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A responsive and robust social security system that acts as a safety net (swiftly and effectively)
and a life raft enabling people to move from crisis to a place where they can thrive;
An accessible and just legal system that provides for and ensures rights and entitlements, and
enables equitable access to social security for all community members;
People to have an understanding of their individual rights, know how to exercise those rights, and
their voice on their social security needs to be heard. 

Economic Justice Australia (EJA) 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 theory of change
Our final goal is an equitable society where everyone can participate at their full potential. We believe
that everyone has an equal right to receive economic support when we hit challenges along life’s
journey. Further, we believe that everyone has the right to participate in the community. 

For this to be achieved, we need:
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Economic Justice Australia’s role
in achieving this goal is to
support member centres to
deliver high quality legal
services. Further, we advocate
for positive change, providing
advice to government on social
security reform, as informed by
the work and experiences of our
members, to strengthen the
effectiveness and integrity of the
social security system.

ABOUT ECONOMIC
JUSTICE AUSTRALIA

An equitable
society where
everyone can
participate at

their full potential

A responsive and robust social
security system that acts as a safety
net and enables people to move from
crisis to a place where they can thrive

An accessible and just legal system

People understand their rights, how to use them
and have a voice

Activities: Support member centres to deliver high quality legal services. 
Advocacy and advice to government on social security reform to

strengthen the effectiveness and integrity of the social security system.



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 appeals 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
the experience and cultures of Australia’s First Nations peoples, and we will work with First
Nations people and community-led 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 these voices are heard
by our own organisations, by government and by the wider society.
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
Economic Justice Australia is committed to the following key values:

1.

2.
3.

4.

5.

6.
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Our member centres
We have a national membership of 22 community organisations that specialise in social security law
and its administration.

Photo: EJA Members Conference 2023 in Hobart



Economic Justice Australia Secretariat
Chief Executive Officer (to 30 June 2023)
Leanne Ho (0.5 FTE)
Deputy Chief Executive Officer (Acting Chief Executive Officer from 1 July 2023)
Kate Allingham (0.7 FTE)
Chief Operating Officer
Tori Edwards (0.8 FTE)
Senior Advisor (Law Reform Director until 13 September 2023)
Linda Forbes (0.6 FTE)
Law Reform Officer
Sarah Sacher (1 FTE)
Law Reform Officer
Amy Schneider (1 FTE)
Policy and Communications Support Officer
Terina Hegarty (0.6 FTE)
Project Officer
Lucia Mai (0.2 FTE)

OUR PEOPLE
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Photo: Terina Hegarty, Amy Schneider, Sarah Sacher, Tori Edwards, Linda Forbes, Kate
Allingham, Lucia Mai, and Leanne Ho
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Photo: Amy Schneider, Sarah Sacher, Mitra Khabaz, Terina Hegarty, Genevieve Bolton, Fiona Hunt, Tori Edwards, Kate
Allingham, Linda Forbes, Leanne Ho, Katherine Boyle, Natalie Ross, Lucia Mai and Olivia Tan at the 2023 Strategic Planning

Day

Economic Justice Australia Board
The Board members during the financial year ending 30 June 2023 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: Abby Cone, Solicitor, Townsville Community Law (resigned 4 April 2023)
Ordinary Board Member: Fiona Hunt, Basic Rights Queensland (commenced 9 May 2023,
resigned 6 July 2023)
Ordinary Board Member: Emma Cvitak, Solicitor, Barwon Community Legal Service 
Ordinary Board Member: Natalie Ross, Principal Solicitor, Welfare Rights Centre
Ordinary Board Member: Rhea Thomas, Solicitor, Welfare Rights and Advocacy Service 
Independent Board Member: Mitra Khabaz, Deputy CEO of HOST International 
Independent Board Member: Irini Shnody, Financial Controller for Telstra



The inclusion of social security in the National Plan to End Violence Against Women and their
Children.

leadership reins in late 2017, Leanne’s impact on Economic Justice Australia has been truly
transformative.  She leaves Economic Justice Australia with a strong brand, wonderful staff team,
unprecedented level of resources, a treasure chest of research and policy work which will continue
to inform our strategic priorities for years to come and an enviable reputation within government
and the broader community as a trusted organisation with deep expertise in social security law and
its administration.

I would also like to thank new staff members, Terina Hegarty, Sarah Sacher, Kate Allingham, Tori
Edwards, and Amy Schneider who worked with Leanne, Lucia Mai, Linda Forbes, and our member
centres to drive significant systemic change during the year. 

Huge thanks to our entire staff team for their excellent work during this reporting period. I would like
to particularly acknowledge Linda Forbes for her outstanding work this year which included working
around the clock to support Economic Justice Australia’s appearance before the Robodebt Royal
Commission.

Some Key Achievements this year included:
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What an extraordinary year it has been!

The year witnessed a historic growth in the
resources available to Economic Justice Australia
through the generous support of the Paul Ramsay
Foundation, the Snow Foundation, Mannifera, and
the Thyne Reid Foundation.  I would like to thank
these philanthropic donors for their trust in
Economic Justice Australia and their shared
commitment to creating an equitable Australian
society where everyone can thrive and reach their
full potential.

