
Meet those IMpacted by the changes  

Meet amina*

Amina and her three young children arrived in Australia in 2013 after escaping 
violence and persecution. She was not permitted to work when she first arrived and 
was barred from applying for a Protection Visa. She is alone trying to take care of 
her young kids in a foreign country and has experienced uncertainty as a result of 
Australian Government decisions.

Without the life-saving basic financial assistance, Amina will not have enough 
money to cover both her rent and electricity bills. Even now, she is afraid to turn on 
the heating in her home because the bills are so expensive. Her children become sick 
because the house is too cold in winter. Her young son has asthma and has been 
hospitalised because of it. She worries that the cold house makes his asthma much 
worse. She also finds it difficult to have enough food every day.

“How can I send my children to school when they have no food? They will look at the other children eating and cry.”

Amina witnessed traumatic events in her home country and often has nightmares and flashbacks, exacerbated by her current situation. 
Amina says on the weekends, they often stay at home because she can’t afford to pay for public transport to take her children anywhere 
and when they go out, she often cries as she can’t afford to buy her children what they ask for. Without the basic SRSS support, Amina 
will not be able to afford her rent, and she and her children will be homeless. Thousands more will be in Amina’s position if these changes 
to SRSS are not stopped!

Meet hamid*

When Hamid* was at school in Iran, he excelled at mathematics and physics. He often dreamt 
of becoming an electrical engineer, a dream that was cut short when he had to flee Iran alone. 
Hamid overcame many obstacles. He was detained in an Australian immigration detention centre 
for several months, survived on a meagre living allowance when he was released, and had to 
advocate to be able to finish his high school. Hamid says what kept him going was his dream. 
His high school teacher told him in Australia if he had a dream and worked hard, he would 
achieve it. Hamid learnt English and studied hard, never joining his friends for a night of fun. 
He eventually managed to get a scholarship from a top university. As a young person seeking 
asylum, he had to pay international tuition fees but the university agreed to waive his tuition 
fee for the Bachelor of Electrical Engineering. Hamid thought he achieved his dream.

Recently Hamid was told by his SRSS caseworker that his support will be cut off because 
he will be studying full time. With no access to any other form of social security (like youth 
allowance) and no support from his family, he now has to forgo studying and his scholarship 
for a low-skill, low-paid job just so he can survive. Hamid describes his situation as running 
towards a door and seeing it close at the last minute. Thousands more will be in Hamid’s 
position if these changes to SRSS are not stopped!

a snapshot:
•	 	Thousands	of	 highly	 vulnerable	people	 seeking	 asylum	who	

are living in our community could be at risk of destitution and 
homelessness in just over a month. 

•	 	The	 Australian	 government	 is	 planning	 to	 drastically	 reduce	
the Status Resolution Support Services (SRSS) program. The 
program provides basic living allowance (typically 89% of 
Newstart allowance or $247 per week), casework, and torture 
and trauma counseling.

•	 	Pregnant	 women,	 families	 with	 young	 children,	 and	 people	
with depression will not be exempt from these changes.     

•	 	Potentially	thousands	of	people	could	become	homeless.	They	
could stop taking medicines, skip meals, not be able to provide 
for their children, take exploitative jobs, and are at high risk of 
acts of desperation, including self-harm.

•	 	Bright	young	students	who	have	won	scholarships	to	university	
could loose access to income support;

•	 	Pregnant	 women	 who	 fled	 family	 violence	 have	 found	
themselves without access to any money or appropriate health 
care for two years while their other visas were still in effect.
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background 

Thousands of highly vulnerable people seeking asylum could 
be at risk of destitution and homelessness in mid-2018, due 
to a drastic reduction in income support and other life-saving 
supports.

People seeking asylum (whether by boat or plane) often 
need support to survive in Australia while their claims for 
protection are being processed. These highly vulnerable and 
often traumatised people are often unable to work and are 
not entitled to the social security payments available to others.

In recent years, they have been provided support through 
the Status Resolution Support Services (SRSS) program. The 
program provides a basic living allowance (typically 89% 
of Newstart allowance), casework support and access to 
torture and trauma counselling. The service is funded by 
the Department of Home Affairs (formerly the Department 
of Immigration and Border Protection), but delivered by 
contracted service providers nationally.

the probleM
The Australian Government is planning a drastic reduction in 
the Status Resolution Support Service (SRSS) program. The 
program provides a basic living allowance (typically 89% 
of Newstart allowance, equating to just $247 per week), 
casework support, assistance in finding housing, and access 
to torture and trauma counselling. It is a lifeline for people 
seeking asylum.

People are likely to lose access to the program unless they are 
considered extremely vulnerable. Pregnant women, families 
with young children, and people with depression will not be 
exempt.     

The changes will begin with single people seeking asylum in 
June and then will begin affecting families by July.

