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Report from the Chair 

Every organisation goes through cycles. The Welfare 

Rights Centre, one of the first Community Legal 

Centres in Australia, has been operating since 1983. 

Over 35 years both the internal and external 

environments fluctuate and combine to require 

different approaches to suit the circumstances. The 

role of the board also fluctuates according to the point 

in cycle – in times of renewal it must be stronger; in 

times of stable high performance it should be less. 

 

 

 

The Centre is currently in a vibrant reorganisation and renewal phase.  

We have a new constitution (December 2016) which reasserts the strength of purpose 

captured in the original but updates the governance structure and arrangements to meet 

contemporary requirements. 

We have a new strategic direction and strategic plan which, while retaining the core 

vision, values and purpose of the Centre reinterprets these, and the program we need 

to achieve them, to suit the current constrained circumstances. 
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We have renewed leadership through both new, committed Board members and a 

reinvigorated, if lean, staff team under the guidance of a new Coordinator/ Principal 

Solicitor. 

We have two new Board committees - the Finance and Staffing Issues Committee 

and the Governance, Risk and Compliance Committee, both of which are policy 

engine rooms and supplement the Board’s performance monitoring role. 

We have a battery of new policies reflecting the strategic directions and values of the 

Centre but which provide clarity and guidance distilled from the experience of our 

current leaders. 

We have new Board members who bring new experience and greater diversity to our 

governance processes. 

And, we are close to finalising a new Enterprise Agreement, a critical document that 

hopefully provides the best that we can offer our staff. Each and every member of our 

dedicated staff team, some of whom have been with us for many years, deserves the 

best care, attention and conditions we can manage with the inadequate resources we 

have.  

We are readying ourselves to exploit the next phase in the cycle - to exploit the 

efforts we have made throughout this reorganisation and renewal phase. With a stable 

financial future, sound governance, an excellent staff team, an ambitious strategy and 

plan and an unmatched dedication and enthusiasm for the cause of welfare/social 

security rights in an increasingly challenging policy environment, I am confident that 

we will not be found short.  

I thank all the Board and staff for their great commitment and monumental efforts and I 

look forward to the next exciting year of challenges and achievements. 
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Report from the Coordinator/Principal Solicitor 

This is my first Annual Report since I started at the Welfare Rights Centre in July 2016. 

To those of you who are familiar with our previous Annual Reports, you will notice a 

massive change to its format and content, which is in keeping with the massive changes 

I have managed or introduced at the Welfare Rights Centre over the past 12 months. 

Yet we are seeing increasing pressure on people receiving a social security and family 

payments, and on Centrelink staff who deliver services to these clients. The robodebts 

scandal is clear evidence of this. This system for recovery of alleged debts, usually from 

former recipients of a social security payment, is a blatant example of cost shifting from 

Centrelink onto individuals.  

The robodebts scandal and other measures 

implemented or proposed have the potential to 

do great harm to vulnerable and disadvantaged 

people, something we see every day in our 

advice and casework practice. 

Responding to these threats to our social 

security system has been a challenge given that 

amount of internal change at the Centre, mostly 

directed at making savings in the face of the 

impending cuts to CLC funding, reversed at the 

last minute.  

It’s been a big year, and there still much more to do. I would like to thank all staff at the 

Centre for persevering through the changes – and for providing such a great service to 

our many clients. I would also like to thank our Board, whose assistance and support 

during this transition has been essential. 
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What Our Centre Does  

The Welfare Rights Centre is a not-for-profit organisation and Community Legal Centre 

(CLC). We provide free legal advice and representation to thousands of NSW residents 

every year who are adversely affected by Centrelink decisions. The Centre also provides 

education to improve knowledge and understanding about social security law in the 

community. The Centre uses the knowledge and experience it gains through casework 

and work with its peak organisation, the National Social Security Rights Network, to 

advocate for reforms to the law and policy that would make the system fairer for 

everyone. 

The Welfare Rights Centre opened its doors in 1983 as part of the CLC movement in 

Australia. This was a response to the scarcity of affordable legal assistance available to 

marginalised members of society. Originally co-located with Redfern Legal Centre, the 

Centre opened its own premises in 1985. Since then it has experienced changes in 

location, staff, funding sources, law and policy. Throughout these changes, the Welfare 

Rights Centre has remained the lead service agency in NSW for social security law and 

policy. 

