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Introduction 
ACTCOSS has consulted widely with our membership about the Expenditure 
Review of the ACT Concession Program.   

The four week timeframe for consultation in relation to the review of 
concessions, and a broad framework of questions regarding the concessions 
programs offered by the ACT Government are not an adequate foundation for 
decisions regarding any changes to concession arrangements.  Our view is this 
review process does not provide enough quantitative information from 
government about use of the concessions program, nor does the review have 
the correct scope needed to undertake a full review of the purpose, adequacy, 
fairness and impact of the concessions program.  
 
There are risks in using the current review process to determine the 
effectiveness, eligibility and equity of specific concessions offered, without a 
more comprehensive analysis of the context for and policy intent of any 
changes.   Any change in specific concessions should be formally proposed and 
there should be detailed consultation on any specific proposals. 

The scope of any concessions review needs to be clarified.  The main focus of 
the discussion paper is on the concessions delivered through the Treasury and 
Economic Development Directorate. 
 
A review of the high cost concession of public housing rental rebate of $142 
million would need to be a separate exercise.  Essentially this concession is 
subsidised rent rather than a concession, and this complex policy area needs 
comprehensive consideration in the context of broader housing and labour 
market policy.  Similarly the dental health scheme would need to be considered 
as part primary health care policy, rather than in a review of concessions.  
 
A more comprehensive review of concessions would need to include a thorough 
understanding of the purpose, adequacy, fairness and impact of each 
concession.  Additional information would include, for example: 
 
 The purpose of concessions such as the rates rebates for churches, 

charities and Public Benevolent Institutions needs to be understood before 
any changes can be considered. 

 How the introduction of the NDIS might affect the taxi subsidy scheme and 
the spectacle subsidy scheme.   

 Clear alignment on purpose of and eligibility for concessions, for example 
eligibility for the funeral benefit scheme is not readily available and is not 
clear whether the scheme is intended to provide peace of mind to an ACT 
resident about how their funeral costs will be covered or to provide 
financial assistance to the family of the ACT resident who has died, 
regardless of whether the family live in the ACT. 
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Recommendations 
Recommendation 1: No changes to concession arrangements or entitlements 
should be made without public consultation on the specific proposed change. 

Recommendation 2: Support should be provided through the Concessions 
Program (eg vehicle registration costs) to at risk and vulnerable working age 
people to increase attainment of education qualifications needed to access the 
work available in the ACT labour market. 

Recommendation 3:  Public policies to promote an accessible labour market 
that equitably distributes opportunities for adequate incomes and decent 
working conditions should be part of a broader policy focus on social inclusion. 

Recommendation 4:   Analysis is undertaken of growth in the number of people 
accessing concessions examine how much is due to a growth in eligibility (ie 
the number of concession card holders) and how much a growth in awareness 
of entitlement.   

Recommendation 5:  The ACT Government continue and expand promotion of 
the concessions program, including for those who do not access on line 
information. 

Recommendation 6:  The ACT Government undertake analysis of the quantum 
of wealthy households/individual accessing concessions, which concessions 
they access and under what circumstances to inform decisions regarding 
eligibility for concessions.  

Recommendation 7:  The Government undertake a cost benefit analysis in 
relation to concessions – particularly looking at whether any reductions in 
concessions are likely to result in cost increases in other parts of the human 
services system, including health, education, justice and community services. 

Recommendation 8:  License concessions be introduced for probationary and 
restricted licenses. 

Recommendation 8:  Implement a more substantial concession for the alcohol 
interlock scheme 

Recommendation 9: The ACT government introduce a payment plan option for 
individuals on low incomes for the Interlock device. 

Recommendation 10:  No additional charges are incurred for payment plans for 
concession card holders. 

Recommendation 11:  The ACT Government offer incentives for property 
owners to increase the energy efficiency of their homes, so fewer tenants who 
need to rely on energy and water concessions in order to meet their energy 
costs.    

