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Glossary

Agency Collect

Child support

payments
Family Tax
Benefit Part A

violence

Financial abuse

Services Australia — Child Support receives and
transfers child support payments from the payer
parent to the payee parent

Money paid for the purpose of financially supporting
children following parental separation.

Numerous behaviours, such as financial control
or employment sabotage, that are carried out by a
perpetrator to control or harm a victim-survivor.

Resident parents are exempt from the
Maintenance Action Test due to circumstances such
as family violence.

Government payments provided to families to help
with the costs of raising children.

A means-tested payment based on a family's income to
help with the costs of raising children, paid per child.

A pattern of controlling behaviour that can include
physical, sexual, verbal, emotional and financial
violence that can occur during intimate-relationships
and post-separation.

Perpetrators inflicting financial harm upon
and control over a victim through numerous
tactics, such as restricting access to money
or taking out loans in a victim’s name.

Jobseeker payment A Government income support payment that includes

Maintenance
Action Test

Maintenance
Income Test

Non-resident
parent

Parenting
Payment Single

Payee parent

Payer parent

Private Collect

Resident parent

job search activity requirements.

Upon separation, the Government requirement that a
resident parent seeks child support payments from the
non-resident parent in order to qualify for above-base-
rate Family Tax Benefit Part A entitlements.

Services Australia’s use of child support income

to reduce a parent’s Family Tax Benefit Part A
entitlements by 5o cents for every $1 of child support
received above an annual threshold, currently $1960.05
for one child (plus $653.35 for each additional child
support child under 16 years).

The parent who has less overnight care of children
compared to the resident parent.

A Covernment income support payment for

eligible single parents with a resident child under

14 years of age.

The parent who receives child support payments.
The parent who pays child support.

Agreement between the payer and payee parent to
transfer child support payments privately without the

imvolvemnent of Services Australia.

The parent who has more overnight care of children
than the non-resident parent.
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Executive Summary

The study

have engaged with the Australian child support system. Their
survey responses reveal how violence is the backdrop to women's
engagement within each stage of the child support process,

from application to collection. Our findings also highlight the
compounding impact of violence and poverty (Summers, 2022).

Women face impossible choices, where seeking financial support
for their children can expose them to post-separation viclence
(Cook et al., 2023). The results of our survey show how these
impossible choices really provide women with no choice at all.
Rather, women are placed into impossible situations. Our findings
show how the child support system is failing single Australian

While our previous Financial Abuse: The Weaponisation of Child Support
(see Cook et al., 2023) report revealed the staggering rates of violence
experienced by women within the child support system and the impact
on mothers and their children, what remained unknown was exactly
how the child support system was able to be weaponised. At the same
time, evidence on financial abuse and the weaponisation of the child
support system is contimuing to grow (Cook et al., 2023; Stewart et

al., z023; Women's Legal Services Australia (WLSA), z024), as a range
of researchers, advocacy and social welfare organisations take note

of the financial and systemic injustices that single mothers face.

Calls for systems-wide intervention into violence against women
and children have featured in a range of Govemment reports (see the
recent work of Domestic, Family and Sexual Violence Commission
[DFSVC], 2024; Gallagher & Chalmers, 2023), inquiries (see the Joint
Select Committee on Australia’s Family Law, and the recent financial
abuse inquiry, O'Neill & Mascarenhas, 2024) and committees (see
Campbell et al., 2024; Economic Inclusion Advisory Committee
[BIAC], z024; ; Interim EIAC, 2023), and build on the National Plan
to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032 (Department
of Social Services [DS5], 2022). Evidence that shines a light on the
weaponisation of the Australian Child Support System underlines
the need for urgent reform to ensure that the objectives of the
National Plan, and ultimately women's safety, can be achieved.




Opening the black box

The concept of a ‘black box’ has two related meanings, both of
which are useful to our analysis of the child support system.

First, a black box describes a phenomenon where the inputs and
outputs of a process are known, but where the implementation
is opaque. For child support, a complex array of policy settings
and procedures are documented. There exists data on the
performance of the child support system in terms of the number
of users, value of assessments and payments. However, what is
unknown is how the system works, or where it might not work.
Owur survey opens this black box. It looks at how each component
of child support’s intricate and technical system operates for the

women who are typically held responsible for enacting them.

Second, a black box - in the context of an air crash investigation -
contains critical data on the performance of the aircraft's systems
which shed light on how and why the disaster occurred. Related to
child support, while the system is increasingly coming to be seen
as a disaster for women experiencing violence, the black box has
yet to be recovered or analysed. Our survey retrieves the black box,
which lies in the experiences of system users, and sifts through the
data to understand exactly how the system fails victim-survivors.

While the use of the child support system to inflict financial abuse
is now well understood, what remains unknown is how the system
operates to provide perpetrators with such opportunities.

In this report, we systematically step through the child support
process to identify the points where women face untenable
decisions - often in the context of policy rules and requirements

- that place them at financial or physical risk. We open the black
box that contains the incredibly complex and technical workings
of the child support system to spell out exactly how the system
fails women and where abusers can take advantage of loopholes or
unsafe processes. These sites of financial abuse exist where women
have all of the responsibility and none of the control, and yet single
mothers and their children suffer all the negative consequences.
Given the paucity of data that exists on how the system operates
(DSS, 202.4b), we contrast the purported workings of the child support
system with the lived experience of women who are subject to it.

Beyond important, but small-scale qualitative research (see for

example Natalier 2018; Cook 2021a; Cook 20z1b), there is no

systematic research that reports women's experiences of how

child support works or does not work for them. As a result, there
is no way to see inside the black box of the child support system;

o shine a light on the ways that the system can be weaponised

and make the tactics of financial abuse visible so that solutions

can be found. This survey makes the invisible visible to reveal
a path towards a system that holds perpetrators to account

thile upholding chil dren’s right to financial support.
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Shining a light on the erroneous
assumptions embedded in the child
support system

While child support may seem relatively straightforward, it is an extremely
complicated area of policy. In addition, parents must navigate this complex
system without detailed information or advice regarding the implications
of their decisions, particularly in the context of ongoing family violence.

The complexity of child support in policy and practice is masked by a
rmumber of assumptions that are not based in the reality of women’s
experiences of navigating the child support system. Here, we identifya
mumber of erroneous assumptions that keep the operation of the child
support system in the shadows before testing these using our survey data:

Violence ends at the point of separation
and non-physical violence is not as
harmful as physical violence.

Seeking an exemption is an appropriate
response to family violence, and a
straightforward process that will not
retraumatise victim-survivors.

Parents will not hide or
minimise their incomes.

Parents will take up the share
of care recorded in their
child support agreement.

E,.

Child support assessments
accurately balance payees’ costs of

children with payers’ capacity to pay.

Parents can freely agree on the
collection type that suits them both.

Private collections are arranged
between parents who get along,
will work together, and will not be
used to hide payment outcomes.

Payers will provide the assessed
amount of child support, and
it will be paid on time.

Debts will be recovered through
Agency Collect, including that

it is straightforward for resident
parents to switch from Private to
Agency Collect to recover debt.

Child support collections and shortfalls will not
jeopardise women's financial sem'rb,r ﬂlmuyl FEITIl}'




The conclusion to be drawn from these erroneous assumptions is that
the child support system will not be weaponised and that remedies
for women experiencing family violence are responsive and accessible,
This narrative contrasts with advocates' and governments' increased
understanding of payers’ malicious actions. The loopholes and blind
spots created by these erroneous assumptions can be leveraged to
inflict harm on child support payees. At the same time, a lack of data
obscures these malicious intents and their harmful outcomes.

Our survey seeks to bring these
erroneous assumptions out of

the shadows and into the light,
illuminating how and where the
child support system is weaponised.

Methods

Building on our previous research (Cook et al., 201g; 2023), we
designed a survey to gain insight into women's experience of
the Australian child support system. In this survey, we used the
online platform, Qualtrics, to collect anonymous responses
from single mothers about their experiences of the system's
operations. The survey was open for two months, from 7 June
to 16 August 2024. A total of 675 single mothers took part.

The r75-question survey, which took approximately 30 minutes to
complete, contained 1o parts, including blocks of questions on income
and family characteristics, perceptions of control over child support
payments, applying for child support, working out child support
entitlements, collection of payments, views on payer compliance,

interactions with Family Tax Benefit payments, mteractions with other

institutions, and demographics. The survey examined how women
experienced the child support system from the time of separation to the
finalisation of their child support engagement. Our questions focused
on how women made decisions about child support, particularly

in the context of ongoing financial abuse and family violence.

INCORRECT
Violence ends at the
point of separation
and non-physical
violenoe is not as
harmful as physical

Key findings

Child support, despite its straightforward and important aim
of transferring payments between separated households, is
regarded as a complex area of policy and a ‘black box' in which
there is a lack of data on how the system operates. The system's
opacity means that parents’ experiences are largely unknown

- particularly for half of the caseload who transfer payments
privately. Policy and service blind spots and loopholes allow
harmful behaviour perpetrated through the child support system
to go undetected and unaccounted for. The lack of evidence
on the harms that the system enables in turn perpetuates the
myth that child support is a benign administrative process.

Violence as a backdrop to women's lives

The extreme rates of family violence experienced by single mothers
prior to separation is becoming understood (Summers, 2022), asis
the use of the child support system to inflict financial abuse post-
separation (Cook et al., 2023). Moreover, research identifies the
co-existence of violence and poverty within single mother families.

Despite the vulnerability of women caregivers, the child
support system is used by men to commit violence against
romen - to control and create financial duress. How the

system can respond has not yet been reckoned with.

Our results confirm the exceptionally high rates of violence
experienced by single mothers and shows how the nature
of this abuse changes as they enter and move within the
child support system. The results expose how the system's
logic forces women into untenable situations where they
must risk their financial welfare to ensure their safety.

Over three-guarters (78%) of single mothers were experiencing

some form of violence at the time of separation. Over half

of the sample reported either emotional/psychological

(52%) or financial abuse (60%) at the time of the survey.
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Given that violence is the backdrop to many single mothers’
lives, there is a moral obligation to ensure that this often-

mandatory system — one that was originally designed to reduce
child poverty - lessens rather than exacerbates financial harm.

Impossible choices or no choices at all

In the context of past and ongoing violence, women faced impossible
choices that spanned decision-points that existed across the
entire child support system and could go on for decades. Often,
women's ‘choices’ were made in the context of mandatory policy
requirements, such as the Maintenance Action Test (MAT)

and the Maintenance Income Test (MIT), which are based on
erronecus assumptions about separated parents’ motivations and
behaviours that our findings show do not represent reality.

Approximately half of the sample wanted to seek child
support, with the primary motivation being to ensure
that their ex-partner financially supported their children.
However, seeking child support was also reported to
increase women's risk of violence and increase conflict.

As a result, the women in our sample were often placed in impossible
situations, where they sought to balance minimising the potential
for abuse from their ex-partner with the often-punitive rules of the

child support and Family Tax Benefit payment systems; rules that are
able to be weaponised to inflict financial harm on victim-survivors.

Women leaving violent partners, which in our sample was four out
of every five women, were faced with impossible choices between
a series of competing options, each of which entailed their own
logistical, physical, financial, legal and/or psychological risks:

I s ldentifying their ex-partner as violent to Services Australia,
which could expose them to further violence.

2., Provingto Services Australia that their ex-partner posed
an ongoing risk, thus exposing them to further violence.

3 e FPoregoing child support income that their ex-partner
would otherwise be required to provide to their
children, thus risking harm to their children who will
miss out on the benefits of additional income.

4. Poregoing Family Tax Benefit Part A payments above the base
rate if child support is not sought, thus rsking harm to their
children who will miss out on the benefits of additional income.

s Signingaviolent ex-partner up to pay child
support, risking further violence.

partner to determine, collect on or medify child
support agreements, risking further harm.

s Relying on aviolent ex-partner to provide necessary
income on a regular basis, risking unreliable
support and the potential of further violence.

6. Continually having to re-engage with a violent ex-

How women sought to reconcile these often-competing risks
was frequently at odds with formal policy requirements and
highly dependent on Services Australia providing women with
appropriate mformation as well as a safe service pathway.

It was shocking that only 1o per cent of women in our sample

applied for a Maintenance Action Test exemption from seeking

child support in a context where almost &0 per cent of women

were experiencing violence at the time of separation.

What is even more shocking is that of these 8o per cent of
women, 55 per cent did not know the financial consequences
of them failing the MAT by not seeking either child support
or an exemption. The result of which was that they would
only be eligible to receive the minimum FTBA payment.
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Applying for child support
following separation

The child support application, which is required to obtain
more than the base level of FTBA, occurs at a critical life
juncture for women: relationship breakdown. As previously
expressed, this period is often contextualised by violence,
which renders women particularly financially vulnerable,

Research confirms that if child support is paid on time and in full

it can reduce child poverty by z1 per cent (Skinner, et al, zo17).

Despite the need for financial resources across the entire sample,

only 64 per cent of mothers applied for child support when they

irst separated. As a result, a third of women were not set up to
receive both their full Family Tax Benefit entitlements and financial
support for children from their ex-partner at a critical time.

For women experiencing violence, the main reasons for not applying
for either child support or an exemption following separation were to:

48%

Reduce the risk of conflict with their ex-partner (41%)

25%

or to reduce their risk of violence (25%).

For women leaving violent relationships, the prospect of
poverty looms large. Current policy settings fail to provide
adequate financial support when women do leave (Summers,
20212), while also withholding most of women's FTBA
payments if they are too fearful to apply for child support.

Figure 1: Applying for child support

Parents separate

Single parents required
to seek child support
to pass the MAT

Single parent

does not seek

child support

No exemption Has an exemption

Single parent fails MAT MAT not applied

Receives the

base-rate of FTBA Receives full rate of FTBA
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Almost a third of women (31%) faced an impossible situation
where Services Australia was pressuring them to apply for child
support while their ex-partner was pressuring them not to apply.

Of these women, 85 per cent were experiencing
violence at the time of separation.

Only Gg per cent went on to apply for child support,

while just 13 per cent applied for an exemption.

Just over a third of women (38%) were experiencing pressure
not to apply for child support from their ex-partner but were
not being pressured to apply by Services Australia. A similar
proportion of these women (83%) were experiencing violence
at the time of separation. These women were the least likely
to apply for child support (58%) and were the most likely to
fail the MAT by also not applying for an exemption (20%).

he current child support and exemption application process is
ill-equipped to support women whose ex-partners are pressuring
hem to avoid their obligations. Failing the MAT resultsin

inancial harms to mothers and children, while financially

rewarding abusive ex-partners.

INCORRECT
Secking an exemption is
an appropriate response

to family violence,
and a stral ghtforward
process that will
not retraumatise
victim-survivors.

INCORRECT
Parents will not
hide or mini mise

their incomes.

INCORRECT
Parents will take up
the share of care in
their child support

agreement.

INCORRECT
Child support
assessment s acouratel y
balance payees' costs of
chilldren with payers'
capacity to pay.

Unfair assessments

While approximately two thirds of all women in the
sample reported applying for child support following
separation, this decision in no way provided an end to the
pressure that they experienced from their ex-partner.

The child support formula relies on accurate information on each
parent’s share of overnight care of children and their taxable incomes.
The child support system assumes that the reporting and recording
of this information is unproblematic and that each parent will
accurately report these in a timely manner. However, our analysis
shows that care time and income can be hidden or manipulated

to make child support assessments unfair or inappropriate.

More than half of women experiencing financial abuse reported

hat their ex-partner reduced their child support assessments -

nd thus the money that flowed to children - by either: legally
minimising their taxable income (57%), submitting inaccurate

income assessments (55%) or by having their own business (52%).

most one in five women (17%) experiencing financial
buse reported that their ex-partner claimed a greater share
of overnight care of children than they actually did. The

result was that women bore a larger share of costs while
being assessed to receive a lower share of income.

Only slightly more than half of all women (54%) had a child
1pport assessment for more than $8 perweek. Only a quarter
of women experiencing financial abuse received a child support

payment amount above $8 per week, indicating that abusive ex-

partners may minimise their incomes to inflict financial harm.



Almost half of the sample were expedting to receive either
no child support, $8 per week or an unknown amount.

The child support assessments reported by mothers in our
sample are wildly out of step with the financial reality of

children’s lives and women's ability to cover these expenses.

wenty per cent of women who reported that their ex-partner’s

income was inaccurate ended up having to pay them child support

as a result. This happens because each parent's share of child support

income is divided according to each parent's share of overnight

are. When fathers’ taxable income is artificially low, and their
share of care time is unchanged, mothers canbe required to pay
hild support despite fathers' wealth being significantly higher.

Collection methods that can
harm women

When they first sought child support, a higher proportion of women
(57%) than the current caseload reported by DSS (49%) (DSS, 2024b)
opted to collect payment via Services Australia, known as Agency
Collect. Over time, many women in our sample who had initially
opted to collect payments privately, also moved to Agency Collect.

However, seeking to enforce payments by moving from Private

o Agency Collect resulted in a range of consequences for women,

both emotional (anger: 59%) and financial (reducing child

support assessments: 51% or refusing to pay anymore: 31%). Only |

rarely (14%) did women's ex-partners accept their decision.

INCORRECT
Private collections

are arranged betwesn

parents who get

along, will work

together, and will
not be used to hide
payment ouboomes.

For those women using Private Collect, the most commmon reason
hat women gave for their collection ‘choice’ was to bow to

pressure from their ex-partner not to pay child support (47%).

Women's reports of their collection ‘choices’ stands in stark
contrast to the assumption circulated in mumerous parliamentary
inquiries (HRSCFCA, zo03; HRSCSPLA, z015) and taskforces
(Ministerial Taskforce on Child Support, 2005), that parents

who transfer payments privately do so because they get along
better and will work together in the children’s best interests.

For women who opted to move to Agency Collect
from Private Collect, reasons inchaded:

I Not wanting to deal with an ex-partner (73%)
B Sothat child support debts could be collected (65%)

B Toimprove record keeping of payment receipt (47%)

These reasons all point to women’s difficulty collecting payments
directly from an ex-partner in the context of high rates of emotional
and financial abuse reported by women post-separation.

With the benefit of hindsight and increased understanding of family
violence, the promotion of Private Collections can be seen to have
kept financial abuse in the shadows and out of public scrutiny.
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Receiving due support?

While 16 per cent of women reported being assessed to receive

the minimum amount of child support, only g per cent of women
reported receiving this amount. Rather, most women (56%) received
‘nothing’ despite only 2o per cent of women expecting to do so.

For women who were experiencing financial abuse at the time of the

survey, the results were even more bleak, with over half of the sample

(56%) expecting to receive an amount above the minimum payment,

INCORRECT
Payers will provide the
assessod amount of

- child support, and it
but in reality, almost two thirds (60%) received nothing. * will be paid on time.

Women who were experiencing financial abuse expected to receive
slightly more child support in the previous month than women who
were not being financially abused at the time of the survey. However,
while they expected to receive slightly more child support than others,
women experiencing financial abuse received substantially less.

hereis a pernicious assumption in the operation of the
Maintenance Income Test that all Private Collect payments
are received in full and on time. However, in our sample, the

majority of financially abused women nsing Private Collect

(6%}, payments were not received in full or at all.

