Report on Government–funded Income-support measures (Youth Allowance)

This appendix deals solely with aspects of university undergraduate students' financial survival, in the light of the adequacy or otherwise of Youth Allowance. The following observations are based on my experiences over the past six years' in advising students about Government-funded income support measures, and was preceded by 20-plus years as an AUSTUDY manager. Comments are therefore based on direct observation and offer an analysis of the effect, as distinct from the purpose, of Governmental policies in this area. 

I believe that for the great majority of students in the Youth Allowance demographic (18-24 plus) financial survival runs neck and neck with the imperative of passing examinations as the  prime concern. 

Embarking on a course of study, each student enters a triangular-shaped cell where the three sides represent Time, Finances, and Study. The cell walls contract and expand as she/he proceeds through a chosen course. But realistically, it's money which is most instrumentally important: it's a case of no dough, no can stay!

 This was the rationale behind the current Commonwealth Government's establishing the new Youth Allowance income support scheme on 1 July 1998, its purpose being to widen the eligibility net to capture more would-be students who had hitherto been ineligible for the old AUSTUDY, due to its overly stringent financial barriers.

The consequence of YA's introduction was a marked easing of criteria for establishing independent status (based on self-support via employment post-school), thus making it possible to avoid the family income and assets test which previously had set the hurdles so high that many students had no prayer at all of gaining assistance. My measure of YA's effectiveness is the personally observed very considerable increase in numbers of students over the years who have sought help concerning claims for YA, and who are, in the main, successful in obtaining some income-support. Pre-YA they would not have been able to access Government-funded income support in these greater numbers, but, as later mentioned, there are still many students who receive no YA at all.

So matters have improved. More students than hitherto get some income support from a Commonwealth funded scheme. But is it enough?

Having been in at YA's inception and over the last 2 years and nine months observed and monitored its application and actively criticized certain policy anomalies (via various official forums), I offer the following comments:

YA is not and was never intended by its designers to be full income support. Currently, provided the student can satisfy some very testing criteria and submits to a range of ongoing compliance checks, he/she can receive up to a maximum fortnightly allowance of $290.00 if living away from home, or $185.10 pf if living at home, in any one fortnight (ie the amount is not automatically stabilised over a period longer than a fortnight.

Additional benefits can include Rent Assistance, within capped limits, and Fares Allowance. Conditions apply to all benefits and there are tough financial penalties for breaching the Social Security Act provisions under which YA is administered. 

As said, YA is not a full income support program, so fulltime students are permitted to earn income from casual/regular/part-time employment while receiving YA, which, incidentally, is taxable. My observation is that students are not drones or parasites, as the system provides for their returning some of the Allowance to the public coffers in the process.

The amount a student may earn, in addition to receiving YA, is assessed on a fortnightly basis, ie, YA is income-tested fortnightly, and a complicated dynamic is maintained between the YA amount payable, the gross fortnightly income for the same period, and the status of the individual's Income Bank, which is a record of earnings credits to be drawn on over future fortnights, wherever earnings exceed the fortnightly threshold of $236 gross. The maximum amount which can be accumulated in the Bank remains at $6000, unchanged from 1 July 1998.

In practice, an eligible student can earn up to $236 gross pf and receive up to either $290 or $185 pf in YA in any fortnight. Keep in mind these are fortnightly figures and students (wisely) usually nominate a voluntary tax deduction a la PAYE from that YA payment of between $10-$20 pf, as a means of avoiding a tax debt on this taxable grant, and this reduces actual cash-in-hand to live on. In any fortnight, the absolute permissible gross maximum derived from income-plus-YA payments would be between $536 if the student is receiving the living away from home rate (plus about 20% rebate on full rent costs, if eligible) and $421 gross, if living at home.

Not a fortune.

Keep in mind that we're considering fulltime students, who on Cumberland campus undertake an average of between 25 and 35 hpw of face-to face lectures and tutorials, including substantial blocks of unpaid (practical) clinical experience. Over 3-4 years. To this commitment in time must be added private study, preparation of assignments for progressive assessments, exam preparation/ attendance periods. Intersemester breaks are not automatically study-free, as clinical placements may be scheduled during these times. 

