 Orygen recommended an increase in supported employment and education 
programs, embedded within mental health services which would improve 
employment and mental health outcomes, and mitigate against future reliance 
on the income support system among young people with mental illness: 

The Australian Government should investigate expanding the availability 
and improving the integration of education, vocational and mental health 

                                                      
175 See for example: Orygen, Submission 26, pp. 4–7; Royal Australian and New Zealand College of 

Psychiatrists, Submission 55, p. 2; St Vincent's Health Australia, Submission 89, p. 16. 

176 Orygen, Submission 26, p. 5. 

177 Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists, Submission 55, p. 2.  

178 Orygen, Submission 26, p. 4.  

179 St Vincent's Health Australia, Submission 89, p. 16.  

180 Orygen, Submission 26, p. 5. 
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service pathways, to better support young people who are not engaged in 
employment or education. Particular focus should be placed on existing 
evidence-based best-practices, such as IPS, which deliver long-term 
employment outcomes for young people with mental ill-health.181 

A punitive system 
5.163 Submitters considered that not only is the system ineffective, it is punitive.182 

For example, the Salvation Army stated that, in their view, there is no evidence 
that a particular measure will lead to, or increase the chance of work; and 
added: 'measures that ignore economic, structural or individual barriers to 
employment are not productive, they are merely punitive'.183 

5.164 Dr Elise Klein from the University of Melbourne considered that 'welfare 
conditionality does not work'. She contended that people on jobactive are 
'asked to undertake menial and pointless tasks just to fill in their days', noting 
that the compliance measure of having one's income support reduced or 
suspended is particularly harsh. Dr Klein considered that the CDP was even 
harsher than mainstream jobactive requirements.184 

5.165 Dr Casey from AUWU commented that people are dropping out of the income 
support system: 

We find that the system itself is so demoralising and so harmful that it 
really compounds the abject poverty of being on Newstart. Often, to avoid 
the harsh requirements in the employment services system, people will go 
off Newstart so that they don't have to do Work for the Dole that is not 
going to benefit them.185 

5.166 Uniting Communities believes that the system is causing harm to income 
support recipients, especially those subject to compliance programs which 
include penalties for breaches 'which result in people earning even less than 
the inadequate stipulated payment rate'.186 

5.167 Dr Klein concluded: 

                                                      
181 Orygen, Submission 26, p. 7. 

182 See for example: Housing for the Aged Action Group, Submission 131, p. 4; Australian 
Neighbourhood Houses and Centres Association, Submission 133, p. 5; Dr Elise Klein, University of 
Melbourne, Submission 292, p. 3; ACT Disability Aged and Carer Advocacy Service, Submission 139, 
p. 16; Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare, Submission 150, p. 4; Mr Mark Glasson, 
Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare WA, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 33.  

183 The Salvation Army, Submission 117, p. 20.  

184 Dr Elise Klein, University of Melbourne, Submission 292, p. 1. 

185 Dr Simone Casey, Policy Adviser, Australian Unemployed Workers' Union, Committee Hansard, 
30 October 2019, p. 23. 

186 Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 12. 



107 
 

 

These programs are punitive in that they attribute unemployment and 
poverty as the fault of the individual and use ‘mutual obligation’ as a 
‘stick’ approach to seek compliance.187 

Proposals for change 
5.168 In March 2019, the Australian Government announced a new employment 

services model to be introduced from July 2022. Under the new model, all job 
seekers 'will receive more personalised support through a digital platform'.188 
In the multi-agency government submission, the Department of Social Services 
explained: 

Those who are more job-ready will largely self-manage and self-direct, and 
employment services providers will deliver greater support to the more 
disadvantaged job seekers. By targeting resources more effectively, the 
Model aims to improve outcomes for job seekers and reduce the 
prevalence of long-term unemployment.189 

5.169 However, as noted throughout this chapter, participants in the inquiry 
considered that the problems of the current system would not be resolved 
without more significant changes to the mutual obligation requirements 
system.190 

5.170 In particular, SDA National suggested that the government should 'shift focus 
from Jobactive programs such as PaTH, Work for the Dole and ParentsNext 
towards a focus on skills needed for the future of work'.191 

5.171 ACOSS called for a commitment to major reform of employment services to 
ensure that unemployed people, particularly those long-term unemployed 
individuals are not excluded from paid work. ACOSS' proposals include: 

 Employment services based on individual agency and support more 
than compliance and enforcement; 

 An investment fund, topped up each year for people unemployed long-
term, to finance intensive services and activities to improve people’s 
skills and employment prospects; 

 A career counselling and support service for young people entering the 
paid workforce for the first time, people returning after caring for a 
child or family member with a disability, and those over 40 years old 
who are struggling to renew their careers; 

 Encouraging and financially backing local partnerships with employers 
and other health and community services to assist people who have 

                                                      
187 Dr Elise Klein, University of Melbourne, Submission 292, p. 1.  

188 Multi-agency Government submission, Submission 80, p. 36. 

189 Multi-agency Government submission, Submission 80, p. 36.  

190 See for example: Equality Rights Alliance, Submission 108, p. 13; Brotherhood of Saint Laurence, 
Submission 138, p. 1; SDA National, Submission 33, p. 7; ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 15. 

191 SDA National, Submission 33, p. 7. 
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complex needs and communities with high and entrenched levels of 
unemployment; 

 A licensing system for employment service providers administered by 
an independent statutory body charged with maintaining quality 
standards; 

 Lower default job search requirements for people with barriers to 
employment including people in regions with high unemployment, 
parents, people with disabilities and older people.192 

Committee view 
5.172 The committee recognises that the current state of the labour market can be a 

significant barrier to employment. However, as discussed throughout the 
chapter, it is deeply concerning that the income support system itself is acting 
as a key barrier to employment because of the inadequate payment rates that 
force people into poverty and the flaws in the design of its mutual obligation 
requirements.  

Labour market 
5.173 The committee acknowledges that the current rate of unemployment in 

Australia is considered relatively low by the Australian government. However, 
the committee notes that Australia's unemployment rate is similar to the 
OECD unemployment rate which sits at 5.2 per cent.193 Looking at the national 
unemployment rate alone is insufficient to understand current labour market 
trends and the challenges jobseekers are facing. Indeed, the rate of long-term 
unemployment has been rising for the last ten years. The current lack of jobs at 
entry-levels combined with the fundamental changes in the nature of work in 
Australia is resulting in workers facing potentially longer periods of 
unemployment or underemployment. With uncertain economic conditions on 
the horizon, it is critical that the income support system provides an adequate 
safety net and focusses on supporting people to get back into work. 

5.174 However, evidence received by the committee points to multiple failures in the 
system in relation to supporting people to transition to employment. For 
example, the rise in precarious employment conditions is resulting in people 
having to rely on income support payments while being underemployed. The 
committee is of the view that given that 20 per cent of people on Newstart are 
also in some form of employment, it is important that the income support 
system is flexible enough and adequately supports them while they transition 
to work. The current earnings threshold at which taper rates come into effect 
should be reviewed to ensure they are not creating a disincentive for 

                                                      
192 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 15.  

193 https://data.oecd.org/unemp/unemployment-rate.htm?context=OECD. 
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individuals to take up casual work. Allowing people to earn income and gain 
experience in the workforce should be encouraged as it would better support 
people to transition to work. 

Recommendation 12 
5.175 The committee recommends the Australian Government immediately 

review the earnings threshold of income support payments to ensure it does 
not impede jobseekers transitioning to work. 

Poverty 
5.176 The evidence received by the committee strongly indicates that poverty in 

itself is a key barrier to employment. As discussed in Chapter 2, the current 
levels of jobseeker allowances are inadequate and impede peoples’ ability to 
engage socially and economically within their community.   

5.177 On many occasions, income support recipients described to the committee 
how they did not have enough money to be able live day to day life, let alone 
to undertake a job search. An increase in the rate of the JobSeeker Payment and 
Youth Allowance would significantly improve income support recipients' job 
prospects. It would enable people to meet the costs associated with job 
searches and interviews.  

Mutual obligation requirements and employment programs 
5.178 The evidence received by the committee clearly demonstrates that the current 

mutual obligation requirements and job search activities are not working and 
certainly not leading to positive employment or education outcomes for many 
people. Instead, evidence received by the committee suggests that the system 
has become increasingly complex, punitive, inadequate and ineffective in 
getting people into work. Accounts of people having to apply for jobs that do 
not match their skills or people having to attend training for qualifications that 
will not lead to employment are far too common. Instead of facilitating a 
return to employment, the system itself appears to have become a significant 
barrier to work. Understanding the complexities of the system and how to 
improve it to ensure that it supports people into finding work requires further 
investigation.  

5.179 The committee heard that many job service providers are not meeting the 
requirements of jobseekers, particularly those with multiple barriers to 
employment. The committee agrees with submitters that job service providers 
should be focussed on providing targeted assistance to jobseekers rather than 
implementing compliance measures.  

5.180 The committee notes the Senate Education and Employment Committee 
inquiry into the appropriateness and effectiveness of the objectives, design, 
implementation and evaluation of Jobactive found that Jobactive is failing 
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those it is intended to serve.194 In particular, it found that it was not meeting 
the needs of the most disadvantaged in the community. The committee 
received similar evidence during the inquiry and noted that people raised 
issues around funding, lack of access to appropriate training and targeted 
programs to support them to secure employment. The committee is of the view 
that it is critical to improve the quality and effectiveness of employment and 
training programs. Importantly, whilst jobseekers should be accountable, the 
Australian Government has a responsibility to ensure that meaningful training 
and assistance are provided to all jobseekers in order to ensure that people are 
adequately helped in securing ongoing employment and protected from 
exploitation. Based on the evidence received by the committee, further work is 
required to understand and address the issues associated with job search 
activities and employment programs. 

5.181 In light of the COVID-19 pandemic and its direct and profound impacts on the 
labour market in Australia, the committee considers that the role of 
employment service providers is critical in ensuring jobseekers have 
appropriate and timely support to find work.  

Recommendation 13 
5.182 The committee recommends the Senate consider referring to the Community 

Affairs References Committee an inquiry into the mutual obligation 
requirements for working-age income support recipients and the adequacy 
and effectiveness of employment programs. 

Recommendation 14 
5.183 The committee recommends the Department of Social Services and the 

Department of Education, Skills and Employment urgently undertake, in 
collaboration with stakeholders, an evaluation of the current employment 
services with a view to ensuring: 

 There is adequate capacity to meet the significant increase in demand for 
their services;  

 That employment programs move to a strength based, individualised 
approach that better meets the needs of all jobseekers; and 

 That employment services are not responsible for any compliance 
implementation.  

                                                      
194 Education and Employment References Committee, Jobactive: failing those it is intended to serve, 

2019 (accessed 17 March 2020). 
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Chapter 6 
Facing additional barriers to employment 

6.1 In addition to the barriers to employment discussed in Chapter 5, some income 
support recipients experience additional challenges that further compromise 
their ability to secure work. 

6.2 The committee received considerable evidence in relation to the additional 
barriers to employment experienced by the following cohorts: 

 people with disability and medical conditions who have no or partial 
capacity to work;1 

 older unemployed workers;2 
 single parents;3  
 people living in remote, rural and regional Australia;4 
 First Nations Peoples;5 and 
 young people on Youth Allowance (jobseeker).6 

6.3 The committee heard that these groups are more likely to be long-term 
recipients of Newstart and related payments, and have been more negatively 
impacted by specific policy changes than other unemployed workers.7 

6.4 The chapter examines their specific circumstances and focuses on the relevant, 
additional policies that apply to these groups.  

  

                                                      
1 See for example: The Whitlam Institute within Western Sydney University, Submission 69, p. 8; 

cohealth, Submission 56, p. 5; Advocacy for Inclusion, Submission 90, p. 3. 

2 See for example: COTA, Submission 79, pp. 18–19; Benevolent Society, Submission 93, p. 5; 
EveryAGE Counts, Submission 94, pp. 2–3; SDA National, Submission 33, p. 8; Name Withheld, 
Submission 362, p. 1; Ms Ricci Bartels, Submission 403, p. 6. 

3 See for example: National Council of Single Mothers and Their Children Inc., Submission 120, p. 3; 
Council of Single Mothers and their Children, Submission 140, pp. 17–18; Friends of Sole Parents 
Inc.; Submission 153, pp. 2–3. 

4 See for example: Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 21; Legal Aid Queensland, Submission 89, p. 12; 
Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 21. 

5 See for example: Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, Submission 77, p. 1; Aboriginal 
Peak Organisations of the Northern Territory, Submission 151, p. 15; Central Australian Aboriginal 
Congress, Submission 32, p. 3; Northern Territory Government, Submission 44, p. 3. 

6 See for example: Orygen, Submission 26, p. 3; Victorian Government, Submission 161, p. 8; 
Yourtown, Submission 104, p. 6.   

7 See for example: COTA, Submission 79, pp. 11–12; Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, 
Submission 77, p. 1; Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 31; YFoundations, 
Submission 53, p. 10. 
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People with disability and medical conditions  
6.5 One in four people on Newstart has only a partial capacity to work because of 

chronic illness or disability.8 

6.6 According to submitters, the number of people who are sick and/or living with 
disability and who have been placed on Newstart rather than the Disability 
Support Pension (DSP) has reached at least 200,000.9 

6.7 Submitters pointed out that being on Newstart is even harder for people with 
disability or medical conditions as they often have higher living costs 
associated their conditions, such as specialist appointments, medication and 
aids.10 

6.8 Furthermore, inquiry participants argued that Newstart is not supposed to be 
a long-term income support payment, and has not been designed to provide 
adequate long-term financial support to people with disability.11 

Disability Support Pension eligibility criteria 
6.9 The current eligibility criteria for DSP are outlined in Chapter 1. Over time, a 

series of incremental changes have been made to the DSP. In 2006 the work 
capacity assessment was lowered from 30 to 15 hours per week. As a result, 
applicants assessed with a partial capacity to work between 15 and 29 hours 
per week, no longer qualified for the DSP.12 In 2012, the changes to the 
impairment tables also tightened the eligibility to DSP.13 The 2014-15 reforms 
amended both the types of medical evidence to be provided by applicants and 
the assessment methods used to assess them.14 

                                                      
8 See for example: Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 14; Anglicare Australia, Submission 63, p. 5; 

CYDA, Submission 70, p. 3; Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS), Submission 74, p. 13; 
Australian Women Against Violence Alliance, Submission 46, p. 6. 

9 See for example: Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 11; A/Prof Karen Soldatic, Michelle Fitts, 
Liam Magee and Gerard Thomas, Submission 75, p. 1; Legal Aid Queensland, Submission 88, p. 10; 
Sacred Heart Mission, Submission 129, p. 3; Associate Professor Karen Soldatic, Western Sydney 
University, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 42. 

10 See for example: National Social Security Rights Network, Submission 114, p. 9; ACT Disability 
Aged Carer Advocacy Service (ADACAS), Submission 139, p. 13; People With Disability Australia, 
Submission 146, p. 5.  

11 See for example: Legal Aid Queensland, Submission 88, p. 10; ADACAS, Submission 139, p. 14. 

12 A/Prof Karen Soldatic, Michelle Fitts, Liam Magee and Gerard Thomas, Submission 75, p. 1. 

13 People With Disability Australia, Submission 146, p. 14. 

14 A/Prof Karen Soldatic, Michelle Fitts, Liam Magee and Gerard Thomas, Submission 75, p. 1. 
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6.10 Changes to the eligibility criteria of the DSP in 2014-15 have led to a significant 
increase of people with disability and partial capacity to work receiving 
Newstart payments.15 

6.11 The number of people receiving the DSP declined from 800,000 in June 2014 to 
just over 745,000 in June 2019.16 

6.12 Services Australia provided the committee with information regarding the 
rejection rate of the DSP, which was 62.6 per cent in 2018-19.17 

6.13 Disability advocates have criticised the reforms as they fail to consider 
variability in presentation and effects of disability, such as episodic disability 
and complex needs that do not fit into one impairment type.18 

6.14 A Newstart recipient with a damaged spine and bipolar disorder highlighted 
the issue with the DSP criterion of the need for a medical condition to be fully 
treated and stabilised: 

I am not eligible for the Disability Support Pension because in Centrelink's 
words my spine disability is not stable. I have specialist and doctor's 
reports saying that I can't work.19 

6.15 A support worker described how very sick people no longer qualify for the 
DSP: 

It is getting very difficult for people to meet the narrow eligibility criteria 
and to be assessed as meeting them. People I have seen (variously) 
struggling to get out of bed due to prostate cancer, having severe epilepsy, 
mental health issues, making suicide attempts – none of these have been 
eligible for DSP.20 

Impacts of the changes 
6.16 Submitters explained to the committee that the application for DSP has become 

very onerous and time-consuming.21 

                                                      
15 See for example: ACT Government, Submission 2, p. 1; Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 11; 

cohealth, Submission 56, p. 5; Anglicare NT, Submission 16, p. 3; Jesuit Social Services, Submission 
111, p. 4. 

