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Content warning 

This report contains information and real-life experiences about family and domestic 
violence. This can cause sadness, distress and trigger traumatic memories for people, 
especially those who have survived past abuse, violence or childhood trauma.   

Help and support 

There is support and help available for you if you need it. It is always ok to ask for help. 

National Debt Helpline A not-for-profit service that helps 
people tackle their debt problems. 

1800 007 007 

www.ndh.org.au 

1800RESPECT An information, counselling and support 
service to support people impacted by 
domestic, family or sexual violence. 

1800 737 732 

www.1800respect.org.au 

Beyond Blue An information and counselling service 
for mental health support.   

1300 224 636 

www.beyondblue.org.au 

Mensline Australia A counselling service offering support 
for Australian men regarding 
relationships, mental health, wellbeing 
and family violence.  

1300 789 978  

www.mensline.org.au 

http://www.ndh.org.au/
http://www.1800respect.org.au/
http://www.beyondblue.org.au/
http://www.mensline.org.au/
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Executive summary 

Why we investigated 

The reality of financial abuse 

‘I am a single mum trying to look after my children. One has a 
disability. Services Australia is taking $500 from me a week and I 
simply cannot afford this. My rent alone is $580. I am going to end 
up homeless with my kids and Services Australia is not 
understanding at all’. 

- A complaint to the Ombudsman1

Financial abuse is a type of family and domestic violence. It happens when one person 
tries to control another person’s access to money.2 When financial abuse happens 
using the Child Support program, it is commonly referred to as weaponising Child 
Support.  

Anyone using the Child Support program can be the victim of weaponisation. However, 
academic research, Parliamentary Committees and complaints to our Office indicate it 
overwhelmingly impacts separated mothers. We are being told of cases where former 
partners are weaponising Child Support by, for example, deliberately not making 
payments or not lodging tax returns, lying to reduce their income, lying about care 
arrangements and being abusive or violent to stop the impacted parent from asking 
for help.  

1 Person 1 told us their former partner did not lodge their tax returns for years and because of this, their Child 
Support assessment showed their former partner earned very little when the reality was the opposite. As 
you will read later in this report, this situation often causes the receiving parent to incur a Family Tax Benefit 
Part A debt.   
2 Financial Abuse: An Insidious Form of Domestic Violence (December 2024), pages 4 and 6 and National 
Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032, pages 52 to 53.  

https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportjnt/RB000471/toc_pdf/Financialabuseaninsidiousformofdomesticviolence.pdf
https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/resources/national-plan-end-violence-against-women-and-children-2022-2032.pdf
https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/resources/national-plan-end-violence-against-women-and-children-2022-2032.pdf
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Our complaints 

Between November 2024 and February 2025, of the 279 
complaints we received about the Child Support program, 89 
(32%) of these persons told us they were affected by the 
weaponisation of Child Support.3 73% of these persons were 
separated mothers, nearly all of whom were the receiving parent. 

Child Support is designed to ensure children are financially supported as they grow and 
develop during a critical time in their lives. Financial abuse through Child Support 
deprives children of this money when they need it most.    

Services Australia is the Government agency that administers the Child Support 
program. It undertakes actions like registering cases, making assessments about who 
needs to pay and collecting and distributing payments.4  

In Australia, about 1 in 2 divorces involve children under 18 years of age.5  When parents 
divorce or separate, one or both can apply for Child Support to help with the costs of 
raising the children under 18 years of age.6  

The receiving parent can ask Services Australia to collect Child Support for them (Child 
Support Collect) or have this paid directly to them by the paying parent (Private 
Collect).  

3 We reviewed complaints from 1 November 2024 to 20 February 2025. More information about how we 
conducted this review is at Attachment A.   
4 Services Australia, Annual Report (2024), page 88. 
5 Divorces Involving Children (February 2025).  
6 Child Support typically stops when a child turns 18, but if the child is in full-time secondary education, the 
caring parent can apply to extend the assessment period until the end of the school year. 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2024-10/annual-report-2023-24.pdf
https://aifs.gov.au/research/facts-and-figures/divorces-australia-2024
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Child Support numbers 

There are around 1.1 million children supported by the Child Support 
program in Australia. In the 2023/24 financial year, Services Australia 
distributed $1.967 billion in payments through Child Support Collect.7 

As of December 2024, there were 628,090 active Child Support 
cases (that is, cases with a Child Support assessment in place).8 
Women are the main people who receive Child Support, with men 
being the main people who pay.9 

It is important to remember both men and women can be the primary carer after a 
separation or a divorce, both can be entitled to receive Child Support and both can be 
victims of financial abuse. The Child Support program can be weaponised by either 
parent: the parent who needs to pay and the parent who is entitled to the payment. In 
this report, however, our focus is on financial abuse perpetrated by the paying parent, 
which is overwhelmingly the subject of the complaints we receive about Child Support 
in this context.  

Financial abuse is pervasive 

In a recent survey of 540 separated mothers, 80% of them said their 
former partner had used the Child Support program to commit 
financial abuse.10 In 2024, a Parliamentary Joint Committee made 
many recommendations to the Government after finding there is 
widespread manipulation and weaponisation of Child Support and 
separated mothers and their children are being negatively 
impacted.11 

7 Divorces Involving Children (February 2025). 
8 Child Support Program, December Quarter (2024). 
9 Interim Economic Inclusion Advisory Committee (2023), page 77.   
10 Financial Abuse: The Weaponsiation of Child Support in Australia (2023), page 15. 
11 Financial Abuse: An Insidious Form of Domestic Violence (December 2024), page 149. 

https://aifs.gov.au/research/facts-and-figures/divorces-australia-2024
https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/resources/eiac_report_8.06.23_0.pdf
https://figshare.swinburne.edu.au/articles/report/Financial_abuse_The_weaponisation_of_child_support_in_Australia/26255084
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportjnt/RB000471/toc_pdf/Financialabuseaninsidiousformofdomesticviolence.pdf
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The total amount of Child Support debt grew 5% in the 2023/24 financial year.12 The last 
time the rate of growth of this debt was so high was about 10 years ago.13 

Child Support debt 

As of 31 December 2024, there was $1.9 billion in Child Support 
Collect debt and 153,694 paying parents had a debt, the average 
amount being $7,261.14  

What is also important to know is these figures do not account for Private Collect, where 
the amount of Child Support owed and not paid is unknown. They also do not reflect all 
the other ways Child Support can be weaponised, including through things like income 
minimisation and threats of violence.    

It is because of the above information we wanted to shine a light on how Services 
Australia is handling this problem, with the aim of improving Government services and 
increasing accountability in the Child Support program. 

Who and what we investigated 
We investigated Services Australia, which is the Government agency that administers 
Child Support. The investigation focused on the Child Support program and a small 
part of the Centrelink program that deals with Family Tax Benefit Part A payments. 
These are Government payments designed to help parents with the costs of raising 
children.   

During the investigation, we shared information with the Inspector-General of Taxation 
who was undertaking a separate investigation about financial abuse in the taxation 
system.15  

12 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
13 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
14 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025) and (11 April 2025).  
15 Identification and Management of Financial Abuse Within the Tax System (April 2025). 

https://www.igt.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Report-into-the-identification-and-management-of-financial-abuse-within-the-tax-system.pdf
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Child Support is administered by the Department of Social Services and Services 
Australia but is dependent on taxation information, which is administered by the 
Australian Taxation Office (ATO). The Inspector-General of Taxation’s jurisdiction only 
covers the ATO and Treasury, while our jurisdiction excludes the ATO but does include 
Services Australia. By each of us investigating financial abuse in our respective 
jurisdictions, we can provide analysis of how improvements can be made in both 
dimensions to reduce financial abuse, regardless of which agency has a role. 

Our investigation focused on how Services Australia is: 

• identifying, recording and escalating cases of financial abuse
• investigating, verifying and responding to cases of financial abuse
• engaging internally and with the ATO to prevent financial abuse.

We looked at Services Australia’s policies, systems and training and what its staff do on 
a day-to-day basis. This included reviewing the work of people like service officers, 
social workers, decision-makers and supervisors. 

After understanding how Services Australia operates, we reviewed some important 
reports and information on this topic. These included, for example:    

The National Plan to 
End Violence Against 

Women and 
Children16 

The Report to 
Government17 

Financial Abuse: An 
Insidious Form of 

Domestic Violence18 
Other Research 

Department of Social 
Services 

(2022) 

Interim Economic 
Inclusion Advisory 

Committee 

(2023) 

Parliamentary Joint 
Committee on 

Corporations and 
Financial Services 

(2024) 

Academic Papers  

16 National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032.  
17 Interim Economic Inclusion Advisory Committee (2023).  
18 Financial Abuse: An Insidious Form of Domestic Violence (December 2024). 

https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/resources/national-plan-end-violence-against-women-and-children-2022-2032.pdf
https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/resources/eiac_report_8.06.23_0.pdf
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportjnt/RB000471/toc_pdf/Financialabuseaninsidiousformofdomesticviolence.pdf
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We then assessed whether Services Australia is conducting its work fairly and 
reasonably to deal with the weaponisation of Child Support. 

What we found 
The Ombudsman has formed the opinion that: 

• under sections 15(1)(a)(ii) and (iii) of the Ombudsman Act 1976 (Cth) (the Act),
the actions of Services Australia outlined in this report are unfair or
unreasonable in addressing the weaponisation of Child Support

• in some aspects, the action of Services Australia may reflect legislative
provisions, but those legislative provisions are unfair and unreasonable

• under sections 15(2)(d) and (f) of the Act, because of this, the Government, the
Department of Social Services and Services Australia should, as soon as
practicable, consider the recommendations in this report and work towards
implementing them.

We are of the view that, while aspects of the current legislative framework should be 
amended, the current legislative framework does not prevent Services Australia from 
implementing the recommendations.19  

Services Australia is not doing enough to actively deal with the weaponisation of the 
Child Support program. While its approach is well-intentioned and welfare focused, it is 
not helping to get the money owed to parents when their kids need it the most. The 
agency is not actively identifying financial abuse or using its enforcement powers as 
effectively or proactively as it could. This passive approach is unfair. It allows some 
paying parents to manipulate the system to avoid their financial responsibility in 
raising their children, largely without consequences.  

Services Australia is actively recovering Family Tax Benefit Part A debts from receiving 
parents, whether those parents have, in fact, been paid the Child Support they are 
owed. This is unfair and places those parents at a double disadvantage – in effect 
amplifying the impact of the financial abuse they are suffering through the actions of 
their former partner.  

19 This does not include recommendation 7, which specifically deals with legal reform. 
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While Services Australia has a clear focus on assisting people who are being subjected 
to family and domestic violence, it can be doing a lot more to identify and respond to 
the weaponisation of Child Support. The agency needs to significantly develop its ability 
to identify, record and escalate cases of financial abuse and ensure it can respond to 
these matters using its policies and the legislation in a timely and accurate way.  

Some of the key findings in this report are as follows: 

• The agency’s policies and systems regarding family and domestic violence
are not designed to identify financial abuse through Child Support. Its
emphasis on the use of social workers and specialist teams is well-intentioned,
however, these are unlikely to address the weaponisation of Child Support in
many cases.

• The agency does not appear to have a clear strategy to address financial
abuse through Child Support, nor does it appear to provide meaningful
training to its staff on this topic.

• The agency does not, on enough occasions, proactively identify the
motivations of paying parents who do not pay Child Support or lodge tax
returns, nor does it use its collection enforcement powers as effectively and
proactively as it should.

• The legislation requires the agency to assume 100% of Child Support payments
in Private Collect cases occur.20 This, however, does not stop Services Australia
from undertaking meaningful monitoring work to proactively identify cases of
non-payment, which it does not do.

• The agency’s policies in relation to gathering evidence to accept an estimated
income are not robust enough and its response to the non-payment of Child
Support is the same whether the non-payment is deliberate or not.

• The agency’s Lodgement Enforcement Program will not meaningfully help
prevent financial abuse through Child Support without significant change.

In addition to these, a number of issues exist with the legislation Services Australia 
needs to use and abide by. Some of these include:  

20 This comes about because of the way Family Tax Benefit Part A payments need to be calculated. See, for 
example, A New Tax System (Family Assistance) Act 1999 (Cth), schedule 1, section 20D(2).  
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• The legislation’s collection enforcement powers are unhelpful in some
situations where financial abuse is taking place. They are sometimes restricted
to specific circumstances and a paying parent can use these limitations to
avoid payment. For example:

o the power to garnish money from a third party does not extend to many
types of ‘shared or alternate bank accounts’ that a paying parent uses
or has access to, even if there is a reasonable suspicion that the money
is being held in such an account in order to evade Child Support
obligations21

o the power to intercept a tax return refund is only useful if the paying
parent has, in fact, lodged a tax return and obtained a refund

o a Departure Prohibition Order does not compel a paying parent to pay
outstanding Child Support.22

• The legislation’s change of assessment process is complex and can be unfair
to those affected by financial abuse through Child Support.23

• The legislation does not prevent a receiving parent from accruing a Family Tax
Benefit Part A debt in circumstances where that debt only arises because they
are assumed to have received Child Support which has not, in fact, been paid
because of financial abuse. Additionally, there is no specific legal mechanism
to waive these debts in these circumstances.24

• The legislation significantly restricts Services Australia’s ability to collect debts
and enforce non-payment where Private Collect changes to Child Support
Collect and there are arrears.25

21 See, for example, Child Support (Registration and Collection) Act 1988 (Cth), section 72A(1) and Child 
Support Guide, 6.7.2.50, 20 September 2024. The term ‘shared or alternate bank accounts’ is being used 
here to refer to bank accounts including, for example, joint bank accounts, company bank accounts and 
partnership and trust bank accounts.   
22 Child Support (Registration and Collection) Act 1988 (Cth), section 72D(1) and Whittaker v Child Support 
Registrar [2010] FCA 43, [250].  
23 Child Support (Assessment) Act 1989 (Cth), part 6A. The issues with this process in the context of 
financial abuse are explained later in this report.  
24 See, for example, A New Tax System (Family Assistance) (Administration) Act 1999 (Cth), sections 71 and 
101 and Child Support Guide, 7.3.2, 5 February 2024. As explained later in this report, to overcome this, 
Services Australia sometimes uses the maintenance action test exemption to help reduce Family Tax 
Benefit Part A debts caused by financial abuse. This will often place the receiving parent in an unfair 
situation. When we say there is no legal mechanism to waive debts, we are referring to this specific 
circumstance.   
25 See, for example, Child Support (Registration and Collection) Act 1988 (Cth), section 28A. 
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Recommendations 

Recommendation 1 
Services Australia develops a publicly available strategy that outlines, 
with specificity, how it plans to address financial abuse through Child 
Support. 

Department of Social Services response: Accepted 
Services Australia response: Accepted  

Recommendation 2 
Services Australia more effectively enforce payment of Child Support, 
including to: 

a) identify, record and escalate allegations or instances of financial
abuse through Child Support

b) on its own initiative and on significantly more occasions, proactively
identify, or attempt to identify, the motivations of paying parents
who do not lodge tax returns or pay Child Support

c) obtain evidence on significantly more occasions when deciding to
accept or refuse an application for an income estimate

d) prioritise the use of collection enforcement powers in cases where
the agency knows or suspects on reasonable grounds the paying
parent is deliberately not paying Child Support

e) on its own initiative, using a risk-based approach, proactively seek
information from receiving parents in Private Collect cases as to
whether Child Support is being paid and if not, why.