Recommendation 12:  Increased assistance is provided for low income home 
owners to retrofit their homes and encourage people to purchase efficient 
appliances. 
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Recommendation 13: Any reduction in the Energy Efficiency Outreach program 
be considered in the context of any changes to concessions, given likely flow-on 
effects. 

Recommendation 14:  The Government assesses whether streamlining of 
administration will lead to cost savings without reducing concessions.  

Recommendation 15:  The ACT Government asks the Commonwealth to share 
the costs associated with concessions given to people registering diplomatic 
vehicles. 
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What is the purpose of concessions? 
An expenditure review of concessions should consider the importance of 
concessions in providing a socially inclusive community. The purpose of 
concessions, according to the ACT Targeted Assistance Strategy 2012: 

ACT Government Concessions aim to promote equity in the standard of 
living and access to essential services for all members of the ACT 
community. Concessions seek to do this by providing financial assistance 
in a range of areas, including energy, water and sewerage, public transport, 
motor vehicle registration, drivers’ licences and spectacles, which seek to 
ameliorate the cost of such services for people particularly those on low 
incomes.” and 

The ACT Concession system is largely based on income and asset tests, 
determined by Commonwealth assessment under concession cards. There 
are also age-related concessions through the seniors’ card such as occurs 
with public transport and motor vehicle registration concessions.1  

Concessions are one part of a complex arrangement for supporting people in 
our community. They are, effectively, State/Territory subsidised assistance to 
an individual or household that increases their capacity to cover the costs of 
living.  As most recipients also are entitled to income support, the Concessions 
Program complements Commonwealth expenditure on income support 
payments. 

A reduction in concessions as a cost saving measure risks harm to the most 
vulnerable and disadvantaged in our community.  Many of these households 
struggle with meeting basic expenses as things stand currently: they often have 
difficulty paying utility and medical expenses in particular. They are regularly 
forced into decisions about which ‘necessity’ they should go without. Reducing 
the value of concessions for this group increases the possibility that they will 
become more isolated and disconnected from their community. 

While overall the ACT has the highest average standard of living of any 
jurisdiction, our community is comprised of a relatively large and comfortable 
middle class and a deeply marginalised significant minority who can’t afford the 
essential costs of living.  In 2011 it was identified that almost 29 000 individuals 
aged 15-64 or about 40 400 individuals in the total ACT population fall into the 
most disadvantaged 20 per cent of Australians2 . 

A thorough review of the ACT Concessions Program should consider the 
possibility that an expansion not reduction in the concessions program is 
needed, building on the Targeted Assistance Strategy referred to above, and 
assisting households in precarious financial position to sustain access to key 
resources such as housing and a private vehicle.  

                                                            

1  ACT Targeted Assistance Strategy 2012, ACT Government, 2012. 
2  Detecting Disadvantage in the ACT: Report on the comparative analysis of the SEIFI and SEIFA 

indexes of relative socio-economic disadvantage in the Australian Capital Territory, ACT Government, 
2012. 
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Households in the second income quintile often experience financial stress as a 
result of not being eligible for Federal Government assistance or public housing.  
While concessions are appropriately targeted to those on the lowest incomes, 
there are many people on modest incomes without access to any concessions 
who experience financial hardship. They tend to live pay to pay, are unable to 
save money for unexpected expenses and are very sensitive financially to even 
small changes in cost of living.  Government spending on concessions helps 
keep people ‘in touch’ with their community, contributing to building equality and 
social inclusion.  For example, having access to a concession to cover the costs 
of vehicle registration ensures a low income household can assist their children 
to participate in leisure activities with their peers (such as weekend sport), 
assists people to attend social and family events that are not accessible using 
community or public transport and will outweigh the costs involved in the flow on 
effects such as better health and access to informal support networks. 

