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FINANCIAL COUNSELLING FUNDING 

Grievance 

MRS M.H. ROBERTS (Midland) [9.44 am]: I wish to grieve this morning to the minister representing the 

Minister for Community Services. The issue I want to raise is the loss of funding for financial counselling. I 

want to specifically raise an issue in my own electorate related to the organisation MIDLAS—the Midland 

Information, Debt and Legal Advocacy Service—and, more generally, the loss of similar financial counselling 

positions throughout Western Australia.  

MIDLAS is a not-for-profit community centre that provides vital services to residents in Perth’s north east. It 

provides a free financial counselling service. It assists residents principally in the Shires of Swan and Mundaring 

who are suffering financial hardship. The number of people suffering financial hardship in our community has 

greatly increased in the past couple of years. Only in this morning’s newspaper we see that Perth is the fourth 

most expensive place in the world to purchase electricity or to be a householder. That is how fast those prices 

have gone up. That has caused incredible hardship. The Liberal government recognised this situation when it 

provided additional money—non-recurrent money—for financial counsellors over the past year or two. Now, 

that funding is due to cease. I want to explain what it means to an organisation such as MIDLAS and to put that 

in context, and then to talk a little more generally. This is what MIDLAS wrote in a letter to me — 

MIDLAS financial counsellors provide information, advocacy, options, referral and support to clients 

suffering financial hardship. Financial counsellors assist with a large range of financial issues including 

personal budgeting through to mortgage foreclosures and Bankruptcy. Financial counsellors advocate 

on behalf of clients to negotiate with creditors to sustain suitable payment plans, waiver of debts and 

moratoriums to release financial pressure. 

In the past MIDLAS has largely catered to people on low and fixed incomes, but with the continued 

increase in rents, mortgage interest rates, food, petrol and utility and general living costs, we are seeing 

more middle class income earners seeking assistance from the Financial Service. Despite the dramatic 

increase in the cost of living, wages and income benefits have not risen accordingly. Financial 

counsellors are therefore a vital resource in our community to ensure that individuals and families are 

equipped with the skills to manage their finances appropriately. 

By way of example, MIDLAS said in its correspondence to me that they are now seeing families and people who 

are not the lowest of the low in terms of income in the community, but people on modest incomes, struggling. 

People coming in to get counselling are having to deal with issues not like they had two or three years ago—

cutting budgets to measure meant cancelling magazine subscriptions et cetera—it now means cutting items from 

their diet such as meat and fish which they are finding too expensive to purchase. Without cutting those things, 

they simply cannot afford to pay their rent or utility bills. This is a much-needed service. With the additional 

money that was granted, MIDLAS was able to move from a position of three financial counsellors to five. That 

is a 40 per cent increase in the number of staff working there. As a result it has been able to provide a 50 per cent 

increase in the number of contacts. The demand is high. MIDLAS currently has a three-week waiting period to 

provide financial counselling services. As of June this year, MIDLAS will lose at least one of its financial 

counsellors, and two by the end of the year, unless it receives continued funding. That will have a huge impact, 

blowing out the waiting times for financial counselling. There will be a shocking increase.  

I understand the Minister for Community Services thinks that with changes to the hardship utility grant scheme 

in not requiring everyone to have financial counselling when the money involved is below a certain amount, the 

situation will somehow ease. I am told whether it is MIDLAS, the Spiers Centre in Heathridge or the financial 

counsellors at Anglicare, all are experiencing increases in demand, not decreases. MIDLAS advises me that the 

number of clients who are unable to sustain their utility services has increased dramatically with the assistance of 

Synergy processing hardship utility grant scheme grants to accounts that are below $558. To date, a total of 

1 000 HUGS grants have been processed in the North Metropolitan Region. That has had a minimal effect on 

easing the pressure on clients pursuing access to financial counsellors. Synergy continues to refer clients to 

financial counsellors after it has processed the hardship utility grant scheme grants internally. A loss of funds for 

financial counselling services will drastically decrease the community’s access to financial support and lead to a 

far greater waiting period, which is likely to result in clients suffering further disadvantage and time lines for 

defaults, foreclosures and repossessions not being adhered to, resulting in the clients suffering irreconcilable 

consequences. Hon Sue Ellery raised this matter in the Legislative Council with the Minister for Community 

Services. Hon Sue Ellery advised the minister that 23 positions in all were going but the minister disputed this 

and said there were only 12. However, information provided by the financial counselling association at a 

presentation given to it by the department indicated that the figure was 23.5. I am quite happy to lay that 

information on the table of the house for the remainder of the day’s sitting so that the minister can see that that 

information was provided by the department. I think it is wrong for the minister to dispute that figure. This is an 
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urgent situation. Families will be evicted from their homes and people will suffer enormous hardship if they do 

not have access to these important financial counselling services. 