I would like to acknowledge Leanne Ho who
resigned as CEO of Economic Justice Australia at
the end of this financial year. Since taking up the

Photo: Genevieve Bolton, Chair, Economic Justice Australia

MESSAGE FROM THE
CHAIR OF THE BOARD
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Changes to the Social Security Guide to better inform assessments and reflect the lived
experience and circumstances of people affected by family and domestic violence.
Leading discussion at the Commonwealth Government’s Jobs and Skills Summit about the need
to reform the social security system to support rather than demonise job seekers and other
social security recipients.
Changes to the Disability Support Pension Impairment Tables which reflected some key
recommendations that Economic Justice Australia had been advocating for over many years.
The Introduction of a Bill into the Commonwealth Parliament to update language about people
with disability which reflected the recommendations made by Economic Justice Australia in its
August 2022 research report, ‘Handicapped – Use of outdated terminology in Social Security law
and policy.
Participation in the Robodebt Royal Commission which publicly acknowledged in its report the
important role that our member centres had played in providing  specialist legal services to
people affected by the Scheme.

After years of advocacy, it was also pleasing to see the Commonwealth Government restore
Parenting Payment until the youngest child turns 14, abolish the ParentsNext program, provide a
pathway for New Zealanders to gain citizenship and access to income support and cease the
practice of using private debt collection agencies to recover social security debts from individuals.

Thank you to all member centres for the high level of engagement with Economic Justice Australia
throughout the year which led to the key policy and systemic changes just highlighted. As always,
thank you to my fellow Board members for providing steady governance and strategic oversight
during a year marked by historic organisational change. Thank you to Abby Cone and Fiona Hunt who
left the Board during the year for the invaluable insights and perspectives they brought to the
Board’s discussions.  Special thanks must go to Kate Beaumont for going above and beyond in her
role as Treasurer of Economic Justice Australia during a year of signficant organisational growth
and rapid expansion.

I look forward to the year ahead and thank Kate Allingham for taking on the role of A/CEO of
Economic Justice Australia from 1 July 2023 and working with Tori to consolidate our organisational
and staffing systems and continue the excellent work towards realising our vision of a fair social
security system in Australia.

Genevieve Bolton, OAM
Chair, Economic Justice Australia
4 November 2023



I acknowledge and thank the outgoing CEO Leanne Ho. Her hard work and strategic flair has left EJA
with unprecedented resources and perfectly positioned to leverage the Royal Commission
recommendations into systemic reform and a fair social security system that restores a safety net.

I believe the public is ready for broad reform and recognises that years of mismanagement, toxic
narrative and thoughtless budget-saving measures caused enormous damage. The Royal
Commission did a lot to diffuse the toxic us versus them rhetoric and humanised the people who rely
on social security payments. It also confirmed fraud in the system is miniscule.

The Federal Government appears willing to implement the Royal Commission’s recommendations and
demonstrated a paradigm shift in the Federal Budget 2023, with the axing of ParentsNext and no new
compliance measures.

Our social security system is complex and broken, and achieving change is always difficult. But right
now - politically, socially and economically - we are in a better position than ever and the EJA team is
ready to seize this opportunity and strongly advocate to mend Australia’s social-security safety net. 

Kate Allingham
Acting CEO, Economic Justice Australia 
29 August 2023
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It’s a real privilege to be the Acting CEO for
Economic Justice Australia. For years this
organisation has punched above its weight with
strong analysis and recommendations that draw on
the expertise, case examples and data of our
member centres to improve the social security
system.

This was recognised in the landmark Royal
Commission Report into Robodebt, where
Commissioner, the Hon. Catherine Holmes,
highlighted the important public interest role our
member centres play in identifying systemic issues. Photo: Kate Allingham, Acting CEO, Economic Justice

Australia

ACTING CHIEF EXECUTIVE
OFFICER’S REPORT



As I reflect on the last year for my final report as Chief Executive Officer of Economic Justice
Australia, it has become clear to me how truly transformative it has been for the organisation. With
rapid growth in the size, profile and influence of the small team at Economic Justice Australia, I am
proud to be leaving an organisation which will only go from strength to strength towards its mission of
an equitable society where everyone can participate at their full potential.

Since I started leading the organisation at the end of 2017, we have been building a body of work with
well-developed policy positions and recommendations based on the evidence of systemic social
security system issues from the casework of our member organisations.

This enabled us to seize the opportunities that arose when there was a change of government. We
provided the policy solutions to the issues the new government were looking to address. We had a seat
at the Jobs Summit, the Ministers’ Roundtables, and the consultations on the new National Plan to End
Violence Against Women and Their Children, and we gave evidence at the Robodebt Royal Commission.
Ministers came to us for advice, they came to our conference, and we have regular meetings with their
advisors and Departments.

We were able to drive significant changes in the two areas of reform that we identified and focused on
as requiring fundamental change to the social system and the way services are delivered – gender
equality and automated decision-making.

