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Energy affordability is in the spotlight now more than ever. Intense political and 

media focus on high energy pricing, the complexity of energy contracts and 

discounting / late payment fee regimes have all contributed to increased 

complaints to EWON. 

Complaints to EWON increased in 2017/2018 for the first time in five years, rising 

12% from 2016/2017 to 26,416. Billing complaints, including high bills, rose 18% 

and continue to be the most significant complaint issue raised with EWON,   

present in 60% of all complaints.  

Affordability challenges including payment difficulties, increasing debt and 

disconnection of supply are the norm for many consumers. Complaints related 

to energy affordability increased by 12% and were present in 21% of all      

complaints during the period. Read more in our 2017/2018 Annual Report at 

ewon.com.au/annual-report. 

This increase indicates that more collaborative work is needed to address     

affordability, including early identification of customers needing support, and 

tailored approaches to prevent payment difficulties escalating into serious 

debt.  

Janine Young, Ombudsman 

Energy and Water Ombudsman, NSW (EWON) 
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Spotlight on energy affordability 

Janine Young, the NSW Electricity 

and Water Ombudsman  

There also needs to be consistent and accessible retailer affordability programs available to help customers. A        

significant step has been made towards achieving this with the recent release of the Australian Energy Market       

Commission’s (AEMC) determination on retailer approaches to hardship management.  

The AEMC now requires the Australian Energy Regulator (AER) to develop Hardship Guidelines with consistent and    

specific statements that retailers must include in their hardship policies. In its determination the AEMC referred to 

EWON’s submission to its review. EWON’s submission noted that while many retailers have improved their policies, the 

accessibility and delivery of all hardship programs fall short of what is required to address energy affordability in       

today’s market. The AER Hardship Guidelines will be released by 1 April 2019. 

It’s time for a new approach to affordability 

Electricity pricing, wage growth and overall CPI comparison  

http://www.fcan.com.au
http://www.ewon.com.au/annual-report
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Since early 2015, I have been calling for new              

technologies and products, including solar panels and 

energy efficient reverse cycle air conditioning, to be 

made available to customers who are unable to afford 

their substantial set up costs. These products are          

particularly needed to improve energy affordability in 

social and community housing in rural and remote      

areas. Encouragingly, we are now seeing an increasing 

number of partnerships involving energy retailers,      

community housing, and government agencies,        

delivering these solutions. If these initiatives are           

supported by increased consumer education, we will 

start to see reduced energy use, increased energy     

affordability and healthier homes.  

 

What we are doing to address affordability 

Our community outreach program provides the         

opportunity to build and expand relationships with other 

organisations. This allows us to tap into their networks to 

promote our services and increase our accessibility by 

offering more ways for consumers to engage with us – 

particularly vulnerable groups in the community and 

those experiencing hardship. 

Outreach activities help us educate consumers,        

community workers and small businesses about energy 

and water issues. Importantly, they also help us learn 

about the issues affecting consumers first hand. We share 

this knowledge with energy and water providers, giving 

them the opportunity to respond and reduce the       

number of complaints coming to EWON in the first      

instance.  

In 2017 and 2018, we partnered with the Aboriginal   

Housing Office funded Tenant Support Education Project 

and Origin Energy, to conduct outreach in remote      

Aboriginal communities. EWON delivered Power and 

Water Usage Workshops and Bring Your Bills days to 10 

remote and regional towns in NSW, visiting each       

community twice during the period. These events       

focused on saving energy and water around the home 

and providing help for tenants experiencing difficulties 

with their electricity bills. Please take a few  minutes to 

view our YouTube video: https://tinyurl.com/

EWONoutreach. 

Origin Energy assisted its customers and EWON helped 

the customers of other energy providers who attended 

the workshops. All customers received one-on-one     

support to help them access hardship programs,       

payment plans, rebates, payment assistance vouchers, 

referrals and more. These events helped raise awareness 

of, and create links to, support programs which           

empower community members to seek help from their 

energy providers and other services in the future. 