 

 

 

 

Staff at the Annual Planning 
Day, which was held at Gilbert 
+ Tobin in Barangaroo, Sydney 

Missing: Gerard and Julia 
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Casework Practice 

INFORMATION, ADVICE AND CASEWORK SERVICE 

We provide legal information, advice and casework services to people with income 

support problems related to social security and family assistance law, and to agencies 

assisting people with such problems. The aim of the Centre’s casework service is to 

achieve beneficial outcomes for both individual clients and for classes of clients. 

The casework practice comprises a telephone advice service, research, assistance with 

self-advocacy, interventions directly with Centrelink, written advocacy on behalf of 

clients and written or personal representation before the Administrative Appeals Tribunal 

(AAT), or in some cases the Federal Court. Advice is given on almost all aspects of 

social security and family assistance. Further representation may be provided in 

complex cases, particularly where children are at risk, in matters of wide application, in 

matters where the client has no money or where they may not adequately represent 

their own interests.  

We hold two advice shifts per week, on Mondays and Wednesdays from 9:30 am to 1:00 

pm. During the advice shift people can call our freecall number 1800 226 028. One of 

our trained volunteers will provide information or basic advice, or will assign callers to a 

caseworker who will provide more complex advice. Solicitors and caseworkers bring to 

our weekly casework meeting clients with Centrelink issues which require ongoing 

assistance. At the casework meeting a decision is made as to whether the client’s 

problem meets out Advice & Casework policy and whether we have the capacity to take 

on the client’s matter.  
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Disability Support Pension (DSP) Clinic 

On Wednesday morning two trained 

volunteers provide both telephone and 

written advice to those seeking assistance in 

appealing Centrelink’s rejection of their DSP 

claim. The volunteers provide advice in 

preparing and appealing their claim to the 

first tier of the Administrative Appeals 

Tribunal. Volunteers also provide advice to 

clients who are appealing their DSP claim to 

the Authorised Review Officer (ARO).  

These clients contact the Centre during the advice shift. The advice shift volunteer 

provides basic advice and asks the person to send in their ARO decision. The client is 

told they will be contacted during the DSP Clinic. Additionally, when clients call and are 

in the process of appealing their matter to the ARO, the DSP Clinic can provide template 

treating doctors’ reports and Impairment Tables to help them gather the right medical 

evidence.  

A caseworker supervises the two DSP Clinic volunteers. The volunteers initially discuss 

with the DSP Clinic supervisor what they understand the issues to be and the advice 

they intend to provide. The supervisor confirms the advice before the volunteers contact 

the client and provide advice over the phone. Following this, the volunteers prepare 

written advice, checked and signed by the supervisor, along with supporting documents 

such as impairment tables and template treating doctor’s reports. On occasion the 

volunteers may also speak to the client’s doctor or other health care professionals to 

assist in the preparation of gathering evidence.  
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Debt Clinic 

In early 2017, the Centre decided to establish a Debt Clinic, which provides specialised 

advice on Centrelink debts, including “Robodebts”. The Debt Clinic runs every Thursday 

morning. The Debt Clinic volunteers are specially trained to provide advice to social 

security debts of $10,000 or under. Initially, clients will be referred to the clinic through 

the advice shift.  

Once the referral has been made, the volunteers will interview the clients to determine 

what level of assistance the Centre is able to offer them. All clients will be provided with 

a debt factsheet. The volunteers will draft a letter of advice based on circumstances of 

the client’s debt. The clients will remain in the Debt Clinic for ongoing assistance or the 

matter will be allocated to another caseworker. 

The Debt Clinic assists clients with in-depth advice about their Social Security debt and 

enables the Centre to run more smoothly. As these matters generally do not have time 

limits, volunteers are able to assist clients by getting instructions to thoroughly 

understand their circumstances. Following this, the caseworker will discuss the issues 

and confirm the advice required for the client. 

These clinics are extremely valuable to volunteers as they are able to gain further legal 

experience by interviewing clients, deciding what the issues are and how the matter 

should be progressed. 

Outreach to Western Sydney  

The Centre established a monthly outreach at Anglicare’s One Stop Shop held in Mt 

Druitt in June 2017.  
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SRSS Debt Pro bono project 

The Status Resolution Support Service (SRSS) Debt Pro Bono Project was established 

who have debts to the Commonwealth as result of receipt of Status Resolution Support 

Service Payments. Many of these clients have debts to the Commonwealth due to 

unfavourable Refugee Review Tribunal decisions regarding their refugee status or other 

changes to their circumstances like income earned after gaining work rights. They 

remain an extremely vulnerable client group. The Centre works with its pro bono 

partners to assist these clients get these debts waived. 

