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COVID-19 RESPONSE REQUIRES AN END TO THE CASHLESS DEBIT CARD 

TRIALS 

 

There are signs that temporary changes to conditionality in current social security 

arrangements, including the suspension of most mutual obligation requirements, may 

pave the way for more comprehensive and longer-term revisions to the social security 

system. The increasing effects of new policies to mitigate the spread of COVID-19 on 

job availability, the development of the JobKeeper payment, temporary changes to 

mutual obligations requirements, and the massive loss of many entry-level jobs all 

suggest that conditionality related to job seeking and broader compliance mechanisms 

are being recognised as unreasonable during the pandemic. 

 

In light of this, it is only reasonable to end compulsory income management in the form 

of the Cashless Debit Card (CDC) trial across all sites, and to abandon any further 

plans for its roll-out. The well-documented harms caused by compulsory income 

management, including increased economic insecurity, social stigma and 

discrimination, and detrimental impacts on child and family welfare will only be 

compounded by the health and economic effects of COVID-19.1  

 

Of particular concern is the fact that the vast majority of CDC trial participants in the 

two original sites - the East Kimberley and Ceduna regions - are Indigenous. The 

effects of this pandemic will have a much greater impact on Indigenous people, 

particularly those in regional and remote communities, due to the already limited 

access to health services and poorer health outcomes. Over the past week, we have 

already seen a concerning spike in cases in the Kimberley, leading to a rapid closure 

of the shire’s borders last Thursday.2  

 

It is cruel and unnecessary to continue to subject people who are dealing with the 

unprecedented fallout of a pandemic to restrictions on spending. This is particularly 

harshly felt in remote Indigenous communities, where panic buying in supermarkets 

in metropolitan regions has left people in remote communities without access to basic 

essential goods.3 As it is not possible to use paywave or Tap-and-Go with the CDC,4 

trial participants are also unable to use this mechanism to minimise physical contact 

with eftpos terminals while shopping, thereby increasing their risk of exposure to the 

 
1 https://www.incomemanagementstudy.com/blog/hiddencosts 
2 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-02/kimberley-coronavirus-spike-sees-shire-borders-
closed/12115580  
3 https://www.smh.com.au/national/remote-indigenous-communities-pay-the-price-for-big-city-panic-
buyers-20200327-
p54ell.html?fbclid=IwAR0Pd3ToV2i3hLwjxscOzjgLPj4oI2Bgh9pxROwlmuXLPgy2hkpHBv_-o-0 
4 https://www.dss.gov.au/families-and-children-programs-services-welfare-reform-cashless-debit-
card/cashless-debit-card-frequently-asked-questions  
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virus.5 Given that the CDC does not allow people to make online purchases from 

mixed merchants, income management also restricts the ability of people subject to 

the trial in regional areas to buy essential goods from such online outlets.6 

 

The partial pause on an extension of the CDC to new trial participants should be 

extended into a commitment to ending the scheme entirely. Continuing to maintain 

and further entrench a false distinction between the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor 

will cost lives. All Australians deserve to have a well-functioning and humane social 

security system during and beyond this pandemic.  

 

We call for an end to compulsory income management and the Cashless Debit Card, 

which is making people’s lives even more difficult during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

 

Media Contact: 

Priya Kunjan, contactaimnetwork@gmail.com 

 
5 https://www.9news.com.au/videos/coronavirus-tap-and-go-encouraged-when-
shopping/ck8mvzx0c001o0hpebbwo81qp  
6 https://cdc.indue.com.au/cardholder/where-can-i-shop/  
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