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1. Foreword 

 
 

 

The Ethnic Communities’ Council of Victoria (ECCV) is pleased to release the Discussion Paper “Life 
in Retirement - The Age Pension from the experience of culturally diverse pensioners”. 
 
ECCV listened to community members and conducted focus group interviews with culturally diverse 
pensioners. We thank the seniors groups for providing valuable feedback to ECCV.  
 
The ECCV focused on the age pension in the context of: 

 Income security; 

 The overall wellbeing of pensioners; 

 Issues related to pension payments when visiting friends and family members overseas; 

 Issues related to housing. 

We hope that the discussion paper will provide a basis for discussions on enhancing an equitable 
pension system in Australia. 
 
ECCV looks forward to discussing the findings with the Australian and Victorian Governments. 
 
    

                     

Cr Kris Pavlidis                 Marion Lau OAM JP   

Chairperson                Convener - Aged Care Policy Committee 
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2. Executive Summary  
 

 

The Ethnic Communities’ Council of Victoria (ECCV) represents the voice of culturally and 

linguistically diverse (CALD) communities in Victoria. ECCV regularly conducts consultations with 

people from culturally diverse backgrounds to understand and examine the socio-economic factors 

that adversely affect these communities. Over the years, older people from culturally diverse 

communities from time to time raised the inadequacy of the Age Pension as a barrier to sustaining 

an acceptable standard of living in Australia.  

 

ECCV decided to prioritise this significant issue, especially in light of the Social Services Legislation 

Amendment (Payment Integrity) Bill 2017 (the Bill) that is currently before the House of 

Representatives. The first measure of the Bill seeks to extend residency timeframe requirements to 

be eligible for the Age Pension. The second measure seeks to cease the Age Pension supplement 

payment after six weeks overseas, or immediately for permanent departures. This raises concerns 

that the two measures would further limit the payment rate and restrict eligibility criteria for 

pensioners, especially individuals from culturally diverse backgrounds. ECCV recognised this as an 

opportune time to accept the request of the community to analyse their life on retirement on the 

Age Pension.  

 

To better understand the key concerns regarding the Age Pension, ECCV undertook community 

consultations directly with Victorian pensioners from culturally diverse backgrounds. The focus 

groups were designed to both understand the key factors that hinder the general wellbeing of 

pension recipients and to get community perceptions on the measures proposed by the Bill.  

 
The consultation findings show that the Age Pension was deemed inadequate by a majority of 

pensioners who relied on it as their principal source of income. In an affluent society such as 

Australia, pensioners are forced to take drastic measures in order to survive, including cutting down 

on meat consumption, transportation, social participation and even healthcare. Pensioners who rent 

their properties in the private rental market are financially more insecure in comparison to home 

owners. It was alarming for pensioners that the proposed amendments of the Bill would further 

restrict and limit an already vulnerable community from accessing the Age Pension. It was 

considered particularly concerning that the measures would impose disproportionate restrictions 

and limitations on individuals from culturally diverse communities, especially those who are newly 

arrived in Australia and those who maintain close ties with family members residing overseas. This 

essentially leads to a two-tier social welfare system that fosters social division in the Australian 

community.   

 

This discussion paper concluded that pensioners experience severe financial stress. ECCV 

recommendations are aimed at alleviating financial stress for pensioners in areas of rental 

affordability and utilities expenses. In considering the substantial equity issues identified in the 

analysis, ECCV also recommends that the Government reconsiders the first two measures proposed 

in the Bill.  Given the older Australian population are projected to dramatically increase in the 

future, immediate measures are required to reverse the profound levels of deprivation experienced 

by pensioners for a more sustainable and a fair pension system.  
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3. Introduction  

 
“Every single dollar counts, now we shouldn’t have to count the dollar always. We should be 

able to spend the dollar” – Focus Group (1) Participant  
 

The ageing of the global population is regarded as one of the most significant social transformations 

in the twenty-first century. The rapid growth in the number of elderly people in the population 

represents a social phenomenon without historical precedent, both within the international and the 

Australian context. People aged 65 years and over comprised 15.7 per cent (3.7 million) of the 

Australian population in 2016.1 The main causes of this dramatic demographic shift are declining 

birth rates and increasing longevity.2 This has profound implications for nearly all sectors of society, 

including the social security system.  
 

Diagram 1: Australian Data from Global AgeWatch Index 20153 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A whole generation of older Australians rely on the Age Pension as their primary source of income. 

The compulsory superannuation system in Australia was only established in 1992 which means that 

many current pensioners do not have substantial superannuation benefits.4 Therefore, the Age 

Pension becomes the main income support payment for the entirety of the long duration of their 

retirement. 
 

Previous studies have consistently shown insufficient financial security among older Australians. The 

OECD figures show that 36 per cent of Australian people aged over 65 live in relative income poverty 

on international measures, which is defined as an income below 50 per cent of the national median 

household income.5 This is the second highest poverty rate among OECD countries after South 

                                                 
1 

Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017, 2016 Census QuickStats Australia: People - demographics and 
education,http://www.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/2016/quickstat/036?opend
ocument. 
2
 Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2014, Caring for an ageing population, https://aifs.gov.au/facts-and-

figures/ageing-australia. 
3
 HelpAge International, 2015, AgeWatch Report Card: Australia, accessed 5 November, 2017, 

http://www.helpage.org/global-agewatch/population-ageing-data/country-ageing-data/?country=Australia#.   
4
 Superannuation Guarantee (Administration) Act 1992, (Cth), s 3. 

