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The child support scheme is failing to reduce child poverty 

Child poverty is unacceptably high in Australia, with more than one in six children growing up in 
poverty, diminishing their lives now and in the future. 

Nearly half the children in sole parent families live in poverty (44%) compared with 13% for children 
living with both parents. In single parent families in which the main earner is a woman the rate of 
poverty (37%) is twice that in which the main earner is a man (18%).i  We know that inadequate income 
support payments are a significant contributor to child poverty.  Of the one million single parent families 
in Australia, nearly a third (300,000) are headed by women caring for around 600,000 children, living 
near or below the poverty line. For example, in March 2022, maximum payments (including rent 
assistance and all supplements and family payments) for a woman: 

− with older children (11 and 13 years) is more than $80 a week below the poverty line; 
− with two children aged 8 and 5 years is $17 a week below the poverty line; 
− with two children aged 4 and 2 is just $8 a week above the poverty line.ii 

Anti-Poverty week is undertaking analysis to better understand the impact of the child support scheme 
on child poverty rates in single parent families, especially those headed by mothers. Our initial research 
finds the child support scheme is falling well short of achieving its objective of reducing child poverty 
and in fact maybe contributing to unacceptable levels of poverty post separation, particularly for 
mothers and their children.  

(This analysis does not include the very important interaction of child support and family tax benefits 
which needs to be covered separately, see for example, The social safety net as a complex system 
failure for women — Power to Persuade, 5/2/22.) 

Summary of Findings 

Child support remains highly gendered and its failure to be paid is contributing to high poverty rates for 

female headed single parent families, in March 2022: 

− women comprise 85% of payees and 70% of payees have care of the children the vast majority 

of time (more than 86% of the year).iii 

− the median adjusted annual taxable income of a child support payer was $52,024, for a payee it 
was $32,420. 

APW Preliminary Briefing on Child Support and its 

contribution to Child Poverty in Australia, 18/8/22 

18/8/22 

http://www.powertopersuade.org.au/blog/the-social-safety-net-as-a-complex-system-failure-for-women/5/2/2022
http://www.powertopersuade.org.au/blog/the-social-safety-net-as-a-complex-system-failure-for-women/5/2/2022
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As recently as March 2022, nearly one third of child support is assessed at the minimum rate of less 
than $10 a week (and 60% are for less than $100 a week) and penalties for late payment (if received), 
go to the Federal Government, not the children. 

Around 1 million children in Australia (nearly 1 in 5) should be receiving child support through the 
scheme, but for more than half of these who receive payments directly from the paying parent, it is 
impossible to determine if they are indeed receiving any, or all, of the $2 billion a year that has been 
assessed as what they should receive. 

Confidence in the scheme appears to be falling, with increasing numbers of families opting for entirely 
private arrangements or private collection.  Less than 50% of assessments made by Services Australia 
(the Agency) were then due to be collected by it in 2020-21, compared with 61% in 1996 but this likely 
reflect the Howard Government’s aim stated in 2002 “to ensure arrangements are non-intrusive to 
personal privacy” and which has continued since then.  Government policy appears to elevate ‘personal 
privacy’ over alleviation of child poverty.  

Of the 330,000 parents in the Agency Collect scheme, one third have a debt that is more than one 
month old. This has increased since 2015-16 when just under one quarter had a debt.  

Debts result in real hardship for families who are owed them – reducing their ability to purchase food, 
medicines, cover housing costs and keep a car running.  

It is extremely difficult to determine the entire amount of child support debt owed to Australian children. 
Services Australia does not currently report this number, but previous reports conservatively estimated 
this at $1.6 billion, excluding debts subject to private collection (at least 300,000 cases), where children 
were now aged over 18 years, debts that had been written off, or where either or both parents live 
overseas. 

The Federal Government should regularly publish the current level of debt from even this Agency 
Collect sub-set of all liabilities.  We estimate it is likely to be closer to $2 billion, given the percentage of 
payers with a debt has grown from 24% to 33% (nearly 10%) from 2016 to 2020-21. 

A large amount of debt that could be collected is hampered by current rules which restrict the pursuit of 
debts subject to Private Collect, usually only for up to three months (or nine months in exceptional 
circumstances). 

The former Coalition Government made debt collecting via tax return lodgement from child support 
customers by the ATO harder. From 2006 the Department of Human Services (now Services Australia) 
paid the ATO an annual amount to help them enforce child support obligations, but this was stopped in 
2014-15.  Collection is further hindered by a disconnect between ATO and DSS over whether payers 
are required to lodge a tax return for child support, even when the ATO says they are not required to for 
taxation purposes.  