CASEWORK STATISTICS 

Service type  

Total number of clients 1980 

Referrals 3004 

Information 268 

Discrete Non-Legal Support services 44 

Legal Advices 3147 

Legal Tasks 56 

 

  

Service type Open as at 

1/7/2016 

Opened during 

2016/17 

Closed during 

2016/17 

Other Representation cases 75 232 247 

Court/Tribunal cases 34 35 48 
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CASEWORK ISSUES DURING 2016/17 

Robodebts 

The robodebt scandal broke over the Christmas/New Year period. Within weeks the 

Centre’s advice shift resulted a significant increase in the number of people seeking 

advice about debts, but often it was difficult to diagnose whether their debt was a 

robodebt or an “ordinary” debt. 

The only way to be sure is receipt of the letter which kicks off the whole robodebt 

process, titled “Important Information about Your Employment Income”. If the person 

never received this letter or did not respond to it because they did not understand what 

was being asked of them, a 

computer program 

automatically calculated the 

debt was (thus “robodebt”) and 

an “Account Payable” letter. 

Too often this letter was also 

not received, and the first 

many people knew they had a 

debt was a phone call from the 

debt collectors. 

 This is often when people 

would contact the Centre. 
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Debt Hotline 

To ensure that as many people as possible received advice about their Centrelink debts, 

the Centre collaborated with Legal Aid NSW, Illawarra Legal Centre and LawAccess 

NSW to establish and promote the LawAccess 1800 number as a “hotline” number to 

get advice and assistance about Centrelink debts. 

This line operates through eReferrals, whereby LawAccess NSW staff will email a 

referral to Legal Aid, which will then distribute the referrals between itself, the Centre 

and Illawarra Legal Centre. Each organisation has undertaken to call the person within 

48 hours of receiving the e-Referral. As a result, clients only need to ring one number to 

receive information and advice regarding their Centrelink debts. 

Case study 

Samantha contacted the Centre about a Youth Allowance robodebt of $7,452.76 that 

she had appealed to the Social Services & Child Support Division of the Administrative 

Appeals Tribunal. In its decision the AAT stated that: 

1. “No debt or debt component is able to be founded on the extrapolations from 

Australian Tax Office records; 

2. The earnings components of any recalculated debts as may be raised must be 

based on and confined to any fortnightly salary records obtainable in the 

exercise of statutory power to do so (if set in train).” 

However, subsequent to the AAT decision Centrelink recalculated the debt and 

advised the new debt amount was $6,000. It was not clear whether Centrelink had 

adhered to the AAT decision in calculating the new debt amount.  

We appealed the new decision to an Authorised Review Officer. The ARO reduced the 

debt to $5332. The ARO confirmed that Centrelink had contacted three of Samantha’s 

employers and obtained pay records as required by the AAT decision.  In relation to 
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Samantha’s fourth employer, who was no longer in business, Centrelink accepted her 

bank statements in order to calculate the debt.  

The AAT decision was very favourable to our client and hopefully it sets a benchmark 

for how Centrelink should calculate debts. 

Member of Couple (MOC) Debts 

The Centre continues to assist clients with very large debts resulting from Centrelink’s 

assessment that they are a member of a couple and thus were not entitled to the higher 

single rate of payment, or were not entitled to any payment, due to their “partner’s” 

income.  

Case study 

Sarah was receiving Youth Allowance while she was studying at university. Sarah 

contacted the Centre after Centrelink decided that she was a member of a couple and 

she had failed to declare her partner’s income.  

Sarah was aged 20 at the time of the debt and was a university student. She was living 

in a share house with her boyfriend and another person. The Centre was successful in 

appealing Sarah’s debt to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal. The Centre explained the 

nature of their relationship arguing that it was a boyfriend/girlfriend relationship and not 

a de-facto relationship within the meaning of the Social Security Act.  

The client resided in regional NSW which enables us to provide our high level casework 

to our regional client.  

Family Tax Benefit and Social Security Debts  

During the previous year, the Centre has seen an increase in the number of people 

seeking assistance with debts that have arisen due to confusion about how they should 

report their income for Family Tax Benefit (FTB) purposes and for social security 

purposes.  
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Our clients had quite reasonably thought that by reporting their income for FTB, they 

had also reported their income for their Centrelink payment, such as Parenting Payment. 

In fact, they need to report their income separately, something which Centrelink has not 

been made sufficiently clear to many people, nor is it easy to navigate the website to 

report the income. The Centre has been representing these clients at the AAT and has 

been working with the National Social Security Rights Network on this issue. 

Case study 

Susan was overpaid $37,000 over a four year period and Centrelink subsequently raised 

a Parenting Payment debt. Centrelink decided the debt arose because Susan failed to 

report her husband’s employment income, which would have affected her rate of 

Parenting Payment throughout the period.  