16 A/Prof Karen Soldatic, Michelle Fitts, Liam Magee and Gerard Thomas, Submission 75, p. 1 and 
Department of Social Services, https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data, 
(accessed 27 February 2020). 

17 Answers to written Questions on Notice, received from Department of Human Services (Services 
Australia), 28 October 2019, p. 2. 

18 See for example:  Legal Aid Queensland, Submission 88, p. 11; People With Disability Australia, 
Submission 146, p. 15. 

19 Name Withheld, Submission 279, p. 1. 

20 Community Information & Support Victoria, Submission 9, p. 3. 

21 See for example: Associate Professor Karen Soldatic, Western Sydney University, Committee 
Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 42; Community Information & Support Victoria, Submission 9, p. 3. 

https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data


114 
 

 

6.17 Due to the onerous process of applying for the DSP, Legal Aid Queensland 
noted that many of their clients were unable to afford the cost of obtaining 
relevant reports to evidence the stability and extent of their impairments when 
lodging a DSP application.22 

6.18 Similarly, Associate Professor Karen Soldatic at Western Sydney University 
told the committee: 

All applicants of our research have found that the DSP application process, 
particularly since 2015, is severely onerous […] It also places significant 
imposts on carers and families' household economies. Carers and families 
draw upon household resources to fund DSP assessments.23 

6.19 The committee also noted the decline in number of claims assessed since the 
2014-15 changes, which went from 141,000 claims assessed in 2013-14 prior to 
the changes to 91,000 claims assessed in 2018-19.24 

6.20 Furthermore, submitters argued that the mutual obligations associated with 
Newstart were not appropriate for people with disability or serious illnesses.25 

6.21 For example, In their joint submission, Cancer Council Australia and Oncology 
Social Work Australia and New Zealand, explained to the committee that 
people with cancer are being forced to remain on Newstart with a medical 
clearance they must renew every three months so they are exempt from 
looking for work, and added: 

Doctors often question why they are required to complete regular medical 
certificates for patients when they have already indicated that the patient 
may never be able to return to work. Therefore, the Newstart Allowance is 
not an appropriate income support payment for people affected by 
cancer.26 

Eligibility criteria for Disability Support Pension 
6.22 Submitters recommended changes to the eligibility criteria for the DSP to 

ensure that people who are deemed unable to work because of a disability or a 
medical condition are eligible for the DSP.27 

                                                      
22 Legal Aid Queensland, Submission 88, p. 10. 

23 Associate Professor Karen Soldatic, Western Sydney University, Committee Hansard, 11 October 
2019, p. 42. 

24 Answers to written Questions on Notice, received from Department of Human Services (Services 
Australia), 28 October 2019, p. 2. 

25 See for example: Community Information & Support Victoria, Submission 9, p. 3; Legal Aid 
Queensland, Submission 88, pp. 10–11. 

26 Cancer Council Australia and Oncology Social Work Australia and New Zealand, Submission 128, 
p. 4. 

27 See for example: Australian Women Against Violence Alliance, Submission 46, p. 7; CYDA, 
Submission 70, p. 4; Australian Unemployed Workers' Union, Submission 102, p. 18; Per Capita, 
Submission 143, p. 20; Name Withheld, Submission 245, p. 3. 
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6.23 Removing the 'fully treated and stabilised' criterion from the eligibility 
requirements was suggested to the committee. This would enable individuals 
with fluctuating illness and conditions, particularly whilst receiving treatment, 
to be considered for the DSP.28 

Barriers to employment 
6.24 Australia's employment of people with disability remains significantly lower 

than the OECD average, ranking 21 out of 29 OECD countries. In Australia, the 
employment rate is 39.8 per cent for people with disability.29 

6.25 People with disability experience additional barriers to employment.30 This 
includes the stigma still associated with disability, limited workplace 
adjustments to accommodate the particular needs of people with physical and 
mental health conditions, and assumptions made by employers about time out 
of the workforce.31 

6.26 Discrimination in the workplace is a major issue and a key barrier to 
employment.32 

6.27 People With Disability Australia (PWDA) conducted a survey of nearly 900 
people with disability and found that 76.5 per cent of respondents had felt 
discriminated or treated unfairly, and 51 per cent were of the view that anti-
discrimination laws did not help them when they had been treated badly.33 

Employment programs and mutual obligations 
6.28 According to Jobs Australia, 28 per cent of the jobseekers engaged in 

mainstream employment programs have a disability.34 

6.29 According to Uniting Communities, at August 2019, 75 per cent of people who 
accessed Disability Employment Services (DES) are on Newstart and Youth 
Allowance payments, while only 11.5 per cent received DSP.35 

6.30 According to a research project undertaken by The Whitlam Institute within 
Western Sydney University, evidence suggests that 'employment service 

                                                      
28 See for example: A/Prof Karen Soldatic, Michelle Fitts, Liam Magee and Gerard Thomas, 

Submission 75, p. 4; People With Disability Australia, Submission 146, p. 7. 

29 Queensland Advocacy Incorporated, Submission 17, p. 8. 

30 See for example: cohealth, Submission 56, p. 5; Advocacy for Inclusion, Submission 90, p. 3. 

31 cohealth, Submission 56, p. 9. 

32 See for example: SDA National, Submission 33, p. 8; The Whitlam Institute within Western Sydney 
University, Submission 69, p. 6; CYDA, Submission 70, p. 2; The Benevolent Society, Submission 93, 
p. 5. 

33 People With Disability Australia, Submission 146, p. 4. 

34 Jobs Australia, Submission 28, p. 6. 

35 Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 14. 
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providers do not operate in a way which understands the lived experiences of 
people with disability nor in ways which could deliver employment 
outcomes'.36 

6.31 Advocacy for Inclusion reported cases where DES or mainstream employment 
programs offered positions to people with disability that were not taking 
account of people's disabilities, skills or interests. For example Ben who has a 
physical disability reported: 

The staff is not interested, They are in control of you and your direction in 
your job search.37 

Government reforms  
6.32 In their submission, the government agencies advised the committee that, in 

2018, the Australian Government introduced reforms to the DES program to 
'better assist job seekers with disability find and retain employment in the 
open labour market'.38 

6.33 According to the Australian Government, one year after the reforms, the 
average monthly number of participants completing 26 weeks of an 
employment or education placement increased by 14.4 per cent.39 

6.34 However, PWDA submitted that despite the reforms to DES, the system still 
does not meet the needs of people with disability, citing the following issues: 

Independent advocacy and information is required to support us to make 
informed decisions around our choices of DES providers and assist us to 
navigate the system.40 

Committee view 
6.35 The committee is of the view that the JobSeeker Payment is not designed to 

support people with disability or a medical condition who are unable to work. 
More to the point, the JobSeeker payment is supposed to be a temporary 
payment, and the mutual obligations attached to the payment have been put in 
place to ensure that people are looking for jobs and exit the program quickly. 
The reality for many people with disability or a medical condition is that it will 
take much longer for them to secure work, or that due to their circumstances 
and conditions, they may never be in a position to work again. As such, the 
committee believes that people who are unable to work because of a disability 
or a medical condition should receive the Disability Support Pension for as 
long as their condition prevents them working.  

                                                      
36 The Whitlam Institute within Western Sydney University, Submission 69, p. 8. 

37 Advocacy for Inclusion, Submission 90, p. 5. 

38 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 44. 

39 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 44. 

40 People With Disability Australia, Submission 146, p. 12. 
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6.36 The committee is aware that the current Impairment Tables to assess DSP 
applicants' conditions and eligibility will expire in April 2022. The committee 
understands that the Department of Social Services has done preliminary work 
on a new review to take place prior 2022.41 

Recommendation 15 
6.37 The committee recommends the Department of Social Services urgently 

undertake the review of the Impairment Tables that will expire in 2022 and 
ensure that people with disability or a medical condition who cannot work 
receive fit-for-purpose support. 

6.38 The committee received evidence from inquiry participants, including in 
confidential submissions, that the mutual obligations requirements for people 
who are unable to work (or have been found with partial capacity to work 
because of a disability or medical conditions) are inappropriate, punitive by 
nature, and not conducive to recovery and workforce participation. 

6.39 The committee noted the issues related to job services providers and Disability 
Employment Services. The committee believes that there is an urgent need for 
the Department of Social Services to immediately review the mutual obligation 
requirements in relation to job search activities for people who are unable to 
work due to a medical condition or a disability. 

Recommendation 16 
6.40 The committee recommends the Department of Social Services immediately 

undertake a review of mutual obligations requirements in relation to job 
search activities for people who are unable to work due to a medical 
condition or a disability. 

Older workers 
6.41 Those aged 55 to 64 make up the highest percentage of unemployed workers, 

and they remain on Newstart for longer than any other age group.42 

6.42 Data from the Department of Social Services indicates that the average single 
continuous time spent on Newstart for recipients aged over 55 is 188 weeks 
compared to an average of 162 weeks for all Newstart recipients.43 

6.43 As COTA pointed out, it is important to recognise that older people are not a 
homogenous group. There are multiple, complex narratives that lead to 

                                                      
41 ANAO, Disability Support Pension – Follow-on Audit, Auditor-General report No. 13 2018-19,  

pp. 63–64. 

42 Australian Association of Social Workers, Submission 51, p. 4. 

43 Department of Social Services, https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data 
June 2019, (accessed 26 February 2020). 

https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data%20June%202019
https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data%20June%202019
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unemployment, and for many, long-term unemployment.44 However, a 
common barrier to employment is age discrimination.45 

Age discrimination 
6.44 Older working-age jobseekers who participated in the inquiry expressed the 

view that their age was a key barrier to regaining employment.46 

6.45 For example, Frances, a 64-year-old woman, told the committee: 

I am currently unemployed as all attempts to gain employment in my area 
of expertise have been fruitless. Attempts to gain employment in other 
areas have also been fruitless. I believe this is primarily due to my age.47 

6.46 COTA explained how age discrimination has permeated Australian society 
and workplaces: 

Ageism is endemic in Australian society, and is evident in all facets of life, 
including in reduced access to employment, in the attitudes of employers 
to older workers, in lack of access to appropriate training and professional 
development and, in general, in the undervaluing of the skills, experience 
and earned wisdom of most older people.48 

6.47 It affects workers across the employment journey, from recruitment, to 
accessing training and promotion, and to redundancy.49 

6.48 A national survey on age discrimination in the workplace found that around 
30 percent of employers indicated that their organisation has an age above 
which they are reluctant to recruit workers. Of those organisations, 68 per cent 
expressed unwillingness to hire workers over the age of 50.50 

6.49 The Benevolent Society cited the findings of the 2016 Willing to Work report by 
the Australian Human Rights Commission: 

Discrimination against older people and people with disability is systemic 
and acts as a significant barrier to workforce participation.51 

  

                                                      
44 COTA, Submission 79, p. 7. 

45 See for example: Carers Australia, Submission 19, p. 5; Benevolent Society, Submission 93, p. 5; 
EveryAGE Counts, Submission 94, pp. 2–3; SDA National, Submission 33, p. 8.  

46 See for example: Frances Reid, Submission 348, p. 1; Liz Charpleix, Submission 358, p. 2; Leonie 
Davis, Submission 379, p. 1; Name Withheld, Submission 362, p. 1; Ms Ricci Bartels, Submission 403, 
p. 6. 

47 Frances Reid, Submission 348, p. 1. 

48 COTA, Submission 79, p. 18. 

49 COTA, Submission 79, p. 18. 

50 COTA, Submission 79, pp. 6–7. 

51 Benevolent Society, Submission 93, p. 5. 
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Additional Challenges for women 
6.50 It is important to note that older women face additional challenges to secure 

employment. Indeed, older women aged 55-59 years spend on average 191 
weeks on Newstart, compared to 185 weeks for their male counterparts.52 

6.51 Older women of working-age (55-64 years) increasingly face financial 
insecurity and are forced to rely on income support payments. Contributing 
factors include: 

 separation, divorce and / or experience of domestic violence resulting in 
being unexpectedly impoverished and without a strong career pathway to 
sustain them; 

 the gender pay gap;  
 over-representation in lower level positions; 
 increased likelihood of performing unpaid caring roles; 
 superannuation gap; and 
 the interaction between gender and age discrimination.53 

6.52 Ms Stella Avramopoulos, CEO of Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand 
summarised the financial situation of older women: 

Older women are retiring with little savings or superannuation, and many 
struggle to get a job or survive on Newstart until they receive the age 
pension.54 

Liquid assets waiting period  
6.53 COTA is of the view that the liquid assets test disproportionately and 

negatively impacts older Australians.55 

6.54 The liquid assets waiting period is applied to income support claimants who 
have liquid assets, such as bank deposits, shares or financial investments.56 

6.55 Currently, if a person has liquid assets of more than $5,000 for a single person 
without dependants, or $10,000 for other claimants, at the time he or she 
becomes unemployed or claims payment, they may incur a liquid assets test 
waiting period of up to 13 weeks.57 

                                                      
52 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 11. 

53 See for example: Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 11; Australian Women 
Against Violence Alliance, Submission 46, p. 5. 

54 Ms Stella Avramopoulos, Chief Executive Officer, Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, 
Committee Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 1. 

55 COTA, Submission 79, p. 9. 

56 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 25. 

57 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 25. 
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6.56 The Social Services Legislation Amendment (Payment Integrity) Bill 2019 currently 
before the Senate proposes to increase the liquid asset waiting period from a 
maximum of 13 to 26 weeks.58 

6.57 According to COTA, the assumption that all retirement assets sit in 
superannuation funds is incorrect, and therefore COTA argues that the 
Australian Government should consider changing the current liquid assets 
waiting period for Australians over 50 years.59 

6.58 At a public hearing in Sydney, Ms Charmaine Crowe, Senior Advisor at 
ACOSS, explained the impact of the liquid assets waiting period and 
recommended its abolishment: 

We know that forcing people to deplete modest cash savings will 
inevitably make their lives more difficult the longer they are unemployed. 
[…] we think that the liquid assets waiting period should be removed and 
replaced with a fairer way of means testing cash assets that an 
unemployed person may have.60 

6.59 Mr Corey Irlam, Deputy Chief Executive at COTA, told the committee that the 
Henry taxation review had also recommended the abolition of the liquid asset 
waiting period.61 

6.60 Mr Irlam also urged the Senate not to pass the current Social Services Legislation 
Amendment (Payment Integrity) Bill 2019.62 

Early access to superannuation 
6.61 The committee received evidence that older Australians on Newstart are 

making requests for early access to their superannuation in order to cover 
basic expenses and reduce their financial stress.63 

6.62 According to the Commonwealth Treasury, applications for early release of 
superannuation funds have increased rapidly, driven by high out-of-pocket 
medical costs and financial hardship.64 

                                                      
58  Social Services Legislation Amendment (Payment Integrity) Bill 2019 
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bI
d=r6401 (accessed 26 February 2020). 

59 COTA, Submission 79, pp. 9–10. 

60 Ms Charmaine Crowe, Senior Advisor, Social Security, Australian Council of Social Service 
(ACOSS), Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 6. 

61 Mr Corey Irlam, Deputy Chief Executive, COTA, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 10. 

62 Mr Corey Irlam, Deputy Chief Executive, COTA, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 10. 

63 See for example: Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 12; (Tasmanian Council 
of Social Services) TasCOSS, Submission 23, p. 25; Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 14; The 
Salvation Army, Submission 117, p. 7. 

64 Brotherhood of St Laurence, Submission 138, attachment 1, p. 3. 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=r6401
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=r6401
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6.63 A 62-year-old woman on Newstart living in regional Australia told the 
committee how she accesses her superannuation to cover basic necessities and 
increase her chances of finding employment: 

I am reducing my very meagre savings each week just to keep the roof 
over my head, food on the table and a vehicle running to try and find work 
[…] This all comes from my superannuation, which is decreasing rapidly 
and will not be there for me in my retirement years.65 

6.64 The Combined Pensioners and Superannuants Association explained that 
'savings are likely to be depleted to supplement the inadequacy of Newstart, 
leaving older people in a worse position for retirement'.66 

Impact of Newstart on the Age Pension 
6.65 The Benevolent Society is of the view that the inadequacy of Newstart is 

undermining Australia's retirement system. It believes the impacts of the 
inadequacy of Newstart payment rates on the Age Pension system should be 
explored.67 

6.66 Similarly, EveryAGE Counts recommended the committee consider the 
impacts of the inadequacy of Newstart payment rates on Australia's retirement 
system.68 

Specialist jobseeker support 
6.67 COTA is of the view that there is a need for job service providers who 

specialise in assisting older workers to find employment.69 

6.68 This was also the view expressed in the 2013 Australian Law Reform 
Commission's report Access All Ages – Older Workers and Commonwealth Laws, 
which recommended that job services be trained to respond to the needs of 
mature age jobseekers.70 

6.69 The Department of Employment, Skills, Small and Family Business advised the 
committee that the government had recently announced a range of skills-
related training measures, including a new program aimed at those aged 45 
and over.71 

                                                      
65 Name Withheld, Submission 222, p. 1. 

66 Combined Pensioners and Superannuants Association, Submission 18, p. 5. 

67 Benevolent Society, Submission 93, p. 6. 

68 EveryAGE Counts, Submission 94, p. 4. 

69 COTA, Submission 79, p. 19. 

70 COTA, Submission 79, p. 19. 

71 Ms Benedikte Jensen, First Assistant Secretary, Labour Market Strategy Division, Department of 
Employment, Skills, Small and Family Business, Committee Hansard, 10 October 2019, p. 4. 
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Committee view 
6.70  The committee is very concerned that it takes on average almost 4 years (188 

weeks) for people aged over 55 to secure a job that enables them to stop 
relying on the JobSeeker Payment. Additionally, it is likely that some of these 
older jobseekers directly transition from the JobSeeker Payment to the age 
pension as they cannot find employment. The negative impacts on their 
personal lives, wellbeing, living standards and retirement plans have 
significant implications and flow-on for the Australian economy and its 
sustainability.  