Reducing the level of disadvantage in our community and decreasing the need 
for concessions over the longer term is desirable, but this will not be achieved 
by a cut in entitlements to concessions.  Any change to concession entitlements 
will need to occur after substantial changes are seen in the costs of essential 
goods and services for low income households. 

Given the cost of living pressures on low income households in Canberra, the 
role of concessions is vital. 

Changes to concessions should not be decided in isolation; any change must 
be preceded by a proper analysis of its effects and a reasonable consideration 
of how the harm done can be compensated. This would require consulting 
publicly about any each specific proposed change to a concession arrangement 
or entitlement.   

Recommendation 1: No changes to concession arrangements or 
entitlements should be made without public consultation on the specific 
proposed change. 
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Contextual Factors  

Data on living costs in the ACT  

Any review of concessions needs to take account of current environment in the 
ACT.  NATSEM’s Household Budget Report released in March 2015 found that 
the ACT’s standard of living declined through 2014 by 2.3 per cent or $2517 
(average per household).   

The ongoing struggle to keep up with the costs of living experienced by low 
income households is evident in ACTCOSS’s analysis of the CPI data released 
in January 2015.  This analysis is provided at Attachment A of this submission, 
and is summarised below. 

There has been a small easing of cost of living pressures in the ACT in 2014..  
For those whose only source of income is a base-rate government benefit, and 
who spend all their income, as their budget doesn’t allow any leftover to save, 
the cost of living over the last year increased by less than the increase in their 
income support payment.While this shows an easing of cost of living pressures 
for ACT households who rely on income support in recent times, there are some 
caveats: 

 While the increase in the consumer price index (CPI) was a low 1.2 per 
cent in the December 2014 quarter, the cost of essential items such as 
gas, some housing costs and health services rose quite substantially.  
Electricity costs did decrease, but this follows large increases over the last 
few years. 

 The fact that their income has gone up faster than the cost of living for this 
past quarter is (in part for aged pensioners3 and fully for other welfare 
recipients) the result of the time lag in indexing payments. In that sense, 
the “excess” of this quarter is simply the beginning of catching up with 
previous quarters of higher CPI, and in the case of those on Sole Parent 
payments, Newstart and Youth Allowance, it is from an already inadequate 
base rate. 

Housing   

Decent housing is an essential requirement for families in order to maintain an 
acceptable standard of living for families, and housing costs are significant, 
being the largest category of expenditure for most households in Australia.  

Over the last 15 years, rent prices in Canberra have risen by 89.3%, while the 
general CPI has risen by only 53.9%, meaning rent prices have risen at a rate 
66% higher than that for the generic CPI for Canberra – and therefore have 
increased at a faster rate than the incomes of the many people whose incomes 
are pegged to CPI, or those whose incomes have risen at a rate slower than the 

                                                            

3  Only ‘in part’ for pensioners because they are indexed to wages or CPI, so their income increases may 
reflect wage rises not CPI lag. 
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generic CPI level4. Rent and mortgage repayments constitute the two largest 
components of weekly household expenditure on housing5, and therefore have 
been the main drivers of the CPI housing increase during this time, with rent 
prices rising at a faster rate (89.3%) than the price of new houses (75.3%).  

For many people, prices rises in goods or services or unexpected expenses can 
be covered by reducing spending on more discretionary items, for example 
eating out. For low income households, however, who generally spend nearly 
all of their income on essential items, there is limited discretionary income in 
their weekly budgets, so making any spending adjustments is not easy. When 
low income households experience pressure arising from housing costs 
balancing the household budget is particularly challenging, and many 
compromises have to be made about what not to spend money on.  These 
compromises can directly impact on health and wellbeing for household 
members.  There are also negative impacts on employment opportunities and 
social engagement and participation. 

Underemployment and Unemployment   

ACTCOSS also notes ongoing changes in the structure of the labour market in 
the ACT - and more broadly - which is increasing financial pressure for some 
individuals and households.  There is a growth in the number of people in paid 
work but without sufficient income because they are underemployed, often in 
casual/temporary jobs.   

