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Supporting member centres to deliver high quality legal services for people interacting
with the social security system to ensure they can navigate the system and have access
to their entitlements; and
Driving changes to social security law, policy and administration to improve outcomes
for people experiencing disadvantage.

Strengthens the effectiveness and integrity of our social security system;
Educates the community; and
Improves people’s lives by reducing poverty and inequality.

Economic Justice Australia (EJA, formerly National Social Security Rights Network) is the
peak organisation for community legal centres that provide specialist legal services for
people about their social security issues and rights.

Our vision is a fair social security system in Australia.

Our purpose

We work to achieve a fair social security system in Australia by:

EJA provides expert advice to government on social security reform to make it more
effective and accessible. Our recommendations are informed by our members' decades of
frontline experience.
 
Our law and policy reform work:
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the right of all people in need to an adequate level of income support which is protected
by law;
the right of people to be treated with respect and dignity by Centrelink and those
administering the Social Security and Family Assistance system;
the right to accessible information about Social Security and Family Assistance rights
and entitlements, obligations and responsibilities;
the right to receive prompt and appropriate service and Social Security and Family
Assistance payments without delay; 
the right to a free, independent, informal, efficient and fair appeal system;
the right to an independent complaints system;
the right to independent specialist legal advice and representation; and
the right to natural justice and procedural fairness.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are the traditional owners of the land. We
respect Indigenous experience and cultures and will work with Indigenous people and
organisations to overcome the systemic disadvantage faced by Indigenous people.
We recognise the inherent dignity, and equal and inalienable rights of all human beings.
We respect and value diversity and promote the need for a compassionate, fair and
inclusive Australia.
We value the voices of the people we serve and will work to ensure that they are heard in
our own organisations and by the wider society and government.
We represent the interests of disadvantaged people in Australia and fearlessly promote
and defend those interests through evidence-based, non-party political advocacy.
We act with honesty, openness, integrity and impartiality.

Our principles

Our work recognises the  right to social security contained in article 9 of the  International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) to which Australia is a party.

A fair Australian social security system is based on:

Our key values

EJA is committed to the following key values:

1.

2.
3.

4.

5.

6.
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Our member centres
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EJA Secretariat

Executive Officer: Leanne Ho

Law Reform, Policy and Communications Officer: Jairaj Manoharachandran (August 2019 to
March 2020); Linda Forbes (since April 2020)

Project officers: Sally Cameron, Anastasia Radievska and Joni Gear

EJA Board

The Board members during the financial year ended 30 June 2020 were:

Chairperson: Genevieve Bolton OAM, Executive Director/Principal Solicitor, Canberra
Community Law
Vice Chairperson: Katherine Boyle, Executive Director, Welfare Rights Centre
Treasurer:  Kate Beaumont, Executive Officer, Welfare Rights and Advocacy Service 
Secretary: Michael Murray, Solicitor, Townsville Community Law
Ordinary Board Member: Tamara Spence, Team Leader, Darwin Community Legal Service
(resigned on 17 June 2020)
Ordinary Board Member:  Gillian Wilks, Director, Social Security Rights Victoria Inc
Ordinary Board Member:  Emma Cvitak, Solicitor, Barwon Community Legal Service
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EJA Chairperson's Report

In its 30th year of operation, the work of EJA is
more critical than ever as the devastating
economic impacts of the bush fires and COVID-
19 continue to be felt across the Australian
community. It has been a sobering reminder
that anyone can end up requiring income
support and the importance of ensuring an
adequate standard of living for everyone.
COVID-19 has highlighted the need to ensure
equitable access to independent social security
legal assistance in urban, regional, rural and
remote areas of Australia. 
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MESSAGE FROM
THE CHAIR OF
THE BOARD

The long queues lining up outside Centrelink offices have been heart breaking to watch as
people struggle to navigate a complex system often for the first time. Whilst there continues
to be great uncertainty about how the pandemic will unfold it is clear that the economic
consequences will be long felt. The introduction of specific income support measures to
respond to COVID-19 was welcomed. The challenge for the Australian Government in the years
ahead will be to deliver an income support program which provides a stronger and more
inclusive safety net underpinned by a system that is responsive to individual needs, treats
people with dignity – and is sufficiently resourced to provide adequate levels of income
support beyond the COVID-19 pandemic. At the same time, if we are to live in an inclusive
community that respects and realises everyone’s rights, the Australian Government must also
prioritise evidence-based reforms to program delivery to prevent poor and even unlawful
administrative practices, such as the ‘robodebt’ program.