Women in the Private Collect system who were not

experiencing financial abuse were much more likely than
victim-survivors (5%) to receive more child support than they
were expecting in the previous month (12%) and were more
likely to receive their correct child support entitlements (42%)
than women who were being financially abused (263¢).

Given the exceedingly high rates of ongoing violence experienced
by women in the child support system, the commmon-sense
assumption that Private Collect results in better payment
outcomes, and the policy assumption that payments are paid in
full and on time for 100 per cent of the caseload do not hold.

For women using Private Collect who tried to pursue

underpayments from their ex-partners, 5o per cent

reported that their ex-partner become violent,

ith almost two thirds (63%) refusing to pay child support any more.

Women in the Private Collect system who were experiencing
financial abuse were much more likely (21%) to expect no child
support than those not experiencing financial abuse (7%). Financial
abuse victim-survivors in the Private Collect system were also more
likely to expect no child support than women in the Agency Collect
system (12%). These findings shine light on the until-now hidden
reality that women experiencing abuse choose Private Collect as

a means of avoiding payments and keeping themselves safe.

These figures show the importance of Services Australia taking
responsibility for the collection of child support payments and
resultant debts, and further expose the convenient fallacy of
fully compliant - and easy to collect - private payments.
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However, even for women using Agency Collect, in the context of ongoing
violence, there were still significant payment shortfalls. Compared

to all women (48%), those who were experiencing financial abuse at
the time of the survey were more likely to receive less child support
(1B R TS s ] (SR MW omen experiencing financial abuse

in the Agency Collect system were even more likely to experience

a child support underpayment in the previous month (58 %).

INCORRECT

Given that single parent families are Australia’s most impoverished 1 P —
family type (Davidson, Bradbury & Wong, 2o0z0) and that - when through Agency Colledt,
received — child support reduces the likelihood of Australian e e

v k L straight forward for
single-mother-family poverty by 21 per cent (Skinner et al., zo17), e A il
it is unacceptable that 71 per cent of women either expected switch from Private

to Agency Collect

nothing or reported often-significant underpayments.
to recover debt.

The scale and scope of non-compliance reported in our sample

reveals the fallacy of the assumptions on which the Maintenance

Income Test is built. Women often do not receive child support

payments on time or in full. Reducing low-income mothers’

FTBA payments at the same time is unconscionable.

As a result of the pernicious nature of the MIT, one of the most perverse
outcomes of the child support system is the ability of retrospective
changes to child support assessments to result in Family Tax Benefit
overpayments. Following a legislative change in 2018 (DSS, z024d),

Family Tax Benefit overpayments resulting from backdated child

support assessments are now vigorously pursued by the Commonwealth,
sustaining the hallmarks of an illegal social security system commonly
referred to as Robodebt. While the legislative change purportedly “align(s]
the Registrar’s ability to recover a child support overpayment from

a payee with the methods for recovering a child support debt from a
payer” our survey has shown how little effort is placed on collecting child
support arrears and the significant debts that accrue to women as a result.

A significant minority of women in our sample (43%) had incurred a
Family Tax Benefit debt at some point. Of these women, half (50%)
reported that this debt was because of a retrospective change to their child
support assessment. The average FT'B debt owed to Services Australia

by these women was $3,452, which is an extremely significant amount

for women with incomes low enough to qualify them for payments.

INCORRECT
Child support collections
and shortfalls will not
jeopardise women's
finandal security
through FTBA
shortfalls and debts.

Vhile these women had significant debts owed to the state,

‘hich would be antomatically deducted from their family

payments, these same women were owed an daverage of 1 17

in unpaid child support. A very high proportion of women
(88%) with a FTBA debt owed to the state due to a retrospective
child support assessment also had a child support debt.

The legislation to vigorously recoup FTBA over payments
was ushered in under the banner of ‘fairness and
equality’, however, there is a striking inequity in how
debts within the child support system are pursued.



The system fails women

The findings reveal how erroneous assumptions and complex
rules create insurmowuntable challenges for women while
fostering an opaque understanding of the system’s operations.

Women were asked how much control they thought that they, Figure 2: Child support report card !
their ex-partner and Services Australia had over how much 2
child support they receive. Women's ratings immediately
illustrate the problems inherent in the child support system.

Exemptions
Women reported almost ‘no control’ while their ex-
partners were reported as having almost ‘total control’,
especially when violence was present. Services Australia,

Assessments
by was reported as having only ‘moderate’ control. o -

While women are reliant upon their ex-partners to
accurately report their income, uphold child contact Collections
time agreements and provide payments, they have very
little control over whether these things happen.
Women were also asked to mate stages of the child support process, Compliance
which was then converted to percentages and a corresponding
letter grade to provide an assessment of the child support system. Debi
collections
Given the finding that violence was a backdrop to respondents’
lives, the grading reflects how violence shapes women's child
support interactions and how abuse is perpetrated through
the child support system, ultimately failing women.

Overall

4 D grade: Scores of 50-54%; F grade: Scores of o-39%



Conclusion

The research took a deep dive into the child support system from
the viewpoint of single mothers, who were often family violence
victim-survivors. It highlighted how child support intersects
with key Australian Govermment initiatives and ambitions,

such as the National Plan to Eliminate Violence Against Women
and Children (D85S, 2022) and Working for Women: A Strategy

for Gender Equality (Commonwealth of Australia, z024).

Moreover, and fortunately, the Government has signalled a
receptiveness, with a renewed and industrious focus on child
support. The release of this research is taking place in a unique
political context marked by the Australian Prime Minister's
declaration of gender-based violence as a national crisis. This
setting has prompted government initiatives and public discourse.
For instance, the DFSVC highlighted the use of Australian social

support payment systems as tools that could be “weaponised” against

women and has commenced an audit of government systems.

Furthermore, the Minister for Social Security also forecast the child
support system as a policy focus and an area susceptible to being
weaponised. These statements resonate with recommendations
from independent but government-appointed expert bodies such as
the Economic Inclusion Advisory Committee (EIAC, z024; Interim
EIAC, 2023) and the Women Economic Equality Taskforce (zo23).

Whilst recommendations are still to be formed by the recently
established Child Support Expert Panel or the Child Support
Stakeholder Consultation Group, this report can inform both bodies.

he role that the child support system
plays in exacerbating or facilitating

riolence requires urgent attention.

The findings in this report underscore the challenges associated
with compulsory participation in a program that mandates
women's engagement in the child support system in exchange for
above-base-rate Family Tax Benefits. This dynamic diminishes
women's autonomy and decision-making capabilities.

Our findings suggest that the weaponisation of child support
assessments, inchuding their long-term impact on FTBA payments,
is an area requiring urgent examination and reform to safeguard
the child support process and make it trauma-informed for
victim-survivors. However, the research also illustrates a system
of inefficacy and complicity in perpetuating harm; a system

that inadvertently exacerbates the struggles and challenges




Recommendations

The recommendations put forth in this report are a direct
result of our survey findings and are intended to:

B bring about meaningful improvements;

B empower women with autonomy and choice that is directed
by what they want and require for their family; and,

B create a system that is safe for women to engage in.

We make four recommendations that would greatly reduce the capacity of
the system to be weaponised.

I o Delink family payments from child support by
eliminating the Maintenance Income Test.

The separation of child support from family payments simplifies
administrative work and system complexity, enhances system
safety, and improves the certainty of social security.

2 o Co-design family violence processes within the child
support system to recognise the high rates of violence
experienced by system users.

The positioning of family violence as the norm rather
perpetrators are not rewarded through exemptions or non-

3 « Move all child support collections back into the
Australian Tax Office.

The ATO is best positioned to collect child support
payments, address the $1.7 billion child support
debt, close assessment loopholes, and uphold the
expectations of timely and paid-in full payment.

4 « Make all payment debts owed to and enforced by the
Commonwealth.

The principle of the Commonwealth paying women first
and pursuing non-compliance second is a superior policy
approach and one that would create certainty of payments,
reduce administrative burdens and enable the child support
system to operate in the best interest of the children.

Enacting these recommendations would provide mothers with autonomy
and remove women from the impossible situations that they currently face.
Redesigning the system to recognise the trauma experienced by women
with abusive ex-partners would hold perpetrators to account and facilitate
women's financial and emotional recovery. The Commonwealth has a role
to play in women's recovery, by taking on the responsibility for collecting
payments, and ensuring that some of Australia’s lowest income families
receive the money that they are entitled to. In short, the government should
provide the safety net that women and children so desperately deserve.



Introduction

This report draws on the experiences of 675 single mothers who
have engaged with the Australian child support system. Their
survey responses reveal how violence is the badkdrop to women’s
engagement within each stage of the child support process,

from application to collection. Our findings also highlight the
compounding impact of violence and poverty (Summers, 2022).

Women face impossible choices, where seeking financial support
for their children can expose them to post-separation violence
{Cook et al., 2023). The results of our survey show how these
‘impossible choices' really provide women with no choice at all.
Rather, women are placed into impossible situations. Our findings
show how the child support system is failing single Australian
mothers, particularly those experiencing family violence.



Background

This report is one in a series that examines the Australian child ' The recommendations that followed such startling findings
support system. The first report published by Swinburne University included the need for the Australian Government to:

of Technology and Single Mother Families Australia (known as
the National Council of Single Mothers and their Children at
that time), Debts and Disappointments: Mothers’ Experiences of the
Child Support System (Cook et al., 201g), exposed the impacts of
child support debt, and its entanglement with Family Tax Benefit
Part A (FTBA) payments. The survey of 470 respondents, gg per
cent of whom were women, captured the distress and financial
hardship experienced by child support payee parents. The report
concluded with a research agenda for quantifying the extent

to which the child support system could be weaponised.

close the loopholes that allow child support payment
minimisation and withholding to occur.

decouple social security from child support.
compel child support payers to lodge tax returns.

encourage and reward child support payment by

linking credit ratings to non-compliance.

I.
2.
3.
4.
S.

Introduce a child support guarantee for payee
In 2023, the second report in the series, Financial Abuse: The

Weaponisation of Child Support (Cook et al., 2023) shed light on the
extent to which the Australian child support system was being used

parents, paid by Services Australia.

to enact financial harm. The anonymous online survey nvestigated While the Financial Abuse: The Weaponisation of Child Support (Cook et
single mothers’ experiences of the child support system, financial al., 2023) report revealed the staggering rates of violence experienced
safety, and family violence. The first study of its kind to interrogate } by women within the child support system and the impact on mothers
the withholding of child support to enact financial abuse, the survey and their children, what remained unknown was exactly how the
presented powerful and rrefutable evidence of the child support child support system was able to be weaponised. Evidence on financial
system’s capacity to be misused and abused by violent ex-partners. { abuse and the weaponisation of the child support system is continuing
to grow (Cook et al., 2023; Stewart et al,, 2023; WLSA, 2024), asa range
Among the 540 women who participated in the 2023 survey, a b of researchers, advocacy and social welfare organisations take note
staggering 8o per cent reported that financial abuse had replaced 3 of the financial and systemic injustices faced by single mothers.
physical abuse after separation, while 88 per cent of respondents
had endured financial control over years, if not decades. : Calls for systems-wide intervention into violence against women
Damning figures revealed that 4 out of 5 women experienced X and children builds on the National Plan to End Violence Against
the withholding or non-payment of child support (81%) and the . Women and Children zozz-zo7z (DSS, z022). [RalUS Rl L0 o

deliberate minimisation of child support liabilities (80%). 1 a light on the weaponisation of the Australian Child Support
b System underlines the need for urgent reform to ensure that
he objectives of the National Plan can be achieved.




Momentum for change

1989-90

Child Support
Scheme begins

Creation of the Child
Support Agency within the

Payments distributed by
the Department of Social
Security.

Australian Taxation Office.

Creating the black box

2003-08

‘Fairer’ formula
created levers for abuse

As a result of gendered reform processes,
the new formula benefitted high income
men and made low-income payees worse
off. Income and care time could be used
to manipulate child support assessments.

prioritised and child support
was moved out of the ATO

2013-17

"| 99 4_9 8 Government

5}'51: €ms Wﬂﬂpﬂl’liﬁﬂd
Weakening Laghslxtive chuisges tosant that
government wWomnen c?uld be disadva.ntagcd
bilitv when their ex-partner did not
responsibility lodge tax returns, while FTBA
overpayments were to be vigor-
Private collections were ously pursoed.

Opening the black box

Significant reforms to the child support system over the last
two decades have increased men's authority and autonomy
within the system (Cook & Matalier, 2013; Cook, 2021), as

is described in detail shortly. However, recent attention on
domestic and family violence (DSS, 2022) has focused attention
om the use of government systems to perpetrate harm.

2023-24

Economic Inclusion
Advisory Committee
recommendations

2019

Recognising the impact
of unpaid child support

Repeated calls to decouple child
support from family payments by
removing the Maintenance Income
Test.

Diehts and Disappointments report
captured the distress and financial
hardship experienced by child
SUPport payee parents

2021-23

Family Law Inquiry
and Government
response

Omngoing underpayment and/or
the non-payment of child sup-
port was highlighted as a family

violence risk factor.



In this context, alongside the publication of our 2019 and 2023 reports
and growing academic, service sector and advocacy organisation
interest in the weaponisation of the child support system,
Government interest in post-separation financial abuse has grown.

Demonstrating the
misuse of the child
support system

The Weaponisation of Child Suppart
report shed light on the extent to
which the Australian child suppor

MAY
(o020 24

Women'’s Budget
Statement

Acknowledged the
weaponisation of child
| supportand established the
| Child Support Stakeholder

"OCT
2023
Women's Economic
Equality Taskforce

Called for the removal of the MIT
from FTBA calculations as a means

of improving financial certainty for

low-income single mothers.

Working for
Women strategy

Lists improving child support

collections and preventing
future debts as actions to be
taken to achieve ‘economic
equality and security’

JUN

Financial abuse inquiry

While the final report has yet to be
released, submissions to the inguiry
report women enduring financial
abuse enacted through the child

stpport systein as perpetrators
withheld payments or reduced their

OoCT

Detailed account of
how the system works
to inflict harm

The Opening the Black Box of Child

reportable income.

MAY
2024
Rapid Review

of Prevention
Approaches

Recommends adopting the WEET
proposal to reduce the ability for

the child support system to be

Support report shines a light on
how the system fails women and
how its harms can be prevented.

AUG

The Domestic,
Family, and Sexual
Violence Commission
yearly report to
Parliament

Motes the ability for Government
systems to be weaponised and

the need for safety by design
principles to ensure ‘service
provider responsibility; user
empowerment and autonomy;
transparency and accountability’.




Family law inquiry

Ongoing underpayment and/or the non-payment of child support
was highlighted as a family violence risk factor in the 2021 Joint Select
Committee on Australia’s Family Law System recommendations.
Calling for an amendment to Section 4 of the Family Law Act 1g75
{Cth) to include risk factors relating to financial abuse through the
child support system, the Committee’s findings reflected a broader
public shift in understanding of what constitutes financial abuse.

In 2023 in response to the inquiry, the Albanese Labor Government
agreed to engage and consult with a forum of child support subject
matter experts, a step that reignited optimism around meaningful
consultation that had been otherwise quashed by the dissolution of
the Child Support National Stakeholder Engagement Group in 2014.

Economic Inclusion Advisory Committee

The Economic Inclusion Advisory Committee (ELAC) was established
ininterim form inlate 2022 and legislated in 2023 to provide advice
to the Australian Government on economic inclusion and tackling
disadvantage. The EIAC is comprised of 13 members from a range

of organisations including academia, business, and social service
agencies, as well as the Secretaries of the Department of Treasury and
the Department of Social Services that oversees child support policy.

The EIAC is required to provide an annual report to the Australian
Government at least two weeks prior to the federal budget. Since its
inception, the EIAC has released two reports, comprising an Interim
EIAC report in 2023 and a report from the legislated Committee

in 2024. The ELAC reports have made key recommendations to
inform the Australian Govermment's economic decision making.

On child support, in each of their reports, the IEIAC has recommended
that the Government decouple child support from family payments
by removing the Mantenance Income Test. For example,

I I remove the Maintenance Income Test (MIT) from the
calculation of Family Tax Benefit Part A (FTBA) for child
support customers. Affected families should be provided
with a similar amount of family benefits as would have
resulted under the MIT. The removal of the MIT would
result in more certain FTBA payments for financially
vulnerable families, remove the prospect of retrospectively
applied FTBA debts, and concurrently close a loophole
that allows child support and FTBA to be used as vehicles
for enacting financial abuse.” (E1AC, 2023, p. 6g)

The EIAC’s (2023) recommendations reference the significant level of
debt existing within the child support system, the ability for the child
support system to be weaponised by perpetrators of financial abuse,
and the disproportionate impact of underpayments and financial

jLe]



Women’s Budget Statement 2023-2024

The Women's Budget Statement 2023-24 (the Statement) (Gallagher
& Chalmers, 2023) acknowledged the potential for financial

abuse perpetration via the child support system. In particular, the
Statement recognised that payer parents may intentionally withhold
pavments or delay or avoid lodging tax retums. The Statement’s
acknowledgement of the weaponisation of child support was
strengthen by the mtroduction of a proposed amendment to child
support measures (see Social Services Legislation Amendment (Child
Support Measures) Bill 2023) in response to recommendations made
by the Joint Select Committee on Australia’s Family Law System
{ISCAFLS, 2021). With respect to child support, the Australian
Govemnment committed additional funding to enact the following:

B establish a Child Support Stakeholder
Consultation Group to provide a strong voice to
Government on issues impacting families,

B commission expert research on the costs of raising children
in Australia and consider whether changes are needed to
the child support formula to ensure child support payments
provide children with an adequate level of financial support,

B review compliance in the child support system,
with a focus on collection and enforcement,

B review the interaction between the child support system
and Family Tax Benefit to ensure vulnerable single parent
families are financially supported after separation,

B undertake an evaluation of separated families to
understand what can be done to support parents with
caring responsibilities where private collect arrangements
have broken down. (Parliament of Australia, 2023, p. 22)

Since the release of the Women's Budget Statement 2023-24, a Child
Support Stakeholder Consultation Group (DSS, 2024c) has been
established, including members from government and family services
organisations. The group contributes to the Child Support Expert Panel
(DSS, 2024a).

The scope of the Child Support Expert Panel involves:

B [supporting] the Department to commission
cost of children and related research:

B [considering] technical details of the operation
ofthe child support system; and

B [developing] a methodology to review the child support
formula more regularly when routine expenditure data
is published (such as the Australian Bureau of Statistics’
Living Costs in Australia Survey) (DSS, 2024a).

Working for Women: A Strategy
for Gender Equality

Further Governmental efforts to achieve women'’s economic

for Women Strategy builds on the Women's Economic Equality
Taskforce’s Working Future: The Australian Government's White
Paper on Jobs and Opportunities report and the National Plan to
End Violence Against Women and Children z0z2z-2032 (DSS, 2022).
The Strategy is shaped around five priority areas: (1) gender-based
violence, (2) unpaid and paid care, (3) economic equality and
security, (4) health, and (5) leadership, representation and decision-
making. Striving for women's access to equal outcomes, access to
resources, safety, and autonomy, the Strategy includes goals to:

B end violence against women,

B balance unpaid work,

B close the gender pay gap,

B close the retirement income gender gap,

B achieve gender equity in healthcare access and outcomes,

B and close leadership and representation gender gaps.

