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Social security is a basic human right and a vital safety net for people going through difficult times. 

The basic conditions for accessing social security shouldn’t differ depending on where you live or 

on a politician’s value judgment about the health condition that you have. However, this is 

precisely what Schedules 12 to 15 of the Welfare Reform Bill seek to do. 

The Human Rights Law Centre opposes schedules 12 to 15 of the Welfare Reform Bill. 

Our comments and concerns about the Bill are limited to the likely impact of Schedules 12 to 15 

on remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities – this is a particular focus area for 

the Centre and one on which we have worked closely with Aboriginal organisations in the Northern 

Territory. We note however, the submissions of the Australian Council of Social Services, the 

National Social Security Rights Network and experts in addiction medicine, who have detailed 

extensive concerns about the impact of the Bill on vulnerable Australians in all different settings – 

urban, regional and remote. 

People in remote Aboriginal communities are already subject to a far harsher work-for-the-dole 

program – the ‘Community Development Program’ – than people in non-remote areas.  

The Federal Government’s remote work-for-the-dole program is racially discriminatory – around 

84% of those subject to it are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander. People subject to the program 

are around 20 times more likely to be financially penalised than those covered by the non-remote 

program. 90% of those penalised are Aboriginal. The program requires participants to undertake 

up to 500 or 760 more hours of work activities per year (depending on age) for the same basic 

social security payment as participants in the non-remote program, most of whom are non-

Indigenous. 

Schedules 12 to 15 of the Welfare Reform Bill include proposals that would make life harder for 

people in remote Aboriginal communities struggling under the Federal Government’s oppressive 

Community Development Program.  

People on the program are not specifically excluded from the concerning measures proposed in 

Schedules 12 and 14 of the Bill - the drug testing and income management trials, or changes to 

the use of drug or alcohol dependence as a reasonable excuse. 

The Bill does however, exclude people subject to the Community Development Program from 

Schedules 13 and 15 – the removal of temporary drug or alcohol dependence exemptions to 

activity requirements and the targeted compliance framework.  

This is done however by giving the Secretary an exceptionally broad power to determine, by 

legislative instrument, that remote work-for-the-dole program participants are ‘declared program 



 

participants’ and also to modify how social security law will apply to them (proposed section 28C in 

Schedule 13). 

The power to be given to the Secretary is far broader than what is necessary if the purpose is to 

only exclude remote participants from Schedules 13 and 15 of the Bill – the power allows the 

Secretary to modify how social security laws apply generally, including after a person has left the 

program. More fundamentally, it delegates far too much legislative power in an unelected 

government official with only limited Parliamentary scrutiny, including a power to create different 

classes of social security recipients subject to different conditions. 

This extraordinarily broad power to be given to the Secretary would create a dangerous precedent 

and render it easier for future Governments to alter access to basic social security entitlements 

and protections for remote Aboriginal communities (or other classes of people determined by the 

Secretary to be ‘declared program participants’). 

Any changes to basic social security entitlements and obligations should be subject the proper law 

making process by Federal Parliament, preceded by thorough and transparent consultation with 

affected individuals and communities. 

The Centre does not support such exceptionally broad power being given to a member of 

executive, even with limited Parliamentary scrutiny. It is a power that could be used to make it 

harder for some people, including people in remote Aboriginal communities, to access a basic 

human right - Australia’s social safety net. Further, we do not support the other measures in 

Schedules 12-15 of the Bill, including their application to people in remote Aboriginal communities 

– these communities are already trying to deal with the disastrous consequences of the Federal 

Government’s remote Community Development Program.  

The Government needs to take the time to work with Aboriginal communities and organisations to 

repair the harm caused by the remote Community Development Program and to implement a 

community-led model for fair work and remote community development. It needs to do this before 

trying to push through harsh new laws that lack an evidence base and pose a further risk of harm 

to vulnerable Australians. 

 

 


