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ABOUT US

OUR VALUES

Social Security Rights Victoria (SSRV) is
an independent, state-wide community legal
centre that specialises in social security
and related law, policy and procedure. Our
vision is for a fair and just society in which
all people are able to receive a guaranteed
adequate income in order to enjoy a decent
standard of living. SSRV’s contribution to
this vision is the provision of legal services
to vulnerable and disadvantaged Victorians,
and those who support them, which assist
them to secure and protect their right to
equitable social security entitlements.

Respect

Quality

Empowerment

Integrity

We engage respectfully with service
users, partners, stakeholders, funders,
colleagues and others.
While recognising that people
have varying capabilities, we work
towards strengthening the capacity
of individuals and communities
to understand their rights and
responsibilities, prevent or resolve legal
problems and pursue their interests.

We engage in continuous quality
improvement and strive for excellence
in our service.
We are fair, honest and accountable,
and our decisions are informed by
credible evidence.

Courage

We are bold, adaptable and innovative
in pursuing our vision and purpose.

STRATEGIC PRIORITIES 2018-2021
We continue to strengthen our expertise in
social security law, and we use our knowledge and
experience to provide high quality community legal
services.
• Build our workforce of legally qualified and specialist
trained/experienced paid and volunteer staff and pro bono
partners.
• Promote SSRV to ensure that target clients and service
providers are aware of and able to access SSRV’s
expertise and services.

We target our services at vulnerable and
disadvantaged Victorians and to where they are
most needed.
• Work closely with Victoria Legal Aid and other stakeholders
to identify legal need and plan social security law service
provision.
• Provide specialist social security law assistance as part of
‘wrap around’ legal and related client services.
• Explore the use of technology to enhance and extend our
impact, including into regional and rural areas and to those
with particular access needs.

We build the capacity and capability of other
professionals, enabling them to better identify and
assist people experiencing, or who may encounter,
social security problems.
• Provide specialist legal advice and training to other
professionals who assist people with social security law
issues such as community legal centre workers and
financial counsellors.
• Design and implement strategies that encourage and
support sustained change to practice.
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We highlight and address injustice, enhance
service outcomes and build knowledge by engaging
and collaborating with others.
• Build, maintain and leverage relationships with the
community legal centre and broader legal assistance
sector, other relevant sectors, clients and service users.
• Engage in sector planning and other reform processes to
ensure that the legal needs of social security recipients are
considered and addressed.
• Contribute to strong community legal centre and legal
assistance sectors through participation in relevant
activities.

Evidence informs our decisions, practice and
advocacy.
• Strengthen our data collection and analysis, including in
relation to the monitoring and evaluation of our activities.
• Engage in research and consultation to better understand
issues and inform proposed responses.
• Ensure that the views of service users and target groups
are elicited and considered.
• Undertake strategic litigation as appropriate.

We are a high performing and sustainable
organisation.
• Advocate for increased recurrent funding to support the
delivery of efficient, high quality client services and to
provide competitive working conditions.
• Ensure strong and accountable governance and
operational structures.
• Actively engage with the CLC accreditation process as a
basis for continuous improvement, risk management and
organisational learning.
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AAT

Administrative Appeals Tribunal

AFDO

Australian Federation of Disability Organisations

ARO

Authorised Review Officer

CLC

Community Legal Centre

DSP

Disability Support Pension

FCLC

Federation of Community Legal Centres

FCVic

Financial Counselling Victoria

ISP

Integrated Services Project

SSRV

Social Security Rights Victoria

TESS

Technical Experts on Social Security

VLA

Victoria Legal Aid
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About SSRV
Social Security Rights Victoria (SSRV) is an independent, statewide community legal
centre that specialises in social security and related law, policy and procedure.
Our vision is for a fair and just society in which all people are able to receive a guaranteed adequate income in order to enjoy a decent standard of living.
SSRV’s contribution to this vision is the provision of legal services to vulnerable and
disadvantaged Victorians and those who support them, which assist them to secure
and protect their right to equitable social security entitlements.
SSRV is governed by a skills-based Board drawn from and elected by the membership.
A small team of staff and volunteers are responsible for organisational management,
advocacy and service delivery. Partnerships and pro bono support assist SSRV to
extend its reach and strengthen its foundations. The values and strategic priorities
which guide our work are articulated in SSRV’s 2018-2021 Strategic Plan.

Our Annual Report
The annual report provides an opportunity to inform the SSRV membership, stakeholders, supporters, funders and others about our strategy, activities, impact and
challenges during the reporting period. The information included in this report is one
way in which SSRV is accountable to members and stakeholders.
This annual report covers the period 1 July 2019 to 30 June 2020.

Our Funding
SSRV gratefully acknowledges the funding and financial support
from the following sources:

• Australian Government Attorney-General’s Department
• Victorian Department of Justice and Community Safety
• Victoria Legal Aid
• Victorian Legal Services Board + Commissioner
• Individual donors
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Our People
SSRV Board Members
Tom Cobban
President

Trevor Carroll
Member

Jacinta Lewin
Vice President

Jacob Erlandsen
Member

Kirsty Gregory
Treasurer

Mark Kreuzer
Member

Heather Bruer
Membership Officer

Ben Zika
Member

Tom Cobban (SSRV Board President), Bryn Overend (Principal Lawyer) and Jacinta Lewin (SSRV Board
Vice President).
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SSRV Staff

SSRV Volunteers

Gillian Wilks
Director

James Joseph

Bryn Overend
Principal Lawyer

Dermott Williams

From November 2019

Community Lawyer Integrated Services Project

To November 2019

John Berrill
Principal Lawyer (Pro Bono)

Eris O’Donnell

Pro Bono Supporters
Berrill and Watson Lawyers
Hall and Wilcox Lawyers

August-November 2019

Holding Redlich Lawyers

Michael Tamblyn
Principal Lawyer

KPMG Melbourne

Jamie Grant, Barrister

To August 2019

Maurice Blackburn Lawyers

Patricia Bove
Financial Counsellor
Integrated Services Project

Monanegra Consulting Services

Elizabeth Divers
Community Lawyer
Family Violence Project/Worker Help Line

Contractors

Sapphire Global

From March 2020

To December 2020

Peter Horbury
Manager – Operations & Information
Services
Leanne Khan
Financial Counsellor
Integrated Services Project
To December 2019

