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An extraordinary, radical experiment 
in welfare policy will begin on March 
15 in the small town of Ceduna 
and several remote Aboriginal 
communities in south-western South 
Australia.

The cashless debit card — or 
“Healthy Welfare Card” as it was 
dubbed by its leading advocate, 
billionaire miner Andrew Forrest — 
will be trialled for 12 months.

The program is the latest version 
of Income Management, which first 
emerged in the Northern Territory 
as part of the racist Intervention in 
2007. It has since been extended to 
numerous locations.

But this version is even more 
extreme. All working-age welfare 
recipients in the region — roughly 
800 residents or 20 percent of the 
population, 72 percent of them 
Aboriginal people — will have 
80 percent of their payments 
quarantined in a cashless account 
that cannot be spent on alcohol and 
tobacco.

The proportion of payments being 
restricted and the blanket nature 
of the scheme make the Ceduna 
trial unprecedented. Not only will all 
working-age recipients be affected, 
but there will be no appeals or 
exemptions of any kind and no way 
for people on welfare payments to 
exit the program.

In other Income Management sites, 
clients can, at least in theory, exit 
the scheme by demonstrating that 
they are financially and personally 
competent, or by showing that being 
on Income Management is harmful 
either to their mental health or their 
housing situation. None of these 
options will be available in Ceduna 
(though Income Management clients 
can apply to a community panel to 
have reduced – from 80 percent to 
50 percent – the proportion of their 
payment that is quarantined).

While the federal government and 
Ceduna Council claim there is 
significant support for the policy, 
a growing backlash to cashless 
welfare has emerged over the past 
several months.

Consultations in the region have 
been criticised by the National 
Welfare Rights Network, other 
NGOs and many locals, as being 
mostly with heads of community 
organisations rather than affected 
individuals. This was even conceded 
in Senate hearings by Ceduna 
Mayor Allan Suter, a supporter of the 
scheme.

Peter Pav, a disability pensioner 
who is part of an energetic group of 
locals organising against this latest 
version of Income Management, 
said: “People who were signed off 
as consulted, complained at our 
community meeting: ‘Yes, they came 
to see us, but when we said no (to 
cashless welfare), they just left and 
from what we can see they signed 
us off as consulted’. Those types of 
remarks came from more than one 
person.

“A full public meeting was called 
about BP wanting to drill in the Great 
Australian Bight [near Ceduna] but 
no such meeting was called to ask 
the public for their opinion on the 
unhealthy welfare card” — until after 
the legislation had already passed 
parliament.

When a meeting was finally called 
last November, with guest speaker 
assistant social services minister 
Alan Tudge, many locals were 
angry about the lack of warning, 
which made it particularly difficult for 
Aboriginal people living in the remote 
communities — some of them 
several hundred kilometres from 
the township — to make transport 
arrangements.

 
 

Kokatha elder Sue Haseldine said: 
“Consultations were non-existent 
until after the Memorandum of 
Understanding [which was signed 
by the heads of some Aboriginal 
community organisations, Ceduna 
Council and the federal government 
and which the federal government 
has used as evidence of widespread 
local support for its policy] was 
signed. People had no idea this 
experiment was about to happen.”

The local backlash against cashless 
welfare has brought together a 
number of white and Aboriginal 
individuals and organisations. 
Haseldine noted: “This card has 
brought black and white together 
as nothing else has ever before. 
Friendships have been formed 
because of the card.”

Her comments were echoed by 
another local activist, Sue Thiselton, 
who said: “The silver lining about 
all this is that it has brought us all 
together. Many people from around 
the country have pledged to help. 
We have been getting help and 
advice from all walks of life.

“We had a protest in Ceduna where 
50 people marched and we have 
also had a petition sent to parliament 
with nearly 300 signatures [almost 
10% of the population of the region], 
all taken by hand over a three-week 
period. We recently received around 
the same number of signatures 
again over three days.”

Pav notes local campaigners have 
had no help from the mainstream 
media. “We don’t get any real media 
from our side. Maureen Smart and 
Keith Peters, leaders of the Yalata 
community, have withdrawn their 
support for blanket compulsory 
Income Management, but this hasn’t 
rated a mention in any media.
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Next month the Turnbull Government 
will be asking the Senate to support 
one of the most devastating 
attacks launched against poor and 
vulnerable Australians in recent 
memory. The Bill – entitled Social 
Security Legislation Amendment 
(Further Strengthening Job Seeker 
Compliance) Bill 2015 – proposes 
to give privately run job agencies 
unprecedented new powers to 
financially penalize unemployed 
and underemployed Australians. If 
passed the fines will come into effect 
on 1 July 2016.

