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Briefing on Poverty, Unemployment & Covid-19, 4/6/20  

In 2019, Anti-Poverty Week called for an increase in unemployment payments as the single most 
effective action to reduce poverty in Australia.  We invited the Raise the Rate campaign led by ACOSS 
to be a focus for Anti-Poverty Week from 13-19 October 2019.  Many diverse voices in our community 
agreed that increasing unemployment payments was both the right and smart thing to do1. We 
welcome the Federal Government effectively doubling payments in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic.  Anti-Poverty Week believes we can never take unemployment payments back to $40 a day 
if we want to build a healthy and prosperous nation for all.   

1) Number and characteristics of those affected by unemployment: 

Before Covid-19 and bushfires - more than 1 million Australians and at least 300,000 children were 
receiving Newstart and associated payments.  DSS Demographics, December 2019, released on 
21/4/20 shows for Newstart payments: 

 more than two-thirds of people receiving  payments had done so for at least a year 

 2 in 5 had some form of disability which meant they only had a partial capacity to work  

 half were aged over 45 years and nearly 200,000 were aged over 55 years 

 17% had earnings from work. 

Chances of finding work will be low when the economy awakes from its COVID-19 -induced coma as 
they compete with large numbers of people who have lost their jobs. 

Since COVID-19 

 Overall there has been a doubling of the numbers receiving unemployment payments2 from 
December 2019 to 22 May 2020 (from 813,721 to 1,640,773).3 See Appendix a) for more detail 
to April 2020.  Just fewer than 760,000 businesses, covering around 2.9 million employees 
people were receiving JobKeeper at 20/5/204.    

 The April ABS Employment data 6202.0 shows that unemployment rose to 6.2%.  900,000 
people lost their jobs, 750,000 still had jobs but didn’t do any work, and another million people 
did some work but had fewer hours than usual. That makes about 2.7 million people out of a 
labour force of 13.7 million people.  Overall the number of hours worked reduced by 9% (the 
largest monthly drop on record). If people who worked no hours and told the ABS they were 
‘stood down’ had been counted as unemployed, Australia’s unemployment rate in April would 
have been 9.3%. If people who worked zero hours because there was not enough work 
available were added, the rate would have been 11.7%.5   

 

https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6202.0
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 The largest States have all had their unemployment rates increase by 4 percentage points or 
more, and now stand upwards of 9%. NSW, QLD and VIC suffered the largest absolute 
employment losses, with more part-time than full-time jobs lost. The two Territories and 
Tasmania have suffered less than the larger states, retaining the lowest ranked unemployment 
rates, despite significant increases.6 The number of people receiving DSS unemployment 
payments increased most in VIC, NSW and QLD from December 2019 to April 2020.7

 

 

 Between March and April the number of people underemployed (working fewer hours than 
they wanted) jumped from 1.2 to 1.8 million.  The rate increased from 8.8% to 13.7%. In April 
2020, there were around 5.6 million people who worked fewer than their usual hours. Two-thirds 
of these were full-time workers and the rest were part-time.  
 

 Young people have been severely affected.  Our analysis of DSS data shows a 107% 
increase in the numbers receiving YAO or JSA and aged less than 25 years from December to 
April (from 126,288 to 261,529).  April ABS Employment data for April state workers aged 15 to 
24 lost about 11% of employment compared to 3.4% for those aged 25 to 54, and 4.3% for 
the over 55s. The unemployment rate for younger people increased from 11.5% to 13.8%. 
Unemployment among men aged 15-24 has doubled from 10.2% to 20.6% over the last month, 
and women aged 15-24 now face an effective unemployment rate of 20.4% in April 2020 – an 
increase of 7.5% since March 2020.8 See also the Brotherhood of St Laurence youth 
employment and COVID-19 resources. 
 

 Women have been hurt more than men, losing 11.5% of the hours worked in March, 
compared to men who lost 7.5%. More women than men left the labour force as well (an extra 
2.9% of women out of the labour force compared to an extra 2.1% for men)9  In every family 
type that includes children (young or dependent), the impact on women has been greater than 
men.  Lone parent females with dependent children had the largest fall -  8% fall in employment 
compared with 5.2% for male sole parents with young or dependent children.10 A joint 
Melbourne University Policy Lab and La Trobe University study found 15.8% of women had 
experienced job loss compared with 11% of men.  Life During Lockdown study found women 
are less likely than men to be working at home with their hours and pay unchanged.11 

According to the Monash COVID-19 Work and Health Study, 28/4/20, which is surveying people who 
have lost jobs due to the COVID-19 shutdown: 

 Two-thirds of people in the study reported losing work, or losing their jobs, with zero or one 
day’s notice. About 90% lost work with less than one week’s notice. 