Anna Morrow
Community Lawyer
Worker Help Line/ Family Violence Project
From February 2020

Karl Schaffarczyk
Community Lawyer
Integrated Services Project
From January 2020

Dermott Williams
Community Lawyer
Worker Help Line/DSP Help Project
From December 2019

Paralegal

To November 2019

Incus Consulting
Taimur Siddiqi
Monitoring & Evaluation Consultant
Integrated Services Project/
DSP Help Project
Josef Legal
Sam Flynn
Legal software – DSP Help Project
LANT3K IT Solutions
Ritesh Foolchand
IT Support
Nexia Australia
Andrew Wehrens & Tsuru Tomota
Auditors
Paper Giant
Rueben Stanton, Wendy Fox,
Hannah Mitchell
Service Design – DSP Help Project
Skilled Accountants
Russell Smith, Accountant
Wendy Foster, Bookkeeper
The Creative Works
Mark Kreuzer, Tereza Lee, Kim Oberauer
Corporate website design and development
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Our Year
President’s Report
Tom Cobban
The last year has been another successful
year for SSRV. The expression “out of
adversity comes opportunity” springs to
mind when reflecting on 2019-2020. In the
wake of the Victorian Bushfires and the
COVID lockdown, SSRV has successfully
secured additional grant funding which has
enabled us to increase our workforce and
increase our reach. Importantly, we have
been able to assist those living in regional
and rural Victoria who have been affected
by the bushfires. We’ve also been able to
mobilise or workforce quickly and continue
to deliver our services despite being
confined to our lounge rooms.
As in previous years, much of the credit for
securing this additional funding, and subsequent expansion of SSRV, must be given to
our Director, Gillian Wilks.
Whilst obtaining this additional short-term
funding is excellent for the organisation and
means that organisation’s short-term viability
is guaranteed, the future of the organisation has increasingly become a focus
for the Board. We have had a number of
conversations with various stakeholders at
Victoria Legal Aid and within Government
regarding core funding. Overwhelmingly the
message that we have been given is that
we are a valuable part of the community
legal sector landscape, but funding considerations are tight. Therefore, we continue
to explore options for SSRV to increase its
funding reach and establish a sustainable
source of core funding. This will continue
to be a focus of the Board Otherwise, the
Board would like to take this opportunity

8

SOCIAL SECURITY RIGHTS VICTORIA

to thank Gillian and all of the SSRV staff
for their hard work over the previous 12
months. These are exciting times for SSRV.
The growth within SSRV is quite incredible
for a small community legal service and we
thank all of our staff for their hard work and
contribution toward this growth.
We are excited to welcome a number of new
staff members to SSRV. In particular, we
welcome Rachel Storey as our new Principal
Lawyer. We would also like to thank and
acknowledge our outgoing Principal Lawyer,
Bryn Overend for his contribution.
From a Board perspective, we would like
to thank our outgoing Board member,
Heather Bruer, for her contribution to SSRV.
Heather’s tenure on the Board has come to
an end and she has made a decision not to
renominate. Otherwise, I would like to thank
each of my fellow Board members for their
time and effort over the last year, there has
been a lot of hard work done by our Board
of volunteers and each member’s commitment to helping vulnerable people and equal
access to justice is admirable.
Lastly, the SSRV Board would like to thank
all of its funders, partners, supporters,
donors and members for their ongoing
support and hard work over the last year.
We look forward to continuing to achieve
great outcomes for those that need support
on social security issues in the coming year
and beyond

SSRV’s new website developed by The Creative Works and launched mid 2020

Victorian Attorney-General, The Hon. Jill Hennessy (centre), (L- R) Fiona Bennett (Victorian Legal Services
Board + Commissioner, Board Member), Bryn Overend (SSRV), John Berrill (Berrill and Watson Lawyers),
Gillian Wilks (SSRV), Yvette Maker (Melbourne Social Equity Institute, Melbourne University), Len Jaffit
(Victoria Legal Aid).Victorian Legal Services Board + Commissioner 2019 Grants Launch, 22 October 2019.
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Director’s Report
Gillian Wilks

2019-2020 was a challenging year. The
commitment, flexibility, generosity, hard
work and resilience of SSRV’s staff, volunteers, Board members and supporters has
been inspiring. With the support of funders
and stakeholders, SSRV has continued and
extended the specialist social security legal
services it offers and has trialed new and
innovative approaches to engagement and
service provision. We have also continued
to strengthen our foundations and our work
towards ensuring that SSRV is a viable and
sustainable organisation. Ultimately, SSRV’s
efforts are focused on ensuring that fair
laws and processes are in place and that
those who need to can access high quality,
appropriate and timely assistance if they do
encounter social security legal problems.
Many of SSRV’s activities are undertaken
with the support of and/or in collaboration or coalition with other organisations
and individuals. All of these relationships
and joint actions are valued and appreciated. I note the important roles played by
peak sector bodies including the Victorian
Federation of Community Legal Centres
(FCLC), Community Legal Centres Australia
and Economic Justice Australia.
SSRV is committed to accessing and generating evidence to inform decisions related
to our services, practices, advocacy and
strategy. In 2019-2020 we continued to
document and evaluate key services and
activities, a notable example being the report
into year one of the Integrated Services
Project (ISP). We engaged with Victoria Legal
Aid (VLA) and Barwon Community Legal
Service to better understand social security
legal need in Victoria. SSRV continues to
strengthen the collection and analysis of
client and service data. These activities
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will continue in the coming year and, along
with stakeholder consultation and research,
will inform the development of SSRV’s new
three-year strategic plan during the first half
of 2021.
The summer 2020 bushfires and the
COVID-19 pandemic will continue to have an
impact upon the people and organisations
who require legal assistance from SSRV
and on the way that we operate and deliver
services. Specific purpose funding received
from the Commonwealth and State governments to support SSRV in responding to
these disasters is appreciated. I acknowledge the great work to co-ordinate the
CLC sector bushfire disaster response that
has occurred throughout 2020. This work
has been led by the FCLC, Hume Riverina
and Gippsland community legal services,
working with a group of specialist centres
including SSRV.
SSRV’s website was redeveloped during
the year, offering an opportunity to update
both how SSRV presents itself and the
content and structure of information made
available via the website. The Victoria Law
Foundation’s Law Week interview series and
the FCLC’s CLCs at the Frontline campaign
provided opportunities for SSRV to raise
its profile and to highlight the impact of
COVID-19 on social security recipients and
the legal issues they may encounter.
A significant initiative commenced in 20192020 been the implementation of the
Disability Support Pension Help Project.
Funded by the Victorian Legal Services
Board + Commissioner, the project has
provided the opportunity for SSRV to work
closely with stakeholders, service design
and legal technology specialists to address
key issues encountered by people applying