I would like to pay tribute to and thank the small but highly effective EJA Secretariat Team –
Leanne Ho, Linda Forbes, Sally Cameron and Anastasia Radievska who have worked tirelessly
with EJA member centres during this difficult time to provide accessible and timely
information to the community in a rapidly changing income support environment. Informed
by the frontline client experience of member centres, EJA has continued to provide expert
policy advice to Government highlighting gaps and areas for improvement. I would also like
to acknowledge and thank EJA’s volunteers, student interns and pro bono partners for their
assistance and support during what has been a very difficult year for everyone.  Thanks also
to Jairaj Manoharachandran and Joni Gear for their excellent work with EJA during the first
part of the year. 

In June this year, Tamara Spence stood down from the Board following her resignation from
Darwin Community Legal Service.  Thank you Tamara for the energy and wisdom you brought
to the Board’s deliberations and to all other Board members for your hard work and
commitment to EJA over the last 12 months.

It has been a privilege and honour to lead EJA this year. Reaching 30 years for an
organisation which received no government funding until about 5 years ago is an amazing
achievement and could not have come about without the commitment and tireless work of
our Member Centres. Thank you to everyone who has contributed to making EJA a strong and
successful organisation.   I would like to particularly acknowledge the leadership of my
predecessors, Michael Raper, Kate Beaumont and Maree O’Halloran.

We are very fortunate that Kate has remained on the Board and is currently EJA’s Treasurer.
The very sound financial position that EJA enjoys is a testament to Kate’s hard work. 

EJA is very well placed as it embarks on the next decade of its existence. This year has seen
the adoption of a new Strategic Plan, and Communications Strategy along with a new name,
website and social media presence.  Thank you to Leanne and the Secretariat team for their
vision and the excellent work done to achieve these important milestones during the year.

Genevieve Bolton, OAM

Chair, Economic Justice Australia

August 2020
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We planned for March 2020 to be the ‘soft’ launch of our organisation’s new name, along with a
new website and social media presence. We had no idea at the time we were planning this
launch, that it would coincide with a pandemic and the need to engage in a massive public legal
education campaign. We have used our new profile and communications channels to keep
people informed and up to date with the rapid changes to social security in response to the
impact of the pandemic.

During these difficult times we have provided high quality and timely information to many
individuals and organisations regarding social security entitlements through our factsheets and
social media posts on Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn. Our new factsheets include those on
Centrelink bushfire support, COVID-19 and Centrelink, Claiming Centrelink during COVID-19,
Disability Support Pension and COVID-19, COVID-19 and Scams. We have updated existing
factsheets as required, for example in response to the significant developments on ‘robodebts’.
We have also used social media to amplify the messages we have sent directly to Government
Ministers and Departments about unmet needs and systemic issues identified by our members
through their casework.

It is difficult to overstate how
significant the past 12 months has been
for the work of EJA and its member
centres, with the catastrophic bushfires
over summer now eclipsed by the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. EJA
has been focused on ensuring that
nobody who needs income support is
left without it, and informing the
community about how to access the
income support which is available.
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EJA commended the Government for the package of coronavirus income support measures it
introduced - including the Coronavirus Supplement which effectively doubled the previous
rate of Newstart Allowance for recipients of the new JobSeeker Payment, and the one-off
Economic Support Payments of $750 to certain social security payment recipients. Other
positive COVID-19 measures included: temporary suspension of various waiting periods,
including the Newly Arrived Residents Waiting Period; relaxation of mutual obligations; and a
pause on debt recovery. 

However, there remain various vulnerable groups who have not been included in any of the
economic support measures, including long-stay temporary visa holders such as Bridging
Visa holders, international students and New Zealanders. There are also complexities in the
social security system which make it difficult for people to navigate claim and appeal
procedures, especially people who have never dealt with Centrelink before. We continue to
engage with government, including writing to the Prime Minister and Minister Ruston, on the
priority issues for improving access to income support.

Crucially we have stepped up our call for the need to ‘Raise the Rate for good’. With the
Coronavirus Supplement set to end in September/October 2020, unless legislation is
introduced to provide an ongoing increase to the rate of JobSeeker Payment, the maximum
rate of payment to JobSeeker Payment recipients will then drop by 50 percent, back to the
pre-COVID Newstart Allowance rate – to approximately $40 per day.

The effective doubling of JobSeeker Payment was in recognition that the existing rate of the
Newstart Allowance was too low, providing further evidence of the need for a permanent
increase. Prior to the introduction of the Coronavirus Supplement, the Newstart Allowance
rate had not materially increased since 1994. EJA members see first-hand the impact of the
low rate of payment on the lives of many people in our community. It is impossible to budget
household expenses on the ‘normal’ rate of $550 per fortnight. After housing costs,
households whose main income was Newstart Allowance were $124 a week below the poverty
line. EJA has long advocated for the level of income support provided in Australia to be
consistent with the right to social security and provide an adequate standard of living, in
compliance with Australia’s obligations under Articles 9 and 11 of the International Covenant
on Social, Economic and Cultural Rights.