Department of Social Services response: Accepted 
Services Australia response: Accepted  
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Recommendation 3 
Services Australia should record the following data in a way that is easily 
measurable at an organisational level: 

a) where a parent is affected by, or possibly affected by, financial
abuse through Child Support

b) whether staff have requested evidence and the reasons from an
applicant regarding an application for an income estimate

c) the priority of a Child Support case to inform the use of general
collection enforcement powers

d) whether the use of a collection enforcement power was successful
and if not, why

e) efforts and enquires to obtain information about payment
compliance in Private Collect cases and the outcome of those
things.

Department of Social Services response: Accepted 
Services Australia response: Accepted  

Recommendation 4 
Services Australia undertakes a comprehensive review of the Lodgement 
Enforcement Program. This should include identifying, through 
consultation with the ATO, how Services Australia can best assist the ATO 
to conduct risk-based compliance and audit activities regarding the 
accuracy of tax return lodgements from paying parents. 

Department of Social Services response: Accepted 
Services Australia response: Accepted  
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Recommendation 5 
Services Australia ensure its staff better understand financial abuse 
through Child Support and what they should do about it. 

Department of Social Services response: Accepted 
Services Australia response: Accepted 

Recommendation 6 
Services Australia undertakes a comprehensive review into how it uses 
the change of assessment process as a response to financial abuse 
through Child Support. The goals of this review should be to, among other 
things: 

a) identify how the agency can draw measurable insights about
allegations of financial abuse through Child Support in applications
and responses

b) identify how the agency can better use this information.

Department of Social Services response: Accepted 
Services Australia response: Accepted 
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Recommendation 7 
The Government, with the assistance of the Department of Social Services 
and Services Australia, introduce a Bill to amend the law to address the 
legal limitations outlined in this report. This includes: 

a) amending the A New Tax System (Family Assistance)
(Administration) Act 1999 (Cth) to remove the current presumption
that all Child Support has been paid and to allow Family Tax Benefit
Part A debts to be waived or otherwise not accrued in
circumstances where Child Support has not been paid or has been
underpaid

b) amending the Child Support (Registration and Collection) Act 1988
(Cth) (CSRC Act) to remove the 3-month and 9-month restrictions
on Services Australia collecting Child Support arrears when
collection changes from Private Collect to Child Support Collect

c) amending the CSRC Act to allow garnishee collection enforcement
powers to be used in more circumstances, in particular, allowing
them to be used against joint bank accounts, company bank
accounts, credit card bank accounts and partnership and trust
bank accounts where the agency believes on reasonable grounds
the paying parent is using these avenues to avoid payment

d) amending the Child Support (Assessment) Act 1989 (Cth) (CSA Act)
to remove the requirement in the change of assessment process for
the cross-sharing of documents, and instead allow high-level
summaries to be provided for the purposes of procedural fairness

e) amending the CSA Act and the CSRC Act to require a paying parent
to proactively report any significant and/or ongoing increase in their
income following a Child Support assessment

f) amending the CSA Act, the CSRC Act, the Human Services
(Centrelink) Act 1997 (Cth) and the Human Services (Medicare) Act
1973 (Cth) to allow information about family and domestic violence,
including financial abuse, to be readily shared within the agency.

Department of Social Services response: Noted 
Services Australia response: Accepted 
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Recommendation 8 
The Department of Social Services and Services Australia provide the 
Ombudsman, within 12 months from the date of this report, a 
comprehensive progress update regarding how these recommendations 
have been or are being actioned. 

Department of Social Services response: Accepted 
Services Australia response: Accepted 
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Why we investigated  

Parents affected by financial abuse through Child Support 
keep telling us Services Australia is letting them down 

Financial abuse is a form of family and domestic violence. It happens when one person 
tries to control another person’s access to money.26 When the Child Support program is 
used to commit financial abuse, it is called weaponising Child Support.  

Customers of Services Australia are telling us they feel abandoned and let down by the 
agency when they seek help for financial abuse in their Child Support cases.  

Although we do not know exactly how often financial abuse happens in the Child 
Support program, complaints and research indicate it is likely widespread and is 
causing a lot of harm, mainly affecting women as the receiving parent and the children 
they care for.    

We had a detailed look at complaints we received about the Child Support program 
between November 2024 and February 2025. Attachment A shows how we did this 
review, including the assumptions we made. These are the results:  

The number of complaints we received: 

279 
The number of people who said they were affected by the weaponisation of Child 
Support:

32% 
The number of these people who were separated mothers: 

73%

26 Financial Abuse: An Insidious Form of Domestic Violence (December 2024), pages 4 and 6 and National 
Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032, pages 52 to 53.   

https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportjnt/RB000471/toc_pdf/Financialabuseaninsidiousformofdomesticviolence.pdf
https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/resources/national-plan-end-violence-against-women-and-children-2022-2032.pdf
https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/resources/national-plan-end-violence-against-women-and-children-2022-2032.pdf
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Academic research and Government reports and inquiries 
show the weaponisation of Child Support is a big problem 

Information about financial abuse through Child Support paints the same worrying 
picture as the complaints we receive. Some of this includes:   

• In 2018, a Flinders University study with 37 separated mothers found 29 of them
reported their former partners did not pay Child Support, only partially paid or
did not pay on time. Many of these women believed their former partner’s
behaviour was a deliberate attempt to control their finances and choices.27

• In 2022, the National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children (the
National Plan) found financial abuse against women in Australia is a pervasive
form of family and domestic violence.28

• In 2023, in a Swinburne University study with 540 separated mothers, 80% of
them said their former partner had used the Child Support program to commit
financial abuse,29 with the main tactics being deliberately not paying Child
Support (81%) and minimising how much needed to be paid (80%).30

• In 2023, the Interim Economic Inclusion Advisory Committee found paying
parents who do not pay Child Support are causing a huge economic and
social problem in Australia.31

• In 2024, the Parliamentary Joint Committee on Corporations and Financial
Services found the Child Support program is being widely manipulated and
weaponised by perpetrators to carry out financial abuse, with women being
the main victims.32

• In 2025, the Inspector-General of Taxation reviewed how the ATO identifies and
manages financial abuse within the tax system. In relation to enforcing the
lodgement of tax returns and sharing income information, it found there are
opportunities for the ATO to better collaborate with Services Australia.33

27 State Facilitated Economic Abuse: A Structural Analysis of Men Deliberately Withholding Child  
Support (2018), pages 127 to 129.  
28 National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032.  
29 Financial Abuse: The Weaponisation of Child Support in Australia (2023), page 15. 
30 Financial Abuse: The Weaponisation of Child Support in Australia (2023), page 15. 
31 Interim Economic Inclusion Advisory Committee (2023), page 78.   
32 Financial Abuse: An Insidious Form of Domestic Violence (December 2024), page 131.  
33 Identification and Management of Financial Abuse Within the Tax System (April 2025), pages 43 to 48. 

https://www.isdj.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/State-Facilitated-Economic-Abuse-A-Structural-Analysis-of-Men-Deliberately-Withholding-Child-Support.pdf
https://www.isdj.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/State-Facilitated-Economic-Abuse-A-Structural-Analysis-of-Men-Deliberately-Withholding-Child-Support.pdf
https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/resources/national-plan-end-violence-against-women-and-children-2022-2032.pdf
https://figshare.swinburne.edu.au/articles/report/Financial_abuse_The_weaponisation_of_child_support_in_Australia/26255084
https://figshare.swinburne.edu.au/articles/report/Financial_abuse_The_weaponisation_of_child_support_in_Australia/26255084
https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/resources/eiac_report_8.06.23_0.pdf
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportjnt/RB000471/toc_pdf/Financialabuseaninsidiousformofdomesticviolence.pdf
https://www.igt.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Report-into-the-identification-and-management-of-financial-abuse-within-the-tax-system.pdf
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How Child Support can be 
weaponised  

Financial abuse can affect anyone 

It is important to remember both men and women can be the 
victims of the weaponisation of Child Support. The parent who 
needs to pay Child Support and the parent who receives Child 
Support can carry out financial abuse.

Our focus in this report is financial abuse carried out by the paying parent because of 
the complaints we have received about it and because of the impact of it on the 
welfare of children. Our complaint information, the academic research and the 
Government reports and inquiries all show financial abuse overwhelmingly affects 
women as the receiving parent and the children in their care.     

Paying parents can use the Child Support program to commit financial abuse in many 
ways. As you will see below, sometimes this behaviour is obvious and sometimes it can 
be hard to spot.  

As of December 2024, there were 584,240 paying parents and 581,685 receiving parents 
in active Child Support cases.34 485,070 of these paying parents (83%) were male and 
485,955 of these receiving parents (84%) were female.35  

34 Child Support Program, December Quarter (2024). 
35 Child Support Program, December Quarter (2024). 
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Some of the ways perpetrators can weaponise Child Support 

Data as of December 2024 
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OFFICIAL 

Deliberately not paying Child Support on time, underpaying or not 
paying anything  

One way financial abuse can happen through Child Support is where the paying parent 
deliberately does not pay the amount they are meant to pay on the date they were 
meant to make the payment.36 This includes doing things to avoid Services Australia 
(through Child Support Collect) enforcing payment.  

What is Child Support? 

The Child Support program is a Government initiative designed to make sure the 
children of separated and divorced parents receive a proper level of financial support.37 
Under the program, parents can apply for Child Support to require the child’s other 
parent to contribute to the costs of raising the children from their relationship. In rare 
cases, some parents are a paying parent in one case and a receiving parent in a 
different case.38  

The idea behind Child Support is parents, rather than the Government, should be 
responsible for the costs of raising their children. 39 The Child Support program is also 
designed so parents should only pay what they can afford.    

Who pays and how much?  

Services Australia calculates a Child Support assessment to work out who needs to pay 
and how much. The paying parent is usually the one whose share of time caring for the 
child is less than their share of the combined income of the parents.40 The amount of 
time each parent spends caring for the child may be set by the courts in a family law 
parenting order (whether after hearing evidence or as an order agreed to by both 
parents) or simply resolved between the parents. 

36 Financial Abuse: The Weaponisation of Child Support in Australia (2023), pages 27 to 29 and 111.   
37 Every Picture Tells a Story: Inquiry Into Child Custody Arrangements in the Event of Family Separation 
(2003), page 124.  
38 Child Support Program, December Quarter (2024). 
39 Every Picture Tells a Story: Inquiry Into Child Custody Arrangements in the Event of Family Separation 
(2003), page 124. 
40 Services Australia (3 March 2022), QC 27921.  

https://figshare.swinburne.edu.au/articles/report/Financial_abuse_The_weaponisation_of_child_support_in_Australia/26255084
https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/house_of_representatives_committees?url=fca/childcustody/report.htm
https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/house_of_representatives_committees?url=fca/childcustody/report.htm
https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/house_of_representatives_committees?url=fca/childcustody/report.htm
https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/house_of_representatives_committees?url=fca/childcustody/report.htm
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/child-support-assessment-formula?context=21911
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After a divorce or separation, many parents manage to put their child’s needs first and 
meet their respective obligations to their child. Other parents can struggle to accept 
the end of the relationship and may look for ways to hurt their former partner, including 
through non-compliance with caring and financial arrangements.  

Some parents may form new relationships and have new children. This may lead them 
to feel it is unfair that they have to contribute financially to their children of the previous 
relationship as well as to their new family. However, it is both fair and legal that they 
continue to financially contribute to all their children. If they disagree with the amount 
they must pay, there are formal mechanisms to seek reviews. It is not up to them to 
unilaterally choose whether or what they will pay. 

To work out the amount the paying parent needs to pay, Services Australia considers 
each parent’s income, the parent’s combined income, how much time each parent 
cares for the children and the age of each child. Sometimes, this can be a complicated 
process.41  

Example 

As a simple example, imagine parents A and B have a child 
together and are separated. Parent A earns $15,000 and parent B 
earns $85,000. Together, their combined income is $100,000. 
Parent A takes care of their child for 5 days a week and parent B 
takes care of their child for 2 days a week. Because parent B’s 
share of the combined income is 100% (parent A’s adjusted 
taxable income is less than the self-support amount) and they 
only care for their child about 28% of the time, they will need to 
pay Child Support to parent A. 

In some situations, Services Australia can accept money the paying parent has paid to 
third parties as going towards their Child Support obligations. This is called a non-
agency payment (NAP). It can pay directly for costs of raising the child such as child 
care, school fees, medical appointments, rent and mortgage.  

41 Services Australia (3 March 2022), QC 27921. As outlined below, a self-support amount is also factored in 
to this.     

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/child-support-assessment-formula?context=21911
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How are payments made and collected? 

There are 2 ways payments are made and collected once Services Australia registers a 
Child Support case: 

• The first is through Child Support Collect. This is where Services Australia
collects amounts owed from the paying parent and pays them to the receiving
parent.42 In the 2023/24 financial year, through this method, Services Australia
collected and distributed $1.967 billion in payments.43

• The second is through Private Collect, where the parents pay each other
directly.44 In these cases, parents exchange the payments in any way they
agree, such as by cash or bank transfer. Private Collect encourages parents to
make their own arrangements and requires them to enforce collection of their
own payments, including any arrears.45

Around 50% of all Child Support cases are Private Collect with the other 50% being 
administered through Child Support Collect.46 

Because Private Collect is done through parents paying each other, Services Australia 
does not know how much money is actually paid. Important things to know about 
Private Collect are: 

• for the purposes of determining how much Family Tax Benefit Part A is to be
paid, the law requires Services Australia to assume all payments are made,
even though this may not happen47

• Services Australia cannot enforce payments in Private Collect cases. As
explained later in this report, the case first needs to change to Child Support
Collect and even then, there are significant restrictions on what Services
Australia can do.

42 Services Australia (20 November 2024), QC 28001. This includes where Services Australia accepts NAPs to 
be credited against a Child Support liability.  
43 Services Australia, Annual Report (2024), page 88. 
44 Services Australia (20 November 2024), QC 28056. 
45 Child Support Guide, 7.2, 3 February 2025.    
46 Services Australia, Annual Report (2024), page 88. 
47 See, for example, A New Tax System (Family Assistance) Act 1999 (Cth), schedule 1, section 20D(2) and 
Services Australia, Annual Report (2024), page 88.  

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/child-support-collect?context=21911
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2024-10/annual-report-2023-24.pdf
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/private-collect?context=21911
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2024-10/annual-report-2023-24.pdf
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2024-10/annual-report-2023-24.pdf
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The case studies below are examples from Child Support Collect. 

Case study 

Person 2 told us Services Australia was mismanaging their Child 
Support case, and their former partner owed them over $13,000 in 
payments. They said Services Australia had been overwhelmingly 
inadequate in enforcing their former partner’s deliberate failure to 
pay and because of this, had allowed the debt to build up over 
time. 

- A complaint to the Ombudsman

Case study 

Person 3 told us their former partner owed them over $32,000 in 
Child Support. They said Services Australia and the law had 
allowed this financial abuse to occur and when they contacted 
the agency, the staff did not try to help them. 