Jacob Erlandsen, Trang Nguyen and Daniel Morgan from KPMG, who assisted SSRV as part of the firm wide
Volunteering Day on 25 September 2019, with Gillian Wilks.

for the Disability Support Pension (DSP). We
have received very positive feedback about
the website and legal ‘bot’ tool produced
through the project. We look forward to the
next stages of development in the coming
year.
Sincere thanks to the SSRV Board members
for the strong governance, leadership and
support they continue to provide. Many
thanks also to the wonderful team of staff
and volunteers at SSRV. Each day their work
makes a difference to the lives of our clients
and to the health of the Australian social
security system.
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Our Services
General Advice Line
The General Advice Line and the Worker
Help Line continued to be the primary initial
access pathways for SSRV’s legal advice,
casework and representation services. As
a specialist, statewide community legal
centre providing services to people from
across Victoria, SSRV has traditionally
provided many of its services via telephone.
For this reason, there was minimal disruption to service continuity as we transitioned
to remote work arrangements due to
COVID-19 restrictions. Anticipating greater
demand for our services, SSRV increased
the availability of the General Advice Line
services from two to four mornings per week
from late March.

SSRV assisted with 1047 calls made to
the General Advice Line during 2019-2020.
The two major issues people called about
were Disability Support Pension rejections
and Centrelink overpayments, particularly
relating to robo-debts. About two-thirds
of people accessing the General Advice
Line were first time service users, with the
majority of callers being of work-force age.
Assistance offered via the General Advice
Line can include explanations of the law,
information about the reviews processes,
assistance with Centrelink’s procedures
and forms, and assistance to understand
Centrelink documentation. General Advice
Line staff assess and triage client matters for
consideration for further legal casework and
representation assistance.

Case Study
Ruby* called the General Advice Line in relation to her brother. He was unwell
and unable to support himself, but had difficulties with applying for a Centrelink
payment. The SSRV worker suggested a number of strategies that Ruby
could use to help her brother determine if he might be eligible for the DSP.
The SSRV worker encouraged Ruby to talk to a social worker at Centrelink
and to access the on-line form for Jobseeker Payment (JSP) to start with.
The SSRV worker also suggested that contact be made with her brother’s
psychiatrist to see if they were willing to write a report based on his history.
Ruby got back to SSRV to advise that the suggested strategies had been
successful and that her brother was now receiving the DSP. She said that
she was deeply grateful for SSRV’s help ‘when no-one else had any ideas’.
*Name has been changed
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Worker Help Line
The Worker Help Line operates 9am – 5pm
from Monday to Thursday. Community
workers and lawyers who are assisting
clients with social security matters are able to
contact the service and speak with a social
security law specialist. Community workers
commonly access the Worker Help Line for
a one-off secondary consultation, however,
the Worker Help Line also provides ongoing
legal advice and support for workers who
are assisting clients with complex matters
or appeals to the Administrative Appeals
Tribunal (AAT).
In addition to providing legal advice and
ongoing support, the Worker Help Line
service includes the provision of information
and resources via email, as well as arranging
appropriate referrals. The Worker Help Line
allows for referrals into the service where
a client requires direct legal advice or
representation. The lawyers on the Worker
Help Line also provide community workers
and other lawyers with guidance and referrals
to other organisations where SSRV is
unable to assist or where the client requires
additional support.
Some key statistics and findings
from 2019-2020 include:

• 612 calls were taken through the

Worker Help Line in 2019 -2020. This
was an increase of 124 calls compared
to the 2018-2019 financial year.

• Workers from 242 different

organisations accessed the Worker
Help Line. This included 12.4% from
legal centres, 17.3% from financial
counselling organisations, 6.6% from
disability organisations, and 63.6%
other organisations such as health,
child and family services and family
violence services.

• Of the workers who contacted the

Worker Help Line, 21.4% were
financial counsellors, 16.5% were
lawyers/legal workers, and 62.1%
were other professionals such as social
workers, case workers, advocates,
health workers and family violence
workers.

• The number of different individual

organisations contacting the Worker
Help Line increased by 13.2%. Given
the impact of COVID-19 on services
in the community sector, this is a
substantial increase, and indicative
of the SSRV’s efforts to promote and
continue service operations to high
standard during this challenging time.

• The majority of workers found out

about the Worker Help Line through
prior contact, being referred by a
colleague or another organisation.

• The Worker Help Line provided

information and legal advice on
a variety of social security issues
including Jobseeker eligibility and the
Covid-19 supplement, Special Benefit,
residency issues and accessing
income support, Centrelink appeals,
and parenting payment and FTB
debts. The most common matters
that workers contacted the service
about were Disability Support Pension
application appeals and Centrelink
debts.

• Of the workers who provided feedback
at the end of the call – 99.7% said
the Worker Help Line was accessible,
99.7% said the service was useful,
99.1% said the service was timely.
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Of the workers who provided medium term feedback through our evaluation survey:

• the average satisfaction rating out of 5 was 4.68
• the majority of respondents indicated that specialist legal knowledge and telephone
advice as the most helpful aspects of the Worker Help Line

• the majority of respondents indicated that the Worker Help Line made either a substantial
(63.4%) or some difference (29.2%) to the service that they provide to their clients

• 100% of respondents stated that they would use the Worker Help Line again to assist
their clients with social security matters.