 Before COVID-19, 81% of people in the study reported an average weekly income of A$500 or 
more. The same people reported large drops in their income, with just fewer than 29% reporting 
more than A$500 of income in the most recent week.  40% indicated they would find it difficult to 
raise A$2,000 within a week. 

 More than 28% of those who had lost their jobs reported that they were not eligible for any 
Centrelink benefits. 

 Rates of psychological distress are much higher in people losing work during COVID-19 than 
we typically see in working age Australians. More than 35% of people are recording high levels 
of distress, a rate almost four times that usually observed in employed Australian adults. 
Another third of study participants have moderate distress, again much higher than normally 
observed. 
 

  

https://www.bsl.org.au/advocacy/youth-employment/youth-employment-and-covid-19/
https://www.bsl.org.au/advocacy/youth-employment/youth-employment-and-covid-19/
https://theconversation.com/90-out-of-work-with-one-weeks-notice-these-8-charts-show-the-unemployment-impacts-of-coronavirus-in-australia-136946
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/4364.0.55.001~2017-18~Main%20Features~Psychological%20distress~20
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Looking ahead on employment 

 Both the Treasury and the Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA) have forecast that Australia’s GDP 
will be 10% smaller by September 2020 than it was in December 2019. The 1991 recession 
saw GDP fall by less than 1.5%.12 
 

 DSS said they expect there will be 1.7 million recipients of unemployment payments at 
September 2020. Treasury now expects the number of employees likely to be covered under 
the JobKeeper program to be around 3.5 million and has not changed its forecast that the 

unemployment rate will climb as high as 10%13.  

 

 The Grattan Institute estimates between 1.9-3.4 million people could be out of work by the 
time this is over.14  

 The Business Council of Australia says around 2 in 5 of the full-time jobs lost will be from 
people most at risk of long-term unemployment, either because they’re aged over 50 years 
or have only high school or equivalent education levels.15   

 
2) JobSeeker and JobKeeper gaps 

Who is missing out on support? 

 ACOSS has estimated more than 1 million people in Australia do not have access to any 
income support (including Jobseeker Payment, Youth Allowance or Special Benefit) or the 
JobKeeper wage subsidy or Medicare, despite having the right to work, study, or seek asylum.16  

 Economists at the Bankwest Curtain Economic Centre17 estimate nearly 1 million casuals will 
miss out on the JobKeeper wage subsidy program, including ~350,000 from accommodation 
and food services and retail trade.  Some of these will qualify for JobSeeker (depending on their 
visa status).  Young people who have lost employment are more likely to receive the 
significantly lower Youth Allowance Other payment of $556 per week rather than the $750 a 
week JobKeeper. See Appendix b) for rates.   This is because a high proportion of young 
people are in casual work, especially in the industries most affected by the shut-down: 
Accommodation and Food services and Retail services.  

Is anyone going to get the Coronavirus Supplement for the full 6 months? 
 

 The first day the Coronavirus Supplement of $550 a fortnight was due to be paid on 
27/4/20.  The first payments began on 28 April, with some recipients getting theirs as late as 11 
May18.  While the Government has always maintained the Supplement will be for at least 6 
months (with Ministerial discretion to extend it), there is confusion as to when the Supplement 
will cease.  Our reading of the relevant legislation is 25 September and we are currently 
awaiting clarification from the Minister for Social Services.  
 

 If it does end on 25/9, that will mean people who receive their first payment on 28 April will only 
receive 21 weeks not 26, which means they miss out on $1375.  For others who didn’t get 
their first payment until 11 May, they will only get 19 weeks of the Supplement, which means 
they miss out on $1925. 
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3) Inadequacy of $40 a day or less income support 
 

 Until the Coronavirus Supplement, the payment for unemployed people has not been increased 
in real terms for more than 25 years.  Households surviving on government allowances such as 
Newstart or Youth Allowance are twice as likely to be living in poverty, than 25 years ago.  In 
2017, 4 in 5  households with government allowances as their main income (not including 
payments like the aged or disability pensions) were living in poverty after their housing was paid 
for, compared with less than 2 in 5 in 1993.19  
 

 See 25/5/20 Q and A poverty clip and Australia at Home poverty podcast 25/5/20 for more on 

what it’s like to live in poverty on inadequate income support. 