Outdated ideas of relationships and gender roles underpin the social security system’s method for
working out entitlement to payments according to whether or not someone is a member of a couple.
Changes to the Guide to Social Security Law which went live on 8 May 2023, should mean that people
experiencing family and domestic violence are less likely to be refused their claim for payment, cut off
payment if they already receive a Centrelink payment, and less likely to have a debt raised against
them as a result of being assessed as a member of a couple. The workshops that the Administrative
Appeals Tribunal have asked us to hold with their members will help to ensure that this policy guidance 
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Photo: Leanne Ho, CEO, at the 2022 Jobs and Skills Summit

CHIEF EXECUTIVE
OFFICER'S REPORT



·Kate Allingham joined as Deputy CEO in May 2023 after over a decade working as a political
advisor and Chief of Staff to an Independent MP with a focus on driving our government
engagement strategy. I am delighted to be able to pass the leadership of the organisation to
someone of Kate’s calibre as Acting CEO. 
·Tori Edwards joined the team in June 2023 as Chief Operating Officer from Justice Connect with
over 7 years leading teams delivering legal services to people experiencing economic and social
disadvantage.
·Sarah Sacher joined the team in January 2023 from the Human Rights Commission, where she
was a Senior Legal Research Officer to the Commission’s President, to lead our Automation in
Social Security project.
·Amy Schneider joined us from Legal Aid NSW in June 2023, where she has worked as a solicitor
in the civil law and human rights teams, to lead our domestic violence advocacy and Remote
Women research.
Terina Hegarty joined us from Basic Rights Queensland in November 2022 and brings her social
work expertise to the role of Policy and Communications Support Officer.

has its intended impact. Next, we need to see these changes cemented in the Social Security Act,
along with other legislative changes we set out in our legislative brief.

Economic Justice Australia and two of its member organisations, Welfare Rights Centre NSW and
Welfare Rights and Advocacy Service WA, appeared before the Robodebt Royal Commission. Their
evidence highlighted how lack of access to advice and representation from under-funded community
legal centres meant that Centrelink was not held to account for its decision-making in many cases.
Economic Justice Australia’s member centres saw the impact of Robodebt on their vulnerable clients
and obstructions to internal review of Robodebts by Centrelink’s Authorised Review Officers, as well
as barriers to external appeal to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal. With notices regarding social
security and family assistance debts continuing to include insufficient information to enable people
to understand or challenge these decisions, the reversal of the onus of proof which was central to
Robodebt, remains an issue that we continue to pursue in our advocacy as we kick off our
Automation in Social Security project.

I would like to personally thank the staff of the Paul Ramsay Foundation, the Snow Foundation,
Mannifera and Thyne Reid Foundation for being such a joy to work with, coming on board as our
major philanthropic donors. Their support is enabling Economic Justice Australia to maximise its
impact during this period of opportunity by adding much needed capacity to the team. It is an
understatement for me to say that I am overjoyed with the talent we have been able to attract to the
team at Economic Justice Australia this year.

Having the depth of experience and expertise with Linda Forbes as Law Reform Officer these past
few years has been a major part of how the organisation was able to make so much impact with just
1.55FTE staff. For the first time since I started in the role, the organisation now has the staffing
resources to build for the future in working towards its mission.
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With these initial but significant steps being
taken in the right direction, I know that
Economic Justice Australia will continue its
impactful work with government and the
community to bring about a fairer social
security and legal system. 

The grounding of Economic Justice
Australia’s policy work in the casework
experience of its members and strategic
oversight provided by its board is what
makes its advocacy so credible and powerful.
I wish the membership, Board and staff every
success as they continue to seize the
opportunities for positive change and will be
doing everything I can to support Economic
Justice Australia from my new position as a
law firm pro bono partner.

Leanne Ho
CEO, Economic Justice Australia 
30 June 2023

This year we celebrated advocacy wins. Social Security is in the National Plan to End Violence
Against Women and Their Children, Social Security Guide changes were made to guide member of a
couple assessment in domestic violence cases, Parenting Payment has been restored until the
youngest child turns 14, ParentsNext is abolished, New Zealanders have a path to income support
access via citizenship, the Government is making all the right noises about accepting the
recommendations of the Robodebt Royal Commission and Minister Shorten has already announced
the end of third-party debt collectors for Centrelink debts.

I would like to thank Ministers Shorten, Rishworth and Dreyfus and their advisors, the staff of the
Department of Social Services, Services Australia, the Attorney General’s Department and the
Administrative Appeals Tribunal for their genuine engagement with Economic Justice Australia in
introducing these welcome reforms and, most importantly, their shift away from negative
stereotypes of welfare recipients. It was so heartening to hear from the Treasurer, Jim Chalmers
when I presented with him at the ACOSS Post-Budget event that he wants to move away from toxic
narrative around social security that led to programs like Robodebt and the punitive ParentsNext.

Photo: Leanne Ho, CEO, presenting the Open Letter to
Government to Prime Minister Anthony Albanese



Inquiry into Social Security (Administration) Amendment (Repeal of Cashless Debit Card and
Other Measures) Bill 2022 (8 August 2022)
Inquiry into the Fair Work Amendment (Paid Family and Domestic Violence Leave) Bill 2022 (19
August 2022)
Select Committee on Workforce Australia Employment Services (11 November 2022)
The Employment White Paper (30 November 2022)
Royal Commission into Robodebt (3 February 2023)
Inquiry into the extent and nature of poverty in Australia (15 February 2023) and gave evidence at
the hearing (27 February 2023)
Select Committee on Workforce Australia Employment Services (28 February 2023)
Select Committee Inquiry into the Cost of Living (21 March 2023)
Social Security (Administration) Amendment (Income Management Reform) Bill 2023 (14 April
2023)
Joint Select Committee into the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Voice Referendum (21 April
2023)
Inquiry into Australia’s Human Rights Framework (30 June 2023)

This year, Economic Justice Australia made submissions, gave evidence or provided feedback in
response to the following:

All of these submissions are published on our website.
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The social security system should be
fair and just and support people who are
disadvantaged or vulnerable.

