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Question No: 1
Topic:  Concession Cards

Hansard Page: CA 702 

Senator Denman asked:

In Tasmania, we were advised that 42 per cent of the adult population held a concession card.  Would you provide us with comparative details of the proportion of concession cardholders on a state by state basis?

Answer:

A state by state breakdown of the proportion of adult Australians (people aged 18 and over) who are in receipt of a concession card is provided in the table below.  In the first instance a concession card is taken to mean a Pensioner Concession Card or a Health Care Card; the additional category ‘All cards’ has been provided to include the Commonwealth Seniors’ Health Card (CSHC).  The CSHC is issued to people of Age Pension age who do not qualify for Age Pension, but meet an annual adjusted taxable income test. The CSHC adjusted taxable income limit for eligibility is $50,000 per year for singles, $80,000 per year for couples (combined income) and $50,000 each per year for illness-separated, respite care and partnered (partner in gaol) couples. 

JUNE 2002 STATE BY STATE PROPORTION OF ADULTS (18 YEARS AND OVER) IN RECEIPT OF A COMMONWEALTH CONCESSION CARD
	State
	Population
	Health Care Card &
Pensioner Concession Card
	%


	All Cards
	%



	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	NSW
	5 031 003
	1 490 550
	29.6%
	1 593 178
	31.7%

	VIC
	3 714 260
	1 165 225
	31.4%
	1 234 131
	33.2%

	QLD
	2 768 711
	902 015
	32.6%
	950 512
	34.3%

	WA
	1 442 139
	427 861
	29.7%
	454 037
	31.5%

	SA
	1 168 599
	415 197
	35.5%
	434 593
	37.2%

	TAS
	354 017
	143 635
	40.6%
	149 310
	42.2%

	NT
	138 142
	41 798
	30.3%
	42 572
	30.8%

	ACT
	243 056
	46 454
	19.1%
	52 083
	21.4%

	
	
	
	
	
	

	 TOTAL
	14 859 927
	4 632 735.00
	31.2%
	4 910 416
	33.0%


The most recent population by age and state figures available are from the ABS (cat. 3201.0) Population by Age and Sex, Australian States and Territories, June 2002.  Corresponding concession card figures from this time are used to provide population proportions.











Question No: 2

Topic:  Financial Information Service Officers

Hansard Page: CA 702 

Senator Hutchins (Chair) asked:

‘Could you outline the service provided by Financial Information Service Officers, the distribution and number of FIS officers around the states, and the number of clients they assist?

Is it usually a one-off consultation or does it involve ongoing assistance?

How do people come to know of this service?

Are they referred to it by other agencies?

Why choose a Centrelink FIS officer ahead of, for example, a St Vincent de Paul financial adviser or another financial consultant?’

Answer:

Graham Bashford replied to this question in part.

‘We advertise the fact that we do have these officers in our offices, and it is by choice that people come to us.  We do not charge fees.  We are independent and do not recommend certain financial ways to go or particular schemes or anything like that.  I think they feel that it is a service they can avail themselves of which is an independent service which tries, in broad terms, to give them some advice about their financial circumstances.’

The following information supplements that answer and addresses the remaining questions:

Centrelink’s Financial Information Service (FIS) provides an independent, free and confidential service to the community that encourages and assists people to maintain or improve their standard of living by planning effectively for retirement and maximising overall retirement income.

The service is provided by interviews, by seminars and by phone.