Bringing providers to customers’ home turf made         

substantial inroads in addressing billing and affordability 

issues. It led to quicker resolution of complaints and      

provided retailers with valuable insights into customer 

issues.  

 

Consumer focused regulatory reforms 

The increased government and media focus on the  

energy sector has led to the largest number of             

regulatory reforms since the introduction of the National 

Energy Consumer Framework in 2013. These reforms    

address practices that negatively impact consumers, 

many of which we have been highlighting for some 

time.  Key rule changes by the Australian Energy Market            

Commission (AEMC) are outlined below. 

EWON outreach in action at a remote Aboriginal community 

Continued page 8 

The EWON outreach team offering assistance  

https://tinyurl.com/EWONoutreach
https://tinyurl.com/EWONoutreach
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There are nearly 600,000 SMSFs in Australia. These re-

quire a high degree of responsibility, expert assistance 

and ongoing expenses.  This article provides a general     

overview of some aspects of SMSFs relevant to financial 

counsellors and is not a comprehensive guide. 
 

Legal requirements 
 

SMSFs are required to prepare annual accounts,      

undertake independent audits and lodge an annual 

return.  Failure to lodge annual returns will result in ATO 

enforcement action.  Auditors are required to report 

breaches of the law to the ATO.  
 

It costs about $1,000 to set up a SMSF with a sole       

purpose trustee company and a trust deed.  Ongoing 

costs include the ATO supervisory levy of $518 a year 

and annual accounting, administration and audit fees 

of about $1,500. 
 

The same rules restricting access to superannuation 

before retirement apply to SMSFs as to other forms of    

superannuation.  The difference is that the superannua-

tion owner directly controls the trustee company, so is 

able to decide how to manage and invest the super-

annuation fund.  At the same time, the superannuation 

owner is responsible for ensuring compliance with     

superannuation law and ATO requirements. 
 

Accessing funds before reaching the ‘preservation 

age’ is generally prohibited, and the ATO threatens to 

impose significant penalties on the trustee and fund 

member. Note that unrestricted non-preserved benefits 

can be accessed at any time. 
 

If money has been taken out of the SMSF and spent or 

gambled in breach of the law before retirement, then 

the tax concessions do not apply and tax will be      

payable at the full rate. 
 

Apart from a few exceptions, super is held as 

‘preserved benefits’, so must not be accessed until one 

of the legal conditions for release are met. These     

include:  
 

Retirement and access over age 60 
 

A person who has ceased work and never intends to 

work again is considered to be retired.  When a person 

is retired and has reached their preservation age, the 

person can access their super.   

The Law Matters

Richard Brading                            

Solicitor 

Self-Managed Superannuation Funds

(SMSFs)

Preservation age ranges from 55 for persons born     

before 1 July 1960 to 60 years for those born after 30 

June 1964. However, a person who retires under the 

age of 60 cannot access their super as a lump sum, 

but can only start accessing a super pension (income 

stream). A person over 60 can access their super when 

they leave a job, even if they intend to seek             

employment in the future.  If a person over 60 gives up 

one job but continues in another job, they may: 
 

• cash all benefits accumulated up to that time 

• not cash any preserved or restricted non-preserved 

benefits accumulated after that condition of      

release occurs – these benefits can't be cashed 

until a fresh condition of release occurs. 
 

A member who has reached age 65 may cash their 

benefits at any time. There are no cashing restrictions, 

which mean the benefits can be paid as an income 

stream or a lump sum. 
 

Transition-to-retirement income stream 
 

A transition to retirement income stream must be a 

pension, not a lump sum. The amount paid to the    

recipient each year must meet a specified minimum 

and must not exceed 10% of the account balance.  
 

A SMSF can pay a transition to retirement income 

stream to a member who has reached preservation 

age and is still working, but it must be as an account-

based pension. The amount paid to the recipient 

each year must meet a specified minimum and must 

not exceed 10% of the account balance.  
 

