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About UnitingCare Children, Young People and Families

UnitingCare Children, Young People and Families (UnitingCare CYPF) welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the draft legislation concerning the Housing Payment Deduction Scheme as prescribed under the Social Security Legislation Amendment (Public Housing Tenant’s Support) Bill 2013. UnitingCare CYPF is a service group of UnitingCare NSW/ACT which is one of the largest providers of services to support children, families and individuals in NSW. In 2011/2012 UnitingCare CYPF provided services to over 32,000 children, young people and their families
The Service Group is comprised of UnitingCare Burnside, UnitingCare Unifam Counselling and Mediation, UnitingCare Disability, UnitingCare Children’s services and the Institute of Family Practice, a registered training organisation. Its purpose is to provide innovative and quality programs and advocacy to break the cycle of disadvantage that affects vulnerable children, young people, individuals and families.
For over 10 years UnitingCare Burnside has been funded by FaHCSIA to work directly with families and households experiencing financial stress. Our Habitat – Household Organisational Management Expenses (HOME) advice program is for families who have been identified as being at risk of becoming homeless, have a child or children in their care between the ages of 0-18 and live in the Wyong Shire. The program supports those families, provide case management, budgeting plans and links to financial counselling. 
UnitingCare Burnside also run a number of innovative programs that help young people transition from out of home care, including providing assistance with locating accommodation and budgeting and help in negotiating with Centrelink. We also provide programs that are directed at young people who may be in crisis and at risk of homelessness. Our Drum Youth Resource Centre in Campbelltown provides early intervention and post crisis support for young people experiencing homelessness and aims to break the cycle of homelessness. 
UnitingCare CYPF submission

In preparing this submission UnitingCare CYPF would like to express our disappointment with the short amount of time made available to the sector to respond to the draft legislation. Whilst all reasonable effort has been made to gain feedback from many of our service providers and program managers, this effort has been hampered by the incredibly short response period. This submission is therefore not as detailed or as consultative as we would have hoped for, especially as this legislation has serious implications for our service users. 

UnitingCare CYPF also have concerns that existing best practice programs for public housing tenants in arrears have not been explored, nor have the full impact of the proposed legislation on public housing tenants been considered. During our consultation with FaHCSIA (the week before the submission deadline), Department officials were unable to point to the basic analytical work which should underpin the design of informed and effective public policy and were unclear about how the 35 per cent cap would impact on the situations of people on different levels and types of income. It is difficult for any organisation working with public housing tenants to make informed comments on the merits of the Exposure Draft in the absence of this critical information. In particular:
· FaCHSIA staff stated in the consultation that data on the number and circumstances of tenants in the two target groups could not be obtained as it is held by public housing authorities, however this information would seem to be pivotal to both clearly defining the target groups and accurately costing the policy. This information could have been used by FaHCSIA to assess whether the Housing Payment Deduction Scheme would be an appropriate mechanism to address the needs of the target group or whether alternative measures, with a stronger grounding in evidence, were worthy of consideration and consultation. UnitingCare CYPF recommends that this data be obtained from the states and territories and analytical work be completed and published prior to the Bill being debated.

· Of greatest concern to UnitingCare CYPF is the level of income tenants will have available for their other costs if a cap of 35 per cent of the amount of a tenant’s income support or family payment that can be deducted  while ensuring that “income support recipients retain sufficient of their income for their other costs” is implemented. No detail is provided about when the cap level would apply and under what circumstances a lower percentage reduction would be considered. For example, in NSW public housing rental rates are set between 25-30 per cent of household income. However, concessional rates (15 per cent of household income) are available for some components of tenant income including Family Tax Benefit which is one of the Centrelink benefits available for deduction under the Housing Payment Deduction Scheme. The following example points to significant differences in the income remaining after a 35 per cent (cap level) deduction under the Scheme:

A single person with no dependents on the maximum rate of Newstart Allowance ($497 per fortnight) would have only $161.52 per week or $23 per day to meet “all their other costs” following a 35 per cent deduction under the Scheme. By contrast,  a single person with no dependents on the maximum rate of the Age Pension or Disability Support Pension ($733.70 per fortnight) would have , the inadequate but still significantly higher amount of, $238.45 per week or $34 per day to meet “all their other costs” following a 35 per cent deduction under the Scheme. 
It is essential FaHCSIA fully explore existing research and evidence on mechanisms for public tenants in arrears, and the likely impact of the legislation on the varying circumstances and income scales of public housing tenants. UnitingCare CYPF recommends that the Department provide the following detailed information:
· the impact of cap level deductions on different categories of Centrelink   payment recipients;
· the methodology used by FaHCSIA to determine that the amount of income remaining following cap level deductions is “sufficient” for tenants to meet their other costs and why ‘sufficiency’ varies according to payment or benefit type due to the selection of a fixed percentage cap; and
· circumstances in which the cap level deductions will apply and in which the deduction level may be varied.

It is also essential that the Department provide further avenues for real engagement with the sector before this legislation is introduced to Parliament.

Whilst we understand the rationale for a mechanism to recuperate monies owed by public housing tenants in order to prevent evictions and homelessness, UnitingCare CYPF believe that the move to mandatory deductions is extreme and lacks appropriate corresponding legislation concerning the referral of tenants to services and voluntary finance schemes. UnitingCare is concerned that this legislation could be used by State Governments to bypass existing processes that are in place to assist tenants undergoing financial difficulties.

