Centrelink Same-Sex Reforms
Advocacy Issues

Comparison Between Coalition Solutions and Government Response

	Coalition Solutions
	Email to Government (24 April, 2009) outlining the coalition’s understanding of position reached with government
	Minister’s Letter (12 May, 2009)

	Grandfathering 

People in a same-sex relationship

receiving the Age Pension at 1July 2009 should, for the purposes of the Age Pension, continue to be treated as if they are single for as long as they remain on that pension.

People in a same-sex relationship

over the age of 55 receiving other pensions at 1July 2009 should continue, for the purposes of those pensions, to be treated as if they are not a member of a couple for as long as they remain on those pensions.


	The Government is not prepared to revisit the issue of grandfathering as it is too late in the process and it would not be practicable to get the necessary legislative reform through the Senate. 

It is the case, however, that many of the cases of the most vulnerable people in the GLBT community are in fact not in relationships which would be regarded as relationships for Centrelink purposes and this will be made clear in the revision of 'the Guide'. This includes but is not limited to: 

· the situation where people are not 'out' to family and people in the local area,

· the fact that sharing recourses does not automatically constitute a current relationship for Centrelink purposes

· dealing with people continuing to live together after a relationship ends, and

· the scenario where the only indicator is joint property. 
The revised sections of the guide will be made available to the community groups to comment on before it is finalised (including review and appeal, s24 and member of a couple). 

A guide for self-assessment will be made available so people can work out that they are not in a relationship for Centrelink purposes without having to first 'out themselves' to Centrelink, and includes the sort of information which will be in the revised sections of the 'Guide'.
	No reference to the Government’s position on Grandfathering.

	
	
	Relevant policy in the Guide will reviewed in consultation with members of the Removal of Same-Sex Discrimination Community Reference Group. 

No explicit reference is made to ensuring that situations referred to in the email to are addressed in the Guide.
Draft changes to the Guide will be sent by FaHCSIA to the reference group by May 15, with feedback due by May 25. The new Guide will be published on FaHCSIA’s website on July 1. 
No reference made to the publication of a guide for self-assessment. 

	Grace Period

A grace period of 12 months for all people on pensions and allowances in same-sex relationships making an effective implementation start date of 1July 2010.


	The Government is not prepared to delay the introduction of the changes to Centrelink for the 12 month period but will provide for a period from 1 July 2009 during which overpayments will be waived for people who come forward to advise that they are in a relationship and they were not aware of the need to advise sooner or believed that they did not need to and there was no intent to defraud. 

The Government is yet to determine the exact period of time during which they will take this more compassionate approach to dealing with potential debt, and what information can be provided to individual community members. 
There was acknowledgment that these changes may lead to an increase in people who are homophobic making malicious complaints or 'dob-ins' to Centrelink and a commitment to ensure that they are dealt with sensitively so as not to 'out' people to their neighbours etc. 
Commitment to ensuring a compassionate and caring approach and providing a form or words which will not undermine Centrelink fraud deterrence but will assist in allaying the fears of many in the GLBT community. 
We are yet to hear the detail on how this will be achieved and therefore do not yet have a position on whether or not it is acceptable. 

Need to ensure that the very old and vulnerable in our community are not unnecessarily harassed about whether they are in a defacto relationship or not when this may be very distressing to them and proportionally very few probably will be. 
Commitment to ensuring a compassionate and caring approach and providing a form or words which will not undermine Centrelink fraud deterrence but will assist in allaying the fears of many in the GLBT community. Once again we do not have any detail on how this is to be achieved.
	No mention of waiver of debt repayment for a period of up to 12months from 1 July 2009. 
No mention of Centrelink compassionate process for dealing with homophobic or malicious complaints. 

No reference to commitment to ensuring a compassionate and caring approach to investigating the very old and vulnerable members of the GLBT community.

	Concession Cards

A two year extension on concession cards and the retention of the single income test for the low income card.


	The Government advised that it is not practicable to allow people who lose their pension as a result of their spouse's income suddenly being taken into account, to retain their concession card for 12 months, as this too would require legislative change. They are prepared, however, to consider procedural measures to ensure that people who lose their pension can easily and speedily have their pension restored should their circumstances change.

	Centrelink is making changes to allow a concession card to be reissued, at the customer’s request, without the partner name being displayed. 
The letter states that where someone on the DSP loses there Pension Concession Card as a result of an increase in income from employment they may retain that card for a period of up to 52 weeks. Where they lose qualification as a result of increase in partner’s income, they have 12 weeks.
The letter states that people on DSPs have a period of up to 52 weeks after losing the pension to make an abridged claim where their circumstances change, which makes it easier for them to go back on that pension. The same may also apply for Newstart and Youth Allowance recipients. Age Pension and Parenting Payment Single have 13 weeks.



	Education Campaign

Comprehensive education campaign delivered by community organisations.


	The Government will fund the National LGBT Health Alliance to provide a national grassroots education campaign on the Centrelink changes together with the package of Government reforms to recognise same-sex relationships.
	The Australian Government has agreed to a $450,000 package of measures to complement Centrelink’s extensive information campaign. The package includes: 

· a website

· $100,000 for the National Welfare Rights Network for advocacy
· $350,000 for the National LGBT Health Alliance for community education

	Independent Advocate

Independent Advocacy to same-sex couples about the social security reforms.


	The Government will provide enhanced funding to Welfare Rights to provide advocacy for people in same-sex relationships and in receipt of Centrelink payments who will be negatively impacted by these changes.


	

	Centrelink Staff Training

Centrelink staff should be provided with adequate and specific training. The development of this training should occur in consultation with relevant GLBT community organisations.
	Not included

	Centrelink staff are undertaking gay and lesbian awareness training to respond to a customer’s disclosure in an understanding and appropriate manner. GLHV has developed the training package and prepared internal Centrelink trainers to undertake the training.