According to ACOSS’ 2014 Poverty Report the poverty line is $400 for an 
individual and $841 for a family with two children.6 In this report it was found 
that the majority (61%) of people who live below the poverty line rely on Income 
Support payments. However, 31% of people below the poverty line rely upon 
wages as their main income. A critical factor to address if we are to reduce 
poverty and reliance on concessions is the opportunity provided in the labour 
market to get and keep a job that pays a living wage and offers decent 
conditions.  In low wage industries, and in jobs that are not full time, penalty 
rates are essential to earning an income that covers the costs of living in 
Canberra.  Any change to penalty rates will put low income workers, and people 
who are underemployed, more at risk of poverty and homelessness. 

ACT Labour market trends  

Over the past 20 years the Public Administration and Safety industry remained 
the largest employer in the ACT increasing from 26.3% to 32.1%. The 
Professional, Scientific and Technical Services industry grew the most from 
6.3% to 9.4%, followed by the Health Care and Social Assistance industry, 7.9 
% to 10.5%. Meanwhile the Education and Training industry decreased its 
share of the workforce from 10.4% to 8.2%. Retail Trade decreased from 9.9% 

                                                            

4  The generic CPI is used as a proxy for wage rises (because of Newstart indexing, and the practice of 
many workplaces to give CPI increases), but some people on low wages do not even get a CPI 
increase. 

5  ABS 2009-10 Household Expenditure Figures (HES). 

6  ACOSS, Poverty in Australia 2014, 2014, p 8. 
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to 7.9% and Accommodation and Food Services also decreased from 7.3% to 
6.7%. The Construction industry showed little change, growing from 6.0% to 
6.2%.7 8  

The highest projected employment growth to November 2018 will be in the 
Public Administration and Safety industry.9 It is predicted that in 2018, the 
Public Administration and Safety industry will account for 32.7% of the labour 
market. Continued strong growth in Health Care and Social Assistance jobs will 
see this industry retain the second largest share of the labour market (10.3%) 
ahead of the Professional, Scientific and Technical Services industry (9.5%).10 
The Education and Training industry will grow marginally, providing 9.2% of 
jobs. Projected to grow at a rate of 0.5, the Retail Trade industry will account for 
7.2% of the ACT labour market in 2018. The Construction industry will make up 
6.5% of the market, growing at a rate of 0.4. Despite having the fourth largest 
growth at a rate of 0.6, the Administration and Support Services industry will 
only account for 3.1% of the labour market.11 

In the industries where jobs growth is predicted, the rate of part-time work is 
relatively high earnings are lower, and women are significantly over-
represented.  In these industries many people would be earning an income from 
work that puts them under the poverty line referred to above.12 This is illustrated 
in the examples provided below: 

Contract, program and project administration - Largest growing occupation in 
the ACT over the 12 months to February 2014. 

Persons employed in this occupation plan and undertake administration of 
contracts, organisational programs, special projects and support services  

Weekly full-time before tax earnings $1600 

 Level of Education- 33.3% have a Bachelor degree 

 Women are 53.85% of this workforce 

 14.7% work part-time (average full-time hours per week 39.6) 

 30.6% are 35-44 years old 

Child Care - Child care is one of the leading occupations in the Health Care and 
Social Assistance Industry and the field in which women’s over-representation 
is highest 

                                                            

7  I. Neville, Canberra Labour Market: May 2014, Department of Employment, Canberra, 2014, p 11, 
<http://docs.employment.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/canberra_cdaa_2014_final.pdf>. 

8  Department of Employment, ‘Employment by industry- August 2014’, loc. cit. 

9  Department of Employment, ‘Regional projections to Nov- 18- interactive tool’, Regional Charts, 
Projected regional employment growth - five years to November 2018 ('000), ACT, 
<http://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/EmploymentProjections>. 

10  ibid. 