Ageism 
6.71 Age discrimination, whilst illegal, is happening and profoundly 

disadvantaging older jobseekers. Efforts towards improving existing and 
developing new targeted programs to upskill or retrain older unemployed 
income-support recipients are to be encouraged and expanded. However, this 
will not be enough to significantly increase the likelihood of employment of 
older jobseekers if ageism in employment is not addressed. 

Recommendation 17 
6.72 The committee recommends the Australian Government work with 

employer groups to reduce the social, economic and budget costs of age 
discrimination. 

 
6.73 The committee recognises that the issue of ageism in employment deserves to 

be further explored so adequate policies and educational campaigns can be put 
in place to change society's attitudes towards older workers, and more broadly 
towards older people.  

Recommendation 18 
6.74 The committee recommends the Senate consider referring to the Education 

and Employment References Committee an inquiry into age discrimination 
in employment. 

Impacts on the Age Pension system 
6.75 The committee is very concerned by the evidence it received in relation to 

older unemployed people accessing their superannuation early to alleviate 
their financial hardship due to the inadequacy of Newstart payment rates. This 
has potentially serious implications for the sustainability and future of the age 
pension system.  

6.76 The means testing and liquid assets waiting period conditions have negative 
impacts for all applicants to the JobSeeker Payment. It is especially impacting 
older jobseekers, as it often forces them to deplete savings they had put aside 
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for retirement. The impacts of these policies on the age pension should be 
considered and costed. The committee agrees with EveryAge Counts that a 
comprehensive review of the adequacy of retirement incomes in the current 
Retirement Income Review must include the JobSeeker Payment.72 

Recommendation 19 
6.77 The committee recommends the current Retirement Income Review examine  

as part of its review, the adequacy of the JobSeeker payment and its impact 
on the Age Pension system and budget, with reference to: 

 early access to superannuation due to financial hardship experienced by 
unemployed income support recipients over 55; and 

 the impact of means testing and the liquid assets waiting period on the 
retirement savings of unemployed people applying to the JobSeeker 
Payment.  

Single parents 
6.78 The committee heard considerable evidence in relation to the high levels of 

poverty experienced by single parents and their children. Inquiry participants 
are of the view that the changes to the Parenting Payment (Single) (PPS) and 
other payments have pushed many single parents, predominantly single 
mothers, into financial hardship.73 

6.79 The Western Australia Council of Social Service (WACOSS) submitted that 
trend data on child poverty rates shows a dramatic increase in child-poverty 
rates in single-parent households since the introduction of the Welfare to Work 
program in 2006 and subsequent changes to the PPS indexation and eligibility 
criteria.74 

6.80 The National Council of Single Mothers and Their Children Inc. contended 
that the 'dire consequences' of the changes to PPS are demonstrated by the fact 
that 39 per cent of children raised in a sole-parent family live in poverty.75 

6.81 Additionally, the successive changes to Family Tax Benefits (FTB) payment 
since 2009 have resulted in reduced payments for the poorest families with 
children.76 

                                                      
72 EveryAGE Counts, Submission, published 14 February 2020, EveryAGE Counts submission 

(accessed 28 February 2020). 

73 See for example: Jesuit Social Services, Submission 111, p. 4; Good Shepherd Australia New 
Zealand, Submission 6, p. 31; National Council of Single Mothers and Their Children Inc., 
Submission 120, p. 3; Council of Single Mothers and their Children, Submission 140, pp. 17–18; 
Friends of Sole Parents Inc.; Submission 153, pp. 2–3; Name Withheld, Submission 207, p. 1. 

74 Western Australia Council of Social Service (WACOSS), Submission 62, p. 3. 

75 National Council of Single Mothers and Their Children Inc., Submission 120, p. 3. 

https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-02/everyagecounts130220.pdf
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6.82 The Council of Single Mothers and Their Children Inc. also noted that the 
changes to child-care subsidies and the phasing out of the Schoolkids Bonus 
have also negatively impacted low-income families.77 

Parenting Payments 
6.83 Prior to 2013, single parents could access PPS until their youngest child turned 

sixteen. The policy of transferring sole parents accessing the Parenting 
Payment onto the lower rate of Newstart when their youngest child turns eight 
has led to a dramatic increase in single parent family poverty rates from 35 per 
cent to just under 60 per cent.78 

6.84 A single mum who participated in the inquiry stressed that the cost of raising a 
child does not go down when a child turns eight, and added: 

Apparently Centrelink believes once your child is eight they are old 
enough to look after themselves, while you go out and work, which is 
absolutely ridiculous.79 

6.85 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand recommended reinstating PPS for 
eligible single parents until their youngest child is, at minimum, 12 or 13 years 
of age.80 

6.86 The rationale for recommending increasing the age of receipt for PPS to when 
the youngest child begins high school is that it corresponds to an age when 
most employed parents no longer need to secure formal or informal child care 
outside school hours.81 

Family Tax Benefit  
6.87 ACOSS and other submitters submitted that the FTB needs to be urgently 

reviewed and increased, especially Family Tax Benefit Part B, which 
supplements the income of single parents whose child is five years or over.82 

                                                                                                                                                                     
76 See for example: Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor 

Bruce Bradbury and Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 7; Friends of Sole Parents 
Inc.; Submission 153, p. 3. 

77 Council of Single Mothers and their Children, Submission 140, p. 18. 

78 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 31. 

79 Name Withheld, Submission 208, p. 1. 

80 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 6. 

81 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 32. 

82 See for example: ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 22; WACOSS, Submission 62, p. 17; National Council of 
Single Mothers and Their Children Inc., Submission 120, p. 3; Friends of Sole Parents Inc., 
Submission 153, p. 8. 
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6.88 ACOSS and other submitters recommended that FTB Part B for single-parent 
families be redefined as Single Parent Supplement, which would be designed 
to compensate for the higher cost of raising a child alone.83 

Committee view 
6.89 The committee is very concerned with the rate of child poverty in Australia. 

The recently published Poverty in Australia 2020 reported that 774,000 children 
under the age of 15 are living below the poverty line.84 The committee agrees 
with the analysis of the report that the various changes to the FTB and 
Parenting Payment (Single) have contributed to this unacceptable trend in 
child poverty. The Australian Government should adequately fund our social 
security system to support families in need. The committee believes that 
eligible single parents should be supported with the costs of raising children 
until the child leaves the secondary school system.  

Recommendation 20 
6.90 The committee recommends the Australian Government immediately 

review the adequacy of the Parenting Payment (Single) and Family Tax 
Benefit —Part B to ensure: 

 eligible single parents receive adequate support to meet the additional 
costs of raising a child until the child leaves the secondary school system; 
and 

 that the total of income support payments an eligible applicant can 
receive does not allow the applicant to live in poverty. 

6.91 The committee recently conducted an inquiry into the ParentNext program 
and in March 2019 released its report.85 The committee acknowledges that in 
addition to discussing the issues around the adequacy of Newstart, inquiry 
participants expressed grave concerns about the the ParentsNext program and 
its negative impacts on single parents.86 The committee is of the view that 
implementing that report's recommendations would immediately improve the 
program and its outcomes. 

                                                      
83 See for example: ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 23; VCOSS, Submission 47, p. 2; Good Shepherd 

Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 6; Council of Single Mothers and their Children, 
Submission 140, p. 2. 

84 ACOSS and UNSW Sydney, Poverty in Australia 2020, Poverty in Australia 2020 -Part 1: overview 
(accessed 10 March 2020). 

85 Community Affairs References Committee, ParentsNext, including its trial and subsequent broader 
rollout, 29 March 2020, ParentsNext, including its trial and subsequent broader rollout (access  
1 March 2020). 

86 See for example: Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 24; Australian Women 
Against Violence Alliance, Submission 46, p. 13; Council of Single Mothers and their Children, 
Submission 140, p. 16. 
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People living in remote, rural and regional areas 
6.92 The committee heard throughout the inquiry that the unemployment rate, the 

poverty rate and reliance on income support payments are higher in remote, 
rural and regional areas than in metropolitan areas.87 

6.93 For example, Uniting Vic.Tas noted that while the majority of people who 
receive Newstart live in capital cities, a greater proportion of working-age 
people received Newstart in rural and regional areas (6.6 per cent) in 
comparison to major cities (4.9 per cent).88 

6.94 The higher number of people living on income support payments in remote, 
rural and regional Australia is largely due to fewer job opportunities and local 
labour-market forces.89 

6.95 Per Capita noted that certain regions of Australia are experiencing high levels 
of long-term unemployment, particularly in areas affected by the loss of 
manufacturing jobs, the disruption of primary industries due to drought and 
climate change, or the offshoring of jobs.90 

Additional challenges 
6.96 In addition to the labour-market issues and barriers to employment discussed 

in Chapter 5, people living in remote, rural and regional Australia experience 
unique challenges including: 

 the lack of affordable housing in some regional areas; 
 the lack of jobs in regional areas; 
 the higher cost of living; 
 the difficulty accessing services due to travel distances and transport costs; 

and 
 the cost of maintaining a car, which is so critical in regional areas because of 

limited public transport.91 

6.97 Submitters stressed that the costs of living are much higher in remote, rural 
and regional Australia, mainly due to higher costs for groceries and fuel.92 

                                                      
87 See for example: VCOSS, Submission 47, p. 2; CREATE, Submission 48, p. 2; Country Women's 

Association of Australia, Submission 96, p. 1. 

88 Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 21. 

89 See for example: Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 21; Legal Aid Queensland, Submission 89, p. 12; 
Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 21. 

90 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 21. 

91 Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 22. 

92 See for example: Northern Territory Government, Submission 44, p. 2; Ms Deborah Di Natale, Chief 
Executive Officer, NTCOSS, Committee Hansard, 1 November 2019, p. 4; Country Women's 
Association of Australia, Submission 96, p. 2; Jesuit Social Services, Submission 111, p. 5; North 
Australian Aboriginal Justice Agency, Submission 142, p. 19. 
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6.98 For example, Ms Deborah Di Natale, CEO at Northern Territory Council of 
Social Services (NTCOSS), mentioned their work on the cost of living: 

One of the things that our cost of living report did was to have a look at a 
basket of fresh fruit and vegetable. If you were to purchase that at a local 
Woolies, you would pay something like $538. For the equivalent amount 
[…] if you are in a remote area, is something like $1100. So not only is the 
cost of living an issue but, if you are living remotely, it is exacerbated.93 

6.99 The cost of transport and fuel was mentioned on numerous occasions as a key 
barrier to finding and retaining employment, accessing services and 
participating in activities.94 

6.100 A 60-year-old woman on Newstart explained her difficulties with transport 
costs: 

There is no public transport here. The two nearest towns are 40kms and 
55kms away from us – so you have to have a car here- which means you 
have to pay vehicle registration and have the money for petrol to go 
anywhere e.g. your job service provider every fortnight – ostensibly to 
search for work.95 

6.101 The inability to afford essentials is further demonstrated by the fact that people 
in regional Australia are 33 per cent more likely to have accessed food relief in 
the past 12 months than people in cities, with 1.5 million people in regional 
Australia accessing food relief in 2018.96 

6.102 The Country Women's Association of Australia submitted that the current 
drought is causing additional underemployment and unemployment in 
affected areas. It noted that the rate of Farm Household Allowance available to 
farming families is usually the same as Newstart, and is also inadequate to 
provide a standard of living in line with community expectations.97 

Remote Area Allowance 
6.103 People on income support payments living in a remote area automatically 

receive the Remote Area Allowance. As of March 2020, the rate was $18.20 per 
week for a single person, and $15.60 each for couples, with $7.30 for each 

                                                      
93 Ms Deborah Di Natale, Chief Executive Officer, NTCOSS, Committee Hansard, 1 November 2019,  

p. 4. See also: NTCOSS Cost of Living Report – Issue No. 25, September 2019. The 'food basket', 
used in the report was developed by the Northern Territory Government and consists of foods 
that meet the average energy and recommended nutrient need of a hypothetical family of six 
people for a fortnight. 

94 See for example: St Vincent de Paul Society, Submission 119, p. 5; Mission Australia, Submission 123, 
p. 18; Aboriginal Peak Organisations of the Northern Territory, Submission 151, p. 8; NACCHO, 
Submission 124, p. 5. 

95 Name Withheld, Submission 192, p. 1. 

96 Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 22. 

97 Country Women's Association of Australia, Submission 96, p. 2. 
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dependent child.98 For a single person, this amounts to an allowance of $946.40 
per year. 

6.104 It is important to note that people living in a remote area who are not receiving 
income support payments receive a tax concession offset administered by the 
Australian Tax Office.99 For a single person, the tax offset amounts to $338 if 
living in Zone A (e.g. Alice Springs) or $1173 if living in a Special Area (e.g. 
Tennant Creek).100 

6.105 Aboriginal Peak Organisations of the Northern Territory (APO NT) and other 
submitters are of the view that the Remote Area Allowance is inadequate to 
address the higher cost of living faced by people living in remote Australia.101 

6.106 APO NT and other submitters recommended the Remote Area Allowance be 
increased to better reflect the cost of living in remote and rural Australia.102 

6.107 Dr Francis Markham, an academic from the ANU, talked about the need to 
review the allowance and index it appropriately: 

… its value should be reviewed, where after it should be indexed to a 
remote-area measure of inflation. The Remote Area Allowance requires an 
urgent boost in its value to compensate for its falling value in real terms 
over the past three decades.103 

6.108 Central Australian Aboriginal Congress Aboriginal Corporation (CAAC) 
recommended implementing an additional loading on payments for those in 
remote and very remote areas to address the significantly higher costs of living 
in those areas.104 

Committee view 
6.109 As discussed in previous chapters, the negative impacts of current payment 

rates are profound for all working-age income support recipients. However, 
because of the lack of job opportunities, higher costs of living and more limited 
access to services, people living in remote, rural and regional Australia are 

                                                      
98 Australian Government, Remote Area Allowance, (accessed 1 March 2020). 

99 Kimberley Community Legal Services, Submission 167, p. 10. 

100 Australian Taxation Office, Zone tax offset, Zone tax offset, (accessed 2 March 2020). 

101 See for example: Aboriginal Peak Organisations of the Northern Territory, Submission 151, p. 8; 
Answers to questions on notice, Dr Francis Markham, received 30 October 2019, p. 3; North 
Australian Aboriginal Justice Agency, Submission 142, 19. 

102 See for example: Aboriginal Peak Organisations of the Northern Territory, Submission 151, p. 8; 
North Australian Aboriginal Justice Agency, Submission 142, p. 19; Kimberley Community Legal 
Services, Submission 167, p. 1; Answers to questions on notice, Dr Francis Markham, received  
30 October 2019, p. 3. 

103 Answers to questions on notice, Dr Francis Markham, received 30 October 2019, p. 3. 

104 Ms Donna Ah Chee, Chief Executive Officer, Central Australian Aboriginal Congress Aboriginal 
Corporation, Committee Hansard, 1 November 2019, p. 7. 
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facing additional challenges that are not taken into account by the current 
social security system. 

6.110 As outlined in Chapter 4, an increase in the JobSeeker and Youth Allowance 
rates would greatly stimulate local economies and create jobs, especially in 
areas of high unemployment. Raising the rates would address some of the 
most pressing issues raised by submitters in relation to people living in 
remote, rural and regional Australia. However, whilst this is out of the scope 
of this inquiry, the committee is of the view that existing programs and 
initiatives aimed at creating regional jobs should be periodically evaluated to 
ensure they are fit-for-purpose and meeting their objectives.  

6.111 The committee is of the view that the Remote Area Allowance as it stands does 
not mitigate the higher costs of food, fuel and services in remote and rural 
Australia. The intent of the allowance is lost because of the inadequate rate of 
the payments. Due to the unique circumstances of people living in remote 
Australia, the committee sees value in maintaining this additional allowance as 
long as it is set at an appropriate rate and indexed to a remote-area measure of 
inflation. 

Recommendation 21 
6.112 The committee recommends the Australian Government review the 

adequacy of the Remote Area Allowance with the view to: 

 set an adequate rate of payment to address the higher costs of living in 
remote Australia; and 

 set a remote-area measure of inflation to be used to index the payment 
annually. 