Consequently, casual employment must be tailored around the omnipresent demands of courses.  At Cumberland, there’s a high price paid for even a single failure, as a failed pre-requisite subject can extend a course by at least a year and even deprive a student of Youth Allowance, should the workload drop below the minimum for attracting benefits. It's a fine balancing act, and on this campus at least, we are not talking about idlers with hours to squander in coffee shops and bars or days off to earn a motza. It's heads down and tail up for unremitting study and no prisoners taken by Centrelink or the Faculty if a student slips up.

Even allowing for minute CPI adjustments to YA, these individuals aged between their late teens to mid-20's, are required to live within the cited income limits most often for at least 4 years (and for some courses of study, even longer). What looks reasonable at 18 grows less attractive 2 or 3 years of full-on study and personal sacrifice down the line.

 In some cases, having come straight from school to university, a student may never be in a position to establish independent status based on work-experience, even by age 23 or 24, because time spent on study has precluded their accumulating the required 75% of the Commonwealth Training Award. 

While it may be absurd, under SSA provisions, such students are still "dependent" on parental income/assets and as a result may get at best a negligible amount of Youth Allowance, if any, as the traditionally low threshold and cut-off rates for these have been retained from the bad old days of AUSTUDY. 

Here’s an idea: Why can’t  income earned while a student is at school be counted towards accumulated earnings to establish self-support independence? 

The current assessment method can be a disincentive to a student proceeding direct to tertiary studies; the smart potential student might take a year off after leaving school to accumulate sufficient earnings to fit the work-experience template. But, some will find this immediate income flow too appealing and change their minds about the desirability of more study and further and the years of semi-penury which go with it.

Compulsory expenditure on items such as Guild fees, text books (astronomically expensive and instantly obsolete), equipment, uniforms, multiple photocopying (at 11c a page), stationery, etc, add up to between $2000 and $3000 pa and are not tax deductible, even though YA is taxable income, following a reversal of policy by the ATO from 1998/99, which had previously allowed these deductions under the old AUSTUDY scheme but not under YA. This appears to be an illogical and mean-minded retraction of a minor taxation concession to students.

Why? Loss of goodwill generated by receiving YA is undermined by such cheap economy.

What do the above facts tell us?

That students are compelled to find and to fit paid employment around long study hours to top up the very modest Government-funded Youth Allowance. 

That the Allowance is hedged about with prescriptives which limit  the amount that can be earned, but pay no heed to the time taken to earn that amount.

To reiterate, logically, students cannot survive on YA alone, as it was designed as a supplement to part-time work rather than ,as an adequate if modest income which would address the needs of students for a limited period, which depending on the course, can be up to six fulltime years of study.

On this campus, some Heads of School instruct students to focus solely on studies as there is no time left over for employment, thus demonstrating singular ignorance of financial realities. Schools would face empty desks if students didn't work, as they would otherwise not be able to afford to study.   

If work is not an option, (eg during exams, illness or clinicals) students have to find supplementary income somehow. The options are:

        .to borrow from parents (even if the student is ‘independent”

        .to access the Student Loan Supplement (a pea and thimble trick whereby large slabs of "free" YA are clawed back and have to be repaid after graduation, thus adding to individual HECS' debts.)

        .defer studies to accumulate earnings and thus extend duration of course, age at graduation and post-graduation earning/tax-paying capacity

There are no tax concessions, yet YA is taxed as  "income" for which the recipient has to satisfy an "activity test" (fulltime studies) under a contract signed with the Commonwealth Government

To conclude:

Youth Allowance offers some improvements over the former AUSTUDY, but by not addressing more fully the financial needs of fulltime students over periods of some  years, is an inadequate vehicle for ensuring their financial survival.

Financial and study concerns run in tandem for most students and wastage through premature termination of studies can be the unfortunate by-product of money pressures which become too great, and/or the market place offering of less arduously earned "income", without the sacrifices accompanying fulltime study. 

Very serious consideration therefore should be given to:

. eliminating the parental income and assets tests, thus defining all post-secondary fulltime students as "Independent" and automatically broadening access to the scheme

.allowing students to reclaim tax deductibility of education expenditure

. substantially raising the maxima fortnightly levels of allowance, thereby recognizing that students (as students) are actually in fulltime employment, pay tax and are contributing their personal  resources (their  physical and intellectual capitals), to the common good, for a significant period. On graduation and absorption into the workforce, this  contribution will continue to grow, producing a win/win situation.
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