Under the proposal, Australians 
receiving the dole can be fined 10% 
of their income support – increasing 
by 10 percent each day until they 
‘reengage’ – if they:

- Fail to sign a job plan at their first 
job agency appointment; or
- Are found by their job agency to 
have behaved inappropriately at 
an appointment (“inappropriate 
behavior” is defined as acting in a 
manner “such that the purpose of the 
appointment is not achieved”); or
- Fail to attend a Work for the Dole or 
Training exercise without an excuse 
deemed reasonable by the job 
agency.
- All fines (roughly $55.00) will be 
deducted immediately. Unemployed 
Australians who feel they have been 
unfairly fined will be required to go 
through Centrelink’s arduous appeals 
process to get their money back – a 
procedure that can take up to four 
months.

This means that even if an 
unemployed worker successfully 
appeals against a fine – and 
thousands do every year – they will 
still be forced to endure up to four 
months without a significant portion 
of their income support.  As privately 
run job agencies can effectively 
impose these financial penalties on 
unemployed workers before having 
to provide any concrete proof, the 
Coalition’s proposal gives privately 
owned job agencies the power of life 
and death over unemployed workers.

 

With the dole already $391.00 
below the poverty line according to 
the Melbourne Institute, for many 
unemployed workers a 10 percent 
deduction of their income support 
will place them in severe financial 
distress. If this proposal is passed 
next month, unemployed Australians 
will be just one unfair penalty away 
from extreme poverty and even 
homelessness

The dole has already been proven 
to be not enough to live on. A recent 
report showed that one in four 
people on the dole were forced to 
beg on the streets for more than a 
year, while 6 in 10 were required to 
approach a charity for help. Escaping 
this poverty-trap has become 
almost impossible for unemployed 
Australians – according to official 
government figures there are 11 job 
seekers competing for each vacancy, 
even more when you consider low-
skill jobs.

With unemployment already a 
one-way ticket to poverty for many 
Australians, why is the Turnbull 
Government introducing a bill that 
will make it considerably harder for 
unemployed workers to survive?

To answer this question, it is 
necessary to understand the 
employment services industry.  
Comprised of for-profit and not-
for-profit companies ranging from 
billion-dollar corporations like Max 
Employment to charities like the 
Salvation Army, the employment 
services industry has become a 
highly lucrative business.

Under the Coalition Government’s 
4-year $6.8 billion Jobactive 
program, Government payments to 
employment services are tied to a 
variety of ‘jobseeker outcomes’. The 
most efficient way for job agencies 
to maximize outcome payments is 
to ensure that their unemployed 
‘caseload’ are, at a bare minimum, 
compliant with appointments and 
activities. Clearly the employment 
services industry has a financial 
interest in obtaining increased 
powers to penalize the unemployed.

With these perverse financial 
incentives already firmly in play, there 
are a number of well-documented 
cases of job agencies bullying 
unemployed workers. Every day, the 
Australian Unemployed Workers’ 
Union (AUWU) receives new cases 
of Australians being bullied into unfair 
activities or appointments by money-
hungry job agencies.

Even if unemployed workers are able 
to muster up the courage to demand 
that their rights be recognized, 
job agencies use the threat of 
sanctions to ensure compliance. 
With the continued failure of the 
Department of Employment to 
effectively regulate the industry and 
bring bullying job agencies into line, 
unemployed workers have nowhere 
to go. This has created a culture of 
fear and intimidation throughout the 
employment service industry.

By proposing that job agencies 
should be given new unprecedented 
powers to financially penalize 
unemployed workers, the Turnbull 
Government is sending a clear 
message to the employment services 
industry that these tactics are not 
only acceptable but should be 
intensified.

If you have been unfairly fined 
by your job agency, join the 
Australian Unemployed Workers’ 
Union legal challenge against 
this unfair compliance system 
by contacting them on contact@
unemployedworkersunion.com. You 
can also participate in the AUWU’s 
Fight the Fine campaign against this 
bill.  Visit the AUWU’s Facebook 
page for more info.

Owen Bennett is the president of 
the Australian Unemployed Workers 
Union, an organisation dedicated to 
fighting for the rights and dignity of 
the unemployed.

Australian Unemployed 
Workers Union: 
facebook.com/
unemployedworkersunion







STORIES FROM BELOW THE POVERTY-LINE

“My adult life started on the back foot 
with my parents kicking me out at 19 
because I had an older boyfriend. We 
got married, but were harangued and 
harassed until we quit jobs.  1978 
was a rough year in Elizabeth. We 
struggled to get decent employment 
and didn’t secure anything 
permanent for a couple of years. My 
husband continued with his business 
and was also employed by a small 
asset management company. That is 
until the company was bought out by 
a former rival. They hadn’t forgotten 
that my husband had out-bid them for 
a tender a few years earlier. He was 
fired on the spot. Game over. 

Fast forward to 1983, Three years 
unemployed in the worst time and 
place. Stuck in poverty. He entered 
the Air Force but it proved detrimental 
to his health and he left after training. 
Not long after that he suffered his 
first mental breakdown. We had 3 
small children and he ended up being 
detained for 2 weeks. I moved my 
family as far from Elizabeth as I could 
get. We were put on DSP and pretty 
much forgotten.