11  Department of Employment, ‘Regional projections to Nov- 18- interactive tool’, loc. Cit. 

12  ACTCOSS and Women’s Centre for Health Matters, Creating Opportunity or Entrenching 
Disadvantage? Labour Market Trends in the ACT, 2014. 
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Job titles for persons employed in this field include: Childcare Worker; Nanny; 
Family Day Care Worker  

Weekly full-time before tax earnings $740 

 Level of Education- 34.7 per cent have a Certificate III/IV 

 Women are 95.2% of this workforce 

 48% per cent work part-time (average full-time hours per week 37 

 24.9 per cent are 25-34 years 

General Clerks 

Persons employed in this occupation perform a range of clerical and 
administrative tasks. 

Earnings - weekly full-time before tax earnings $942. 

 Level of Education- 29.5% have a Year 12 Certificate. 

 Women are 80.4% of this workforce 

 37.6 % work part-time (average full-time hours per week 35.8) 

 25.8% are 45-54 years 

Welfare Support Workers - Welfare Support Workers will grow at more than 
double the general growth in this sector 

Earnings- weekly full-time before tax earnings $1150 

Job titles for persons employed in this field include: Community Worker; 
Disabilities Services Officer; Family Support Worker; Residential Care Officer; 
and Youth Worker 

 Level of Education- 26.6% have a Certificate III/IV 

 Women are 70.6% of this workforce 

 34.5% work part-time (average full-time hours per week 38.7) 

 29.8% are 45-54 years 

Qualifications and link with unemployment and/or underemployment  

Nationally, in the 10 year period from August 2003 to August 2013, jobs 
requiring higher skill levels (skill level 1) increased as a proportion of overall 
employment, up from 37% to 41.1%.  At the same time, jobs at lowest skill level 
(skills level 5) diminished as a proportion of total employment from 19.9 per cent 
to 17.5 per cent. Jobs requiring skills level 3—corresponding to Certificate IV or 
a formal apprenticeship—are growing considerably. For those without 
appropriate qualifications, it is getting harder find work.13  

                                                            

13  Neville, op. cit., p 12. 
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Data from the 2011 Census indicates that just over half (51%) of 25 to 34 year 
olds in the ACT have attained a Bachelor Degree or higher (compared to 35% 
nationally) and 23 per cent have attained an Advanced Diploma or Certificate 
III/IV (compared to 30% nationally).  

In the ACT, those aged 25-34 who have not completed Year 12 have an 8.4% 
unemployment rate and the lowest employment participation rate of 72.1%. 
Those with a Certificate I/II as their highest level of education have a 13.7% 
unemployment rate and an 80% participation rate, as compared to the rates of 
those with a Bachelor Degree – 2.2% unemployment and 90.9% participation 
rate. Those with a Certificate III/IV have the lowest unemployment rate at 2.1% 
and the highest participation rate of 92%.14  

Recommendation 2: Support should be provided through the 
Concessions Program (eg vehicle registration costs) to at risk and 
vulnerable working age people to increase attainment of education 
qualifications needed to access the work available in the ACT labour 
market. 

Recommendation 3:  Public policies to promote an accessible labour 
market that equitably distributes opportunities for adequate incomes and 
decent working conditions should be part of a broader policy focus on 
social inclusion.   

 

 

                                                            

14  ibid., p 16. 
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Analysis of the concession program 
We believe that additional data analysis about who is currently accessing 
concessions needs to be undertaken to inform decisions about any changes to 
the program, to ensure that fairness and equity in the concessions program is 
improved. 

Some concessions are tightly targeted towards low income earners, where 
others have broader eligibility criteria, such as age.  Further information about 
the access and expenditure on each concession would  

The Discussion Paper released on 17 March notes a 54 per cent growth in 
concessions from 2008-09 to 2013-14.  It is noteworthy that the highest 
increase has been in energy and utility concessions, at 130 per cent since 
2008-09, or 18.1 per cent per year.  Growth in other areas of the concession 
program has mostly been relatively modest, or from a small base.  The 
Discussion Paper notes that the growth in energy and utility concessions is 
related both to the value of the concession and a 5.7 per cent per annum 
increase in the number of people accessing the concession since 2009-10. 
There were substantial increases in energy costs in this period which would 
have contributed to the amount of the increased expenditure and possibly the 
number of people accessing the concession. 