When Susan applied for Parenting Payment she declared her husband’s income and 

Centrelink failed to place her on fortnightly reporting. Susan reported her husband’s 

annual income estimate every year during the debt period as a required by Family Tax 

Benefit.  

Susan believed Centrelink knew about her husband’s income because she had declared 

his income initially and updated the family income every year. On this basis she 

appealed the decision to raise the debt.  

Susan was successful in having the decision varied at the Social Services and Child 

Support Division of AAT however Centrelink appealed this matter. The Centre 

represented Susan at the General Division of the AAT and the appeal was successful, 

with approximately 90% of the debt waived. 

Special Benefit 

Special Benefit is a Centrelink payment which is only available where a person cannot 

receive any other income support payment, due to the operation of the Social Security 
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Act. The person must be in financial hardship and be unable to work and be an 

Australian resident or the holder of a specified subclass of visa. 

Case study 

Imran's Special Benefit was cancelled in June 2016, with date of effect January 2016. 

This meant that in addition to having no income Imran also had a debt of just over $5000.  

Centrelink cancelled the payment on the basis that Imran’s wife had gifted the property 

in which she lived to their daughter. The property was a modest unit, which was originally 

purchased in the name of Imran’s wife and their son. Imran’s children had put up the 

money for the deposit. The intention was for Imran and his wife to take over the mortgage 

repayments after they established themselves in Australia. However, neither Imran nor 

his wife got a job in Australia. Therefore, they would not contribute to the mortgage. The 

mortgage was paid for primarily by their son, who also lived in the unit with them.  

As their son was paying the mortgage Imran and his wife thought it was only fair that the 

unit be transferred into his name. However, Centrelink considered this to be a gift and 

cancelled Imran’s Special Benefit. Imran's wife does not receive social security as she 

is subject to a 10 year Assurance of Support. 

We represented Imran at the AAT. The AAT accepted our submission that the unit was 

effectively always owned by Imran’s son, meaning no gift took place. Centrelink did not 

appeal. Imran’s Special Benefit payment was restored and he was paid arrears of just 

over $16,000.  
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CASEWORK PRACTICE AND PROCEDURES 

Advice & Casework policy and procedures 

From February 2017 the Centre commenced trailing its new Advice & Casework Policy. 

The Policy seeks to focus the Centre’s limited resources on people who are most in 

need of advice and casework assistance. As a general rule, advice will only be provided 

where the person has already received an Authorised Review Officer’s (ARO) decision 

and have sent it in to the Centre. 

Exceptions are made for priority clients, and for all clients who have a debt. ARO 

decisions are very useful as they clearly set out Centrelink’s decision and Centrelink’s 

reasons for not changing the decision. Where the person contacting the Centre does 

not receive advice, the volunteers have been trained to provide them with relevant 

information, including the right to apply for review, and send factsheets to the person. 

Cross Check 

Cross check took place on 5 December 2016. No major risk issues were identified. 
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Policy Work 

ROBODEBTS 

In addition to providing advice and casework to people with a robodebt, the Centre 

participated in the campaign against robodebts. It collated data for and sent case studies 

to the National Social Security Rights Network. The Centre also appeared at the Sydney 

hearing of the Senate Community Affairs References Committee and gave evidence. 

CAMPAIGN TO RETAIN THE ENERGY SUPPLEMENT 

The Centre participated in the Community Sector Campaign to retain the Energy 

Supplement. The Centre was a signatory to a letter urging the Prime Minister and the 

Leader of the Opposition to keep the Energy Supplement and increase Newstart 

Allowance.  

ALRC ELDER ABUSE INQUIRY 

The Centre made submissions to the Australian Law Reform Commission’s Discussion 

Paper on Elder Abuse. With over three quarters of the elderly receiving some form of 

social security, the report identified key areas where there is a risk of elder financial 

abuse in relation to social security arrangements. The ALRC’s agreed with the Centre’s 

recommendation that Centrelink develop a separate elder abuse strategy dedicated to 

prevent, identify and respond to the abuse of older Australians.  

BIANNUAL MEETING WITH DEPARTMENT OF HUMAN SERVICES AND 

DEPARTMENT OF SOCIAL SECURITY 

The Centre accompanied the National Social Security Rights Network in its biannual 

meeting with the Department of Human Services and Department of Social Security in 

Canberra. The agenda was very tightly controlled, with the focus on Cashless Debit 

Card, Child Support, Carer Assessment Project and Departure Prohibition Orders. The 

NSSRN raised issues relating to the activity testing of people in civil confinement (i.e. 
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admitted into a psychiatric ward), communications strategy in regards to the introduction 

of new aged care means testing, and the need to improve aspects of the DSP 

impairment tables. 