Centrelink manages staff resources on an Area basis, rather than a State basis. Some Areas cross State boundaries.  Current FIS officer numbers as at 30 June 2003 are:

	Areas
	Full Time
	Part Time
	Average

	West, NSW
	5
	0
	5

	South West, NSW
	9
	0
	9

	East Coast, NSW
	14
	1.4
	15.3

	South Metro, NSW
	6
	0
	5.5

	Hunter, NSW
	8
	7
	10.41

	Brisbane, QLD
	11
	1
	11.8

	Pacific Central, QLD 
	8
	1
	8.5

	North & Central, QLD
	6
	.5
	6.5

	North Australia 
	0
	1
	.6

	South Australia
	11
	3
	13

	Western Australia
	12.5
	2
	13.5

	West, VIC
	10
	2
	11

	South East, VIC
	12
	0
	12

	North & Central, VIC
	13
	1
	14

	Tasmania
	4
	0
	4

	Total
	129.5
	20.4
	140.11


*In any Area, numbers may vary from week to week due to availability of FIS staff and backfilling capacity. 

Annual activity statistics:

· FIS Seminars – 70,000 participants (> 50% are under 55 years of age);

· Interviews - 73,000;

· Telephone calls – around 202,000; 

· Outreach seminars (eg, in industries laying off staff, where the FIS would be part of a Centrelink team providing information to affected staff) – 8,000 Hours 

The aim of the seminar program is to provide free, independent and expert information in a friendly environment so that, at the end of the seminar, participants are better equipped to:

· recognise and pursue their financial options;

· make better financial decisions;

· understand investment products and how they work;

· approach/undertake their own financial planning;
· recognise that housing/accommodation needs are a fundamental component of retirement planning;

· understand taxation provisions and requirements;  and

· understand social security payments and provisions.

Whether the FIS provides one-off consultation at an interview or ongoing assistance depends on the customer’s needs at the time.  For instance, a person considering retirement may see a FIS officer more than once to seek information on various investment strategies; if they are granted Age Pension they might also see a FIS officer when they are considering investment portfolio changes and the impact on their pension entitlement, or to seek explanation of any changes in the means test.  FIS seminars often focus on specific types of investments, so people under age 55 will typically attend more than one seminar and will generally only seek an interview if they are at risk of redundancy or wish to seek information about a particular financial product.  

FIS seminars are advertised in newspapers.  Centrelink and FaCS information products also refer to the FIS service (interviews and seminars), as may publicity efforts surrounding complex Budget measures.   Other agencies also refer people to FIS, which combined with the current levels of advertising is sufficient to keep all available FIS officers operating at maximum capacity.

The FIS does not work in the area of financial counselling.  Centrelink FIS complements the financial planning industry, rather than itself providing financial counselling services, and it targets information markets traditionally under-serviced by the financial planning industry.  When Centrelink becomes aware of people who need financial counselling (eg, advice on budgeting or debt management), we refer them to one of the more than forty organisations funded for that activity by FaCS.  

The relationship between the FIS and the financial planning industry is more complex.  For some customers, the FIS can provide all the information they need and they may never engage a financial planner.  For others, the FIS is just an early step towards financial planning.  The FIS imparts enough knowledge to help them deal more confidently and competently with financial industry professionals and it lessens the risk of their falling prey to unscrupulous advisers.  The FIS is free and fully independent and customers can be confident that the FIS officer has nothing to gain from them adopting particular investment strategies and financial products.









Question No. 3

Topic: The Commonwealth State/Territory Disability Agreement

Hansard Page: CA 703 

Senator Denman asked:

What is the current state of the Commonwealth-state disability agreement? Which states have signed the agreement and which of the others have made offers?

Answer:

Ms Peta Winzar replied to this question in part.

‘Senator, two states, Western Australia and Victoria have signed the agreement and several others have made offer. I will have to check for you which ones these are.’ 

The following addresses the remaining question:

As of 28 July 2003, all States and Territories, with the exception of New South Wales, have signed the third Agreement.  The offer from New South Wales is currently under negotiation.








Question No: 4

Topic:  Participation Allowance

Hansard Page:  Written Question

The submission comments on p.13 that the income support system is effective at alleviating hardship yet less successful at promoting participation.

Some groups have argued that a participation allowance should be introduced.  What would be the impact/benefits of the introduction of such allowances?  Is this still under consideration, if not what was the reason for its rejection?