Public Awareness 

The 2012 ACT Targeted Assistance Strategy found many people were not 
aware of concessions they may be eligible for and recommended more 
promotion and advertising material related to concessions.   

The ACT Government updated their concessions and assistance information 
after the previous concessions mapping exercise in 2007 and now has an 
assistance webpage that is accessible and reasonably easy to navigate for 
people who have internet access (http://www.assistance.act.gov.au/). This may 
have increased numbers that now access the concessions. However, the fact 
that more people are aware and accessing is evidence that the concessions are 
needed, not that they should be reduced.  It would be counterproductive if the 
increase in awareness of eligibility resulted in a cut to the scope of concessions.  

In the experience of our members, there are still people eligible for concessions 
who are unaware of the available assistance.  There may be a need for ongoing 
promotion of the concession program.  Further promotion for people who do not 
have access to the internet or who do not use computer will be needed.  
Community organisations could be involved in distributing such information.   

Recommendation 4:   Analysis is undertaken of growth in the number of 
people accessing concessions examine how much is due to a growth in 
eligibility (ie the number of concession card holders) and how much a 
growth in awareness of entitlement.   

Recommendation 5:  The ACT Government continue and expand 
promotion of the concessions program, including for those who do not 
access on line information. 
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Access by wealthy households  

There are anecdotes about very wealthy households accessing concessions.    
Possibly such anecdotes refer to older people who own their home but have low 
incomes and access rate concessions.  There are often complicating factors 
such as inability or unwillingness (often for health and wellbeing reasons) to sell 
a property. For those living on a full aged pension without any other means of 
support expenses such as house repairs can impact on whether they can sell or 
move.   The amount of people affected by these issues and their circumstances 
need to be better understood before any changes to concession entitlements 
are considered.   

Recommendation 6:  The ACT Government undertake analysis of the 
quantum of wealthy households/individual accessing concessions, which 
concessions they access and under what circumstances to inform 
decisions regarding eligibility for concessions.  
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Response to Review questions   

What concessions are most important for the ACT 
government to maintain to most effectively support those 
in need? 

There are risks in making savings from the concession program as any changes 
to the concessions program may have flow on effects to other government 
services.  The full costs and benefits of proposed changes need to be 
understood.   

Recommendation 7:  The Government include a cost benefit analysis in 
relation to concessions – particularly looking at whether any reductions in 
concessions are likely to result in cost increases in other parts of the 
human services system, including health, education, justice and 
community services.    

For example, if concessions are no longer provided in relation to vehicle 
registration and driver’s licenses, this may result in individuals on low incomes 
being unable to afford to pay for license renewal or car registration.  Due to the 
difficulty of participating in work (especially shift work), attending education and 
training and maintaining social and leisure activities without a car, many of 
these individuals may still choose to drive.  This may then lead to increased 
costs in policing, fines administration, and criminal justice costs.   

Similarly, a decrease in concessions in relation to electricity may lead to extra 
costs for people: 

 Accessing emergency relief 

 Accessing the health system if they become ill as a result of not 
adequately heating their home 

 Coming in to contact with legal systems as more people need to access 
the energy and water division of the ACT Civil and Administrative Tribunal 
(ACAT) or find themselves in other legal proceedings if people preference 
payment of electricity over rent or other consumer contracts  

Energy concessions enable people living in Canberra to have adequate heating, 
cooling, cooking and personal hygiene.  Even with the concession, many people 
have to reduce their consumption or energy below what they need for their well 
being – for example they do not heat their house adequately and are at greater 
risk of respiratory illnesses.   
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Without adequate concession eligibility for groups such as carers, there is a risk 
that carer arrangements may breakdown and ultimately cost the system more 
as they need to access support programs funded by government. 