COMMONWEALTH OMBUDSMAN’S SOCIAL SERVICES AND INDIGENOUS 

COMMUNITY ROUNDTABLE  

The Centre participated in the Commonwealth Ombudsman Social Services and 

Indigenous Community Roundtable. The meeting was attended by a range of 

community organisations and key stakeholders, including Carers NSW and Legal Aid 

NSW.  

A number of themes emerged from the discussions: 

 More comprehensive and accessible information about program of support 

requirements for disability support pension claims; 

 Concerns about penalties applied under the Community Development Program; 

 Centrelink’s communication with Indigenous customers in remote communities; 

 Better direct access for advocates and caseworkers to government agencies e.g. 

Centrelink’s Indigenous Service Officers and the Participations Solutions Team; 

 Centrelink’s focus on driving access via online services resulting in reduced 

accessibility for some groups; 

 Access to services, simple translated information, and interpreters for CALD 

communities; and 

 Assistance for asylum seekers trying to claim the SRSS payment. 
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Community Legal Education and Resources 

FCAN CONFERENCE 

The Centre presented a CLE to the Financial Counsellors Association of NSW (FCAN), 

which included an overview of Centrelink matters with particular detail on beneficial 

changes to the assessment of income maintenance periods and an update on changes 

to legislation.  

ROBODEBT CLE 

The Centre presented a CLE on robodebts to the Quarterlies, which is hosted by 

Community Legal Centre’s NSW. The focus of the CLE was on how other CLCs could 

in a practical way assist clients get online and confirm/correct their employment income 

information, as well as find and contact former employers to obtain details about their 

employment. 

CLCs were encouraged to assist their clients in complaining to Centrelink and if not 

satisfied with the response to then complain to the Commonwealth Ombudsman. If the 

client still has a debt after attempting the online process, CLCs were asked to refer the 

client to the Centre. During the session, the Centre also discussed the Senate inquiry 

into the robodebt issue and encouraged Centres to put in a submission outlining their 

experience assisting clients to access the online system.  

BENEVOLENT SOCIETY CLE 

The Centre attended a caseworker meeting at the Benevolent Society, and during an 

informal sessions provided information on Centrelink decisions, particularly regarding 

Disability Support Pension, Special Benefit and debts. The Benevolent Society’s clients 

are mostly unemployed people and people with disabilities and newly arrived residents.  
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HOMELESS CONNECT 

The Centre attended the yearly event, Homeless Connect, where we assisted many 

people with their Centrelink matters. Some clients had had their payments reduced as  

 

they were repaying debts and did not know they could appeal against the raising of the 

debt or the amount recovered each fortnight. Some were not in receipt of payment due 

to the imposition of a compensation preclusion period or alleged failure of the activity 

test. We also advised a number of New Zealand citizens who were homeless that they 

could receive a social security payment for six months if they had been residing in 

Australia for 10 years. 

Often a homeless client will have problems with producing the identification required for 

a Centrelink payment. At Homeless Connect we were able to refer people to a 

representative from the Registry of Births Deaths & Marriages and also advise that 

Centrelink has an alternative proof of identity form that can be completed. 

DSP LAWPROMPT TOPIC 

The Centre was successful in its application to the Legal Aid NSW Administrative 

Efficiencies Grants Program for funding to produce a new social security law LawPrompt 

topic for LawAccess NSW on DSP eligibility and appeals. The Centre has prepared the 

first draft and will be working with LawAccess NSW on the second draft of the topic. 
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Media 

MEDIA MENTIONS 

During the year, the Centre was mentioned or quoted in the following media: 

 Crackdown throws thousands off the Disability Support Pension, Rick Morton, 

The Australian, 13 July 2016. 

 Tougher eligibility rules force thousands off the disability pension and into 

financial hardship, RN Breakfast, Patricia Karvelas, 14 July 2016. 

 Editorial, Work to be done, The Saturday Paper, 29 September 2016.  

 Morton, R. ‘Nation must face moral obligation’ to break carer welfare cycle, 5 

September 2016, p 1 & 4. 

 Legal aid services join up to deal with the high volume of Centrelink debt cases, 

The Guardian Australia, 1 April 2017. Katherine Boyle was interviewed for this 

article.  

 How Centrelink’s Robodebt debt ran off the rails, Background Briefing, 5 March 

2017. The Centre’s Solicitor, Carolyn Odgers, featured in this program.  

SOCIAL MEDIA 

The Welfare Rights Centre has been working on increasing its social media presence. 

