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Centrelink Automated Debt Recovery (‘Robo-Debt’) Program 
 

This program is wrong and must stop 
 
In July 2016 Centrelink commenced piloting the automated debt recovery program. This program 
matches Centrelink and Australian Taxation Office data and detects discrepancies in the 
information held by both agencies. 
 
The measure was expected to recover $1.3 billion over three years. The government has used 
data matching since the 1990s but Centrelink staff were involved in the decision making. 
Approximately 20,000 discrepancy notices were sent each year.  
 
The new system has no human involvement. From November 2016 the government began 
sending out 20,000 notices each week to current and former Centrelink recipients. These letters 
are in effect debt notices seeking repayment (‘recovery’) of the discrepancy. 
 

Key problems with the program include: 
 

 Letters were sent through MyGov, which many people did not receive and the government 
subsequently assumed that the person had a debt and issued a debt notice. 

 Debt notices were sent to incorrect postal addresses and the first time people heard they 
and an alleged debt was through a debt collector. 

 Alleged debts go back as far as 2010, making it difficult for people to prove they reported 
their income correctly at the time. 

 Where people did receive correspondence the only way they can provide information is 
through the MyGov online portal. The portal is not intuitive and often leads people to 
inadvertently confirming they have a debt when they may not. 

 The system seems to average out income the ATO has on record over a year without looking 
at fortnightly income earned (if any) whilst the person was receiving income support, 
resulting in inaccurate debts being raised. 

 Where people appeal an alleged debt, Centrelink continues debt recovery action during the 
appeal process. 

 Centrelink appears to systematically apply a 10% recovery fee on debts when a decision 
about this fee should be separate to the raising of a debt.  

 Many people have reported being unable to speak to someone at Centrelink on the phone 
or at a branch and directed to the online portal. 
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Minor amendments in January 2017 included:  

 Cross referencing postal addresses with other databases where the person does not 
respond to a discrepancy notice. 

 Placing a stay on debt recovery where the person appeals a debt and they can show they 
did not receive correspondence from Centrelink. 

 Putting a 1800 number on correspondence sent. 
 
Ministerial commitments in February 2017: 
On 16 February 2017 the ABC reported that the Federal Government would introduce changes to 
the debt recovery program: that Human Services Minister Alan Tudge:  

 Had told his department to ensure welfare recipients could launch an internal review of 
their payments before debt proceedings were launched.  

 Would ensure Centrelink clients were informed of discrepancies in their accounts before 
being contacted by debt collectors.  

 Would ensure that Centrelink used multiple different addresses, including a person's 
electoral roll address, to ensure they did get the letter about discrepancies and did get 
the opportunity to update their records. Letters would now be sent by registered mail so 
Centrelink could track whether they had been received: in some cases, the letter would 
be followed up with a phone call. 

 Had called on Centrelink to simplify its language and ensure a contact number was 
printed on all notification letters, rather than being listed online.  

 

Key messages from the Australian Council of Social service (ACOSS) 
 

 The government must immediately abandon the Centrelink automated debt recovery 
program before it causes further harm. The program is operating as an aggressive abuse of 
government power, treating tens of thousands of people like second class citizens. 

 The program adopts a dragnet approach to debt recovery, shifting the burden of proof onto 
people to prove their innocence rather than Centrelink prove that a debt is owed. People 
may be paying back an alleged debt they do not owe, or paying back an alleged debt higher 
than what they ow. 

 Rather than go on a debt fishing expedition, the government must adopt a fair and humane 
approach to debt recovery, with Centrelink staff involved in the detection and investigation 
of over payments and ensuring the debt notices are accurate. 

 The government would still make savings with human involvement in the detection and 
investigation of alleged debts. 

 

What ACOSS Wants 
 

 The immediate end to the program, including existing debt recovery action it has generated. 

 The convening of a roundtable of key stakeholders and experts in social security to design a 
fair and humane approach to debt recovery. 

 An independent investigation into the program, including allegations made by Centrelink 
staff about its problems. 

 Adequate resourcing of Centrelink and community legal assistance services helping people 
with social security issues and reversal of Centrelink staff cuts. 

 Whistle-blower protections for Centrelink staff reporting poor administrative practices. 
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Senate Inquiry:  
The design, scope, cost-benefit analysis, contracts awarded and implementation associated 
with the Better Management of the Social Welfare System initiative.  
 
On 8 February 2017, the Senate referred the Centrelink Debt Recovery program to the Senate 
Community Affairs References Committee for inquiry and report. For more information and 
terms of reference go to Senate Inquiry. The due date for submissions is 22 March 2017. 
 

What you can do 
 
People and organisations across Australia, including the COSS network, have responded to the 
Centrelink debt recovery program with a wide range of representation and direct action. People 
and their organisations are encouraged to choose actions appropriate for them including: 

 Writing to the PM and Premiers.  
 Meeting with local Federal MPs from 20 February.  
 Encouraging local member organisations to write/lobby PM/MPs, especially those in 

seats with higher proportions of people on income support. 
 Sharing information about the Senate Inquiry through networks. 
 Engaging with local media: supporting local individuals identified in the media and in 

need of assistance (eg connecting them with services, media support).  
 Referring people to Information & support 

 National Welfare Rights Network – A network of community legal centres throughout 
Australia which specialise in social security law. This service is free. 

 Legal Aid Commissions – Your local legal aid commission can give you information 
and advice. 

 Your local community legal centre – Provides legal information and advice. Most 
services are free. 

 Commonwealth Ombudsman – Assists the public by investigating and resolving 
complaints about government departments and agencies (and has launched an 
investigation into the automated debt recovery system). 

 Lifeline 13 11 14 – A national charity providing all Australians experiencing a personal 
crisis with access to 24 hour crisis support and suicide prevention services. 

 Engaging through the GetUp online tool  that can help people campaign and fight 
individual debts. Use GetUp’s tool to send a Freedom of Information Request (FOI) to 
Centrelink to request more information on an individual debt recovery case. It also sends 
a complaint to the Minister for Social Services, Christian Porter, and asks the Local MP for 
assistance. Use the tool: Fraudstop by GetUp 

 Sharing stories/experiences online through Facebook or Twitter using the hashtag 
#notmydebt or on the NotMyDebt website. 

 Contact the Senate Inquiry Committee members about how the Committee intends to 
engage with affected people and encouraging them to hold public forums across the 
country.  

 Support the  CPSU Industrial action of short stoppages and distribution of information 
over the phone and at Centrelink counters.  

http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Community_Affairs/SocialWelfareSystem
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Community_Affairs/SocialWelfareSystem
http://www.welfarerights.org.au/organisations
http://www.nationallegalaid.org/
http://www.fclc.org.au/find_a_clc.php
http://www.ombudsman.gov.au/
https://fraudstop.com.au/
https://fraudstop.com.au/
https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/notmydebt
https://twitter.com/hashtag/notmydebt
http://www.notmydebt.com.au/
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Community_Affairs/References_Committee_Membership