Getting a rebate or not can make the difference between "can I afford those 
glasses or not" when eyesight has deteriorated with age and can greatly affect a 
person's quality of life. 

Do you consider that the levels of assistance and/or 
eligibility requirements appropriately target those most in 
need and facilitate an equitable distribution of the 
available resources?  If not, how could the existing 
program be re targeted or adjusted to improve equity? 

The lack of publicly available data on use of concessions, and their impact on 
household wellbeing, limits our capacity to respond effectively to this question.  
For example, we do not currently have access to data on how many people who 
are eligible access the more widely available concessions, such as those that 
people with an ACT seniors card are entitled to.  We do not know what saving 
would be achieved or what impacts would be experienced by older people if, for 
example, access to transport concessions were tightened 

Available discounts on licenses  

Drivers reinstating suspended licenses are unable to access license 
concessions, even though they may be from low income households. 

There is currently no available discount for Probationary or Restricted Licenses.  
These are the two most expensive of all the available license classes.  The lack 
of available concession in relation to these license classes is inconsistent with 
concessions offered on other license classes (apart from Learner licenses 
which are considerably cheaper than all other license classes).  As these two 
license classes are also used after a license has been disqualified by a court it 
means that people on a lower income face a disproportionate punishment to 
those on higher incomes.  The cost of returning to regular license may also be 
prohibitively expensive for those on low incomes and they may choose to drive 
without a license.  This can then lead to increased costs in policing, fines 
administration and court costs.    

Recommendation 8:  License concessions be introduced for probationary 
and restricted licenses. 

Available discount on alcohol interlock scheme  

There is currently only a 35% discount available in relation to the new alcohol 
interlock system with no other financial assistance available.  This will meant 
that costs for the minimum 6 month interlock period would still be around $780 
(reduced from $1200).  The ‘frequently asked questions’ page on the Rego ACT 
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website indicates that these costs will be upfront costs.  This upfront cost is 
likely to be prohibitively expensive for people on a low income and may mean 
they may face significant challenges in entering into the alcohol interlock 
program.  As this program is in some cases a mandatory precondition for 
individuals wanting to return to driving, the costs of the program may mean that 
for those individuals on a low income who are unable to raise the $780 in 
upfront costs may face a long period where they are not able to drive, in 
addition to any court order disqualification.  This will result in a disproportionate 
punishment on those on a low income.  Some individuals may risk driving in 
contravention of this system, which will lead to increased costs in policing, fines 
administration, and criminal justice costs.   

Recommendation 8:  Implement a more substantial concession for the 
alcohol interlock scheme 

Recommendation 9: The ACT government introduce a payment plan 
option for individuals on low incomes for the Interlock device.  

Payment options   

We understand that there are now more payment options for fines and charges, 
such as monthly versus quarterly payment, however, some include additional 
charges to access these payment plans.  Low income people tend to live ‘pay to 
pay’ so any system that includes being able to pay in fortnightly amounts (given 
most people receive their payments fortnightly) could be useful - as long as 
there are no additional fees or charges added. Given the payment options are 
facilitating greater recovery, as less people default, there is merit in foregoing 
additional charges to cover additional administration costs.   

Recommendation 10:  No additional charges are incurred for payment 
plans for concession card holders. 

What options could the ACT government consider to 
reduce the current and future pressures on the 
concessions program? 

Energy concessions 

It appears that the single biggest driver in the increase in expenditure on the 
concessions program is energy expenditure.   
 