- A complaint to the Ombudsman

Case study 

Person 4 told us Services Australia had continually failed to 
recover unpaid Child Support of $28,000 from their former 
partner. This is despite their former partner purchasing a new car 
and renting a luxury apartment. Person 4 said the agency knew 
this information but still did not act to try and collect the money. 

- A complaint to the Ombudsman

Deliberately not paying Child Support can include avoiding efforts by Services Australia 
to collect the amounts owed. Our complaint information tells us tactics used by 
financial abuse perpetrators include, for example, moving money between different 
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bank accounts, keeping money in cash or only accepting cash for work and using joint 
bank accounts or business or family trust arrangements.48  

Threatening to stop paying Child Support unless certain things are 
done or abusive or violent behaviour to change collection types  

Another way financial abuse can happen through Child Support is where: 

• the paying parent threatens they will stop paying Child Support unless the
receiving parent does certain things

• the paying parent threatens the receiving parent with violence or abuse to
stop them from collecting Child Support or to influence them to use Private
Collect.49

As explained above, in Private Collect cases, it is easier for the paying parent not to pay 
Child Support because Services Australia has less visibility over what happens. Because 
of this, one financial abuse tactic is to coerce the receiving parent into using Private 
Collect through, for example, threatening them.50  

It is important to remember, like person 5 (below), many receiving parents affected by 
a financial abuse will not want to ask for help because they are afraid of what might 
happen to them.  

48 Our complaint information is supported by examples in the research. For information about business and 
family trust arrangements and working for cash, see State Facilitated Economic Abuse: A Structural 
Analysis of Men Deliberately Withholding Child  Support (2018), page 129. For information about self-
employed persons diverting money into a business, a trust or to a new partner, see Postseparation 
Financial Abuse Perpetrated Through Government Systems (2024), page 7.  
49 Financial Abuse: The Weaponisation of Child Support in Australia (2023), pages 29 to 31 and 111.  
50 Financial Abuse: The Weaponisation of Child Support in Australia (2023), pages 53 and 57.  

https://www.isdj.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/State-Facilitated-Economic-Abuse-A-Structural-Analysis-of-Men-Deliberately-Withholding-Child-Support.pdf
https://www.isdj.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/State-Facilitated-Economic-Abuse-A-Structural-Analysis-of-Men-Deliberately-Withholding-Child-Support.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10778012241280057?rfr_dat=cr_pub++0pubmed&url_ver=Z39.88-2003&rfr_id=ori%3Arid%3Acrossref.org
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10778012241280057?rfr_dat=cr_pub++0pubmed&url_ver=Z39.88-2003&rfr_id=ori%3Arid%3Acrossref.org
https://figshare.swinburne.edu.au/articles/report/Financial_abuse_The_weaponisation_of_child_support_in_Australia/26255084
https://figshare.swinburne.edu.au/articles/report/Financial_abuse_The_weaponisation_of_child_support_in_Australia/26255084
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Case study 

Person 5 told us they had been bullied and abused for over 10 
years by their former partner about Child Support and they were 
owed a lot of money. They said their former partner would send 
them abusive messages and make threatening calls and these 
stopped them from wanting to pursue the money owed. When 
person 5 did manage to ask Services Australia for help, they were 
met with so many obstacles it made them give up trying. 

- A complaint to the Ombudsman

Providing false information in tax returns or to Services Australia to 
obtain an estimated income  

Another way financial abuse can happen through Child Support is where the paying 
parent gives false information in their tax returns to reduce their taxable income or 
supplies false information when estimating their income. This can cause the receiving 
parent to get less than they should or, where care is shared, to become the paying 
parent.   

What income is used? 

In working out Child Support payments, Services Australia uses adjusted taxable 
income for each parent. 51 Using adjusted taxable income means Services Australia 
looks at different types of income and earnings to work out an overall figure for the 
Child Support assessment and each parent.52  

Services Australia will work out a parent’s adjusted taxable income using their taxable 
income based on information from the ATO, including the person’s tax return.53 The 

51 Services Australia (8 July 2024), QC 27966. 
52 Services Australia (12 September 2024), QC 29571. Note that a self-support amount is deducted from a 
parent’s adjusted taxable income for their own support.  
53 Services Australia (8 July 2024), QC 27966. 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/how-your-income-affects-your-child-support?context=21911
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/what-adjusted-taxable-income?context=21911
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/how-your-income-affects-your-child-support?context=21911
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adjusted taxable income used in a Child Support assessment is based on the last 
financial year before the Child Support period started.  

For example, if a Child Support assessment period starts on 20 February 2025, Services 
Australia will look at what each parent’s adjusted taxable income was for the financial 
year before this, which would be the 2023/24 financial year. This is between 1 July 2023 
to 30 June 2024. 

Usually, the higher a paying parent’s adjusted taxable income, the greater the amount 
they are required to pay in Child Support.  

Case study 

Person 6 told us their former partner lodged tax returns that 
contained false information. Not only did this reduce what they 
were entitled to in Child Support, it caused them to become the 
paying parent. Person 6 needed to pay their former partner when 
they should have been the one receiving payments. They said 
Services Australia did not help them to deal with this. 

- A complaint to the Ombudsman

Income estimates 

Because Services Australia uses the adjusted taxable income from the previous 
financial year, the financial situation of both parents might change. For example, one 
parent may legitimately start earning less money than the amount Services Australia 
used for the Child Support assessment, for example, because their employer gives 
them less shifts.  

If a parent’s adjusted taxable income has reduced by 15% or more, they can ask 
Services Australia to have the Child Support assessment recalculated, to be based on 
an estimate. This is done through an application to Services Australia in writing, online 
or by telephone.  

A financially abusive paying parent can lie to Services Australia to obtain an estimated 
income. In other words, they can tell Services Australia their income has reduced by 15% 
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when that is not true. In these cases, the paying parent will provide false information in 
their income estimate application.  

Deliberately not lodging tax returns 

When a parent does not lodge a tax return, Services Australia needs to change the way 
it calculates a parent’s income. This can result in a Child Support assessment where the 
paying parent is paying less than they should.  

What happens if the paying parent does not lodge their tax return? 

While most people receiving income are legally obliged to lodge a tax return, Services 
Australia cannot force someone to do this: the ATO is responsible for making sure 
taxpayers lodge tax returns.  

When the paying parent does not lodge their tax return, Services Australia still needs to 
work out their adjusted taxable income. The agency does this using a method called 
provisional income.54 There are a few different provisional incomes that Services 
Australia can use depending on the paying parent’s situation.55 Examples of these are: 

• the paying parent can make an income tax declaration to Services Australia
using a written form, online or over the telephone56

• deemed income, where Services Australia uses a previous year’s tax return
that is not current and varies it to consider inflation.57

As of December 2024, to work out how much Child Support paying parents needed to 
pay, Services Australia used: 

• a current tax return for 349,980 payers
• provisional incomes for 206,455 payers
• income estimates for 29,240 payers.58

54 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
55 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025).  
56 Services Australia (7 November 2023), QC 19641.  
57 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
58 Services Australia, RFI response (28 March 2025) and Child Support Program, December Quarter (2024). 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/cs1668
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A paying parent commits financial abuse if they deliberately do not lodge their tax 
returns so Services Australia does not have their current and up-to-date income 
information. In other words, it makes Services Australia use a provisional income. In 
many cases, this will not truly reflect how much the paying parent is earning and 
should pay.  

Case study 

Person 7 told us their former partner was abusive and violent 
towards their children. They were owed over $32,000 in Child 
Support payments. Not only was person 7’s former partner not 
paying, but they were deliberately not lodging their tax returns to 
avoid this affecting how much they should pay. Person 7 told us 
they wanted to ensure their children had financial security. 
Services Australia kept telling them it was looking into the matter 
but did nothing about this. 

- A complaint to the Ombudsman

Case study 

Person 8 told us they had not received any Child Support. They 
said their former partner had deliberately not lodged a tax return 
in 5 years to avoid having to pay, despite them working for 2 
employers on a regular basis. Person 8 needed their former 
partner to lodge their tax returns so an accurate Child Support 
assessment could be calculated. They told us they felt both the 
ATO and Services Australia had allowed this financial abuse to 
occur. 

- A complaint to the Ombudsman
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Causing a Family Tax Benefit Part A debts through the above types 
of illegal and/or immoral behaviours  

Another way financial abuse can occur through Child Support is where the paying 
parent does something which causes the receiving parent to get a Family Tax Benefit 
Part A debt.59 This could be caused by, for example, the paying parent deliberately not 
lodging their tax returns or lying on their tax returns when they do lodge them.  

What are Family Tax Benefit Part A payments? 

Family Tax Benefit Part A payments are Government payments made by Services 
Australia through the Centrelink program.60 The payment is designed to help parents 
with the costs of raising children.61 To get Family Tax Benefit Part A payments, a parent 
needs to care for a child at least 35% of the time and earn less than a certain amount 
of money.62  

Services Australia calculates how much a parent receives in Family Tax Benefit Part A 
payments by using their adjusted taxable income, the family’s combined income and 
looking at the ages and number of children in their care.63 Generally, the more Child 
Support a receiving parent gets or is entitled to, the less money in Family Tax Benefit 
Part A payments they can receive.  

If a separated parent wants to test their eligibility for a higher rate of Family Tax Benefit 
Part A, they need to apply for Child Support.64 This is called the maintenance action test. 
A parent meets the maintenance action test when they make an application for Child 
Support. If they do not apply for Child Support, the most they can get is the base rate of 
Family Tax Benefit Part A.  

There are some special circumstances that allow a parent to get more than the base 
rate of Family Tax Benefit Part A without needing to apply for Child Support. This is 

59 Financial Abuse: The Weaponisation of Child Support in Australia (2023), pages 66 to 77 and 115 and 
Postseparation Financial Abuse Perpetrated Through Government Systems (2024), page 5.  
60 Services Australia (25 June 2024), QC 43906.  
61 Parents here also refers to carers.  
62 Services Australia (4 June 2024), QC 39721.  
63 Services Australia (25 September 2024), QC 30611. 
64 Services Australia (20 November 2024), QC 51878.  

https://figshare.swinburne.edu.au/articles/report/Financial_abuse_The_weaponisation_of_child_support_in_Australia/26255084
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10778012241280057?rfr_dat=cr_pub++0pubmed&url_ver=Z39.88-2003&rfr_id=ori%3Arid%3Acrossref.org
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/how-much-family-tax-benefit-you-can-get?context=22151
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/family-tax-benefit-part-eligibility?context=22151
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/family-tax-benefit-part-payment-rates?context=22151
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/why-you-need-to-apply-for-child-support-while-you-get-ftb-part?context=22151
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called a maintenance action test exemption. One of the reasons a parent can be given 
a maintenance action test exemption is where they are afraid to apply for Child 
Support.65 

While the intention underlying the payments is good, an issue with Family Tax Benefit 
Part A payments is that the legislative restrictions on Services Australia can enable a 
perpetrator of financial abuse to cause a receiving parent to receive a debt which 
Services Australia will pursue.  

Example 

As an example, imagine parent X and parent Y are separated and 
have a child together. Parent X is the receiving parent and parent Y 
is the paying parent. Parent Y does not lodge their tax returns and 
instead gives Services Australia an income declaration saying they 
earn $100,000. Services Australia accepts this and does not check 
whether it is true.  

Over the years, parent X is paid Family Tax Benefit Part A payments 
based on the $100,000 figure. Services Australia eventually finds out 
parent Y was lying about their income and this was really $200,000. 
Services Australia recalculates how much Child Support needs to 
be paid based on this new figure. 

In doing this, the agency works out parent X was being paid too 
much in Family Tax Benefit Part A payments during that time 
(because the more Child Support the receiving parent gets or is 
entitled to, the less Family Tax Benefit Part A payments they are 
allowed). Centrelink then issues parent X with a debt to pay back 
this overpaid Family Tax Benefit Part A money. 

In this example, not only did parent X not receive the Child Support money they were 
meant to over many years because of their former partner’s deceitful conduct, they 
now have a debt they need to pay back to Services Australia.  

65 Services Australia (20 November 2024), QC 51878. 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/why-you-need-to-apply-for-child-support-while-you-get-ftb-part?context=22151
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Case study 

Person 9 told us their former partner owed them 3 years’ worth of 
Child Support and Services Australia had done nothing to recover 
this amount. Even though no money had been received, Person 9 
still needed to pay 2 Family Tax Benefit Part A debts because 
Services Australia worked out they should have been getting 
more in Child Support.  Person 9 said they had tried so many 
times to talk to Services Australia to get someone to understand 
what was happening but they were pushed from person to 
person without any help. 

- A complaint to the Ombudsman

Using violence, threats or abusive behaviours to stop an application 
for Child Support   

Another way financial abuse can occur is where one parent uses violence, threats or 
abusive behaviours to prevent the other person from making an application for Child 
Support.  

As outlined above, in these cases, Services Australia can use the maintenance action 
test exemption which allows the parent (who wishes to obtain support) to receive 
higher Family Tax Benefit Part A payments.  
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How we investigated  
We did our investigation under section 5(1)(b) of the Act. Section 5(1)(b) of the Act 
allows the Ombudsman to investigate the actions of agencies like Services Australia on 
his or her own motion.    

To do the investigation, we did the following things: 

Requested and obtained 
information from Services 

Australia under section 
8(3) of the Act. 

Attended the premises of 
Services Australia for an 

inspection of records, 
systems and processes 

under section 14(1) of the 
Act. 

Met online with staff from 
Services Australia to ask 

them questions. 

In coming to his opinions, the Ombudsman considered a range of things, including: 

• the information provided by complainants
• the information Services Australia provided as part of the investigation
• the research mentioned in this report
• that the National Plan asks agencies to find more holistic solutions to better

understand and address financial abuse66

• that the National Plan asks agencies to collect more evidence on the types of
financial abuse that women and children experience67

• that Child Support weaponisation it is not a new problem68

• what a reasonable person, with the above knowledge, would expect from
Services Australia. For this investigation, a reasonable person is a member of
the public who is fair, impartial and acts in line with community standards.

66 National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032, page 53.  
67 National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032, page 53. 
68 Financial Abuse: An Insidious Form of Domestic Violence (December 2024), page 136. 

09
17 21

https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/resources/national-plan-end-violence-against-women-and-children-2022-2032.pdf
https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/resources/national-plan-end-violence-against-women-and-children-2022-2032.pdf
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportjnt/RB000471/toc_pdf/Financialabuseaninsidiousformofdomesticviolence.pdf
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Our investigation approach 
In relation to the Child Support program and a small part of the Centrelink program, we 
looked at the focus areas (below) and investigated how effective, fair and reasonable 
they are. 

Focus A 
Identifying, recording and escalating cases of financial 

abuse 

Focus B 
Investigating, verifying and responding to cases of 

financial abuse 

Focus C 
Engaging internally and with the ATO to prevent financial 

abuse 
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What we found 
The Ombudsman has formed the opinion that: 

• under sections 15(1)(a)(ii) and (iii) of the Act, the actions of Services Australia
outlined in this report are unfair or unreasonable in addressing the
weaponisation of Child Support

• in some aspects, the action of Services Australia may reflect legislative
provisions, but those legislative provisions are unfair and unreasonable

• under sections 15(2)(d) and (f) of the Act, because of this, the Government, the
Department of Social Services and Services Australia should, as soon as
practicable, consider the recommendations in this report and work towards
implementing them.