Post call feedback included:
“ First time calling, was super easy, wasn’t waiting on the phone, and picked up after
4pm.”
“I feel I have a better understanding now.”
“Really appreciative that there is a resource available and that we exist to speak to.”
“I feel a lot clearer and a lot more confident going in with her.”
“Very useful. Fantastic. This gives me guidance and it gives the client another avenue
of support when feeling isolated.”
“ Wonderful. Vital for case managers working with vulnerable communities and families,
because they don’t have access to supports internally.”
“ Incredibly timely. 11 out of 10. Really prompt response and incredibly grateful for our
assistance.”
“The assistance SSRV have previously provided has resulted in successful outcomes.”
Feedback from a medium term follow up survey of workers included:
“Exceptionally positive experience. Generally for the lay person Centrelink is an unknown
beast. Having someone who specialises in that area is exceptionally useful. It would take
all day for a worker to speak with Centrelink and then they wouldn’t necessarily be given
the correct information. It’s really helpful having a service such as SSRV available
to contact.”
“More services we can provide the better. Services Australia is very difficult to deal with
so any assistance that can be offered is greatly appreciated.”
“It’s a needed service, and it would be great if SSRV had more capacity to provide
assistance for complex clients/cases. SSRV always gives a starting point, but if the
person has complex issues and SSRV don’t have capacity to take that person on,
and person has no family support they are pretty well stuffed.”
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Casework and Representation
Primarily through project funding, SSRV
has been able to grow its team of legal
and paralegal staff over the past few years.
With the benefit of a growing team, SSRV
is taking every opportunity to build the
expertise, continuity, dynamism and resilience of the legal practice and our services.
During the year the eligibility criteria, legal
assistance guidelines and intake procedures
were reviewed. Case management and
supervision practices were refined. These
activities reflected and supported SSRV’s
growing capacity and capability to take on
additional, and more complex and specifically targeted, ongoing legal matters.
The Integrated Services Project (ISP) has
provided impetus for SSRV to review and
strengthen our approach more generally
to assisting clients to identify and address
associated legal and related matters. This
includes through integrated or wrap-around
service provision in conjunction with other
professionals and through improved referral
processes.

SSRV expanded its legal casework in 20192020, undertaking 75 legal tasks (limited
casework assistance matters) and 56
Administrative Appeals Tribunal (AAT) and
other representation cases. We continued
to achieve good results for clients in the
AAT Social Services and Child Support
and General Divisions, appealing wrongful
Centrelink decisions. After a recent case
that was successfully appealed to the
General Division of the AAT, one client said,
“You were fantastic. We got through.
You gave me the information. You
were patient. There were times
where I was up and down, and times
I have energy and times I don’t. But
yes, no giving up, I was able to get an
outcome. So, I would tell people not
to give up. … I do appreciate it from
the bottom of my heart. It’s the little
people who usually don’t get a go.”
For this client, who had suffered significant traumatic injuries and lived with Major
Depressive Disorder, the win at the AAT
resulted in over two years of DSP back
payments.
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Case Study
Evelyn* began to suffer the symptoms of gastroparesis in May 2016 on the back
of a bout of gastroenteritis. Her GP referred her to a gastroenterologist. Evelyn
went on a long journey of engaging with a wide range of health professionals
in an attempt to cure herself of her debilitating condition. Despite seeing
numerous specialists, her condition only deteriorated. As she described it:
“… my work was slipping due to an inability to concentrate or sustain work for
more than two hours without having to take a break to sleep. Although during
these two hours, I was frequently interrupted due to pain, vomiting, changing of
clothes, regulating my temperature, nausea and incontinence. After a review
at work in September 2017, I was dropped down to a few hours per week
when available. My tasks were altered and I was given very little responsibility
due to my lack of detail, reliability and concentration on a task at hand.”
Ultimately, Evelyn’s attention and concentration at any task at work or university
was frequently interrupted or reduced by her gastroparesis symptoms. She
was unable to sustain work activity or other tasks for a total of more than
three hours a day, even with regular breaks, and she was frequently absent
from her university and work as a result of the impairment she suffered.
At a loss, and unable to work, Evelyn made an application for the DSP in
mid 2018. Centrelink rejected the DSP claim. Evelyn sought to review
the decision, but in November 2018, an Authorised Review Officer (ARO)
affirmed the original decision. Evelyn again appealed this decision, going
to the AAT (Social Services and Child Support Division). They too affirmed
that she was not eligible for the DSP. Evelyn appealed again, but this
time contacted SSRV to see if legal assistance could be provided.
With Evelyn’s assistance and the help of her various treating specialists and
practitioners, SSRV was able to prepare comprehensive submissions drawing
on the vast amount of supporting medical documentation in an attempt to
prove that Evelyn was in fact eligible for the DSP. These submissions were
put to the lawyers of the Secretary of the Department. In early 2020, shortly
before the next scheduled AAT hearing, SSRV received confirmation that
the matter had been settled. Centrelink had decided that Evelyn was in fact
eligible for the DSP and that she was to be back paid from June 2018.
*Name has been changed

16

SOCIAL SECURITY RIGHTS VICTORIA

Community Legal Education
SSRV’s community legal education and engagement work is targeted primarily at other professionals who may assist their clients and communities with social security problems. This work
is undertaken by staff from across the organisation, with staff employed through project grants
usually focussing on specific cohorts of workers linked to the purpose of the project. Project
related activity is documented in more detail later in this report.
Community legal education and professional
development was particularly important with
a rapidly changing social security landscape
as a result of the Government COVID-19
response. We also saw a shift from face
to face delivery to online presentations
during the second half of the year. SSRV
representatives:

• partnered with YACVic, the peak body
and leading policy advocate for young
people in Victoria, to undertake a live
legal education webinar which was
viewed over 1000 times

• participated in a webinar and Q&A

session hosted by the Australian
Council of Social Services that was live
cast to discuss the latest COVID-19
updates as part of the broader ‘Raise
the Rate’ campaign

Community legal education presentations
on the Disability Support pension
were delivered to:

• Banyule Community Health Centre
• disability advocates in conjunction with
the Disability Resource Centre

• attendees at the Disability Advocacy
Resource Unit Annual Conference

• Salvation Army Melbourne
• Peter MacCallum Hospital
• Royal Melbourne Hospital
• Action on Disability within Ethnic
Communities.