Iz



To date, the Government has taken steps to achieve progress

in each priority area (Commonwealth of Australia, 2024).
Tuming to the child support system, the Government notes the
following changes under actions taken to meet the Strategy's
third priority area ‘economic equality and security’:

I I improved the child support system, implementing
legislation to improve the timely collection of child
support owed to parents - who are overwhelmingly
women - and help prevent future debt among low-income
parents. (Commonwealth of Australia, 2024, p.56)

Further to the above legislative change, the
Government notes future intentions to:

I I consider longer term improvements to the child support
scheme, looking at issues like non-compliance as a means of
financial abuse, whether the child support formmla reflects the
current costs of raising children in Australia, and what can be
done to support parents where private collect arrangements
have broken down (Commonwealth of Australia, 2024, p. 59).

Evidence shows that the child support system is used as a weapon

of financial abuse (Cook et al., 2023; WLSA, 2024), and while the
Government's intention briefly mentions such abuse, it has a way to

go to fully acknowledge the entanglement of gender-based violence
(priority area 1) and the child support system. In addition, the
Govemument's actions to date have failed to acknowledge the value of
unpaid care (see priority area 2) undertaken by single mothers, and the
need for adequate and on time child support payments to sustain single
mother families.

Women's Economic Equality Taskforce

Further measures by the Australian Government to advance gender
equality have included the establishment of the Women's Economic
Equality Taskforce. The Taskforce included leading women across
economic, social, and labour market contexts, who provide critical
advice to the Government to ensure that future policy is gender-
responsive and prioritises women’s financial autonomy. Based on

the principle that gender equality can only be achieved alongside
economic equality, the Taskforce engaged women, organisations,
and Government department leaders across Australia to put forward
a 1o-year plan to advance women's economic participation.

The WEET highlighted the persistent demands on women to
take on the bulk of unpaid caregiving work in a context where
women are also more likely to work in low-paid and imsecure work
than men. Furthermore, the report showed that 80.4 per cent of
single parent family households are headed by women (WEET,
2023). The WEET highlighted child support as a significant area
in need of policy reform, given its entanglement with Family

Tax Benefit Part A and the potential for financially vulnerable
families to incur debts owed to the state (WEET, 2023).

On child support, the WEET has called for the removal of
the MIT from FTBA calculations as a means of improving
financial certainty for low-income single mothers:

I I Remove the Child Support Maintenance Income Test (MIT)
from the Family Tax Benefit Part A (FTBA) calculation
to establish certainty of FTBA payments for financially
vulnerable families and to prevent child support from being
used as a tool of financial abuse. (Recommendation 6.5)

Financial abuse inquiry

The Australian Government's recent efforts to advance understanding
of the weaponisation of financial systems has mcluded an

inquiry into the Financial Services Regulatory Framework in

Relation to Financial Abuse 2024. The purpose of the inquiry

was to examine the current capacity of financial mstitutions

to prevent, detect, and respond to financial abuse, as well as
opportunities for reform (see O'Neill & Mascarenhas, 2024).

At the time of writing, the public report had yet to be released.
However, submissions to the inquiry have reported that women
enduring financial abuse enacted through the child support system as
perpetrators withhold payments or reduce their reportable incomes.



Rapid Review of Prevention Approaches

In May zoz24, the Australian Government commissioned “independent
advice on opportunities to expand and strengthen prevention

efforts across all forms of violence against women and children”
(Campbell et al., 2024). The recent launch of the subsequent report
demonstrated the urgent action required across numercus domains
to end domestic, family, and sexual violence (DFSV). The report

builds on the National Plan and the Working for Women Strategy

to accelerate the implementation of prevention strategies across
fromtline services, Government responses, specific industries (e.g.
gambling and alcohol), as well as conducting research and evaluation.

The rapid review, conducted over just 12 weeks, highlighted

the significant number of opportunities where reform and
response could be improved. Noting that ending violence against
women, gender-diverse people, and children must remain a
government priority, Campbell and colleagues (2024) called for

numercis reforms to enhance women's economic equality.

In relation to the child support system, the report acknowledged
the work of the Women's Economic Equality Taskforce,
echoing their recommendation for child support reform:

l I b. adopting in full the WEET recommendation to
remove a major and escalating form of financial
abuse against women seeking child support
(recommendation 6.5) (Campbell et al,, 2024, p. 17)

The Domestic, Family, and Sexual Violence
Commission yearly report to Parliament

The Domestic, Family and Sexual Violence Commission’s annual
report, released in August 2024, highlighted grave concems about the
perpetuation of Government-based-systems abuse. The report showed
that victim-survivors of family violence are those most vulnerable,

and yet government systems can further their experiences of violence,
The National Plan outlined actionable objectives that can assist the
Government to ensure that systems do not cause further harm to DFSV

survivors, however outcomes on progress to achieve harm reduction
are yet to be tabled by the Australian Government (DFSVC, 2024).

The Commissioner's report highlighted the benefits of applying
safety by design principles across the service sector. Guided by three
core tenets “service provider responsibility; user empowerment and
autonomy; transparency and accountability” (DFSVC, 2024, p. go),
the safety by design principles are readily actionable in service and
policy reform. The Commissioner's insights into the urgency of
service reform to improve outcomes for victim-survivors are directly
applicable to the transformation of the child support system.

s the evidence shows, the current child
support system is used by men as a weapon
of financial abuse towards their ex-partners,
and ultimately, their children. We know
what is needed to advance women’s economic
equality and stop the weaponisation of
child support. The evidence on the need
for change is powerful. However, the
government lacks a deep understanding of
how the child support system is experienced
by family violence victim-survivors - and

this is needed to propel urgent action.




A moral obligation to act

Child support, often called child maintenance internationally,
is enshrined in Article 27 of the United Nations

Convention on the Rights of the Child, to which Australia

is a signatory. Section 4 of Article 27 sets out government
responsibility for securing child support for children.

I I States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to secure
the recovery of maintenance for the child from the parents
or other persons having financial responsibility for the
child, both within the State Party and from abroad. In
particular, where the person having financial responsibility
for the child lives in a State different from that of the child,
States Parties shall promote the accession to international
agreements or the conclusion of such agreements, as well
as the making of other appropriate arrangements.

However, in Australia, $1.69 billion in child support debts exist
(Senate Affairs Legislation Committee, 2022), with Services Australia
reporting that in the z2023-24 annual year it collected g6 per cent

of payments, or $1.98 billion in child support liabilities from the
$2.06 billion of child assessments from the same period (DSS,
2024b). In addition to the shortfall in Service Australia’s Agency
Collect cases, the total debt figure also excludes the 49 per cent

of the caseload who transfer child support privately and whose
payments are officially regarded as 100 per cent compliant.

Women's experiences of child support, outlined in extensive
government, social welfare sector and industry research
conducted over the last two decades (ALRC, zoxr; Branigan, z00.4;
Cook et al., 2023; Cook et al., 2019; WLSA, 2024), has repeatedly
shown women's frustration with a system that does not fulfil
the Commonwealth's or parents’ responsibilities to children.
Women's Legal Services Australia (WLSA) (z024) states that
“[qluestions about the allocation and spending of child support
are political and often determined by the patriarchy,” as payer
parents - most often fathers - withhold child support monies
with little regard for the consequences for their children.

In addition to the staggering amount of both visible (Agency Collect)
and invisible (Private Collect) debts existing within the child support
system, the amount to be paid can be easily manipulated by a parent
obscuring or hiding their actual income or inflating their percentage
of overnight care time. Further, research indicates that women can be
pressured into disadvantageous arrangements, such as not applying
for child support at all following separation, seeking exemptions
which absolve violent ex-partners from payments, collecting payments
privately, and not pursuing debts (Cook, 2021a; Natalier, 2018; Patrick
et al.,, 2007). In contrast, Government data lacks the necessary level
of granularity, reporting instead on the size of the caseload, its basic
characteristics and the total amount assessed and collected via
Agency Collect. These figures, which - for example - report only the
mumber of exemptions provided for all reasons, obscure women’s
experiences of violence perpetrated through the child support
system, as threats, control and manipulation are rendered invisible.

Beyond important, but small-scale qualitative
research (see for example Natalier 2018; Cook
2021a; Cook 2021b), there is no systematic
research that reports women’s experiences of
how child support works or does not work for
them. As a result, there is no way to see inside
the black box of the child support system;

to shine a light on the ways that the system
can be weaponised and make the tactics of
financial abuse visible so that solutions can be
found. This survey makes the invisible visible
to reveal a path towards a system that holds
perpetrators to account while upholding
children’s right to financial support.

8



What we know about
mothers’ experiences of
child support in Australia

Research shows that the Australian child support system is a complex
policy black box (Cook, zo1g; WLSA, 2024; Viuk, Smyth, & Aleema, 2020).
Resident parents are more likely to be mothers, taking up the bulk of
overnight care time, and with it, the bulk of financial responsibility (Cook
& Skinner, 201g; WEET, 2023). Cook and Skinner (2019) showed that
resident parents continue to be primarily responsible for meeting their
children's needs, as costs such as school fees, extra-curricular activities,
and unexpected medical visits are covered by mothers (WLSA, 2024). Child
support payments thus take on special meaning, as women prioritise the
use of child support monies for their children'’s requirements and are
much less likely to use it for their own needs (Matalier & Hewitt, 2014).

The highly complex child support system is rife with administrative
burdens, as mothers contend with tensions and risks as they pursue
child support payments, or work to reach agreements with their
ex-partners (Matalier, Cook & Pitman, zo16; WLSA, 2024). Cook
(z021b) highlighted how burdensome the system is on single
mothers, as they are required to supply significant documentation
as a requirement of FTBA receipt as well as information on their ex-
partners if they wish to contest their child support arrangements.
Non-resident parents — most often fathers — are free to provide
information if they choose, while mothers remain kept in the dark
about the accuracy of fathers’ mcomes (Cook, 2021b; WLSA, 2024).

An additional, complicating factor embedded in the child support
system is non-compliance. Private payments (instituted in 1995) leave
parents ‘free’ to navigate how and when a payer parent pays child
support, making compliance a great unknown (Cook, 201g). At the same
time Services Australia regard these payments as paid on time and in
full. The research shows that child support non-compliance negatively
influences women and children's standard of living, and yet Private
Collect recipients receive no additional financial support from the
Government in cases where payer parents are non-compliant (Matalier,
Cook & Pitman, 2016; WLSA, 2024). For parents who arrange child support
payments through Services Australia, known as Child Support Agency

Collect, compliance is also not guaranteed. In a survey of 470 single
parents, Cook and colleagues (2019) found that 43 per cent of resident
parents using Agency Collect were owed child support payments.
Furthermore, 66 per cent of single mothers using Agency Collect,
reported that their ex-partner minimised his income on tax returns.

Women's often negative experiences of the child support system have
been made possible or exacerbated by child support policy changes
that have occurred since the child support system’s inception in 1g88.
The next section outlines these historical shifts to situate the report’s
findings and recommendations within the current policy context.

Child support system’s inception 35 years ago

In the 1g80s, Australia’s child support policy was developed in
response to increasing concerns about child poverty in single
parent headed households, alongside state goals to limit social
security expenditure (Cook, 20z21a; Cook, McKenzie, & Young,
2015; Edwards et al., 2001; Fehlberg & Maclean, 200g; Graycar,
1980; Parker, 1991)L. Following Prime Minister Hawke's famous
claim that “no Australian child will be living in poverty”, the
Labor Government introduced a range of reforms, including a
legislated child support system to replace the costly, inaccessibility
and ineffective court-based system that previously existed.

The determination of Child Support Scheme principles (e.g.
legislative formula, automatic wage withholding, collection through
the tax system, inclusion of non-benefit recipient parents) in 1986
was followed by the introduction of child support legislation
dedaring child support payments as an entitlement. The creation
of the Child Support Scheme (1988-8g) and the child support
formula (1989-go) enabled the Government to reduce their

Lgee 13210 Amendments to the CSRC Act for a full history of changes
Ittpsy/fauides. des.govan /child -support-guide /1,210



expenditure on single-parent households (Alexander, 1gg5; Cook

et al., 2023). Implementing a national administration system to
collect child support was considered groundbreaking. The Scheme’s
ambitions were to overcome the limitations of the existing court-
based system (Fehlberg & Maclean, 200q) by establishing the
collection of payments through the Australian Tax Office, where
the Scheme's administrative functions remained until 1gg8.

The institutionalisation of the Australian child support system and
child support formula, managed at the time by the Child Support
Agency (CSA) and housed within the Australian Taxation Office, saw
single parent poverty decrease from 41 per cent to 23 per cent by the
end of the 19gos (Cook, 2021a; Wilkins, 2007). Despite the decrease
in albeit still high poverty rates, child support compliance was subpar
and child support debts remained high (Cook, Mackenzie, & Young,
zo15). By 1904, the principles agreed upon in 1986 were deprioritised,
as private agreements were supported amid payer’s frustrations over

wage-withholding and autonomy, noted in The Joint Select Committee

on Certain Family Law Issues (1994) report.

Significant reform two decades ago

In 2003, in response to significant lobbying from fathers' rights
groups (Smyth, 2005; Smyth & Henman, 2010), the Howard Coalition

Government convened a House of Representatives Standing Committee

(HRSC) inquiry into the child support system. However, the inquiry
failed to address the concems of child support recipients, who were
predominantly women (Cook & Natalier, 2013). Notions of fairness
dominated a Ministerial Taskforce (made up of six men and only two
women), and a new formula was devised. The outcome of the ‘fairer’
formula benefited high-income payers, while negatively impacting
low-income payees (Cook & Matalier, 2013; Smyth & Henman, zo1o).

In response to the inquiry and subsequent Ministerial Taskforce on
Child Support report (zo005), the Howard Government introduced
reforms, implemented between 2006 and 2008, that granted payers
more control over how child support payments were spent by payees.
The changes were spruiked under the guise of ‘faimess’ and ensuring
parental involvement in a child’s life post-separation (Cook & Matalier,
zo13). Graycar (2o12) highlighted that fathers' experiences of the child

support system were privileged over mothers’ and children's needs

and experiences amid the policy reforms. As a result, fairness for

men and men's financial wellbeing were central to the overhaul of

the system (Fehlberg & Maclean, 200q; Cook & Matalier, 2013; Smyth
& Henman, 2010). Men with higher incomes and more frequent
overnight care benefitted financially from the changes. Natalier and
Cook (2013) argued that the 2005 changes undermined and removed
any actionable powers to limit non- or underpayment of child support.

With agreement, payers could provide all child support in-kind on

a prescribed range ofitems, such as school fees or health care costs.
However, even without agreement, payers were able to provide up to
3o per cent of child in-kind (Ministerial Taskforce on Child Support,
2005). Alongside the increased control provided to child support payers,
tightening of payment eligibility and growing welfare conditionality
impacted Parent Payment Single (PPS) recipients (Summerfield et al.,
2010). These changes meant that new PPS recipients whose youngest
child was over 8 were mcreasingly compelled to participate in welfare-
to-work activities and moved onto the lesser Newstart payment

(now JobSecker Payment) - a payment designed for short-term use by
jobseekers and not caregivers. Mothers already receiving Parenting
Payments prior to 1 July 2008 were eligible or a grandfathered’ model,
retaining eligibility until their youngest child turned 16. The Gillard
Labor Government controversially removed this provision in 2012.
What was most significant for low-income child support recipients
was the shift in the eligibility and conditions of receiving PPS. These
changes, particularly for new PPS recipients, resulted in greater need
for Family Tax Benefits, particularly Part A payments.

Increasing weaponisation one decade ago

In 2013, under the banner of “strengthening compliance for child
support”, the Australian Government altered the method for
estimating payer income in circumstances where payers did not
lodge tax returns (Commeonwealth of Australia, 201, p. 197). Prior

to the change, when payers had not lodged tax returns for two years
or more, the figure equating to two thirds of the Male Total Average
Weekly Eamings (MTAWE) was imputed into the child support
formula to calculate liabilities. The new method instead imputed the
income reported in the payer’s last known tax retumn, indexed for



growth in real wages. A consequence of this dhange in payer income
estimation was that, over the course of the following four years, single
mothers Family Tax Benefit Part A payments from the Australian
Govemment were estimated to be reduced by $78.7m due to higher
child support assessments (Commonwealth of Australia, 2o11).

In 2017, the Morrison Government cemented the financial damage
caused by previous reforms, as Family Tax Benefit overpayments
were fervently pursued (Klapdor & Grove, 2018). In cases where
child support payers lodged late tax returns, parents would

have their child support entitlements retrospectively calculated.
Coupled with the assumption that payers had paid full entitlement
amounts, FTBA entitlements were also retrospectively calculated
for women using Private Collect. Whether payers had met their
entitlements or not, payees could face FTBA debts owed to the
Australian Government. The Morrison Govermnment estimated that
it would save $23m as a result of this reform, while commentary
atthe time noted that these provisions were unnecessary.

I I While some of these changes address important issues
raised by key stakeholders and families involved with the
child support program, others appear to address anecdotal
concerns raised during the committee process and little
evidence has been presented in support of the changes.

In particular, aligning debt recovery provisions for payee
overpayments with those that currently apply to payers has
not been supported by evidence showing that the existing
recovery provisions for overpayments are not working

or that there is a significant problem of payers not being
reimbursed any overpayments (Klapdor & Grove, 2018, p.3)

As a result of changes to the child support system since its inception,

it has become increasingly possible for abusive ex-partners to use the
child support system as a tool to enact financial abuse. A reason why
the system has been able to be weaponised is that its technical workings
have been largely hidden from view and are rarely subject to scrutiny. In
this report, we open the bladk box that is child support, to shine light on
problematic practices that need to be rectified.

Opening the black box

The concept of a ‘black box’ has two related meanings, both of
which are useful to our analysis of the child support system.

First, a black box describes a phenomenon where the inputs and
outputs of a process are known, but where the implementation
is opaque. For child support, a complex array of policy settings
and procedures are documented, and there exists data onthe
performance of the child support system in terms of the number
of users, value of assessments and payments. However, what is
unknown is how the system works, or where it might not work.
Owur survey opens this box. It looks at how each component

of child support’s intricate and technical system operates

for the women who are responsible for enacting them.

Second, a black box - in the context of an air crash investigation —
contains critical data on the performance of the aircraft’s systems
which shed light on how and why the disaster occurred. Related to
child support, while the system is increasingly coming to be seenasa
disaster for women experiencing violence, the black box has yet to be
recovered and its data analysed. Our survey retrieves the black box,
which lies in the experiences of system users, and sifts through the
data to understand exactly how the system fails victim-survivors.

While the use of the child support system to inflict fimancial abuse
is now well understood, what remains umknown is how the system

operates to provide perpetrators with such opportunities.

In this report, we systematically step through the child support
process to identify the points where women face untenable
decisions — often in the context of policy rules and requirements

- that place them at financial or physical risk. We open the black
box that contains the incredibly complex and technical workings
of the child support system to spell out exactly how the system
fails women and where abusers can take advantage of loopholes or
unsafe processes. These sites of financial abuse exist where women
have all of the responsibility and none of the control, and yet single
mothers and their children suffer all the negative consequences.
Given the paucity of data that exists on how the system operates
(DSS, 2024b), we contrast the purported workings of the child support
system with the lived experience of women who are subject to it.
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Child support
process and
opportunities for
financial abuse

While child support may seem relatively straightforward, it is

an extremely complicated area of policy. In addition, parents
must navigate this complex system without detailed information
or advice regarding the implications of their decisions,
particulary in the context of ongoing family violence.