We take the insights from our member centres’
casework to provide evidence-based advice to
Government. We identify systemic issues in the
social security system affecting the
disadvantaged and vulnerable people assisted by
our legal centres. We make recommendations to
Government on how to address these systemic
issues to make the social security system fair.

Photo: Sarah Sacher, Law Reform Officer, giving
evidence at the Senate Inquiry into the extent and

nature of poverty in Australia

HOW WE MAKE A
DIFFERENCE

https://www.ejaustralia.org.au/category/policy-submission/
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Jobs and Skills Summit 
In September 2022, Economic Justice Australia CEO, Leanne Ho, was invited to give a speech at the
Government’s Jobs and Skills Summit. She used the opportunity to speak about how the overly
complicated and punitive social security system is acting as an impediment to job seekers rather
than supporting them into suitable work opportunities.

Economic Justice Australia’s legal centres see thousands of people each year whose jobseeking          
efforts are frustrated by the social security system.

…The social security system has the potential to transform lives. We assisted a survivor to get
onto parenting payment by having her domestic violence recognised. She used this support to
retrain as a social worker and now helps others in the same position.

A great result, but she needed a lawyer to get it. It shouldn’t be this hard. We need the system to
change.

Watch the full speech at:
https://www.ejaustralia.
org.au/jobs-summit-
2022-speech/

Leanne was joined by
Economic Justice
Australia’s Deputy Chair,
Katherine Boyle, also the
CEO of the Welfare
Rights Centre, at the
Minister’s Employment
Roundtable organised by
DSS. Photo: 2022 Jobs and Skills Summit

Robodebt Royal Commission
In November 2022, Economic Justice Australia Chair, Genevieve Bolton, and two member
organisation representatives, Katherine Boyle, CEO of Welfare Rights Centre NSW and Catherine
Eagle, Principal Solicitor or Welfare Rights and Advocacy Service WA, appeared before the Robodebt
Royal Commission.

Their evidence highlighted the impact of Robodebt on the vulnerable clients of Economic Justice
Australia’s member centres and obstructions to internal review of Robodebts by Centrelink’s
Authorised Review Officers, as well as barriers to external appeal to the Administrative Appeals
Tribunal.

https://www.ejaustralia.org.au/jobs-summit-2022-speech/
https://www.ejaustralia.org.au/jobs-summit-2022-speech/
https://www.ejaustralia.org.au/jobs-summit-2022-speech/
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The case studies provided by our members include Sara, who was a survivor of family and domestic
violence, carer for her mother, and couldn’t work at the time given her physical injuries.

"Our clients were being told to use their credit cards or borrow money to repay their Robodebts.
Sara was so panicked after being told by Centrelink that she had to repay the debt on time that she
felt compelled to borrow money from a payday lender at a high rate of interest. She was as yet
unaware she could get legal help from our centre",

Catherine Eagle, Principal Solicitor of the Welfare Rights and Advocacy Service WA

Most clients with Robodebts were denied the right to review, as our lawyers and their clients were
told by Centrelink that unless they provided pay slips for the alleged debt period, the request for
review would not proceed.

“The Welfare Rights Centre was severely under-resourced to respond to the huge number of
inquiries generated by the introduction of the Robodebt Scheme. As a consequence, many
individuals were not able to access advice about their Robodebt and we were not in a position to
follow up clients whom we had assisted to obtain records of their debt from Centrelink. Lack of
access to advice and representation meant that Centrelink was not held to account for its
decision-making in many cases”,

Katherine Boyle, CEO of the Welfare Rights Centre

Photo: Leanne Ho,
Genevieve Bolton,
Catherine Eagle and
Katherine Boyle at the
Robodebt Royal
Commission
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Economic Justice Australia makes recommendations to government to improve the
social security system to better support people who are disadvantaged or
vulnerable.

Significant law and policy reform has resulted from the recommendations made in Economic Justice
Australia’s research reports and submissions.

Disability Support Pension
Changes to the Disability Support Pension Impairment Tables (Tables) which took effect from April
2023 reflect recommendations made in Economic Justice Australia’s submission to the 2021 Senate
inquiry into the purpose, intent and adequacy of the Disability Support Pension and July 2021
research report Barriers to Disability Support Pension for people with psychiatric impairments.
Economic Justice Australia and its member representatives also participated in the DSS
consultation process and provided detailed input on the wording of the Tables.

While some concerns remain in relation to the new Tables, it is a significant positive step that the
‘fully’ qualifier has been removed regarding the requirement that a condition be “diagnosed” and
“treated” to be assessed under the Tables. The previous qualifier of “fully” created confusion which
prompted illogical requests of people claiming Disability Support Pension, with requests for
“evidence” that a condition had been “fully” diagnosed and “fully” treated when the claimant had
already provided reports attesting categorically to a particular diagnosis. This caused particular
issues for people with psychiatric conditions that could be subject to changing diagnoses and which
could be difficult to treat, let alone stabilise.

Changes to Disability Support Pension rejection letters have also been made in response to
Economic Justice Australia feedback which will provide more information to enable claimants to
understand why their claim has been refused and make it easier to understand if they have
legitimate grounds for appeal.

Economic Justice Australia is continuing to advocate for the abolition of the Program of Support
Requirement and the reintroduction of the Treating Doctor’s Report as part of Disability Support
Pension claim package.