First Nations Peoples 
6.113 The unemployment rate of First Nations Peoples is significantly higher than 

the rest of the population.105 When last measured in the 2016 Census, the 
unemployment rate for First Nations Peoples of working age was 18.4 per cent, 
2.7 times the non-Indigenous unemployment rate.106 

6.114 More than one-in-ten Newstart recipients are First Nations Peoples, as are 
exactly one-in-five Youth Allowance recipients.107 

6.115 The Northern Territory (NT) Government reported that in the NT, First 
Nations People make up about 70 per cent of Newstart recipients and mostly 
live in remote areas.108 

                                                      
105 NACCHO, Submission 124, p. 3. 

106 Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, Submission 77, p. 5.  

107 Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, Submission 77, p. 5. 

108 Northern Territory Government, Submission 44, p. 2. 
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6.116 As noted by CAAC, the failure to close the employment gap means First 
Nations Peoples are increasingly reliant on government income-support.109 

6.117 Professor Jon Altman and Dr Francis Markham also talked about the long-term 
reliance on Newstart for First Nations People living in remote communities 
where there are very few job opportunities: 

Newstart cannot be considered a transitional payment despite the 
persistent insistence of the Australian government of the day, and its 
adequacy must be assessed in light of this. Rather, since the abolition of the 
CDEP scheme, Newstart has become the long-term 'destination' for many 
unemployed Indigenous people.110 

6.118 The vast majority of submitters focused their comments on the challenges 
faced by First Nations Peoples living in remote communities, issues related to 
the CDP program and income management instruments like the Cashless 
Debit Card.111 

Community Development Program 
6.119 The Community Development Program (CDP) applies to all job seekers in 

remote Australia on activity-tested support payments.112 

6.120 The CDP supports approximately 30,000 job seekers in remote Australia. 
According to the Australian Government, 'it is designed specifically for remote 
Australia, to take into account its unique social and economic conditions where 
there are fewer work opportunities available'.113 

6.121 CDP participants with activity requirements are expected to complete up to 20 
hours per week of work-like activities for 48 weeks per year.114 

6.122 The Australian Government advised the committee that it made 
improvements to CDP in March 2019, including reducing mutual obligation 
hours, removing the requirement for job seekers to attend activities daily, and 
changing payment incentives for CDP providers.115 
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110 Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, Submission 77, p. 6. 

111 See for example: Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, Submission 77, p. 1; Aboriginal 
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6.123 However, submitters were of the view that the CDP program does not achieve 
its objectives and is negatively impacting participants.116 

6.124 Per Capita described the CDP programs as 'disastrous' and pointed out that it 
has manifestly failed to achieve its objectives.117 

6.125 NACCHO is of the view that CDP is discriminatory against First Nations 
Peoples because of its conditions and harsh penalties, which are significantly 
different to the requirements for jobseekers in other parts of Australia, and 
which fail to consider 'the complexities of the social determinants and cultural 
obligations facing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander' people.118 

6.126 Professor Altman and Dr Markham pointed out that the activation 
requirements, administrative burden and penalties reduce the actual payments 
received by eligible individuals. This is resulting in many people receiving 
lower payments than the official Newstart rate.119 

Breaches and penalties 
6.127 The 2018 review of the CDP program commissioned by the Department of 

Prime Minister and Cabinet found that its participants are the most penalised 
group of income support recipients. First Nations Peoples CDP participants 
are 25 times more likely to be penalised than non-remote job seekers, and 50 
times more likely to have a penalty imposed on them for 'persistent non-
compliance'.120 

6.128 Submitters expressed grave concerns about the high rates of breaching 
penalties on remote participants.121 

6.129 APO NT pointed out that the penalties associated with the CDP 'have also 
reduced the level and stability of income support for people in already poor 
communities'.122 

6.130 Similarly, AMSANT believes CDP is further exacerbating poverty and food 
insecurity, and increasingly resulting in complete disengagement with the 
program.123 

                                                      
116 See for example: NACCHO, Submission 124, p. 5; Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 16; Aboriginal Peak 

Organisations of the Northern Territory, Submission 151, p. 14; Dr Francis Markham and Professor 
Jon Altman, Submission 77, p. 6. 

117 See for example: Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 16. 

118 NACCHO, Submission 124, p. 5. 

119 Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, Submission 77, p. 6. 

120 NTCOSS, Submission 103, p. 6. 

121 See for example: Aboriginal Peak Organisations of the Northern Territory, Submission 151, p. 2; 
AMSANT, Submission 155, p. 2; Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, Submission 77, p. 7. 

122 Aboriginal Peak Organisations of the Northern Territory, Submission 151, p. 12. 
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6.131 Inquiry participants recommended the CDP program to be either abolished or 
substantially reformed.124 

Proposals to address unemployment and poverty in remote areas 
6.132 Submitters put forward proposals to reform or replace the CDP and address 

unemployment and poverty.125 

6.133 CAAC stressed the need to redesign Newstart program requirements and 
systems to ensure they are socially and culturally appropriate and accessible 
for First Nations Peoples.126 

The Fair Work Strong Communities Scheme 
6.134 APO NT and a coalition of organisations have developed a proposal for a Fair 

Work Strong Communities Scheme (Scheme), which aims to create real job 
opportunities in remote communities.  

6.135 The proposed Scheme is place-based and community driven, and provides 
incentives to encourage people into work, training and other activities. The 
Scheme would require the government to: 

 fund the creation of 10,500 part-time jobs in local Indigenous organisations 
across CDP areas;  

 create training places for young people; 
 redefine and relax current CDP mutual obligations for those who can work 

but remain unemployed; and 
 establish an independent body with an Indigenous led board and possibly 

regional governance bodies to oversee the program.127 

6.136 AMSANT suggested reforming CDP in line with the Fair Work Strong 
Communities Scheme.128 

Revive the CDEP program 
6.137 Some submitters suggested that the former Community Development 

Employment Projects (CDEP) program worked better for participants and 
communities.129 

                                                                                                                                                                     
123 AMSANT, Submission 155, p. 2. 

124 See for example: Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 20; Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, 
Submission 77, p. 10. 

125 See for example: Aboriginal Peak Organisations of the Northern Territory, Submission 151, p. 15; 
Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, Submission 77, p. 10; AMSANT, Submission 155,  
p. 3. 

126 Central Australian Aboriginal Congress, Submission 32, p. 3. 

127 Aboriginal Peak Organisations of the Northern Territory, Submission 151, pp. 16–17. 

128 AMSANT, Submission 155, p. 3. 
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6.138 For example, Professor Altman and Dr Markham told the committee: 

There may be value in revisiting the CDEP scheme that delivered better 
economic, social and cultural outcomes for those who could not find 
standard mainstream employment.130 

6.139 The fundamental difference between the former CDEP program and the 
current CDP is that CDEP participants were recognised as part-time 
employees and there was provision for participants to earn top-up wages. 

6.140 Professor Altman, at a hearing in Canberra, also explained that services 
previously provided by CDEP participants are now outsourced: 

…the operation of that scheme [CDEP] was devolved to community based 
organisations, and that generated local jobs, often as CDEP wages and 
employment top-up, whereas now what we often see is external providers 
coming into communities and providing those services. So income that 
could be generated and spent within remote communities is actually 
exiting those communities both as wages and profits to external 
providers.131 

6.141 Additionally, Professor Altman and Dr Markham advised the committee that 
consideration of some form of universal basic income, especially in situations 
of failing labour market, should also be explored.132 

Dropping out of the system 
6.142 Submitters expressed grave concerns about people dropping out or not 

engaging with the social security system.133 

6.143 Dr Markham explained that whilst the number of First Nations Peoples who 
are out of work, not studying and not receiving any income support is largely 
unknown, anecdotal evidence suggests that there are people dropping out of 
the system.134 

6.144 NTCOSS submitted that 'the considerable breach rate, in conjunction with 
negative associations with the Centrelink system, mean that a higher number 

                                                                                                                                                                     
129 See for example: NACCHO, Submission 124, p. 4; Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, 

Submission 77, p. 10. 

130 Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, Submission 77, p. 10. 

131 Professor Jon Altman, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 10 October 2019, p. 59. 

132 Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, Submission 77, p. 10. 

133 See for example: NTCOSS, Submission 103, p. 6; MoneyMob Talkabout, Submission 149, p. 6;  
Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, Submission 77, p. 8; Aboriginal Peak Organisations 
of the Northern Territory, Submission 151, p. 8; Kimberley Community Legal Services, Submission 
167, p. 17. 

134 Answers to questions on notice, Dr Francis Markham, received 30 October 2019, pp. 2–3. 
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of people in remote communities are not receiving income support or 
engaging with the social security system'.135 

6.145 Similarly, APO NT contended that the CDP's punitive conditions have led 
people to leave, or become excluded from the income support system.136 

6.146 MoneyMob Talkabout, which operate a money support hub in the APY Lands 
reported: 

Anecdotally, we regularly hear of significant numbers of people in the 
remote communities we service disengaging with the income support 
system. People say that the system is too complex, young people do not 
understand it and do not want to or cannot comply with it.137 

6.147 NTCOSS is of the view that Centrelink access issues are also contributing to 
people not engaging with the system. Access issues cited by NTCOSS 
included: 

 limited physical access to Centrelink offices for those living outside urban 
areas; 

 limited access to Centrelink's online system due to low levels of digital 
literacy and / or access to internet; 

 inability to access appropriate work-capacity assessments; and 
 limited access to interpreters.138  

6.148 Dr Francis Markham is of the view that further research into causes, 
prevalence and consequences of individuals dropping out of the income 
support system is urgently needed.139 

Committee view 
6.149 The social security system continues to fail First Nations Peoples, especially in 

remote communities where there are extremely limited or simply no job 
opportunities. Instead of supporting people to find work, the system has 
increasingly become punitive with the expectations that it will incentivise 
people to find work, irrespective of local and regional labour-market 
circumstances. Not only is the maximum rate of Newstart inadequate but 
many CDP participants get even lower payments because of the harsh 
penalties associated with compliance requirements. 

  

                                                      
135 NTCOSS, Submission 103, p. 6. 

136 Aboriginal Peak Organisations of the Northern Territory, Submission 151, p. 13. 

137 MoneyMob Talkabout, Submission 149, p. 6. 

138 NTCOSS, Submission 103, p. 7. 

139 Answers to questions on notice, Dr Francis Markham, received 30 October 2019, p. 3. 
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CDP program 
6.150 The CDP program has largely failed to meet its overall objective. Since it began 

in 2015, less than a third of its participants stayed in a job for more than six 
months.140 Based on the evidence received during this inquiry, the committee 
is of the view that the findings of the inquiry into the Appropriateness and 
effectiveness of the objectives, design, implementation and evaluation of the 
Community Development Program (CDP) conducted in 2017 by the References 
Committee on Finance and Public Administration (F&PA) are still relevant. 
The committee acknowledges that changes were made to the program in 
March 2019. However these changes do not address all the concerns about the 
program. The committee is of the view that consideration should be given to 
replacing the CDP program with a new program focused on local economic 
development with the objective of getting participants into real jobs at 
adequate pay rate levels, as recommended by APONT. The new program's 
governance arrangements should ensure that communities have input and 
control over the design and delivery of the program. 

6.151 The committee is concerned with the various compliance requirements and 
income management measures that are in place for remote First Nations 
Peoples income support recipients. The committee is cognisant that income 
management measures such as the Basics Card and Cashless Debit Card have 
had negative impacts on First Nations people. The committee is of the view 
that these matters should be furthered explored either as part of the proposed 
inquiry into the mutual obligation requirements for working-age income 
support recipients and the adequacy and effectiveness of employment 
programs (Recommendation 13 in Chapter 5) or a stand-alone inquiry. 

Disengagement with the social security system 
6.152 The committee agrees with submitters that limited access to internet, lack of 

information available in First Nations languages and a lack of outreach and 
culturally appropriate programs are contributing to people not engaging with 
the social security system. The committee received evidence that a growing 
number of First Nations Peoples living in remote communities have dropped 
out of the social security system or never engaged with it. While the number of 
people in this situation is unknown, the negative impacts are profound for 
these individuals, their families and community as it pushes families into 
further poverty and disadvantage. The causes of this disengagement are 
complex and need to be better understood.  

                                                      
140 Multi-agency Government, Submission 80, p. 48. 
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Recommendation 22 
6.153 The committee recommends the National Indigenous Australians Agency 

commission a study into the prevalence, causes and consequences of First 
Nations Peoples living in remote communities not taking up or dropping 
out of the social security system. 

Young people 
6.154 Nearly one in three young people are unemployed or underemployed, with 

only half of 25- year-olds in full-time work.141 

6.155 The full-time employment rate for 15 to 24-year-olds has dropped from 53 
percent in 1980 to 26 per cent in 2018.142 

6.156 In addition to the barriers to employment discussed in chapter 5, young people 
face specific barriers to participating in the labour market, including: 

 decreasing availability of entry-level jobs; 
 employer reluctance to employ candidates without experience; 
 difficulty transitioning from education to work; 
 lack of informal networks; and 
 poor job-readiness.143 

6.157 As described in Chapter 1, eligible unemployed young people under 22 years 
of age receive a lower payment on Youth Allowance than those on Newstart, 
regardless of their living arrangements and family support.144 The maximum 
rate for a single person living out of home is $462.50 per fortnight.145 

6.158 Submitters raised concerns about the fact that the rate of Youth Allowance is 
lower than Newstart despite housing and other essential living costs not 
varying with age.146 

6.159  This is resulting in the rates of poverty being higher for people receiving 
Youth Allowance than for any other income support recipients.147 

  

                                                      
141 WACOSS and FCAWA, Submission 62, p. 5. 

142 WACOSS and FCAWA, Submission 62, p. 5. 

143 See for example: Orygen, Submission 26, p. 3; Victorian Government, Submission 161, p. 8; 
yourtown, Submission 104, p. 6.   

144 Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 20. 

145 See Chapter 1, p. 17. 

146 See for example: YFoundations, Submission 53, p. 10; Anglicare Australia, Submission 63, p. 6; 
ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 22; Berry Street, Submission 134, p. 3; QUT Social Work and Human 
Services Student Society, Submission 82, p. 7. 

147 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 8. 
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Outdated policy 
6.160 Submitters contented that the lower level of Youth Allowance reflects an 

outdated policy view that young people can rely on financial support from 
their parents, even if a young person has been assessed as financially 
independent.148 

6.161 For example, ACOSS stated: 

Lower maximum rates for Youth Allowance are based on the false 
assumption that all those receiving it can supplement their income with 
parental support or part-time employment.149 

6.162 Submitters strongly advocated for a review of the rate of Youth Allowance that 
would see payments for young people at the same level as those for people 
over 22-years of age. They also called for a review and an increase of the 
payment rates for Newstart.150 

Youth homelessness 
6.163 The negative impacts experienced by people receiving Newstart and the Youth 

Allowance have been discussed throughout the report. However, as Youth 
Allowance is even lower than Newstart, this contributes to young people being 
more at risk of homelessness than any other cohort.151 

6.164  According to Uniting Vic.Tas, young people make up 24 per cent of the 
homeless population in Australia.152 The Victorian Government stated that 
there are around 40,000 young people in Australia who are homeless.153 

6.165 For example, Mission Australia told the story of a young man aged 18 from 
regional Victoria receiving Youth Allowance: 

He has been couch surfing at friends' places and staying in emergency 
accommodation. […] Being on Youth Allowance, he cannot afford to 
secure accommodation […] He is worried that he will be judged by 
employers for a range of reasons including not having a permanent 
address.154 

6.166 Colony 47 conducted a survey of young Tasmanians aged between 15 and 24 
years of age receiving Youth Allowance or Newstart payments and found that 

                                                      
148 See for example: YFoundations, Submission 53, p. 10; ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 22; Berry Street, 

Submission 134, p. 3. 

149 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 22. 

150 See for example: YFoundations, Submission 53, p. 10; ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 22. 

151 Yfoundations, Submission 53, p. 8. 

152 Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 20. 

153 Victorian Government, Submission 161, p. 8. 

154 Mission Australia, Submission 123, p. 18. 
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46 per cent of respondents said they were at risk of homelessness because of 
their financial situation.155 

Transition from out-of-home care (OOHC) 
6.167 Many children who have been in out-of-home care (OOHC) up to the age of 18 

become reliant on Youth Allowance to live once they leave care.156 

6.168 This cohort is at increased risk of experiencing homelessness within 12 months 
of leaving care.157 Submitters reported that over a third of young people 
leaving OOHC experience homelessness during their first year of 
independence.158 

6.169 CREATE pointed out that many young people leaving OOHC find it difficult 
to engage with Centrelink and other services.159 A young person reported her 
experience: 

Applying for Centrelink Youth Allowance is very lengthy, the questions 
don't allow you to reflect appropriately your experience especially being in 
OOHC, the process of obtaining and maintaining payments is not 
appropriately translated to young people.160 

Barriers to access Centrelink services 
6.170 Submitters identified issues with accessing Centrelink services for young 

people who are homeless.161 This can result in young people falling through 
the cracks or disengaging with the system.162 

6.171 Additionally, many young homeless people face additional challenges to meet 
mutual obligation requirements, and may be financially penalised because of 
breach penalties.163 

6.172 Submitters recommended Centrelink employ more social workers to assist 
vulnerable people to navigate the social security system and to support them 
to access the payments they are entitled to.164 

                                                      
155 Colony 47, Submission 121, p. 17. 

156 CREATE, Submission 48, p. 3. 

157 CREATE, Submission 48, pp. 2–3. 

158 See for example: CREATE, Submission 48, p. 2; Berry Street, Submission 134, p. 2. 

159 CREATE, Submission 48, p. 3. 

160 CREATE, Submission 48, p. 3. 

161 See for example: Yfoundations, Submission 53, p. 12; CREATE, Submission 48, p. 3; Berry Street, 
Submission 134, p. 6. 