Early release of some part of super may be allowed in 

specific circumstances.  Approval from the ATO is re-

quired before a SMSF releases super on these grounds. 
 

Early release on grounds of severe financial hardship 
 

To access super a person in severe financial hardship 

must prove that they: 
 

• can't meet reasonable and immediate family   

living expenses; and 
• have been receiving government income support 

payments for a continuous period of 26 weeks. 
 

Alternatively, if the person has reached their preserva-

tion age plus 39 weeks, they only need to show that: 

http://www.fcan.com.au
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The amount of super that can be accessed on            

compassionate grounds is limited to what is reasonably 

needed. It is paid and taxed as a normal super lump 

sum. If the person is under 60 years old, this is generally 

taxed between 17% and 22%. If the person is over 60 

years old, they will not be taxed. 

 

The maximum amount that can be accessed for a      

mortgage debt within a 12 month period is the sum of: 

 

• Three months repayments; and 

• 12 months interest on the outstanding balance of 

the loan. 

 

For example, if monthly repayments are $1,200 and 12 

months interest on the debt is $9600, the maximum       

allowed is 3 x $1,200 + $9,600 = $13,200. 

 

Permanent incapacity 

 

The SMSF can release a member's benefits if the     

member ceases gainful employment and the trustee is 

satisfied that the member is permanently incapacitated 

and unable to get employment in the occupation for 

which the member is reasonably qualified. There are no 

cashing restrictions on payment of benefits. 

 

Terminal medical condition 

 

If a member has a terminal medical condition and two 

doctors certify that the condition is likely to result in the 

member’s death in the next 24 months, then the SMSF 

can release their entire benefit at any age.  The       

payment is tax-free. 

 

Illegal access to super 

 

Unfortunately the temptation to access a SMSF without 

following the legal process can be difficult for a few 

people to resist, especially if they are in financial        

difficulty.  This is illegal and there are consequences.  

The money accessed from the SMSF is considered     

assessable income so must be included in the person’s 

tax return.  It will be taxed at the marginal tax rate and 

the ATO will often impose an administrative penalty up 

to $11,000 on the trustee for breaking the super-

annuation law. 

The Law Matters 

Managed Superannuation Funds 

(SMSFs) 

• they have been receiving government income        

support payments 39 weeks since reaching their 

preservation age; and  

• they were not employed at the time of their              

application. 
 

The maximum amount that can be accessed is $10,000. 

Only one payment is permitted in any 12-month period. 
 

The payment of up to $10,000 is taxed at 22%. However, 

clients on Centrelink are able to claim this tax back at the 

end of the financial year in part or full depending on their 

income over the year. 
 

Early release on compassionate grounds 
 

Compassionate grounds include: 
 

• paying for medical treatment for the person or a     

dependant 

• making a payment on a loan or council rates to      

prevent losing the person’s home 

• modifying the person’s home or vehicle for the special 

needs of the person or a dependant because of a 

severe disability 

• paying for expenses associated with a death, funeral 

or burial of a dependant. 
 

It is necessary to establish that: 
 

• the person does not have the financial capacity to 

pay the debt; and 

• release is allowable under the super fund’s rules. Continued next page 
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Continued from page 5 (EWON spotlight on affordability) 

 

Key AEMC rule changes 

Preventing discounts on inflated energy rates - effective 

July 2018  

Retailers are prohibited from using confusing discounting 

practices that can result in a discount ‘deal’ that leaves 

consumers worse off.  

Advance notice of discounts finishing - effective October 

2018  

Retailers are required to notify their electricity and gas 

customers at least five business days before their energy 

prices change due to the end of a fixed benefit period.  

Metering installation timeframes - effective January 2019  

This proposed rule change would require retailers to       

provide customers with new digital electricity meters    

within a defined timeframe to reduce installation delays.  