A note on legislative reform 

As outlined below, sometimes the actions of Services Australia are unfair or 
unreasonable because of the legislation it needs to use and abide by.  

The legislation governing the Child Support program has gone through many changes 
over many decades, including in relation to its enforcement framework.69 We 
understand the legislation in its current form and, in particular, the collection 
enforcement powers, reflect a compromise between competing factors.70  

What is clear, though, is to help Services Australia meaningfully combat the 
weaponisation of Child Support, the law needs reform. Factors that may been 
considered in restricting the scope of previous reform, in our view, need to give way to 
the significance of this issue and the need to act.  

69 From Conflict to Cooperation, Inquiry into the Child Support Program (2015), pages 45 to 47 and Child 
Support Guide, 1.3.2.10, 14 October 2024. As recently as 1 July 2023, for example, the legislation was amended 
to allow Services Australia to collect debts via employer withholdings where a parent does not have an 
ongoing Child Support liability, but they still have outstanding Child Support arrears. See Social Services 
Legislation Amendment (Child Support Measures) Act 2023 (Cth).  
70 See, for example, In the Best Interest of Children – Reforming the Child Support Scheme (2005), pages 175 
to 187.   

https://www.aph.gov.au/-/media/02_Parliamentary_Business/24_Committees/243_Reps_Committees/SPLA/Child_Support_Program/Report/fullreport.pdf
https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/resources/best_interests_children_full_report.pdf
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Focus A - Identifying, recording and escalating cases of 
financial abuse  

Services Australia’s policies and systems regarding family and 
domestic violence are not designed to capture financial abuse 
through Child Support 

Services Australia has policies to identify parents affected by family and domestic 
violence. Staff record this information and escalate it, if need be, by providing frontline 
support.71  

These policies define family and domestic violence as behaviour which is violent, 
threatening, coercive, controlling or that causes a person to be fearful.72 This includes 
financial abuse, which is defined as ‘a pattern of control which affects a person’s ability 
to obtain, use or maintain money, threatening their financial security and 
independence’.73 

At different times in the Child Support process, staff need to ask risk identification 
questions and look out for things that might show a parent is experiencing family and 
domestic violence.74 These risk identification questions include asking, for example:  

• ‘is anyone threatening you, a family member, or making you feel afraid or
unsafe?’

• ‘are you experiencing behaviour that is violent, threatening, controlling or
making you or your family feel unsafe?’75

If staff believe a parent is being affected by family and domestic violence, they must 
offer support to them.76 This support can include referring them to a Services Australia 
social worker or giving them information about support organisations like 1800RESPECT, 

71 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025) and Services Australia policy. 
72 Services Australia policy. 
73 Services Australia policy. 
74 Services Australia policy. 
75 Services Australia policy. 
76 Services Australia policy. 
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the National Debt Helpline and the Family Relationship Advice Line.77 Staff can refer a 
parent to a social worker at any time, with their consent and actively do so.78 

Between the start of 2023 and the end of 2024, staff working in the Child Support, 
Centrelink and Medicare programs referred 203,558 persons to social workers.79 Of 
these, 4,000 were in relation to what Services Australia calls financial exploitation, which 
includes behaviour like financial abuse.80 

Services Australia uses separate computer systems for the Child Support and 
Centrelink programs. These systems allow staff to record information, make decisions 
and manage cases.81 Under the agency’s policies, when staff believe a parent is 
affected by family and domestic violence, they are required to put this information on 
their record in one of these systems.  

In the Child Support system, staff record family and domestic violence situations by 
creating a sensitive issue indicator on the parent’s record.82 In the Centrelink system, 
they create a display on access identified fast note.83 In both cases, staff also need to 
write some information about the issue.84 

The sensitive issue indicator and the fast note in each computer system are designed 
so any staff member who goes into that parent’s record will see those notifications.85  

Later in this report, we look at the issues with how this information is shared between 
these and other Services Australia systems. 

77 Services Australia policy.  
78 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
79 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
80 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). Services Australia defines financial exploitation as a 
situation where a person is subject to  undue pressure, harassment, violence, abuse, deception or 
exploitation for resources by another person, including other family or community members. 
81 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025) and Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart 
Centre, 13 March 2025. 
82 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
83 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
84 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
85 Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart Centre, 13 March 2025.  
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As of 31 December 2024, 90,268 (7.8%) of all parents in Child Support cases had a 
sensitive issue indicator for family and domestic violence.86 

Services Australia’s policies may help its staff identify, record and escalate some types 
of financial abuse through the above actions. The example below is one way this might 
happen.  

Example 

Parent A is being paid Child Support by parent B. Parent B has 
missed many payments and owes parent A over $3,000. Parent B 
threatens to hurt parent A if they ask Services Australia to help get 
this money. When parent A calls Services Australia for help, the 
staff member asks parent A, a risk identification question. Parent 
A tells the staff member they do not feel safe, and parent B has 
threatened them. Using this information, the staff member 
creates a sensitive issue indicator for family and domestic 
violence and refers the customer to a social worker, with the 
customer’s consent. 

In most cases, however, the agency’s policies are unlikely to help in identifying, 
recording and escalating financial abuse through Child Support. This is because: 

• The agency’s policies focus mainly on a parent’s safety concerns. Although
financial abuse is included as something for staff to look out for and consider,
it is defined very specifically and does not include the weaponisation of Child
Support.

• Unless the behaviour being carried out by the paying parent goes with some
type of obvious violence or coercion like in the example above, it is unlikely to
be captured by the risk identification questions or the other cues staff are
asked to look out for.

• As explained earlier in this report, the weaponisation of Child Support often
occurs without the paying parent contacting the receiving parent and without

86 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). Please note the term ‘parents’ here can include other 
persons who are not, in fact, parents, including non-parent carers.  
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any violence or obvious coercion. In other words, it is family and domestic 
violence using the Child Support program, which is different to other types of 
financial abuse.  

What this means is when a receiving parent tells Services Australia, for example, the 
paying parent is deliberately not paying Child Support or lodging their tax returns, it is 
highly likely under the agency’s current policies, these things are not identified as 
instances of family and domestic violence or financial abuse – and if they are not 
identified, they cannot be appropriately recorded and escalated.  

Services Australia’s systems do not allow staff to create a sensitive issue indicator or a 
fast note for parents that might be specifically affected by financial abuse. In other 
words, there is no sensitive issue indicator for financial abuse. Where an indicator or a 
fast note is placed on a parent’s record and a staff member wants to know why, they 
need to go into the record and read the notes. 87 

Because of this, even if the agency’s staff can identify financial abuse through Child 
Support, it is not possible to know how many cases there might be.   

Out of the 90,268 parents with a sensitive issue indicator for family and domestic 
violence, Services Australia does not know how many of these relate to financial 
abuse.88 

The agency agrees sensitive issue indicators and fast notes, on their own, do not tell the 
whole story about family and domestic violence.89 This is for many reasons, including 
many victims do not report their concerns to Services Australia and there is no 
requirement for parents to answer risk identification questions.  

87 Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart Centre, 13 March 2025. 
88 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
89 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
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Services Australia’s training approach does not help staff 
understand or identify the issue of financial abuse through Child 
Support 

Services Australia provides training to staff to help them learn more about family and 
domestic violence and how to identify it.90  

All staff are required to complete a family and domestic violence core training package 
within 3 months of starting employment, with more training required for staff who have 
contact with parents.91 Every 2 years, these staff members must also complete a 
refresher training package for family and domestic violence.92 

As of 31 December 2024, the completion rate for family and domestic violence 
mandatory training was around 92% and the refresher package was at 39%.93  

Services Australia’s training packages do not provide any meaningful information 
about the weaponisation of Child Support. Other than telling staff withholding Child 
Support or refusing to provide income details can be financial abuse,94 no other 
material is provided.95  

Like Services Australia’s approach generally, the core focus on training is on safety and 
in relation to more obvious forms of coercive behaviours. Because of this, staff are less 
likely to understand the nuances of financial abuse and how it can be used to 
weaponise Child Support.  

90 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
91 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
92 Services Australia policy.  
93 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
94 Services Australia policy.  
95 Services Australia policy.  
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Services Australia’s recent family and domestic violence 
initiatives are unlikely to make a meaningful difference in this 
space unless the agency has a clear strategy to address financial 
abuse through Child Support 

Services Australia is currently doing work that, in its view, is designed to improve its 
ability to identify, record and escalate family and domestic violence. This includes, for 
example:    

• Creating a family and domestic violence multi-disciplinary team that is
developing a ‘ways of working’ document.96

• Completing a ‘safety by design review’ which is examining how its current
products, services and payments can be misused by perpetrators of family
and domestic violence.97

• Improving how it can search through complaints. Staff can now search for key
words within complaints made about Child Support to help them draw insights
from what parents are saying. 98 Services Australia undertook this work in
response to a recent academic report about financial abuse in the Child
Support program.99

These and other actions by Services Australia are well-intentioned and it is positive the 
agency is looking to improve its work. However, unless Services Australia develops a 
clear strategy with measurable goals, these things are unlikely to improve its ability to 
identify, record and escalate cases of financial abuse.   

Since 2013, Services Australia has used different family and domestic violence 
strategies.100 These provide information to the public and staff about the agency’s 
approach to family and domestic violence in all the work it does, not only in the Child 

96 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
97 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
98 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
99 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
100 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
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Support or Centrelink programs.101  The problem with these strategies is Services 
Australia has not recognised the weaponisation of Child Support.102   

In relation to Services Australia’s current strategy: 

• The agency says it is using the National Plan and other Government reports to
inform what it has done and will do to respond to family and domestic
violence.103 However, to properly undertake this work, Services Australia must
first understand and recognise how Child Support is weaponised and used to
perpetrate financial abuse. This requires the agency to clearly articulate who is
affected and how are they affected to inform a clear commitment to address
the problem.

• The agency says it supports the community by ‘minimising the ability for the
agency to be used as means of financial coercive control’.104 In our view, not
only is this not accurate when it comes to Child Support, but it also falls short of
the commitment and vision needed in relation to the Child Support program.

Through this investigation, Services Australia indicated it understands financial abuse 
through Child Support can be present and it can occur throughout the different stages 
of the process.105 What this investigation has identified is this understanding is very 
limited, especially among frontline staff.  

The agency’s approach to safety-related family and domestic violence issues are well-
developed. We observed staff are empathetic, considerate and eager to help parents 
through these types of issues.106 They know the policies and how to use them.  

What is also clear, however, is this focus has made it hard for staff, through no fault of 
their own, to understand weaponisation of Child Support is also a form of family and 
domestic violence.107 

101 Services Australia policy. 
102 Services Australia policy. 
103 Services Australia policy. 
104 Services Australia policy. 
105 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
106 Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart Centre, 13 March 2025. 
107 Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart Centre, 13 March 2025. 
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Services Australia does not, on enough occasions, proactively 
identify the motivations of paying parents who do not pay Child 
Support or lodge tax returns  

In some cases, Services Australia may identify why a paying parent is behaving in a 
certain way. For example, as discussed below: 

• to impose a Departure Prohibition Order, the agency needs to be satisfied the
paying parent has ‘… persistently and without reasonable grounds failed to pay
Child Support …’108

• before taking a paying parent to court to try and have them pay their Child
Support debts, the agency must be satisfied they have the financial means to
pay.

In looking into these things, staff will often discover the paying parent is deliberately not 
paying Child Support.109 

Outside of these situations, Services Australia does not, on enough occasions and on its 
own initiative, try to identify why so many paying parents do not pay Child Support or 
lodge their tax returns.  

We agree whether this behaviour constitutes financial abuse depends on the 
motivations of the person doing the behaviour.110  

For example, there is a difference between a paying parent who deliberately does not 
make payments but has the money, compared with a paying parent who does not pay 
because they are having genuine financial difficulties although they are trying their 
best. The first parent is carrying out financial abuse while the second is not.  

Services Australia sees this as a hurdle in identifying whether financial abuse is 
occurring because, in its view, motivations are difficult to identify.111 Service officers can 
be hesitant to question why someone might be doing something and there is a general 

108 Services Australia policy and Child Support Guide, 8.3.3.10, 3 February 2025.   
109 Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart Centre, 13 March 2025. 
110 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
111 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025) and Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart 
Centre, 13 March 2025. 



Page 44 of 105 

view that, because the agency does not take sides, it is not appropriate to decide 
something of this nature.112  

This approach is not effective, fair or reasonable. This is because: 

• The complaint and academic evidence suggest many paying parents who do
not pay Child Support and who do not lodge their tax returns do this
deliberately.

• As of December 2024:
o 52,960 Child Support cases required the paying parent to pay $500 or less

a year. 10,635 (20%) of these have a Child Support debt.
o 163,955 Child Support cases required the paying parent to pay between

$501 and $2,000. 60,015 (37%) of these have a Child Support debt.
o 111,230 Child Support cases required the paying parent to pay between

$2,001 and $5,000. 31,105 (28%) of these have a Child Support debt.113

To be required to pay Child Support means the paying parent often has a higher 
income than their former partner, compared to the amount of care they have of 
their child or children. If they do not pay Child Support, their child or children are 
the ones going short. Some of the annual amounts not being paid are relatively 
small, particularly when compared to the overall costs of raising a child.   

• Lodging a tax return for most people should not be hard. It can be done online
and lots of support is available from the ATO for paying parents to help them
do this.

• For Child Support Collect cases, Services Australia knows when a paying
parent owes money to a receiving parent and when they have not lodged their
tax returns, even without the receiving parent advising them of this.114

While dedicated debt enforcement officers should be asking paying parents why they 
are not complying with their obligations to lodge tax returns or paying the required 
amount of Child Support, Services Australia does not, on enough occasions and on its 
own initiative, try to obtain meaningful information about why so many paying parents 

112 Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart Centre, 13 March 2025. 
113 Child Support Program, December Quarter (2024) and Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025). 
114 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025) and Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart 
Centre, 13 March 2025. 
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are not doing this. We understand this is not a simple task. However, as outlined earlier 
in this report, the National Plan says Government needs to find more holistic solutions to 
combat financial abuse.  

Some examples of how Services Australia could proactively identify the motivations of 
paying parents include, on its own initiative: 

• asking paying parents in arrears or who have not lodged tax returns to explain
why and scrutinise this

• requesting paying parents in arrears or who have not lodged tax returns to
substantiate the reasons for why and scrutinise this

• identifying paying parents in arrears or who have not lodged tax returns who
have the means to pay Child Support through, for example, a proactive audit
of their bank accounts and other assets, using information available to the
agency.

Services Australia assumes 100% of Child Support payments 
made through Private Collect happen and in doing this, it does 
not undertake proactive monitoring  

As explained earlier in this report, in Private Collect cases, Services Australia assumes 
100% of payments owed to the receiving parent are made. The agency does this 
because:  

• to calculate how much money in Family Tax Benefit Part A payments a
receiving parent gets, the legislation says it must assume all payments are
made to them115

• the agency has no way of knowing whether payments are made unless the
receiving parent tells it.