162 Yfoundations, Submission 53, p. 12. 

163 Yfoundations, Submission 53, p. 12. 

164 See for example: Yfoundations, Submission 53, p. 12; CREATE, Submission 48, p. 3. 
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Committee view 
6.173 The committee agrees that there needs to be equity between the Youth 

Allowance payment rate for young people who live independently and the 
JobSeeker Payment. Young people living independently face the same 
expenses as those on the JobSeeker Payment. The committee believes that the 
current policy of lower payment rates for young people under 22 years of age 
has contributed to the rise of youth homelessness.  

Recommendation 23 
6.174 The committee recommends the Department of Social Services undertake a 

review of the adequacy of the Youth Allowance policy criteria and rates of 
payment to ensure recipients do not live in poverty.  

6.175 The committee is concerned by the lack of support to engage and navigate the 
social security system for vulnerable young people, including young people 
leaving out-of-home care and young people experiencing homelessness. The 
committee agrees that there is need for additional case workers to assist 
vulnerable young people in their dealings with Centrelink services. 

Recommendation 24 
6.176 The committee recommends Services Australia ensure that vulnerable 

young people are systematically assigned a caseworker to assist them with 
their applications for income support payments and connect them with the 
relevant services that can provide further assistance.  
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Chapter 7 
Achieving a minimum standard of living  

7.1 While submitters called for an immediate increase to Newstart and related 
payments1, the evidence received by the committee also highlighted the need 
for a major reform of the social security system to ensure the income support 
payment system provides an adequate safety net for working-age unemployed 
people.2 

7.2 Inquiry participants put forward recommendations and suggestions on how to 
approach a reform of the system, set and review payment rates and ensure that 
people on income support payments do not live in poverty.3 

7.3 This chapter first discusses previous reviews of the tax and income support 
system and overseas examples, which provide some guidance around 
methodologies that could be considered for reforming the income support 
system. 

7.4 Then, the chapter explores the evidence the committee received in relation to 
key principles that should underpin the design of an adequate system to 
support working-age unemployed people. 

7.5 Importantly, the chapter also discusses the need for a robust review 
mechanism to ensure that payments remain adequate overtime. It also reviews 
the budgetary implications of increasing the JobSeeker and Youth Allowance 
payments and potential economic benefits of an increase for the Australian 
economy. 

7.6 The chapter ends with the committee's concluding comments and final 
recommendations. 

Past reviews  
7.7 Submitters referred to a number of reviews of the tax and income support 

system suggesting methodologies that could be used to review the level of 

                                                      
1 See Chapter 2 pp. 18–20. 

2 See for example: Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 6; Samaritans 
Foundation, Submission 109, p. 5; Mr Chris Twomey, Leader, Policy and Research, Western 
Australia Council of Social Service (WACOSS), Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 3; 
Business Council of Australia, Submission 147, p. 10; Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 5; St 
Vincent’s Health Australia, Submission 89, p. 3. 

3 See for example: Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor 
Bruce Bradbury and Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 3; Good Shepherd 
Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 21; Australian Council of Trade Unions, Submission 86,  
p. 9. 
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payments for working-age jobseekers. They also highlighted the findings of 
these reviews, which indicated the need for increasing and reviewing 
Newstart payment rates.4 

7.8 While Mr Nathan Williamson, Deputy Secretary, Social Security at the 
Department of Social Services (DSS) informed the committee DSS had not been 
asked to investigate poverty or an increase of Newstart, he reminded the 
committee that reviews under different governments, including the Henry, the 
Harmer and McClure reviews had looked at issues around poverty, financial 
hardship, and budget standards.5 

Henry Review  
7.9 The Australia's Future Tax System Review (Henry Review) was established by 

the Rudd Government in 2008 to examine Australia's tax and transfer system. 
In 2010, the Australian Government released the final report and its initial 
response.6 

7.10 The financial problems faced by the working-age unemployed were 
recognised by the Henry Review, which highlighted the need for a principles-
based approach to setting payment levels.7 

7.11 The Henry Review recommended an increase to the base rates for single 
income support recipients on Newstart.8 

7.12 The Henry Review also recommended that the maximum rate of rent 
assistance should be increased and should be indexed by movements in 
national rents.9 

  

                                                      
4 See for example: Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor 

Bruce Bradbury and Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 2; Mr David Stanton, 
Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 10 October 2019, p. 53; Reverend Professor Peter Sandeman, 
Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare SA, Committee Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 39. 

5 Mr Nathan Williamson, Deputy Secretary, Social Security, Department of Social Services, 
Committee Hansard, 10 October 2019, p. 18. 

6 The Treasury, The Australia's Future Tax System Review, https://treasury.gov.au/review/the-
australias-future-tax-system-review (accessed 8 March 2020). 

7 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 2. 

8 See for example: Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor 
Bruce Bradbury and Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 2; ACOSS, Submission 74 
– Supplementary, p. 3. 

9 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 2. 

https://treasury.gov.au/review/the-australias-future-tax-system-review
https://treasury.gov.au/review/the-australias-future-tax-system-review
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Harmer Review 
7.13 As a component of the Henry Review, Dr Harmer also investigated measures 

to strengthen the financial security of seniors, carers and people with 
disability. The Pensions Review report (Harmer Review) was completed in 
February 2009.10 

7.14 In their joint submission, Professor Peter Whiteford and his colleagues stated 
that the Harmer Review provides a good model for an inquiry into the 
adequacy of Newstart because of its approach: 

That Review's approach to adequacy was to test whether 'current rates of 
pension are providing a basic acceptable standard of living, accounting for 
prevailing community standards'.11 

7.15 The review looked at a wide range of potential standards to assess the 
adequacy of the pension rates, including: 

 Male Total Average Weekly Earnings (MTAWE); 
 median full-time earnings; 
 the minimum wage;  
 the Henderson Poverty Line; 
 a relative poverty line set at a fraction of median household income; and 
 some form of 'budget standard'.12 

7.16 The Harmer Review also looked at how the level of payments compared to 
similar payments in other high-income OECD economies.13 

7.17 The outcome of the Harmer Review was one of the largest pension increases in 
history.14 

7.18 In their submission, Professor Peter Whiteford and his colleagues noted that 
the increase in pension rates widened the gap between the pension rates and 
the allowances paid to the unemployed.15 

                                                      
10 Department of Social Services, Pension Review Report, https://www.dss.gov.au/about-the-

department/publications-articles/corporate-publications/budget-and-additional-estimates-
statements/pension-review-report (accessed 8 March 2020). 

11 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 3. 

12 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 3. 

13 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 3. 

14 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 3. 

15 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 3. 

https://www.dss.gov.au/about-the-department/publications-articles/corporate-publications/budget-and-additional-estimates-statements/pension-review-report
https://www.dss.gov.au/about-the-department/publications-articles/corporate-publications/budget-and-additional-estimates-statements/pension-review-report
https://www.dss.gov.au/about-the-department/publications-articles/corporate-publications/budget-and-additional-estimates-statements/pension-review-report
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McClure review 
7.19 In 2013 the Minister for Social Services, Kevin Andrews, commissioned a 

review of the welfare system and appointed the Reference Group on Welfare 
Reform chaired by Patrick McClure. The Reference Group's final report was 
released in February 2015. Key findings included: 

 the social security system needs major reform to deliver better outcomes;  
 the system is too complex and difficult;  
 the system lacks coherence; 
 the system should be re-designed to meet future economic and social 

challenges.16 

7.20 The Reference Group recommended an integrated approach based on four 
pillars of reform: 

 a simpler and sustainable income support system; 
 strengthening individual and family capability; 
 engaging with employers; and  
 building community capacity. 

7.21 The Reference Group noted that differences in indexation adjustments 
between allowances and pensions had led to a growing gap in payment rates. 
It recommended a twin-tracked approach to payment adjustments across all 
income support payments: 

 a  community living standards adjustment following a periodic review (at 
least every four years) undertaken by a panel of experts; and 

 an automatic cost-of-living adjustment every six months, following a 
process to determine the most appropriate cost of living index for the new 
payment architecture .17 

7.22 It also acknowledged that Newstart Allowance was no longer restricted to 
recipients who needed the payment for only a short period and were likely to 
move into full-time work. It acknowledged that policy changes to DSP and 
Parenting Payment, along with economic condition had increased the average 
time spent on Newstart.18 

Overseas jurisdictions 
7.23 As outlined in chapter 1, comparisons between Australian allowances for the 

unemployed and those in other OECD countries are complicated by the fact 

                                                      
16 Reference Group on Welfare Reform, A New System for Better Employment and Social Outcomes, 

2015 (accessed 10 March 2020). 

17 Reference Group on Welfare Reform, A New System for Better Employment and Social Outcomes – 
Final report, pp. 38 and 55. 

18 Reference Group on Welfare Reform, A New System for Better Employment and Social Outcomes – 
Final report, p. 57. 

https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/02_2015/dss001_14_final_report_access_2.pdf
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that most other countries have contributory social-insurance systems. This 
means that those unemployed for a short period receive benefits that are a 
percentage of their past earnings. These systems tend to have higher assistance 
during shorter periods of unemployment, but often drop for the long-term 
unemployed. In Australia, in contrast the unemployed receive the same level 
of payment for as long as they continue to be eligible.19 

7.24 Professor Peter Whiteford and his colleagues noted that Newstart combined 
with the Commonwealth Rent Assistance, is the lowest payment in the OECD 
for the short-term unemployed: 

We [Australia] replace about 39 per cent of the previous net wage, but on 
average high-income countries replace 68 per cent of the previous net 
wage of these workers.20 

7.25 Professor Whiteford and his colleagues reported that when looking at 
payments to long-term unemployed jobseekers, using the example of someone 
unemployed for five years, Australia does improve its ranking considerably 
among OECD countries: 

In some countries there are no benefits for the long-term unemployed and 
in the United States they drop to negligible levels. But Australia is just 
below the OECD average – hardly the best safety net in the world.21 

Whakamana Tāngata – Restoring dignity to social security in New Zealand 
7.26 At a public hearing in Perth, Mr Chris Twomey, Leader, Policy and Research at 

WACOSS, talked about the need to reform the social security system and made 
references to the work of the New Zealand Welfare Expert Advisory Group, 
which reviewed the future of New Zealand's welfare system.22 

7.27 Brotherhood of St Laurence also mentioned New Zealand's review of its 
welfare system as one of the examples from overseas that can be drawn 
upon.23 

7.28 In May 2018, the New Zealand Minister for Social Development announced the 
establishment of a Welfare Expert Advisory Group to undertake a broad-

                                                      
19 See Chapter 1, pp. 8–9. 

20 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 9. 

21 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 9. 

22 Mr Chris Twomey, Leader, Policy and Research, WACOSS, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, 
p. 3. 

23 Brotherhood of St Laurence, Submission 138, pp. 10–11. 
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ranging review of the welfare system and advise the Government on the future 
of New Zealand’s welfare system.24 

7.29 The review's report was released in February 2019 and made 42 
recommendations, which 'seek to embed a new basis for social security, 
restoring trust in the system and enabling whakamana tāngata, to ensure people 
can live in dignity'.25 

7.30 The review proposes that adopting this approach will lift outcomes for Māori 
and others who are particularly adversely affected by the current system. The 
recommendations made in the report are wide ranging and include: 

 making income support adequate for meaningful participation in the 
community, and maintaining it over time; 

 making the income support system easy to access and able to provide timely 
support, including to people transitioning in and out of the system;  

 urgently expanding and accelerating Government efforts to substantially 
increase public housing on an industrial scale and continuing urgent efforts 
to end homelessness; 

 establishing an effective employment service the Ministry of Social 
Development is better able to assist people to obtain and keep good, 
sustainable work; and 

 improving the health and wellbeing of people with health conditions and 
disabilities, along with carers of people with health conditions and 
disabilities who interact with the welfare system.26 

Social Security Scotland 
7.31 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand suggested as a potential model to 

reform the income support payment system, the mechanism and principles 
used by the Scottish Government, especially in relation to regular provision of 
advice to Parliament.27 

7.32 In 2018, the Scottish Government started to reform its social security system to 
deliver benefits in a more positive and supportive way. The reform is based on 
the fact that social security is a human right. The eight principles that underpin 
the new system are: 

 social security is an investment in the people of Scotland; 
                                                      
24 New Zealand Government, Welfare Expert Advisory Group Report, Restoring dignity to social 

security in New Zealand, http://www.weag.govt.nz/weag-report/ (accessed 10 March 2020). 

25 New Zealand Government, Welfare Expert Advisory Group Report, Restoring dignity to social 
security in New Zealand, http://www.weag.govt.nz/weag-report/ (accessed 10 March 2020). 

26 Welfare Expert Advisory Group, Whakamana Tangata – Restoring dignity to social security in New 
Zealand, pp. 23, and 25-26; http://www.weag.govt.nz/assets/documents/WEAG-
report/aed960c3ce/WEAG-Report.pdf (accessed 10 March 2020). 

27 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 21. 

http://www.weag.govt.nz/weag-report/
http://www.weag.govt.nz/weag-report/
http://www.weag.govt.nz/assets/documents/WEAG-report/aed960c3ce/WEAG-Report.pdf
http://www.weag.govt.nz/assets/documents/WEAG-report/aed960c3ce/WEAG-Report.pdf
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 social security is itself a human right and essential to the realisation of other 
human rights; 

 the delivery of social security is a public service; 
 respect for the dignity of individuals is to be at the heart of the Scottish 

social security system; 
 the Scottish social security system is to contribute to reducing poverty in 

Scotland; 
 the Scottish social security system is to be designed with the people of 

Scotland and on the basis of evidence; 
 opportunities are to be sought to continuously improve the Scottish social 

security system in ways that put the needs of those who require assistance 
first, and advance equality and non-discrimination; and 

 the Scottish social security system is to be efficient and deliver value for 
money.28 

7.33 A Charter taking these principles and explaining what they mean in practice 
was created by people with lived experience of social security, advocacy 
groups and organisations in the community sectors, and the Scottish 
Government and Social Security staff.29 

7.34 To ensure accountability to the Charter, the Scottish Commission on Social 
Security consisting of an independent group of experts, provides reports to the 
Scottish Parliament to ensure the commitments of the Charter are being 
delivered.30 

7.35 In its submission, the Brotherhood of St Laurence also mentioned the Charter, 
noting the emphasis on dignity and respect in its principles.31 

Key principles for reforming the income support system  
7.36 Many submitters indicated that a broader reform of the social security system 

is needed.32 The following sections explore the key principles identified by 
submitters that should underpin future reforms. 

                                                      
28 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 21 and Scottish Government, Social 

Security Scotland: our charter, https://www.gov.scot/publications/charter/  (accessed 9 March 2020). 

29 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 21 and Scottish Government, Social 
Security Scotland: our charter, https://www.gov.scot/publications/charter/  (accessed 9 March 2020). 

30 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 21 and Scottish Government, Social 
Security Scotland: our charter, https://www.gov.scot/publications/charter/  (accessed 9 March 2020). 