5
 OECD, 2015, Pensions at a Glance 2015: OECD and G20 indicators, OECD Publishing, p. 170.   

http://www.helpage.org/global-agewatch/population-ageing-data/country-ageing-data/?country=Australia
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Korea.6 The findings are further supported by the Global AgeWatch Index that annually ranks 96 

countries based on the social and economic wellbeing of people aged 60 and over. In 2015, while 

Australia ranked high in the health status domain (5th), it ranked lowest in its region for income 

security (65th) for older people.7 Consistently, the Lord Mayor’s Charitable Foundation report 

established that many older Australian women live in permanent income poverty.8    

 

3.1 Discussion paper aims 

It is in this context that ECCV decided to undertake community consultations directly with Victorian 

pensioners, in order to gain their perspectives on the current Age Pension system based on their 

individual lived experiences. ECCV community consultations are conducted at an opportune time as 

it coincides with the introduction of the Social Services Legislation Amendment (Payment Integrity) 

Bill 2017 (the Bill) that is currently before the House of Representatives. The Bill proposes to tighten 

the Age Pension payments by enhancing current residency requirements and ceasing the payment 

of pension supplement after 6 weeks overseas, in its Schedule 1 and 2 respectively.9 In light of this, 

ECCV decided to examine the potential effects of the proposed amendments of the Bill to the 

already financially vulnerable community of pensioners.   

 

ECCV prioritised key areas of concern raised by community members for further analysis and they 

are as follows:    

 

 The disproportionate restrictions imposed on diverse communities by the first schedule of 

the Bill that proposes to enhance the residency timeframe requirements to be eligible for 

the Age Pension.10 

 The limitations for the pensioners as a result of the second schedule of the Bill that 

proposes to stop the payment of pension supplement after 6 weeks of a temporary 

overseas absence, or immediately for permanent departures.11 

 Key factors such as housing unaffordability, inaccessibility to leisure and inability to cope 

with the high utilities expense that, in turn, hinder the general wellbeing of the elderly 

population who rely on the Age Pension as their principal source of income. 

 

3.2 Methodology  

The research for this paper was formed around ECCV’s specific strategy of community consultation 

that places a higher priority on using consultation tools to maximise the involvement of culturally 

diverse communities in the decision-making process. In particular, it was important for ECCV that 

data collection procedures remained transparent in order to increase trust and intimacy between 

participants and ECCV members. In line with ECCV’s consultation processes, four focus group 

consultation sessions were conducted between September and October 2017 with 17 Victorian 

pensioners from culturally diverse communities, including Arabic, Italian, Polish and Greek seniors. 

The participants were recruited through culturally diverse community organisations that work in 

                                                 
6
 Ibid.      

7
 HelpAge International, 2015, AgeWatch Report Card: Australia.  

8 
Susan Feldman and Harriet Radermacher, 2016, Time of our lives? Building opportunity and capacity for the 

economic and social participation of older Australia women, Lord Mayors Charitable Foundation, p. 13. 
9
 Social Services Legislation Amendment (Payment Integrity) Bill 2017.  

10
 Ibid, p. 4. 

11
 Ibid, p. 8. 
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close collaboration with ECCV. The consultation sessions were specifically conducted with culturally 

diverse communities who account for 20 per cent of the older population in Australia, with several 

key areas of concern disproportionately affecting these communities.12  

 

Focus groups consultation with pensioners is a bottom-up approach that precisely reflects the 

specific needs of people receiving the Age Pension. Apart from the focus group consultations which 

is the primary source, this paper is also supplemented by some key areas of past research papers 

that is central to the scope of this discussion paper.   

 

Comprehensive details about focus group consultations such as the interview questions are outlined 

in Appendix 1, as well as the background information of participants in Appendix 2.  

 

In order to comprehensively address these issues in a broader context and allow ECCV to draw 

research implications, this discussion paper will be structured as follows: 

 

 Section 4 provides an overview of the culturally and linguistically diverse ageing population 

of Australia and the current framework of Australia’s Age Pension System.  

 Section 5 outlines the key provisions and the purpose of the Bill that proposes to tighten 

the social security payments, including the Age Pension.  

 Section 6 summarises the perspectives on the Age Pension that emerged in the ECCV 

consultation sessions with the community.  

 Section 7 provides policy recommendations based on the analysis of community 

perspectives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
12

 Federation of Ethnic Communities’ Councils of Australia, 2015, Review of Australian Research on Older 
People from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Backgrounds, http://fecca.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2015/06/Review-of-Australian-Research-on-Older-People-from-Culturally-and-Linguistically-
Diverse-Backgrounds-March-20151.pdf, p. 7 

http://fecca.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Review-of-Australian-Research-on-Older-People-from-Culturally-and-Linguistically-Diverse-Backgrounds-March-20151.pdf
http://fecca.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Review-of-Australian-Research-on-Older-People-from-Culturally-and-Linguistically-Diverse-Backgrounds-March-20151.pdf
http://fecca.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Review-of-Australian-Research-on-Older-People-from-Culturally-and-Linguistically-Diverse-Backgrounds-March-20151.pdf


 

8 

 

 

4. Background  

 
4.1 Overview of culturally diverse ageing population of Australia 

The number of people aged 65 years and over represents a considerable proportion of the 

Australian population. Population ageing had steadily increased from one in every seven people in 

2011 to nearly one in every six people in 2016 (16 per cent).13 Older Australians are culturally and 

linguistically diverse with over a third (nearly 37 per cent) born overseas and 18 per cent speaking a 

language other than English at home.14 Australians enjoy one of the highest life expectancies in the 

world; women who comprise around half of the older Australian population are expected to live 3 

years longer than men.15  

 

Approximately 80 per cent of older Australians rely on the Age Pension.16 Older Australians typically 

have higher rates of home ownership, which proves to be a key financial asset on retirement. 