 

 Even with the doubling of the rate and maximum rent assistance for a single person, JobSeeker 
Payment equates to only 80% of the minimum wage but it is unlocking poverty for at least 1 
million people (and their approx. 300,000 dependent children20).  See Appendix b) for rates and 
comparison with the poverty line and minimum wage.  
 

 Anglicare Australia 2020 Rental Affordable Snapshot released 30/4/20 (which takes account of 
the new Coronavirus Supplement) found only 1.5% of Australian rentals are affordable for a 
single person on the JobSeeker Payment, even with this extra $550 per fortnight.  Without the 
increase, just 9 rentals out of 69,997 (0%) would be affordable for jobseekers and not a single 
rental (0) would be affordable for jobseekers in the major cities of Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide, 
Darwin, or Canberra. Commonwealth Rent Assistance has not been increased in real terms 
since 2000, or 20 years ago. 
 

 Academic Peter Whiteford21 in The Conversation, 21/5/20 said payments should increase at 
least to the pension level after the Coronavirus Supplement expires. ACOSS has said the 
government should immediately extend JobKeeper, JobSeeker and Medicare to temporary 
migrants and continuing the new JobSeeker payment of $560 per week until a social security 
system is put in place that keeps everyone out of poverty.22 
 

 See Appendix c) for excerpts from the Senate Inquiry into Newstart Report released 30/4/20 
and for the costings of an increase undertaken by the Parliamentary Budget Office. 
 

 

 
Contact: Toni Wren, Executive Director, Anti-Poverty Week, ed@antipovertyweek.org.au;  

Telephone 0405 705 442. 

 

  

https://twitter.com/i/status/1265128550929031168
https://australiaathome.com.au/upcoming-conversations/antipoverty
https://www.anglicare.asn.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/rental-affordability-snapshot-2020.pdf?sfvrsn=4
http://www.antipovertyweek.org.au/
mailto:ed@antipovertyweek.org.au
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Appendix a) Detail on unemployment data 

April ABS Employment data by State  

NSW, QLD and VIC suffered the largest absolute employment losses, with more part-time than full-time 
jobs lost. In terms of absolute numbers, employment falls were the largest in NSW (down 221,000), 
followed by QLD (down 129,000) and VIC (down 127,000). 23 

 March 
Unemployment 

rates 

April 
Unemployment 

rates 

April “Real” 
Unemployment 

rate 

Australia 5.2% 6.2% 9.7% 

New South Wales 4.9% 6.0% 9.5% 

Victoria 5.2% 6.0% 9.7% 

Queensland 5.7% 6.8% 10.1% 

South Australia 6.3% 7.2% 10.3% 

Western Australia 5.4% 6.0% 9.8% 

Tasmania 4.9% 6.2% 8.8% 

Northern Territory 5.5% 6.0% 7.9% 

Australian Capital Territory 3.2% 4.2% 7.6% 

March & April are Seasonally Adjusted and published by the ABS.  For the ‘real’ level of unemployment, BCEC 
takes the excess flows of workers (compared with the same time last year) who move from being employed or 
unemployed to ‘not in the labour force’, and reclassify them as unemployed. They then re-estimate unemployment 
rates using this augmented measure. Their estimates show that the current national unemployment rate is 9.7%, 
rather than 6.2%, the adjusted figure published by the ABS was 9.6%.  

The unemployment rate increased in all capital cities, with the only regional decreases seen in the rest 
of Victoria (down 1.0 pts) and the rest of WA (down 1.8 pts).  The largest increases in the 
unemployment rate were seen in Hobart (up 1.4 pts), the Northern Territory (up 1.2 pts) and Melbourne 
(up 1.1 pts). 
 
Unemployment rate change, Capital cities and rest of state

 
Source: 6291.0.001 data cube LM9 (Detailed Release ABS 6291.0.55.001, 21/5/20) 

https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/6202.0Main%20Features1Apr%202020?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=6202.0&issue=Apr%202020&num=&view=
https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/6202.0Main%20Features5Apr%202020?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=6202.0&issue=Apr%202020&num=&view=
https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/6291.0.55.001Main%20Features3Apr%202020?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=6291.0.55.001&issue=Apr%202020&num=&view=


 
 

6 
 

 