EJA’s view that there is no legal basis for ‘robodebts’, with member centres successfully
running appeals to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal on this basis, was finally confirmed
by the Federal Court following a test case run by Victoria Legal Aid. EJA is particularly
relieved that this vindication has been achieved for the clients of member centres who have 
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faithfully reported their income to Centrelink, but were forced to go through a stressful
process that made them feel like they had done something wrong. Following the
Government’s announcement that any debts recovered will be refunded in full, EJA will
monitor any future attempts to recover the same debts through a different process. The
lessons from ‘robodebt’ need to be applied to avoid similar problems with any future rollout
of automated debt recovery and service delivery.

EJA’s major research project on the impact of penalties on participants in the Community
Development Program (CDP), the remote work for the dole program which mostly involves
First Nations people, coincided with the suspension of the CDP in light of the pandemic. This
report centres on interviews with CDP participants who reveal the harm caused by non-
payment penalty periods to their health and well-being and the negative impact on their
families and communities. These stories remain compelling evidence of why the CDP should
not resume in its current form.

EJA’s other major research report on homelessness, Homeward Bound, was completed in
partnership with Canberra Community Law at the end of 2019. This report has become a
major source of case material and recommendations for our submission to the House of
Representatives Standing Committee on Social Policy and Legal Affairs Inquiry into
homelessness in Australia. Both the report and submission suggest urgent reforms to
address legislative and policy issues that can expose people among vulnerable cohorts to
destitution. With the pandemic fuelling the risk of homelessness across Australia,
implementation of these recommendations is crucial.
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Pre-Budget 2020 Submission to Treasury

To Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs Committee Inquiries into:
The impact of changes to service delivery models on the administration and running
of Government programs (August 2019)
Centrelink’s compliance program (evidence given to Senate Committee hearing on
Centrelink’s compliance program, 3 October 2019)
Adequacy of Newstart and related payments and alternative mechanisms to
determine the level of income support payments in Australia (January 2020)

In response to the (re)introduction of the Social Services Legislation Amendment (Drug
Testing Trial) Bill 2019 (September 2019)
To Senate Standing Committee on Community Affairs on Cashless Welfare Card (October
2019)·
To Victorian Legislative Assembly Economy and Infrastructure Committee Inquiry into
sustainable employment for disadvantaged jobseekers with evidence given to committee
(November 2019)

A full list of all our submissions is below.

Submissions made
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In relation to Simplifying Income Reporting Bill (evidence given at Senate Committee
hearing, 17 February 2020)
In response to DSS evaluation of the revised Disability Support Pension assessment
process (May 2020)
To Select Senate Committee on COVID-19 (May 2020)
To Parliamentary Joint Committee on Human Rights (June 2020)
To the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Social Policy and Legal Affairs
Inquiry into homelessness in Australia (deadline brought forward, submitted on 26 June)
In response to UN Human Rights Council questionnaire on the impact of COVID-19 on
human rights (June 2020)
To House of Representatives Inquiry into Homelessness (26 June 2020)

All of these submissions are published on our website (ejaustralia.org.au).

I would like to take this opportunity to thank the staff and Board of the EJA for their support,
and particularly the members for their contributions to our policy work, without whom the
expert advice provided by the EJA would not exist.

Leanne Ho

Executive Officer

August 2020
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Volunteer and internship program 

The transformation of our organisation to become Economic Justice Australia was only possible
with the generous and significant support we received through volunteer contributions of UTS
staff and students. 

A team of visual design students from UTS Shopfront, Sophie Baker, Ruby Belnick, Alex, Alex.W
and Taylor, helped us to choose a new name and skillfully consulted us on the development of a
new brand that took into account our need to communicate with very different audiences.

UTS Law Faculty’s Digital Specialist, Annette Loudon, built our new EJA website taking 2 weeks
volunteer leave to enable her to make this contribution to the community.

UTS Brennan Award volunteers and communications/law students, Lucia Mai and Jarin Hossain,
took our public education campaign to a whole new level with their creation of eye-catching
material for social media posts. They were joined by other fantastic volunteers, Alex Sheard and
Ella Stevens, who decided to spend their COVID-19 lockdown time making a positive difference.
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Pro bono partners

EJA’s capacity to deliver a high volume and quality of expert law reform and policy advice has
continued to be increased by generous pro bono contributions from law firms. 

DLA Piper provided Pro Bono Associate, Laura Elliot, on secondment to EJA for 3.5 hours a
day over several months as part of its COVID-19 pro bono response. Laura’s excellent skills as
a lawyer, researcher and communicator meant she could operate independently like another
member of staff.

Hall & Wilcox provided high quality legal research and design assistance to assist the
conduct and publication of our research report on the CDP.

King & Wood Mallesons has also assisted us with various legal research and writing tasks,
provided us with a stunning venue for our Brisbane conference, and recently donated boxes
of masks to our member centres working directly with clients. 