The child support system involves several decision-points for women,
including choosing whether to pursue child support, how to collect
payments, how child support will interact with their family payments,
and how or whether to pursue arrears. These decision-points are set
out in Figure 3 and described with respect to the legislated options
available to women, as detailed in the remainder of this section.



Figure 3: Schematic representation of child support system options
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Maintenance Action Test

When Australian parents separate, a determination is made as to
whether resident parents need to apply for child support through
Services Australia. For parents who earn an income above the
Family Tax Benefit (FTB) threshold, an application for child
support is not required. These parents may ‘self-manage’ child

support payments, in which case Service Australia is not involved in

such agreements unless parents ‘opt in’ All other resident parents
who eam under the FTB threshold must apply for child support

through Services Australia to receive above the base rate of FTBA.

This requirement is known as the Maintenance Action Test.

For resident parents to receive FTBA above the base rate, they
must seek child support from their ex-partner, or be granted

an exemption. However, not all eligible parents do so, thereby
failing’ the MAT. The highest proportion of families who failed
the MAT (14%) were those with Indigenous children, and those
with very young children (EIAC, 2023). If resident parents do not
seek child support from their ex-partner, they can only receive
the FTBA base rate, unless an exemption has been provided.

Exemptions from the MAT may be granted for reasons including,
for example, a history of family violence, fears that applying

for child support following separation might result in harm,
or if the identity of the other parent is unknown (see also

D55, 2024f). Exemptions are not granted when “the individual
does not want any involvement with the payer” (DSS, 2024f).
Exemptions require significant documentation to be granted.

Assessments m

For parents who do not have an exemption, child support
8 steps that make up what is known as the ‘Basic Formula*:

(-
L]

Work out each parent’s child support income.

Work out the parents’ combined ncome.

Work out each parent’s income percentage.

WoN

Work out each parent’s percentage of care.

Work out each parent’s cost percentage.

Work out each parent’s child support percentage.

Work out the costs of children.

0 AV A

Work out the child support amount.

Working out each parent’s child support mcome relies on an annual
tax return, which in turn can be legally minimised through business
deductions, family trusts and salary sacrificing. These options are
less available to single mothers who are more likely than separated
fathers to be in low-waged employment or reliant on income
support payments following separation (de Vaus et al., zo17).

In cases where payer parents have not lodged a tax retum in the previous
year, or when they are self-employed, Services Australia calculates a

provisional income based on either their last lodged tax retum, adjusted
for inflation, or, on two-thirds of the male total average weekly eamings



as income, currently approximately $68K (DSS, 2024g). The highest
resulting income is used to calculate the payer parent’s provisional
income. Recent data shows that as of June 2024, just under one third
(28%) of payer parents were using a provisional income (DSS, 2024b).

Each parent’s percentage of care is calculated using the number of
nights that children are agreed to spend at each parent’s house. The
proportion of each parent’s overnight care is then used to calculate the
percentage of costs assigned to each household, as presented n Table 1.

Table 1: Care and cost percentages
within the child support formula

Percentage of care Cost percentage
o toless than 14% Nil
14% to less than 35% 24%
35% to less than 48% 25% plus 2% for each percentage point over 35%
48% to 52% 50%

More than 52% to 65% 51% plus 2% for each percentage point over 53%
More than 65% to 863 76%
More than 86% to 100% 100%

Source: (DSS, 2024e)

Should the actual number of nights vary from what has been agreed,
parents can seek a Change of Assessment or retum to Family Court to
have agreements updated; however, these are burdensome processes
that may limit modifying child support care time percentages.

Following assessment and the determination of the child support
amount, the collection pathway is ‘agreed’ upon by parents.

.
Collections I

Once a child support assessment has been completed, parents can
opt for either Agency Collect or Private Collect. Agency Collect
means that Services Australia manages payments including transfers
between payer and payee parents. Services Australia spruiks the
benefits of this approach, such as their recording keeping of
payments and ongoing management of accurate FTBA entitlements
(Services Australia, 2024). Within Agency Collect, Services Australia
can only transfer payments if they are received from the payer.

For parents who opt for Private Collect, Services Australia assumes oo
per cent compliance with respect to child support payments. Private
Collect thus results in the full amount of child support being used to
calculate FTBA payments. In circumstances where Private Collect payers
fail to lodge tax returns a provisional income is applied. This lower
income estimate may subsequently lead to a payee FTBA debt when tax
returns are later lodged, incomes and thus child support assessments are
retrospectively revised upwards - and assumed to have been received m
full at that time — resulting in FTBA overpayments (Services Australia,
2024; EIAC, 2023).

. -
Compliance and =&
debt recovery E@)

For parents using Agency Collect, Services Australia can pursue
child support arrears through income support payment deductions,
intercepting tax refunds, using third party, employer or bank
acoount deductions, litigation or prosecution. Despite these avenues
for pursuing child support arrears, Services Australia provides no
guarantees on how successful their efforts will be or how long child
support enforcement efforts will take (Services Australia, 2024).

Private Collect differs in that Services Australia cannot pursue
child support arrears unless the payee parent nominates to
move to Agency Collect. In these circumstances, Services
Australia can pursue three months of overdue payments, or
in exceptional circumstances, nine months of payments.



Shining a light on the erroneous
assumptions embedded in the
child support system

While child support may seem relatively straightforward, it is an extremely
complicated area of policy. In addition, parents must navigate this complex
system without detailed information or advice regarding the implications
of their decisions, particularly in the context of ongoing family violence.

The complexity of child support in policy and practice is masked by a
rmumber of assumptions that are not based in the reality of women’s
experiences of navigating the child support system. Here, we identifya
mumber of erroneous assumptions that keep the operation of the child
support system in the shadows before testing these using our survey data:

Violence ends at the point of separation
and non-physical violence is not as
harmful as physical violence.

Seeking an exemption is an appropriate
response to family violence, and a
straightforward process that will not
retraumatise victim-survivors.

Parents will not hide or
minimise their incomes.

Parents will take up the share
of care recorded in their
child support agreement.

E,.

Child support assessments
accurately balance payees’ costs of

children with payers’ capacity to pay.

Parents can freely agree on the
collection type that suits them both.

Private collections are arranged
between parents who get along,
will work together, and will not be
used to hide payment outcomes.

Payers will provide the assessed
amount of child support, and
it will be paid on time.

Debts will be recovered through
Agency Collect, including that

it is straightforward for resident
parents to switch from Private to
Agency Collect to recover debt.

Child support collections and shortfalls will not
jeopardise women's financial sem'rb,r ﬂlmuyl FEITIl}'




The conclusion to be drawn from these erroneous assumptions
is that the child support system will not be weaponised and
that remedies for women experiencing family violence are
responsive and accessible. This narrative contrasts with
advocates’ and governments’ increased understanding of
payers’ malicious actions. The loopholes and blind spots created
by these erroneous assumptions can be leveraged toinflict
harm on child support payees. At the same time, a lack of data
obscures these malicious intents and their harmful outcomes.

Our survey seeks to bring these
erroneous assumptions out of

the shadows and into the light,
illuminating how and where the
child support system is weaponised.




Methods

The survey builds on the work of our previous two reports, the
first being Diebts and Disappointments: Mothers’ Experiences of

the Child Support System (Cook et al., 201g), that surveyed 470
respondents (g% women) to better understand financial hardship
experienced as a consequence of child support interaction. The
report concluded with a research agenda for quantifying the
extent to which the child support system could be weaponised.

The second report, Financial Abuse: The Weaponisation of Child
Support in Australia (Cook et al., 2023), surveyed 540 respondents
and showed the ways in which the child support system is used
to enact financial abuse. The survey set out to unpack how the
child support system is working (or not) for women, and where
abusers can take advantage of loopholes and processes.

The current survey delves deeper into the processes that
women experience when seeking to be exempt from, establish,
manage and enforce their child support orders. The purpose
is to reveal how the system may be weaponised so that these
blind spots can become visible, and loopholes can be closed.

18



Ethics approval

Prior to distributing the survey, the project was reviewed and endorsed
by the Swinburne University of Technology Human Ethics Sub-
Committee for low-risk applications, approval mumber 20247997-
18786. As part of this process, the survey questions were reviewed

and piloted by a small group of single mothers to ensure clarity

and appropriateness of the questions and response options.

To ensure the rigour of the findings reported here, a draft
of the results was peer reviewed prior to publication, with
amendments made to the final content as a result.

Data collection

In this survey, we again used the online Cualtrics platform to collect
anonymous responses from single mothers, this time regarding their
experiences of the workings of the Australian child support system.

The survey was open for two months, from 7 June to 16 August 2024.

The r75-question survey, which took approximately 30 minutes to
complete, contained 1o parts, including blocks of questions on income
and family characteristics, perceptions of control over child support
pavments, applying for child support, working out child support
entitlements, collection of payments, views on payer compliance,
interactions with Family Tax Benefit payments, interactions with other
institutions, and demographics. The survey examined how women
experienced the child support system from the time of separation

to the finalisation of their child support engagement. Our questions
focused on how women made decisions about child support, particularly
in the context of ongoing financial abuse and family violence.

The survey questions explored women's experiences, with
‘skip logic' directing women only to the questions of relevance
to their situation. Wherever possible, the response option
‘Other’ allowed women to provide further details and report
experiences that lay outside of our preconceived categories.

Recruitment

The survey was distributed by Single Mother Families Australia
through their Linkedln and Facebook pages and on-shared
by other social welfare and advocacy organisations.

In total, Boo respondents commenced the survey. However,
after removing records where no questions at all were answered,
a total of 6g6 surveys were received. OF these, just over 1 per
cent (n= 1o} of participants responded ‘no’ to the first question
that asked if they were a single, sole or re-partnered parent

with care of a dependent child or student. These respondents
were then exited from the survey and also our analysis.

Of the remaining 636 respondents, 98 per cent identified as
female, although we acknowledge the contributions of eight men
{1%) and two non-binary and one ‘other’ sexed person who also
completed the study. To avoid conflating these 11 respondents’
answers with women's experiences, we excluded these surveys
from the analysis. We encourage further research to continue

the work of Gahan (2019) and others (Power et al,, 2010} to
conduct specific research with non-binary parent cohorts who are
disproportionately likely to experience violence (D55, 2022).

As a result of these exclusions, our final sample was 675, However,
the number of responses for each question reported in our results
was often far lower than é75 for three reasons. First, ‘skipping
logic' omitted questions that were deemed irrelevant given a
respondent’s previous answers. Second, it is typical for the number
of responses to decline over the course of a survey, as respondents
exit the survey without completing it. Third, respondents were
free to skip questions, such as if they deemed them irrelevant, too
personal or traumatic. For these reasons, the number of responses
for any given question was often lower than the total possible.

In addition to the three reasons why the number of people responding
to a question may be lower than the total sample, in our analysis, we
often focus in on a sub-sample of respondents. For example, at times,
we may report only on the experiences of those respondents who
collected child support privately, or who had experienced violence
prior to separation, or both. In such cases, the number of participants
includes only a sub-set of all women who completed the survey.



Limitations

Anumber of factors limited the breadth and depth of our data.
First, given the length of time required to complete the survey,
we were not able to ask all questions that were important to
women's experience of the child support system. For example,
while we asked about action women took to rectify what they
deemed as an incorrect child support assessment, we did not
ask follow-up questions about their success, or lack thereof.

Second, other than two questions asking about the forms of
violence women experienced upon separation and currently, we
did not ask detailed questions about the nature of abuse, as we
did n our previous survey (Cook et al., 2023). The omission of
these questions served to limit the length of the questionnaire as
well as the emotional burden placed on respondents. However,
future research should have a dual focus on the administrative
processes that abuse exacerbates as well as their impacts.

Third, our survey did not extend to other legal or administrative
systems that are connected to the child support system, such as
the Family Court and Australian Tax Office. Again, given the time
commitment required of participants, we focused exclusively

on the child support system governed by the Department

of Social Services and operated by Services Australia.

Finally, despite our large sample size, in this report we were

unable to apply an intersectional lens to our analysis, such as

by disaggregating the findings for those women most likely to
experience family violence, such as Indigenous women, women with
a disability, recently arrived migrants, and women living rurally and
remotely. Further analyses of our qualitative and quantitative data
on particular issues will shed light on the specific administrative
burdens faced by these women, which we will report separately.




Findings

Participants

Owr sample is not representative of all single mothers who are engaged with the
child support system. Rather our findings should be read as indicative of the subset
of women for whom the system is not working, In particular, our findings report
on the experiences of women experiencing violence at the time of separation, and
for whom violence is an ongoing backdrop to their child support engagement.

3 90%

of respondents were single, sole or
re-partnered parents with at least
one dependent child under age 18,
with a further g% of respondents
only having children over 18.

=] 4%

of mothers identified as

Aboriginal or Torres Strait
Islander, and 7% of children?

a8 67%

of women had two or fewer children

W 83%

of respondents were born in Australia

$ 90%

spoke mainly English at home

3 The proportion of First Mations participants in our sample is consistent with the proportioninthe Australian
population, although itis acknmededged that First Mations people are often imcounted in offical statistics, so
the reported population percentage may be an underestimation (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2o2.4).




Disability

&2 35%

of respondents had at least one
child living with a disability.

Income

72%

of respondents reported wages or salary
as their main source of income, with 26%
most reliant on government payments.

74%

Of those in employment, most (74%)
were in permanent or ongoing positions,
with 11% on contracts, 8% employed

casually and 6% self-employed.

Permanent

33 hours

The average number of hours worked

per week by all women was 33

& 20%

of respondents had a disability
themselves, aligning with
national disability prevalence
(21.8%) (see ABS, 2024).

Casual

Contracts Self-employed

$IOIS per week

Women's median total income, after

tax was 31018 per week, equating
to an anmual after-tax income of

approximately $53,000 per anmum.

6% 1% Other

Centrelink payments

77%

of respondents received some
sort of Centrelink payment.

Of those receiving payments, 42% received
Parenting Paying Single, while 31%
received FTB only, % received a Carer
Payment, and 7% received JobSeeker.

Carer payment Other
11%
Parenting payment single FTE only JobSeaker
54% of respondents had received payments
for more than 5 years, with another 31%
receiving payments for 1-5 years.
Other
15%
Payments for more Payments for
than 5 years 1-5 years
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Child support characteristics

On average, women had been separated from their children’s
parent living elsewhere for approximately g years, with 23 per
cent of the sample having separated between 2014 and 2016. The
most recent separations ocourred in 2023 (2% of respondents)
with the least recent occurring in 2000 (0.4%). Less than 2 per
cent of the sample separated during or earlier than 2005, while
22 per cent of the sample separated during or after 2020.

Child support agreements

Of all women, almost half{49%) stated that applying for child
support following separation was something that they wanted
to do. A third (33%) of women said that they didn't want to apply,
and a further 19 per cent¥ noted ‘other’ motivation, which
included women who were payers of child support, and many
who chose ‘other’ while indicating that they wanted to apply

for child support but were conflicted about balancing their
children's right to support with the potential repercussions.

B Yesbecause he has a financial
responsibility but had significant’
fear of applying because 1 knew

it would lead him to be more
abusive and controlling, which
is exactly what happened.

4 Reported statistics may not sum to 300 due to rounding.

Yes [1 wanted to apply for child
support]- in a sense. The non
custodial parent should absolutely
contribute to the cost of raising the
children they make. The exemption
*might* have prevented or minimised
6 years of ongoing legal abuse and the
use of technology to stalk and harass
me (still current). However, it is not a
guarantee that the abuser would/will
leave us alone. The loss of FTB against
child support assessments assumes
the paying parent will pay and the
provision for FTB to be distributed
according to what is received leaves
the weekly budget in ruinsif a
long-standing CS debt is eventually
paid via tax return garnishment.
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42%

The main reason why women applied for child support was to
ensure their ex-partner supported their children (63%), which
was consistent with children's right to receive support from
both of their parents and the govemment's responsibility

to facilitate such transfers (UNCRC, Article 27(4)).

Women's primary motivations not to apply for child
support were to avoid increasing conflict with their ex-
partner (42%) and to reduce their risk of violence (31%).

Almost half (48%) of women reported that their percentage of
overnight care of children had changed since they first separated. Of
these women, a slightly smaller proportion (47%) reported that the
change was with their agreement, compared to the 52 per cent who
reported that the change was made unilaterally by their ex-partner.

Of the women whose contact patterns were changed, both with and
without agreement, a third of children spent increased time with their
mother while a third decreased overnight care with their mother.
However, when mothers’ overnight care-time increased, the qualitative

data revealed that often child support orders did not provide mothers
with more resources to cover their increased share of children's costs.
For those women who had a child support agreement, the
vast majority of women (87%) had one agreement in place.
For those women with multiple agreements, almost all (85%)
8?% had two, with a further 12 per cent having three. The subset _
of women who had multiple child support agreements were i
nskﬁdmmmpl&tethnremmndm:ufthnsunfe}rmﬂnefemm A]tllﬂu.gl’l we hﬂV‘E ﬂrdﬂ]ﬂ'ﬁi]lplace 4
to the agreement relevant to their oldest child aged under 18. z
grants my ex-husband fortnightly

Access, He has not bothered to come

and collect my son. So even though
. I have full care, The [child support]
Overnight care equation is based on fortnightly access.

Of all women, Shared care o
270

Minoriy care Bl Chose to reduce contact to almost
oo core of chuclon) R o g nothing. l have not protested this
Mo overnight care ke . b@Cﬂ.“S‘E he was ﬂbUSi.ng the Ch.i]dren .
' | on court ordered, unsupervised
visits so him deciding not to
bother is the best outcome.

59 per cent of mothers had sole care of their child(ren), with another 26
per cent having primary care (65-99% of overnight care), and 10 per cent
having a shared care or joint parenting arrangement (35-64% of overnight
care). Three per cent of mothers had no overnight care of children, with
a further 2 per cent having minority care (1-34% of overnight care].

8o per cent of women reported that Services Australia considered them a
child support recipient, with & per cent payers and 15 per cent as neither.




When fathers’ share of care increased, however, women often
remarked in the qualitative comments that this resultedin a
change of child support arrangements to either stop payments

to the mother or require the mother to pay the father.

Bl Stole the children so he wouldn’t
have to pay Child Support as
they caught up to his fraud.

Bl Refusesto follow court orders - has
contraventions over many years.
Does not facilitate or support
my court ordered parenting time
in order to continue financial
abuse and earn child support.

Child support assessments

Of those who responded to the question, the majority of women (54%) had a child
support assessment calculated using the formula, rather than their ex-partner
being prescribed to pay the mininmim assessment amount that is currently $8

per week (16%). A larger proportion of women than those who were expecting

the minimum payment expected to receive no child support at all (20%), with a
further g per cent reporting not being sure of what they were assessed to received,
or working it out with their ex-partner as needed (2%). Across the entire sample:

B the average amount of child support assessed to
be paid in the previous month was $546.