Answer:

Current income support payments include a range of assistance to help people with their participation costs.  This assistance includes: Pensioner Education Supplement (a payment to Centrelink and DVA income support payees who are undertaking approved full-time or part-time study), Mobility Allowance (provided to people with disabilities in receipt of Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance or Austudy, who are undertaking voluntary work, paid work, training or a combination of paid work and training and cannot use public transport without extra help), Education Entry Payment (to assist Newstart Allowance customers who are undertaking an approved course of study, with the upfront costs of study eg books and fees), Employment Entry Payment (to assist people on Newstart or their partners who have taken up full-time employment) and Work for the Dole Supplement (a supplement to income support for eligible jobseekers who participate in activities of value to local communities). 

In December 2002, the Government released a consultation paper, Building a simpler system to help jobless families and individuals, as the start of a consultation process on reforming the income support system for people of working age.  This paper sought input from the community on a range of key issues, including assistance with costs of participation.   The Department of Family and Community Services, together with the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations, has been consulting with the community on these issues and has received submissions from interested parties. A report will be prepared for Ministers on the matters raised in the consultation process.











Question No: 5

Topic:  Cost of raising the rate of allowances and pensions 

Hansard Page:  Written Question

A number of groups have argued that allowances should be raised to pension levels.

What would be the cost of increasing allowances to 25 per cent of AWE as currently applies to pensions?

What would be the cost of increasing pensions and allowances to 30 per cent of AWE?

Answer:

The figures below have been derived for the Senators as a costing exercise to the proposal that allowances and pensions be increased.  For this modelling exercise it is assumed that allowees would get the same rates as their equivalent single or partnered pension customers.  It also assumed that students and people currently on youth rates would receive the higher rates of payment. 

These figures are based on current customers only and as a consequence are likely to understate the actual cost of such changes. In particular the estimates do not take account of:

· The extent to which higher payments would result in higher cut-off points for eligibility for some assistance which would then expand the group of people who would be eligible for assistance; and

· Any behavioural consequences of the changes in the rate of assistance, and in particular changes in earnings replacement rates.

The cost of increasing allowances to 25 per cent of MTAWE as currently applies to pensions is estimated to be $1.4 billion for 2004-05.  The cost would continue to grow from 2004-05 due to the effect of MTAWE indexation.

The cost of increasing the benchmark for all allowees and all pensioners to 30% MTAWE is estimated to be $11 billion for 2004-05.  The cost would continue to grow from 2004-05 due to the effect of MTAWE indexation.



Question No: 6

Topic:  Jobless Sole Parents

Hansard Page:  Written Question

The submission refers to the increasing number of jobless sole parents (p53).  What actions are being undertaken to address this issue?

Answer:

The submission notes that the rate of joblessness in all families, including sole parents, is declining in percentage terms.  The growth in the number of jobless sole parents is attributable to the increased number of sole parent households, which offsets the decline in the rate.  The main driver of this growth is the rate of relationship breakdown and reduced rates of sustained re-partnering.

Accordingly, reducing the number of jobless sole parents can be addressed by:

· reducing the level of relationship breakdown; and

· increasing the rate at which sole parents take up employment.

Reducing relationship breakdown

The Commonwealth Government has a strong commitment to supporting and strengthening family relationships.

This department through the Family and Children’s Services Branch, administers a range of programs designed to assist individuals, couples and families to find solutions to family relationship problems.

Funding is also provided under the Family Relationship Services Program (FRSP) for preventative and early intervention services such as family relationships, education and pre-marriage education courses.  These skills-based courses assist men and women to develop skills to foster positive relationships with their partner and family.  These programs are provided by community-based organizations in every state and territory.  The organizations will receive periodical payments totaling approximately $3.5 million (excluding GST) in 2003-04.