• partnered with Welfare Rights and

Advocacy Service (WA) as part of an
Australia-wide webinar series, the
webinar episode educated community
lawyers across Australia on the latest
social security laws and policies
particularly, in light of COVID-19

• appeared on the FCLC 3CR radio

show ‘Done by Law’, speaking about
the impact of ending COVID-19
supplements and special measures
for vulnerable Australians

• were interviewed by the Victoria Law

Foundation as part of a Law Week
webinar series focusing on the law and
the impact of COVID-19

• were interviewed by ABC regional
radio regarding robodebts.
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The Integrated Services Project team
delivered a series of workshops to financial
counsellors
and
associated
service
providers. These workshops covered a
range of social security related topics and
were delivered in various locations across
Melbourne and regional and rural Victoria
during the first part of the year.
Other presentations were delivered to :

• SSRV and Fitzroy Legal Service staff
and volunteers (family violence and
Centrelink)

• local residents at Coburg Library
(robodebts)

• Slavic Welfare Association

(overview of entitlements,
overpayments and legal assistance)

• Council of the Aging (Centrelink
overpayments)

• Energy and Water Ombudsman
Victoria (problem noticing and
services)

• WIRE (family violence and Centrelink)

Participants in a presentation to Victorian financial
counsellors as part of the Integrated Services Project.

• Elizabeth Morgan House – Aboriginal

Women’s Service (family violence and
Centrelink debts)

• Bendigo Health,

(family violence and Centrelink).

Anna Morrow, SSRV Community Lawyer, contributing
to a presentation in conjunction with YACVic
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Policy & Advocacy
With
the
Government
implementing
significant measures in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic, SSRV teamed up
with the Australian Federation of Disability
Organisations (AFDO), Western Sydney
University, Victoria Legal Aid (VLA) and
the Disability Resource Centre to form
the Technical Experts on Social Security
(‘TESS’) working group. Led by AFDO,
TESS undertook a range of systemic
advocacy and policy work with a particular
focus on the impact of COVID-19 for those
living with a disability and other vulnerable
and disadvantaged community members.
This included direct advocacy engagement
with representatives from the Department of
Social Services and Services Australia, as
well as letter writing to responsible Senators
regarding the Government’s response to
COVID-19. The engagement and advocacy
topics covered included the suspension
of mutual obligations, raising and recovery
of debts, and the lack of social security
supplements for DSP and Carer Payment
recipients.
SSRV worked closely with TESS to develop
submissions and recommendations for
the Senate Inquiry into the Commonwealth
Response to COVID-19 for persons living
with disability and carers. SSRV’s Principal
Lawyer, Bryn Overend, appeared on behalf
of SSRV along with representatives from
AFDO and Western Sydney University to
give evidence before this Senate Inquiry.
SSRV also worked with TESS to develop
and present submissions for the Health
Outcomes
International
consultations
on DSS’s Evaluation of the Revised DSP
assessment. SSRV aims to continue its
work with TESS to advocate for systemic
reform for those living with disability, with a
specific on social security rights.

Peter Horbury and John Berrill, at the Senate
Community Affairs References Committee Inquiry
into Centrelink’s Compliance Program hearing,
9 October 2019.

In August 2019 SSRV representatives joined
with others from Economic Justice Australia
in a consultation with the Productivity
Commission regarding the social and
economic impacts of improving mental
health.
On 9 October 2019, John Berrill and Peter
Horbury representing SSRV appeared before
the Senate Community Affairs References
Committee
Inquiry
into
Centrelink’s
Compliance Program at the Melbourne
hearings.
SSRV continued to engage with VLA,
Gordon Legal and other stakeholders
around the latest ‘robodebt’ developments.
After the success of VLA’s strategic litigation
on robodebt in 2019, and as the Gordon
Legal robodebt class action progresses,
SSRV has seen an influx in calls regarding
robodebt queries. SSRV has continued to
share its experience amongst stakeholders
and to provide legal support to those
affected by the robodebt scheme through
advice and casework.
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Intersection between Family Violence & Social Security
The SSRV Family Violence Project explores
the intersection between family violence
and social security law. Exploration of these
issues involves identifying, mapping and documenting circumstances where family violence is relevant to the social security issue,
providing advice and case work to clients
and secondary consultation to workers for
matters involving family violence. The project
also aims to explore ways to transfer the
knowledge and experience to the non-legal
sector, such as family violence specialist services, social workers and financial counsellors, and to influence government policy and
its administration.
In the 2019 – 2020 financial year, SSRV
continued to work in partnership with
Fitzroy Legal Service, Justice Connect,
Peninsula Community Legal Service, and
Women’s Legal Service Victoria. As part of
the family violence project, SSRV undertook
community engagement with family violence
specialist organisations including Elizabeth
Morgan House–Aboriginal Women’s Service,
Women’s Health in the South East, Eastern
Domestic Violence Outreach Service, Djirra
and InTouch with the aim of assessing the
gap in accessible social security legal services
and referral pathways for victims/survivors of
family violence with social security issues.
During 2019-2020, SSRV has supported
victim/survivors to understand and exercise
their social security rights. SSRV has provided legal advice, internal review legal
assistance, and representation at the
Administrative Appeals Tribunal. The project
has continued to enable and prioritise
victims/survivors of family violence to access
legal support for a wide range of social
security matters including, including DSP,
Parenting Payment, Debts, Family Assistance
payments, residency and visa issues and
child support exemptions.
The project incorporates a holistic practice
model by offering referral pathways to other
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community support services, secondary consultations and casework collaboration with
community workers assisting victims/survivors of family violence. In addition, the project
has delivered community legal education tailored to family violence specialist workers,
supporting them to expand their knowledge
and skills in regard to resolving Centrelink
issues for their clients.
As part of the Family Violence Project SSRV
also undertook a research project to assess
the gap in access to legal support at the time
victims/survivors of family violence leave a
violent relationship. This research project
was conducted in partnership with Peninsula
Community Legal Centre, Fitzroy Legal
Service, and Justice Connect. The project
highlighted the importance of early access
to legal support and the need for further
research into the impact of accessible income
support and justice for victims/survivors of
family violence. In addition, to the collaborative research piece, SSRV also conducted an
internal research report to assess how accessible our services are to victims/survivors of
family violence and to analyse the types of
family violence social security matters that
reach our service. The research project has
played an important role in developing the
Family Violence Project and our services for
victims/survivors in the coming years.
During 2019-2020, SSRV provided almost
300 services to clients with a family violence indicator. The majority of family violence matters reach SSRV via the Worker
Help Line. Parenting payment is the most
common payment type to incur a family violence related debt, and Centrelink debts
are the most common family violence social
security issue to reach SSRV. During part of
the year a SSRV Community Lawyer worked
from Peninsula Community Legal Centre one
day per week, enabling the trial of an alternate approach to engaging with a generalist CLC regarding Centrelink legal issues. We
acknowledge and appreciate the support of
Peninsula Community Legal Centre.

