7 August 2014
Welfare System Taskforce
Department of Social Services
PO Box 7576
Canberra Business Centre ACT 2610
Dear Sir/Madam

Re: Submission to the Review of Australia’s Welfare System
Thank you for permitting me the opportunity to contribute my thoughts in relation to the future of Australia’s welfare system. The focus of this submission is the issue of portability of benefits. 

In short, ‘portability’ refers to the ability of Australian citizens to continue to receive government benefits whilst absent from Australia.
Members of the Reference Group would be aware that portability is not permitted in the case of many forms of benefit, for example unemployment benefits or family assistance payments. In other cases portability is permitted subject to various conditions, such as the length of time spent in Australia and the duration of absence overseas. The Government recently indicated that existing restrictions are to be further tightened in relation to the disability support pension and student payments. 
I am concerned about the nature of restrictions on portability already in place, as well as the additional restrictions that have been proposed. I am also concerned about the likelihood that the government will subsequently impose further restrictions on portability in relation to other benefits, such as the aged pension.

I will keep my submission relatively brief as I have addressed the issue in two papers that are available to the Reference Group online. I would ask that those papers be considered as part of this submission. The papers are available at the following URL’s:
http://www.burning-bison.com/submission.doc which was my submission in relation to the ‘Australia in the Asian Century’ Inquiry and is entitled ‘Parity for Pensioner Pariahs’, and
http://www.burning-bison.com/blog/uncategorized/government-to-further-impinge-on-the-rights-of-pensioners-to-travel-or-live-overseas/
I support a much more liberalized approach to welfare portability provisions for government benefits. I do so as it is my belief that the social and economic costs of loosening portability provisions, in the context of a welfare system that is thoughtfully designed and properly administered, could significantly outweigh the associated costs.

I readily concede that some exceptions will still need to be made in relation to specific types of benefits, although less than is presently the case. In those situations where the portability of specific benefits can be proven to not be in the public interest, then I would certainly concede that varying degrees of restriction should be imposed. In other situations however I would like to see portability permitted with a minimum amount of ‘red tape’. 

It is my understanding that there is only one class of citizenship, and that all Australian citizens deserve the benefits of citizenship regardless of their travel habits or primary place of residence.

It is a fact that many Australians choose to absent themselves from Australia from all or part of the year, due to economic imperatives, to spend time with family, to holiday, or for a variety of other legitimate personal reasons. This is far more prevalent now than at any time in our country’s history.

Many thousands of Australians work in overseas countries for part or all of the year. Perhaps many more would choose this option if the financial risks and barriers were reduced somewhat through, for example, continued access to appropriate benefits.

For those who are retired or who cannot work, Australia has a high cost of living and people in receipt of benefits are greatly constrained in their ability to maintain a reasonable standard of living here. What right does the government have to dictate how they choose to live their lives, especially the elderly who have already given so much to the country? 

It should not be the role or function of the Australian government to keep its citizens shackled to our wide brown land or punish those that roam. Indeed this occurs at the same time that other government policies stress the benefits of multi-culturalism and engagement with other countries.

The decision as to whether to allow portability, and under what conditions, should only be made after a rigorous and transparent cost/benefit analysis. This contrasts with the current situation where such decisions appear to be strongly influenced by political expediency. 
In the recent example of the disability support pension, cost-saving was put forward as the motivation for further restricting portability of benefits. I find it more likely however that the  actual motivation was, and continues to be, one of pandering to a public misconception of welfare recipients, and particularly those welfare recipients who spend time overseas, as being dishonest, undeserving and possibly even unpatriotic.

I also suspect that the mindset from which these decisions emerge reflects a time that has now passed, when people were far less mobile and when national boundaries held far greater significance than they do now. The process of decision-making regarding portability seems to be overly narrow in scope and short-term in nature, with regards to recognizing and weighing up the potential benefits associated with allowing greater portability.

I suggest going back to the beginning with each benefit and asking the question “why not?” in relation to the issue of portability.
For example, why not allow unemployment benefits to be paid whilst people are ‘at the coalface’ seeking employment in another country, instead of sitting at home on the dole. Most will eventually return to Australia with knowledge and experience that will benefit the Australian economy. They will likely transfer some of their earnings to Australia whilst employed, and then later repatriate accumulated savings. 
Might not the very same checks and balances be used to prevent welfare fraud, as if they were back in Australia? Benefit recipients could for example be required to check in and lodge reports via an online portal and/or via an employee based at major embassies acting as a contact point for the Dept. Social Services.  
With regards to the maximum duration of absence, and I am only thinking out loud here, perhaps it might be adequate in many cases to simply impose a requirement that benefit recipients continue to meet the definition of ‘resident for tax purposes’ as used by the Australian Taxation Office, in conjunction with the submission of accurate returns on an annual basis. 

I believe that the economic justification for denying access to benefits enjoyed by other Australians [in the case of Australian citizens spending time overseas] is dubious, and that blocking portability without due cause is unfair and inequitable. Indeed, I suspect that the only financial savings to be achieved by such a policy regime result from otherwise eligible Australians settling outside Australia and relinquishing any claim to government support. Even then, in accurately calculating benefits to the Australian community, allowance should be made (for example) for future tax revenue forgone, savings expatriated from Australia, and loss of intellectual capital.
In closing I would draw the Reference Group’s attention to an extract from the Government’s own research on the topic of portability:
“Having considered both the social benefit value expressed in monetary terms and the total savings produced by portability policy, the paper concludes that portability policy is of great benefit to Australian society. Not only are savings made, but the average social benefit is also nearly five times higher than savings produced by the policy. Even if we consider some of the shortcomings of the cost-benefit method, overall portability produces a very high net social benefit.” (Footnote 1)
I would respectfully suggest to Reference Group members that much more thought needs to be given to exactly why it is deemed necessary to impose such restrictions of the lives of fellow citizens, and the likely implications of such restrictions. The Government would then be better placed to devise more targeted and nuanced (yet cost-effective) solutions to addressing specific areas of concern. 
The denial of access to welfare benefits and services to Australian citizens who elect to spend time overseas, and the imposition of financial penalties, is troubling and deeply inequitable especially when the justification for doing so has been so poorly articulated.
Yours sincerely

Bruce Bickerstaff

Footnote 1 - Refer http://www.dss.gov.au/about-the-department/publications-articles/research-publications/social-policy-research-paper-series/number-16-cost-benefit-analysis-of-portability-policy?HTML