Hardship statistics cited by the Australian Energy Regulator Consumer 
Challenge Panel15  show that over 5,000 households in the ACT face profound 
                                                            

15  AER Draft Decision – ActewAGL Consumer Challenge Panel Response, presentation at Pre- 
Determination Conference, 9 December 2014, 
<http://www.aer.gov.au/sites/default/files/2014%2012%2009%20-
%20AER%20pre%20determination%20conference%20for%20ActewAGL%20-
%20CCP1%20presentation_0.pdf>. 
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and enduring energy poverty (housing costs displacing capacity to spend on 
other essential items such as food, utilities and healthcare).  These statistics 
reflect some very specific contextual factors: 
 Housing costs are very high in Canberra especially for people in the 

bottom 40 per cent of income brackets (Australian Poverty Week 2013 
research) 

 Housing stock is not energy efficient in the lower end rental and purchase 
markets 

 There is a high level of need for energy due to extreme heat and cold. 

We understand that increasing gas prices in particular are continuing to place 
pressure on households, and that further increases in gas prices are expected 
in coming years.    

In cases where people are renting their homes, it is very difficult for them to 
increase the energy efficiency of this rental property.  For property owners, 
there is little incentive to increase the energy efficiency of the property that they 
are offering for rent as they do not incur heating and cooling costs associated 
with the property.  We understand that in 2013 the Government began a 
process to look at an Energy Efficiency Disclosure Program for Residential 
Tenancies in the ACT, as a first step in engaging landlords in energy efficiency 
for their dwellings. Low income households who own older energy inefficient 
homes could also be assisted to make improvements. 

Recommendation 11:  The ACT Government offer incentives for property 
owners to increase the energy efficiency of their homes, so fewer tenants 
who need to rely on energy and water concessions in order to meet their 
energy costs.    

Recommendation 12:  Increased assistance is provided for low income 
home owners to retrofit their homes and encourage people to purchase 
efficient appliances. 

Energy Efficiency Outreach program 

The ACT Government has indicated that there will be changes to the Energy 
Efficiency Outreach (EEO) program, which could see this program being less 
accessible (ie smaller funding pool, less EEO officers). Many of those who 
access the EEO service have been referred from the ACT Civil and 
Administrative Tribunal due to inability to pay utility bills, or are struggling to pay 
their energy bills. This practical service has a demonstrated positive impact in 
reducing energy bills. Replacing old refrigerators, in particular, has helped 
people reduce their energy costs. There are case studies, also, where assisting 
families with energy efficiency has had a positive impact on health outcomes, 
reducing health-related costs. 

Any reduction to the EEO scheme would likely see a correlated increase in 
people accessing energy concessions. 
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Recommendation 13: Any reduction in the Energy Efficiency Outreach 
program be considered in the context of any changes to concessions, 
given likely flow-on effects. 

Administration of current program    

If the ACT Government wants to consider cost savings in the concession area, 
it may wish to consider looking at the administration of the current concession 
system.  For example, the 2012 Targeted Assistance Strategy recommended 
adopting a common ACT wide definition of financial hardship in relation to 
concession eligibility criteria.  It also suggested having a single application form 
where people are able to select all concessions for which they want to apply.  
This would make it easier for people who are in need to access the support.   

It has been suggested that the various ACT Government rebate processes 
seem to be largely paper-based, processing seems quite slow and the ACT 
shopfront offices to not seem to have visibility of all the rebate processes and 
are thus unable to efficiently process all rebate applications or enquiries "at the 
desk". 

Recommendation 14:  The Government assesses whether streamlining of 
administration will lead to cost savings without reducing concessions.  

Diplomatic vehicle concessions  

 ACTCOSS understands that diplomatic vehicles are exempt from traffic 
infringement fines and vehicle registration fees under an international 
agreement.   

Recommendation 15:  The ACT Government asks the Commonwealth to 
share the costs associated with concessions given to people registering 
diplomatic vehicles. 
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Attachment A: ACT Cost of Living Report 
ACTCOSS, ACT Cost of Living Report, 2015, 
<http://www.actcoss.org.au/publications/Publications_2015/0415rep-act-cost-of-
living-report.pdf>. 
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