Ultimately, the restoration of Parenting Payment is a model of structural reform that should be
applied across the social security system. A good place to start would be to restore access to
Disability Support Pension for people with a partial capacity to work who have been relegated to the
lower JobSeeker payment and fall through the cracks when they are unable to comply with mutual
obligations.

Outdated language reference to people with a disability
In August 2022, Economic Justice Australia published a paper identifying outdated and arguably
offensive language remaining in the social security law referring to people with a disability as
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“handicapped”. The report quotes the People with Disability Australia Language Guide which
explains:

The choices people make about language have an impact on the way people with disability feel and
are perceived in society. It is important that there is awareness of the meaning behind the words
that are used when talking to, referring to, or working with people with disability. Disrespectful
language can make people with disability feel hurt and excluded, and be a barrier to full
participation in society.

The main purpose of Schedule 2 to this
Bill is to update language relating to
persons with disability to focus on the
person, rather than the disability. The
object of each update is to prevent
negative impacts on the lives of people
with disability resulting from the way
they are referred to in the Family Law
Act 1975, the Social Security Act 1991 and
the Veterans’ Entitlements Act 1986.
The updates give effect to the
recommendations made by Economic
Justice Australia in its August 2022
research report, Handicapped - Use of
outdated terminology in Social Security
law and policy. These updates do not
change the meaning of the provisions.

On 1 June 2023, the Statute Law
Amendment (Prescribed Forms and Other
Updates) Bill 2023 was introduced to
Parliament. The Explanatory Memorandum
explains:

Schedule 2
1.

2.

Photo: cover of 'Handicapped': Use of Outdated Terminology in
Social Security Law and Policy research report

Family and Domestic Violence
On 8 May 2023, significant changes were made to the Guide to Social Security Law (the Guide) In
response to Economic Justice Australia’s research reports How Well Does Australia’s Social Security
System Support Victims of Family and Domestic Violence? (August 2018) and Debts, Duress and Dob-ins
(November 2021), and the 2022 legislative brief we developed to implement some of the reports’ key
recommendations.

The policy in the Guide provides official guidance to social security decision-makers on how to
interpret the social security law. 



The Guide now explicitly provides that the presence of family violence within a relationship may
indicate that two people should not be defined as being a ‘member of a couple’ under section 4 the
Social Security Act. It also provides that decision-makers should consider family and domestic
violence as a special reason to use their discretion to treat someone as not being a member of a
couple under section 24 of the Social Security Act, even when they technically meet the definition
under section 4.

Victims-survivors of family and domestic violence often do not have access or control over their
finances and cannot access their fair share of the resources within their relationship. They are
essentially trapped in abusive relationships because they do not have financial support to leave.

Treating victim-survivors as though they are no longer a member of a couple so they can access the
‘single’ rate of payment, with their rate unaffected by their partner’s income and assets, will give
them the independent source of income they need to leave and rebuild a life in safety.

This change represents a significant paradigm shift towards understanding that the reason that we
look at members of a couple in the social security system is because we expect members of couples
to pool their resources and share them equally.

While the updated Guide will provide greater flexibility to take domestic violence circumstances into
account in Centrelink decision-making, there remains a need for legislative changes to fully address
family and domestic violence concerns. In particular, Economic Justice Australia calls for
amendments to the ‘special circumstances waiver’ provision in section 1237AAD of the Social
Security Act, to protect victim-survivors from being pursued for debt that was caused by an abusive
partner.
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Photo: Leanne Ho, CEO, interview on ABC News Breakfast



Automation in Social Security in the aftermath of Robodebt
In the aftermath of Robodebt, we started work on a major research project looking more broadly at
automation in social security, with Sarah Sacher recruited in January 2023 as our project lead. 
Our project partners, Ed Santow, Director of the UTS Human Technology Institute and Paul Henman,
Director of the UQ Centre of Excellence for Automated Decision-Making in Society are leading the
expert advisory group assembled to guide the conduct and recommendations of the project.
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Photo: Expert Advisory Group Automation Project meeting in May 2023

The project will explore other forms of automated administrative decision-making that are not
receiving the same levels of attention as Robodebt – for example, Workforce Australia’s Targeted
Compliance Framework, which can automatically suspend people’s Jobseeker payments if they do
not meet one of a myriad of mutual obligations.

It will also look into how automation of services, at the most basic level, can deny access to the
system for vulnerable people. One of the most common issues identified in the interviews with
Economic Justice Australia’s member centre lawyers and case workers, is the difficulty people face
simply trying to upload a PDF document or photo of the document through a mobile phone app, when
they don’t have digital literacy, or phone data, or even a phone. 

Insights from our initial research interviews informed the principles for automated decision-making
contained in our submission to the Robodebt Royal Commission in a section on Looking Forward –
What needs to change to avoid another Robodebt, which is informing the Commissioner’s report.



Photo: Leanne Ho and Hon Amanda Rishworth MP, Hon Mark Dreyfus KC, MP with Leanne Ho and Katherine Boyle, cover
of the National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-23

Economic Justice Australia uses effective communications to engage government
and key stakeholders to turn its recommendations into real change.

This year, Economic Justice Australia has harnessed the power of allies and effectively engaged
government to bring about significant reforms.

