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Part One: 

INTRODUCTION  

On 21 June 2018, the Senate referred the Social Services Legislation Amendment (Cashless Debit 

Card Trial Expansion) Bill 2018 to the Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee for inquiry 

and report.  

The Bill seeks to expand the cashless debit card arrangements to a further trial site, the Bundaberg 

and Hervey Bay area, to run until 30 June 2020, specifies the class of trial participants for the area 

(Newstart, Youth Allowance (Jobseeker), and Parenting Payment recipients aged until 36 years), and 

increases the total number of trial participants overall to 15,000. The Bill also introduces an 

exception from the restrictive trade practices provisions of the Competition and Consumer Act 2010 

(Cwlth) for merchants that implement product level blocking systems to identify that a cashless 

debit card is being used for payment and, if any restricted products are being purchased, decline the 

transaction, and limits on the use of the restricted portion of a payment to prevent the portion being 

used to obtain cash-like products which could be used to obtain alcohol or gambling. 

The Explanatory Notes refer to the issues prompting the location for extending the trial as including, 

“…the high youth unemployment and intergenerational welfare dependence as well as the high use 

of alcohol, drugs and gambling. Consultations also revealed significant problems with alcohol, drugs 

and gambling among young families.” Rolling out the cashless debit card is therefore expected to 

“…stabilise the lives of young people in the area by limiting spending on alcohol, drugs and gambling, 

thus improving their chances of finding employment or successfully completing education or 

training. It will also assist young families to meet the needs of their children.” 

PeakCare Qld Incorporated (PeakCare) welcomes the opportunity to make a submission in response 

to the Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee’s invitation for submissions on the Bill.  

 

Part Two: 

ABOUT PEAKCARE AND THIS SUBMISSION 

PeakCare is a peak body for child and family services in Queensland. Across Queensland, PeakCare 

has around 55 members. These organisations are a mix of small, medium and large, local and 

statewide, non-government organisations that provide child abuse and neglect prevention and early 

intervention services, and generic, targeted and intensive family support to children, young people, 

adults and families. Members also provide child protection and out-of-home care services (e.g. 

foster and kinship care, residential care) to children and young people who are subject to statutory 

child protection intervention, and their families. PeakCare’s membership also includes a network of 

around 20 individual members and other entities supportive of PeakCare’s vision of ‘Safe and well 

children. Safe and well families’.  
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PeakCare is supportive of social support and income support systems that work in tandem and 

reforms that will deliver systems and services that understand and support individual, geographic 

and structural factors that from time to time, or for extended periods of time, impact adversely on 

children, young people, families and communities and their need and right to compassionate income 

and social support systems. This is particularly true for children and families experiencing 

entrenched disadvantage and living in disadvantaged communities. 

In submissions that PeakCare has made over many years to various public inquiries and 

parliamentary committees, as well as other forums, we have discussed the connections between 

harm or risk of harm to children and young people from parental abuse and neglect relating to 

alcohol and drug use, and domestic and family violence. PeakCare has also organised symposiums 

about methamphetamine use, and the intersection of domestic and family violence with child 

protection.  

PeakCare made a submission to the earlier process when the Senate considered the Social Services 

Legislation Amendment (Cashless Debit Card) Bill 2017. Both submissions reflect PeakCare’s views 

about utilising evidence-informed approaches to social policy development and reforms, and 

strengthened prevention and early intervention by government and non-government organisations 

for children, families and communities experiencing entrenched disadvantage, as is the case in the 

Bundaberg and Hervey Bay areas.  

Then and now, we join with other community-based organisations in expressing deep concern that 

the Commonwealth’s expansion of cashless debit cards will actually cause increased stress for young 

people and families who are already marginalised and struggling.  

We also join others in expressing concern that the Commonwealth government is persisting with this 

approach in light of the recent Commonwealth Auditor General’s report1 on the cashless debit card 

trial that identified a flawed approach to monitoring and evaluation of the cashless debit card trials, 

which was identified as making it “…difficult to conclude whether there had been a reduction in 

social harm and whether the card was a lower cost welfare quarantining approach.” In addition to 

other concerns, the Auditor General asserted insufficient use was made of available administrative 

data that could have indicated change in social harm. The report also states that “…the trial was not 

designed to test the scalability of the CDC and there was no plan in place to undertake further 

evaluation.”  

 

 

  

                                                
1
 Content is drawn from the ANAO’s Summary and Recommendations from “The Implementation and Performance of the 

Cashless Debit Card Trial”  

https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/implementation-and-performance-cashless-debit-card-trial
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Part Three: 

FEEDBACK IN RESPONSE TO THE SOCIAL SECURITY LEGISLATION AMENDMENT 

(CASHLESS DEBIT CARD TRIAL EXPANSION) BILL 2018 

PeakCare shares the concerns expressed by a range of groups across Australia about cashless debit 

cards for welfare recipients. The Commonwealth government’s argument is that any links between 

serious harm associated with gambling, alcohol and drugs and welfare recipients can be addressed 

by restricting those citizen’s access to cash per se and limiting the places at which they can use their 

cashless debit card. The card does not work at liquor stores or gambling houses, and cash cannot be 

withdrawn from it.  