However, home ownership rates among people aged 65 years and over have decreased, with a 

higher number of people renting or continuing to pay off a mortgage. In 2005-06, 79 per cent of 

older people owned their homes without a mortgage.17 Over a decade later, in 2015-16, home 

ownership rates without a mortgage had declined to 75.5 per cent.18 In comparison to other states, 

Victoria had the fourth largest share of older people in 2016 as seen in the diagram below.19 
 

 Diagram 2: Proportion of older people by State and Territory, 2006 & 201620 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13

 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017, Census of Population and Housing.   
14

 Ibid. 
15

 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2017, Older Australia at a glance, 
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/older-people/older-australia-at-a-glance/contents/diverse-groups-of-older-
australians. 
16

 Australian Human Rights Commission, 2014, Face the facts: Older Australians, p. 1. 
17

 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2007, Household income and income distribution, Australia, 2005-06, Cat. no. 
6523.0, http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Previousproducts/6523.0Main%20Features162005-
06?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=6523.0&issue=2005-06&num=&view=. 
18

 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017, Household income and Wealth, Australia, 2015-16, Cat. no. 6523.0, 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/6523.02015-16?OpenDocument. 
19

 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017, Census of Population and Housing.   
20

Ibid.  
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In 2013, Australia had one of the lower proportions of older people (14 per cent) in comparison to 

all other OECD countries.21 The proportion of older people varies greatly among OECD countries 

from the highest in Japan (25 per cent) to the lowest in Mexico (6.5 per cent).22 

 
Diagram 3: Elderly population as a proportion of the total population  for highlighted OECD 

countries, 1970 – 201323 

 

 

4.2 Overview of the Age Pension System in Australia  

During the 19th century, there was no established social security system in Australia. People who 

needed assistance were supported by charitable relief from religious institutions and benevolent 

societies.24 In the year 1908, the Commonwealth of Australia enacted a legislation establishing 

invalid and old-age pension that came into effect the following year.25 The Commonwealth began to 

pay the Age Pension in 1909 after it replaced state-based schemes.26 In contrast to most other OECD 

countries, Australian pension system was non-contributory, non-discretionary and means tested. 

This primary design laid the basic foundation of Australia’s social security system and it has 

continued ever since.  

 

The publicly managed Age Pension represents the first of the three pillars of Australia’s retirement 

income system, the others being compulsory superannuation and private voluntary savings. The 

public Age Pension currently serves as the primary source of income for most Australian seniors.27 In 

                                                 
21

 “OECD Data: Elderly Population,”data.oecd.org, accessed November 5, 2017. 
https://data.oecd.org/pop/elderly-population.htm#indicator-chart.   
22

 Ibid.  
23

 Ibid.  
24

 Andrew Herscovitch and David Stanton, 2008, History of social security in Australia, Australian Institute of 
Family Studies, p. 53.  
25

 Dale Daniels, 2011, Social security payments for the aged, people with disabilities and carers 1901 to 2010, 
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BN/10
11/SSPayments1. 
26

 Ibid. 
27

 George Kudrna, 2016, “Economy-wide effects of means-tested pensions: The case of Australia,” The Journal 
of the Economics of Ageing, no. 7, pp. 17-29. 
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contrast to other developed countries, the Age Pension in Australia is non-contributory, funded 

through general taxation revenue and means-tested against pensioners’ personal resources, 

including their labour earnings.  

 

The basic conditions of eligibility for the Age Pension include age qualification, residency 

requirement and an assessment of private income and assets. The Age Pension is currently payable 

from age 65 for both men and women. Pension age will gradually increase by six months every 2 

years from 2017 until it reaches 67 years by 2023.28 The Government’s policy as announced in the 

2014-15 Budget is to continue the increase in the Age Pension age at the same rate to reach 70 

years by 2035, although this measure is currently subject to the passage of legislation.29 

 
 

           Table 1: Age Pension Eligibility age from 201730 

People born  Eligibility for Age 

Pension age 

Date of Change  

Before 1 July 1952 65 years   

Between 1 July 1952 and 31 December 1953 65 years and 6 months  From 1 July 2017 

Between 1 January 1954 and 30 June 1955 66 years  From 1 July 2019 

Between 1 July 1955 and 31 December 1956 66 years and 6 months  From 1 July 2021 

1 January 1957 and later  67 years  From 1 July 2023 
 

 

 

In order to pass the residence requirements, individuals must have been an Australian resident for a 

continuous period of at least 10 years, or must reside in Australia for a number of periods that total 

more than 10 years with at least five of these years in one continuous period, or have a qualifying 

residence exemption.31  

 

The Age Pension payment rate is subject to an income test and assets test, collectively known as the 

means test (See Appendix 3), and whichever test that produces the lower rate of pension payment 

rate applies.32 The means test is aimed to better target the Age Pension to those pensioners most in 

need, and therefore, effectively excludes the top 20 per cent of age-eligible pensioners in the 

population from receiving any public Age Pension.33 The value of the Age Pension rate is adjusted 

biannually on the basis of the Consumer Price Index (CPI), the Pensioner and Beneficiary Living Cost 

Index (PBLCI) and the Male Total Average Weekly Earnings (MTAWE) – whichever is the highest.34 

The pension payments can be supplemented with Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) for private  

renters whose rent exceeds a specified amount. The value of CRA is adjusted twice-yearly and may 

be reduced by income and assets test along with regular pension payment.35 
 

                                                 
28

 Department of Human Services (Australian Government), 2017, A guide to Australian Government payments 
– 20 September – 31 December 2017, p. 13. 
29

 Department of the Treasury (Australian Government), 2015, 2015 Intergenerational Report, accessed 5 
November, 2017, https://treasury.gov.au/publication/2015-intergenerational-report/. 
30 

Department of Human Services (Australian Government), 2017, A guide to Australian Government 
payments, p.13. 
31

 Ibid.  
32

 Ibid, p. 34.  
33

 George Kudrna, 2016, “Economy-wide effects of means-tested pensions: The case of Australia, p. 17. 
34

