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ADJOURNMENT OF THE HOUSE 
HON KIM CHANCE (Agricultural - Leader of the House) [11.17 pm]:  I move - 

That the House do now adjourn. 

Exceptional Circumstance Payments - Adjournment Debate 
HON FRANK HOUGH (Agricultural) [11.17 pm]:  Several farmers have telephoned me about the exceptional 
circumstance payments they receive from the federal Government.  If I may, I will go through the 17 steps 
involved in getting $169 a week in order to save a farmer’s bacon.  My research assistant and I went through 
them today.  It took us most of the day to work out, on a hypothetical basis, how people would get $169 a week, 
a health care card, a discount on electricity and reduced telephone charges, water rates and council rates.   

The first step is to telephone the Department of Agriculture and Centrelink.  If people are lucky enough to gain 
access, they will find, after investing about an hour or two of their time, that they will eventually get through.  
The second step is to start dealing with the government-speak on web sites and finding out what funds are 
available and what must be done to get them.  After some time people might end up where they want to be, but 
half the time, if they are out of luck, they might wind up on another web site.  They must then do the best they 
can and take step three, which is to find the relevant provider.  If they are fortunate enough to find the 
Department of Agriculture, the federal Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry and the Centrelink web 
sites, which all refer to exceptional circumstance funding, and they click on all the relevant hypertext, they might 
find themselves being transferred in an almost constant loop among the three bodies.  This for a fellow who 
might have been sitting on a harvester or a tractor all day before eventually returning home.  My research officer 
and I were in a fairly flashy air-conditioned office with all the appropriate facilities, but a farmer must take those 
steps after a day in the field. 

The fourth step happens after several hours.  Once a person has found the relevant welfare provider, there are 
usually several funding arrangements.  A farmer may have heard that he qualifies for exceptional circumstances 
funding, but he may fall under a different category.  The fifth step it is to allow several days to sort through that.  
A farmer has to match himself against the criteria offered.  All this effort is required to chase $169 a week and a 
health care card.  That is a really big incentive, particularly if a person’s farm is going down the toilet.  The $169 
will really help!  The sixth step occurs three or four hours down the track after one has gone nowhere.  With step 
6 there are more questions than answers.  If a person rings Centrelink, he will be held up for about half an hour.  
The encouraging thing is that the music is fabulous.  We are now at lunchtime, after having started the project at 
9.00 am.  During step 7, a person is able to speak to someone.  Questions are asked about a person’s situation so 
he can be better advised.  That is very confusing for a person so he turns to the Internet and reads through 
everything again.  One suddenly realises that at least one of the grants has expired and one could not get it 
anyway.  One has to start again and look at the form again.  We are now at step 8.  It is just after lunch at this 
stage.  Bear in mind that the person applying has just got off a harvester and it is night-time anyway.  He would 
probably have to take the day off.  A person has to deal with the income support for drought affected farmers, 
called Farm Help.  A person then realises he may not be eligible for the exceptional circumstances relief 
payment because last year’s harvest, although paltry, was not as bad as the year before, which disqualifies a 
person under the EC asset test.  Alternatively, a person is in an area that has not yet been declared an area of 
exceptional circumstances.  At this stage, let us pretend that a person qualifies.  We then move to step 9.  At this 
stage, we are dealing with Centrelink.  The federal Government’s advice is available on an 1800 telephone 
number.  Centrelink advises a person to contact the rural adjustment authority but provides no details.  Only a 
1 800 telephone number is provided for the commonwealth rural information centre.  One can imagine a farmer 
calling that number about rural adjustment only to be told he has contacted the commonwealth rural information 
centre and asked, “Where are you calling from?”  It might seem somewhat confusing but we often thought we 
had the wrong number.  Apart from that, we found it impossible to find anything on the rural adjustment 
authority through the Internet.  We could not find anything at all so we returned to the Department of Agriculture 
web site.  We are now at step 10.  The 1800 telephone number provided leads to an eastern states provider or 
operator who will advise that if a person is in an EC area, a person will be sent a certificate to say so.  A person 
must fill in the relevant form.  We are now at step 11.  Getting an EC form is a lot harder than it might at first 
seem.  It cannot just be downloaded from the Internet.  That was the problem we had.  We scoured through the 
Centrelink web site and the federal Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry web site.  They all gave 
out information about the grant but none of them had a link to download the form.  It seems a little strange that 
the form, which is called “Income Support for Drought Affected Farmers” can be downloaded from Centrelink’s 
web site.  It seems that the EC forms are as rare and precious as gold because only the chosen few in the EC 
areas will even get a glimpse of one.  We are now at step 12.  A person must then fill in the EC form.  If it cannot 
be filled in, the Government will offer $1 500 for a professional consultant to help fill it in.  A person has to 
apply through Centrelink to get a professional consultant to fill in the form.  He will advise whether the loan is 
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approved.  Step 13 involves seeking help from an adviser to help fill in the form.  It is necessary again to dial the 
1800 number to find out whether an adviser is in the area who can assist.  Step 14 involves providing original 
copies of financial records, bank statements, tax returns, deposit slips and sales receipts to verify income and 
identity.  Everything is copied in case a document is lost.  Step 15 involves a waiting time of two to three weeks.  
If an applicant is successful, he is given the grant.  Unsuccessful applicants can apply for income relief for 
drought affected farmers.  The same forms must be completed as those completed for the application for the 
grant, but it must be a new set of forms.   

The applicants are required to undertake the public servants’ work for them.  I suppose time is not an issue 
because the farmers do not have a crop; that is why they are EC applicants.  If farmers cannot apply for the 
ECRP or income relief they could probably sell their farm.  In which case they could fill in another form if they 
wanted to apply for a subsidy to assist in the sale of their farm so that they could find other work.  

My point is that for the sake of receiving $169 a week, dealing with the bureaucrats and filling out the forms 
makes it hardly worthwhile.  

I have received so many calls over the past few weeks that I thought I should test the procedure myself before 
standing up to speak in this place and complaining about the difficulty filling out the forms.  Very few people 
have the facilities for completing the process.  We should bear in mind that some of the applicants had been 
working all day or all night.  Some of them have farms in disarray so they do not have anything to work in.  
They also live in areas in which computers are not reliable.  The forms are very difficult to understand and 
complete, which is why many applicants are throwing their hands in the air.  

I became involved because a farmer said that the exceptional circumstances assistance was bulldust because the 
process is extremely difficult.  I said that could not be; it should be a simple process.  It took my research officer 
and me all day to work through the process.  If I had not had a research officer with me today, I would have been 
grappling with it all day tomorrow and the day after.  If I had persevered and finally qualified - hypothetically I 
am a drought affected farmer and the Commonwealth was supposed to be helping me - I would be eligible to 
receive $169 a week, or $338 a week if I were married, and would be provided with the facilities to complete the 
process.  Centrelink should provide more user-friendly forms and the process and the assistance should be easier 
for people to access.  

Question put and passed. 

House adjourned at 11.27 pm 

__________ 
 