The Centre has increased its presence on Facebook and Twitter by interacting and 

connecting with its followers to let the public know of the casework undertaken but also 

of our staff and volunteers.  

Following from the #FundEqualJustice campaign the presence of the Centre has 

increased exponentially. A focus on lobbying against cuts, unfair and unjust Social 

Security proposals by Government and also showcasing the faces of the Welfare Rights 

Centre NSW.  
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Funding 

The Centre received funding under the Community Legal Services Program (CLSP) 

and from members of its Trade Union Program and HESTA. In addition the Centre was 

successful in obtaining additional small one-off grants to implement its new Information 

and Communication Technology system and to draft a topic on DSP for LawAccess 

NSW. 

FUND EQUAL JUSTICE CAMPAIGN 

Just before Christmas 2016, the Centre sent emails to every politician in NSW regarding 

the cuts to the Community Legal Sector. The letter outlined the important work of the 

Centre, and the CLC sector generally offered to meet with the MP to discuss how s/he 

could show support for the work the Centre does. Between ten and fifteen MPs replied 

to the email – mostly to decline a meeting, unfortunately. However, the Centre met with 

a number of MPs or their staff. 

WELFARE RIGHTS TRADE UNION AND HESTA PROGRAMS 

The Centre continues to provide advice and caseworker to members of trade unions 

who have signed up to our Trade Union Program and to members of HESTA. A number 

of these members had robodebts and Family Tax Benefit/Social Security debts. 

The Centre presented an information session to call centre staff at United Voice NSW 

on 29 September 2016. The purpose of the session was to assist staff to identify when 

members may have a social security issue and to facilitate referrals to the Centre. 

Further CLEs will be organised for the Centre’s trade union funders later in the year. 

The Centre provided training resources to HESTA for use in training its front line staff in 

awareness of social security law and policy issues. 

 

 



ADMINISTRATION 

Page | 21 
 

Administration  

NATIONAL ACCREDITATION SCHEME 

The Centre was granted Accreditation and certified under the under the National 

Accreditation Scheme (NAS). 

The NAS is an accreditation and certification process for CLCs across Australia. The 

aim is to support and give recognition to good practice in the delivery of community legal 

services, and provide a quality assurance process that gives funding bodies, CLCs and 

their clients’ confidence that CLCs are operating according to a range of organisational 

and service delivery standards.  

CO-LOCATION 

The Centre and CLCNSW agreed it would co-locate to the Centre’s premises in Surry 

Hills. After renovations to a portion of the Centre’s office space, CLSNSW move in during 

April 2017. 

NEW ITC SYSTEM 

The Centre completely overhauled its Information and Technology and Communication 

(ITC) systems. The Centre now uses cloud computing and Skype, which has resulted in 

significant costs savings.  

MIGRATION TO CLASS 

Along with most other CLCs around Australia, the Centre migrated from CLSIS to the 

new database CLASS.  

CLCNSW SHARED FINANCIAL SERVICE 

In May 2017, the Centre commenced its subscription with the CLCNSW Financial 

Service. New streamlined and cloud-based accounts procedures have been put in place 

and the Centre has transitioned to the Xero accounting program. 
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Our Volunteers 

NEW VOLUNTEER PROGRAM ROLLED OUT 

In early 2017, the Centre rolled out its new Volunteers Program, which involved the 

production of a comprehensive and detailed Volunteers’ Manual, and structured intake 

3-4 times per year.  

The initial induction day included information about the Welfare Rights Centre, our 

systems, the role of volunteers and a session on role playing so volunteers could 

practice taking enquiries from our clients. The Centre provided the volunteers with lunch 

and complementary tickets to I Daniel Blake screening at the Chauvel Cinema in 

Paddington which the current and new volunteers attended.  

The Volunteer Program covers four areas: 

 The advice shift; 

 The casework/admin shift; 

 the DSP Clinic; and 

 the Debt Clinic. 

The Center would not be able to function without its volunteers, who do a tremendous 

amount of work answering phones, talking to clients about their problem and providing 

information about their social security problem. Our specially trained volunteers also 

provide basic advice on DSP and debts. 
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Volunteer profiles 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kelly has been volunteering at the Centre 
since mid-2017. She is a 3rd year 
Commerce/Law student at UNSW and 
has a passion for social justice. She finds 
working at the Centre has taught her 
invaluable lessons about the way the law 
works in practice, and how to 
communicate clearly, directly, and 
effectively. 

Francesca is a final year 
Law/Economics student at 
UNSW. She has been with 
the Centre since the 
beginning of 2017 as an 
Admin volunteer.  