 Hon. Christian Porter, 2017, Age Pension Guide, Federal Member for Pearce, p. 4. 
35

 Department of Human Services (Australian Government), 2017, A guide to Australian Government 
payments, p. 37. 
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Table 2: Maximum payment rate for the Age Pension as at November 201736 

Pension rates / fortnight  Single Couple (each person) 

Base $814.00 $613.60 

Maximum Pension Supplement  $66.30 $50 

Energy Supplement  $14.10 $10.60 

Total  $894.40 $674.20 

Total including maximum CRA $1027.4 $799.6 

 

As at November 2017, the maximum rate of CRA is $133.00 fortnightly for singles and $125.40 

fortnightly (combined) if part of a couple.37 

 

               Table 3: Key facts: Australia – OECD pensions at a glance 201538 

   Australia  OECD 

Average Worker Earnings (AW) AUD 

USD 

79,689 48,901 

65,195 40,007 

Public Pension Spending  % of GDP 3.5 7.9 

Life Expectancy  At birth  82.4 80.0 

At age 65 20.8 19.3 

Population over age 65 % of population  15.0 16.2 

 
Although the federal government spent an estimated $44 billion on the Age Pension in the financial 

year 2015-1639, the public pension spending is only 3.5 per cent of Australia’s GDP, compared with 

an average of 7.9 per cent of GDP in OECD countries.40 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
36

 Department of Human Services (Australian Government), 2017, A guide to Australian Government 
payments, p.13.  
37

 Ibid, p.37.  
38

 OECD, 2015, Pensions at a Glance 2015: OECD and G20 indicators, p.207.  
39

 Australian Government, 2015, Budget 2015: Overview, p. 27. 
40

 OECD, 2015, Pensions at a Glance 2015: OECD and G20 indicators, p.207. 
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5. Policy Context for the Age Pension 

 
5.1 Introduction-Social Services Legislation Amendment (Payment Integrity) Bill  

The Bill introduces four measures that are designed to amend the welfare payments system, two of 

which are relevant for this discussion paper.41 The first two measures are applicable to the 

pensioners as the first measure seeks to extend the residency timeframe requirements to be eligible 

for the Age Pension and the second measure proposes to cease the payment of pension supplement 

after 6 weeks overseas.42 The Minister for Social Services stated that the measures in the Bill are 

aimed to ensure ‘our welfare system is fair and sustainable so that we can continue to support those 

who need it the most both now and into the future.’43 The Bill is currently before the House of 

Representatives, and if passed, amendments under Schedule 2 are intended to commence as soon 

as 1 January 2018.44 If enacted, the first two schedules of the Bill will affect the recipients of the Age 

Pension as follows.    
 
 

5.2 Schedule 1 -  Enhanced residency requirements for pensioners  

Currently, to be eligible for the Age Pension, an individual must have been an Australian resident for 

a continuous period of at least 10 years or, alternatively, for a number of separate periods that total 

more than 10 years with a continuous period of at least 5 years within that aggregate.45 However, 

there is currently no need for those 10 years to be served during a person’s working life (between 

16 years of age and Age Pension age) or for a person to demonstrate any extent of self-sufficiency 

during that time.46 This Schedule seeks to amend the Social Security Act to enhance the current 

residency requirements for the Age Pension and the Disability Support Pension (DSP), and to 

introduce a self-sufficiency test that requires individuals to have:47
  

 Ten years of continuous Australian residency period with at least 5 years served during a 

person’s working life (currently between 16 years of age and Age Pension age), or 

 If 5 years working life test is not met, ten years of continuous Australian residency period 

with greater than 5 years relating to periods in which a person was not in receipt of an 

activity tested income support payment (such as Austudy, Newstart, Youth Allowance and 

Special Benefit, as well as superseded similar payments), or 

 If the above requirements are not met, 15 years of continuous Australian residency.[ 

In justifying the measure to enhance residency requirements, the Minister for Social Services 

highlighted that Australia’s social security system was based on the values of need and residency.48 

Therefore, he stated that the measure further strengthens the residence connection required 

before a person becomes eligible for the Age Pension by increasing the continuous period a person 

                                                 
41

 Social Services Legislation Amendment (Payment Integrity) Bill, pp. 4-8. 
42

 Ibid.  
43

 Hon. Christian Porter, 2017, House of Representatives Hansard, p. 7196, 
http://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/genpdf/chamber/hansardr/c5b6130e-ff84-444d-93e5-
d80908d73dc7/0055/hansard_frag.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf 
44

 Explanatory Memorandum, Social Services Legislation Amendment (Payment Integrity) Bill 2017 (Cth). 
45

 Department of Human Services (Australian Government), 2017, A guide to Australian Government 
payments, p.13. 
46

 Hon. Christian Porter, 2017, House of Representatives Hansard, p.7196. 
47

 Explanatory Memorandum, Social Services Legislation Amendment (Payment Integrity) Bill. 
48

 Hon. Christian Porter, 2017, House of Representatives Hansard, p.7197. 
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must be an Australian resident.49 The government claims that the amendments made by this 

schedule save an estimated $119.1 million over the forward estimates for the federal government.50 

However, the amendments are also predicted to affect approximately 2390 people each year.51  
 

ECCV believes that by increasing waiting periods and subsequently delaying access to support 

payments, this measure will further erode an already fragile social safety net and contribute to 

social division. It is concerning that the extension of residency requirements may also result in older 

Australians being more reliant upon their families for support, which creates a cycle of 

intergenerational dependency that will have adverse impacts on the quality of life of not only 

seniors, but also younger Australians.  