DSS Payments: increase in JSP and YAO by State – December 2019-April 2020 

JSP and YAO By State Dec 2019 
Total 

April 
2020 
Total 

Variation 
Dec - 
April 

Number 

Percentage 
Increase 

Dec-April 

Total Recipients 813,721* 1,343,036 529,315 65% 

New South Wales 224,538 385,307 160,769 71% 

Victoria 177,800 312,895 135,095 75% 

Queensland 190,573 317,217 126,644 66% 

South Australia 73,309 108,145 34,836 47% 

Western Australia 97,746 148,956 51,210 52% 

Tasmania 24,418 34,322 9,904 41% 

Northern Territory 18,622 23,744 5,122 28% 

Australian Capital Territory 6,551 11,940 5,389 82% 

*164 registered as unknown State so numbers don’t add up 

April ABS Employment data by Age 

Workers aged 15 to 24 lost about 11% of employment compared to 3.4% for those aged 25 to 54, 
and 4.3% for the over 55s. So the unemployment rate for younger people increased from 11.5% to 
13.8%.  Importantly they are less likely to get JobKeeper – 60% in casual work, high numbers in retail, 
hospitality, arts and recreation.  This has been reflected in the DSS data on people claiming 
unemployment payments with a 107% increase in the numbers receiving YAO or JSA and aged less 
than 25 years from December to April: 

DSS Payments: increase in JSP and YAO by Age – December 2019-April 202024 

JSP & YAO 
By Age 
Group 

Dec 
2019 
Total 

April 
2020 
Total 

Variation 
Dec - April 

Number 

Percentage 
Increase 

Dec-April  

<25 years 126,288 261,529        135,241  107% 

25-34 years 149,799 308,799        159,000  106% 

35-44 years 155,037 252,392            
97,355  

63% 

45-54 years 167,025 251,577            
84,552  

51% 

55-64 years 174,384 241,419            
67,035 

38% 

65 and over 21,444 27,320            5,876  27% 

Total 813,721 1,343,036 529,315 65% 
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April ABS Employment data by Gender 

Women have been hurt more than men, losing 11.5% of the hours worked in March, compared to men 
who lost 7.5%. More women than men gave up the search for work as well - with an extra 2.9% of 
women out of the labour force compared to an extra 2.1% for men. This has not been reflected in the 
DSS data yet with male recipients increasing by 67% compared to female recipients increasing by 62% 
from December to April (maybe reflecting more women left the labour force or maybe captured in 
Partner Allowance/Parenting Payment Partnered claims which have not been released for April 2020): 

DSS Payments: increase in JSP and YAO by Gender – December 2019-April 2020 

 JSP & YAO Dec 2019 April 2020  Variation 
Dec - April 

Number 

Percentage 
Increase 

Dec-April  

Females      396,071       641,504       245,433  62%  

Males        
417,650  

       
701,532  

       
283,882  

67% 

Total 813,721 1,343,036 529,315 65% 

Notes: JobSeeker was called Newstart in December 2019.  Youth Allowance Other (YAO) is paid to young people 
aged 21 or younger and looking for full time work; studying part time and looking for work or temporarily unable to 
work. 

April ABS Employment data by Family type and Gender (Callam Pickering, Indeed, 21/5/20) 

In every family type that includes children (young or dependent), the impact on women has been 
greater than men.  Lone parent females with dependent children had the largest fall -  8% fall in 
employment compared with 5.2% for male sole parents with young or dependent children.  

 

https://twitter.com/CallamPickering/status/1263302290951135232?s=20
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 Appendix b): Income support rates and comparisons with minimum wage and poverty 
line 

JobSeeker Payments plus supplements25 

Assume single, no dependents, renting privately Max Weekly 
amount 

JobSeeker Payment $282.85 

Rent Assist (if paying at least $155.36 rent pw) $69.80 

Energy Supplement $4.40 

Total without Coronavirus Supplement  $357.05 

Coronavirus Supplement (from 28/4) $275.00 

Total with Coronavirus Supplement $632.40 

Note, JobSeeker recipients received the first Economic Support Payment of $750 in late March but won’t get the 
second $750 due to be paid from 13 July 2020 as they will be receiving the Coronavirus Supplement. 

 

Youth Allowance Other plus supplements (maximum assumed)26 

Assume single aged 18 or over, no children, not 
living with parents, renting privately and sharing 

Max Weekly 
amount 

Youth Allowance Other Payment $231.25 

Rent Assist (if paying at least $124.35 rent pw) $46.53 

Energy Supplement $3.50 

Total without Coronavirus Supplement  $281.28 

Coronavirus Supplement (from 28/4) $275.00 

Total with Coronavirus Supplement $556.28 

Note, You may be eligible for this rate if you need to live away from home to increase your chances of getting 
work, if: it takes over 90 minutes, by public transport, to travel from your parents' home to your approved activity 
or work; your parents' home isn’t a suitable place to live and look for work, for example, due to conflict or illness; 
you have disability and your parents' home is away from facilities you need.  YAO recipients received the first 
Economic Support Payment of $750 in late March but won’t get the second $750 due to be paid from 13 July 
2020 as they will be receiving the Coronavirus Supplement. 