Francesca loves working at 
WRC, she says that it is the 
chance to help vulnerable 
people and make an impact in 
the community.  
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Some of our stellar administration/casework 
and advice shift vollies 

Top (left to right): Renata, Rebecca and 
Lianne 

Bottom (left to right): Rebecca, Beycan, 
Stella and Jerson  



OUR VOLUNTEERS 

Page | 25 
 

DSP CLINIC VOLUNTEERS  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jazz is a third-year law student at UTS and he 
started volunteering at the Centre in November 
2016.  

My primary responsibility as a DSP Clinic volunteer 
is to assist one of our solicitors to advise clients 
who have had their claim for DSP rejected. This 
role helps me communicate with some of our most 
vulnerable clients, who are often caught up in very 
upsetting circumstances. 

Being a DSP vollie and the interactions that come 
with it, has significantly improved my 
communication skills, and has given me a deeper 
and more practical understanding of our social 
security system. Working at the Welfare Rights 
Centre has not only been an absolute pleasure, it 
has also been a fantastic introduction to the 
professional world of law practice.” 

 Dania is a third year law student from UTS.  
 
I joined the Welfare Rights Centre in May 2016. 
I’ve had the pleasure of working in the admin, 
advice and most recently the DSP clinic. I 
currently provide legal advice under supervision 
one of the caseworkers for DSP matters and 
perform ad hoc legal research. 

During my time at WRC I have worked alongside 
some of the most compassionate and determined 
people. WRC has provided me the opportunity to 
practically apply my legal skills and also nurture 
my understanding of administrative law. I have 
been mentored by some of the most passionate 
solicitors and caseworkers and for that I am 
grateful. 
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DEBT CLINIC VOLUNTEERS 

  
Amy (top): 

I started volunteering at the 
Welfare Rights Centre in October 
2015. I started as an 
administrative volunteer back 
when we were still on the paper 
system using CLSIS and have 
continued to volunteer until today 
as a Debt Clinic volunteer. The 
Centre has gone through 
significant changes since I first 
started, but I continue to find 
volunteering here an absolute 
pleasure. I enjoy my interactions 
with everyone on the staff, and I 
learn new things every time I 
come in – whether it’s new 
aspects about social security law 
or new ways to assist clients. 
Being able to experience how law 
and government administration 
interact while still at university 
has given me a broad view of the 
law that I believe will be helpful 
as I graduate and head into the 
workforce. 

 

Michelle’s interpersonal skills and 
strong work ethic have been a 
valuable asset to the Debt Clinic. 



OUR STAFF 

Page | 27 
 

Our Staff 

Katherine Boyle Coordinator/Principal Solicitor 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Carolyn Odgers Assistant Principal Solicitor  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I was appointed Coordinator/Principal 
Solicitor in July 2016. For the past 20 years 
I have worked in the community legal 
sector, the union movement, the public 
sector and in private practice. My favourite 
thing about working at the Welfare Rights 
Centre is talking to the clients and helping 
them make sense of a diabolically 
complicated system, and then turning this 
experience into public advocacy for a better 
and fairer social security system.  

Outside of work, my main interests are 
spending time with my partner and three 
kids, reading (Franz Kafka is an appropriate 
favourite), going to the movies and taking 
my dog for a walk. 

I have worked at Welfare Rights for over 7 
years. My previous position was as a 
tenant advocate for a number of years. I 
enjoy being able to advocate for and 
advise our clients on their rights and 
responsibilities in our complex social 
security system. The work we do is varied 
and challenging. It is really satisfying 
assisting our clients to a good outcome 
which often has a huge benefit for them 
impacting really positively in their lives. 

My interests outside of work include my 
lovely family and my ongoing passion for 
Pilates. 
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Danny Shaw Senior Caseworker 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gerard Thomas Caseworker  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I believe that to successfully advocate for our 
clients it is necessary to clearly understand the 
facts of the case – as it is the facts of the case 
that usually determine the outcome. 

I further believe it is necessary to clearly 
understand the client’s story and their 
circumstances and to gather documentary 
evidence to support the client’s 
story. Submissions should be straight forward 
and direct to enable the decision maker to 
clearly grasp the issues. 

Ultimately it is the credibility of the client which 
is often the key factor in determining the 
outcome of cases. 

 

I am currently a caseworker at the Centre 
and have worked in the community sector 
as an advocate for low income Australians 
for over 25 years. I have been at the 
Welfare Rights Centre for almost 15 years, 
and during that time have seen the 
undermining of our social security safety 
net, with too many people being left behind. 
Like many others, I am deeply concerned 
about accessibility and quality of the 
important services that are provided by the 
many dedicated staff at the Department of 
Human Services. 