 

5.3 Schedule 2 -  Age pension supplement  

The pension supplement is an extra payment paid to eligible pensioners fortnightly, along with 

regular pension payments. The pension supplement is combined into a single payment that includes 

Pharmaceutical Allowance, Utilities Allowance, and Telephone Allowance.52 The current (minimum 

and maximum) payment rate per fortnight is $35.70 - $66.30 for singles and $53.80 - $100 for 

couples, combined.53 Currently, if a recipient goes overseas for longer than six weeks, their pension 

supplement is reduced to pension supplement basic amount, being a fortnightly rate of $23.10 for 

single and $38 for a couple, combined.54  
 

This schedule seeks to amend the Social Security Act and the Veterans’ Entitlement Act to 

completely cease the payment of pension supplement after six weeks temporary absences overseas, 

or immediately for permanent departures.55 In introducing the Bill, the Minister for Social Services 

highlighted that the basic amount of pension supplement was intended to support with the cost of 

living in Australia.56 The government claims that the amendments made by this schedule save an 

estimated $150.2 million over the forward estimates for the federal government.57  
 

ECCV believes that the measure to cease the pension supplement will affect financially vulnerable 

senior Australians in our community, especially individuals from culturally diverse backgrounds. 

Given the current combined social circumstances of high-priced housing and increasing cost of 

utilities expense, the removal of pension supplement after six weeks overseas will be an added 

limitation for older Australians. Furthermore, it is alarming to note that the removal of pension 

supplement after six weeks overseas especially restricts culturally diverse communities from 

maintaining close bonds with their family members in their countries of birth. Therefore, this 

measure in and of itself is discriminatory in nature.  

 

 

                                                 
49

 Hon. Christian Porter, 2017, House of Representatives Hansard, p.7197. 
50

 Explanatory Memorandum, Social Services Legislation Amendment (Payment Integrity) Bill. 
51

 Department of Social Services (Australian Government), 2017, Welfare-Other Measures 2017 Budget, p.3. 
52
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6. ECCV Community consultation findings  

 
“I worked very hard to earn a relaxed life in my old age, but I still find myself struggling even 

more than before.” - Focus group (2) participant. 

 

The focus group consultations represent the views of experienced pension recipients from diverse 

communities who have been receiving the Age Pension for over 5 years. The analysis of focus group 

results revealed five overarching areas of concern that reflect the experiences and views of 

pensioners. The consultations resulted in strong messages from the community participants around 

private rental unaffordability, high utilities expense, inaccessibility to leisure and disproportionate 

restrictions imposed by the first two measures of the Bill on diverse communities.  

 

6.1 Key areas of concern for pensioners 

Proposed measures to enhance residency requirements  

The proposed measure in the Bill to enhance residency requirements did not personally affect any 

focus group participant. However, some participants highlighted that this measure will marginalise 

newly arrived elderly migrants. All of them believed that this will further contribute to poverty rates 

among older cohorts in Australia. One participant commented on the financial hardship that the 

children of newly arrived elderly migrants may have to endure as a result of this proposed measure 

to tighten residency requirements.  

 

“I know an old lady who had to come to Australia to live with his son because the sister she 

lived with in Italy died. They brought her to Australia because she was over 80 years. She has 

been in Australia for nearly 6 years and she is denied any benefits, irrespective of her age 

and health. In 15 years, she will be dead. The son is working extra hours to be able to 

contribute for her private cover. She is an old lady with no one in Italy to look after her, and 

she shouldn’t be penalised because she is a newcomer.” – Focus group (1) participant.  

 

Proposed measures to stop the payment of Pension Supplement     

Participants were generally not supportive of changes which would reduce income support 

payments. Many participants confirmed that they maintain ties with family members in their 

countries of birth. It was in this context that all the participants expressed their strong belief that 

stopping the pension supplement after 6 weeks of absence from Australia was extremely unfair. 

Participants vehemently dismissed the notion that the amount of pension supplement was 

insignificant. Instead, a majority of participants asserted that every single dollar was substantial to 

pensioners who are located at the lower end of the economic ladder. Moreover, all the participants 

highlighted that stopping the pension supplement was an additional financial burden on pensioners 

who constantly struggle to survive on low incomes. Some participants briefly highlighted that this 

measure particularly targets and restricts culturally diverse people who may be required to stay 

outside Australia for longer than 6 weeks, possibly due to ill health of family members. Participants 

also highlighted that stopping the pension supplement essentially serves as a definite barrier 

between themselves and their family members who reside overseas.  Therefore, it was on that basis 

that many participants considered this measure to be discriminatory and inequitable, explicitly 

towards diverse people.  
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“Reduction in pension supplement is an added restriction to us. We already live a very 

restricted life” – Focus group (3) participant. 

 

“It puts a limitation for the people who pay $3000 airfare to go to Europe. It’s not even 

worth it. You want to stay at least a couple of months.” – Focus group (1) participant.  

 

 

Housing – Private rental unaffordability  

The home ownership rate was quite high (88 per cent) for pensioners in the focus groups. Those 

pensioners who rented properties cited housing affordability as their biggest cause of financial 

stress. The renters persistently highlighted that the Age Pension payment rate was inadequate to 

cover rent and afford a basic standard of living at the same time. It was affirmed that pensioners 

who rent spend a large proportion (more than one-third) of their income to pay for their rent. 

Pensioners considered private renting to be highly insecure as private landlords may choose to raise 

rent or sell the house at any time. This perpetual insecurity along with the cost of housing seemed 

to be the basis for enormous anxiety and distress for pensioners.   

 

In addition to that, all the pensioners agreed that pension payment increases do not offset rising 

costs as it is immediately followed by increased rental cost. Pensioners acknowledged government 

concessions that are currently in place to ease housing stress such as the Commonwealth Rent 

Assistance (CRA) that supplements the Age Pension. However, pensioners stressed the growing gap 

between Rental Assistance and rent levels in the private rental market. All the pensioners expressed 

the significance of targeting government concessions to those who genuinely need them the most. 