A central example of the way we have used our communications and networks speaking in one voice
is our August 2022 campaign to push the Government to include social security in the National Plan
to End Violence Against Women and Children and make changes to the law set out in our legislative
brief.

Early indications were that social security would be left out of the National Plan despite consistent
feedback from us and our allied organisations in National Plan consultations that having an
independent source of income was essential to being able to leave a violent relationship.

Around 600 individuals and the leaders of 70 domestic violence and community organisations signed
an open letter which was delivered to the Prime Minister and key Ministers in our meetings with
them. Greens Senator, Janet Rice, and Independent MP Andrew Wilkie also supported the campaign
making speeches in Parliament. The campaign resulted in the inclusion of social security when the
National Plan was released. 

The National Plan now recognises that Australia’s social security system supports victims and
survivors to not only leave a violent relationship, but also to establish a life free from violence.
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We have established strong working
relationships as trusted advisors to Government
Ministers and Departments. In announcing the
Social Security Guide changes to member of a
couple assessment, Minister Rishworth
acknowledged the work of Economic Justice
Australia in her media release and engaged with
us on social media.

Minister Shorten spoke about the work of our
Chair, Genevieve Bolton, Deputy Chair,
Katherine and Principal Solicitor of our member
centre, the Welfare Rights and Advocacy
Service, Catherine Eagle in Question Time
referring to them as respected welfare
advocates who tirelessly represented Robodebt
victims in underfunded community legal
centres.
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Photo: Facebook post by Hon Amanda Rishworth MP
about changes to the Social Security Guide

We continue to attend biannual meetings with DSS and Services Australia to progress the reform
agenda that we and our members have identified as the most pressing systemic issues arising from
our members’ case work.

Photo: Hon Bill Shorten MP mentioning EJA members’ evidence at the Robodebt Royal Commission during
Question Time on 16 February 2023



Leanne Ho was featured on Q+A with a question for the panel on 'The Choice: Violence or Poverty
Leanne Ho was a panellist on 'The Choice: Violence or Poverty' at UTS Business School
Leanne Ho was a speaker at the Australian National University 2022 Conference on Women’s
Safety and Financial Security
Leanne Ho was a speaker at the NEXUS 2022 Australia Summit Program session on 'An Economy
that Works for Everyone'
Leanne Ho appeared on ABC's The Drum on Violence or Poverty
Leanne Ho appeared on ABC News Breakfast on the changes in the Guide to Social Security Law
Leanne Ho and Sarah Sacher were speakers at the National Access to Justice and Pro Bono
Conference 2023
EJA was featured on radio shows including ABC Radio National, ABC Rad2SER's The Wire, 4BC
Brisbane, Community Heart Media Radio Show, and 3CR Community Radio's Done By Law
EJA was quoted in articles in The Guardian, ABC News, The West, The Saturday Paper, The
Australian and the Canberra Times on issues including:

social security reform in the National Plan to End Violence against Women and their Children
social security reform following the 2022 Jobs and Skills Summit
the Robodebt Royal Commission, and
Centrelink payments being cut off for refugees on Safe Haven Enterprise Visas.

Economic Justice Australia builds awareness that a fair social security system
benefit society as a whole.

Media and speaking appearances 2022-23

Popular social media posts by or featuring EJA in 2022-23
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Our membership is strong and engaged.

Conferences
Economic Justice Australia held two virtual conference days in 2022, the Annual Conference on
Tuesday 30 August at which Ministers Shorten and Rishworth provided an address to delegates, and
a members only day in October. The theme for the conference was ‘System Integrity for Economic
Security’ drawing on our two main advocacy focus areas of automated system integrity in the
aftermath of Robodebt and women’s economic safety. 

In March 2023, we held an in-person conference in Nipaluna Hobart, following the Community Legal
Centres Australia conference which gave our members an opportunity to see each other and re-
establish relationships after the years of remote communication. Guest speakers from the
Administrative Appeals Tribunal, including DP Karen Synon, and a New Zealand social security
system expert, Ben Hoffman, presented and led thought-provoking discussions with our members.
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Photo: EJA Members Conference 2023 in Hobart

In parallel, our members facilitated a
masterclass for Community Legal Centres
Australia delegates on social security law
basics. Solicitors, Sam Tracy from Basic
Rights Queensland, Laura Jordan and
Veronica Williams from Social Security Rights
Victoria and Emily Singh from Monash Law
Clinics delivered a practical and engaging
session to upskill lawyers from generalist
community legal centres to assist people with
social security law issues and know when to
refer matters to a specialist Economic
Justice Australia centre.

Photo: Social Security Law Masterclass at the the Community
Legal Centres Australia Conference in March 2023



Photo: Leanne Ho, Kate Allingham, Katherine Boyle, Linda Forbes, Sarah Sacher, Amy Schneider, Hon Bill Shorten MP
and Laura Jordan at a biannual meeting in June 2023

Biannual delegations
Twice a year, Economic Justice Australia
sends a delegation of its staff and
representatives from member centres to
Canberra to meet senior leaders from the
Department of Social Services and Services
Australia. These extended meetings are on top
of regular contact with these organisations
and present an excellent opportunity to
achieve reform. Participation of member
centre representatives in biannual meetings is
vital to bringing the stories and insights from
frontline casework to government policy
makers. This year, solicitors Ian Turton from
Illawarra Legal Centre, Abby Cone from
Townsville Community Law (also an Economic
Justice Australia board member) brought their
perspectives from regional centres. Laura
Jordan, Principal Solicitor of Social Security
Rights Victoria presented research on social
security issues arising from disasters. 
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Photo: Linda Forbes, Ian Turton, Terina Hegarty, Leanne Ho
and Abby Cone at a biannual meeting in December 2022 



THANKS TO OUR
PARTNERS
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Economic Justice Australia is sustainable.