Increasing rates of employment

Jobless sole parents are typically recipients of parenting payment.  The income test for this payment provides a substantially better reward for work than is the case for working age related allowances.  However, Australian and overseas experience is that rates of employment are further improved where income support recipients are subject to participation requirements or activity testing as part of the eligibility conditions for payment.

Under the Australians Working Together (AWT) arrangements, once a parent’s youngest child turns 12, they are required to have a yearly interview with a Personal Adviser.  This provides them with information on the benefits of going back to work, ways to manage family and work, and tips about how to look for work or take on study, training or volunteer work. It also details the range of financial assistance and services available to help parents. Personal Advisers also help parents prepare a participation plan and tell them about other support they can access, like child care and Job Network employment services.

From September this year, the requirement to attend an interview will be extended to those whose youngest child is aged six or more.  Additionally, once a parent’s youngest child turns 13, they will be expected to do up to 150 hours of part-time activity over each six months (averaging six hours a week). This is to help them prepare for when they can no longer get parenting payment and would be expected to take up paid work. A Personal Adviser can work out the activities that suit them best. The system will be flexible – for instance, parents can take time off for school holidays or if their child is sick.  Parents who have a child with a severe disability will not have to take up any activity.




Question No: 7

Topic:  Goods and Services Tax

Hansard Page:  Written Question

Could the committee be provided with details of the distributional impact of the GST on different income groups?

Answer:

The Department of the Treasury advise that the actual distribution of the GST by household income groups will not be estimable until the release of a unit record file from the 2003-04

ABS Household Income and Expenditure Survey.  These data are unlikely to be available until the latter half of 2005.



Question No: 8

Topic: Income Mobility

Hansard Page:  Written Question

The submission argues that, based on overseas studies, there appears to be a high degree of income mobility, that is, movement up and down the income distribution scale (p 61).

Do you have any current Australian data on this?

What policy implications do you draw from this?

Answer:

Understanding the changes in the income of a household over time requires data that track the same household at successive time periods.  Longitudinal data of this kind are currently very limited in Australia, although FaCS is making a significant investment in the development of such data, in particular through the HILDA survey.

The Household Income and Labour Dynamics Survey

The Household Income and Labour Dynamics Survey (HILDA), which is being conducted on behalf of FaCS, has been developed to answer a very wide range of questions that cannot be addressed with cross-sectional data, including questions of income mobility.  The first wave of the HILDA survey, which was conducted in 2001, is now available for analysis, and covers economic and subjective well-being, labour market dynamics and family dynamics.  Interviews were successfully conducted with 13,969 members of 7682 households.  

Wave two fieldwork has now been completed and is expected to be available to researchers by January 2004.  When the second and subsequent waves are available, researchers will be able to observe the changes that affect individuals and households in their employment, earnings and family structures.  

Negotiating the Life Course

The Australian Institute of Family Studies has collected data for this survey, which is designed to study the changing life courses and decision-making processes of Australian men and women, as families and society change in the direction of higher levels of gender equity.  The survey includes variables about relationship and fertility history, household work, child care arrangements, future objectives, attitudes to work, promotion, children and relationships.  Income and other characteristics are also included.  The survey was conducted in 1997 by telephone, and in wave one collected data on 2176 people aged 18 to 54 years, that is, in or about to enter the prime wage-earning years.  Attrition between the waves meant that wave two included 1668 respondents.

This survey has been referred to on pages 9 and 61 of the Department’s submission.

Breusch and Mitchell, in a paper presented to the Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference in February 2003, reported “a quite surprising degree of income mobility in the 

NLC sample, especially among the lower quintiles” (p 6).  Their findings confirmed that only a minor proportion of very low income earners remain in this state for prolonged periods.  This is consistent with findings from many other OECD countries.

While Australian data are limited, they suggest that overseas experience is relevant to the Australian context.  From a policy perspective this indicates that only limited conclusions should be drawn from cross sectional analysis about the nature of income distribution and the experience of households.