Wotton + Kearney also provided a paralegal secondment half a day a week, assisted us with a
conference venue, updated our Human Rights Advocacy Tool, and provided an initial draft for
our homelessness submission.

Volunteers from Basic Rights Queensland, Kelly Brown and Alida Very, supported the
successful running of our conference in Brisbane in 2019.
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The following case studies provide a snapshot of the diverse and impactful work our member
centres have undertaken this year. All names have been changed to protect our clients’ privacy.
 
Temporary visa holder lost job, now receiving Special Benefit and Rent Assistance

Julie is on a bridging visa after having left her Australian partner due to family violence. She has
an Australian citizen child. She is not eligible for any benefits due to being on a bridging visa.
She has been working to support herself and her child but has lost her job due to COVID-19. Julie
and her child are boarding in a share home and share one bedroom. Julie’s visa status means
she is not eligible for Jobseeker or JobKeeper. She could not get through to Centrelink and
could not wait in the lines with her toddler. Our member centre advised her that her citizen child
is eligible for Special Benefit and informed her about the application requirements, as she could
not get through to Centrelink. Our member centre sent the application form and required
documentation to Centrelink for her and liaised with Centrelink to arrange a face to face
appointment at her local office and allowed her to skip the queues so she didn’t have to wait in
the long line with her toddler. Centrelink printed out the completed forms and she is now
receiving Special Benefit and Rent Assistance to allow her and her child to remain housed and
safe.

Domestic violence victim receives payment without going to Centrelink office

Mary is on a bridging visa having escaped DV from her partner. She has two children who are
Australian citizens. One child has cerebral palsy and respiratory conditions making her high risk
for COVID19. Mary herself is not eligible for any payments, but her two children receive Special
Benefit because they are Australian citizens. Mary received notice that she had to attend a
Special Benefit review of eligibility, which occur in person at a Centrelink office. She could She
could not attend because she is single and could not leave her children nor bring her children to
wait in the Centrelink line due to the daughter’s health conditions. She could not get through to 
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Centrelink. Our member centre assisted Mary to contact Centrelink to seek an exemption
from the review. Despite being told the Special Benefit team would contact her by phone, the
next payment for one of her daughters was reduced from around $300 to under $100. Our
member centre assisted by contacting Centrelink who did an urgent review of the situation
and our client then received the payments her daughter was entitled to without having to
attend the office.

DSP granted to Aboriginal man with Foetal Alcohol Syndrome

Koen is a 25 year old Aboriginal man. He has been homeless since he was 17, couch surfing
with family and living on and off in shelters. He did not complete high school due to
behavioural issues that made the schooling environment difficult for him, being constantly
excluded from class for being disruptive. His behavioural issues were not subject to testing
or diagnosis and after leaving high school he held one job for about 3 weeks as a cleaner. Our
member centre noted that Koen had obvious difficulties following advice and understanding
their advice. His GP told our member centre that Koen suffered from Foetal Alcohol
Syndrome and could only work under sheltered conditions. Koen was on Youth Allowance and
then Newstart Allowance for a number of years. Throughout this period his payments were
repeatedly cancelled due to his failure to meet his activity requirements. He was required to
meet the full activity load of applying for 20 jobs each week. When he attended his job active
provider he was pointed towards computers to apply for work. He says that he didn’t know
what the jobs were that he applied for. When he tried to speak with the employment provider
he was ignored or pointed back towards the computer. Through advocacy from our member
centre’s social worker Koen’s IQ was tested by the Centrelink occupational psychologist who
upon reviewing the results immediately recommended Koen for DSP.
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The last year has seen Economic Justice Australia Inc. (EJA) achieve an increased surplus in
terms of income and expenditure in the amount of $30,349.  The Secretariat funding which was
the second year of the new contract with the Department of Social Services (DSS) was fully
expended in 2019-2020. The bulk of the surplus came because of COVID-19 payments for the ATO
Cash Flow Boost in the amount of $23,908. This included both the Cash Flow Boost 1 and Cash
Flow Boost 2, the latter of which will be received in the next financial year. The remaining
surplus is from EJA Conference Registrations and Member Levies. 

In terms of the balance sheet the current assets of the association as at 30 June 2020 was
$93,219 including cash at bank of $70,194 and trade debtors, prepayments/refunds, accounts
receivable - ATO and security deposit (bond) of $23,025.  The total liabilities for the association
as at 30 June 2020 was $34,917 which included trade and other payables and employee current
and non current provisions. The net assets of the association are $62,156. The EJA continues to
be able to pay all of its liabilities when they fall due.

I would like to acknowledge the work of Christine Graham for her continued work as the
Bookkeeper for the EJA for a further year. 
 

Kate Beaumont
Treasurer

TREASURER'S
REPORT
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