Case Study
Kylie* a single mother and migrant to Australia, was without income after separating from
her ex-husband. Kylie had attempted to apply for parenting payment and was informed
by Centrelink that she was not eligible due to the newly arrived resident’s waiting period.
Kylie was facing several challenges at this time. Her ex-husband had been removed from
their private rental property due to family violence, and she was facing eviction for falling
behind in rent. Kylie’s ex-husband was also receiving Centrelink payments when he did
not have custody of their son. This put Kylie in a difficult position. If Kylie were to be able
to access parenting payment, it would likely raise a debt against her ex-husband. This
could present a safety issue for Kylie and her son.
Kylie engaged with a specialist community legal centre for assistance with her housing
situation. That CLC’s integrated lawyers and social worker negotiated extensively with
Kylie’s landlord, which prevented her eviction into homelessness and ensured that she
and her son could secure a safe, new property. Based on the trust built by the CLC
social worker, Kylie shared that her ex-husband was receiving Centrelink parenting
payments when he did not have custody of their son. With consent, the social worker
spoke with Family Violence Community Lawyer at SSRV, who provided legal guidance
regarding Kylie’s Centrelink rights and options.
After receiving tailored support from SSRV, the social worker advocated with Centrelink,
which resulted in Kylie receiving her single parenting payments. This holistic community
legal assistance has provided vital housing and financial security for Kylie, empowering
her to prioritise her son’s wellbeing and to enrol in further studies.
*Name has been changed

Jackie Galloway (CEO, Peninsula Community Legal
Centre) and Liz Divers (SSRV Community Lawyer).

Leanne Khan, ISP Financial Counsellor, speaking
at the FCVic State Conference, October 2019.
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Integrated Services Project
The Integrated Services Project (ISP) is
funded by the Victorian Department of
Justice and Community Safety, with the
funds administered by the FCLC. The
project is structured as a partnership
between SSRV and Financial Counselling
Victoria Inc (FCVic). The purpose of the
project is to explore how social security law
experts and financial counsellors can work
together more effectively and improve client
outcomes. During 2019-2020 the first year
of the project was completed and the project
partners were pleased to receive funds to
continue the work into a second year.
The transition between years one and two
also saw a change in project staff. Leanne
Khan and Bryn Overend initiated the project
and led work to build relationships, explore
and embed integrated practices. Patricia
Bove and Karl Schaffarczyk have built on
these foundations, although in quite different
circumstances, with much of year two to
date being conducted in the context of
COVID-19 restrictions and remote work
arrangements. The ISP Reference Group
- Dr Sandy Ross (FCVic), Liz Stary (Vincent
Care), Catherine Miller (Consumer Action
Law Centre) and Kelly Bowey (Centre for
Excellence in Child and Family Welfare)
- continued to meet, providing project
oversight and guidance. Taimur Siddiqi has
continued in the role of evaluation consultant
across both years of the project. The contributions of all are greatly appreciated.
Specialist social security lawyers and
financial counsellors working together
to improve client outcomes: A report on
the implementation and evaluation of
the Integrated Services Project (Year 1),
was launched in May 2020. The report is
available on the SSRV website. In the evaluation of year one, it was found that the
“partnership between SSRV and FCRC (now
FCVic) is one of the unequivocal enabling
factors for the success of the project”. It
was noted that FCVic’s “imprimatur on the
project and support has helped expand
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SSRV’s footprint and presence across the
state among financial counsellors” (p. 57).
The leadership, support and contributions
of Dr Sandy Ross and the FCVic team are
tremendously important to the implementation and outcomes of the ISP. Sincere
thanks to all at FCVic.
As well as recognising the need for shared
objectives and commitment to working
in an integrated way, the report also
highlights:

• the importance of relationships across
service provision and management
levels;

• that improvements have been achieved
– both directly and indirectly – in client
outcomes due to the operation of the
ISP; and

• the ISP has demonstrated its viability

as a model for social security
specialists and financial counsellors to
work together.

The second year of the ISP commenced in
early 2020. Key underpinning documents
including the memorandum of understanding
between SSRV and FCVic, the project work
plan and the monitoring and evaluation and
tools were reviewed and updated.
Engagement work in year two was originally
planned to have a focus on financial counsellors based in rural and regional areas,
including continuing the well received regular
visits and contacts established during year
one. However, the travel restrictions implemented as a consequence of the COVID-19
emergency imposed limitations on direct
contact. Video conferencing, email, and
telephone were the main means of engagement and communications.
Despite this, the ISP Community Lawyer
has attended at least one meeting of each
of the rural and regional networks financial
counsellor networks across the state. Our
thanks to Lyn Dundon, FCVic Advocacy

and Campaigns Manager, who has assisted
in connecting project staff to the network
coordinators.
Adapting to new circumstances brought the
surprising advantage of being able to deliver
community legal education/professional
development sessions to larger numbers
of participants via Zoom. As at September
2020, six sessions has been delivered,
each averaging over 50 attendees, with
a combined total attendance of over 350
people. Many thanks to FCVic’s Training
Manager, Tanja Haeusler, for her generous
contributions to this aspect of the project,
her assistance has ensured effective promotions and smooth delivery.
Regular contributions to FCVic’s monthly
newsletter, The Devil’s Advocate, have
continued throughout the year. These
articles are intended to increase the recognition and awareness of the ISP in the
sector. Case studies are included to engage
financial counsellors with the human face of
our work and demonstrate how integrated
practices can occur and that this approach
can achieve better client outcomes. Many
thanks to FCVic’s Communications Manager,
James Degenhardt.
The ISP Community Lawyer has regularly
attended the FCVic Centrelink Working
Group meetings. This an important forum for
information sharing and identifying opportunities for collaborative policy and advocacy
activities.
As can be seen earlier in this annual report,
financial counsellors from across Victoria
regularly access the SSRV Worker Help
Line for information, secondary consultation and referral pathways in relation to
social security problems being experienced
by their clients. Many of these inquiries have
related to ‘robodebts’. SSRV lawyers have
worked closely with both the SSRV financial
counsellor and a number of external financial
counsellors on a range of ongoing client
matters. Many of these legal issues relate
to appealing debts raised by Centrelink

