
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Mr Andrew Barr MLA 

Chief Minister 

GPO Box 1020 

Canberra ACT 2601 

By email: barr@act.gov.au  

 

Dear Chief Minister 

Urgent call to extend the Utilities Concession and additional supports to asylum seekers and 

temporary visa holders in response to COVID-19 

The ACT Council of Social Service (ACTCOSS) and Care Financial Counselling Service are making 

an urgent call to the ACT Government to extend the Utilities Concession, and additional supports, to 

people seeking asylum and other temporary visa holders in response to COVID-19. This call has 

been endorsed by Companion House, the ANU Students’ Association (ANUSA) and the ANU 

Postgraduate and Research Students’ Association (PARSA). 

Most temporary visa holders are not eligible for Centrelink payments. If they lose their job they are left 

with no income and do not have a health care card or other concession card. Many are casual 

workers or work in sectors particularly hard hit by the COVID-19 crisis. Most are not eligible for 

JobKeeper. All are critical to the ACT community and our economy. 

As the cold weather hits the ACT, we are very concerned that people with little or no income will 

struggle to afford to heat their homes and maintain their health. Access to the Utilities Concession and 

related supports would help give people the confidence that they can afford to turn on their heating 

and keep themselves and their families warm and healthy.  

We are calling for the ACT Government to provide people seeking asylum and other temporary visa 

holders who are experiencing difficult circumstances with access to the Utilities Concession including 

the $200 supplement included in the Economic Survival Package. This should include anyone 

residing in the ACT who holds a visa: that does not allow them to access Centrelink or JobSeeker 

payments; means they are not eligible for the JobKeeper payment; or that only allows them access to 

Special Benefit. These categories of individuals should also be eligible for any additional household 

utilities and concessions supports under the ACT Government’s Economic Survival Package. 

We would welcome engagement with ACT Government to ensure that these supports are 

appropriately targeted to those in need. Australian Red Cross has developed a fact sheet on 

temporary visa holder (in)eligibility for key social services that provides some guidance in relation to 

this.  

As an example, we note that Temporary Protection Visa (TPV) and Safe Haven Enterprise Visa 

(SHEV) holders are temporary visa holders who have been found to be refugees already. This group 

do have Centrelink Special Benefit rights and automatic Medicare rights while asylum seekers have 

little support available at Commonwealth level. 

We call on the ACT Government to urgently investigate options to provide additional supports to 

temporary visa holders. This should include the option of facilitating temporary visa holders’ access to 

ACT Government education, health care, legal, and transport services and supports in line with those 

included under the ACT Services Access Card. 
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We also call for the Utilities Concession – including Economic Survival Package household utilities 

and concessions supports – to be extended to people seeking asylum through the ACT Services 

Access Card. We call for asylum seekers’ eligibility for the Utilities Concession to be maintained 

beyond the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Our concern on this issue has been raised by our members including community service providers 

who have received an increasing number of requests for assistance from temporary visa holders. 

Care Financial Counselling Service has received numerous calls from people on temporary visas 

who, since the COVID-19 pandemic, have been stood down from employment and left without any 

income. Companion House has been approached by community leaders seeking support for 

international students. ANUSA and PARSA are seeing that international student members have been 

hit particularly hard by the loss of casual employment and lack of government support. 

There is a lot of anxiety amongst those affected and limited options that community services can 

provide. A number of calls to financial counsellors have related to energy bills and lack of capacity to 

pay. Retailers are currently providing short moratoriums but this is of limited assistance if people on 

temporary visas are without income at the end of the period.  

The following example is just one of the cases that has raised our concern: 

A person contacted Care’s National Debt Helpline. They are on a bridging visa 

and have just been stood down from their casual retail position. The employer has 

said they are not eligible for the JobKeeper payment because they were a casual 

employee. They are also not eligible for JobSeeker because they are on a 

temporary visa. They are therefore without any income until or unless the 

workplace resumes business.  

The caller has a teenage child to support and needs to purchase a laptop to assist 

with home learning. They were also concerned about paying their private rent and 

current utility bill as they have no super and no savings, always living from pay to 

pay. They were also very anxious about the prospect of being evicted and 

becoming homeless. Information was provided on utility hardship options and 

eviction moratorium and a referral to the Canberra Relief Network. Ultimately 

though there are not a lot of options for people with no income at all. 

If you would like to discuss this issue further please contact Mr Geoff Buchanan, Senior Policy Officer, 

ACTCOSS on 0415 082 701 or email geoff.buchanan@actcoss.org.au. We look forward to your 

response. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 
Emma Campbell 
CEO, ACTCOSS 

Carmel Franklin 
CEO, Care Financial Counselling Service 

 

22 April 2020 
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