One pensioner who solely relies on the Age Pension recalled a circumstance where he had to resort 

to a trade-off in order to get dental care.  

 

“Last month, I was behind on my rent because I spend all the little money I had to fix my 

tooth.” – Focus Group (2) participant.  

 

 

Home owners – Inability to afford home maintenance  

On the other hand, many pensioners who owned homes expressed that at least something in their 

homes needed urgent repair. Majority of them noted that they cannot afford home maintenance. As 

a result, their houses which is considered by many as their biggest asset is slowly falling into a state 

of disrepair.  

 

 “Yes, I own a home but my veranda is falling apart and I can never ever afford to repair it.’’ 

– Focus Group (3) participant. 

 

 

High utilities expense  

Utility cost was the second most dominant area of discussion in all the focus group sessions. In spite 

of government concessions for utilities, all the pensioners collectively agreed that utility cost 

including water, gas and electricity exceed their pension payment rates. Utilities expense was 

highlighted as a severe financial stress by all the participants, in particular those who were non-

home owners. Many pensioners mentioned that they run out of money way before their next 

pension payment arrives.  
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“The moment I receive my pension, I sit and start distributing money to my utility bills. After 

that, I’m left with only $20 which I have to use for the next 14 days.” – Focus Group (2) 

participant. 

 

Therefore, in order to reduce their electricity and water usage, pensioners take drastic measures 

including cutting down on meat consumption, transportation, social participation and even 

healthcare.  

 

“I go down and sit in the shopping centre all day long, just to avoid heating up the house.” – 

Focus Group (3) participant.  

 

 

Inaccessibility to leisure – Social Isolation    

All the pensioners in the focus groups declared that they cannot afford holidays, including interstate 

trips to visit their family members. Majority of participants have not been on a holiday for over 5 

years. All the seniors stressed that they are forced to economise on a daily basis. The pensioners 

refrain from undertaking any leisure activities such as going to cinemas and restaurants, which they 

considered to be a luxury. Since everything outside the confines of their homes involve a great 

expense, pensioners asserted that they stay inside their homes most of the days. According to 

pensioners, they are trapped in a cycle of financial hardship that prevents them from fully 

participating in social life, which in turn, causes social isolation and severe depression.       

  

“I have restricted myself from buying clothes. I have got the same clothes that I have had 10 

years ago. We miss out on life.” – Focus Group (3) participant. 

 

“I don’t go out at all. I can’t say I’m going to an outing because I have got to pay the bills. 

That affects my mental health. The older you are, the worse it becomes.” – Focus group (1) 

participant. 
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7. Findings analysis and recommendations  

 
 

“We have only got enough money on a full pension to live comfortably for about four days a 

week. The rest of the days, we don’t do anything that costs money. That’s my personal 

assessment of the Age Pension.” - Focus group (1) participant 

 

As outlined earlier, over the next 40 years, Australia’s population will go through a major 

demographic shift. The elderly population that currently accounts for 3.7 million people of the 

Australian population is projected to increase to 8.7 million people in the year 2056.58 This 

permanent demographic shift will have inevitable implications to the Australian social security 

system as pension recipients will dramatically increase over the coming years. Therefore, it remains 

imperative that the government develops long-term comprehensive and sustainable policies for the 

pension system that take into account the perspectives and lived experiences of the elderly 

community.  

 

ECCV consultation feedback suggests that pensioners who rely on the Age Pension as their principal 

source of income consider the Age Pension payment insufficient to afford a basic standard of living 

in Australia. Many participants also believed that the proposed amendments to enhance the 

residency requirements and to the cease the pension supplement were inequitable. It was on this 

basis that many participants repeatedly suggested that the first two measures of the Bill should not 

be enacted.  A majority of participants (82 per cent) in the focus groups solely depend on the Age 

Pension as their primary source of income. All the pensioners predominantly share a fairly 

homogenous set of challenges including private rental unaffordability, rising cost of utilities and 

inaccessibility to leisure.  
 

Diagram 4: Source of Income for pensioners in the focus groups 
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The first measure in the Bill that proposes to enhance the residency requirements for the Age 

Pension did not personally affect any focus group participant. Nevertheless, a majority of focus 

group participants indicated that enhancing residency requirements will deepen existing poverty 

among the senior population and further marginalise newly arrived senior migrants within the 

Australian society. Similar viewpoints were shared by several ethnic and multicultural organisations 

in their submissions to the Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee with regard to 

strengthening residency requirements.59 In their submission to the Committee, the Federation of 

Ethnic Communities’ Councils of Australia (FECCA) and the National Ethnic Disability Alliance noted 

that the changes will disproportionately affect culturally and linguistically diverse communities 

(nearly 40 per cent of elderly population) who generally retire with lower superannuation and face 

multiple barriers to finding employment, such as discrimination and qualifications not being 

recognised.60 

 

Similarly, Volunteering Australia highlighted that the self-sufficiency test proposed in the Bill does 

not consider the valuable economic and social contributions of elderly migrants to the Australian 

society through their familial and voluntary work.61 Every 3 in 10 older Australian volunteered their 

time in community within the past year.62 The Chinese Australian Services Society (CASS) stated that 

this measure should also take into account the services of the children of elderly migrants in building 

Australia.63  

 

According to CASS, the proposed changes to residency requirements will particularly affect elderly 

migrants who enter Australia under the contributory parent visa scheme.64 Older migrants who 

enter Australia under this scheme are required to wait 10 years before they are eligible for the Age 

Pension, and their adult child typically acts as an assuror who guarantees to provide them with the 

financial support.65 Extending the residency requirements to 15 years means that this group of 

migrants will be locked out of the pension system for an extra 5 years. This implies that older 

Australians will be forced to rely on their family for support in lieu of the Age Pension. In this regard, 

FECCA explained that younger Australians who now move often to secure employment are not in a 

position to take care of their older relatives, either in financial or practical terms.66 Therefore, ECCV 

believes that the measure to enhance residency requirements will cause intergenerational 

dependency that will adversely affect the quality of life of younger Australian population, along with 

                                                 
59
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the seniors. Therefore, this measure to enhance the residency requirements essentially leads to a 

two-tier social welfare system that fosters social division.  