Integrated Service Project Year One Report

against the clients. The respective expertise
of both financial counsellors and lawyers,
and the value of an integrated approach, is
clearly relevant in these type of matters. The
ISP Community Lawyer has been working
on a case which has the potential to set a
precedent concerning out of time applications in the context of family violence.
The in-house Financial Counsellor has
worked closely with SSRV lawyers in the
conduct of client legal matters by, for
example, helping to understand the basis
of debts Centrelink has raised, preparing
detailed statements of the client’s financial
position and supporting documentation
regarding the person’s capacity to repay
any debts. This information has informed
advocacy to have debts reduced or waived.
The financial counsellor has also provided
assistance through conducting financial
health checks, helping with the preparation
of budgets and action plans, and assisting
people to deal with other debts and access
other supports such as utility relief grants.
The ISP Financial Counsellor role also
involves building the knowledge of SSRV
staff about the role and conduct of financial
counsellors and issues for the sector. Both
the ISP Community Lawyer And Financial
Counsellor play a key role in championing
the forms and potential of integrated service
delivery.
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Integrated Services Project Reference Group – Bryn Overend (SSRV), Kelly Bowey (Centre for
Excellence in Child and Family Welfare), Catherine Miller (Consumer Action Law Centre), Gillian Wilks
(SSRV), Liz Stary (Vincent Care), Sandy Ross (FCVic) and Taimur Siddiqi (Incus Consulting).

Patricia Bove, ISP Financial Counsellor.
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Karl Schaffarczyk, Community Lawyer,
Integrated Services Project

Case Study
Sarah* has received a Centrelink payment for a number of years. She has always tried
as hard as she can to support herself and has picked up casual work from time to time
to supplement the payment. Despite the work being short contracts, she sometimes
earned a significant amount in a fortnight. Sarah struggles with understanding maths
and numbers, and she did not always accurately report her income. Centrelink warned
Sarah several times to be sure that she was reporting her earnings correctly. Following
an investigation, Centrelink found that Sarah received substantial overpayments
during the past ten years and began deducting money from her payments to pay
down the debt.
Hoping to have the debt reduced or waived, with some help from family Sarah used
the Freedom of Information laws to obtain documents from Centrelink about how the
debt was assessed. Neither Sarah nor her family could understand the formatting of
the documents, and they found wading through hundreds of pages of information to
be overwhelming. Sarah and her family turned to her financial counsellor Megan* for
assistance.
On seeing the complexity of the matter and the number of documents, Megan
contacted the SSRV’s Integrated Services Project for assistance to sort through the
information, and to see if there was an avenue of appeal to reduce the size of Sarah’s
debt.
The ISP lawyer analysed the documents, checked the debt calculations and for
any grounds to apply for a waiver or write-off of the debt. This review did confirm
that the earnings information had been processed correctly by Centrelink and that
there did not seem to be grounds for reducing the debt. With this advice to hand,
Megan assisted Sarah by confirming that the debt had been fairly raised, to have her
repayment deductions adjusted to a more manageable level, and to fully understand
her obligations moving forward.
*Name has been changed
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Disability Support Pension Help Project
In 2019 SSRV was pleased to receive a two
year grant from the Victorian Legal Services
Board + Commissioner’s (VLSB+C) grants
program for the DSP Help Project. The project
officially commenced in February 2020.

takes users through creating a personalised medical evidence kit they can take
to their health workers, to help explain what
the workers can do to help support a DSP
application.

The DSP Help Project aims to help people
living with illness, injury or disability access
income support. Specifically, the project
aimed to create an online resource that helps
applicants better understand and apply
for the Disability Support Pension. SSRV
worked with service design firm Paper Giant
to create the online resource, with the first
six months of the project – those months
within 2019-20 – dedicated to consultation, research and design. DSP Help was
officially launched in August 2020.

The DSP Help Project is more than just the
online resource. SSRV is providing a wrap
around legal service, providing legal assistance services to DSP applicants and those
who support them. The DSP Help legal
service has been integrated into SSRV’s
overall practice and has increased SSRV’s
capacity to provide advice and representation services.

DSP Help brings together information about
DSP eligibility criteria, gathering medical
evidence, how to apply, and the options
if a claim is rejected, into a website applicants can use as a guide through the claim
process. Built using Josef Legal’s ‘Chatbot’
technology, DSP Help includes a bot that
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With DSP Help live and available, the
second half of 2020 sees the DSP Help
Project move into its next phase with a focus
on promotion and service provision. In 2021,
subject to VLSB+C’s requirements, SSRV
anticipates the DSP Help Project undertaking a second phase of development and
iteration of DSP Help, expanding the target
audience to doctors, specialists, and other
health workers directly.

SSRV would like to thank and acknowledge the contributions of:

• The Victorian Legal Services Board + Commissioner.
• Paper Giant (Reuben Stanton, Wendy Fox, and Hannah Mitchell).
• The DSP Help Project Steering Committee

(Patrick McGee, Len Jaffit, Yvette Maker, John Berrill, and Natasha Thompson).

• Incus Group (Taimur Sidiqi).
• The clients and support workers who have contributed their time, expertise and
experience, and helped guide the shape and direction of DSP Help.