Who Is affected? 
Most of the people who would be affected are fathers, 
mothers, young people and children who are part of our 
schools, our workplaces, and our communities

It is absolutely clear people who have already faced 
terrible trauma in their lives will, in Australia, be forced 
into homelessness if they don’t have any income support.

By the end of February 2018, there were 15,023 applications 
by people seeking asylum who had arrived by boat still waiting 
for a decision by the Department, over three years after the 
Department introduced its so-called ‘fast track’ system to 
accelerate processing of protection claims. While not all of these 
people will be on SRSS (as, for example, some will be working), 
they are all potentially affected by losing eligibility. We have heard 
already that some service providers have seen their number of 
clients halve.

Currently, 72% of people in this group (the ‘Legacy Caseload’) 
have been granted a temporary protection visa (including Safe 
Haven Enterprise Visas). Those who are not granted a visa, 
however, are likely to be waiting for several years for a decision 
at judicial review. 

As well, these changes will affect people who claim protection 
after coming to Australia on another visa (such as a student or a 
partner visa). These people will generally have a valid visa which 
will not expire for years. By denying them access to SRSS while their 
other visas are valid, these people are denied access to Medicare 
and any form of income support. Further, processing times for 
these people in recent years have blown out to several years.

Recent changes (beginning in August 2017) restricted eligibility 
for SRSS for students, people who had sent money home or 
had money sent to them, and people who came by plane. In 
April 2018, the government began assessing the eligibility of 
everyone else on the program, so that only people with extreme 
vulnerabilities would retain access. People who lose access to 
the program will lose their income and caseworker within seven 
days. The changes will begin with single people seeking asylum 
in June and then will begin affecting families by July.

These changes, combined, are likely to dramatically reduce the 
number of people able to access this program, even if those 
people have no other means of support and will still be waiting 
for many months before their protection claims are resolved.

Photo: iStock



 

“Many people still have years before a decision will be 
known on their status. What are they to do in the meantime 
without any income? Community organisations, church 
groups and individuals who are trying to help these people 
from falling into destitution are already exhausted and 
overstretched. We need to focus on reversing this policy!

hoW people are affected 

For people who came by boat, this is the latest in a series of 
punitive policies that have threatened their ability to survive. 
Many of these people have been in detention, including in 
Nauru or Manus Island. Many of them will have waited in 
limbo for years for their claims to be processed, and some 
of them have gone through several different reassessment 
processes. Most of them will have been barred from working 
until recently.

During this time, they have not had access to English classes 
or other settlement services available to resettled refugees, 
and through administrative incompetence have often lost 
their lawful right to live in the community or their access to 
Medicare. Most of these people will have had limited support 
by caseworkers, as the most common level of support only 
requires monthly phone contact. They have had to scrape 
by in Australia, typically without networks, on 89% of a 
living allowance that is widely condemned as inadequate for 
Australians.

The affected people are already living on the margins of our 
society, often through the support of their own communities 
or overstretched voluntary community organisations. These 
are people who, because of pre-existing and continuing 
trauma, are already highly vulnerable and suffer significantly 
poorer mental and physical health than others.

Depriving these people of income support will have severe 
consequences for their access to housing, health care, 
education, and employment. It will mean many of these 
people will be at least delayed, and probably denied, the 
ability to settle for years to come. At its worst, it could be 
the tipping point for many people and drive them to acts of 
desperation, including acts of self-harm.

The voluntary sector, including many people from refugee 
communities themselves, will also feel the impact of these 
changes. After years of punitive policy changes, many people 
and organisations are already exhausted and overstretched, 
and the long-term nature of support required will be beyond 
the resources of most.

For people coming by plane, we have heard reports of women, 
including pregnant women who have been victims of family 
violence, who are not able to access any income support or 

health services because of this change in policy
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together We can help stop the 
destItutIon of people seekIng asyluM 
The Refugee Council of Australia is coordinating a nation-
wide strategy to pressure the government to urgently 
reverse their position to cut income support for people 
seeking asylum.

You can help us keep the pressure on the Federal 
Government to restore the scheme and in doing so treat 
people seeking asylum in a humane way.

Donate today to support our work to help more people 
seeking asylum like Amina and Hamid to survive and 
contribute to our great Australian society. 

The Refugee Council of Australia also continues to research 
alternatives and is working every day for fair and humane 
treatment of people seeking asylum. We operate without 
government funding and rely on the financial support of 
Australians who share our vision. We work hard – despite 
all the challenges – to engage Parliamentarians and 
government officials with well-researched, workable and 
fair policy alternatives. 

Please donate today, visit 

www.refugeecouncil.org.au/destitution

Sydney office:
Suite 4A6, 410 Elizabeth Street
Surry Hills NSW 2010 Australia
Phone: (02) 9211 9333 ● Fax: (02) 9211288
admin@refugeecouncil.org.au 
Web: www.refugeecouncil.org.au ● Twitter: @OzRefugeeCounc
ABN: 87 956 673 083

Photo: iStock