Self reads to reduce estimated bills - effective February 

2019  

Customers can now fix inaccurate estimated bills by 

providing their own reading of an electricity or gas 

meter to their retailer. 

Advance notice of price changes - effective February 

2019  

Retailers are required to notify their electricity and gas 

customers at least five business days before their      

energy prices change.  

 

EWON will continue to work to address energy         

affordability concerns and we are always available if 

you or your clients need our assistance. Call EWON on 

Freecall 1800 246 545 or visit ewon.com.au/complaints 

to get in touch.  

 

Continued from previous page 
 

 

In addition, the fund will need to be closed, requiring a 

final audit and lodgement of returns.  The trustee will   

probably be disqualified from being a trustee in the future 

and may be prosecuted. 

 

In Deputy Commissioner v Rodriguez1 a couple made   

unauthorised withdrawals from their SMSF over a lengthy 

period. The auditor issued a qualified audit report and 

lodged an audit contravention report with the ATO.  On 

the advice of his accountant, the trustee (husband)      

voluntarily disclosed to the ATO that he had withdrawn 

money from the SMSF for his personal use, falsely          

documenting it as a loan to a fictitious person.  He was 

prosecuted by the ATO and the court imposed a penalty 

of $40,000 and disqualified him from running a SMSF.  The 

maximum penalty for a contravention is $360,000. 

 

In order to avoid prosecution, the ATO recommends      

voluntary disclosure of breaches of the law.  

 

This can result in an enforceable undertaking, or an      

education or rectification direction, instead of              

prosecution.  An education direction requires the trustee 

to complete an ATO-approved course on how to run a 

SMSF.  A rectification direction is a requirement that the 

trustee fix areas of non-compliance.   

 

Super scams 

 

Scammers may promise quick access to super.  Once the 

super has been withdrawn or transferred, the scammer 

then takes some or all of the super and disappears.  The 

ATO may then tax the super accessed at the full marginal 

rate, and add administrative penalties. 

 

Bankruptcy 
 

If a trustee or director or member of a SMSF becomes 

bankrupt, then that person can no longer remain a 

trustee or director of the super fund. The SMSF is       

required to remove the bankrupt trustee and           

restructure the fund or make arrangements to move 

the super into a complying super fund. 

 

Relationship breakdown 
 

Super funds including SMSFs are required to comply 

with family law super-splitting orders.  Failure to comply 

with a family law order may make the trustee           

personally liable for any loss. If a member chooses to 

leave the SMSF as a result of a relationship breakdown, 

the trustee must allow the member to roll over their 

benefits to another complying super fund. The SMSF 

does not have to be wound up, but it may need to be 

restructured. 
 

Closing a SMSF 
 

Closing a SMSF requires the trustee to: 
 

• appoint an SMSF auditor to undertake a final audit 

• complete a final SMSF return and lodge with the 

ATO 
• pay any outstanding tax 

• rollover the remaining super into another super fund 

(or paying it to the beneficiaries if allowed) 

• after all expected liabilities have been settled and 

requested refunds are received, close the fund’s 

bank account. 

Footnotes 
 

1 [2016] FCA 216 

http://www.fcan.com.au
https://www.ato.gov.au/super/self-managed-super-funds/winding-up/arrange-a-final-audit-and-complete-your-reporting
https://www.ato.gov.au/super/self-managed-super-funds/administering-and-reporting/lodge-smsf-annual-returns
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Clare Corrigan, B.Bus  
Personal Insolvency Team Manager - Shaw Gidley  

As the year comes to an end it is worthwhile recapping 

the topics Shaw Gidley have addressed for FCAN over 

the last 12 months be it in Sharkwatch, at the FCAN     

Conference, attending discussion groups, or assisting 

individual Counsellors. 

 

Debt Agreement Reform 

 

The Act was passed by both houses on Wednesday 1 

September 2018 and will be enacted on 27 June 2019. 