Economic Justice Australia’s core funding is from a Department of Social Services grant agreement.
We appreciate the Department’s ongoing support and engagement. 

Our growth beyond this core government funding would not have happened without the generous
assistance of Wendy Brooks Consultants whose strategic funding advice has helped us to attract
philanthropic funding.

Our huge thanks to Paul Ramsay Foundation, Snow Foundation, Mannifera, Thyne Reid Foundation,
Australian Communities Foundation, Shepherd Family Foundation and Kapscalu Regenerative Fund and
all our donors for their generous and impactful support.

Volunteer and internship program 
UTS Brennan Award volunteer and communications/law student, Lucia Mai, resumed volunteering with
Economic Justice Australia this year before taking on employment as a project officer to organise and
run the Economic Justice Australia national conference 2022. 

Lucia has managed the transition of Economic Justice Australia’s contact data to a CRM database
which has been critical to the ability of the organisation to harness supporters and run its conferences
and campaigns. Thanks to Lucia and UTS Soul Award IT student volunteer Joseph Phan, for their work
populating our CRM with functional data.



Pro bono partners
The generous pro bono contributions of law firms this year continued to provide a significant boost
to Economic Justice Australia’s capacity to deliver the high volume and quality of expert law reform
and policy advice. 

HWL Ebsworth and Wotton + Kearney each provided a graduate lawyer secondee for 3 months to
Economic Justice Australia to assist with scoping our major research projects, Automation in Social
Security and Women in Regional Remote Australia, providing initial interviews and themes upon
which our Law Reform Leads could build their project plans.

Wotton + Kearney provided teams of pro bono lawyers and paralegals to assist with other advocacy
projects, including international comparative research into the way couples are assessed in the
social security systems of other jurisdictions which contributed to the success of our advocacy to
change the Guide on member of a couple assessment.

Hall & Wilcox’s research and writing of our Handicapped research report has resulted in the
introduction of a bill implementing the report’s recommended changes anticipated to pass. 

E C O N O M I C  J U S T I C E  A U S T R A L I A  |  2 0 2 2 / 2 3  A N N U A L  R E P O R T 2 7



The following case studies have been selected from those published in Rights Review to highlight
areas of Economic Justice Australia’s advocacy work. All names have been changed to protect
privacy.

DSP ‘program of support’ requirement blocking access to DSP
When he contacted our member centre, Michael had been in receipt of Newstart/JobSeeker Payment
for five years. Prior to this he was primary carer for his mother who was terminally ill. Michael suffered
from multiple health problems. When he applied for the DSP his conditions were assigned 35 points
under four separate impairment Tables. Michael also suffered from other conditions which were not
assigned an impairment rating because they had not been fully diagnosed and treated. His application
for DSP was rejected because none of his conditions was assigned a 20 point rating under a single
Table and he had not fulfilled the Program of Support requirement. A review of Michael’s medical
evidence was undertaken by his GP, with assistance from our member centre. On the evidence it
appeared that the initial assessment per the Tables was correct given that Michael had three moderate
impairments and one mild.  

Michael was engaged with a Disability Employment Service job network provider for the entire period in
which he was in receipt of Newstart/JobSeeker payments, and was granted ongoing exemptions from
mutual obligations because of his chronic health problems. This was reasonable because the medical
evidence made it clear that Michael was unable to work. However, it also served as a barrier to Michael
ever being granted DSP. 

Michael obtained a referral to another Disability Employment Services provider. The new provider was
supportive of his application for the DSP. At the member centre’s suggestion, the new provider
organised for Michael to be exited from the Program of Support after he had been engaged as a
participant in it for a month. Michael was fortunate that his provider facilitated his exit from the
Program of Support. Michael now receives DSP. If his caseworker had not been cooperative he would
have been stuck in a program which could not be of benefit to him, and unable to access DSP because
of his inability to engage in the Program of Support.  

Economic Justice Australia is pleased that recent changes to the DSP impairment tables will make
assessments more fair but the problematic ‘program of support’ requirement remains in place.
Removal of this anomalous requirement is high on our ongoing DSP reform agenda for the coming
year. 
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Unjust debts for survivor of domestic violence
Sarah had separated from her ex-husband in February 2017. She suffered from severe anxiety and
depression due to the domestic violence, with a number of police reports made about her ex-husband’s
domestic violence. Before the separation, Sarah and her ex-husband sold an investment property.
However, Sarah had no access to the money and their bank account was in her ex-husband’s name and
he had changed the logon details for the account after the sale.  

Sarah was unemployed. She had a 17-year-old daughter living with her who was sitting her HSC, and a
10-year-old son. Her daughter also needed to see counsellor and had been prescribed anti-depressants.
They lived in a garage and Sarah had to borrow money from her mother who was relying on the Age
Pension.   

Sarah contacted the EJA member centre after she received a Family Tax Benefit debt of $19,000, plus a
School Kids Bonus debt of $1,200 and Child Care Benefit debt of $200, which she incurred after her ex-
husband submitted his tax return, which included the sale of the property. 