[The paper was tabled for the information of members.] 

MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Minister for Planning) [9.52 am]: I am responding on behalf of the Minister 

for Community Services. The information I was provided with yesterday was that the subject of this grievance 

was about financial counsellor training. The issue that the member raised has not been specifically about training 

financial counsellors but about the amount of resources available to provide financial counselling. Nevertheless, 

I will provide the information that I do have and undertake to ensure that the Minister for Community Services is 

made aware of this debate and can consider the issues that have been raised by the member for Midland. 

The Midland Information, Debt and Legal Advocacy Service—MIDLAS as it is known—is not an organisation 

that I have personally had any direct involvement with, to my recollection, although it did write to me at my 

electorate office on this issue recently. I have no doubt that it provides a very valuable and important service in 

the Midland region, which also covers my electorate of Kalamunda. 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: I understand that the organisation wrote to all the upper house and lower house members in 

the region. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: That is understandable and entirely appropriate to ensure that members are aware of the 

concerns that the organisation has. As I said, I am sure that it provides a very valuable and important service to 

people in the East Metropolitan Region and Midland in particular. 

I am advised that the total amount of funding made available for this portfolio in 2011–12 was $9.66 million, 

which funds approximately 80 full-time equivalent positions. An additional allocation was made recently on a 

short-term basis with the intention of increasing the amount of financial counselling available. I am advised that 

two of those positions are due to come to an end on 30 March this year—next week—and that another 10 non–

recurrent funded positions are due to cease on 30 June this year, which is a total of 12. The member for Midland 

said that she understands 23 positions are coming to an end — 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: By the end of the year, so maybe that is post-June. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: As I said, I will make sure that the minister is made aware of this debate so that the issues can 

be more fully considered. Obviously, only a finite amount of resources is available to provide the range of 

services in the portfolio for which the minister has responsibility. I have no doubt that there is absolutely no 

shortage of need in the whole range of areas for which she has responsibility. Whether this additional resourcing 

can continue to be made available is something that the minister will need to consider and weigh up, taking into 

account all the other needs across the portfolio. I am not sufficiently acquainted with all the background as to 

why additional resourcing was made available or whether there is a strong justification for it to be continued in 

the long term. However, I accept the point that there is certainly a strong need in this area for financial 

counselling to be made available. Obviously, there are people in the community who are finding it hard at the 

moment to meet their financial responsibilities. Certainly, as a government we are very well aware and conscious 

of the cost-of-living pressures that exist, including from the increases in utility prices. If there was any 

reasonable way of not increasing the prices that we have been forced to increase, obviously we would have taken 

another course of action. The higher costs of electricity and the substantial increases in the cost of production 

and transmission through the network have been incurred over the past decade or so, and somehow or other that 

has to be paid for. Taxpayers are still being provided a subsidy for the cost of electricity and there is not full cost 

recovery at this stage. The government is certainly doing what it can, given all the other pressures on the budget 

and demands across all of what the government does through the education system and the health system, which 

consumes huge amounts of the revenue available to the government, and the many other pressures that exist. 

Difficult decisions have to be made about how resources are allocated overall. 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: I think one of the reasons the government provided the extra money is that there is a 

requirement to have financial counselling before people can access the hardship utility grant scheme. As a result, 

more financial counselling needed to be made available, otherwise people would not have been able to access the 

HUGS support. Even with those changes, the demand is still increasing, not decreasing. The problem is that all 

financial counsellors need to be trained. If they are all losing their jobs on 30 June, they will move on to other 

occupations, and getting trained financial counsellors in the short term is really difficult. The minister says that 

she is looking at the issue but in the meantime people will move on to other jobs and we will lose those trained 

people. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: So there needs to be certainty and decisions must be made sooner rather than later. As I said, I 

will ensure that the minister is made aware that this issue has been raised and that she gets a copy of Hansard so 

that hopefully a decision can be made about what will happen in the future sooner rather than later. I thank the 

member for raising the issue. 
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