31 Brotherhood of St Laurence, Submission 138, p. 11. 

32 See for example: Business Council of Australia, Submission 147, p. 10; Mr Chris Twomey, Leader, 
Policy and Research, WACOSS, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 1; Dr Cassandra Goldie, 
Chief Executive Officer, ACOSS, Committee Hansard, 11 October 2019, pp. 3–4; Good Shepherd 
Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 6; Samaritans Foundation, Submission 109, p. 5. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/charter/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/charter/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/charter/
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Simple and accessible system 
7.37 Mr David Stanton, from the Crawford School of Public Policy at ANU, 

appeared in a private capacity at a public hearing in Canberra and told the 
committee that the social security system has become 'incredibly complex' and 
argued that a return to a much simpler system should be considered to ensure 
people access the payments they are entitled to: 

[…] simplicity brings ease of understanding and clarity of objectives. 
Complexity makes it very difficult for people to understand what they're 
entitled to. You can have take-up issues where people don't get the 
payments for which they're entitled and there is a confused set of 
relationships within the system.33 

7.38 Similarly, WACOSS suggested that the social security system should be 
reformed in a way that ensures support is easy to access.34 

7.39 The Australian Council of Trade Unions also suggested a simpler system, 
citing the 2018 OECD Jobs Strategy, which argues that excessive bureaucratic 
hurdles for access to unemployment benefits and excessive monitoring of 
mutual obligation requirements can be counterproductive for activating job 
seekers.35 

7.40 Community Industry Group also noted that access to income support is 
unnecessarily complex and prohibitive and recommended the system be 
streamlined.36 

7.41 Similarly, the National Foundation for Australian Women contended that 
'changes to the system over time have led to unintended complexities, 
inconsistencies and incoherencies'.37 

7.42 Reverend Professor Peter Sandeman, Chief Executive Officer at Anglicare SA, 
reminded the committee that the McClure reviews suggested 'consolidation 
and simplification of all the payment systems', and added: 

Going back to McClure 1 and 2 and looking at simplification of the systems 
would be a good thing to do. When we did provide that report [McClure 
review in 2000] way back when, we actually had bipartisan—in fact, tri-
partisan—support. It's an idea that I think goes across parliament to 
support such a thing. It's difficult to do, but it's very important to do it.38 

                                                      
33 Mr David Stanton, Private Capacity, Committee Hansard, 10 October 2019, p. 50. 

34 WACOSS, Submission 62, p. 17. 

35 Australian Council of Trade Unions, Submission 86, p. 9. 

36 Community Industry Group, Submission 24, p. 3. 

37 National Foundation for Australian Women, Submission 40, p. 9. 

38 Reverend Professor Peter Sandeman, Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare SA, Committee Hansard,  
30 October 2019, p. 39. 
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A system based on people's needs  
7.43 As discussed in chapter 6 of this report, submitters noted that Newstart in its 

design and intent is not suitable to support a range of jobseekers that may 
require long-term income support for reasons such as medical conditions, 
caring responsibilities or labour market circumstances.39 

7.44 The Business Council of Australia argued that 'Australia needs a welfare 
system that better reflects people's capacity to work' and that applies 
consistent principles across the system.40 

7.45 ACOSS referred the committee to its 2014 submission to the McClure Review, 
which argued that the system of social security payments for people of 
working age should be based on financial need rather than work capacity or 
future employment prospects.41 

7.46 Brotherhood of St Laurence expressed the view that the social security system 
needs to be equitable and recognises that people have different needs 
depending on their age, gender, health and circumstances.42 

7.47 Professor Whiteford and his colleagues noted that 'while it is true that people 
are better off in work, government economic policy assumes there be an 
ongoing level of unemployment' and concluded: 

This emphasises the importance of income support that is enduringly 
adequate and fair.43 

Payments linked to community living standards 
7.48 As discussed throughout this report, submitters expressed grave concerns 

about the current levels of payment rates for working-age jobseekers as these 
payments do not provide an acceptable minimum standard of living.44 

7.49 As outlined in chapter 2, submitters recommended an increase in payment 
rates to lift people out of poverty, restore fairness and equity, and provide an 
acceptable minimum standard of living for those unable to work.45 

                                                      
39 See for example: Legal Aid Queensland, Submission 88, p. 10; ADACAS, Submission 139, p. 14;  

Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman, Submission 77, p. 10. 

40 Business Council of Australia, Submission 147, p. 10. 

41 Answers to Questions taken on Notice during 11 October public hearing, received from Australian 
Council of Social Service, 28 October 2019, p. 80. 

42 Brotherhood of St Laurence, Submission 138, p. 6. 

43 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 15. 

44 See for example chapter 2: pp. 1; 8 and 18–19. 

45 See chapter 2: pp. 18–19. 
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7.50 In essence, submitters stressed the need for adequate payments to prevent 
poverty and enable economic and social participation.46 

7.51 For example, KPMG emphasised the need to link payments to a community 
standard.47 

7.52 Issues around defining what constitutes a minimum acceptable standard of 
living and proposals in relation to set payments rates have been discussed in 
chapter 2.  Proposed increases to payment rates are further discussed later in 
this chapter. 

7.53 Submitters stressed that for payments to remain linked to community living 
standards, there is a need for the adoption of an adequate mechanism to 
regularly index payments.48 

Indexation arrangements linked to costs of living 
7.54 Newstart and other allowance are indexed to movements in the Consumer 

Price Index (CPI).  

7.55 The CPI is intended to track changes in the cost of living and includes 11 major 
groups of expenses, including discretionary costs such as clothes, recreation, 
culture, alcohol and tobacco.49 

7.56 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand explained that the CPI 'basket of 
goods' identifies an average cost increase, but fails to differentiate between 
essential services such as rent, food or utilities from discretionary costs such as 
clothes and leisure pursuits. As a consequence, Good Shepherd Australia New 
Zealand argued that it unfairly disadvantages people on income support and 
more specific calculations are needed to reflect the impact of price rises on 
income support recipients.50 

7.57 ACOSS explained that pensions are indexed to wage movements as well as 
two consumer price indices, the CPI and the Pensioner and Beneficiary Living 
Cost Index, meaning that pension indexation reflects movements in 
productivity growth and living standards.51 

                                                      
46 See for example: Brotherhood of St Laurence, Submission 138, p. 6; Yfoundations, Submission 53,  

p. 7; Uniting Vic.Tas, Submission 54, p. 4; ALGA, Submission 7, p. 3; Mental Health Australia, 
Submission 64, p. 6. 

47 Mr Grant Wardell-Johnson, Lead Tax Partner, Economics and Tax Centre, KPMG, Committee 
Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 67. 

48 See for example: Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, pp. 17–20; Australian Local 
Government Association (ALGA), Submission 7, p. 3. 

49 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 17. 

50 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 17. 

51 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 18. 
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7.58 Submitters argued that indexing Newstart and related payments to the CPI 
alone is not adequate and that the lack of indexation of these payments to 
wage movements is a major cause of the growing impoverishment of people 
on Newstart.52 

7.59 For example, at a hearing in Sydney, Mr Grant Wardell-Johnson, Lead Tax 
Partner, Economics and Tax Centre at KPMG discussed the inadequacy of an 
indexation to the CPI and told the committee: 

I think there is a document that's been produced by the Australian 
parliament that says that, if you take the unemployment benefit as it 
existed in 1945 and you increase it by CPI, you get to $90 per week. That's 
obviously so logically ridiculous that you need another index rather than 
CPI.53 

7.60 Submitters recommended that Newstart and related payments should be 
indexed to wage movements.54 

7.61 Per Capita submitted that the approach to setting the rate of Newstart be 
brought into line with the approach taken to set the pensions, and indexed to 
the MTAWE.55 

7.62 In their submission, Professor Peter Whiteford and his colleagues 
recommended that a transparent system of indexation and benchmarking be 
established to ensure that the relative value of differing income support 
payments is broadly maintained over time.56 

7.63 ACOSS specifically recommended: 

Allowances should be indexed twice per year to movements in a standard 
Australian Bureau of Statistics measure of wage levels (before tax), as well 
as movements in the Consumer Price Index (whichever is higher).57 

  

                                                      
52 See for example: ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 18; Combined Pensioners and Superannuants 

Association, Submission 18, p. 4; Ms Frances Davies, Member, National Foundation for Australian 
Women, Committee Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 7. 

53 Mr Grant Wardell-Johnson, Lead Tax Partner, Economics and Tax Centre, KPMG, Committee 
Hansard, 11 October 2019, p. 67. 

54 See for example: ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 18; Centre for Social Research and Methods, Australian 
National University, Submission 118, p. 4; Mr Chris Twomey, Leader, Policy and Research, 
WACOSS, Committee Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 2; NACCHO, Submission 124, p. 4; Consumers 
Health Forum of Australia, Submission 15, p. 4. 

55 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 19. 

56 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 16. 

57 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 19. 
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An effective review mechanism 
7.64 Submitters stressed that a robust and transparent review mechanism should be 

in place to periodically assess the adequacy of the income support system and 
payments.58 

7.65 Submitters were of the view that the body responsible for setting and 
reviewing the income support payment rates should be independent and 
apolitical.59 

An independent commission charged with reviewing and setting up income 
support payments 
7.66 Submitters noted that bodies such as the Fair Work Commission and 

Remuneration Tribunal successfully and independently carryout reviews 
around wages and payments.60 

7.67 For example, the Remuneration Tribunal which reviews annually the 
remuneration of members of Parliament was established to ensure clarity, 
transparency and efficiency in parliamentary entitlements.61 

7.68 Some submitters suggested that responsibility for setting income support rates 
should be removed from government (and politics) and be placed in the hands 
of an independent tribunal or commission, not dissimilar to the setup of the 
Fair Work Commission of the Remuneration Tribunal.62 

7.69 However, inquiry participants noted that because social security payments is 
an area of significant expenditure for the federal government, it would be 
unlikely that the major political parties would consider relinquishing control 
over the setting and reviewing of income support payments.63 

7.70 For example, Per Capita stated: 

                                                      
58 See for example: Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 6; Catholic Social 

Services Australia, Submission 36, p. 2; Justice and Peace Office, Submission 41, p. 1; Anglicare 
Australia, Submission 63, p. 8; Mission Australia, Submission 123, p. 11. 

59 See for example: KPMG, Submission 73, p. 1; Anglicare Australia, Submission 63, p. 7; ACOSS, 
Submission 74, pp. 25–26; Australian Neighbourhood Houses and Centres Association, Submission 
133, p. 13; Brotherhood of St Laurence, Submission 138, p. 2. 

60 See for example: Catholic Social Services Australia, Submission 36, p. 3; Per Capita, Submission 143, 
p. 33; Initiatives for Women in Need, Submission 160, p. 3. 

61 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 21. 

62 See for example: MoneyMob Talkabout, Submission 149, p. 5; Initiatives for Women in Need, 
Submission 160, p. 3. 

63 See for example: Catholic Social Services Australia, Submission 36, p. 3; Per Capita, Submission 143, 
p. 34; Anglicare NT, Submission 16, p. 1. 
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[…] relinquishing control of this spending would fundamentally 
undermine the ability of an elected government to control the federal 
budget.64 

7.71 Instead, submitters saw the establishment of an independent body providing 
advice to Parliament and / or to government as an appropriate instrument to 
conduct regular review of social security policies and payments.65 

An independent body providing advice to government 
7.72 Most submitters expressed the view that an independent body should be 

established to provide expert advice to Parliament about the setting of social 
security payments.66 

7.73 ACOSS argued that an independent body to advise the parliament would 
'enable a fairer approach to social security design' and 'would ensure that 
evidence guides payment design and reform'.67 

7.74 Ms Susan Tilley, Manager, Aboriginal Policy and Advocacy at Uniting 
Communities, also stressed the need for evidence-based and independent 
advice: 

We need someone outside of government to look at the evidence and data 
and come up with baselines and decent rates that people can live on.68 

7.75 Submitters indicated that the independent body should not only advise 
parliament on payment rates but also on eligibility criteria, accessibility 
(waiting periods) and indexation.69 

7.76 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand supported the recommendation of the 
establishment of an independent body and cited the Scottish Commission on 
Social Security, which provides reports to the Parliament on whether their 
Social Security Charter is being upheld, as a good model for Australia.70 

                                                      
64 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 34. 

65 See for example: Catholic Social Services Australia, Submission 36, p. 3; Centre for Excellence in 
Child and Family Welfare, Submission 150, p. 8. 

66 See for example: WACOSS, Submission 62, p. 17; ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 26; Combined 
Pensioners and Superannuants Association, Submission 18, p. 4; Good Shepherd Australia New 
Zealand, Submission 6, p. 21; Mr Chris Twomey, Leader, Policy and Research, WACOSS, Committee 
Hansard, 6 November 2019, p. 2; Ms Frances Davies, Member, National Foundation for Australian 
Women, Committee Hansard, 20 November 2019, p. 2; Combined Pensioners and Superannuants 
Association, Submission 18, p. 4.  

67 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 26. 

68 Ms Susan Tilley, Manager, Aboriginal Policy and Advocacy, Uniting Communities, Committee 
Hansard, 30 October 2019, p. 39. 

69 See for example: ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 26; The Wyatt Trust, Submission 144, p. 6; Uniting 
Communities, Submission 45, p. 12.  

70 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand, Submission 6, p. 21. 
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7.77 Jobs Australia is of the view that establishing an independent commission to 
provide advice to Parliament would 'take the obfuscation out of the debate and 
provide focus on achieving bipartisan goals of social security policy' aimed at 
'assisting jobseekers to find work, maximising wellbeing within the 
community, stimulating the economy whilst maintaining a fiscally prudent 
approach to government spending'.71 

7.78 Specifically, ACOSS recommended: 

A Social Security Commission should be established by legislation to 
provide independent expert advice to the Parliament about the setting of 
social security payment rates (including income support, family payments 
other supplements) and cover adequacy, means test settings, indexation, 
and accessibility (including waiting periods).72 

7.79 In their submissions, many submitters mentioned that they fully supported 
ACOSS' proposal and recommendation around the establishment and 
mandate of a Social Security Commission.73 

7.80 However, ACOSS stressed that it is not necessary to wait for such a 
commission to be established to deliver on 'the urgent, immediate increase to 
Newstart, Youth Allowance and related allowances'.74 

Economic impacts  
7.81 The positive impacts of increasing the payment rates for working-age 

unemployed people have been discussed throughout the report. This chapter 
focuses on looking at the financial impacts on the Federal budget of raising the 
payment rates as well as the economic benefits. 

Budget implications of changes 
7.82 As briefly discussed in chapter 2, all submitters recommended an increase to 

Newstart and related payments. Some submitters put forward recommended 
amounts for increasing Newstart and related payments as well as 
supplements.  

ACOSS proposal – Raise the rate campaign  
7.83 At the time of lodging its submission in October 2019, ACOSS recommended 

an increase of $75 per week to Newstart and related payments and a 30 per 

                                                      
71 Jobs Australia, Submission 28, p. 8. 

72 ACOSS, Submission 74 – supplementary submission, p. 6. 

73 See for example: National Foundation for Australian Women, Submission 40, p. 17; Carers 
Australia, Submission 19, p. 8; cohealth, Submission 56, p. 8; Jesuit Social Services, Submission 11,  
p. 5; Human Rights Law Centre, Submission 113, p. 4. 

74 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 26. 
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cent increase to the Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA).75 This proposal 
was supported by many submitters.76 

7.84  In 2018, the proposed increase of $75 per week (with indexation based on 
wage and price movements) to the maximum rates of Newstart, Youth 
Allowance and related payments for single recipients was costed at $3.3 billion 
per year by Deloitte Access Economics.77 

7.85 In February 2020, ACOSS sent a supplementary submission to the committee, 
to update the recommended increase to the single rate of Newstart and related 
allowances. ACOSS now recommends that the single rate of Newstart and 
related payments be increased by a minimum of $95 per week alongside a 30 
per cent increase to the CRA ($20 per week).78 

7.86 ACOSS explained it calculated the $95 per week figure by indexing the 2016 
Minimum Income for Healthy Living (MIHL) standard (developed by UNSW's 
Social Policy Research Centre) to the Median Full Time Non-Managerial Total 
Earnings wage index. This indexation shows that a single person who is 
unemployed now needs $460 per week to cover basic costs.79 

7.87 To calculate the gap between what people receive and what they need, ACOSS 
subtracted the total income support payments received by a single person who 
was unemployed and renting privately from the $460 figure and found a gap 
of $115. ACOSS then subtracted from $115 the $20 per week increase to the 
CRA to get the revised base rate increase of $95 per week.80 

7.88 According to ACOSS, the revised costing is $3.8 billion per year.81 
Additionally, according to ACOSS, a 30 per cent increase to the CRA would 
cost $800 million per year.82 

Other proposals 
7.89 Some other submitters proposed alternate amounts for an increase in payment 

rates without providing costings. These proposals point to the need for a 

                                                      
75 ACOSS, submission 74, pp. 3–4. 

76 Consumers Health Forum of Australia, Submission 15, p. 7; Positive Life NSW, Submission 35, p. 1; 
Australian Unemployed Workers’ Union, Submission 102, p. 3; YWCA, Submission 106, p. 2; 
COFEE, Submission 38, p. 7. 

77 Deloitte Access Economics, Analysis of the impact of raising benefit rates, September 2018, p. 8. 

78 ACOSS, Submission 74 – supplementary submission, p. 3. 

79 ACOSS, Submission 74 – supplementary submission, p. 3. 

80 ACOSS, Submission 74 – supplementary submission, p. 3. 

81 ACOSS, Submission 74 – supplementary submission, p. 5. 

82 ACOSS, Submission 74 – supplementary submission, p. 6. 
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similar or a higher increase than the 2020 ACOSS proposal of an increase of 
$95 to the Jobseeker rate and $20 to the CRA.83 

7.90 In chapter 2, based on the evidence it had received, the committee expressed 
the view that the income support system should ensure that all eligible income 
support recipients do not live below the OECD relative measure of poverty. To 
gage the level of overall payments needed to ensure people do not live in 
poverty, the committee commissioned the Parliamentary Budget Office (PBO) 
to produce costings based on a single person receiving the maximum rates of 
Newstart. 