It is important to remember around half of all active Child Support cases are 
administered through Private Collect.116 

115 See, for example, A New Tax System (Family Assistance) Act 1999 (Cth), schedule 1, section 20D(2). 
116 Child Support Program, December Quarter (2024). 
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Services Australia rightly accepts the 100% assumption can hide financial abuse.117 We 
are of the view not only can it do this, but it does do this to a significant degree. For 
similar reasons, Services Australia’s social workers told us they hold deep concerns 
about Private Collect and how it can be so easily weaponised against receiving 
parents.118  

The agency is currently undertaking work to better understand the reality of what 
customers experience when collecting Child Support privately, including how financial 
abuse can affect Family Tax Benefit Part A payments.119 Although this is well-intentioned, 
the experiences of receiving parents in Private Collect cases regarding financial abuse 
are already well-known.  

Services Australia can be doing much more here. There is no legal impediment to the 
agency proactively seeking information, using a risk-based approach, from receiving 
parents in Private Collect cases about whether they are being paid.120  Formal 
identification earlier means Services Australia can provide more support to receiving 
parents by, for example, exploring options to change to Child Support Collect.  

While Private Collect exists as a collection method, it will always be seriously 
susceptible to weaponisation. Given Private Collect is authorised by the legislation the 
Department of Social Services administers and Services Australia implements, these 
bodies cannot close their eyes to this. They need to take responsibility for doing more to 
identify, escalate and record the issues they know are occurring or at the very least, 
should know are occurring.     

In 2015, the Standing Committee on Social Policy and Legal Affairs said, ‘… the ‘private’ 
nature of these cases should not preclude the production of data on the rate of 
compliance’.121 We agree with this view.  

117 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
118 Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart Centre, 13 March 2025. 
119 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
120 Financial Abuse: An Insidious Form of Domestic Violence (December 2024), page 135. The Committee 
noted ‘… all payments collected through Private Collect assume the payment is made on time and in full. 
However, there are currently no mechanisms in place to ensure this is the case, other than the payee 
requesting a switch from Private Collect to [Child Support] Collect’.  
121 From Conflict to Cooperation, Inquiry into the Child Support Program (2015), page 111.   

https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportjnt/RB000471/toc_pdf/Financialabuseaninsidiousformofdomesticviolence.pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/-/media/02_Parliamentary_Business/24_Committees/243_Reps_Committees/SPLA/Child_Support_Program/Report/fullreport.pdf
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Services Australia lacks robust policies to help identify when 
estimated income is being, or trying to be, weaponised 

As explained earlier in this report, parents can apply to Services Australia to use an 
income estimate where their income has fallen 15% or more. When Services Australia 
makes decisions about these applications:   

• a parent can make an application online, over the telephone or in writing122

• staff can, but are not required to, request evidence to decide whether they
accept or refuse the application123

• staff can review an income estimate when they become aware it might be
inaccurate, for example, where a receiving parent tells Services Australia the
income estimate being used by the paying parent is wrong124

• a parent can object to the use of an income estimate for the other parent125

• staff can accept an income estimate application where no evidence is
provided126

• a parent can make an application for a new income estimate straight away
even if their last application was refused127

• where Services Australia accepts an income estimate and after this the parent
lodges their tax return, the agency compares the estimate to the income in
their tax return. If the amount in the tax return is higher, the Child Support
assessment is recalculated. This may mean the parent needs to pay an
estimate penalty, which is a debt to the Government128

• where the parent who is using an income estimate does not lodge a tax return,
Services Australia will determine their income.129 This means the agency
chooses an income for them and the Child Support assessment is no longer
based on the previous estimate. As with the example above, if the income
determined is higher than the estimate a penalty can apply.

122 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
123 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
124 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
125 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025) and Services Australia (3 March 2025), QC 63909. 
126 Services Australia policy. 
127 Services Australia policy. 
128 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
129 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/objections-to-child-support-decisions?context=64107
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Example 

Parent B is a paying parent. Parent A is a receiving parent and has 
elected to collect Child Support privately. Parent B recently lost 
their job and is now earning less money than the Child Support 
assessment is based on. 

On 1 February 2023, parent B makes an estimate of income 
application. Parent B lies to Services Australia and tells staff they 
are earning $100,000 when they are really earning $130,000. 
Services Australia accepts this income estimate and changes the 
Child Support assessment to reflect the new income from 1 
February 2023 until the end of that Child Support period. Parent A 
does not object because they do not know what parent B really 
earns. 

Parent B then lodges their tax return (late) on 1 February 2024. This 
alerts Services Australia to the truth. Services Australia now knows 
there is a $30,000 difference between the income estimate that 
was being used from 1 February 2023. The assessment for the 
Child Support period is recalculated which results in a Child 
Support debt being owed to the receiving parent. As explained 
earlier in this report, this will generally cause a Family Tax Benefit 
Part A debt for parent A, which Services Australia will actively 
recover. At the same time, parent B may be asked to pay an 
estimate penalty. 

Services Australia generally accepts income estimate applications without the need for 
further evidence.130 The agency says when doing this, it often checks the information 
provided against other information available to staff, like that from the ATO. 131  

130 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
131 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
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Although income estimates are only used for used for around 5% of paying parents,132 
this still amounts to 29,240 people.133 

Out of all the income estimates Services Australia has accepted and declined, the 
agency cannot say how many times its staff have asked for further evidence.134 This 
information is not captured in its systems in a way that can be easily searched.135 

In generally not checking estimates against further evidence, Services Australia 
appears to place considerable reliance on the reconciliation process136 and the fact a 
receiving parent can make an objection.137  

This approach is not effective, fair or reasonable. Services Australia needs more robust 
processes for doing this work, for many reasons:  

• If a paying parent is willing to lie to obtain an inaccurate income estimate,
there is no reason why they would not also be willing to lie to the ATO if they do
lodge a tax return. In cases where the parent is employed and receives regular
pay, for example, it may be harder to lie to the ATO because the agency may
already have this information. However, the parent can still lie about things like
deductions to decrease their adjusted taxable income.

• Where Services Australia chooses an income for the parent (because they do
not lodge their tax return), this may not reflect what they are really earning.

o What the above points mean is the reconciliation process is not as
valuable as Services Australia thinks it is.

• The objection process relies on the receiving parent having information to
support their objection. In other words, they need to explain why they believe
the paying parent is earning more than the income they (the paying parent)
want Services Australia to use. The receiving parent may not be able to
demonstrate this and even if they can, they may be unwilling to make an
objection out of fear of reprisal.

132 Services Australia, RFI response (28 March 2025). 
133 Child Support Program, December Quarter (2024). 
134 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
135 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
136 As outlined above, this is when either the paying parent lodges their tax return or the agency determines 
their income where this does not happen. See Child Support Guide, 2.5.1.40, 2 January 2025.  
137 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
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• The use of penalties is unlikely to provide any meaningful deterrent effect in
the context of the above issues. Additionally, the penalty is only 10% of the
difference between the figures.138

Because of the above, we are concerned Services Australia is not asking for evidence in 
enough cases. Although supplying evidence is not a legislative requirement, 139 there is 
nothing preventing Services Australia from putting into place a stronger process for 
requesting evidence so an appropriate decision can be made.  

138 Child Support Guide, 2.5.1.40, 2 January 2025.  
139 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
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Focus B – Investigating, verifying and responding to cases of 
financial abuse 

We accept Service Australia’s practices can provide a response to financial abuse in 
some cases and through this, there may be some form of investigation and verification 
about the behaviour occurring. Attachment B gives some examples of how this can 
happen.   

However, overall, we are of the view Services Australia’s actions are not fair or 
reasonable in investigating, verifying and responding to cases of financial abuse 
through Child Support.   

Services Australia’s collection enforcement powers are not helpful 
in some situations where financial abuse through Child Support is 
taking place  

Services Australia has many legal options to deal with the non-payment and 
underpayment of Child Support. These are called collection enforcement powers.140 
These include, for example:    

• deducting money from the paying parent’s salary/wages141

• garnishing money from the paying parent’s bank accounts142

• imposing a Departure Prohibition Order143

• taking the paying parent to court to collect money144

• deducting money from a paying parent’s tax return refunds (called tax refund
intercepts). 145

140 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025).  
141 Services Australia policy and Child Support (Registration and Collection) Act 1988 (Cth), section 43(1).  
142 Services Australia policy and Child Support (Registration and Collection) Act 1988 (Cth), section 72A(1). 
143 Services Australia policy and Child Support (Registration and Collection) Act 1988 (Cth), section 72D(1). 
144 Services Australia policy and Child Support (Registration and Collection) Act 1988 (Cth), section 113(1). 
145 Services Australia policy and Child Support (Registration and Collection) Act 1988 (Cth), section 72(1). 
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As of 31 December 2024, there was $1.9 billion in Child Support Collect debt146 and 
153,694 paying parents had debt, the average amount being $7,261.147 

The total amount of Child Support debt grew 5% in the 2023/24 financial year.148 The last 
time this rate was so high was about 10 years ago.149 

Between the start of 2023 and the end of 2024, Services Australia recovered: 

• $284.3 million from tax refund intercepts
• $158.1 million from Centrelink accounts
• $57.9 million from those with a Departure Prohibition Order
• $19.2 million from court proceedings (litigation).150

In the same period, Services Australia collected $1.6 billion in employer withholdings. 
This figure relates to both ordinary payments (where, for example, the paying parent 
does this as a convenient way to pay Child Support) and debts owed. Concerningly, 
Services Australia cannot say how much of this relates only to debts.151 

As of 31 December 2024, 91,734 paying parents were paying Child Support from their 
salary/wages and 4,476 had a Departure Prohibition Order in place.152   

Services Australia told us since the start of the Child Support program in 1988, 95% of all 
Child Support payments required to be made through Child Support Collect have been 
collected and distributed to receiving parents.153  

In the 2023/24 financial year, Services Australia collected and distributed $1.967 billion 
through Child Support Collect, out of $2.06 billion dollars that needed to be paid in that 
period.154  

146 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
147 Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025). 
148 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
149 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
150 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
151 Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025). 
152 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
153 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
154 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
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While these numbers might make it seem like most receiving parents are being paid 
what they are owed, this is not correct. In truth, these numbers mask the harsh reality of 
what is occurring. For example: 

• Services Australia cannot say:
o how much of the money it collects and distributes relates to money

already owed155

o what proportion of its enforcement activities result in the successful
collection of money.156

• As outlined above, $1.6 billion in employer withholdings occurred between the
start of 2023 and the end of 2024. The agency does not know how much of this
relates to debt or ordinary payments.157

• All the debt figures above relate to Child Support Collect. Although there is no
way to know precisely how much debt is owed in Private Collect cases, this
amount is likely to be significant.

One of the reasons why Services Australia is unable to help some receiving parents 
affected by non-payment or underpayment is because its collection enforcement 
powers can be unhelpful in some situations.  

These legislative limitations include, for example: 

• The power to issue a Departure Prohibition Order is designed to stop a paying
parent from leaving Australia because enforcing their obligation to pay is
likely to be harder if they are overseas.158 The order does not, in and of itself,
require the person to pay the money owed.

• The power of the tax refund interception is only available if the paying parent
lodges their tax return and following this, is given a refund.159

• The power to garnish money from a bank account is not available in many
circumstances where financial abuse is likely occurring. The law does not

155 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). For example, out of all the money Services Australia 
collected between the start of January 2023 and the end of December 2024, we asked the agency how 
much of this related to outstanding payment, that is, debt.  
156 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
157 Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025). 
158 Whittaker v Child Support Registrar [2010] FCA 43, [250]. 
159 Services Australia policy. 
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allow money to be garnished from, for example, a joint bank account, a 
company account, a credit card account, a partnership account or a trust 
account.160  

• In relation to joint bank accounts, for example, the reason ‘… [a]garnishee
notice cannot be issued against a joint bank account is because it is not
possible to identify any portion as belonging solely to one owner’.161

• The power to deduct money through employer withholdings is significantly
restricted where the paying parent does not earn a consistent income, is paid
in cash or their employer cannot be identified or located.162

As explained earlier in this report, these types of legal issues can be exploited by those 
paying parents who deliberately fail to pay or underpay Child Support.163 Services 
Australia is well aware of these limitations.164 

Services Australia does not use its collection enforcement powers 
as proactively as it should   

In our view, a more important reason which explains why Services Australia is unable to 
help many receiving parents affected by non-payment or underpayment is because 
the agency does not use its collection enforcement powers as effectively and 
proactively as it should, notwithstanding these types of limitations.  

This is based on the following: 

• The total amount of Child Support debt.
• In the 2023/24 financial year, the total amount of Child Support debt grew at a

rate last seen around 10 years ago (5%).
• Services Australia cannot say what proportion of its enforcement activities

resulted in the successful collection of money.165

• Services Australia imposes, through its policies, restrictions on the use of some
of its collection enforcement powers. For example, in relation to court

160 Services Australia policy. 
161 Child Support Guide, 6.7.2.50, 20 September 2024. 
162 Services Australia policy. 
163 Child Support Guide, 2.6.14, 2 January 2025.  
164 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025).  
165 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
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enforcement, the agency will only commence legal proceedings where the 
paying parent has ‘a demonstrated financial capacity … to repay [the] 
outstanding amounts’.166  

We share the view of the Standing Committee on Social Policy and Legal Affairs 
that Services Australia needs to carefully manage this restriction.167 An individual 
may seemingly have no capacity to pay, but once a judgement is made against 
them, they may find the money, even though they do not have any obvious 
realisable assets.168 In this regard, Services Australia needs to give more 
consideration to how it can better use litigation. This is particularly given the rate 
of court enforcement appears low. Between the start of 2023 and the end of 
2024, the agency only took court action on 86 occasions.169   

• Our complaint information, where receiving parents are telling us Services
Australia is not doing enough to collect amounts owed in various
circumstances.

Through the above, it appears Services Australia does not use its collection 
enforcement powers as effectively as it could, leading to unfair outcomes for receiving 
parents.  

Concerningly, our conclusion here reflects a similar finding made in 2015 by the 
Standing Committee on Social Policy and Legal Affairs. Here, it was found ‘… there is 
clearly a capacity for [Services Australia to use its] existing powers … more effectively’.170 

166 Services Australia policy and Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart Centre, 13 March 2025. 
167 From Conflict to Cooperation, Inquiry into the Child Support Program (2015), page 116. 
168 From Conflict to Cooperation, Inquiry into the Child Support Program (2015), page 116. 
169 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025).  
170 From Conflict to Cooperation, Inquiry into the Child Support Program (2015), page 113.  

https://www.aph.gov.au/-/media/02_Parliamentary_Business/24_Committees/243_Reps_Committees/SPLA/Child_Support_Program/Report/fullreport.pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/-/media/02_Parliamentary_Business/24_Committees/243_Reps_Committees/SPLA/Child_Support_Program/Report/fullreport.pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/-/media/02_Parliamentary_Business/24_Committees/243_Reps_Committees/SPLA/Child_Support_Program/Report/fullreport.pdf
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Case study 

Person 10 told us their former partner, parent B, owed them 
$30,000 in Child Support. As a result of a property settlement, 
parent B received over $250,000 into one of their bank accounts. 
Person 10 immediately contacted Services Australia and asked 
the agency to use its collection enforcement powers to seize 
$30,000 of this. 