I the average amount received in the previous month was $298.

Child support receipt

Some women (4%) received more child

4% support than they were expecting,

while a quarter (25%) received the
same amount as they were expecting.

25%

Almost half of all women (48%)

66%

with two thirds of these women (66%) receiving
none of the money that they expected to receive.

Finally, just under a quarter of women
23% (23%) expected to receive — and did receive
- nothing in the previous month.

Less than 3o per cent of the women in our study reported receiving
the amount of child support they were entitled to, or more. The
majority experience, however, was women reporting receiving less
or none of what was owed, or of not expecting anything at all.

While Government statistics report it collected $1.98b in liabilities
from the $2.06b in assessments (DSS, 2024b), the g6% collection

rate only includes Agency Collect. At the same time, research
continually reports extreme levels of underpayment and non-
compliance (Cook, 2019; Cook et al., 2019; Cook et al., z023; JSCAFLS,
2021). There is an enormous discrepancy between women’s lived
experiences and official accounts of how the system operates.
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Ensuring payments are received is the most pressing issue for the public’s l So the Chjldl'en’s fﬂther
confidence in the system, and yet child support compliance has been routinely d . .

removed from the terms of reference of parliamentary inquiries (HRSCFCA, ; was Cﬂﬂtﬂbﬂtmg to the
2003), Ministerial taskforces (Ministerial Taskforce on Child Support, zoos), i Chjldl' EH’S Weubﬂi.ng.

as well as the current Child Support Expert Panel’s remit (DSS, 2024a).

Ensuring children’s right to receive support from both of their
parents is what mothers want. And yet there are many barriers that

mothers face in ensuring their children’s entitlements. Our findings l I 1 hﬂ\"ﬂ d disabi].i.ty ﬂl’ld 1 was
identify these barriers and ways that the system can be reformed. ] the [Sﬂ].E] vaider ﬂ.lld 1
couldn’t afford to live without

the help of Child Support.
Bl To support me and my children

as the father refused to provide
any financial support.

- Bl Because 1 believe children
deserve to be fairly supported
financially so they are

Bl To provide a residential standard not disadvantaged.

of care for my child which would
mean | didn’t have to work full
time and my child got to have

at least one parent home. Bl Because why should 1 pay for

everything? With the system as
it is, it’s unlikely I'll get paid. But
he should be accountable too.

Everything is left to the woman.

Bl To ensure fair and equitable
provision of necessary expenses
for the children as we have
50/50 care and he earns

almost double my wage. Bl Toafford to care for my

kids and support them.



Violence as a backdrop T Multiple reasons; conflict, violence by ex
to women’s lives : and threatening to take kids or kill us if 1

tried to get child supp and knowing that
iy exwould hive ool ve v
Ower three-quarters (78%) of single mothers were experiencing some Il'lllCl'l l'lE' pﬂid csas l'lE' WOUId juSt tﬂkﬂ' CHSh

PP RISIINN.  the time of separation, ' payments from his business or only pay

himself a minimal amount to alter his

tax. | didn’t want to, I called and explained
Go= Financial abuse

my ex was abusive. They called him and
told him what I said. This in turn led to
him arriving on my door step threatening
D\-'e..t.' half of the sample 1fpcr.rted either emotional /psychological me. Thanks child Support‘ After tllﬂt 1

2 or fiuarcal st R N chose private collection, because then he

didn’t have to pay it and left me alone.

‘Due to highly volatile situation
my ex, | waited to apply for chile
support after months of him not payit
anything as he [insisted] on a private
arrangement, and was psychologically
abusing me if I brought the subject
up. When 1 finally applied for child
support, 1 was subjected to ongoing
verbal abuse and intimidation.

| 1didn’t realise you could apply for an
exemption. The father of my child
can see my taxable income via child
support (private collect) and uses it as
a weapon to not pay any child support
in the past 1.5 years. Even prior, he
- claimed to earn less than $30K p.a

. and had to only give me around $2K
'p.a towards our son in my sole care.

Bl aCentrelink social worker change
my son’s father to unknown
so 1 wouldn’t be murdered.




he rates of violence that women experience must be
held front-of-mind when interpreting the survey findings

regarding how the child support system is experienced.

INCORRECT
- o e . Vickence ends at the point
Of the 78 per cent of women who were experiencing violence e T
at the time of separation, abmost all (g6%) were experiencing physical viclence is not

emotional/psychological abuse. Worryingly for women's often- as harmful as physical
mandatory inclusion in the child support system, many (84%)

were already experiencing financial abuse at the time of separation.

For those women who reported experiencing violence at the time

of separation, the rates of abuse lessened after separation. However,

the majority of women were experiencing either financial or

emotional/psychological abuse at the time of the survey (Table z).

Table 2: Types of abuse experienced

;I;Tr:zln;{ml 96% 52%
Financial abuse 84% 60%
Physical abuse 54% 1%

Sexual abusa 37% ‘<I%

Technology 33% II%

facilitated abuse

e il 12% 2%

spiritual abuse

INCORRECT
Secking an exemption is
an appropriate response

to family violence,
and a straight forward
process that will
not retraumatise
victim-survivors.

A similar proportion of victim-survivors (46%) compared to
the entire sample (49%) wanted to seek child support, with
61 per cent of each cohort noting their primary motivation
as ensuring that their ex-partner financially supported
their children. This similarity is unsurprising given the
high incidence of violence within the overall sample.

As for victim survivors’ reasons for not seeking child support, these
were again similar to the entire sample, with the main reasons
being not wanting to increase conflict with their ex-partner

{41% compared to 42% for the entire sample) and to reduce their
risk of violence (36% compared to 31% for the entire sample).

However, while a similar proportion of victim-survivors
wanted to seek child support, this did not necessarily
translate into equal proportions of victim-survivors and
non-survivors apply for, or receiving payments.

MAT exemption provides women leaving violent partners
rith relieffrom ongoing violence, but it is inconsistent with
he principles of the National Plan to End Vielence Against

Women and Children 2022-2032 that seeks to hold perpetrators
oaccount. In its present form, the MAT financially rewards

perpetrators by letting them keep money that would otherwise
be paid to support their children living elsewhere.
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Impossible choices or
no choices at all

In the context of past and ongoing violence, women faced impossible
choices that spanned decision-points that existed across the

entire child support system and could go on for decades. Often,
women's ‘choices’ were made in the context of mandatory policy
requirements, such as the Maintenance Action Test (MAT)

and the Maintenance Income Test (MIT), which are based on
erroneous assumptions about separated parents’ motivations and
behaviours that our findings show do not represent reality.

To better understand the impact of violence, much of the subsequent
analyses will compare women's experiences of the child support system
for those who were and were not experiencing financial abuse, either at
the time they were making decisions about how child support would be
arranged, or currently with respedt to how they manage the debts and
payments and subsequent benefit system interactions.

he purpose is to highlight the
points in the system where women
are placed in impossible situations
‘here they seek to minimise abuse by
their ex-partner. Women’s options are

constrained by the often-punitive rules
of the child support and Family Tax
Benefit payment systems; rules that
are able to be weaponised to inflict
financial harm on victim-survivors.

The Maintenance Action Test

Women leaving violent partners, which in our sample was four out
of every five women, were faced with impossible choices between
a series of competing options, each of which entailed their cwn
logistical, physical, financial, legal andfor psychological risks:

I s ldentifying their ex-partner as violent to Services Australia,
which could expose them to further violence.

2 e [Proving to Services Australia that their ex-partner posed
an ongoing risk, thus exposing them to further violence,

3 e Foregoing child support income that their ex-partner
would otherwise be required to provide to their
children, thus risking harm to their children who will
miss out on the benefits of additional income.

4. Foregoing Family Tax Benefit Part A payments
above the base rate if child support is not sought,
thus risking harm to their children who will miss
out on the benefits of additional income.

5 s Signing aviolent ex-partner up to pay child
support, risking further violence.

6 o Contimually having to re-engage with a violent ex-
partner to determine, collect on or modify child

support agreements, risking further harm.

7., Relying on a violent ex-partner to provide necessary
income on a regular basis, risking unreliable
support and the potential of further violence.

How women sought to reconcile these often-competing risks
was frequently at odds with formal policy requirements and
highly dependent on Services Australia providing women with
appropriate information as well as a safe service pathway. For
our respondents, half of the sample (52%) did not know that
their Family Tax Benefits would be reduced to the minimum
if they didn't apply for child support or an exemption.



Of the women who received or applied for family payments at the
time of separation, two thirds (65%) applied for child support at this
time. Of the remainder who were subject to the MAT but who did
not apply for child support, 11 per cent applied for an exemption,
while 15 per cent did not apply for either child support or an
exemption. A further 1o per cent reported ‘Other’ actions, almost
all of such comments regarded not applying for either child support
or an exemption for months, years or indefinitely in the context of
threats and family violence. As such, approximately 25 per cent of
the sample took no child support action when they first separated.

The violence my children and 1
were experiencing wasn't worth

it to apply for child support, I still
haven’t applied and 1 pay for all
expenses, nothing from their father.

Bl ittook oneyear of continuing
financial control and poor
legal advice to be told it [an
exemption] was an option
-lawyers need to understand
the system better.

I had no time or energy to apply
sooner for child support due

to DV and did not know that

it is not backdated. 1 also had
little or nil documentation
with me for the application.

These women likely ‘failed’ the MAT, at least for the period before which
they either sought child support or an exemption. Ofthe 25 per cent of
women who either did not apply for child support or an exemption or
made some ‘other’ arrangement, 44 per cent did not know that their
Family Tax Benefits would be reduced to the minimmum payment.

Our survey figures are broadly consistent with those reported by Services
Australia (DSS, 2024b) data in which 15 per cent of separated parents were
exempted from the MAT (for all reasons, not solely family violence) while
a further 16 per cent ‘failed’ the MAT by “not taking reasonable action

to obtain child support”. These parents lose child support owed to their
children, and any Family Tax Benefit payments they may have otherwise
been entitled to above the base rate.

Due to highly volatile situation with m

ex, | waited to apply for child support =
after months of him not paying anything'
as he insisted on a private arrangement,

and was psychologically abusing me if 1
brought the subject up. When 1 finally
applied for child support, 1 was subjected
to ongoing verbal abuse and intimidatio




cking that only 10 per cent applied for a Maintenance Actiol
exemption in a context where almost 80 per cent of women were
experiencing violence at the time of separation. What is even more
shocking is that of these 8o per cent of women, 55 per cent did not
know about the financial consequences of them failing the MAT.

BB 1still don’t understand this system!
1 had no idea 1 could have received
more FTB. I've at times been living
on as little at $72 a week of FTB as my
sole income to feed, house, clothe and
educate myself and 2 children. 1 don’t
understand how that is possible.

The disconnections between women's experiences, the information
d assistance that they are provided by Services Australia, and the
mes they experience illustrate the failure of the child support

em to provide an effective response to post-separation violenc
pacity of the system and women's vulnerable - yet often

Bl If1didn’t have an exemption,
I'd be owed $44,472.

There were a range of reasons why women chose not to apply
based on whether women were experiencing any form of
violence, or not, at the time of separation (Table 3).

Table 3: Reasons for not applying for either child
support or an exemption following separation

Mo violence

Any violence

e 6%

:'T;’l::'l::f:tM? 6% Z%
e 6% 25%
Tonatincrezse 61% 41%
o - 2%
oo % 14%
Other 10% 12%
TOTAL 100% 100%



Most women (61%) who were not experiencing violence primarily
reported not taking any child support or exemption action to avoid
increasing conflict with their ex-partner. In contrast, a quarter of women
experiencing violence (25%) did not take action as a way to reduce their
risk of harm, with a further 41 per cent looking to reduce conflict.

The decision about whether to apply for child support, or not, was
often stressful. On a scale from 1 (not at all stressful) to 5 (extremely
stressful), women rated the stress of applying for child support
following separation as ‘moderately stressful’ There was no difference
in how stressful the decision to apply for child support was for women
who were experiencing violence at the time of separation, or not.

For almost half {45%¢) of all victim-survivors, the stress stopped them
from applying for child support following separation, either for a while
(36%¢), or completely (8%:). However, of the victim-survivors who did not
apply for child support at all or immediately, 4o per cent did not know
they might be eligible for an exemption, 21 per cent did not feel they
needed an exemption, 21 per cent ndtially received one but later had to
apply for child support, while just 11 per cent received an exemption.

In our survey, despite the high rates of violence at the time of
separation, most women did not achieve an exemption from
seeking child support (Table 4). For those women who did receive
an exemption, they remained eligible for above-base-rate Family
Tax Benefit payments but lost the child support they would

have otherwise been eligible to receive from their ex-partner.

In addition, when women received an exemption, perpetrators
were financially rewarded by not having to provide payments.

Table 4: Proportion of women with an exemption

Sample Currently hasan Had an exemption,
exemption (%) whiich later ended (%)

All women 8 II

Women subject to the MAT 9 1z

T 9 12

oamteote 10 13

upon separation

Bl 1later removed the exemption as it’s
a free pass for fathers to not pay for
children they are responsible for.

Bl 1applied for it and when

ex partner was notified, he
committed assault. Was told 1

had to apply for exemption but
only three months was given.

Of those women subject to the MAT, representing three-
quarters (75%) of women in the survey, applying for child
support was something that half wanted to do. This
figure includes women who were subject to violence. An
overwhelming theme in the qualitative data collected was that
these women wanted their ex-partner to be held fimancially
responsible for their children. However, they also wanted

the violence to stop. The child support system in its current

form was unable to achieve either of these outcomes.




As our results show, the child support system enables - and condones
through wilful or convenient ignorance - ongoing financial,
psychological and legal harm. An exemption from seeking child
support is an unhelpfully blunt instrument that rewards perpetrators,
fails to uphold the state’s responsibility to facilitate transfers between
parents, and diminishes victim-survivors’ financial wellbeing.

ll It’s a lot easier to get him. exempt frc
paying than to get him to pay. Whether

or not a parent receives cs [child support]

should not dictate if they receive family
tax benefits, as having Services Australia

threaten to reduce or cut it off; is triggering
for victims of domestic violence, who have

been repeatedly threatened by their ex to
stop paying child suppotrt or to pay less, to

take the children if they claim child support,

to take your own benefits, to kill you and

the kids if you claim child support. Services

Australia aren’t often sensitive enough
to what some parents face from their ex

partners and the stress, risk and effort placed

on us, to receive and continue receiving
cs. ] was given an exception [sic] but my ex
only paid when he saw the children, and
thinks he doesn’t have to pay to see them.
My ex sexually assaulted our children so 1

will never attempt to claim [child support]

again because he thinks payment of child
support means he has a right to see them.

INCORRECT
Violence ends at the
point of separation

Irreconcilable forces

In current policy, women are compelled to seek child supportin
order to pass the MAT and be eligible to receive FTBA above the base
rate. As such, Services Australia could be expected to urge women

to seek child support in order to maximise women's FTBA and child
support entitlements. In our sample of women subject to the MAT,
which excludes women as child support payers, 61 per cent reported
feeling pressure from Services Australia to apply for child support.

However, at the same time, research tells us that women often
experience pressure from their ex-partners to avoid or opt-out of the
child support system (ALRC, zo11; WLSA, 10:4].
cent of women with abusive partners reported that their ex-partner
was pressuring them not to apply for child support.

The extent to which women must

reconcile pressure being put on them
to do opposite things - apply for child
support or not - is an issue that Services
Australia has not engaged with to

date. An assumption within the child
support system is that all women can




Pressure to apply from

Services Australia? -
Pressure not to -
apply from ex?

Impossible

Almost a third of women (31%) faced an impossible
situation where Services Australia was pressuring
them to apply for child support while their ex-
partner was pressuring them not to apply.

Pressure to apply from

Services Australia? -
Pressure not to

apply from ex? @

Acceptance

Only g per cent of women subject to the MAT
reported experiencing the policy as it is designed: to
be compelled to seek child support as a requirement
of receiving FTBA without pressure from their
ex-partner not to do so, which we describe as
acceptance. The shockingly low proportion of
women in this group points to a significant mismatch
between how the system is described as working

on paper and how it actually works for women.

When there is violence — which our data shows
is very often the case - the MAT assumes that an
exemption can be unproblematically sought.

Pressure to apply from

Services Australia?
Pressure not to
apply from ex?
Avoidance

Overa third of women (38%) felt
these women felt no compulsion
this having potentially negative
their FTBA payments. As will bec
we present the child support apy
for each group later in the report, v

Pressure to apply from
Services Australia?

Pressure not to
apply from ex?

Autonomy :
Only one in every five women (22%) d
of pressure from either Services Aust:
partner, which we describe as women
of autonomy over their decision to pu

accurate information to inform their



Applying for child support
following separation

Across the entire sample, only 64 per cent of mothers applied for child
support when they first separated. As a result, a third of women were not

set up to receive both their full FTBA payments and financial support for
children from their ex-partner at a critical time. For women leaving violent
relationships, the prospect of poverty looms large amid a policy context that
fails to provide adequate financial support when women do leave (Summers,
2022). The risk of poverty is also heightened by withholding FTBA payments
if women do not - or are too fearful to - apply for child support - often due
to reasonable fear of violent repercussions from their former partners.

'hile 10 per cent of the sample applied for an exemption from seeking

child support and thus received increased FTBA payments, 16 per cent

of the sample did not apply for either an exemption or child support.

i} i, . L s INCORRECT
further 1o per cent of women reported doing something ‘other’ than [ e_—_———_—--—".
hese options, with qualitative commments revealing that this typically an appropriate response
ntailed waiting months, if not vears foll owing separation, until it L
and a straight forward

as physically, financially, psychologically or legally safer for them i that will
not retraumatise

o contemplate either applying for child support or an exemption.
) : T victim-survivors.

"Bl Services Australia allow 12 weeks after a DV ine
to decide if you want to apply for either child
support or an exemption. 1 took 11 weeks & 5 days
before deciding to apply for child support in fear
of retaliation. The day after his first (garnished)

payment 3 months later, the legal abuse started. 1
applied for child support but due to his abuse taking
me through the court arguing our child’s name,

it took 7 months to be able to apply for financial
support from both Centrelink and child support,
about 9 months to actually receive anything.

Figure 4: Proportion of women subject to the MAT
experiencing violence at the time of separation

8 5% Impossible

83% Avoidance

Autonomy

It is not surprising that the highest rates of violence experienced by
women at the time of separation were for those being pressured by
their ex-partners not to apply for child support, in the impossible
(85%:) and avoidance (83%) groups (Figure 4). These women fall into a
black hole in the child support system which assumes that they can
unproblematically apply for child support or an exemption without
repercussion. However, this was most certainly not the case.

T3



Figure 5 (overleaf) shows the child support application outcomes for women

in each of these groups, focusing solely on those experiencing violence at

the time of separation, and thus making decisions about child support. _ l 1 hﬂd rClﬂcath Ell'ld was

For women subject to the MAT, there were different child support __ Cﬂncerﬂed thﬂt Il'ly ex Illlgl'lt
application outcomes depending on whether they felt pressured or atten‘lpt to force me to go bﬂCk

not to apply from Services Australia, and pressured or not by their
ex-partner not to apply. Unsurprisingly, those feeling pressured to S}'dl'lcy tl‘lrougl‘l tlle court.

not to apply by their ex-partner (the ‘impossible’ and ‘avoidance’
groups) had the lowest rates of child support applications.