The legislation was perceived to have several problems 

which appeared to be causing debtors unnecessary 

hardships. To resolve this, several amendments have 

been made to the debt arrangement legislation (“DA”) 

including but not limited to:  

 

1. Introducing a payment to income ratio to            

calculate what “should” be sustainable repayments 

relative to income and costs of living; 

2. Doubling of the asset value threshold; 

3. Debt Administrators must be registered; 

4. Debt Administrators must have adequate              

insurances;  

5. Debt Administrators must report offences; 

6. Debt Administrators must maintain a trust account 

and proper books and records; 

7. The Official Receiver may refuse a DA if it could 

cause undue hardship; and 

8. Limitations on the term of a DA to 3 years in most 

instances. 

 

Further still AFSA will remain vigilant regarding false and 

misleading advertising by Debt Agreement               

Administrators and have asked the public to report any 

debt agreement advertising of concern. 

 

1 Year Bankruptcy Term 

 

Earlier this year we reported to Financial Counsellors 

about the proposed 1-year bankruptcy term and we 

have endeavoured to keep you up dated. Since then 

we have had a change in Prime Minister proposing the 

changed term, ongoing internal turmoil in the Federal 

Government, punters giving even odds that the Liberals 

will remain or lose to the opposition, which we will know 

by next May, and no sitting days left to consider the 

relevant Bill. Therefore, AFSA are now saying its           

uncertain when the Bill will be enacted, with industry 

commentators going one step further, suggesting that 

the Bill may never make law. Watch this space!! 

 

New Statement of Affairs 

 

This year AFSA released a draft of a new Statement of 

Affairs. The first draft was closed for feedback on 10 

September 2018. A second draft was released after the 

feedback was given, and the most notable changes 

were the number of pages in the new form were         

reduced from 41 to 23, and there was a different format 

to the initial release. AFSA again asked for feedback on 

the second draft, which closed on 15 November 2018. At 

the time of writing there has been no further indication of 

a third draft or when the new form will be adopted,    

however we believe a new Statement of Affairs will be 

introduced in 2019.  

 

Beware the Untrustworthy Advisors in the Personal        

Insolvency industry 

 

The recent publication from AFSA Regulators released in 

September, states one of the focuses for the year of 2018 

to 2019 will be acting against Untrustworthy Advisors 

(“UA”). UAs are defined as individuals offering insolvency 

advice to those who are vulnerable and who provide 

false and misleading information about personal          

insolvency options. 

 

There are many unfortunate stories from individuals who 

have been misled by UAs. Sometimes the UAs seek     

payment for advice on personal insolvency options and 

do not provide the correct information. There are also 

times where the UA has completed the Statement of 

Affairs incorrectly, leaving the Debtor responsible for their 

actions.  

 

We should be wary of UAs who are potentially taking 

advantage of clients, particularly when we are trying to 

ensure that they are getting the right information to 

make an informed decision. If you have suspicions about 

any UA activities AFSA encourage you to contact AFSA 

Enforcement at fraud.enquiries@afsa.gov.au or call 1300 

364 785 and ask for Enforcement. AFSA ensures that all 

information will be treated confidentially.  

 

2019 

 

Shaw Gidley will continue to provide Financial           

Counsellors with technical content, assistance and     

advice during 2019. Our first topic for the new year will 

be looking at Bankruptcy Trustees fees and costs, and 

what can be done to ensure they are properly and     

reasonably incurred, and if not, reduced. 

 

Till then stay safe, be festive and enjoy the break.  

Clare Corrigan is a bankruptcy specialist heading the 

Shaw Gidley Personal Insolvency Services Team. Please 

do not hesitate to contact Clare, Paul, James or Scott 

with any queries you may have regarding bankruptcy 

and associated topics. For contact details visit our     

website at www.shawgidley.com.au. 