Person 10 told the agency it was important someone acted 
quickly because the money would soon be transferred out of the 
account and would never be seen again. Person 10 said Services 
Australia acted too slowly and when it did issue a notice, it was to 
the wrong financial institution. As a result of this and the delay, 
the money could not be located. Person 10 said no one at Services 
Australia cared enough to act or escalate this issue. They said the 
agency failed them on every level. 

- A complaint to the Ombudsman

Case study 

Person 11 told us their former partner, parent B, owed them a 
substantial amount in Child Support. They provided parent B’s 
employment information to Services Australia including things 
like their location of work and the name of their employer. They 
also told the agency about other places it could look to find 
money. 

Person 11 said Services Australia told them the agency could not 
investigate any further because parent B’s workplace said they 
(being parent B) did not work there (which was not true). Person 11 
said Services Australia did not do a thorough investigation. There 
were many places the agency could have looked for more 
information and it did not do this. 

- A complaint to the Ombudsman
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Case study 

Parent A, the receiving parent, had not received Child Support 
from parent B, their former partner and paying parent, for 5 years. 
The arrears built up over time and parent A was owed over 
$10,000. 

Sometime after this, while parent B had still not made any 
payments, the roles of the parents reversed. Parent B became the 
primary carer for their children and parent A became the paying 
parent. Services Australia applied an administrative debt offset to 
the case, meaning each time parent A needed to pay Child 
Support, this was first taken from the debt parent B owed. 

While doing this, Services Australia incorrectly intercepted parent 
A’s tax return refunds and paid them to parent B (who was still 
over $10,000 in arrears). The agency paid more than $4,000 to 
parent B through this error. 

It was only after parent A raised this issue with Services Australia 
that the agency tried to take action to recover the debt and 
enforce payment. In doing this, the agency discovered parent B 
had the financial resources to pay Child Support. 

- A recent investigation we finalised under the Act

In ensuring its collection enforcement powers are used effectively, Services Australia 
needs to remind itself how important it is for Child Support to be paid fully and on time. 

Although Services Australia does use its enforcement powers, collecting arrears well 
after they are due (which appears to be the case in many instances) seriously 
undermines the purpose of the Child Support program.  

Child Support is designed to help financially support children as they grow and develop 
during a critical time in their lives. Financial abuse deprives those children of financial 
support when they need it most. 

Services Australia needs to be acting on more debts, more quickly and more 
proactively. The agency properly concedes its response in many cases happens after 
the occurrence of financial abuse (for example, where a pattern of deliberate non-
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payment is happening or, in a Private Collect case, the receiving parent tells the 
agency about this).171  

While many Child Support cases do not involve deliberate failures to comply with Child 
Support obligations, many cases do. We believe if Services Australia was to take a more 
proactive approach to enforcement, it has the ability, supported by information-
gathering powers, to make sound choices about which of those cases it should more 
actively pursue. 

We acknowledge that there are some limitations with the legislation. However, while the 
law remains unchanged, the agency needs to be doing all it can to pursue deliberate 
non-payment quickly and effectively. This includes, as outlined above, identifying, 
proactively, Private Collect cases where there is an arrears through deliberate conduct.  

Services Australia cannot appropriately respond to deliberate 
non-payment or under payment in Private Collect cases 

If a receiving parent is not being paid Child Support through Private Collect, they can 
apply to Services Australia to switch their collection type to Child Support Collect.   

When this happens, the receiving parent can ask Services Australia to try and collect 
the money owed to them.172 The legislation says Services Australia can do this to collect 
non-payment that happened in the last 3 months and in exceptional circumstances, 
the last 9 months.173 This is from the date the receiving parent made the application to 
switch collection types.174  

If the receiving parent wishes to rely on exceptional circumstances, they need to 
provide evidence about this. For example, if they say the paying parent threatened 
them not to use Child Support Collect, they may need to provide evidence from a 
person fully aware of the nature and details of the circumstances such as a doctor, a 
social worker or a police officer. 175 

171 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
172 Child Support Guide, 7.3.2, 3 February 2025.   
173 See, for example, Child Support (Registration and Collection) Act 1988 (Cth), section 28A. 
174 Child Support Guide, 7.4.1.20, 3 February 2025.   
175 Child Support Guide, 7.3.2, 3 February 2025.   
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Example 

Parent B is the paying parent. Parent A is the receiving parent. 
Parent B has not paid Child Support in 3 years. Parent A has been 
too worried to ask Services Australia for help. On 1 October 2024, 
parent A makes an application to have the Child Support paid 
through Child Support Collect as their financial situation has 
become worse. Parent A asks Services Australia to collect all the 
money owed to them. 

Services Australia tells parent A it cannot do this and it can only 
collect the money that should have been paid since 1 July 2024 (3 
months) or if there are exceptional circumstances, since 1 
January 2024 (9 months). 

Services Australia says for it to do this, parent A will need to 
provide evidence and parent B will be given the opportunity to 
see and respond to this.  Parent A decides they do not want to do 
this because of past trauma. 

The 3-month and 9-month legislative restrictions on collection are not reasonable or 
fair. This is because: 

• recovering only 3-months of arrears is not a meaningful sanction if a paying
parent has been choosing not to honour their obligations to their child or
children

• recovering only 3-months of arrears will not significantly improve the
wellbeing of a child if they have been deliberately starved of financial support
by the paying parent for a much longer period

• there are many valid reasons why a receiving parent might not want to or feel
able to bring the issue to the attention of Services Australia earlier

• the restriction provides no consequence for a paying parent who deliberately
does not pay over a long period

• making the receiving parent demonstrate exceptional circumstances to
collect something owed to them is unreasonable

• requiring the receiving parent to provide evidence and letting the paying
parent comment on this is not a practical option for those affected by family
and domestic violence.
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Another serious concern of ours is where a receiving parent changes from Child 
Support Collect to Private collect, the legislation says they become responsible for any 
debts owed to them.176  

In these cases, Services Australia will ask risk identification questions to help make sure 
the decision is being made without coercion (for example, a paying parent threatening 
the receiving parent to make them swap). This is a positive thing and it is important 
Services Australia does this. However, without legislative change, this process is unlikely 
to assist. This is because:  

• many victims of family and domestic violence will not answer the risk
identification questions or if they do, they will tell Services Australia they have
no concerns (when, in fact, they do)

• once the change is made, if they ever wish to swap back to Child Support
Collect, only some of the debt will be able to be collected, if any.

We asked Services Australia how many Child Support cases changed from Private 
Collect to Child Support Collect between January 2023 and December 2024 where 
Child Support was owed. We also asked in how many of these cases did the agency 
recover these debts within the 3- and 9-month timeframe. At the time of writing this 
report, this data is still being gathered.177  

176 The receiving parent can elect to have an overdue amount remain as Child Support Collect while 
changing the ongoing payments to Private Collect. However, as outlined below, this can be unfeasible in 
financial abuse situations.  
177 Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025).  
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OFFICIAL 

Services Australia’s main response mechanism to deliberate 
income minimisation to thwart Child Support obligations, being 
the change of assessment process, is unfair to those affected by 
financial abuse through Child Support  

After Services Australia calculates a Child Support assessment and works out who 
needs to pay, one of the parents can apply to the agency for change of assessment.178 

The change of assessment process allows a parent to ask Services Australia to change 
how it calculates the Child Support assessment. The law allows a parent to apply for a 
change of assessment in 10 different situations. These include where the assessment 
results in an unjust and inequitable level of financial support because:    

• the assessment does not correctly reflect one or both parent’s income,
property and/or financial resources (reason 8A)

• the assessment does not correctly reflect one or both parent’s earning
capacity (reason 8B).179

The law also allows Services Australia to start a change of assessment application 
without needing an application from a parent.180 This is called a Registrar-initiated 
change of assessment. A Registrar-initiated process can happen where, for example, 
the receiving parent is too afraid to make a change of assessment application 
because they think it will cause the paying parent to become violent or do something 
that scares them.181 

Where Services Australia is looking at doing a Registrar-initiated change of 
assessment, a financial investigator investigates the matter and speaks with both the 
paying parent and the receiving parent.182 We observed staff do this in a very sensitive 
way, making sure not to make the situation worse.183 

178 Services Australia policy, Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025) and Child Support 
(Assessment) Act 1989 (Cth), part 6A. 
179 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025) and Child Support Guide, 2.6.14, 2 January 2025. 
180 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025).  
181 Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart Centre, 13 March 2025.   
182 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
183 Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart Centre, 13 March 2025.  
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Through the change of assessment process, Services Australia decides whether to 
recalculate the Child Support assessment using, for example, a different income for the 
paying parent.   

The design of the change of assessment process means Services Australia can use it to 
respond to financial abuse.184 Some examples of this include: 

• the paying parent deliberately not lodging tax returns (meaning the paying
parent’s provisional income does not reflect their true earnings) (reason 8A)

• the paying parent lying to Services Australia to obtain an income estimate
(reason 8A)

• in anticipation for having to pay Child Support, the paying parent quitting a
high-paying job without any good reason (reason 8B).

Parents (both paying and receiving) often allege deliberate conduct on the part of the 
other party, including, for example, deliberately not lodging tax returns, lying about 
income and quitting or changing employment to avoid paying Child Support.185  

Between the start of January 2023 and the end of December 2024, Services Australia 
made 29,714 parent-initiated change of assessment decisions.186 Of these, 21,207 (71.3%) 
included a reason under 8A and/or 8B.187  

Accepted applications Declined applications 

9,847 (46.4%) 11,360 (53.6%) 

Paying parents Receiving parents Paying parents Receiving parents 

3,864 5,983 6,381 4,979 

184 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025) and Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025). 
Although the agency does not use the change of assessment process as a specific tool to ‘combat 
financial abuse’, the effect of administering it and making decisions means in some cases, financial abuse 
is being responded to.    
185 Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025). 
186 Services Australia, RFI response (28 March 2025). 
187 Services Australia, RFI response (28 March 2025). 
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During the same period, Services Australia finalised 91 Registrar-initiated change of 
assessment decisions.188 The agency accepted 84 of these and declined 7.189 76 related 
to reason 8A and 11 related to reason 8B.190 

There are many problems with the change of assessment process (including the 
Registrar-initiated process) that make it an unfair way to investigate, verify and 
respond to the weaponisation of Child Support. These include the following things, all 
which Services Australia accepts: 191    

• Receiving parents may find the change of assessment process adversarial
and intrusive because the law requires Services Australia to give a copy of
their application and any supporting documents to the paying parent.192

As outlined in the case studies below, this part of the change of assessment in
and of itself can prevent receiving parents from making an application.

Case study 

Person 12 told us their former partner, parent B, owed them a lot in 
Child Support and the income estimate being used for them 
(parent B) was incorrect. Person 12 provided the agency with 
parent B’s employment details, including copies of payslips, to try 
and have it review the income estimate. Services Australia 
suggested person 12 to apply for a change of assessment. Person 
12 said as a victim of family and domestic violence, this was not 
an option for them. They did not want to disclose their financial 
circumstances to parent B. Services Australia’s inaction caused 
them significant financial and emotional distress. 

- A complaint to the Ombudsman

188 Services Australia, RFI response (28 March 2025). 
189 Services Australia, RFI response (28 March 2025). 
190 Services Australia, RFI response (28 March 2025). 
191 Services Australia, RFI response (28 March 2025). 
192 See, for example, Child Support (Assessment) Act 1989 (Cth), sections 98G, 98M and 98N. 
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Case study 

Person 13 told us their former partner, parent B, was financially 
abusive to them during their relationship. They said parent B was 
using Child Support to cause them (person 13) financial and 
emotional hardship. Services Australia suggested to person 13 
they make a change of assessment application. Person 13 did not 
want parent B to see things like their earnings, where they spend 
their money and their hours of work. Person 13 said this would 
have been a huge invasion of privacy, opening the door to more 
abuse. 

- A complaint to the Ombudsman

• The change of assessment process can be a long, complicated and
overwhelming experience. Parents are required to complete standard forms,
gather evidence and present that evidence in a way it can be understood and
used by decision-makers.

• Decisions made under a change of assessment are for a set period. For
example, a decision might be made setting the paying parent’s income at
$100,000 between 1 January 2025 and 31 May 2025. After this, Services Australia
will determine the paying parent’s income based on its usual methods.

• Services Australia declines a lot of applications from both receiving and
paying parents. This can be for a variety of reasons.

• A paying parent can object to the outcome of a change of assessment
decision and after this, take the matter to the Administrative Review Tribunal.
This lengthens an already long process.

• The change of assessment process is vulnerable to facilitating family and
domestic violence and making financial abuse situations worse. For example,
a paying parent can:

o make multiple applications each year as a way of causing distress to
the receiving parent

o include an overwhelming amount of evidence in their application or, if
they are responding to an application, their response, to burden the
other parent.
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The law allows Services Australia to decline an application where the application or the 
supporting documents contain obscene or otherwise offensive material. In some cases, 
however, staff may not be able to recognise this.  

Services Australia’s general response to non-payment of Child 
Support is the same whether it is deliberate or not    

As explained earlier in this report, Services Australia addresses non-payment through 
its collection enforcement powers. In doing this, generally speaking, the agency does 
not consider why the paying parent is not paying Child Support. There are good 
reasons why this practice should change.  

Our complaints show paying parents who are deliberately not paying Child Support are 
more likely to engage in behaviours that make collection more difficult. Where there is 
information that suggests the paying parent is engaging in deliberate behaviour, these 
matters should be prioritised over other matters where the non-payment may be more 
innocent.  
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Example 

Imagine a situation where Services Australia is dealing with 2 
Child Support Collect cases. In the first case, the paying parent is 
$4,000 in arrears. In the second case, the paying parent is $6,000 
in arrears. 

In the first case, the receiving parent contacts the agency and 
tells staff their former partner is deliberately not paying. They 
know this because they have seen them buy new cars, start a 
new high paying job and buy lots of gifts for their new partner. 

In the second case, the receiving parent contacts the agency and 
tells staff their former partner lost their job and because of this, is 
unable to pay. They want to know if they can access other forms 
of assistance. 

Services Australia should be able to distinguish between these types of scenarios and 
determine what cases its resources should be directed at first.  

Services Australia’s response options to Family Tax Benefit Part A 
debts caused by financial abuse through Child Support are unfair 

As explained earlier in this report, because of financial abuse from the paying parent, 
the receiving parent can be left with a Family Tax Benefit Part A debt. In collecting these 
debts, Services Australia does not consider whether Child Support has, in fact, been 
paid.193  

There is no legal mechanism to prevent the accrual of these debts or which allows 
them to be waived where Child Support has not been paid or has been underpaid.194 

193 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
194 See, for example, A New Tax System (Family Assistance) (Administration) Act 1999 (Cth), sections 71 and 
101. Again, here, we are referring to a specific legal mechanism that allows this, not general debt waiver
options.
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In response to this, the agency has turned to the use of maintenance action test 
exemptions. A receiving parent can have their Family Tax Benefit Part A debt lessened 
or cleared where Services Australia gives them an exemption for the maintenance 
action test and the agency back-dates this.195 The idea here is the receiving parent has 
their Family Tax Benefit Part A assessed based on the amount of Child Support they 
were able to collect.    