Those women who did not receive any pressure to apply for child
support from Services Australia (avoidance and agency groups) -. I l To reduce tl'lﬂ' I'iSk 'U'f Viﬂlﬂ'l‘lce
had the highest rates of not taking any action, whether this be -

by my ex, I knew he wouldn't
| pay and more so he would
For women subject to the MAT, applying for child support or not will Cl'lDOSC WHEN to Pﬂy to

have a significant impact on their post-separation financial wellbeing.

If child support is not sought, and no exemption isin place, women : ﬁlrtl'lﬂr COHtrOl me so 1 ChOS'E
receive only the base rate of FTBA. If child support is sought but not paid 3 falnily fax bcneﬁt [ﬂt tl'lﬂ' bﬂSE‘
within a Private Collect arrangement, women lose not only the value ; ra tC] sol l'lﬂ d as tﬂble source o f
of their child support, but halfthe value of FTBA through the MIT.

income without conditions.

in the form of a child support application or an exemption.

For women leaving violent ex-partners, exemptions cause them to
forego what could be valuable child support income. Taken together,
women must weigh competing financial, physical and psychological
risks when deciding who to placate and which battles to fight. In

all cases, women often forego financial welfare for their safety. Bl He wanted private collect so I couldn’t
see his true income, after his financial
abuse 1 applied to Child Support and
copped even more financial abuse as

this then exposed this true income and
increased his payments. He has a sick
greed for wealth, status and admiration
from others trying to show off his wealth
to others, while trying to make me
homeless and put me on the streets.

B It wasa chaotic and dangerous time.
We were fleeing. Services Australia
were unsupetrvised, obstructive and

increased the danger we were in. Child

support frankly didn’t give a shit.

I've concluded that dead women and

children are not a burden on the state,

so it’s the state’s preferred outcome.

4



The highest rate (82%:) of applications for women experiencing
violence at the time of separation were for those who reported

feeling pressure from Services Australia to seek child support but
Figure 5: Child support application outcomes for women
experiencing violence at the time of separation

Applied for an @ @ . e
exemption 13% 10% 5% 9%

no pressure from their ex-partner not to do so. These women
experienced the system as intended — where applying for child
support following separation is assumed to be unproblematically
accepted. As these women were not facing pressure from their ex-
partner to forego child support, it is not surprising that they also

had the lowest proportion (5%) of women seeking an exemption.

Conversely, the lowest rate of child support applications

(58%) was for women experiencing violence who did not feel
pressured by Services Australia to apply, but whose ex-partners
were pressuring them to avoid the child support system.

BN 1wasadvised not to apply [for child
support] at the time because of the family

violence and he had made threats to kill
me so was recommended i didn’t give him

® . ® 2 any reason to act on this so I went without

Didn't apply for C3
10% 20% 8% 18% child support for some period of time.
Other ® & . .
8% 12% 5% 3%
Concerningly, while one in ten women in the avoidance group made
an application for an exemption, double this mmber did not apply
for either child support or an exemption. These women lost not
TOTAL 100% 100% 100% 100% only child support income, but also above-base-rate FTBA payments

as a way to manage the demands of their abusive ex-partner.




Keeping perpetrators in view (DSS, 202z2), one in three abusive

ex-partners were financially rewarded by pressuring the victim-
survivors not to apply for child support. This is completely at odds

ith the National Plan. Government systems should not reward

perpetrators or financially penalise victim-survivors through a
loss of child support or FTB payments, or both as a result of trying

o keep themselves safe by appeasing an abusive ex-partner.

Women experiencing impossible pressure to apply for child support
from Services Australia and simultaneous pressure not to apply
from their ex-partner recorded the second lowest rate of child
support applications (6g%). This group also had the highest rate of
applications for an exemption (13%) demonstrating the preferred
way that victim-survivors managed the competing demands they
faced regarding whether to apply for child support or not.

Vhile an exemption provides women with above-base-rate Family Tax
Benefits, it also accepts the perpetrator’s demand, officially freeing

hem from taking any financial responsibility for their children -

ultimately rewarding them for their ongoing threats and violence.

While the impossible group had the highest rate of exemptions,

the fact that only 13 per cent of women who were all experiencing
violence at the time of separation applied for a one illustrates

the shocking disconnect between the violent reality of women's
lives at the time of separation, women's desire to uphold their ex-
partner’s financial responsibility to children, and the simultaneously
inaccessible and often-inappropriate ‘safety’ responses for

women that are contained within the child support system.

Finally, the group of women experiencing violence at the time of
separation without pressure to make any particular decisions about
all subject to the MAT, could be regarded as having a higher degree of
autonomy than women in other groups to make their own decisions
within the system. These women had the second highest rates of child
support application (70%) and the second highest rate of not taking any
action (18%). In this respect, women with relative autonomy appeared
to be similar to women who were avoiding the system. Over a quarter
of women in both groups either did not receive child support due

to an exemption, or did not receive child support and FTBA above

the base rate as a result of not making a child support application.

hat apparent ‘autonomy’ looks like in the child support
system for women escaping violence is financial self-sacrifice
in order to keep themselves safe. Becaunse of the system’s design,
owever, women's safety simultaneously financially rewarded
perpetrators and absolved them of their responsibility to
hildren. This is contrary to the intention of the National Plan.

B 1was advised not to apply [for child
support] at the time because of the fa
violence and he had made threats to ki
me so was recommended i didn’t give hit
any reason to act on this so 1 went witho
child support for some period of time.

Bl 1didn't want to [apply for child
support] at first because 1 had been
financially abused he was living in
family home and 1 was worried he
wouldn’t pay loan or rates because
1 would be hassling for money.
So 1 waited roughly two years
until things had been separated
legally before applying 1 did not
apply CS because he threatened
that he will fight custody
with me, if i ask for more $.




Exemptions

Across the entire sample, 8 per cent of all women had an
exemption from seeking child support, with a further 1 per cent
reporting they had exemption requests under review. Of all
women, 32 per cent reported that their exemption application
was based on family/domestic violence or fear of violence.

One in ten women in the sample reported that they had
initially had an exemption but had since been required to apply
or child support. Of these 61 women, g2 per cent reported

hat they were currently experiencing violence perpetrated

by their ex-partner. The most commeon forms of violence

hat these 61 women were experiencing were financial (67%),
emotional/psychological (54%), and technology facilitated (20%)
riolence. In comparison, only 3 per cent of these women whose
exemptions had been revoked reported physical violence

The low rate of physical violence reported by women with
rejected exemptions contrasts with the 47 per cent of women
who were granted exemptions that were experiencing physical
violence at the time of separation. Of the women who were only
experiencing financial or emotional/psychological violence at
the time of separation, just 7 per cent received an exemption.

Services Australia seems less able

to recognise women’s experiences

of non-physical forms of family
iolence, and less able to assess the

danger that seeking child support

poses for women in these situations.

INCORRECT
Violence ends at the
point of separation.

The stress of applying for an exemption was immense,
with almost two thirds (60%) of women reporting the
experience as either ‘extremely’ or ‘very' stressful.

Figure 6: Stress of applying for an exemption
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For more than a third of women (37%), the stress of applying for
an exemption caused them to delay or stop their applications.

Bl 1withdrew my application to avoid
further conflict by telling CSA there
was a private agreement but there
isn’t and he doesn’t pay anything.

While the application process was stressful, half of women
(52%¢) felt that their decision to apply for an exemption was
supported by Services Australia. A minority of women,
however, felt pressured to apply for an exemption (8%) or to
apply for child support instead of an exemption (r2%).

Bl Former partner contacted child support
and threatened staff and myself. Child
support contacted me and asked me to go
to a safe location due to his threats. They

Violence ends at the
point of separatio -'

wo thirds of women (68%) indicated that they needed to
provide evidence to support their exemption application.

Bl Supporting document/form from

my psychologist. Letters from
doctors, psychologists etc. 1 had
to go through detailed accounts
of abuse and they confirmed the
events via a withess interview.

While the vast majority (86%) did not experience any
issues with the administration of their submissions, 14
per cent of women reported that Services Australia lost
their documentation during the exemption process.

BB Have been told twice since
November 2022 that | have an

INCORRECT i
Seeking an exemption is
an appropriat ¢ response

then granted me an exemption based
on his behaviour Initially made me feel

like crap. Social worker 1 spoke to second to tarlly violenoe
- ) and a strai ght forward
time was good however 'mnow told1 —

not retraumatise

exemption. Called last week and
told I don’t have one. Social worker
asked me for someone to verify
violence. They still haven’t called

still don’t have an expedition [sic] even
though she said she was giving me one.

l B 1wasboth pressured into applying
for child support and supported in
applying for an exemption by different
people at Services Australia.

victim-survivors .

them. 1 also uploaded a letter to my
account from Victims Services in
February, social worker back then
said received. New social worker
said can’t see it. So I guess1dont =
have or will ever have an exemption.




While over half of the women (55%) reported that it did not cost them
anything, almost a third of women reported that they had to spend
money to obtain the evidence required to support their applications.
For these women, the median cost was $300, comprised of such costs
as postage, photocopying, phone calls and lost wages, for example.

Bl 1lived with my parents and
returned to work on a casual basis
so that 1 could spend some days
dealing with Centrelink. Dollars
and emotional stress, trauma.

not retraumatise
victim-survivors

With respect to lost wages, just over a quarter of women (27%)
reported that they needed to take time off work to gather the
documentation required to support their exemption application.
Four out of every ten women (41%) submitting exemptions indicated
that the time required to complete the exemption process either
delayed their application (19%) or delayed the processing of their
application once it was submitted to Services Australia (22%).

e exemption took time. Was lifted after™
my ex called SA [ Services Australia] and
agreed to pay child support, he opened a
letter that was sent to our home address
when SA were under strict instructions
not to send correspondence there. It
was a DV safety issue. 1 had applied for
an exemption for coercion and financial
control. I had no access to money to
had to agree to a private arrangement

'in order to access basic necessities.

Bl Have given up now. Too
difficult. And not realistic to
take my child into an officeto
wait. ASD, Level 3 and doesn’t go
well out and about currently. =

Services Australia needs to improve its processes for identifying the
different ways that violence occurs post-separation. This includes
processes that recognise and respond to the needs of women who
are often placed in impossible situations as they try to stay safe,
maintain financial stability, and recover from intimate partner abuse.



Unfair assessments

While approximately two thirds of all women in the sample
reported applying for child support following separation,
this decision in no way provided an end to the pressure
that they experienced from their ex-partner.

The child support formula relies on accurate information on each
parent’s share of overnight care of children and their taxable incomes.
The child support system assumes that the reporting and recording

of this information is unproblematic and that each parent will

accurately report these in a timely manner. However, our analysis
shows that care time and income can be hidden or manipulated
o make child support assessments unfair or inappropriate.

INCORRECT
Parents will not
hide or minimise

their incomes.

The median amowunt of child support that women were
assessed to receive in the previous month was $232, equating

to approximately $50 per week. However, the median figure
obscures the full picture of what women are assessed to receive.

Table 5: Child support assessment amounts

MAT and DFV ~ MAT and
at time of carrent FA
s¢paration

MNothing 20 19

The minimum
" 17 18

M than the 54

Notsure

Wi work it out
between ourse bves
as needed

Total

Only slightly more than half of all women (54%5) had a child
support assessment for more than $8 per week. Almost half
of the sample | were instead expecting to receive either
nothing, $8 per week or an unknown amount (Table 5).




Focusing only on those women who were expecting to receive
aregular and above-zero amount of child support each
month, these women typically rated the accuracy of their child
support assessment with respect to the costs of children as
‘extremely inaccurate’ with the most women (72%) selecting
this option. For the accuracy of their assessment with respect
to their ex-partner’s capacity to pay, two thirds of women
(65%) regarded their assessments as ‘extremely inaccurate’.

Of those women who reported that their assessments were ‘extremely

inaccurate’ with respect to the costs of children, the median amount

that women with above-zero assessments were assessed to receive was INCORRECT
%380 per month. Almost a third of women (28%) reported that their Child support

child support assessment was for the minimum ($8) amount, which SRR

balance payees’ costs of

likely informed their evaluation of these as ‘extremely inaccurate’. R

capadty to pay.
With respect to capacity to pay, the median amount of child support

that those women reporting ‘extremely inaccurate’ assessments
were assessed to receive was $301 per month. (B FE T3 T

just under a third (29%) reported the minimum assessment.

Twenty per cent of women who

reported that their ex-partner’s income

was inaccurate ended up having to pay

them child support as a result. This

happens because each parent’s share

of child support income is divided °
according to each parent’s share of

overnight care. When fathers’ taxable s
income is artificially low, and their ks
share of care time is unchanged,

mothers can be required to pay child

support despite fathers’ capacity to

pay being significantly higher.

While women reported on their current child support
assessment, there was considerable variability in how much
child support they expected in any given month.

Figure 7: Changes to child support assessments

How often does your child support
assessment change due to your ex-partner

reporting income or care time changes?

All the time . 11%

Every month . 2%
A few times a year

Every year @
Every few years ® 4%

Hardly ever @10

It has stayed the same
since the beginning

Other . 5%

TOTAL 100%
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For 38 per cent of women, their assessment changed each year or
less often, likely as a result of indexation to minimum payments, in
response to wage rises, or following the lodgement of tax returns.

For 7 per cent of women, their assessment had never changed. INCORRECT

Almost half of these women (48%) were assessed to receive the Parents will not

minimum amount or did not have a child support assessment. R i,

their incomes.

For a significant minority of women (39%), their child support
assessments changed at least a few times a year. More than one in

ten women (13%) had assessments that changed at least each month,
making their ability to budget on a limited income extremely difficult.

" Bl Whenever there is conflict he goes
For the 15 per cent of women who reported ‘other’ changes, their . an d un de res tima tes l'liS il'lCU'lTlE

qualitative cornments illustrate the vulnerability produced by their tl d l Od
lack of control within the child support system. At the same time, i 1en does hot gea tax return.

payers are afforded significant autonomy which they can wield to

minimise their child support incomes and avoid making payments.

It’s changed twice in 6 months... But my ex
doesn’t consistently pay. This was a regular
occurrence, and every time Centrelink would
stop paying me as they needed me to call
every time to put me back on Disbursement
method, so 1 was left short with no backpay
at least 4 times a year until I could call
Centrelink and sort it out. He did it because
he knew this was a method of finance abuse.
1 asked Centrelink not to change my method
of Disbursement every time he changed his
assessment (and never paid). They said they
couldn’t.. he could literally leave me short
before birthdays and Christmas and Mother’s
Day... this continued for 18 years non-stop.

When the child support application was
lodged he quit his job and declared $o per
year in earnings. He had accrued a debt
from his job and not paying and he asked for
a reduction due to financial hardship as he
was not earning an income. This continued
for about 4 years when evidence surfaced
that he was working cash in hand. The
[Australian Tax Office] ATO intercepted and
as a result a tax return was done. Since then
CSA have calculated child support off those
earnings but he has not lodged a return
since and continues to work cash in hand. So
his actual income has always been unknown.




Child support minimisation

Of women who reported that their child support was ‘somewhat’
or ‘extremely’ inaccurate, they reported a range of tactics
that their ex-partners used to minimise their assessment.

Figure 8: Tactics of child support minimisation

Note: Does not sum o 100 25 multiple responses were possible

Has their own business

Doesn’t lodge tax returns

Lodges tax returns late

Puts everything in new
partner’s name

Puts everything in
a trust fund

Claims greater share of
care than actual

Made a binding agreement
for less than they earn

INCORRECT INCORRECT

Parents will not hide or Parents will take up the share

mini mise their incomes. SRt T
child support agreement.

Threatened as a tactic

All women Experiencing FA {women experiencing FA)

® oo
. 17% . 21% ® 9%
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In addition to these options, 39 per cent of all women and

those currently experiencing financial abuse reported ‘other’

tactics that their ex-partner used to reduce their child support

liability, primarily including working cash in hand, quitting or INCORRECT
Child smpport
ASSCESMEtS Il:l.'l.lrattl\:
halance payees’ costs of
For each tactic to reduce child support that women experienced, children with payers’

reducing their employment, or living or working overseas.

approximately half of women who were currently experiencing capactiy tnpmy.
financial abuse reported being told by their ex-partner that they were

going to use the tactic to reduce their child support.
deliberate use of the system as a weapon of financial abuse, and the
system’s inability to identify orintervene in these abusive behaviours.

old me all of it, verbally abused
me and tells me “you won’t get
a cent of my money ya dog”.

Bl Laughed and said he has
a great new tax agent.

Bl Told me he and his family
would do whatever it took so
that I received nothing.

Bl Has told me now they plan to put
the new business in a trust so I'll
get nothing at all, threatening
me if 1 do another Change if
Assessment I'll get nothing.

BB Told me he would do whatever he
could to ensure 1 received nothing.

For women who regarded their child support assessment as inaccurate,

only 5 per cent of women reported contacting Services Australia to

provide information to correct the record. Instead, women indicated
that there was very little action that they felt able to take.

Of the women who regarded their assessments as
inaccurate, Table & lists the actions taken.

Table 6: Actions taken by women who felt their
child support assessment was inaccurate

Women with
inaccurate assessments
experiencing FA

All women with

inaccurate aAssessments

Called Services Australia 0
(Child Support) 21%

Applied for a Change 1]
of Assessment 9 /D

Collected evidence 8% II%

about ex's income

Collected evidence about 0, L]
11% 19%

ex's capacity to pay

Collected evidence 6% 6%

about ex's share of care

Reported ex- 6% 8%

partner to ATO

Reaturnad to the - -
Family Court

Mote: Multiple responses were possible



While there were fairly low rates of action being taken to improve

the accuracy of child support assessments by women overall, the

abuse at the time of the survey. Unfortunately, our survey did not

ask about the outcome of women's actions. In addition, it would
have been useful to know what remedy women were seeking

when they called Services Australia. Further research should work

with women, particularly those experiencing financial abuse, to
ascertain what actions they want Services Australia to take.

For those women who did not take action to try to improve the

accuracy of their child support assessment, the top three reasons for

J. toreduce theirrisk of violence
2‘- to reduce children’s exposure to conflict; and

3. because it was too stressful.

In addition to the risks posed by seeking to remedy inaccurate
child support assessments, one explanation for the low rates
of action may be explained by the women's poor assessment
of their, or Services Australia’s ability to affect change.

Responsibility and control within
the child support system

they, their ex-partner and Services Australia had over how
illustrate the problems inherent in the child support system.

Figure 9: Control over child support held . Women
by women, ex-partners and the state . - =
| Services Australia
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While women are reliant upon their ex-partners to
accurately report their income, uphold child contact
time agreements and provide payments, they have
veryhtﬂ;ecuntmlmerwhnthuthm hings h !