A look at the developments and changes in the     

personal insolvency arena over the last 12 months   

and the year to come…  

mailto:fraud.enquiries@afsa.gov.au
http://www.shawgidley.com.au
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The National Redress Scheme  

The Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to 

Child Sexual Abuse was established in 2012 to inquire 

into and report upon responses by institutions 

(government and non-government) of instances and 

allegations of child sexual abuse in Australia. Over a five 

year period, the Commission was contacted by 16,000 

people and heard more than 8,000 personal stories in 

private sessions. More than 4,000 individual institutions 

were reported as places where abuse occurred. The 

final report delivered in December 2017, called it a  

national tragedy1.   

In response, the Commonwealth Government estab-

lished the National Redress Scheme for survivors of    

institutional child sexual abuse.  

The Scheme started on 1 July 2018 and will run for 10 

years. As many as 60,000 individuals will be eligible to 

access the Scheme.     

Institutions joining the Scheme 

Many institutions have already agreed to join the 

Scheme. This includes the Commonwealth, and all state 

and territory governments, and many of the major 

churches and charities. The institutions that have joined 

and are joining the scheme can be viewed on the 

Scheme website.  

Jo Parker 

FCAN Executive Officer 

The National Redress Scheme 

Who is eligible? 

Generally, Australian citizens and permanent residents 

born before 30 June 2010 who experienced sexual abuse 

as a child (under 18 years of age) before 1 July 2018, 

where an institution was responsible for bringing them into 

contact with the person who abused them.  

Some circumstances can affect applications and         

eligibility. Full eligibility criteria can be accessed on Who 

Can Apply. 

Redress Support Services 

Free and confidential Support Services are available to 

help applicants. These services can help people            

understand the Scheme, talk about their feelings and 

guide them through the whole application process.  

The Redress Support Services can: 

• be someone to talk to 

• give information about the Scheme and answer your 

questions 

• help applicants fill out an application, or actually fill out 

an application for them 

• help applicants understand their redress outcome. 

The list of Redress Support Services is outlined in this       

document on the Scheme website https://

www.nat ional redress .gov.au/s i tes/defau l t/ f i les/

documents/2018-10/get-free-help-apply.pdf 

How Financial Counsellors can help 

One of the many recommendations from the Royal    

Commission included that support services should include 

a session of financial counselling if the applicant is offered 

a monetary payment. 

Financial Counsellors can assist these clients with            

information about the implication on existing government 

payments and entitlements and the impact of creditors 

wanting payment for existing debt from the lump sum.  

You can provide support for clients that may not have 

experience managing a lump sum, and give them advice 

and guidance to prevent economic abuse by family          

members, friends or unscrupulous providers and to avoid 

using the redress payment to settle debts where there are 

other options to deal with the debts.  

Financial Counselling Australia has run webinars on the 

implications for Financial Counsellors and the next webinar 

is scheduled on 6 February 2019. You can register here.  

You can also view the Legal Aid NSW and knowmore  

podcast “Beyond the Royal Commission a webinar for 

community workers”.   1 https://www.childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/  

http://www.fcan.com.au
https://www.nationalredress.gov.au/
https://www.nationalredress.gov.au/institutions/joined-scheme
https://www.nationalredress.gov.au/applying/who-can-apply
https://www.nationalredress.gov.au/applying/who-can-apply
https://www.nationalredress.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/2018-10/get-free-help-apply.pdf
https://www.nationalredress.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/2018-10/get-free-help-apply.pdf
https://www.nationalredress.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/2018-10/get-free-help-apply.pdf
https://register.gotowebinar.com/rt/1525745401327867906
https://news.legalaid.nsw.gov.au/pub/pubType/EO/pubID/zzzz5bea190dac228275/?rid=d57bb61534f6ce4f16751f1668e5129a#polla5afaa8c834960d5705f0c0e3a469745.
https://news.legalaid.nsw.gov.au/pub/pubType/EO/pubID/zzzz5bea190dac228275/?rid=d57bb61534f6ce4f16751f1668e5129a#polla5afaa8c834960d5705f0c0e3a469745.
https://www.childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/
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Tamworth and Northern Inland region 
 

 

“We can’t stop the drought but we can be on the 

ground to support” 
 

 

The Salvation Army Moneycare service provides        

financial counselling and financial capability to the 

Northern Inland area.  
 