Over thirty years have passed 
since then, and we are still married 
with nine children and fourteen 
grandchildren. I have always been 
discriminated against by many 
people, I have very few friends and 
no wider family. We have always 
been fairly poor and it’s always a 
struggle to save or pay for everyday 
items.

We have both always volunteered 
and worked where possible. 
Overall I have worked for the past 

15 years. I was a stay home mum 
for a while, did the usual canteen 
duty and reading practice. I also 
ran a playgroup for 6 years and 
have been at the Offenders Aid and 
Rehabilitation Service for 7. I have 
done both breakfast and lunch clubs 
for hungry kids, so I don’t consider 
myself to be a leaner. My biggest 
difficulty apart from being the carer to 
my husband is coping with constantly 
having to explain that we are just 
poor, not bad. He is ill and can’t help 
that he can’t work now.”
---
“I used five DES over ten years. 
They didn’t help me get work, 
despite  my TAFE and university 
qualifications. I have bipolar and I 
mostly encountered the soft bigotry 
of low expectations. I was in a very 
abusive marriage for 6 years, but left 
when my toddler son started copying 
his father. The experience left me 
experiencing extreme anxiety. 

When my son started Grade 1, I 
decided to do a Bachelor of Social 
Work. I chose social work because 
politics had abruptly become 
personal for the unemployed.  As part 
of my studies, I did a field placement 
at Centrelink, and saw the ‘other 
side of the desk’. I did well at Uni, 
getting a top GPA, and awards for my 
achievements.

Not long after, someone very close to 
me died a horrific death from cancer, 
and then in the midst of my grief, I 
was diagnosed with Type 1 Diabetes.  
I felt like I was in the surf and before 
I could get my feet under me to stand 
up, another wave would come and 
knock me down again.  For several 

months, I couldn’t bring myself to 
leave the house, thinking the world 
was a dangerous place.  I attended 
counselling , but I could only access 
10 sessions a year.  In September of 
the same year, my father died.

In 2011, I decided to do a Masters 
in Mental Health Practice.  I did very 
well academically, but found field 
placement to be extremely stressful.  
After graduating, I attended a few 
job interviews, but was unsuccessful.  
By this time, I’d acquired a long 
list of medical and mental health 
diagnoses.  During 2011, my 
elderly Mum was also having health 
problems. In 2012 we decided to find 
a place together so it was easier for 
me to help her, and because my rent 
was over half my income.  

I enrolled in the NEIS program, which 
pays the same as Newstart, but 
you receive some support to start a 
business and don’t have to look for 
work. I had a long-time hobby making 
jewellery, so I took it to another 
level, making into a business. 
This continued for 12 months.  My 
local job network was very helpful, 
paying for a First Aid Certificate, 
a MYOB accounting package and 
my first year’s business insurance.  
However, after 12 months my health 
deteriorated further, and I was unable 
to put in the hours required to keep 
the business going successfully.  I 
was in constant pain and nausea for 
months. 

 I am very grateful to have family that 
are supporting me until I can start 
bringing in more income. I shudder 
to think of the situations people are 

Anti-Poverty Network SA frequently collects stories, some of them anonymous, from low-
income people who wish to use their experience to challenge people’s view about poverty 
and unemployment. The stories show great hardship, but also great hardship. We feel 
privileged to be able to share some of the stories with you.



STORIES FROM BELOW THE POVERTY-LINE in with no help from family.  My only 
income currently is $440 a fortnight 
for the Family Tax Benefit.  We 
live extremely frugally –no dinners 
out, movies, new clothes, pay TV 
or insurance. I’m having trouble 
keeping up with paying for all the 
prescriptions my doctor puts me 
on.  I’ve never smoked and I can’t 
afford alcohol. Even going on public 
transport to visit friends is a luxury 

which I can’t afford. I walk several 
kilometres to attend appointments or 
buy food.  

I won’t begin to tell you my personal 
horror at the government’s campaign 
against anyone vulnerable in our 
society, because you probably 
already know. Suffice to say 
that I don’t feel safe, I don’t feel 
understood, and I am scared to 

death of something else happening 
to me that means I need to rely on 
government or charity support more 
than I do now.  Please don’t be too 
hard on yourself the way I often am, 
and celebrate your achievements. 
Have hope that together we can be 
a voice that is heard and can fight 
against injustice.

Nothing is more admirable than the fortitude with which millionaires tolerate 
the disadvantages of their wealth.

Rex Stout
(1886 – 1975) American fiction writer 

I put on my favorite winter jacket for the first time the other day, and as soon 
as I put my hands in those pockets, I was immediately reminded that last year 

I didn’t have any money, either.
Ben Bailey

(1970 – ) American comedian & television game show host