 

Furthermore, it is also concerning that elderly migrants who arrive Australia on this particular 

contributory parent visa scheme are identified to be the group at an elevated risk of elder abuse.67 

The tightening of residency requirements and the subsequent delay in accessibility to the Age 

Pension may further elevate the exposure of this particular group to abusive environments.    

 

 
 

The second measure of the Bill that proposes to stop the payment of pension supplement after 6 

weeks overseas was regarded by many participants as a limitation to their individual choices, and as 

an added financial restriction. Focus group participants affirmed that they maintain close ties with 

family members overseas. It is on this basis that they believed the proposed amendment would 

particularly affect people from culturally diverse backgrounds. Similarly, the Society of Saint Vincent 

de Paul states that people from culturally diverse backgrounds who are recipients of the pension 

supplement may have familial obligations such as caring responsibilities and bereavement that may 

require them to stay overseas for extended periods of time.68  

 

Furthermore, the Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) believes that this amendment 

disproportionately affects newly arrived migrants, especially migrants from refugee backgrounds.69 

Due to family reunion restrictions, refugee community members are obliged to travel overseas for 

extended periods of time in order to visit their relatives, as they are unable to bring their family 

members to Australia.70 This is especially applicable to migrants who have dying or sick relatives in 

secondary countries of asylum.71 The measure to stop the payment in the Bill makes no exceptions 

for such circumstances.  
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Recommendation 1: 

That the Australian Government considers maintaining the current residency requirements for 

eligibility to receive the Age Pension.  
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The most prevalent and long-established challenges for focus group participants on the Age Pension 

are the financial hardship caused by utilities expense and rental prices in the private rental market. 

Fortunately, the home ownership rate among older Australians is quite high, but it has been 

gradually decreasing over time. On Census night, 1 in 7 of all homeless people were aged 55 years 

and over.72 In 2005-06, 79 per cent of older people owned their homes without a mortgage and 12.8 

per cent were renters.73 Over a decade later, in 2015-16, home ownership rate without a mortgage 

had declined to 75.5 per cent and total renters increased to 13.2 per cent.74 While the generation 

heading into retirement enjoys a relatively high rate of home ownership, the decline in home 

ownership and lack of affordable housing means that future generations will be more likely to rent 

rather than own.  

 

Our focus group consultation revealed that pensioners who rent their properties are particularly 

vulnerable. Recent research on the adequacy of the Age Pension has also shown that older private 

renters use a large proportion of their income to pay their rent that puts them in a more vulnerable 

positon than other pensioners.75 Renters in the focus group sessions highlighted that housing 

affordability was a major stress for them despite government concessions. The Commonwealth Rent 

Assistance (CRA) is provided to eligible pensioners, and it is only aimed to improve housing 

affordability rather than a guarantee that pensioners avoid housing poverty.76 This objective of CRA 

is largely achieved as it reduced 71 per cent of people in housing stress before the receipt of CRA to 

42 per cent after.77 However, this implies that more than 2 out of 5 recipients still remain in housing 

stress. Moreover, CRA is indexed to Consumer Price Index (CPI), which is a broad measure of 

inflation, rather than rent levels. Rent levels change at very different rates to CPI, therefore, this 

indexation method has not offset the gap between rent assistance and rising rent levels.78  
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Recommendation 2: 

That the Australian Government reconsiders the measure to cease the pension supplement 

after 6 weeks temporary absence overseas as it disproportionately affects culturally diverse 

people who maintain close ties with family members.  

 

Recommendation 3: 

If enacted, that the Australian Government amends the measure to cease the pension 

supplement to protect seniors who resided outside of Australia at the time of enactment.    

 

Recommendation 4: 

If the measure to cease the pension supplement is enacted, that the Australian Government 

ensures safeguards for people who can request for exemptions where circumstances permit.  
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Focus group participants including homeowners highlighted utilities expense as a severe financial 

burden which takes up a huge proportion of their income. Participants in the focus group undertook 

drastic measures to reduce their electricity bills, especially during winter. In September 2017 quarter 

alone, electricity prices under the utility sub-group of CPI increased by 8.9 per cent, gas and other 

household fuels by 5.2 per cent and water sewerage by 3.2 percent.79 The government provides 

Energy Supplement to assist pensioners with energy cost. However, it remains fixed at $14.10 for a 

single person and $21.20 for a couple.80 This payment does not consider any possible rises in power 

prices.  
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Recommendation 5: 

That the Australian Government considers increasing the maximum rate of Rent Assistance to 

assist renters solely reliant on the Age Pension.   

 

Recommendation 6: 

That the Australian Government considers indexing rent maximum to national rent levels 

instead of Consumer Price Index (CPI).   

 

Recommendation 7: 

That the Australian Government comprehensively reviews the Commonwealth Rent Assistance 

supplement and works to ensure that people can access housing assistance who need it the 

most. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 8: 

That the Australian Government considers assigning an independent body to review all pension 

concessions, in order to ensure that the current concession rates adequately cover expenses of 

pensioners.   
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8. Conclusion  

 
Our community consultations with Victorian pensioners from diverse backgrounds identified several 

key concerns that deemed the public Age Pension to be insufficient and the proposed amendments 

of the Bill to be inequitable. All the pensioners predominately raised similar challenges that 

negatively affected their quality of life on a regular basis. A majority of pensioners who relied on the 

Age Pension as their primary source of income regarded pension payment rate to be inadequate to 

afford an acceptable standard of living in Australia. The main challenges pensioners identified were 

in the areas of housing affordability, utilities expense and inaccessibility to leisure. In particular, 

pensioners who rented their properties in the private rental market were financially more insecure 

in comparison to homeowners. In consideration of the main issues raised by the community, ECCV 

recommendation aimed at alleviating financial stress for pensioners in areas of rental affordability 

and utilities expense.  