Kim Abel and Sandy Avis have been in the area for 

several years and were recently joined by Geoff      

Benson and Leah Woods.     
 

Our area is in the grip of a severe drought with some 

farmers saying it is the worst they’ve experienced in 30 

– 40 years.   Despite being very resilient, the length of 

this drought is impacting farmers and communities.  
 

Currently, farmers are experiencing high electricity bills 

due to the need to pump their water.  They are also 

affected by an increase in fodder costs of over 150% 

and water delivery charges have increased 80%. We 

see the flow on effect of the drought to those who rely 

on the trade that farmers bring. 
 

It’s been great to be involved in events that bring    

communities together in support during this tough time. 

In August we attended the R U Aware, We Care 

drought forums held across the region, while we also 

ran a stall at Ag Quip in Gunnedah - Australia’s largest 

agriculture field day. 
 

There has been an increase in refugees in the Armidale 

area, and we’ve organized financial literacy sessions to 

help support these newly arrived families with money 

management. We also facilitate financial literacy work-

shops in local drug and alcohol rehabilitation centres.  
 

Significant time has been spent responding to local 

council’s recent active pursuit of rates in arrears. We 

have connected with the council, Legal Aid and rate-

payers who are affected by this action. 
 

At one of our centres in Moree, it’s not uncommon for 

people to wander in without an appointment.  On one 

occasion our worker opened his office door to find 15 

people sitting in the waiting room! 
 

Belonging to a larger team in The Salvation Army 

makes it easier to support our diverse and complex 

cases.  We are forever impressed by the resilient      

community that we are a part of.  
 

Kim Abel and Sandy Avis, Salvation Army Moneycare 

Tamworth  
 

 

Cumberland Multicultural Community Services 

Cumberland Multicultural Community Service is        

located in Sydney’s South West.  The Parramatta and 

Cumberland areas have high proportions of people 

who speak a language other than English at home.   

Around the Traps 

A high proportion of our clients receive some form of 

Centrelink payment.  The most pressing issues for clients 

this year are energy costs.  Our clients often present with 

large arrears and struggle to pay for daily usage.  Our 

financial counsellors have worked closely with the     

clients and energy companies to come to mutual 

agreements,  making payments through Centrepay so 

that the client is contributing towards their bills, and 

these token payments ensures that their electricity or 

gas remains connected. We recently have had success 

with energy providers and debt collectors waiving old 

energy debts.  

We are seeing a trend with newly arrived migrants 

wanting to be Uber drivers. Due to the car requirements 

from Uber the clients are entering into new car loans 

with car dealerships that offer car finance.   

Often these clients are not aware of the tax               

requirements to operate as a sole trader and have not 

lodged tax returns. As a result their Centrelink payments 

can be affected. Our agency has struggled to find     

probono or cheap tax accountants to help them with 

their tax returns, as they do not quality for tax help. 

These clients have also been at risk of losing their cars 

due to arrears on their loans as they may have been 

either sick, car in for repairs or had a change in family      

circumstances, so we have had to work with the clients 

to explain the importance of keeping up the payments.   

Due to this trend we have run workshops for the CALD 

community to increase their understanding of small 

business, the banking system, loans, and how and 

where to get help.  The workshop also covered consum-

er awareness topics such as payday loans, consumer 

rights, scams, and what is an ombudsman?  They were 

well attended and we hope to run them again in 2019. 

Our agency is seeing a positive change in culture on 

how banks are assisting clients who have experienced 

domestic violence and we have had many clients    

access their domestic violence assistance programs.  

This gives us confidence when calling a bank in relation 

to domestic violence, that the client’s needs will be  

addressed and a suitable outcome can be achieved.  