INCORRECT
Parents will not

hide or minimise
their incomes.

e hides money and income (he alway
has) and that means that it isn’t a level
playing field. 1 do everything that is fair
and legal and he doesn't. It’s just wrong, it’s
incredibly unfair and it’s so stressful when
he gets away with it. It’s not unlike reliving

the financial abuse on an ongoing basis. 1

thought it was necessary. However, it caused

a great deal of DV directed towards me. Also

has encouraged him to act fraudulently

and reduce his income through running a
iness. This continuing the financial I

At the same time, women can face the consequences of reduced
child support and/or Family Tax Benefits based on their ex-
pariner’s non-compliance. Despite requiring women to enter the
child support system and determining child support assessments,
Services Australia was regarded as having only ‘a moderate
amount' of control over child support payment outcomes.

When comparing women’s assessments of the child support system
for those experiencing any violence at the time of separation, or
currently experiencing financial abuse, their assessments were even
more bleak. Victim-survivors experienced virtually ‘no control’
over their child support payment outcomes, while financially
abused women in particular thought that their ex-partners enjoyed
almost ‘total control. Services Australia was regarded as having
only a moderate amount of control over these outcomes, with the
best assessments coming from the entire sample and those that
were not experiencing financial abuse. The worst assessments

of Services Australia were reported by victim-survivors,

Bl The father stated that he would continue

to repeatedly make applications for

reassessments, objections, tribunals

etc unless 1 agreed to a lower amount
an the CSA determined.

Given women's low confidence in their or Services Australia's ability
to influence assessment - and subsequently payment - cutcomes,
it is no wonder that only one in five women who felt that their
assessment was inaccurate called Services Australia (see Table 6.

It is important to note that women experiencing current
financial abuse were twice as likely to initiate action to improve
the accuracy of their assessments than those who were not.
However, reflecting on women's fear of repercussions either g
for themselves, or for children’s exposure to conflict, the il
reqmmnentthﬂtmnmmtermtﬂmprmethﬂrchﬂd i
support assessments places women in an untenable situatic

# He wanted to control
the whole process.

The control that child support payers have over assessments ,
represents a significant flaw in the child support system. This is
a flaw that exists along gender lines and has gendered effects.

As reported earlier, 77 per cent of our sample received some sort of
Centrelink payment. These women are required to provide accurate
income assessments to Services Australia annually to retain access
to their payments. There are strict eligibility criteria for payments,
and women are afforded very little autonomy over how they can
structure their financial affairs or when they report their incomes.
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By contrast, fathers are far less likely to be in receipt of benefit
payments than mothers following separation (Spallek et al.,
2020). As such, fathers are more likely to experience autonomy
in how and when they report their incomes within the child
support system, and how their income is received and managed,
such as through a business, trust or investment structure.

Bl Did not know [that 1 had to apply for
child support upon separation], and
Centrelink did not update my details
even though 1 went to the shop front
and told them I was now single. Ex didn’
have a digital footprint with Centreli
so it was me they chased. Left me with
$15,000 [Family Tax Benefit] debt 1 ha
only just now, years later, paid off

e black box of a child support T
assessment that purportedly o Ehillinpsiil
‘balances the interests of the parents’ =T R
(Ministerial Taskforce on Child g
Support, 2005, p. 3) obscures the

power imbalance that exists between o
parents regarding how their income

is recorded and when it is reported.

It is no wonder then that women report virtually ‘no control’
over payment amounts but consider that their ex-partners have
significant control. Given the legislative formula that Services
Australia must enact, it is also no wonder that women regard

them as having only moderate influence over their assessments.

Collection methods that
can harm women

When they first sought child support, a higher proportion of women
in our sample (57%) than the current caseload reported by DSS
(49%:) (DSS, 2024b) opted to collect payment via Agency Collect.
Ower time, many women in our sample who had initially opted

to collect payments privately, also moved to Agency Collect.

Figure 10: Initial and current B Aeenoycollect

methods of collection . Pri il
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Of those moving to Agency Collect, 77 per cent were
experiencing violence at the time of separation, with the same
proportion experiencing violence at the time of the survey.

As a result of moving to Agency Collect, women
faced changes to their payment outcomes.

el



When women moved from Private Collect to Agency Collect, more
than half (54%) started receiving more, or any child support. However,
for almost a quarter of women (24%) the move to Agency Collect

resulted in their ex-partner no longer paying any child support.

Figure 11: Payment outcomes after moving to Agency Collect

Started
paying less

paying more

INCORRECT
Parents can fireely
agree on the
collection type that
sufts them both

Shining light into the black box of outcomes that women
experience when moving to Agency Collect, we asked
women how their ex-partners reacted to the change.

Figure 12: Reactions after moving to Agency Collect

Note: Does not sum to 1o o 2s multiple responses were possible

Became
angry

Reduced their
assessable income

Refused to pay child

0%
support anymote 30%

They reluctantly
accepted it

|

Took me to
Family Court

Became violent

Refused to return
children

They took it well

Seeking to enforce payments resulted in a range of consequences
for women, both emotional (anger: 59%) and financial (reducing
child support assessments: 51% or refusing to pay anymore: 31%)

Omly rarely (14%) did women's ex-partners accept their decision.




Agency versus Private Collect

When they first entered the child support system, the
overwhelming reason for choosing Agency Collect was so that
women would not have to deal with their ex-partner (B6%).

Figure 13: Women's reasons for initially choosing Agency Collect
Note: Does not sum to 100 25 multiple responses were possible

So that | wouldn't have
to deal with my ex

So that there would be a
record of what was paid

54%

Agency Collect seemed
the easiest way to
receive payments

Services Australia
told me that this was
the safest method

To make sure my Family
Tax Benefits would
be increased if 1 didn’t

receive child support

INCORRECT
Parents can freely
agree on the

collection type that
For those choosing Agency Collect, 79 per cent reported experiencing T

violence at the time of separation. Given the high rates of violence
experienced by women prior to separation, the choice to have Services
Australia manage child support on their behalf is understandable.

For those women who chose to collect child support privately, .

just over half (56%) reported experiencing abuse at the time of n
reported by those women who chose Agency Collect (79%) and
the sample overall (76%). While the lower rate may seem to give

INGORRECT : ; :
Pt ek T credence to the enduring policy rhetoric that parents who make

are arranged betwesn
parents whoget along,  children's best interests (Ministerial Taskforce on Child Support,

will work together,and 5 qc) the reality was that one in two women who ‘chose’ to collect
will not be used to hide 5 e 5 } :
S VT payments privately were experiencing violence at the time they .

Private Collect arrangements are more able to work together in

were being asked to make decisions about how, or whether, to f
collect money from their ex-partner. As such, women’s ‘choices’ #
were often significantly constrained, with over half of the sample

either feeling pressured by their ex-partner to avoid payments (47%)

or using Private Collect as a way not to collect payments (5%).

Figure 14: Women'’s reasons for initially choosing Private Collect
Mote: Does not sum to 100 a5 multiple responses were possible

1 was pressured to choose
Private Collect by my ex-partner

so that he didn't have to pay
1 thought that it would
work best for me 1 thought that
and my partner it would be
easiest to set up
1decided that1 ® 3% 13%
didn't want to collect Services Australia told
child support me that this is the way
2%* most people do it
1 was advised by Services
Australia to choose Private
Collect as away to pass
the MAT without having

to collect child support



There was no overwhelming reason why women chose Private
Collect, with the most popular response appealing to slightly less
1 BRI E AR However, the fact that almost half of women
'ho set up private collecti ons felt pressured to do so by their

x-partner to aid non-compliance is an indictment on the
Lot 18 Given the high rates of violence experienced by single

mothers, as reported here and corroborated by other research ';:Ijﬁliﬁ_c;h_

(Cook et al., 2023; Summers, zoz2z), the coercion of women in the agree on the

Private Collect payment stream needs urgent investigation. collection type that
suits them both

B 1thought I could trust him to
the right thing for the interests
of his children. 1 was wrong.

Bl 1was too scared to go collect
as it would anger him.

Bl Hewanted private collect so 1 couldn’t
see his true income, after his financial®
abuse 1 applied to Child Support and
copped even more financial abuseas
this then exposed this true income and
increased his payments. He has a sick
greed for wealth, status and admiratia
from others trying to show off his we
to others, while trying to make me
homeless and put me on the stree

INCORRECT
Private collections
are arranged between
parents who get
along, will work
together, and will
not be used to hide
payment (utoomes.

I just wanted to avoid being in the
system, hoping we could work out
payments that were fair and based on
our child, not some formula. 1 never
wanted any money to compensate for
my lost salary or super, just for him to
contribute about half towards costs.

Soon after the establishment of the child support system in
1989, lobbying by fathers' rights groups began which sought

to remove automatic wage withholding and payments

through the Australian Tax Office. The argument was that
wage withholding was an intrusion into private family affairs.
Private Collections, it was thought, would provide families with
greater autonomy to choose how payments would be made.

With the benefit of hindsight and increased understandings of family

violence, the promotion of Private Collections can be seen to have
kept financial abuse in the shadows and out of public scrutiny.

For almost a decade the Australian Government has publicly
acknowledged that recording private collections as 100 per cent
compliant is erroneous (House of Representatives Standing Committee
of Social Policy and 1egal Affairs, 2015). However, based on this
acknowledged erroneous assumption, women's Family Tax Benefits
payments are reduced. Even more egregiously, in 2017, the Morrison
Government changed the way that family payment overpayments were
recouped to make the treatment of child support and family payment
overpayments ‘fairer’ for child support payers and recipients. Both
policies have been blind to the high rates of family violence evident

in Australia, and the use of the child support system to deliberately
enact financial abuse well beyond the end of an abusive relationship.

By continuing these policies, the Australian Government
is remaining wilfully ignorant, and even complicit,
in women's post-separation financial abuse.
106



A significant proportion of our sample moved from Private Collect to
Agency Collect, which is consistent with qualitative research reporting
women's child support system experiences (Cook, 2019; 2021; Douglas
& Nagesh, 2021; Natalier, 2018). However, given that Departmental
data reports a consistent proportion (50%) of cases within the Private
Collect system, a greater share of new orders must commence in

this payment type. Safeguards must be put in place to ensure than
women experiencing pressure from their ex-partner are not coerced
into collecting child support privately. In such cases, Services

Anstralia could be regarded as enabling ongoing financial abuse.

BB [I moved to Agency Collect] because my
ex under paid me $4000 and 1 could
not recoup that because 1 had chosen
private collect. It made me so angry that
he was still enabled to commit financial
abuse against me and my children.

Bl History of domestic violence.

It became a controlling
financial abuse.

For women in our sample who began with Private Collect arrangements,
they had the following reasons for moving to Agency Collect:

Figure 15: Reasons for changing to Agency Collect
Miote: Does not sum to 1o as multiple responses were possible

So that I wouldn’t have
to deal with my ex

So that my child support
debt could be collected

So that there would be a
record of what was paid
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Howe er, when women moved to Agency Collect, the move
~ was not typically welcomed by their ex-partner:

hese reasons all point to women's difficulty collecting payments
directly from an ex-partner in the context of high rates of emotional
and financial abuse reported by women post-separation.

Bl expartner became agitated and started
sporadically paying child support

Bl Because I was sick of being tud ' to control and manipulate me.

I shouldn'’t have to pay you.

Bl He called me at my work and
abused me over the phone.

Bl Ex was refusing to pay,

Bl He became very aggressive/
went on for months.

abusive in text messages.

Bl The threat of imminent violence Bl Left employment.

was reduced.... I finally felt he
needed to support his own children
and cost of living pressures.

BB He does cash in hand and does not lodge

tax returns. He has messaged the children
telling them he can’t buy them birthday
presents because if he does I'll report him to
child support for earning too much money.
Recently he took my 17 yr old son (diagnosed
selective mutism, ASD2, ADHD, anxiety) he
hasn’t seen him for 8 yrs and he took my son
to a small remote community isolating him
from me and all his supports. He left him with
strangers to rent their shed to live in and then
he applied for child support for him. He also
attempted to abuse his NDIS funds. Evidence
was provided that he lied and misled NDIS,
CSA and Centrelink and he received no penalty
for this. Domestic Abuse is allowed to thrive.

Bl My ex was continually late
paying, and after years of failing
to pay on time and care for the
kids properly, he told me he
couldn’t take them at all for

his weekends. 1 ended up with

100% care and thought atleast

[with] govt collect I may receive

some money in the future.

LI



Receiving due support?

Across the sample, 16 per cent of women reported being assessed
to receive the minimum amount of child support, currently $8
per week. However, only g per cent of women reported receving
this amount. Rather, most women (56%:) received ‘nothing’
despite only zo per cent of women expecting to do so.

Figure 16: Child support payment expectations . All women
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Payers will provide the
assessed amount of
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will be paid on time.

For women who were experiencing financial abuse at the time

of the survey, the results were even more bleak, with over half of
he sample expecting to receive an amount above the minimuom

payment, but in reality, almost two thirds (60%) received nothing.

Omly a quarter of women experiencing financial abuse received a
child support payment amount above $8 per week. This is wildly
out of step with the financial reality of children’s lives and women's
ability to cover these expenses. The last time that administrative
child support data were made available for academic scrutiny,
Shephard (zo005) noted that the proportion of payers assessed to
pay to minimum liability was disproportionate to the number of
payers in receipt of an income support payment, reflecting their
low-income status. In our study, one in five payers were assessed to
pay the minimum amount of child support, and again likely reflects
income minimisation rather than genuine financial hardship.

The black box of child support assessments and income minimisation

are not are currently open to scrutiny, as very little data are published

on the scale or scope of income minimisation. Services Australia
(z023, p. 79), however, does report that of the 14384 finalised Change
of Assessment decisions conducted in the 2022-23 financial year,
including both payer and payee initiated applications, 71.2 per cent
were “related to a parent’s income, property, financial resources

or earning capacity”. Services Australia should open the black box

by using its Change of Assessment data to examine how income
minimisation is being enabled and work with the Department of
Social Services and the Australian Tax Office to identify ways to
close down these loopholes through policy or practical reform.




The average amount of child support expected in the previous
month for all women was $546. For women expecting a
payment above the minimum, the average was $gro.

Figure 17: Child support expected and received . Expected
Reoeived
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For both all women and those expecting above minimum payments,
women who were experiencing financial abuse were expecting

to receive slightly more child support than women who were not
being financially abused at the time of the survey. However, while
they expected to receive slightly more child support than others,
women experiencing financial abuse received substantially less.

The average amount of child support expected increased when
women were experiencing financial abuse and, unsurprisingly,
for women expecting above the mininmm amount. However,
what was surprising is that the shortfall in payments that
women received also increased for women experiencing
financial abuse and expecting above the minimum.

Larger child support shortfalls
falling to women experiencing
financial abuse shines a light on how
the system can be weaponised.




Compared to all women (48%:), those who were experiencing
financial abuse at the time of the survey were more likely to
receive less child support than they were expecting (53%). Women
experiencing financial abuse in the Agency Collect system were
even more likely to experience an underpayment (58%).

Figure 18: Payment discrepancies for
women experiencing financial abuse
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There is an assumption in the child support system, as circulated in
numerous parliamentary inquiries (HRSCECA, 2003; HRSCSPLA,
zo15) and taskforces (Ministerial Taskforce on Child Support, 2005)
that parents who transfer payments privately do so because they get
along better and will work together in children's best interests. In our
sample, when there was no financial abuse, over half (54%) of women
received the expected amount of child support, or more. However, for
women experiencing financial abuse, less than a third (31%) received
their expected entitlements, or more. For the majority of women using
Private Collect (69%), payments were not received in full or at all.

Women in the Private Collect system who were not experiencing
financial abuse were much more likely than victim-survivors (5%) to
receive more child support than they were expecting in the previous
month (12%:) and were more likely to receive their correct child support
entitlements (42%) than women who were being financially abused (26%).

However, given the exceedingly high rates of ongoing violence
experienced by women in the scheme, the common-sense
assumption that Private Collect results in better payment
outcomes, or the policy assumption that payments are paid n
full and on time for 100 per cent of the caseload do not hold.

omen in the Private Collect system
'ho were experiencing financial abuse
’ere much more likely (21%) to expect no
child support than those not experiencing
financial abuse (7%). Financial abuse
fictim-survivors in the Private Collect

system were also more likely to expect no
child support than women in the Agency
Collect system (12%). These findings shine
light on the until-now hidden reality

that women experiencing abuse choose
Private Collect as a means of avoiding
payments and keeping themselves safe.

Women experiencing financial abuse were more likely than women not
experiencing such violence to receive a payment shortfall, regardless
of whether they were in the Agency or Private Collect systems.

Given that single parent families are Australia’s most impoverished family
type (Davidson, Bradbury & Wong, 2020) and that - when received - child
support reduces the likelihood of Australian single-mother-family poverty by
21 per cent (Skinner et al., zo17), it is unacceptable that 71 per cent of women
either expected nothing or reported often-significant underpayments.

Debt collections

Given the significant underpayments experienced by women, how -
or whether - debts were recovered was another pressing issue.

Across all women with acurrent child support debts, the average unpaid
amount was $13,866. Of these women, g6 per cent were currently collecting
via Agency Collect. But a third of these women (37%) began collecting child
support using Private Collect, with every woman indicating that they
switched to Agency Collect so that their child support debt could be collected.

ex was continually late paying, and
after years of failing to pay on time and
care for the kids properly, he told me he
couldn’t take them at all for his weekends.
1 ended up with 100[per cent] care and
thought at least [with] govt collect I may
receive some money in the future.

Bl Hestopped paying privately

BB Ex was refusing to pay,

went on for months




Omnly 8 per cent of women in Agency Collect with a child support
debt had asked Services Australia to follow up on this debt, with
women recovering an average of $3,750. However, of all women
with child support debts who were currently using Agency Collect,
over half (s5%) reported that Services Australia had been successful
in recovering some arrears on their behalf. For these women, the
average amount recovered by Services Australia was $3,909.

The low rate of women seeking Services Australia’s assistance with
debt collection may be explained by the qualitative comments that
women provided. Here, women outlined the futility of their requests.

B Ican'’t deal directly with him. It
safe. 1 leave everything up to the
support agency. I'm genuinely so tired
and defeated. It is so disappointing,
more so when you have evidence of their ™
misconduct and absolutely nothing is
done about it. These abusive people are
protected and supported by these systems.

Bl [Services Australia] told mel
should never remind him to
pay CS that’s why I'm a victim
of DV- 1just get him angry.

# When I tried to follow up, I was told it
~ was my case and 1 would have to provide
them with information so they could
try and collect as he was self employed.
1 eventually stopped chasing it.

Bl They [Services Australia]
. disagreed 1 had a debt. 1 had

ncormer . to take child support to the

g AAT [Administrative Appeals

induding that it is
straightforward for
resident parents to
switch from Private
to Agency Collect
to recover debt.

While Services Australia took some action to pursue debts, 7 per cent
of women using Agency Collect had successfully taken their own
action to recover a child support debt, collecting an average of $6,831.

A further 7 per cent of these women indicated that Services Australia
had written off some or all of their debt averaging $1,800.
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However, regardless of whether Services Australia or When women using Agency Collect took their own actions
women tried to collect unpaid child support, women often to recoup child support from their ex-partners, they were
faced negative consequences because of such actions. more likely to face negative consequences than when Services
Australia took action against non-compliant payers. Most
strikingly, women who were collecting payments privately
faced extremely high rates of violent or threatening responses

Figure 19: Negative consequences resulting from debt collection efforts
inchuding physical, emotional and financial abuse.