The member centre obtained and reviewed documents under Freedom of Information from Centrelink
regarding her debt, collected evidence of her circumstances and appealed to the Authorised Review
Officer. The member centre submitted that the debt should be waived due to Sarah’s special
circumstances – i.e., that she is a victim of domestic violence, and the debt arose as part of her ex-
husband’s financial abuse. Sarah’s review was successful; the three debts were waived in full. The
member centre also referred Sarah to get further advice from the Child Support Service at Legal Aid. 

Waiver of unjust debts accrued by a survivor of domestic violence is a great result but these debts
should not have been raised on the first place. Economic Australia is continuing to advocate for
legislative and policy reform to ensure victim-survivors are not saddled with debts caused by
abusers. 

Entrenched cycle of poverty
Anne’s JobSeeker Payment was automatically suspended because she was ill and unable to attend a job
interview. She called up her employment services provider to explain, but they refused to lift her
suspension or accept her medical certificate for non-attendance. Anne advised that she desperately
needed to have her suspension lifted as it was the end of her payment fortnight and she had no money
left for food or other essentials, so she decided to go by train to her employment service’s office to sort
it out. She didn’t have any money to top up her public transport card, but was desperate so decided to
catch the train anyway. Anne was apprehended at the train station and issued with a fine for over $400.
Upon arrival at the employment service they initially refused to see her, and told her to come back the
next day. Anne knew that if she left, she risked getting another fine and she wouldn’t be able to buy any
food until her payments were reinstated.

With the help of one of our member centre’s lawyers Anne’s suspension was lifted that afternoon.
However, the money was not credited to her account in time for her to add credit to her public 

E C O N O M I C  J U S T I C E  A U S T R A L I A  |  2 0 2 2 / 2 3  A N N U A L  R E P O R T 2 9



transport card, and she received a further $200 fine on the way home. Anne now had a $600 debt, with
no savings to draw from, so she decided to cut back from 2 meals a day to just 1 meal a day for the next
few months in order to pay it off. 

Economic Justice Australia is advocating for reform of the mutual obligations policy framework –
including policy changes to prevent arbitrary suspension of vulnerable jobseekers’ payments, and to
enhance appeal rights. 

Failures of automated decision-making beyond Robodebt
Jenny is a single parent of three children who had experienced domestic violence before and after
separating from her husband. Following her separation, she began receiving the Family Tax Benefit
(FTB) and Parenting Payment. Two FTB debts were raised against her amounting to almost $20,000.
The debts resulted from an assumed increase in her child support assessment that she had been
deemed to receive by an automated decision. However, Jenny had never received this increase as her
ex-husband was erratic in his child support payments. His volatility made it difficult for her to pursue
him for arrears.

Jenny approached the Welfare Rights Centre in Sydney after she had been unsuccessful in her appeal
to the Social Security and Child Support Division of the Administrative Appeals Tribunal (AAT) to have
her debts waived, and she had appealed to the General Division of the AAT. We advised Jenny to
approach a Centrelink social worker to discuss the possibility of being retrospectively granted a partial
exemption from the requirement to collect child support from her ex-husband, which would have the
effect of reducing her debt. Unfortunately, the social worker was unaware of the ability of Centrelink to
grant such exemptions retrospectively and declined to assist her. We then agreed to represent Jenny in
her AAT appeal. Following correspondence and negotiations with the legal representative for
Centrelink, Jenny was granted a partial retrospective exemption from the maintenance action test, and
her debt was reduced from $20,000 to approximately $2000.

Robodebt represented the most egregious form of automated social security decision-making but
automation can take many forms. Economic Justice Australia’s ongoing automated decision-making
project is identifying where automation of Centrelink decision-making can undermine the integrity
of the social security system.
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TREASURER'S
REPORT
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It pleases me to present the 2022-2023 audited Financial Report for Economic Justice Australia Inc.
(EJA).  Rucker Audit and Assurance Pty Ltd conducted our financial audit and has issued an unmodified
opinion.

The last year has seen EJA achieve an increased surplus in terms of income and expenditure in the
amount of $96,764.  The Secretariat funding from the Department of Social Services (DSS) which
increased to $271,109 in the latest year was fully expended. Apart from core Secretariat funding in
2022-2023, EJA secured philanthropic funding of $378,426 from Paul Ramsay Foundation, Snow
Foundation and Thyne Reid Foundation to undertake project work. A portion of funding provided by
Paul Ramsay Foundation and Snow Foundation was unexpended in 2022-2023 and those funds have
been carried into 2023-2024 and committed to the completion of the projects being undertaken. The
bulk of the surplus came from increased income received through charitable donations and
conference registrations received during the year. 

In terms of the balance sheet the current assets of the association as at 30 June 2023 was $743,745
including cash at bank of $734,043 and prepayments/refunds and security deposit (bond) of $9,702.  
The total liabilities for the association as at 30 June 2023 was $593,193 which included trade and other
payables, unexpended grants, grants received in advance and current and non-current employee
provisions. The net assets of the association are $175,862. EJA continues to be able to pay all its
liabilities when they fall due.

I would like to again acknowledge the work of Janine Lindsay who has been the Bookkeeper for EJA
over the past 12 months.

Kate Beaumont
Treasurer, Economic Justice Australia 
2 November 2023
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