Setting payment rates using the OECD relative measure of poverty 
7.91 According to the PBO costing, a fortnightly income of at least $1012 per 

fortnight ($506 per week) is required to ensure an income support recipient 
does not live below the OECD relative measure of poverty.84 

7.92 The increase in the JobSeeker Payment does not take into account supplement 
payments income support recipients may currently receive. Payment 
adjustments would need to be made to reflect other potential sources of 
incomes. 

7.93 The PBO has estimated that the increase of the JobSeeker Payment would 
represent in the first year of implementation an increase of about 4.2 per cent 
in the social security and welfare budget. It would result in the social security 
and welfare budget going from representing 36.2 per cent of the total federal 
budget to 37.2 per cent.85 

7.94 By comparison, according to the PBO, implementation of the ACOSS proposal 
of an increase of $95 per week and a 30 per cent increase to the CRA would 
result in the social security and welfare budget representing 36.8 per cent of 
the total federal budget.86 

 
  

                                                      
83 See for example: ALGA, Submission 7, p. 3; KPMG, Submission 73, p. 4; Anglicare Australia, 

Submission 63, p. 8; CPSA, Submission 18, p. 4. 

84 Parliamentary Budget Office, Policy Costing – Increase JobSeeker Payment, from Parliamentary Budget 
Office, additional information received 17 March 2020, p. 2.  

85 Parliamentary Budget Office, Policy Costing – Increase JobSeeker Payment, from Parliamentary Budget 
Office, additional information received 17 March 2020, p. 11.  

86 Parliamentary Budget Office, Policy Costing – Increase JobSeeker Payment, from Parliamentary Budget 
Office, additional information received 17 March 2020, p. 11.  
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Economic stimulus 
7.95 As previously mentioned in this report, submitters are of the view that an 

increase to income support payments would stimulate the economy.87 For 
example, WACOSS explained: 

When those on the lowest incomes see an increase in their disposable 
income, they spend it on much-needed essential goods and services, 
typically locally, providing an injection of activity into the economy of 
their community.88 

7.96 Per Capita is of the view that increasing income support payments to 
unemployed workers will act as a 'well targeted employment creation 
stimulus' because people will spend the money in their local communities, 
particularly on food and clothing'.89 

7.97 In 2018, Deloitte Access Economics, at the time of the proposal of a $75 
increase to the Newstart rate, projected that the increase would result in the 
creation of at least 12,000 extra jobs.90 

7.98 The Reserve Bank of Australia stated that in the short-term, providing people 
on low-incomes with a boost to their income would be an effective stimulus for 
the economy because such households would most likely spend the extra 
dollars.91 

7.99 Uniting Communities noted that the argument of increasing the rate of 
Newstart to stimulate the economy is supported not only by the Governor of 
the Reserve Bank, but also by key economists, and some liberal and national 
politicians.92 

7.100 In their submission, Professor Peter Whiteford and his colleagues emphasised 
that 'the social security system is an important element of economic policy in 
stabilising household incomes during periods of economic downturns'.93 

7.101 The Wyatt Trust argued that, unlike lowering income tax and business tax, the 
economic activity generated by increasing the rate of Newstart is likely to be 
on local Australian products and businesses.94 

                                                      
87 See for example: WACOSS, Submission 62, p. 16; ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 28; Per Capita, 

Submission 143, p. 28; Australian Council of Trade Unions, Submission 86, p. 8; Uniting 
Communities, Submission 45, p. 12. 

88 WACOSS, Submission 62, p. 16. 

89 Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 28. 

90 Deloitte Access Economics, Analysis of the impact of raising benefit rates, September 2018, p. 15. 

91 ACOSS, Submission 74, p. 28. 

92 Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 13. 

93 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor Bruce Bradbury and 
Associate Professor David Stanton, Submission 71, p. 15. 
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7.102 At a public hearing in Canberra in February 2020, the Treasury advised the 
committee that it had not been asked to provide advice on the economic 
impact of an increase to Newstart payment rates.95 

7.103 Importantly, as discussed throughout the report, submitters highlighted the 
other key benefits of an increase in payment rates, including enabling people 
to live in dignity, improving their health and wellbeing and employment 
prospects.96 

Economic response to the coronavirus 
7.104 On 22 March 2020, as part of its economic response to the coronavirus, the 

Australian Government announced it would temporarily expand eligibility to 
income support payments and establish a new, time-limited Coronavirus 
Supplement to be paid at a rate of $550 per fortnight. This supplement will be 
paid to both existing and new recipients of the eligible payment categories. 
These changes will apply for a period of six months, starting from 27 April 
2020.97 

7.105 The income support payment categories eligible to receive the Coronavirus 
Supplement are: 

 JobSeeker Payment; 
 Youth Allowance Jobseeker; 
 Parenting Payment (Partnered and Single); 
 Farm Household Allowance; and 
 Special Benefit recipients. 

7.106 Anyone who is eligible for the Coronavirus supplement will receive the full 
rate of the supplement of $550 per fortnight. 

Expanded and faster access 
7.107 For the period of the Coronavirus supplement, there will be expanded and 

faster access to income support through a range of measures including: 

 reduced means testing; 
 reduced waiting times; 
 accelerated claim process; and 

                                                                                                                                                                     
94 The Wyatt Trust, Submission 144, p. 5. 

95 Mr Trevor Power, Division Head, Macroeconomic Conditions Division, Treasury, Committee 
Hansard, 14 February 2020, p. 8. 

96 See for example: Brotherhood of St Laurence, Submission 138, p. 6; Per Capita, Submission 143, p. 16; 
The Wyatt Trust, Submission 144, p. 5; Kimberley Community Legal Services, Submission 167, p. 5; 
Community Industry Group, Submission 24, pp. 3–4; Catholic Social Services Australia, Submission 
36, p. 2; Uniting Communities, Submission 45, p. 11; cohealth, Submission 56, p. 1; Jobs Australia, 
Submission 28, pp. 6–7. 

97 Australian Government, Economic Response to the Coronavirus, (accessed 1 April 2020). 

https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-03/Overview-Economic_Response_to_the_Coronavirus_1.pdf
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 streamlined application process. 

Flexible jobseeking arrangements 
7.108 While those receiving the JobSeeker Payment have an obligation to actively 

look for work or build their skills, the mutual obligation requirements have 
been changed for the period to allow more flexibility. This includes exemption 
from mutual obligations for those who have caring responsibilities or who 
need to self-isolate. 

7.109 Mutual obligation requirements for JobSeeker Payment, Youth Allowance 
(jobseeker) and Parenting Payment have been suspended until 27 April 2020 
with the possibility of this measure to be further extended.98 

7.110 Sole traders that become eligible for the JobSeeker payment will automatically 
meet their mutual obligation requirements during this period by continuing to 
develop and sustain their business. 

Committee view 
7.111 The evidence discussed throughout this report clearly indicates that the 

payment rates for jobseekers do not support an acceptable minimum standard 
of living. This situation is far from new. As pointed out at the beginning of this 
chapter, previous reviews of the income and tax system, including the Henry 
Review undertaken over 10 years ago, identified the need to increase the rates 
of payments available to working-age unemployed income support recipients, 
as well as the rates of supplements, such as the CRA. These reviews also 
clearly identified some serious flaws in the policy design of the system to 
support unemployed working-age people. These included a lack of coherent 
principles to set payment levels, an inadequate mechanism to index 
allowances, and the system's complexity and incapacity to respond to people's 
needs and circumstances. The committee agrees with these findings. The 
committee notes that the findings of these reviews have been mostly ignored 
by the governments that commissioned them. 

7.112  Importantly, throughout this inquiry, the committee heard evidence from 
people on Newstart and related payments that clearly exposes systemic 
deficiencies in the current income support system. The system is patently 
inadequate to provide adequate support to the unemployed to live and find 
employment. In particular, the system fails to be an enabler for economic 
participation for the long-term unemployed.  

7.113 The committee agrees with submitters that the social security system needs 
major reforms to ensure it better responds to people's needs while supporting 
economic participation. The committee notes that other jurisdictions, such as 
New Zealand and Scotland, have undertaken major reforms to their welfare 

                                                      
98 Services Australia, Mutual obligation requirements, (accessed 1 April 2020). 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/topics/mutual-obligation-requirements/29751
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systems to ensure they strongly align with the principle that social security is a 
human right and that people must live in dignity. The committee encourages 
the Australian Government to reform the social security system on the basis of 
this key principle. Respect for the dignity of individuals must be at the heart of 
our social security system.  

7.114 The committee considers that a review of the social security system should  be 
underpinned by a series of principles, including: 

 social security is a human right; 
 social security is an investment in people; 
 social security is to  reduce poverty; 
 respect and dignity of the individual is at the heart of the social security 

system. 

7.115 A review of the social security system should provide advice to the 
Parliament on how to ensure the income support system: 

  is accessible;  
  is based on people's needs;  
 genuinely supports economic participation;  
 is agile and able to respond to future economic and social challenges, 

especially those related to the changing nature of work;  
 that payments are linked to community living standards and are adequately 

indexed; and 
 does not allow people to fall below the OECD relative measure of poverty. 

7.116 The committee is cognisant of the limitations of government-led reviews. As 
such, the committee sees value in setting up a Social Security System Expert 
Group led by independent experts. The Social Security System Expert Group 
would regularly report to Parliament on the adequacy of the system and 
advise on potential changes to legislation to strengthen the system. 
Importantly, the Social Security System Expert Group would be first tasked 
with a comprehensive review of the system to advise Parliament on a set of 
reforms it must consider in order to achieve better economic and social 
outcomes for income support recipients. 

Recommendation 25 
7.117 The committee recommends the Australian Government establish a Social 

Security System Expert Group led by independent experts charged with 
periodically examining the adequacy of the social security system and 
reporting to Parliament to ensure the Australian Government meets its 
responsibilities. 
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Recommendation 26 
7.118 The committee recommends that the Social Security System Expert Group is 

tasked with a review of the social security system to advise Parliament on 
how to reform the system to achieve better outcomes and increase economic 
participation. Such a review would provide advice to Parliament on the 
following matters: 

 establishing an appropriate mechanism to establish payment rates for 
allowances, pensions and supplements; 

 determining an appropriate benchmark for the indexation of all income 
support payment rates; 

 ensuring payments and allowances reflect people's circumstances and 
needs; 

 adopting effective models to support people into work; 
 providing additional support and measures to address entrenched 

disadvantage and long-term unemployment; and 
 addressing any other related matters identified by the Social Security 

System Expert Group. 

7.119 The committee acknowledges that the Australian Government is temporarily 
expanding eligibility to income support payments and has established a new, 
time-limited Coronavirus Supplement to be paid at a rate of $550 per fortnight 
for a period of six months starting from 27 April 2020. The committee notes 
that the temporary Coronavirus Supplement of $550 per fortnight is in effect 
increasing by approximately 100 percent the payment rate of the JobSeeker 
Payment and Youth Allowance. This new measure is welcome and will 
provide immediate relief for working-age jobseekers.  

7.120 The PBO advised the committee that a fortnightly income of at least $1012 per 
fortnight was required to ensure an income support recipient does not live 
below the OECD relative measure of poverty. The committee notes that the 
Coronavirus Supplement brings the payments to eligible recipients to an 
appropriate level of supports that ensures people do not live below the OECD 
relative measure of poverty. However, this measure is temporary and has not 
been designed to be in placed beyond the current COVID-19 crisis.  

7.121 The committee is of the view that a permanent increase of payment rates is 
warranted and cannot wait for the outcomes of a comprehensive review of the 
social security system. The committee urges the Australian Government to 
increase the JobSeeker Payment, Youth Allowance and Parenting Payment 
rates once the Coronavirus Supplement phases out. There is no doubt that   
circumstances will have changed significantly post the COVID-19 crisis. This 
will need to be taken into account when determining a fair and responsible 
increase in the JobSeeker Payment, Youth Allowance and Parenting Payment 
rates. 
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Recommendation 27 
7.122 The committee recommends that once the Coronavirus Supplement is 

phased out, the Australian Government increase the JobSeeker Payment, 
Youth Allowance and Parenting Payment rates to ensure that all eligible 
recipients do not live in poverty. 

Senator Rachel Siewert 
Chair 
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Coalition Senators' Dissenting Report 

1.1 Coalition Senator’s generally do not endorse the recommendations contained 
within the Committee’s report. 

1.2 Coalition Senators recognise that providing targeted, comprehensive income 
support to unemployed Australians is consistent with community expectations 
and is an important element of the social security safety net that supports 
Australians who cannot support themselves. 

1.3 Income support for unemployed people in Australia does not function as a 
wage replacement or as part of contributory or time limited schemes, as is the 
case in some other countries. Accordingly, Newstart Allowance (now 
JobSeeker Payment) and related payments are generally set at a rate in 
recognition of their role as a safety net payment and consistent with policy 
settings that encourage seeking out and maintaining paid employment. 

1.4 Further, Coalition Senators appreciate that income support payments, 
including Newstart Allowance, must be fiscally sustainable and preserve 
incentives to find and maintain paid employment. Ensuring that Australia’s 
social security safety net is sustainable is important in providing an assurance 
to Australians that the comprehensive and targeted support offered through 
our taxpayer funded income support system will be available to those who 
meet eligibility criteria. 

1.5 As income support payments constitute a significant component of the 
Commonwealth budget and those programs are generally demand driven, it is 
critical that the Commonwealth Government support employment growth, 
engagement with the workforce, and policy settings that promote a targeted 
and sustainable income support system. This is in order to ensure that general 
reliance on welfare is limited and income from employment is the primary 
mode by which individuals and families support themselves. 

1.6 The committee heard evidence that Newstart Allowance and related payments 
are one element of the support provided by Government to unemployed 
Australians. Supplementary payments, concession cards, emergency relief, 
publically funded initiatives associated with health, education and 
employment, and settings within the tax system complement the highly 
targeted support delivered through the direct cash assistance provided 
through income support payments. 

1.7 Coalition Senators recognise that numerous elements of the Australian social 
security and welfare system, specifically in respect of Newstart Allowance and 
related payments, work to provide comprehensive support to jobseekers. 
These include: 

 a high degree of means testing; 
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 significant arrangements associated with supplementary payments and 
supports; and  

 Income support that is neither time limited nor contributory. 

1.8 Further, over recent years the proportion and rate of Australians in receipt of 
working age income support, and Newstart Allowance and related payments, 
has decreased, which reflects well on the Morrison Government’s record on 
economic growth and job creation. This trend demonstrates the approach 
taken by successive Governments, which promotes the fiscal sustainability of 
Australia’s income support system. 

1.9 Coalition Senators note that the Government consistently reviews policy 
settings on an ongoing basis, and that specific reviews of the tax and transfer 
system and income support have occurred periodically. 

1.10 Finally, Coalition Senators recognise that a sustainable welfare system and 
prudent budget management enables Government to make decisions in 
response to extraordinary circumstances, such as recent events associated with 
the Coronavirus outbreak. 

Purpose and role of income support payments for the unemployed 
1.11 The Committee heard evidence that Newstart Allowance is a safety net 

payment for people who cannot support themselves through work, savings or 
other means. 

1.12 Newstart Allowance is not meant to be a salary or wage replacement. Newstart 
is set at an appropriate level with regard to the purpose of the payment. It is a 
safety net for people while they look for work, set to a minimum standard to 
support living rather than a payment set to a replacement level or otherwise 
tied to wages or income. 

1.13 This is consistent with the way that income support payments such as 
Newstart Allowance are increased over time. Newstart Allowance, and now 
JobSeeker Payment, are increased regularly, as rates are indexed by CPI in 
March and September every year. 

1.14 The operation of the welfare system, specifically Newstart Allowance, as a 
safety net is situated within the context of broader social and economic policy. 
Additional factors, separate from the absolute rates that income support are set 
at, inform the scope and functioning of the numerous supports the 
Government provides to unemployed Australians. 

1.15 Coalition Senators recognise the importance of ensuring that income support 
systems, including the rate of payment, must support engagement with the 
workforce and remain fiscally sustainable. 

1.16 Consistent with the purpose of Newstart Allowance as a safety net payment, 
the allowance is set at a rate that it is not a replacement for paid employment. 
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Over recent years the Government has focused on supporting and encouraging 
economic growth and employment growth, as creating additional jobs 
provides unemployed Australians the best opportunity to move into the 
workforce, improve their material circumstances and support themselves and 
their families. 

1.17 More broadly, settings associated with Newstart Allowance are geared 
towards encouraging engagement with the workforce and pathways to 
employment. Mutual obligations play an important role in incentivising 
participation and remaining work ready. 

1.18 Rates of income support, and public expenditure on programs associated with 
social security and welfare, are set in the context of a desire for fiscal 
sustainability and the impact of such programs on the budget. In the medium 
to long term, increases in the level of support provided by Government would 
have to be funded through an increase in taxation revenue or a reduction in 
spending on other programs. 

1.19 Accordingly, Coalition Senators recognise that any responsible approach to 
policy making in relation to social security and welfare must pay sufficient 
regard to the cost associated with policy settings and the trade-offs that 
increased expenditure require. 