The significant issue with maintenance action test exemptions, however, is they have 
flow on effects. While a receiving parent may be entitled to more Family Tax Benefit Part 
A payments and avoid some or all of a debt, they generally need to give up the 
entitlement to Child Support. In many cases, this will leave the receiving parent in a 
worse financial position. Services Australia’s social workers told us they share this 
concern.196  

In many cases of financial abuse through Child Support, where the victim is fighting to 
have their Child Support paid, a maintenance action test exemption will provide them 
with little to no reprieve.   

This creates an unfair situation where not only has the receiving parent not been paid 
what they are entitled to, they are presented with a choice to forego Child Support to 
potentially have the Family Tax Benefit Part A debt cleared or not do this and pay the 
debt. 197  

Services Australia cannot say how many receiving parents incurred Family Tax Benefit 
Part A debts between January 2023 to December 2024 or how much receiving parents 
collectively paid or owed, in that time, in Family Tax Benefit Part A debts. The agency 
told us it could not provide this information as it does not separate Family Tax Benefit 
Part A payments from other Family Tax Benefit components like Part B and Rent 
Assistance.198  

195 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025).  
196 Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart Centre, 13 March 2025. 
197 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
198 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
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Services Australia’s emphasis on the use of social workers as a 
response to financial abuse is well-intentioned, however, it is 
unlikely to be helpful in many cases of financial abuse through 
Child Support  

As explained earlier in this report, where a parent is being affected by family and 
domestic violence, staff can refer them to a social worker for support.199  

Social workers provide support to help parents referred to them. They can, for example, 
assist in providing crisis payments, risk and safety assessments and maintenance 
action test exemptions.200 Through these processes, some form of investigation and 
verification into family and domestic violence can occur.  

For example, under Services Australia’s policies, social workers are required to ‘… fully 
explore with the [parent] avenues for verifying the grounds for a [maintenance action 
test] exemption …’ using information from health professionals, community agencies, 
the police, friends and relatives.201 Social workers are also available to provide advice 
and guidance to staff about family and domestic violence issues generally.202  

Between January 2023 to December 2024, Services Australia granted 32,013 
maintenance action test exemptions, where 20,833 of these related to family and 
domestic violence.203  

The law does not require paying parents to proactively report an 
increase in their income following a Child Support assessment  

As explained earlier in this report, Services Australia calculates a parent’s adjusted 
taxable income using their taxable income based on the information from the ATO, 
including the person’s tax return.204 The adjusted taxable income used in a Child 

199 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025) and Services Australia policy. 
200 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025) and Services Australia policy. 
201 Services Australia policy. 
202 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
203 Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025). 
204 Services Australia (8 July 2024), QC 27966. 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/how-your-income-affects-your-child-support?context=21911
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Support assessment is based on the last financial year before the Child Support period 
started.  

The change of assessment process can be used to address situations where, for 
example, the paying parent’s adjusted taxable income has increased significantly from 
that used in the Child Support assessment and this is causing an unjust and 
inequitable situation.205  

The legislation does not require paying parents to notify Services Australia when they 
start earning more money.206 This can happen, for example, when a paying parent 
receives a promotion or starts a new high-paying job.   

The effect of this is receiving parents, when they do know about this change in 
circumstances, need to successfully apply for a change of assessment if they want this 
reflected in the Child Support assessment. As outlined above, there can be a number of 
issues with this process and, in many cases, this will not be pursued by the receiving 
parent.  

Services Australia says in these situations, when either parent lodges their next tax 
return or it has been 15 months since the start of the previous Child Support period, 
whichever occurs first,  this will trigger a new Child Support period and the new 
assessment will be calculated using the higher income.207 This is of little assistance to 
receiving parents if, for example, no lodgement is made.   

205 Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025), Child Support Guide, 2.6.14, 2 January 2025 and Inspection 
of Parramatta Child Support Smart Centre, 13 March 2025.   
206 Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025). 
207 Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025). 
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Focus C – Engaging internally and with the ATO to prevent 
financial abuse 

Services Australia is hindered from openly sharing information 
about financial abuse internally  

As outlined earlier in this report, Services Australia uses different computer systems to 
administer its programs, make decisions, take actions and record information about its 
customers.  

Historically, Centrelink, Child Support and Medicare were separate agencies. They are 
now all programs administered by Services Australia. Most staff working on Child 
Support matters only have access to view the Centrelink system,208 they do not have 
permission to edit or change information.209 The same applies for staff working on 
Centrelink matters regarding the Child Support system.  

If staff working on Child Support matters need information about a parent that is not 
available on the Centrelink system, they can manually request this information from 
their colleagues working on Centrelink matters by email.210  

Some information is automatically shared between the Child Support system and the 
Centrelink system.211 This does not, however, include information in relation to family and 
domestic violence. When information about family and domestic violence is put into 
the Child Support system through a sensitive issue indicator, it does not transfer to the 
Centrelink system.212  

In addition, for most staff working on Child Support matters, the process for putting a 
sensitive issue indicator on a parent’s record only involves doing this in the Child 
Support system.213  

208 Services Australia, RFI response (28 March 2025). 
209 Services Australia, RFI response (28 March 2025) and Services Australia policy. 
210 Services Australia policy. 
211 Services Australia policy. 
212 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
213 Services Australia, RFI response (28 March 2025). 
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Where family and domestic violence is identified and a referral is made to a specialist 
team or a social worker, for example, these staff may, on a case-by-case basis, add a 
fast note in the Centrelink system or in another system.214  

Services Australia does not have a policy in place that allows parent information in 
relation to family and domestic violence to be exchanged with staff working on 
Medicare matters. Although a parent may be a customer of Services Australia with 
respect to the Centrelink, Child Support and Medicare programs, only information 
relevant to managing the actual programs is exchanged.215 

What this means is different areas within Services Australia often will not have the same 
information regarding personal or sensitive details like family and domestic violence, 
which includes financial abuse.  

This situation is not a reflection of Services Australia’s unwillingness to share 
information. We observed a clear readiness on the part of staff working on Child 
Support matters to want to share information with their colleagues about issues.216 

Rather, we accept the legislation does not allow information about family and domestic 
violence, including financial abuse, to be freely shared between the Child Support, 
Centrelink and Medicare programs.217 It can happen, but the legislation is complex and 
difficult to apply.218  

All this matters because a lack of information sharing creates risks. These include, for 
example, wrong advice being given to a receiving parent, decision-making without 
knowing all the circumstances or action that makes a family and domestic violence 
situation worse.  

214 Services Australia, RFI response (28 March 2025). 
215 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
216 Inspection of Parramatta Child Support Smart Centre, 13 March 2025.   
217 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
218 The primary exception that relates to family and domestic violence is the exception which allows the 
sharing of information to any person where ‘… the information concerns a credible threat to the life, health 
or welfare of a person …’ and specific criteria exist. See Child Support (Assessment) Act 1989 (Cth) section 
150(3)(e) and Child Support (Registration and Collection) Act 1988 (Cth) section 16(3)(e). See also Human 
Services (Centrelink) Act 1997 (Cth) section 40A and Human Services (Medicare) Act 1973 (Cth) section 
43A.  
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Services Australia’s Lodgement Enforcement Program is not 
something that will help prevent financial abuse through Child 
Support without significant change  

Services Australia and the ATO have an arrangement, called the Lodgement 
Enforcement Program (LEP), where Services Australia refers parents to the ATO who 
have not lodged their tax returns.219  

Under this arrangement, Services Australia sends a list of parents to the ATO in April 
each year who have had 1 or more overdue tax returns in the last 5 years. This happens 
where the parent either:  

• owes Child Support or
• where the tax return is needed to calculate an assessment.220

The ATO tries to engage with every taxpayer referred by Services Australia.221 This is 
generally done solely through text messages, letters or telephone calls, the goal being 
to finalise the person’s income tax lodgement obligations. The ATO will not necessarily 
take further action to ensure the missing tax returns are, in fact, lodged.222  

A person’s obligations can be finalised in different ways, including the person lodging a 
tax return or being told they do not need to do this (sometimes called ‘return not 
necessary’).223  In April 2024, 73,827 paying parents and 32,332 receiving parents were 
referred to the ATO through the LEP.224 

Services Australia only makes the referrals once a year because this coincides with the 
annual tax lodgement cycle.225 The agreement between the ATO and Services Australia 
states the annual referral must be provided at least 8 weeks before the end of the 
financial year, being 30 June each year.226  

219 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
220 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
221 Identification and Management of Financial Abuse Within the Tax System (April 2025), page 45. 
222 Identification and Management of Financial Abuse Within the Tax System (April 2025), page 45. 
223 Identification and Management of Financial Abuse Within the Tax System (April 2025), page 45. 
224 Services Australia, RFI response (28 March 2025). 
225 Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025). 
226 Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025). 

https://www.igt.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Report-into-the-identification-and-management-of-financial-abuse-within-the-tax-system.pdf
https://www.igt.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Report-into-the-identification-and-management-of-financial-abuse-within-the-tax-system.pdf
https://www.igt.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Report-into-the-identification-and-management-of-financial-abuse-within-the-tax-system.pdf


Page 73 of 105 

 

The LEP is well-intentioned and has some value. For example, in the 2023/24 financial 
year, the ATO’s lodgement enforcement actions following referrals resulted in $10.41 
million in Child Support collection and/or correction.227  

However, what is clear is the LEP is not something that will help prevent the 
weaponisation of Child Support without significant change. We note Services Australia 
and the ATO are currently working together to explore ways to improve the LEP.228 This is 
a positive step and in doing this, both agencies should consider the matters in this 
report.   

The LEP has been operating for a long time and despite this, we have not seen any 
evidence through this investigation it is making a meaningful difference. This is 
because:  

• The LEP focuses on lodgement, not accuracy.229 As explained earlier in this
report, Child Support can be weaponised through both non-lodgement and,
where tax returns are lodged, concealing information to reduce assessable
income.

We share the Inspector-General of Taxation’s concern that although the ATO 
has compliance programs in place to audit and investigate incorrect income 
reporting, these programs do not consider the issue of financial abuse 
through Child Support.230  

In our view, the prevalence of financial abuse through Child Support gives the 
ATO more than sufficient reason to commence a program that scrutinises 
lodgements by paying parents. Services Australia should work closely with the 
ATO to determine how it can best assist the agency to undertake this work.  

• Putting this aside, following the referrals, the ATO only takes action in about
70% of cases. Taking action means finalising the matter. Many of the finalised

227 Services Australia, RFI response (13 March 2025). 
228 Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025). 
229 The ATO uses the LEP to take action to secure lodgements (as opposed to verifying the accuracy of the 
lodgements which would be undertaken through other compliance and audit activities) and issue 
assessments which enable Services Australia to determine a parent’s Child Support obligations: 
Identification and Management of Financial Abuse Within the Tax System (April 2025), page 44. 
230 Identification and Management of Financial Abuse Within the Tax System (April 2025), page 48. 

https://www.igt.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Report-into-the-identification-and-management-of-financial-abuse-within-the-tax-system.pdf
https://www.igt.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Report-into-the-identification-and-management-of-financial-abuse-within-the-tax-system.pdf
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matters will result in an outcome where a tax return lodgement is not 
necessary.231  

For the purposes of Child Support, there is no automatic update following a 
‘return not necessary’ outcome. This generally means that provisional income 
continues to be used.232 

231 Identification and Management of Financial Abuse Within the Tax System (April 2025), page 45. 
232 Services Australia, RFI response (11 April 2025). 

https://www.igt.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Report-into-the-identification-and-management-of-financial-abuse-within-the-tax-system.pdf
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Attachment A 
We reviewed 279 complaints about Child Support we received between 1 November 
2024 to 20 February 2025. Our complaints were assessed by staff who have previous 
experience responding to and investigating family and domestic violence.233 We used a 
2-step process to undertake our review.

Step 1 We considered the information the complainant told us including any 
associated documents or evidence they provided to support their 
complaint.  

Step 2 We asked ourselves: 

• is the complainant alleging conduct that, if accepted as true,
amounts to financial abuse or possible financial abuse?

We answered this question ‘yes’ where: 

• the conduct comprised one person trying to control the other
person’s access to money (category 1) or

• a reasonable inference was available that one person was trying to
control the other person’s access to money (category 2).

In relation to category 2, we included allegations of non-payment over 
$1,000 where there was no reasonable explanation for this. A reasonable 
explanation could be, for example, where the complainant told us the 
paying parent was having financial difficulties or had lost their employment. 

Because of the way we capture data, we needed to make assumptions about the 
gender of some of the complainants. In many cases, this was done by looking at the 
person’s name (John/Jane), how they referred to the other parent (ex-husband / ex-
wife), how they referred to themselves (man/woman) and how they referred to the 
situation (father/mother).  

233 This previous experience includes employment in the law enforcement or social services fields dealing 
directly with victims of family and domestic violence over many years.  
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Attachment B 

Action 
What are some examples of 

weaponisation behaviours this 
can potentially deal with? 

How can it deal with it? 

The change 
of 
assessment 
process  

Lying to get an income estimate or 
a provisional income that is 
inaccurate or deliberately not 
doing tax returns which causes an 
inaccurate provisional income.   

Services Australia recalculates 
the Child Support assessment 
to make sure it is using an 
accurate income for the paying 
parent.  

Income 
reconciliation 

Lying to get an inaccurate income 
estimate.   

Services Australia recalculates 
the Child Support assessment 
to make sure it is using an 
accurate income for the paying 
parent. 

Child 
Support 
Collect 

Deliberately not paying Child 
Support or making under 
payments.    

Services Australia can use its 
collection enforcement powers 
to collect outstanding money.   

Maintenance 
action test   

Illegal or immoral behaviour 
causing the receiving parent a 
Family Tax Benefit Part A debt.  

Services Australia can grant an 
exemption and back-date this 
to lessen or clear the debt.  

The LEP Deliberately not lodging tax returns. The ATO can encourage or 
require a paying parent to 
lodge their tax return.   
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Services Australia (the Agency) is commited to suppor�ng customers and staff experiencing Family and Domes�c Violence (FDV), including those 
experiencing financial abuse. We welcome the Ombudsman’s inves�ga�on into Child Support and financial abuse. The inves�ga�on provides ‘guideposts’ to 
how the Child Support Program and services provided by the Agency can be enhanced to beter support the Australian public. This report and its 
recommenda�ons reinforce the key role the Agency plays, alongside the Department of Social Services (DSS), to support customers impacted by financial 
abuse and to ensure customers experiencing FDV receive the child support outcomes that they, and their children, are en�tled to. That is, that the right 
amount of Child Support is paid at the right �me, to support parents to raise Australian children.  

Financial abuse is a form of FDV where money, and a person’s access to money, is used to control or inflict harm on them. Since 2013, the Agency has had in 
place a specific FDV strategy. Addi�onally, in December 2024, the Agency released its new FDV Strategic Commitment reaffirming our commitment to 
suppor�ng both customers and staff who are affected by FDV, in line with the framework provided by the National Plan to End Violence Against Women and 
Children 2022 – 2032. The recommenda�ons in this Ombudsman report support the Agency to tailor this work even further, through the development of a 
specific strategy. The strategy will consider how to reduce the risk to, and impact on, parents and children from financial abuse perpetrated through Child 
Support and where financial abuse reduces Child Support payments and/or the financial stability of those relying upon them. 