As with our submission on a similar Bill in 2017, this submission focuses on four concerns:  

1. logistical and practical problems with quarantining 80% of a person’s income to a cashless 

debit card 

2. the inevitable further stigmatisation of welfare recipients 

3. utilising simplistic solutions to complex social problems  

4. the evidence does not unconditionally support positive links between quarantining income 

and reductions in gambling and substance-related violence  

 

1. Logistical and practical problems  

There are some communities and some people who operate in a cash economy. There are shops 

that do not already have electronic funds transfer facilities and operate on a cash only basis (e.g. 

small local food outlets, secondhand shops) or where traders set a minimum amount for an 

electronic transaction. As with the ‘basics card’ or identification scanning at licensed venues serving 

alcohol, the private sector is forced into a government scheme as implementer and / or monitor. If 

the business wants or needs to stay alive, they have to get the equipment and technological 

infrastructure, and they have to have the staff resources to support operation. These costs are 

inevitably passed on to consumers.  

Other circumstances where payment in cash is customary also exist, for example, shopping trolleys, 

school-related expenses, parking meters, and laundromats. 

Forcing people to have the bulk of their income attached to a card, and only a small portion directly 

accessible as cash, will constrain choices and make life even more difficult for people who are 

experiencing disadvantage. These are daily instances where adults are just trying to lead their lives 

and have some semblance of choice and control. Cashless debit cards are notably in contrast to 

other Commonwealth reforms, such as in the disability and aged care sectors, where choice and 

control are front and centre of reform rhetoric.   
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2. The inevitable further stigmatisation of welfare recipients  

The logic behind the cashless debit card is that the best interests of certain people warrant them 

being mandatorily restricted in their expenditure. The government has not referred to human rights 

relating to protection from inhuman or degrading treatment, or the right to privacy and reputation. 

Trial participants will be publicly identified and identifiable because they are subject to the cashless 

debit card, undermining these rights and further stigmatising them in the community. As other 

commentators have stated in their submissions, where there are limited economic options or 

opportunities for work, there is also the potential to divide communities.  

 

3. Using a simplistic solution to address complex social problems  

Complex social issues such as domestic and family violence, housing instability and homelessness, 

poverty, structural racism, gambling addictions, child abuse and neglect, opportunistic or violent 

crime, chronic unemployment, intergenerational trauma, or alcohol or substance abuse cannot be 

solved by chipping away at the income support system on which a portion of Australia’s population 

relies.  

Rather, a mix of government and non-government operated health and social welfare services is 

needed, inclusive of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community-controlled services. This 

includes a range of locally based outreach, in-home, residential and centre-based services that are 

adequately resourced and address problematic alcohol, drug and gambling issues, and domestic and 

family violence, noting these have been identified as problems caused by unregulated expenditure. 

Also needed are legal services that provide advice, information and representation to address legal 

matters that, if remedied, would mean people could move forward with their lives. 

The underlying issues that lead individuals to excessive alcohol consumption or illicit substance use 

or to gambling need to be identified and addressed in supportive, timely and accessible, not 

punitive, ways. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and immigrants who have survived 

trauma and torture need, for example, access to healing services.  

And for everyone who is subject to income management schemes, there must be an economic 

development focus to ensure there are real and realistic pathways to education, work and career 

opportunities, which in some areas very likely includes addressing public and private transport 

issues.   
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4. The expansion of cashless debit cards to other locations is not supported 

by the evaluation of the trial sites   

Much has been written about the interim and final evaluations by ORIMA Research of the trial sites 

at Ceduna and East Kimberley, and their use to support the expansion of cashless debit cards to 

other areas. The Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research paper, “The Cashless Debit Card: 

Does it really prove success?”, brings together criticisms of the evaluator’s survey design and 

interview process with community members and irrespective of these underlying flaws, whether the 

findings support the touted outcomes relating to improved safety and reduced violence. As noted 

above, the Auditor General’s report on the implementation and performance of cashless debit cards 

identified multiple concerns with monitoring, evaluation and reporting. Six recommendations were 

made by the Auditor General and the Department of Social Services has ‘agreed’ to all the 

recommendations. The recommendations address risk management, commissioning, contract 

management, evaluation and monitoring. Importantly, the recommendation about utilising a cost-

benefit analysis and post-implementation review of the trial to inform the extension and further roll 

out of cashless debit cards was agreed to.  

Part Four: 

CONCLUSION   

We urge the Committee to prepare a report that critically discusses the intent of the Bill, the cherry-

picking of the report findings, the implications of the Department of Social Services’ agreement to 

the Auditor General’s recommendations, and concerns about further demonising welfare recipients.  

PeakCare supports QCOSS’s call on the Australian Government to: 

 Explore alternative options, to be developed, tested and evaluated to identify the most 

effective response to these social issues. This includes seeking expert clinical advice 

regarding the scientific understanding of substance use and addictive disorders, in the 

context of wider community socio-economic problems. 

 Based on this, work with all levels of government and the community to develop an 

evidence based strategy for addressing alcohol, drug and gambling problems in target 

communities.  

 Adopt a place-based, citizen-led, strengths-based approach to address the effects of alcohol, 

drug and gambling problems, that ensures people impacted are involved in decision-making. 

 Make any participation in income management voluntary, and supported by a suite of 

relevant, adequately funded, holistic services such as legal services and counselling for 

alcohol, drug and gambling problems.  

 In all locations, ensure that the strategy incorporates an economic development focus to 

ensure participants have a pathway to employment. 

PeakCare appreciates the opportunity to make this submission.  


