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Catholic Welfare Australia’s position on the AWT Bill: Feb 2003

This paper presents Catholic Welfare Australia’s position on current amendments to the Family and Community Services Legislation Amendment (Australians Working Together and Other 2001 Budget Measures) Bill 2002.

Key recommendations

· Parenting payment recipients with a youngest child under 15 years old be exempted from the breaching regime completely.

· The penalty for the first Activity Test breach be a written warning delivered at a face to face interview with an appropriately qualified Centrelink worker.

· Where any beneficiary complies within four weeks of a breach, benefits should be reinstated and reimbursed.

· The Working Credit Scheme be implemented.

Catholic Welfare Australia: its constitution and mission

Catholic Welfare Australia is the peak body representing the social welfare apostolate of the Catholic Church in Australia.  It is a national federation of Catholic social service organisations that operate in local communities and at a diocesan level, including Centacare agencies. Catholic Welfare Australia is an organisation of the Australian Catholic Bishops’ Conference and is responsible to the Catholic Bishops through a Board appointed by Conference. 

The mission of Catholic Welfare Australia is to promote and advance the ministry of Catholic social welfare as part of the core mission of the Church to be a sign of God's kingdom in the world.

The basic principle of justice: government’s obligation to provide a subsistence income

As a core element of this mission, Catholic Welfare Australia considers that the most pressing need of citizens denied a living wage is the guarantee of income support.  The Church insists that the provision of adequate unemployment benefits is a fundamental duty of the state.  As Pope John Paul II stated in his Encyclical, On Human Work:


The obligation to provide unemployment benefits, that is to say, the duty to make suitable grants indispensable for the subsistence of unemployed workers and their families, is a fundamental duty springing from the fundamental principle of the moral order … namely the principle of the common use of goods or, to put it another and still simpler way, the right to life and subsistence.

In the case of those unemployed or otherwise disadvantaged the state must act:


… according to the principle of solidarity, by defending the weakest  … and by ensuring in every case the necessary minimum support for the unemployed worker.

The right to a guaranteed subsistence income for those who for whatever reason cannot provide for themselves is an essential element of a just social security system.  The pursuit of social justice and alleviation of poverty requires a culture of solidarity.  This is given concrete form in major social institutions, of which the social security system is primary.    To erode the principle of a minimum state guaranteed subsistence income is inconsistent with this principle of solidarity.  

Evaluating the mutual obligation principle 

These perspectives do not necessarily mean that an enforcement mechanism should not be applied to safeguard against fraud and abuse of the social security system.  Moreover, a just system of income support should also embody incentive structures that encourage the move toward employment when this is practical.  The idea of an agreement between a beneficiary and provider of support services which specifies the expected level of participation between these parties can be helpful.  However, the right to subsistence should not be made conditional upon demands society may seek to place on individuals as part of compliance regimes.  Catholic Welfare Australia is concerned that mutual obligation is inherently unfair and one-sided when it is used as a punishment.

These compliance mechanisms also carry two grave risks.  The first is that sanctions for non-compliance become defacto mechanisms of seeking to reduce government expenditure.  The centrepiece of Catholic social thought is the preferential option for the poor.  This is a challenge to policy makers to recognise that the needs of the poor and socially marginalised are so pressing that they should enjoy the first claim on the resources of Government.  Decisions that involve attempts to target budget savings for those most marginalised in a community are immoral.  The second risk is that enforcement mechanisms play to the prejudices of those who cannot find within themselves the generosity of heart to feel compassion for those less fortunate than themselves.  This is not a sound basis for an ethical approach to public policy.

Mutual obligations for parents

In light of these concerns Catholic Welfare Australia cannot support any extension of mutual obligation as currently understood to those in receipt of parenting payment.  A high status is placed on the role of the family as the foundational unit of society.  The intrinsic value of parenting has always been upheld in the Catholic tradition.  In caring for children we hold that parents are fulfilling their primary obligations.  Government needs to respect the decisions of parents who choose to remain out of the paid workforce in order to honour what they believe to be in the best interests of their children.  Mutual obligation, when combined with the threat of penalties, explicitly fails to accept this right of parents.  Moreover, when a child is already in a position of financial disadvantage, a reduction in support payments - no matter how temporary, threatens the welfare of the child and exposes the family to unacceptable moral risk.

Evaluating the AWT Bill

The Working Tax Credits were a very welcome element of AWT reform package.  They represent a first step in attacking the complex problem of high effective marginal tax rates.  Catholic Welfare Australia welcomes the amendments to the bill that compassionately soften the impact of mutual obligation principles on the mature-aged jobseekers and those receiving parenting payment where the youngest child is 13-15 years old.  Catholic Welfare Australia also welcomes the other measures in the bill offered to support those in receipt of parenting payment.  However, these should be offered as an incentive without the overhanging threat of penalties.

The current breach penalties are so severe as to abrogate the principle of a guaranteed subsistence income.  They appear punitive, rather than remedial in their ultimate intention.  To correct this Catholic Welfare Australia suggests the following changes to the breaching system. 

1. Out of respect for the responsible decision of parents to remain at home with their children, and for the sake of the welfare of the children, the Government must not seek to impose any financial breaching penalty on those in receipt of parenting payment.

2. The first breach should not incur a financial penalty.  It should consist of a formal written notification that the jobseeker has been breached, preferably given by a suitably qualified Centrelink staff member to the jobseeker at a Centrelink office.  This ensures that the beneficiary received the earliest possible notification of the breach and maximises the chance of corrective action.  This second chance is a practical expression of the principle of solidarity. 

3. Under such a system, a second breach could incur a financial penalty.  The length of that breach at 26 weeks still seems excessively punitive.  Catholic Welfare Australia would prefer this to be reduced to 8 weeks in line with the Pearce Committee of Review Recommendations. 

4. Where any beneficiary complies within four weeks of a breach benefits should be reinstated and reimbursed. This is more consistent with the principle of providing a guaranteed subsistence income and would also achieve the Government’s compliance objectives.

We understand that a reduction in the breach penalty from 26 to 8 weeks is being considered for those who comply within 4 weeks.  While this is a step forward, it is not sufficient for Catholic Welfare Australia to support the bill, even though this means forgoing the benefits of the Working Tax Credits.  Our prime concerns are:

1. to remove parents from the breaching system; and

2. maintaining the income support guarantee, at least for the first Activity Test breach.

Political leaders now have a rare opportunity to make the welfare system much fairer.   Catholic Welfare Australia looks forward to exploring these issues further with the Government and others as the Bill progresses through the Parliament.

�  Laborem exercens 1981, Encyclical Letter of Pope John Paul II, n. 18.


� Centisimus Annus, Encyclical Letter of Pope John Paul II 1991, n. 15.