1.20 Any consideration of changes to payment rates must properly engage with the 
role that Newstart Allowance plays within the broader income support 
system, possible incentive and disincentive effects in respect of engagement 
with the workforce, and how the costs associated with any change would be 
managed in a budgetary sense.   

 

Targeted features of the income support system and additional 
supports 
1.21 Importantly, Jobseeker Payment is not the only payment or support that job 

seekers receive. It is part of a broader social security system comprising of 
payments, services, concessions, childcare, housing and employment services 
and associated programs. 

1.22 Coalition Senators note that differential rates of JobSeeker Payment are paid to 
recipients, aligned with their circumstances and consistent with the principles 
associated with means testing arrangements central to the Australian social 
security system. 

1.23 Further, the amount of income support a person receives is based on 
individual  circumstances, including payment type, age, residence status, 
relationship status, housing tenure, whether they have dependent children, 
and their level of income and assets. 
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1.24 Coalition Senators note that Newstart Allowance is one element of the welfare 
system and that supplementary payments (including Commonwealth Rent 
Assistance and Family Tax Benefit Part A and B), concession cards and public 
expenditure on housing, employment services, health, education and 
associated programs also assist jobseekers in receipt of NSA and related 
payments. In its evidence, the Department of Social Services noted that: 

In addition to the main Newstart payment, there are a range of 
supplements that recipients can receive: pharmaceutical allowance; rent 
assistance; family tax benefit; telephone allowance; carer allowance; 
mobility allowance; pensioner education supplement; language, literature 
and numeracy supplement; approved program of work supplement; and 
remote area allowance. I should reflect that not every recipient receives all 
of the supplements, and each of the supplements are subject to eligibility.1 

1.25 It is also important to note that additional publically funded supports are 
provisioned to Australians in general, including those on income support. 

 

Australian Approach and International Comparisons 
1.26 Coalition Senators recognise that many of the key features of Australia’s social 

security and income support system are relatively unique in an international 
context. Australia’s income support system is means tested, non-contributory 
and not time limited. Individuals are paid for as long as they are eligible, 
regardless of the income they have previously earnt. The rate of previous 
earnings does not contribute or otherwise relate to their payment of income 
support. 

1.27 In general, Australia has not adopted the social insurance approach to transfer 
payments that is characteristic of almost all developed nations. These systems 
require contributions from employers and employees and assistance can be 
time limited for working age recipients and families with children. 

1.28 Australia relies heavily on means testing and not does provide income 
replacement or universal transfer payments. Australia targets a higher 
proportion of its social security spending to low income households compared 
to other countries in the OECD. 

1.29 Payments in Australia are set at flat rates so the same maximum rate applies 
for all recipients, irrespective of previous earnings or taxes paid. Assistance is 
paid for as long as the recipient meets the eligibility criteria.  

1.30 Income support in Australia is not supplemented with mandatory social 
security contributions. Australia and New Zealand are unique among 

                                                      
1 Mr Shane Bennett, Group Manager, Participation Payments and Families, Department of Social 

Services, Committee Hansard, 10 October 2019, p. 2. 
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developed nations in not applying a social security levy on employers and 
employees. 

1.31 Many OECD countries pay relatively high rates of assistance in the initial 
phase of unemployment, which reduces or ceases as the period of 
unemployment increases, while a consistent level of assistance in Australia is 
provided for as long as the recipient meets the eligibility criteria. 

1.32 Coalition Senator’s note that these features support the comprehensive, 
targeted nature of Australia’s income support system and are fundamentally 
related to the scope, scale and purpose of payments. 

Trends over Time 
1.33 Coalition Senators note the significant reduction, in both real and relative 

terms, in the number and rate of Australians on working age welfare 
payments, including the changes over time in the number and rate of 
Australians on Newstart Allowance (now JobSeeker Payment). 

1.34 As at June 2019, the proportion of working age Australians dependent on 
welfare had fallen to 13.5 per cent, the lowest level in more than 30 years. 

1.35 In June 2019, there were 2.2 million people of working age receiving income 
support (such as Newstart Allowance, Parenting Payment and Disability 
Support Pension). This was a decrease of around 100,000 from June 2018.   

1.36 Over the same time, the working age Australian population, aged 16 to 64 
years, has increased from 16 million people in June 2018 to 16.3 million people 
in June 2019. 

1.37 This trend in a reduction of working age people in receipt of income support 
has occurred over the period June 2014 to June 2019, which coincides with 
strong employment growth over the term of the Liberal National Government. 

1.38 While it is encouraging to see that close to two thirds of Newstart Recipients 
leave payment within twelve months, it is clear that some income support 
recipients have complex and challenging circumstances that may present as 
barriers to employment, including the impact of age discrimination, mental 
health issues, and substance abuse issues. 

Targeted Support to encourage employment 
1.39 Coalition Senators recognise that there are a range of targeted supports 

designed to assist income support recipients in engaging with the workforce 
and removing barriers to employment, including the programs detailed in the 
Cross Government submission. 

1.40 Coalition Senators also note additional initiatives currently underway that can 
be characterised as innovative approaches to address the sometimes complex 
barriers to work that some income support recipients may experience. 
Furthermore, these programs can provide opportunities for individuals to gain 
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personal confidence and further develop skills necessary to re-enter the 
workforce. 

Stronger Places Stronger People initiative 
1.41 The Government has committed $35 million over five years to support 10 

communities across Australia to adopt a place-based, local approach to help 
break entrenched disadvantage, which some families and children may be 
enduring.  This program aims to interrupt the intergenerational cycle of 
disadvantage that is concentrated in particular communities around Australia. 
Through partnering with communities and their leaders, local organisations, 
policy makers and funders, the aim is to create stronger futures for children 
and their families in these communities and provide them with mentoring and 
confidence that they can take with them in their future endeavours. 

Social Impact Investing 
1.42 The Government is also seeking to trial Social Impact Investing which is a 

collaborative program between all levels of government, service providers, 
businesses and the community. Social impact investing is an innovative model 
of financing social services and provides an opportunity to capitalise on 
philanthropy. The program aims to foster positive outcomes for all Australians 
and ensure everyone Current Social Impact Investing programs are improving 
the outcomes of youth at risk of homelessness and other vulnerable groups 
this is also important for the wellbeing and future generations of working class 
Australians.  Coalition Senators know from sector feedback that there is a need 
to build organisations’ capability to better understand, define and measure 
their outcomes and social impact. 

Employment services model 
1.43 In March 2019, the Australian Government announced a new employment 

services model will be introduced from July 2022 to deliver better outcomes for 
job seekers and employers as part of the Australian Government’s plan for a 
stronger economy. The new model will transform the way employment 
services are delivered. 

1.44 For job seekers, the new model will provide service options to support them to 
find a job, a better digital platform and more flexibility to meet mutual 
obligation requirements: 

 Digital First - job seekers who are job-ready and digitally literate will enter 
Digital First and self-service online. These job seekers will be able to access 
online tools to help them make informed choices about their job search, as 
well as a contact centre to help answer questions and provide advice via 
phone or email. 

 Digital Plus - job seekers who need extra support will be able to access 
digital services and receive face-to-face support from an employment 
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services or training provider as needed. This may include training to help 
use the digital service, work skills training, or funding to pay for a wage 
subsidy, tools or a licence. Support from the contact centre will also be 
available. 

 Enhanced Services - the most disadvantaged job seekers will receive 
Enhanced Services delivered through employment services providers. 
Providers will help address a job seeker’s barriers to work through services 
such as career guidance, mentoring, vocational training, assistance in 
accessing non-vocational services such as counselling, work experience, job 
placements and post-placement support. Taking into account the findings of 
the Employment Services Expert Advisory Panel, payments for providers 
delivering Enhanced Services will support greater targeted and tailored 
servicing of disadvantaged job seekers. 

Other initiatives 
1.45 Furthermore, as part of the 2019-20 Budget, the Government has announced $5 

million for the establishment of a Social Impact Investing (SII) Taskforce. The 
Taskforce has been established to develop a strategy for the Commonwealth 
and provide input to the SII market, drawing on international, private sector 
and state and territory government experience.   

1.46 The strategy will identify a way forward for Commonwealth investments in 
social impact investing, including how SII can provide additional solutions to 
address entrenched disadvantage, achieve measurable social impact and 
facilitate private capital investment in the SII market. These findings will 
ideally relate to a better understanding regarding collaborative cross-sector 
work relationships, which will be beneficial for all jurisdictions and 
communities across Australia.   

1.47 Additionally, the Government’s commitment to the Priority Investment 
Approach is producing detailed data and analysis of cohorts of income 
support recipients, with a focus on how to understand the lifetime costs 
associated with income support. Drawing on this analysis is the Try Test and 
Learn Program. The objective of the Try, Test and Learn Fund is to generate 
new insights and evidence into what works to reduce long-term welfare 
dependence.  

1.48 The Government has invested $96.1 million to trial innovative approaches to 
assist some of the most vulnerable in society onto a path towards stable, 
sustainable independence. The fund will allow the Government to identify 
approaches that work, and use this evidence to transform our investment in 
existing programs or make the case for new investments. The Try, Test and 
Learn Fund takes an open and collaborative approach to policy development. 
This approach is focused on seeking new ideas from and collaborating with a 
diverse range of stakeholders, including the community sector, business, 
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academia and the general public, in order to develop new ways of tackling 
complex social challenges. 

1.49 The fund allows trials to be implemented and findings from those trials will 
help the Government maximise its investment in policies that work well. 
Stakeholders, such as individuals, academics, businesses, representatives of 
the community services and government sectors have been involved in the 
design and implementation of the Try, Test and Learn Fund, including 
through co-development of the trials. As at 17 July 2019, more than 2,000 
people have benefited through projects supported through the Try, Test and 
Learn Fund, including: 

 700 people attending over 3000 mentoring sessions; and 
 1,000 people completing education and skills training sessions. 

1.50 In order to ensure that welfare spending is targeted and sustainable into the 
future, Coalition Senators believe that Government should continue to focus 
on how innovative approaches and interventions can assist in promoting the 
transition from welfare to work. 

Budget considerations and fiscal management 
1.51 Coalition Senators recognise that ensuring the long term sustainability of the 

social security and welfare system is a key focus for the Australian 
Government, and that this is in the interest of the Australian public and 
individuals who engage with the income support system, for now and into the 
future. 

1.52 Further, Coalition Senators note that prudent management of the budget 
allows for a sustainable, comprehensive and targeted social security and 
welfare system. 

1.53 Australia’s broad, comprehensive welfare system is a significant component of 
the Commonwealth budget. In 2018-19 the Australian Government spent 
around $172 billion on social security and welfare, or around a third of all 
Government spending. This commitment demonstrates the scope and scale of 
taxpayer funded assistance provided to the Australian community. 

1.54 It is important to note that social security payments are non-contributory in 
nature, so all public expenditure associated with income support programs are 
funded out of general revenue, without regard to any sort of prior contribution 
recipients may have made in respect of income or other tax. 

1.55 As expenditure on income support must be balanced by considerations of 
fiscal sustainability, the degree to which payments are means tested and 
targeted is an important consideration. Ensuring that payments are directed to 
individuals most in need, allows for the significant investment the 
Government makes in terms of income support while balancing the 
sustainability of the system.  
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1.56 Coalition Senators note that income support is not a replacement for 
employment, and that considering the rate or quantum of income support in 
the context of a wage replacement does not reflect the role or purpose of 
income support payments like Newstart Allowance.  

Recent developments 
1.57 Coalition Senators recognise the extraordinary circumstances that have arisen 

in recent months in relation to the Coronavirus outbreak, and the impacts that 
COVID-19 has had on the Australian economy. 

1.58 In response to the Coronavirus outbreak, the Government has made 
temporary changes to Australia’s social security safety net in order to offer 
additional support and assistance to Australians negatively impacted by the 
economic impacts of COVID-19.  

1.59 From 12 March 2020, the Government has announced a range of temporary 
measures to expand eligibility and offer increased support to Australians 
interacting with the social security safety net, specifically JobSeeker Payment. 
These changes have included, to date: 

 an Economic Support Payment of $750 to around 6.6 million payment 
recipients and concession card holders from 30 March 2020, with a further 
Economic Support Payment of $750 to around 5 million payment recipients 
and concession card holders in July 2020;  

 a temporary payment of a Coronavirus Supplement of $550 per fortnight 
from 27 April 2020 to recipients of JobSeeker Payment, Youth Allowance, 
Parenting Payment, Student Payments and a range of related payments; 

 expanded eligibility and qualification for JobSeeker Payment and Youth 
Allowance to assist Australians who are stood down or lose their 
employment; sole traders; the self-employed; casual workers; and contract 
workers who meet the income tests as a result of the Coronavirus; 

 reduction and removal of waiting periods including the Ordinary Waiting 
Period, the Liquid Asset Waiting Period, the Seasonal Work Preclusion 
Period, and the Newly Arrived Residents Waiting Period; and 

 temporary changes to means testing arrangements, including removal of the 
assets test and a temporary change to the JobSeeker Payment Partner 
Income Test. 

1.60 These measures, and the anticipated increase in recipients, will significantly 
increase expenditure associated with government support for the unemployed. 

1.61 Importantly, Coalition Senators recognise that a sustainable welfare system 
and a strong and balanced budget has allowed the Government to react in a 
timely and proportionate manner to the unprecedented and unexpected 
circumstances, such as the Coronavirus Outbreak. 
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1.62 Coalition Senator’s recognise that the Government’s commitments in respect of 
social security and welfare, and specifically in respect of enhanced support for 
the JobSeeker Payment, are possible because of the significant improvement to 
the Commonwealth budget in recent years. 

1.63 The significant increase in additional, targeted support Government is 
providing on a temporary basis through the income support system to 
Australians impacted by the Coronavirus outbreak demonstrates how flexible 
existing systems are, and how the social security system can provide enhanced 
support to Australians under these extraordinary circumstances. 

Senator Wendy Askew 
 
Senator Hollie Hughes 
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Appendix 1 
Submissions and additional information 

Submissions 
1 Youth Affairs Council of South Australia Inc 
2 ACT Government 
3 Commissioner for Children and Young People South Australia 
4 YOUNG Campaigns 
5 QCOSS (Queensland Council of Social Service) 
6 Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand 
7 Australian Local Government Association 
8 City of Port Adelaide Enfield 
9 Community Information and Support Victoria 
10 The Citizen's Dividend Organisation 
11 Central Coast Council 
12 Community Housing Industry Association NSW 
13 Soroptimist International of South Australia 
14 Community and Public Sector Union 
15 Consumers Health Forum of Australia 
16 Anglicare NT 
17 Queensland Advocacy Incorporated 
18 Combined Pensioners and Superannuants Association 
19 Carers Australia 
20 Nova for Women and Children 
21 Universities Australia 
22 City of Greater Dandenong 
23 Tasmanian Council of Social Service 
24 Community Industry Group 
25 Anti-Poverty Week 
26 Orygen, The National Centre of Excellence in Youth Mental Health 
27 Carers NSW 
28 Jobs Australia 
29 Doctors Reform Society 
30 Moreland City Council 
31 City of Fremantle 
32 Central Australian Aboriginal Congress 
33 SDA National 
34 Domestic Violence Victoria 
35 Positive Life NSW 
36 Catholic Social Services Australia 
37 Women in Adult and Vocational Education 
38 Centre of Full Employment and Equity, University of Newcastle 
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39 Multicultural Youth SA 
40 National Foundation for Australian Women 
41 Justice and Peace Office 
42 Diversity ACT Community Services 
43 Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations 
44 Northern Territory Government 
45 Uniting Communities 
46 Australian Women Against Violence Alliance 

 Supplementary submission 

47 Victorian Council of Social Service 
48 CREATE Foundation 
49 AMES Australia 
50 PeakCare Queensland 
51 Australian Association of Social Workers 
52 Victorian Public Tenants Association 
53 Yfoundations 
54 Uniting Vic.Tas 
55 Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists 
56 cohealth 
57 NSW Council of Social Service 
58 Yarra City Council 
59 Tenants' Union of NSW 
60 Sisters Inside Inc 
61 Harmony Alliance 
62 WA Council of Social Service and Financial Counsellors’ Association of 

Western Australia 
 Supplementary submission 

63 Anglicare Australia 
64 Mental Health Australia 
65 Federation of Ethnic Communities' Councils of Australia 
66 City of Salisbury 
67 South Port Community Housing Group Inc. 
68 LawRight 
69 The Whitlam Institute within Western Sydney University 
70 Children and Young People with Disability Australia 
71 Professor Peter Whiteford, Associate Professor Sean Innis, Associate Professor 

Bruce Bradbury and Associate Professor David Stanton 
72 Foodbank Australia 
73 KPMG 
74 Australian Council of Social Service 

 Supplementary submission 

75 A/Prof Karen Soldatic, Michelle Fitts, Liam Magee and Gerard Thomas 
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76 Mr Len Baglow and Associate Professor Susan Gair 
77 Dr Francis Markham and Professor Jon Altman 
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