Mote: Does not sum o 100 25 multiple responses were possible

. Servioes Australia's actions . Agency Collect personal actions Private Collect persomal acticms

BN 1just let child support deal with him. G

- PR e R safety was more important than the path
v RN IR O amounts of money he was ever assessed as
having to pay. He would pick and choose
and sometime not pay at all. Less stress
| D - =
Brgartam | ih communication between us two when
it -
e ‘ the agency can collect and reduce abus
cocrscs [
to pay child . . . .
support anymore _ These figures show the importance of Services Australia taking
responsibility for the collection of child support payments
and resultant debts, and further expose the convenient fallacy
- of fully compliant - and easy to collect - private payments.
Ex-partner . 0 E
brcame v It also problematises the assumption that debts canbe
- unproblematically recovered by using the Agency Collect system.
Rather than resulting in negative consequences for half of
- women with arrears, the child support system should provide a
Ex-partner - L :
tnok me to the bufter between abusive ex-partners and mothers so as to transfer
Family Court - child support payments to children, consistent with the spirit
of Article 27(4) United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child. In its current form, women are not offered any buffer
- and instead perpetrators are emboldened by the child support
Ex-partner deT T
refused to return - system. Shining a light on the backlash faced by women who
children

are seeking to claim their children’s financial entitlements
illustrates how out of step the child support is with the National

=]

25 50 75 oo Plan’s commmitment to holding perpetrators to account.




The Maintenance Income Test

Omne of the most pernicious aspects of the child support
system is the treatment of child support money as income in
the calculation of Family Tax Benefit Part A payments.

The tax department and child support

should also collaborate to go after the non-

payers and family tax benefit should not
be affected by child support payments.

Bl It’s simply wrong that Family
Tax Benefit (FTB) hinges on
this [child support] application

nd [11NCoIme| dis

While all child support money paid by fathers is passed through

to children, providing fathers with symbolic recognition of the
financial support they provide (Natalier & Hewitt, 2o14), at the same
time, mothers lose almost half of the value of any child support paid
through reductions to their FTBA payments. This invisible policy
treatment, which is unlike any other system worldwide (Cook,

zoz1a; Meyer et al,, zo15; Skinner et al., zo17), undermines mothers'
financial ability to provide for their children. The recouping of FTBA
payments entrenches mothers’ financial hardship and subsequently
children’s financial needs despite the receipt of child support.

Children’s ongoing poverty as a result of FTBA reductions feeds
athers’ claims that their child support is being ‘wasted’ by mothers

rather than being spent on children (Goodall and Cook, 2018). Rather
han blaming mothers, however, fathers’ anger should be directed at
he Government that halves the effective value of their payments.

While mothers who receive child support receive only half
of the actual value of fathers' payments, when fathers do not
pay, mothers face additional adverse consequences which
can be exacerbated by their payment collection method.

Of those women subject to the MAT who were receiving Family
Tax Benefits, almost all (go%) received FTBA fortnightly. Of
these women, 16 per cent collected child support privately while
84 per cent collected using Agency Collect. These women were
further divided into those whose FTBA entitlernents on the basis
of child support income were calculated using the Disbursement
Method (65%) and those using the Modified Entitlement

Method (19%). Problematically, 7o per cent of women using
Agency Collect did not know which method was being used.

Figure 20: Proportion of women using each FTBA calculation method

Agency Collect
Disbursement

Agency Collect 19%
Modified Entitlement

Private Collect . 16%
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The method used toinclhide child support income in the calculation : Figure 21: Mean child support payments
of Family Tax Benefits matters. When child support is not received ] in the previous month by collection type
in full, the calculation method determines whether women: !
B Eoccted [ Received Shartfall
Il have their FTBA reduced as if the full amount of

child support was received (Private Collect),

B received reduced FTBA for the fortnight where they

also received a child support shortfall, but have any
' Agency Collect
FTBA underpayment provided at the end of the y

financial year (Modified Entitlement Method), or Disbursement
I have their fortnightly FTBA increased to reflect the -$5 83
lower child support amount (Disbursement Method). b shortfall

For low-income single mothers, it would be most advantageous to Collect
receive additional FTBA at the time of a child support shortfall, AgEI'lC}f ol
which is what happens using the Disbursement Method. This method Modified

is recommended by Services Australia for women who receive ] Entitlement ‘$89
irregular payments or substantially less than was expected (Services g discrepancy
Anstralia, 2024b). However, women must ask Services Australia . -$?'[ﬁ

to set up this calculation method (Services Australia, 2024b), as i shortfall

the Modified Entitlement Method is the default method used.

P
&

using Agency Collect did not know which calculation method
they were using likely indicates the default Modified Entitlement
Method was applied. For these women and those collecting i -$126

The fact that 7o per cent of women in our sample who were Private Collect -

privately, shortfalls in expected child support payments would i discrepancy
not be made up for by simultaneous increases to their FTBA : -$4‘[1
payments. It is no wonder then that single mother families are 4 shortfall

Anstralia’s most impoverished family type (Davidson et al., 2020). 1000 $500 o $500 $1000

Mote: Shortfall is calculated only for those women who received less than expected whereas the
Diiscre pancyis the difference between the average amount expected and received which includes
those receiving the correct amount a5 well as women who received more than expected.

- 1am not sure what I am entitled
to and don’t have any time spare
to line up at Centrelink for
hours or be on hold for hours.
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Across the sample, almost half of women (48%) received a payment
shortfall in the previous month. Almost another quarter (23%) did not
expect to receive any child support, and thus were not included in the
discrepancy and shortfall figures. Despite reporting no expected child
support, almost half of the women (47%) who had no expected child
support reported that they used Agency Collect, indicating that while
they had a child support assessment, this was very unlikely to be paid.

While women in Private Collect had the smallest shortfall in expected
payments, Services Australia would regard these payments to be fully
compliant. As such, women collecting privately who experienced a
shortfall lost not only the discrepancy in their expected child support

e e e e et " More needs to be done to investigate parents

Hael i this et Pt Sl e druci bry fr ok pollacisp Pt e who dodge child support. Whether or nota
women in our sample, and FTBA erroneously reduced on this Child support collections Pﬂrﬂnt receives cs Shﬂllld not dictate iftl'lt‘}-?
basis, they would be approximately $600 per month worse off oy bk

e e i i e T A T ek i ppel s y receive 'tamll}-‘ tax benefits, as havlng services
e =y LR MR chrough FTBA Australia threaten to reduce or cut it off, is
T | triggering for victims of domestic violence,
The scale and scope of non-compliance reported in cur : & = "
cmpls i e A s who have been repeatedly threatened by their

MIT s built. Women often do not receive child support ex to stop paying cs or to pay less, to take the
payments on time or in full. lladum.ughw-mcumemﬂ:lm '
FI'BApaymmisatthgmﬂmin mconscionah

children if they claim cs, to take your own
benefits, to kill you and the kids if you claim

cs. Services Australia aren’t often sensitive
enough to what some parents face from their
ex partners and the stress, risk and effort placed
DI Us, to receive and continue receiving cs.

BB My ex denies my care and lied to child ™
support even with a court order. He has ™
minimised his tax[able income] from$140}

to $sok. Kept a child against court orders
and then I had to reward him by paying =
child support, which also got back dated;
which also cut my family tax benefit. It
is systematic abuse over and over.
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Family Tax Benefit debts e
As a result of the pernicious nature of the MIT, one of the most perverse In contrast to fathers’ ability to choose when, how much _
outcomes of the child support system is the ability of retrospective e and how to provide child support payments or arrears, low- P
changes to child support assessments to result in Family Tax Benefit Child support collections income mothers’ control over their incomes is severely i
overpayments. Following a legislative change in 2018 (D585, 2024d), and shortfalls will not constrained. While women regard the receipt of child support :
Family Tax Benefit overpayments resulting from backdated child F::::::::T:;t as completely out of their control (see page 96}, women's

support assessments are now vigorously pursued by the state, sustaining f— FTBA payments are also unable to be relied upon.

the hallmarks of an illegal social security system commonly referred shortfalls and debes.

to as Robodebt. While the legislative change purportedly “align(s] the A significant minority of women in our sample (43%) had

Registrar’s ability to recover a child support overpayment from a payee incurred a Family Tax Benefit debt at some point. Of these

with the methods for recovering a child support debt from a payer” our women, half (50%) reported that this debt was because of a

survey has shown how little effort is placed on collecting child support retrospective change to their child support assessment.

arrears and the significant debts that accrue to women as a result.
The average FTB debt owed to Services Australia by women was
$3,452, which is an extremely significant amount for women
with incomes low enough to qualify them for payments.
find the system hard to navigate. 1t
penalties should be in place for late payments,
not lodging tax returns on time. 1 also believe
it would be easier if when tax done and the
paying parent has underestimated their
income, that CSA and Centrelink balance it out
and the paying parent has to pay Centrelink
the debt. Le.1was on taxable income for CSA.
My ex estimated his income to be $75k. His
actual income was $135k. 1 got a family tax
benefit debt as they had over paid me based
on his estimated income. My debt to CSA was
$sk. He owed CSA $sk. 1 had to enter into a
payment plan asap with Centrelink otherwise
they would cut my family tax benefits and
possibly my childcare subsidies which 1
need so 1 am able to continue to work.

" 1applied and received nothing. 1 was
penalised with Robo-debt because
Centrelink claimed 1 didn’t try hard

enough to get child support payments,
thus, they felt I was overpaid FTB and
must repay the supposed “debt” 1 owed.




While these women had significant debts owed to the state, which
would be automatically deducted from their family payments,
these same women were owed an average of $12,172 in unpaid
child support. A very high proportion of women (83%) who had a
FTBA debt owed to the state due to a retrospective child support
assessment also had a child support debt owed to them.

Massive FTB debt. Caused
immense stress, financial
insecurity and misery.

INCORRECT
Child support collections
and shortfalls will not
Jeopardise women's
financial security
through FTBA
shortfalls and debts.

Bl 1believe the sudden payments of child

support are designed to make me have a debt
with FBT, as well as a sort of re terrorising
of me, to let me know he is still about after
being completely absent for the last 16 yea

en Services Australia started garnishing his
wages, he engaged a solicitor. The first letter
demanded 50-50 custody of a 10 month old
baby and the (then) unborn child 1 was still

carrying, with the threat of legal proceedings
if 1 failed to agree. He managed to drag out
family court proceedings for 6 years before
final orders were made in 2023. During that
time, he made 8 false income estimates. When
he eventually did his tax returns and 1 was
paid $4k of a $8k child support debt, 1 ended

ip with an FTB debt that 1 am still payingoff.

'hile the system operates on the convenient assumption that
mothers and fathers are treated fairly and equally, low-income

romen’s debts that result from their ex-partner’s retrospective
actions are much more easily pursued by Government than

are the child support debts of non-compliant payers.

The legislation to vigorously recoup FTBA overpayments
was ushered inunder the banner of ‘fairness and
equality’, however, there is a striking inequity in how
debts within the child support system are pursued.



The system fails women

Women were asked to rate stages of the child support processona
five-point Likert scale that were then converted to percentages and then
a letter grade to provide an assessment of the child support system.

Figure 22: Child support report card 5

Exemptions n
Assessments
Collections
Compliance
-:[:c?lllzgctions

Overall B V

Given the finding that violence was a backdrop to respondents’
lives, the grading reflects how violence shapes women's child
support interactions and how abuse is perpetrated through
the child support system, ultimately failing women.

The grades speak to the mismatch between the convenient, yet
erroneous assumptions on which the child support system relies

and the lived reality of women's engagement with the system. The
mismatch between the seemingly smooth operation of the system and
women's complex, conflicted and often dangerous interactions within
the child support system ultimately fail women and their children.

Exemptions

Women scored the child support system exemption process a D,
which indicated great dissatisfaction with the process of applying
for an exemption. Exemptions from the MAT operate under
multiple erroneous assumptions that our data proved to be false.

First, the system was not able to recognise that violence continued
on well after separation, or that non-physical forms of violence were
also extremely harmful (see erroneous assumption 1). The process of
applying for an exemption following separation overlooks financial
abuse. As argued by Douglas and Nagesh (2021), an exemption in its
own right can be viewed as a form of financial abuse, as men continue
to manipulate systems. Our data showed how exemptions might stop
some forms of post-separation abuse, but with no certainty. Second,
the system assumes that seeking an exemption is an appropriate
response to family violence, and a straightforward process that will
not re-traumatise victim-survivors (see erroneous assumption z).
Other results showed that women weren't aware they could apply
for an exemption. Exemptions effectively rewarded abusive ex-
partners, did not hold them accountable, enabled further financial
abuse, and entrenched further disadvantage for single mothers.

5D grade: Scores of jo-54%; F grade: Scores of o-3g%
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Assessments

The assessment process was graded an F by women, reflecting how
fathers’ incomes could be minimised to avoid financial responsibilities
to their children. Assessments assumed that violence ended at the
point of separation, that parents would not hide or minimise their
incomes, that parents would take up the share of care recorded

in their child support agreement, and child support assessments
accurately balance payees’ costs of children with payers' capacity to
pay (see erroneous assumptions 1, 3, 4 and 5). Our results showed
that there were frequent changes to parents’ share of care, and that
non-resident parents used multiple tactics to hide or minimise their
incomes. In addition, the pressure endured by women to accept
erroneous assessments showed the ways that violence continued
post-separation. The assessment process is failing women, as the
evidence across all stages of the process revealed how payer parents
could reduce their fimancial responsibilities or react violently

when disadvantageous changes to assessments occurred.

Collection

The collection process was also graded F by women. The assumption
that parents can freely agree on the collection type that suits them
both (see assumption 6) is challenged by our results, much like

the assumption that private collections will not be used to hide
pavment outcomes (see erroneous assumption 7). As identified

in our results, almost half of women using Private Collect made
doing so, primarily for the purpose of avoiding payments.

Compliance

women, as women gave the process an F. The assumption that
payers would provide the assessed amount of child support in
full and on time was also shown to be untrue, as almost half of
all women (48%) received less child support than was owed in the
previous month (see erroneous assumption 8). Mon-compliance
was worse still for women experiencing financial abuse at the time
of the survey, as 6o per cent received no payments in the previous
month. Unmet payment expectations failed women whose partners
were not willing contributors to their children's financial welfare.
For low-income single mothers, child support non-compliance
had a significant negative impact on their monthly budget.

Debt collection

Debt collection also received a failing grade from women. Our
findings revealed that most women moved to Agency Collect when
debt had accrued, however debt collections were not necessarily
improved as a result. When debts occur, the assumption is that it

is relatively straightforward for resident parents to switch from
Private to Agency Collect to recover debt. However, this erroneous
assumption fails to consider the consequences that may result for
women, such as payers no longer paying any child support (see
erroneous assumption g). There was a sense that women had to give
up pursuing their entitlements given that consequences such as their
ex-partner becoming angry, violent, or refusing to pay child support
anymore were experienced. In light of these difficult outcomes, child
support debt collection was often regarded as futile. Worryingly, child
support shortfalls and subsequent recovery or re-assessment efforts
also had the potential to jeopardise women's financial security. One
in five women in our sample experienced a FTBA debt because of
retrospective child support change to their child support assessment
(see erroneous assumption 1o). Given these outcomes, it is nowonder
that women gave the system’s debt collection efforts a failing grade.
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Child support overall: A failing system

Owerall, women failed the child support system n their assessment
of how it was working, scoring it an F. The grades ranging from D
to F shine a light on the ways in which the child support system lets
down women who have experienced, or continue to experience,
family violence. Each step of the child support process provided
accessible loopholes for perpetrators to enact financial abuse and
ongoing control, further entrenching women's financial msecurity.




Conclusion

The research took a deep dive into the child support system from
the viewpoint of single mothers, who were often family violence
with key Australian Government initiatives and ambitions,

such as the National Plan to Eliminate Violence Against Women
and Children (D85S, 2022) and Working for Women: A Strategy

for Gender Equality (Commonwealth of Australia, 2024).

he role that the child support system

plays in exacerbating or facilitating
riolence requires urgent attention.

This report is being released during heightened government

interest and activity. Moreover, and fortunately, the Government

has signalled a receptiveness, with a renewed and industrious focus
on child support. The release of this research is taking place in a
unique political context marked by the Australian Prime Minister's
declaration of gender-based violence as a national crisis. This

setting has prompted government initiatives and public discourse.
For instance, the DFSVC highlighted the use of Australian social
support payment systems as tools that could be “weaponised” against
women and has commenced an audit of government systems. The
Government’s commitment to implementing several recommendations
from the Joint Select Committee on Australia’s Family Law System
(Gallagher and Chalmers, 2023) underscores the potential impact of
the research on the current child support landscape, highlighting

the crucial importance of the findings and their implications.

Furthermore, the Minister for Social Security also forecast the child
support system as a policy focus and an area susceptible to being
weaponised. These statements resonate with recommendations
from independent but government-appointed expert bodies such as
the Economic Inclusion Advisory Committee (EIAC, 2023; Interim
ELAC, 202 4) and the Women Economic Equality Taskforce (2023).
Whilst recommendations are still to be formed from the recently
established Child Support Expert Panel or the Child Support
Stakeholder Consultation Group, this report can inform both bodies.

The findings in this report underscore the challenges associated
with compulsory participation in a program that mandates
women's engagement in the child support system in exchange for
above-base-rate Family Tax Benefits. This dynamic diminishes
women's autonoemy and decision-making capabilities.

Our findings suggest that the weaponisation of child support
assessments, inchuding their long-term impact on FTBA payments,
is an area requiring urgent examination and reform to safeguard
the child support process and make it trauma-informed for
victim-survivors. However, the research also illustrates a system
of inefficacy and complicity in perpetuating harm; a system

that has inadvertently exacerbated the struggles and challenges
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Recommendations

The recommendations put forth in this study are a direct
result of our survey findings and are intended to:

B bring about meaningful improvements,

B empower women with autonomy and choice that is directed
by what they want and require for their family; and,

B create a system that is safe for women to engage in.

We make four recommendations that would greatly reduce the capacity of the
system to be weaponised.

I o Delink family payments from child support by
eliminating the Maintenance Income Test.

The separation of child support from family payments simplifies
administrative work and system complexity, enhances system
safety, and improves the certainty of social security.

2 o Co-design family violence processes within the child
support system to recognise the high rates of violence
experienced by system users.

The positioning of family violence as the norm rather
perpetrators are not rewarded through exemptions or non-

3 « Move all child support collections back into the
Australian Tax Office.

The ATO is best positioned to collect child support payments, address
the $1.7 billion child support debt, close assessment loopholes, and
uphold the expectations of timely and paid-in full payment.

4 o Make all payment debts owed to and enforced by the
Commonwealth.

The principle of the Commonwealth paying women first
and pursuing non-compliance second is a superior policy
approach and one that would create certainty of payments,
reduce administrative burdens and enable the child support
system to operate in the best interest of the children.

remove women from the impossible situations that they currently face.
Redesigning the system to recognise the trauma experienced by women with
abusive ex-partners would hold perpetrators to account and facilitate women's
financial and emotional recovery. The Commonwealth has a role to play in
women's recovery, by taking on the responsibility for collecting payments,

and ensuring that some of Australia’s lowest income families receive the
money that they are entitled to. In short, the Australian Government should
provide the safety net that women and children so desperately deserve.
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