On a less serious note, I am happily 
addicted to chilli! 
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Julia Hong Caseworker  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Amrita Saluja Caseworker  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I first joined the Centre in 2014 as a 
volunteer, was appointed Office 
Administrator in 2015 and then caseworker 
in April 2017. Clients approach the Centre 
with all sorts of complex issues – no two 
clients are the same. While the work is often 
challenging, there is great satisfaction in 
being able to make a positive and practical 
difference in someone’s life.  

The Centre’s supportive and flexible working 
culture enables me to enjoy life beyond 
work, which includes going on hikes, 
travelling and keeping my pot plants healthy.  

 I started at the Welfare Rights Centre 
in March 2017 as a volunteer and 
commenced my role as a Caseworker 
in April 2017. I love working in an 
organisation with incredibly dedicated 
people who are passionate about 
helping some of the most vulnerable 
people in society.  

When I’m not at work I love to run, eat 
and drink loads of coffee.  
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The Centre also farewelled some valued members of the welfare rights team: 

 Sharissa Thirukumar 

 Sam Trinity 

 Oscar Vicencio 

 Sean Bowes 

 

 

Donna Flood Office Administrator  

 I joined Welfare Rights not long 
before the end of the financial 
year. I am the Office 
Administrator and coordinate 
the finances, troubleshoot any 
admin or technical issues that 
come up and generally help to 
make life as easy as possible 
for the staff. I really appreciate 
working with a group of people 
that love their work and are 
incredibly passionate about the 
clients that they help. 
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Our Board 

Michael Raper, Chair 

Clancy King, Deputy Chair 

James Jankulovski, Secretary 

Lua De Burgh, Director 

Sam Clay, Director 

Diana Covell, Director 

Marc Hopkins, Director 

Carol Howard, Director 

Laura Lombardo, Director 

Jacqueline Phillips, Director 

Scarlet Wilcox, Director 
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THANK YOU 

To our volunteers, our Centre could not run without your hard work, enthusiasm and 
humour: 

Stella Antoniou, Doha Abdulkhalek, Mona Abu Zalaf, Anthony Anisseh, Erin Bailey, 
Jerson Balaton, Sean Bowes, Suami Campos, Shancy Chen, Christopher Chiam, 
Emily Chow, Renata Cvetkovska, Rebecca Gad, Amy Giang, Kelly Gu, Aishya Farrar, 
Ben Fawcett, Xavier Fenera, Camille Gray, Sharlene Hau, Mark Haydon, Jonathan 
Hetherington, Dania Ibrahim, Beycan Irmako, Mariam Jaber, Heather Johnson, 
Amanda Kandilis, Grace Kessling, Safraz Khan, Sumaiya Khan, Joanne Knight, Vivien 
Lee, Samanta Lestavel, Molica Ly, Francesca Mendoza, Sarah McIntyre, Marcus 
Morgan, Anna Nelson, Jazz Osvald, Isabel Owen, Emily Paterson, Gabi Possati, 
Jonathan Ren, Natalie Ross, Amrita Saluja, Zoe Saunders. Yenee Saw, Veronica 
Sebesfi, Petrina Slaytor, Zoe Saunders, Patil Sevagian, Jonathan Thompson, Lianne 
Wong, Tracey Xue and Natalie Zhen.  

To our Board, for you enthusiasm, commitment and belief in the great work of the Centre, 
and for more than stepping up when the call goes out. 

To the NTEU, our landlords, who have so generously supported us through tough times. 

To CLCNSW, for moving in with us and pulling it off so smoothly. 

To HESTA, for your ongoing support and for being a progressive leader in 
superannuation. 

To our trade union supporters, for looking after your members and us: Independent 
Education Union, NSW Nurses & Midwives Association of NSW, Police Association of 
NSW, Public Service Association of NSW, NSW Teachers Federation, United Voice 
NSW.  

To PLC Croydon and the NSW Teachers Federation for donating so many computer 
monitors. 

To all the people who contact our Centre for help, for your courage in standing up to 
Centrelink, and for being patient with us while we get to you call! 
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Get Involved  

 

Social media links 

We are located on Twitter and Facebook.  

 

 

  www.facebook.com/welfarerightscentre 

 

 

www.twitter.com/welfare_rights  

 

Volunteer 

The Centre recruits new admin and advice shift volunteers in October, November and 

February. Please visit www.welfarerights.org.au to find out how to join the team. 

 

 






























