Visit the DSP Help website

DSP Help Steering Committee meeting, 3 March 2020. (L-R) Patrick McGee (AFDO), Yvette Maker ((Melbourne
Social Equity Institute, Melbourne University), Wendy Fox (Paper Giant), Reuben Stanton (Paper Giant), Dermott
Williams (SSRV), Hannah Mitchell (Paper Giant), Bryn Overend (SSRV), and Len Jaffit (Victoria Legal Aid).
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Case Study
Travis* is a 16 year old man living with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and
associated mental health conditions. He is supported by his mother, Judy*, in
his day to day life. Travis requires constant supervision and assistance, either
from Judy, other family members, or while attending a special school.
Judy contacted SSRV when Travis was rejected for the DSP. She had taken
this matter to a Centrelink Authorised Review Officer (ARO) who found Travis’
conditions to not be permanent as they were not fully treated or fully stabilised.
Judy sought assistance to take this to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal.
At the time Travis applied for the DSP he was experiencing difficulties with
his conditions. He could easily become distressed and at times aggressive.
Travis had to be removed from the family home on at least one occasion.
The treatment Travis received at this time and the recommendations health
workers made led the ARO to believe that his conditions were not fully
treated, and that he could show significant improvement if he undertook more
treatment. This was the main reason why his DSP claim was rejected.
Additionally, Travis was in the process of obtaining National Disability
Insurance Scheme assistance which the ARO also considered treatment
he needed to complete before his conditions were considered permanent.
On top of these challenges, the nature of his conditions meant Travis
was unable to advocate for himself, or even seek assistance on his own
behalf. He was and is reliant on Judy to obtain assistance for him.
A SSRV lawyer provided advice to Judy about the DSP eligibility requirements
and how medical evidence can and should be used to demonstrate these have
been met. Judy used this advice to obtain follow up reports from the health
workers treating Travis. SSRV provided representation at the Tribunal hearing,
preparing written submissions and assisting Judy with the hearing itself. A
decision was made in Travis’s favour and he is now receiving the DSP.
*Name has been changed
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Client and service data
The following graphs outlines a range of demographic
and service issues.
Note that all demographic data (except locations) are for individual clients only.

1%
0-17

Client age groups

3%
18-24

16%
25-34

Female 59%

Male 41%

17%

No

446

669

35%
50–64

65+

This infographic identifies the gender of our
individual clients in the 19-20 year.

Yes

28%
35-49

Other 1%

This graph identifies the age groups that our individual
clients fall into.

This graph highlights the number
of individual SSRV clients who
identify as living with a disability.

Yes
23%

This chart outlines the SSRV
clients who themselves
or a family member have
experienced family violence.
No
77%
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25% Non-Metro

This graph shows the
breakdown of clients
from metro & non-metro
areas. This includes
both individuals and
organisations.

74% Metro

1% Outside
Victoria

59%

Income Level
This graph outlines the levels of income clients
report to us when they first contact us. A significant
number of clients have no current income at all.

29%
11%
2%
Nil

Low

Medium

High

Client types
This graph indicates the types of clients who contact SSRV.
Individuals 84%
Organisations 15%
Government & Other 1%
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Non-metro clients
This outlines the spread of SSRV clientele (both individuals and organisations) in the non-metro areas of Victoria.
The seven most represented LGAs are identified individually, the rest are included in ‘other’. Other includes clients
from thirty-three (33) Victorian LGAs.
Other 47%
Mornington Peninsula 24%
Geelong 19%
Ballarat 15%
Bendigo 15%
Shepparton 10%
Yarra Ranges 9%
LaTrobe 7%

Client metro locations
This graph identifies the local government areas (LGAs) in greater metropolitan Melbourne where clients are from.
The top eight LGAs are noted. All others are in ‘other’. There are twenty LGAs represented in the ‘other’ category.
Other 54%
Melbourne 8%
Moreland 6%
Brimbank 6%
Wyndham 6%
Frankston 5%
Casey 5%
Hume 5%
Yarra 5%
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Clients payment chart
This graph shows the various types of payments people contact SSRV about. Smaller payments are aligned with
larger ones of the same nature. For example, study payments includes Austudy Payment and Youth Allowance;
Age Pension includes Widow’s Pension; Medical covers Disability Support Pension and Carer payments;
Family includes Family Tax Benefits and Parenting Payments whilst JobSeeker includes NewStart Allowance.
(JobSeeker replaced NewStart Allowance,Sickness Allowance and Widow’s Allowance in March 2020).
Medical 43%
JSP 25%
Family 16%
Study 9%
Age 8%

Presenting issues
This graph outlines the overall presenting issues clients contact us with. Each area is broken down further in
the graphs that follow. Note that some clients have more than one presenting issue when they contact us.
Rate & Pay 27%
Eligibility 27%
Overpayments 27%
Admin 19%
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Eligibility
The main issues clients have with eligibility include activity issues, overseas (including NZ) issues, family issues (such
as membership of a couple) study issues (full-time status etc) and medical – carer and disability eligibility usually.
Medical 55%
Activity 16%
NZ/OS 16%
Family 10%
Study 4%

Rate & Payability

33%
25%

The main areas in rate and payability are
the income test, waiting periods,
cancellation (or suspension) the assets tests
and the rate people are paid (affected by their
membership of a couple or other circumstances).

22%

13%
7%

Income
test

Waiting

Cancellation

Assets

Rate
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Debts & Repayments
The main areas in debts and repayments are the rate of recovery, the existence of the overpayment, possibility
of prosecution, the quantum (that is, the amount) of the overpayment and requests for waiver.
Existence 64%
Recovery rate 16%
Waiver 9%
Quantum 8%
Prosecution 4%

Administration issues
Administration issues covers areas such as complaints
about treatment (by Centrelink staff) issues to do with
job providers, delays and the review processes.

39%
33%

9% 11%
5% 3%
Treatment
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Job
agencies

Delay

Review

CDDA

Fol & Pol

Social Security Rights
Victoria Inc
Reg No. A0015471X

Financial Statements
For the Year Ended 30 June 2020
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Social Security Rights Victoria (Inc) is a community legal centre specialising
in social security advice and advocacy.
Find out more about Social Security Rights Victoria at ssrv.org.au
Support our work by donating at: ssrv.org.au/donate
Donations of $2 and over to SSRV are tax deductible.
SSRV is a Public Benevolent Institution (PBI). Please give generously so that
SSRV can continue to serve vulnerable and disadvantaged Victorians.
Contact details:
SSRV Inc.
PO Box 4226 Fitzroy 3065
General Advice Line, Mon-Thurs, 9.30am-12.30pm
(03) 9481 0355 or 1800 094 164 (Toll free outside Melbourne).
Administration Line, Mon – Thurs, 9.00am-5.00pm 9481 0299.
Worker Help Line, Mon-Thurs, 9.00am-5.00pm (03) 9481 0655.
E: info@ ssrv.org.au
W: ssrv.org.au
Incorporation number: A0015461X