Part of the rationale for introducing this legislation is the “600 public housing tenants” that get evicted each year.
 This is not an insignificant number however the legislation is broad in its application of defining who is in arrears and “at risk of arrears”, with many tens of thousands of current public housing tenants likely to fall under the current definition. The passing of this legislation could unintentionally impose mandatory deductions on a significant cohort of people. 
Given the limited consultation, the available research and evidence and the likely impact of the legislation, UnitingCare CYPF do not support this legislation in its current form. Further details of our key concerns are below.
UnitingCare CYPF key concerns

Legislation removes ability of low-income families to manage their budget appropriately
Any family or individual in Australia existing on social security benefits as their sole income stream will almost certainly be experiencing financial hardship. At 20 March 2013 those surviving on Newstart were receiving $249 per week, a rate significantly below the poverty line that leaves recipients with very little to live on after essential bills have been paid. The reality for the clients of our services is that there is a large differential between the costs of living and the level of welfare received which makes household budgeting extremely difficult. 
Where people do not budget for major bills such as a car, electricity and water, they will often use rent money in order to ensure that these other bills are paid and they still have access to essential utilities, as one Burnside manager commented “robbing Peter to pay Paul”. Other costs that are hard for many households across the income spectrum to budget for such as dentistry, and the breakdown of white goods such as a fridge and washing machine, put significant pressure on family budgets. The ability of households to utilise their discretion in deciding which bills have the most urgency is a vital part of the reality of managing life on welfare.
The inflexibility that a 35% compulsory housing repayment puts on people means that many will lose control over their household finances and increase the potential for financial crisis and stress. Our services have worked with many families and individuals that have utilised same-day money and other “fast-credit” providers in order to access credit to pay bills and purchase items. These services are notorious for the high levels of interest rates charged that can trap people in a cycle of debt. UnitingCare Burnside staff reported instances of clients paying up to a 2000% interest rate on such loans. Removing the ability of households to prioritise debts will increase the likelihood of alternative credit utilisation.
Other indirect consequences of the imposition of the Housing Deduction Payment Scheme raised by Burnside staff included a likely negative impact on families and particularly children. Where parents had limited financial capacity to prioritise payments, our staff felt it was likely that items for children such as clothing, food and furniture would be affected with longer-term impacts for educational, development and health impacts of children.

Whilst income poverty is a primary driver of the financial stress of public housing tenants, causes of poverty and financial distress are complex and multi-dimensional. As the 2008 Commonwealth paper The Road Home – A National Approach to Addressing Homelessness outlines, financial stress can be caused by factors such as domestic violence, unemployment, mental illness, family breakdown and drug and alcohol abuse.
 Legislating arrears payments for public tenants does not address any of these underlying reasons for arrears and so tenants can still be at risk of homelessness.
The best way for underlying reasons of financial stress to be addressed is through referral to appropriate services. The best way for households experiencing financial stress due to low incomes is also to be referred to appropriate services that can provide budgeting advice, access to legal advice where necessary and information about other potential services such as the No Interest Loan Scheme for low income households.
Lack of support for referrals, voluntary programs and targeted services

Although the accompanying fact sheets produced by FaHCSIA states that the Housing Payment Deduction Scheme will be a “last resort”, this is not supported in the legislation.
 Schedule 1, Part 2, Section 5 (1) (a) (ii) merely states that a request for deduction by a public housing lessor can only be made where “the lessor has taken reasonable action to recover the amount from the person”. There is nothing in the legislation requiring a rigorous process of referral or of determination or that this would be considered part of the “reasonable actions” of the public housing lessor to recover rents.
Research has consistently shown that punitive policies such as involuntary income management do not or very rarely affect positive behavioural change. Instead, as stated above, participatory and targeted services that foster independence are key and should be central to any attempts to address the causes of financial stress, rental arrears and homelessness. The Commonwealth paper The Road Home also outlined the critical role of targeted preventative services in reducing homelessness.
 Research has consistently proven that supportive, voluntary programs are most successful at achieving positive outcomes. A FaHCSIA research paper by Homel and Ryan in 2010 found that intrinsic motivation for change will only be activated and maintained where the conditions satisfy basic human needs for relatedness, competence and autonomy, and that this can be fostered through providing opportunities for self-direction and control.
 
The Commonwealth Government currently funds the HOME program that identifies families at risk of becoming homeless and supports them with the provision of case work, financial aid and individual advocacy to their relevant housing body, including Housing NSW. Burnside has run the HOME program in Wyong for 10 years achieving a high level of success at a cost-effective rate. Evaluations of the program found it has reduced the number of families in housing stress by a quarter in addition to the elimination or significant reduction in debt levels for 60% of participating families, and improved the overall circumstances of 79% of participating families.

Currently however, there is a large gap in the provision and availability of services which could benefit public housing tenants at risk from homelessness due to rental arrears. The Road Home committed to providing additional assistance for 2,250 families through programs with strong linkages to Centrelink, using the HOME Advice Program as an example. Since the release of the White Paper, there has not been significant expansion of family homelessness prevention services, with HOME still operating in only eight locations across Australia supporting 500 families, leading to a gap between the identified target in The Road Home and current service delivery capacity of 1,750 families.
Any attempt to legislate the shift of public housing tenants into mandatory deduction schemes needs to first provide a robust and comprehensive framework detailing the process that public housing leasing bodies must follow in making determinations over suitability of tenants for the scheme. This framework must include referral pathways, and participation in proposed schemes should be voluntary. Services that have been identified as successful in tackling root causes of homelessness and financial stress amongst public housing tenants must be adequately funded so that tenants are able to access these services.
Gendered impact of legislation
Public housing rates are calculated on the household income, yet the legislation is aimed at retrieving rent arrears from an individual. In many situations there are people in the household who do not contribute to rent. In our experience this predominantly includes adult children, children under 18 who are working or receiving benefits, people with disabilities and can include partners. In this situation the individual likely subject to the Housing Payment Deduction Scheme is overwhelmingly likely to be female. 
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