Minimum Wage $740.80 per week (from July 2019) 

Poverty Lines by Family Type, 2017-18 ($pw after tax, including social security payments)27  

 50% Median Income 
Before Housing 

50% Median 
Income After 

Housing  

Lone Person $457 $370 

Couple Only $686 $555 

Sole parent, 2 children $731 $592 

Couple, 2 children $960 $776 
Note: The after-housing costs poverty line is the amount of money needed to buy all other essentials after 
housing is paid for.  
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Appendix c) Report of the Senate Inquiry into the Adequacy of Newstart (released 30/4/20) 

The report importantly included the voice of people actually trying to live on income support in Australia: 

“In her submission, Aeryn explained how a small increase to Newstart would enable her to 
afford many basic essentials and concluded: But most importantly, I’d no longer be just 
surviving or even barely existing. I could afford to live.”   
 
Regarding the central question, whether the payments were adequate, the Committee view was 
(section 2.124-2.127):   

“In a wealthy country like Australia, no one should be forced to forego meals in order to pay for 
medications or housing. The committee heard throughout the inquiry distressing accounts of 
deprivation, highlighting the daily struggles of those living below the poverty line… Alarmingly, 
these lived experiences of poverty and extreme deprivation are those of people who do receive 
income support payments. They have not fallen through the cracks of the welfare system. 
Rather, the current system is failing them. The Australian income support system is clearly not 
meeting its objective of ensuring a minimum standard of living for all.  

As highlighted by all submitters, except Australian Government departments, the current levels 
of jobseeker allowances are inadequate and impede peoples’ ability to engage socially and 
economically within their community. The additional supplements and payments available to 
assist with the costs of housing, energy bills or pharmaceutical expenses are clearly insufficient 
to mitigate the inadequacy of the JobSeeker Payment (known as Newstart Allowance until 20 
March 2020) and Youth Allowance.  

The committee notes the general agreement on the need to review and raise the payments and 
supplements available to jobseekers, including from the business sector, local governments, 
community services sector, academics and the wider community. Only the Australian 
Government seems to stand outside this consensus.”28 
  

Apart from a dissenting report from Coalition Senators, the Committee recommended that “once the 
Coronavirus Supplement is phased out, the Australian Government increase the JobSeeker Payment, 
Youth Allowance and Parenting Payment rates to ensure that all eligible recipients do not live in 
poverty.”   

 
Disappointingly the dissenting report from Coalition Senators does not refer to the adequacy of 
Newstart, especially in relation to poverty, but rather only that it is not meant to be a “wage 
replacement.” 

 
The Senate Inquiry report includes evidence of terrible hardship including people and families having to 
sacrifice medical care, prescriptions drugs and other necessities.  We know that for many people being 
sick can make your poor and being poor often makes you sick. See APW Briefing Poverty, Health and 
COVID-19, 17/4/20 and APW Fast Facts Poverty and Newstart, July 2019.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Community_Affairs/Newstartrelatedpayments/Report
https://antipovertyweek.us3.list-manage.com/track/click?u=76a7849e48d51ba6201191b2b&id=3eee1d411a&e=b47bd6396e
https://antipovertyweek.us3.list-manage.com/track/click?u=76a7849e48d51ba6201191b2b&id=3eee1d411a&e=b47bd6396e
https://antipovertyweek.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Poverty-Newstart1-APW-2019.pdf
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Some examples put to the Senate Inquiry included these from the Consumers Health Forum, 1/10/19: 

…there seemed to be no way out. I was sick and couldn’t afford to get better. 

I’m a victim of sexual assault resulting in a diagnosed anxiety disorder and depression. I 
couldn’t afford the gap payment for counselling services. 

I am unable to afford the medication I need...I have had to stop seeing my psychologist…which 
has been very detrimental to my mental health. 

 
 
Costings of JobSeeker Payment increases (Parliamentary Budget Office), 30/4/20 

  

https://chf.org.au/media-releases/newstart-sick-policy-need-healthy-rethink
file:///C:/Users/Toni/Downloads/Increase%20JobSeeker%20Payment%20-%20PDF.pdf
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