 

A majority of pensioners were also not in favour of the first two measures of the Bill that propose to 

reduce accessibility and the amount of pension payment rates to recipients. The amendments 

present multiple restrictions and limitations to pensioners who rely on the Age Pension, especially 

people from culturally diverse backgrounds. Given the substantial equity issues identified in the 

analysis, ECCV recommended the measures to be ceased.     

 

This discussion paper is the first step that lays the groundwork for future in-depth research on the 

Age Pension by ECCV. All the focus groups primarily covered the same topics on the Age Pension. In 

the third and fourth focus groups, no substantive new issues were raised by participants. Therefore, 

it is assumed that the number of focus groups allowed ECCV to capture the most substantial issues 

that are common among pensioners.  

 

In an affluent society such as Australia, the senior citizens who made valuable contributions to our 

community deserve financial security and fair treatment, regardless of their cultural and ethnic 

background.  
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Appendix 1: Focus Group Questions 
 
The following questions are open-ended and intended to guide in-depth discussions on the Age 
Pension. The aim of these focus group consultations is to obtain qualitative data based on 
pensioners’ own lived experiences.   Participants were fully informed about the interview process. 
They were asked to complete a background information form which informed the interpretation of 
the data.  
 

1. What is life like living on Pension in Australia? 
 

2. Are you in touch with your country of origin? 
 

3. How would the proposed amendment of the government to stop the pension supplement 
after six weeks overseas affect you?   

 
4. How do you feel about the proposed amendment to enhance residency requirements for 

pensioners?  
 

5. Do you own a home or are you renting? Is the cost of housing a cause of financial stress for 
you? 

 
6. What kind of things do you struggle with financially on an average month? 

 
7. Can you remember a situation where you had to do without basic necessities? 

 
8. Do you have any key message to emphasise? 

 

Ethnic Communities’ Council of Victoria – Background Information Form 

Gender:  Male   Female  

Country of Origin _____________________________ 

Age:  51 – 60   61 – 70    71 – 80  Above 80  

Housing Tenancy: Own Home   Public Housing    Community housing   

Renting   Retirement Village  Other  
 
Type of Pension: Single    Couple  

Is Pension your only source of income?  Yes   No  

If not, what other: Superannuation   Rent Assistance   Foreign Pension 

 Savings     Investments  Other ______________ 
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Appendix 2: Background Information about Focus Group Participants   
 

Group 
No: 

Date Venue Gender Country of 
Origin 

Age Home Tenure  Pension type Is the Age 
Pension your 
only source of 
income? 

If not, what 
others? 

1 09 – 10 - 2017 ECCV Office Male: 3 

Female: 1 

 
 

Italy 61 – 70 years: 1 participant 

71 – 80 years: 1 participant 

Above 80 years: 2 participants 

All Home Owners Couple: 1 

Single: 2 

No Pension: 1 

Yes: 3 

 

No: 0 

- 

2 17 – 10 - 2017 Victorian 
Arabic Social 
Services 
(VASS) 

Male: 2 

Female: 2 

 
 

Middle East 
(Iraq / Syria / 
Lebanon) 

61 – 70 years: 3 participants 

71 – 80 years: 1 participant 

Home Owners: 2 
Renters: 1 
Public Housing: 1 
 

Couple: 2 

Single: 2 

Yes: 4 

 

No: 0 

- 

3 20 – 10 - 2017 Kozanion The 
Brotherhood 
(Northcote) 

Male: 3 
Female: 4 
 
 

Greece 61 – 70 years: 2 participants 

71 – 80 years: 5 participants 
 

All Home Owners 
  

Couple: 6 

Single: 1 

Yes: 6 
 
No: 1 
 

Investment / 
Savings: 1 
 
 

4 22 – 10 - 2017 The Polish 
Community 
Council of 
Victoria 
(Oakleigh) 

Male: 1 
Female: 1 
 
 

Poland 61 – 70  years: 1 participant 
Above 80 years: 1 participant 

All Home Owners Single: 1 
 
No pension: 1 
 

Yes: 1 
 
No: 0 

 

Note: Participants were handed a small form before the start of focus groups sessions, in order to obtain their background information 
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Appendix 3: Assets test and Income test limits for pension 
 
The rate of payment depends on the means test that produces the lower rate. Some assets are not 

included in the assets test, including the family home.  

Rates as at November 2017 

 
 
For full pension assets must be less than  

Assets over these amounts reduce pension by $3 per fortnight for every $1000 above the amount 

(single and couple combined).   

 
 
 
For part pension assets must be less than  

Figures may be higher if Rent Assistance is paid to supplement pension.  

 
 
Income test for pensions 

 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Source: Department of Human Services, A guide to Australian Government payments 

 

Status   Home owner Non-home owner 

Single  $253, 750 $456, 750 

Couple Combined $380, 500 $583, 500 

Illness separated, couple combined  $380, 500 $583, 500 

One partner eligible, combined assets $380, 500 $583, 500 

Status   Home owner Non-home owner 

Single  $552, 000 $755, 000 

Couple Combined $830, 000 $1, 033, 000 

Illness separated, couple combined  $977, 000 $1, 180, 000 

One partner eligible, combined assets $830, 000 $1, 033, 000 

Status         Full pension                           Part pension 

Fortnight 

Single  Up to $168                         less than $1,956.80 

Couple combined  Up to $300                         less than $2,996.80 

Illness separated couple combined Up to $300                         less than $3, 877.60 
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