The Agency recognises that as one of the government’s primary service delivery agencies, we are uniquely placed to interact with, iden�fy and support 
customers experiencing FDV. When staff are interac�ng with Child Support customers, they are trained to iden�fy FDV, and the Agency intends to upli� 
exis�ng training to further enhance staff capability, to recognise and respond to financial abuse. There are key interac�on points, such as applica�ons for a 
Child Support assessment or Change of Assessment, where Agency staff are required to ask ques�ons to check if a customer has concerns about the safety 
of themselves or their family. Where a customer advises of FDV, frontline Child Support staff will provide support as required. This includes providing 
informa�on on available resources, offering referrals to social workers and other service providers, guiding customers through ac�ons to protect their 
privacy and safety when interac�ng with the Agency, and discussing op�ons regarding Child Support arrangements.  

In addi�on, the Agency has been working closely with DSS and the Australia Taxa�on Office (ATO) to respond to financial abuse in Child Support. Work has 
already commenced, aligned with the recommenda�ons, to consider how to beter iden�fy and mi�gate the risk of financial abuse through cross-agency 
collabora�on, improvement in exis�ng processes and broader program reform opportuni�es. This report and recommenda�ons will provide further impetus 
to this work. We accept the Ombudsman’s eight recommenda�ons acknowledging that there are a range of improvements we can make within the current 
legisla�ve framework, to beter support our customers and staff. We plan to implement these in collabora�on with DSS and the ATO.   

https://www.dss.gov.au/national-plan-end-gender-based-violence
https://www.dss.gov.au/national-plan-end-gender-based-violence
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The Agency is commited to develop and improve its ability to iden�fy, record and escalate cases of financial abuse and ac�vely deal with the weaponisa�on 
of Child Support. A comprehensive review will be undertaken of exis�ng processes, business and system capabili�es and compliance and enforcement 
programs, to develop improvement ini�a�ves and targeted ac�ons in accord with the recommenda�ons.  

This report also brings to the fore, the cri�cality of legisla�on and policy reform to improve the Agency’s ability to counter financial abuse and 
weaponisa�on in Child Support and to ensure that customers have fair and reasonable support available to them. The Agency will work with DSS to assist 
the legisla�ve agenda, policy reform and government decision making.   

The professionalism and compassion of Agency staff and their commitment to suppor�ng vulnerable customers is evident. The Agency’s is focusing on 
improving the way we design and deliver our services to beter meet the needs of customers and staff, build trust and respect, and provide more �mely and 
appropriate support for those experiencing financial abuse.  
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

Recommendation 1: 

Services Australia develops a publicly 
available strategy that outlines, with 
specificity, how it plans to address 
financial abuse through Child Support. 

☒ Accepted
☐Not accepted
If not accepted, please provide
reasons:

Proposed action: 

In the next six months, Services Australia (the Agency) in 
collaboration with DSS and the ATO, will develop and 
publish a strategy that specifies our approach to 
addressing the risk of financial abuse through Child 
Support.  

Since 2013, the Agency has had in place a Family and 
Domestic Violence (FDV) strategy to support customers 
and staff affected by FDV. In 2024, the Agency further 
reaffirmed its commitment to support customers 
affected by FDV, through a Family and Domestic 
Violence Strategic Commitment, in line with the 
framework provided by the National Plan to End 
Violence Against Women and Children 2022 – 2032. The 
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

strategy will build on this strong foundation and further 
strengthen the Agency’s actions.  

Expected timeframes: By December 2025 

Justification for timeframes:  

Extensive engagement with key stakeholders, including 
customers, the community sector, DSS and the ATO will 
be needed to develop a comprehensive and effective 
strategy, with a detailed action plan for implementation. 

Recommendation 2: 

Services Australia more effectively 
enforce payment of Child Support, 
including to:  

☒ Accepted
☐Not accepted
If not accepted, please provide
reasons:

Proposed action: 

The Agency has been focusing on enforcing Child 
Support payments through its compliance and 
enforcement programs, with 95% of all Agency Collect 
liabilities owed since inception of the scheme (1988) 
having been successfully collected.  
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

a) identify, record and escalate
allegations or instances of financial
abuse through Child Support

b) on its own initiative and on
significantly more occasions,
proactively identify, or attempt to
identify, the motivations of paying
parents who do not lodge tax returns
or pay Child Support

c) obtain evidence on significantly more
occasions when deciding to accept or
refuse an application for an income
estimate

d) prioritise the use of collection
enforcement powers in cases where

The Agency is working with DSS to review and further 
strengthen the Child Support compliance and 
enforcement programs, in alignment with the strategy 
(recommendation 1), to more effectively enforce Child 
Support payment collection. By December 2025 
improvements will be identified and developed with 
specific consideration of the activities identified in 
recommendations 2a to 2e, and how these might be 
addressed within the Child Support compliance and 
enforcement programs.  

The Agency will also work in collaboration with DSS to 
explore opportunities to more effectively enforce 
payment of Child Support through legislative and policy 
reform.  

Expected timeframes: By December 2025 

Justification for timeframes:  
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

the agency knows or suspects on 
reasonable grounds the paying 
parent is deliberately not paying Child 
Support  

e) on its own initiative, using a risk-based
approach, proactively seek
information from receiving parents in
Private Collect cases as to whether
Child Support is being paid and if not,
why.

The Child Support compliance and enforcement 
programs will be reviewed in parallel with the 
development of the strategy (recommendation 1) in the 
next six months. Improvement initiatives will be 
implemented progressively post the review.  

Recommendation 3: 

Services Australia should record the 
following data in a way 
that is easily measurable at an 
organisational level: 

☒ Accepted
☐Not accepted
If not accepted, please provide
reasons:

Proposed action: 

The Agency will identify and implement improvements 
in how Child Support data associated with financial 
abuse, income estimates and collection is recorded and 
measured using current system capabilities.  
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

a) where a parent is affected by, or
possibly affected by, financial abuse
through Child Support

b) whether staff have requested evidence
and the reasons from an applicant
regarding an application for an income
estimate

c) the priority of a Child Support case to
inform the use of general collection
enforcement powers

d) whether the use of a collection
enforcement power was successful and if
not, why

The Agency will also pursue investment in Child Support 
systems to further improve data recording and 
measurement, and better inform decision making and 
customer support.      

Expected timeframes: By June 2026 

Justification for timeframes:   

A review of existing Child Support business processes, 
data and system capabilities is required, together with 
the design of a target state, informed by the strategy. As 
part of this review, the Agency will consider data 
capture and analysis set out in recommendation 3a to 
3e within available resourcing, budget and ICT capacity. 
The timeframe for additional investment in Child 
Support systems is dependent on government 
decisions. 
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

 Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

e) efforts and enquires to obtain 
information about payment compliance 
in Private Collect cases and the 
outcome of those things. 

 

Recommendation 4:   

Services Australia undertakes a 
comprehensive review of the Lodgement 
Enforcement Program. This should include 
identifying, through consultation with the 
ATO, how Services Australia can best 
assist the ATO to conduct risk-based 
compliance and audit activities regarding 
the accuracy of tax return lodgements 
from paying parents.  

 

☒ Accepted   
☐ Not accepted  
If not accepted, please provide 
reasons: 

 

Proposed action:   
 
The Tax Lodgement Enforcement Program is jointly 
managed by the Agency and the ATO, with the Agency 
responsible for referring a prioritised population of 
customers who have not lodged tax returns and the ATO 
undertaking tax lodgement enforcement activities. 
 
The Agency has already commenced work with the ATO 
to improve the Lodgement Enforcement Program and 
mitigate the risk of financial abuse.  
 
This work will continue through a comprehensive review 
of the Lodgement Enforcement Program. The review will 
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

 Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

include risk profiling and prioritisation of tax return 
lodgements from child support parents, to guide ATO 
compliance and audit activities.  

Expected timeframes: By June 2026 

Justification for timeframes:  

The review will analyse tax lodgement behaviours, 
circumstances and flow-on impacts to Child Support. 
Ongoing engagement will occur with the ATO to co-plan 
and co-deliver enhancements to the Lodgement 
Enforcement Program during 2025-26.  

Recommendation 5:   

Services Australia ensure its staff better 
understand financial abuse through Child 
Support and what they should do about it.  

☒ Accepted   
☐ Not accepted  
If not accepted, please provide 
reasons: 

 

Proposed action:  

The Agency has an ongoing commitment to supporting 
customers experiencing FDV. Staff are required to 
complete a range of mandatory training that provides 
an awareness of FDV including financial abuse, as well 
as the Agency’s response strategies.  
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

 Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

To enhance existing training, the Agency will:  

Phase 1: Update the mandatory FDV training to support 
Child Support staff to better understand what financial 
abuse is and how customers at risk, and their children, 
can be supported.  

Phase 2: Deliver updated training to Child Support staff 
in the 2025-26 financial year.  

Phase 3: Driven by the strategy (recommendation 1), 
additional training will be rolled out to all Child Support 
staff in 2026-27 to support implementation of the 
strategy and action plan.   

Expected timeframes:  

Phase 1 – By December 2025 

Phase 2 – By June 2026 

Phase 3 – By June 2027 
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

Justification for timeframes: 

In the short term, existing mandatory FDV training 
packages can be updated to increase awareness and 
understanding of financial abuse through Child Support; 
and  

In 2026-27, training packages will need to be updated in 
response to the strategy (recommendation 1), and to 
support business process and service delivery changes.  

Recommendation 6: 

Services Australia undertakes a 
comprehensive review into how it uses 
the change of assessment process as a 
response to financial abuse through Child 
Support. The goals of this review should 
be to, among other things:  

☒ Accepted
☐ Not accepted
If not accepted, please provide
reasons:

Proposed action: 

The Agency supports more than 14,000 customers who 
apply for a Change of Assessment each year, 
approximately 45% of which have a change made to 
their assessment. This process involves the exchange 
and scrutiny of a large amount of customer financial 
information.  

The Agency will undertake a comprehensive review, 
including analysis of each step of the Change of 
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

a) identify how the agency can draw
measurable insights about allegations
of financial abuse through Child
Support in applications and responses

b) identify how the agency can better
use this information.

Assessment process (application, response and 
decision) to gain deeper insights into circumstances 
that increase the risk and impact of financial abuse. 
These insights will inform changes to the Change of 
Assessment processes to better support customers at 
risk of financial abuse and deliver better outcomes.  

Expected timeframes: By December 2025 

Justification for timeframes:  

The review will be prioritised to enable the learnings and 
findings to be considered in the development of the 
strategy (recommendation 1), to inform changes to 
business processes for better customer experience and 
outcomes, and to inform potential policy and legislative 
reforms.  

Recommendation 7: ☒ Accepted
☐ Not accepted

Proposed action: 
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

 Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

The Government, with the assistance of 
the Department of Social Services and 
Services Australia, introduce a Bill to 
amend the law to address the legal 
limitations outlined in this report. This 
includes:  
 
a) amending the A New Tax System 

(Family Assistance) (Administration) 
Act 1999 (Cth) to remove the current 
presumption that all Child Support has 
been paid and to allow Family Tax 
Benefit Part A debts to be waived or 
otherwise not accrued in 
circumstances where Child Support 
has not been paid or has been 
underpaid  

 

If not accepted, please provide 
reasons: 

 

Legislation and policy reform will be critical for the 
Agency to more effectively respond to financial abuse 
through the Child Support Program. The Agency has 
already commenced work with DSS to develop reform 
options, including consideration of both legislative 
amendments (as per recommendations 7a to 7e) and 
policy and service delivery changes to better support 
customers and enforce Child Support payment.  

Expected timeframes: By December 2025 

Justification for timeframes:  

Reform options will be developed in the next 6 months to 
assist with Government decision making, with ongoing 
collaboration with DSS. 
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

b) amending the Child Support
(Registration and Collection) Act 1988
(Cth) (CSRC Act) to remove the 3-
month and 9-month restrictions on
Service Australia collecting Child
Support arrears when collection
changes from Private Collect to Child
Support Collect

c) amending the CSRC Act to allow
garnishee collection enforcement
powers to be used in more
circumstances, in particular, allowing
them to be used against joint bank
accounts, company bank accounts,
credit card bank accounts and
partnership and trust bank accounts
where the agency believes on
reasonable grounds the paying parent
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

is using these avenues to avoid 
payment  

d) amending the Child Support
(Assessment) Act 1989 (Cth) (CSA Act)
to remove the requirement in the
change of assessment process for the
cross-sharing of documents, and
instead allow high-level summaries to
be provided for the purposes of
procedural fairness

e) amending the CSA Act and the CSRC
Act to require a paying parent to
proactively report any significant
and/or ongoing increase in their
income following a Child Support
assessment
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

f) amending the CSA Act, the CSRC Act,
the Human Services (Centrelink) Act
1997 (Cth) and the Human Services
(Medicare) Act 1973 (Cth) to allow
information about family and
domestic violence, including financial
abuse, to be readily shared within the
agency.

Recommendation 8: ☒ Accepted
☐ Not accepted

Proposed action: 
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Recommendation Entity response to 
recommendations/suggestions 

Action entity proposes to take and expected timeframes 
for implementation of recommendations/suggestions 

 Please indicate your response to 
each 
recommendation/suggestion. If 
you do not accept a 
recommendation/suggestion, 
please provide reasons. 

Please provide particulars of any action you propose to 
take to implement the recommendation/suggestion 
and expected timeframes for implementation, 
including justification for the timeframes. 

The Department of Social Services and 
Services Australia provide the 
Ombudsman, within 12 months from the 
date of this report, a comprehensive 
progress update regarding how these 
recommendations have been or are 
being actioned.  

 

If not accepted, please provide 
reasons: 

 

The Agency will work with DSS to provide a 
comprehensive progress update regarding 
implementation of the recommendations, within 12 
months of the report. 

 

Expected timeframes:  

12 months from the date of the report 

Justification for timeframes:  

As recommended.  























Disclaimer

The Commonwealth owns the copyright in all material produced by the Ombudsman. 
With the exception of the Commonwealth Coat of Arms, the Office of the 
Commonwealth Ombudsman’s logo, any material protected by a trade mark, and 
where otherwise noted, all material presented in this publication is provided under a 
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 licence. 

The details of the relevant licence conditions are available on the Creative Commons 
website (creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en) as is the full legal code for 
the CC BY 4.0 licence. 

The Commonwealth’s preference is that you attribute this report and any material 
sourced from it using the following wording: 

Source: Licensed from the Commonwealth Ombudsman under a Creative Commons 
4.0 licence. This report is available from the Commonwealth Ombudsman website at 
www.ombudsman.gov.au. 

Use of the Coat of Arms 

The terms under which the Coat of Arms can be used are set out on the It’s an Honour 
website www.pmc.gov.au/government/its-honour

Contact us 

Inquiries regarding the licence and any use of this report are welcome at: 

Commonwealth Ombudsman 

Level 5, 7 London Cct 

Canberra ACT 2601 

Tel: 1300 362 072 

Email: ombudsman@ombudsman.gov.au

© Commonwealth of Australia 2025 
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