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12 May 2020 
 

 ‘TRIALS’ OF THE CASHLESS DEBIT CARD OR POLICY IMPLEMENTATION BY 
STEALTH UNDER COVID-19? 

 
On 5 May 2020, Senator Anne Ruston, the Minister for Families and Social Services, 
announced that the Cashless Debit Card trials would be extended yet again until 31 December 
2020 across all trial sites. This has been decided despite the fact that the Social Security 
(Administration) Amendment (Income Management and Cashless Welfare) Act 2019, only 
enabled the extension of the Cashless Debit Card in the East Kimberley, Ceduna and 
Goldfields regions until 30 June 2020, thereby aligning the timeframes for these initial trials 
with that of the more recent Bundaberg and Hervey Bay trial. In the absence of directly 
applicable legislation, the decision and announcement on 5 May by Minister Ruston was likely 
enabled by provisions in the Coronavirus Economic Response Package Omnibus Bill 2020, 
which was passed on 23 March 2020.  
 
When initially rolled out, the Cashless Debit Card trial in Ceduna and the East Kimberley was 
only supposed to be implemented for a 12-month period. The affected communities and 
recipients were led to believe that they were participating in a time-bound trial. However, as 
outlined above, most of these trials are now running into their fifth year of operation and 
continue to be geographically expanded. This is despite ample evidence from government-
commissioned reviews and peer-reviewed academic research that they do not achieve their 
stated aims, and in fact cause further harm to participants.  
 
Simon Schrapel, CEO of Uniting Communities and one of the founding members of the 
Accountable Income Management Network (AIMN) says: ‘The repeated extensions of the 
timeframes for the trials of the Cashless Debit Card are a strong indication that this can no 
longer be considered a trial. Instead, this confirms that the roll out of the Cashless Debit Card 
is a case of policy implementation by stealth, more so in the face of ongoing and strong 
objections to the punitive imposition of the Card.’  
 
‘It is astonishing that in the midst of a global economic and health crisis that is resulting in 
rapidly increasing levels of unemployment, financial insecurity and heightened anxiety, the 
Coalition Government sees fit to extend the hardship being imposed on recipients of the 
Cashless Debit Card. In the absence of a coherent strategy for job creation and economic 
rebuilding and in the face of the threat of the Jobseeker Allowance reverting to the old Newstart 
$550 per fortnight at the end of September, thousands of social security recipients and 
Cardholders will be forced to live in abject poverty with no prospect of finding a job, as the 
ranks of the unemployed swell.’  
 
‘People on the Card were already struggling before the Coronavirus pandemic; the high level 
of job losses will only make things harder. We need a decent social security safety net to 
ensure that no person is forced to be homeless or hungry, and to ensure that everyone can 
access social security without being subject to forced and punitive income management.’  
 
In addition to extending the timeframes for the ‘trials’, Minister Ruston’s announcement on 5 
May 2020 highlighted that a contactless payment feature would be introduced and that there 
would be a 1% interest rate on account balances for the Cashless Card.  
 
AIMN member and advocate Priya Kunjan commented: ‘The introduction of a 1% interest rate 
and the contactless payment feature illustrates the Government’s willingness to prioritise 
minor technological ‘fixes’ over addressing many more serious concerns about the Card that 
have been raised by participants, researchers and advocates since the trials began.’ 

https://ministers.dss.gov.au/media-releases/5801
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/legislation/bills/r6521_aspassed/toc_pdf/20044b01.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf
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The Accountable Income Management Network calls for the Cashless Debit Card trials to be 
jettisoned immediately; for a comprehensive job creation strategy to be developed by 
Government; and for the establishment of a Social Security System Expert Group (as called 
for in Recommendations 25 and 26 of the Senate Inquiry’s report on the adequacy of 
Newstart) so as to ensure the  delivery of decent and comprehensive social security that 
forces no-one into poverty, more especially during this time of escalating unemployment and 
economic and social anxiety due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 
The Accountable Income Management Network is a nation-wide network of researchers, 
community organisations, Cashless Debit Card trial participants and non-government 
organisations, which focuses on the issues raised by compulsory income management 
regimes in Australia. 
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Priya Kunjan – contactaimnetwork@gmail.com  
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