Sharon Yeh, Manager  

Cumberland Multicultural Community Services 



The Financial Counsellors’ Association of NSW (FCAN) is a not for profit, charitable institution that supports Financial Counsellors in 

NSW and advocates for consumers in financial hardship.  

  

The role of FCAN is to ensure that:  

• Financial Counsellors in NSW are supported to comply with best practice  

• The Financial Counselling sector has secure, stable and sustainable funding  

• Financial Counselling has a high profile  

• Vulnerable consumers have an effective voice  

• The Association is a strong, adaptive organisation that is valued by members, government and other stakeholders. 

Suite 602, 267 Castlereagh Street, Sydney, NSW, 2000 

Tel: 1300 914 408  Fax: (02) 9212 4481 

Email: admin@fcan.com.au  Web: www.fcan.com.au  

ABN: 71 720 817 858 

 

 

Tell me a little about your background  
 

My name is Jennifer Higgins (I was Jennifer Daley). I 

grew up on stations around the Tibooburra area of 

NSW and did school of the air. When I was 10 years of 

age I moved back to boarding school in Broken Hill, 

then my parents moved back to town.  I left school at 

the tender age of 14 years old just after my father 

passed away - I did not have a full education. I found 

work as a motel cleaner/waitress and later got       

married. I now have 3 grown up married children and 

6 grandchildren. Before I became a Financial Capabil-

ity/Financial Counsellor, I was in hospitality work for 20 

years, before travelling NSW for 4 years as a Shearer 

Cook for a stand team of 14 people (we worked 5am-

9.30pm!). I saw an advertisement for the position of an 

Aboriginal Financial Literacy Worker for Centacare 

(now CatholicCare) and started working there in 2009. 

Next year I will be celebrating 10 years in the industry.  
 

What drew you into Financial Counselling?  
 

When I saw the job advertised, it stated no training 

needed. I thought “Wow” - I don’t have experience 

for this position, but I will try. They started me off with 

Basic Counselling Training, then Financial Counselling, 

Accreditation, and then my Diploma.  Now I have all 

these qualifications. What drew me into Financial 

Counselling is that I was able to help people who were 

doing it hard financially, and I was making a            

difference by helping them solve their problems. It 

made their life just that little bit more easy when they 

had an understanding around how to budget and 

save. And my reward for this is seeing the change and 

the smile that comes to everyone I have ever helped.  
 

What are some of the trends you are currently seeing?  
 

I am seeing a lot of state debt fines, water rates, rental 

arrears, and high electricity debts. I am also seeing a 

few victims of crime compensation debts. However, 

these emerging problems are more and more around 

high electricity bills and State debts. 

If you could pass one law in Australia, what would it be 

(and why)?  

 

I would like to see the law changed around high        

electricity bills. The government is always making so 

many promises for lower electricity bills, but the bills just 

seem to get higher and higher. I would like to see some 

legislation to make these promises happen, especially to 

help consumers living in extremely high or low             

temperature climates.  

 

Tell me about some of your interests outside financial 

counselling?  

 

My interest outside my work is family time - spending 

great times with my grandchildren. I like doing arts and 

crafts and I am a country music fan. My father’s brother, 

Joe Daley, wrote songs for the late Slim Dusty, so I am 

very fond of Slim’s music, as most of his songs are family 

related. I also like to travel when I get time.  

 

What are you currently reading and listening to?  

 

I am currently reading the Barefoot Investor that I got at 

the 2018 FCAN Conference, finding it quite interesting, 

and listening to Broken Hill FM, best radio station by far, 

great mixture of music! 

 

What is your favourite meal and where would you like to 

be eating it?  

 

My favourite meal would have to be a jaffle, cooked on 

the coals, with baked beans/tinned spaghetti, or egg in 

it. This is the best meal you can have. I hope people try it. 

If you don’t own one, I highly recommended to go out 

and buy one and try one - it’s amazing.  

Jennifer Higgins (CatholicCare Broken Hill) 
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