The latest Parliamentary Inquiry examining child support (and family law) chaired by Kevin Andrews MP 
and reporting in late 2021 acknowledged that parents' non-compliance with their child support 
obligations is equivalent to “stealing from children”. It called for urgent action to reduce the existing child 
support debt levels and to promote the ongoing prompt payment of assessed child support. It also 
called for amendments to the Family Law Act 1975 (Family Law Act) to recognise the non-payment of 
child support as a relevant factor when determining the existence of financial abuse. 

For more information, contact Toni Wren, Executive Director, Anti-Poverty Week, 
ed@antipovertyweek.org.au; Mobile 0405 705 442 

mailto:ed@antipovertyweek.org.au
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1. Brief History and Explainer 

The Australian Child Support Scheme was introduced in 1988 to: ‘strike a fairer balance between public 
and private forms of support [for children] to alleviate the poverty of sole parent families.’iv The Scheme 
aims to ensure that: 

• parents share in the cost of supporting their children according to their capacity; 
• adequate support is available to all children not living with both parents; 
• Commonwealth involvement and expenditure is limited to the minimum necessary for ensuring 

children’s needs are met; 
• work incentives for both parents to participate in the labour force are not impaired; and 
• the overall arrangements are non-intrusive to personal privacy and are simple, flexible and 

efficient.v 

Until October 1998 the Child Support Scheme was administered by the Child Support Agency (CSA) as 
part of the Australian Taxation Office, the Department of Social Security and the Attorney-General’s 
Department. In October 1998 (under the Howard Government) it was announced CSA would be 
removed from the Australian Taxation Office and become part of the new Commonwealth Department 
of Family and Community Services.vi This continued until 2011 (under the Gillard Government), when 
responsibility for the child support portfolio moved to Services Australia (formerly the Department of 
Human Services). The Child Support Agency ceased to exist in 2011 as it was no longer authorised or 
empowered by the legislation.vii Assessment and collection is now the responsibility of Services 
Australia. Child Support Policy remains with the Department of Social Services. 

There are three ways separated parents can manage child support arrangements. 

1. Self-Administration: an entirely private arrangement between the parents, which includes cases 
where child support is not sought. 
 

2. Private Collect: Separated parents can choose to manage their child support responsibilities 
through Private Collect arrangements. In Private Collect cases, Services Australia assesses the 
rate of child support payable, and the paying parent pays child support directly to the other 
parent or non-parent carer.  
 

3. Agencyviii Collect: If parents do not choose to make and receive child support payments directly 
between themselves, they can ask the agency to collect and transfer payments on their behalf.  

Parents in the Child Support Scheme undertake an initial child support payment assessment, followed 
by periodic reassessments. Child support payment assessments are made using a formula that takes 
into account a range of factors including: each parent’s income; the percentage of care each parent 
provides; and the cost of raising children. Following an assessment, DHS (now Services Australia) 
determines a child support liability for the paying parent.ix 

  

Full Briefing 
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2. Latest Child Support Statistics 

At March Quarter 2022x:  

• 84% of payers were male, 85% of payees were female. 
 

• In Agency Collect, over 70% of child support payees have above 86% care of their children and 
only 9% is shared care. In Private Collect, 55% of child support payees have above 86% care of 
their children and 17% is shared care. 
 

• The median adjusted annual taxable income of a child support payer was $52,024, for a payee 
it was $32,420. 
 

• 60% of assessments were for $5,000 a year or less ($100 a week) and 30% were for $500 a 
year or less, which is less than $10 a week.  According to Services Australia, the minimum rate 
for child support periods starting on or after 1 January 2022 is $459 per year. 

 
 

• According to Services Australia, “If you don’t pay your child support in full and on time, we may 
apply penalties on the outstanding amount. You pay the penalty amount to the Australian 
Government, not to the receiving parent.”  
 

• There were 1.2 million parents and around 1 million children in the child support scheme 
(excluding children when the parents have an entirely private arrangement). This represents 
about 18.5% of all children under 18 in Australia.xi 
 

• In 2020–21, 51.2% or 614,400 child support cases were Private Collect and 55%, or $2.076 
billion, of the $3.81 billion that should be collected were subject to Private Collect. In 2020–21, 
the agency collected and transferred approximately $1.738 billion in Agency Collect payments.xii  
 

• It is not known what proportion of the ~$2B Private Collect was actually transferred to children, 
and it is difficult to obtain data on debts owing as these details are not formally recorded.   
According to a 2019 survey of payees conducted by the NCSMCxiii, 31% of them moved from 
Private Collect to Agency Collect "due to partial, sporadic or non-payment of child support 
collections".xiv Note that Services Australia regards all privately collected child support as 

398,009
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$10,001-$20,000

$20,001 +

Active cases by assessment per annum, March 22

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/fixed-and-minimum-child-support-assessments?context=21911
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/fixed-and-minimum-child-support-assessments?context=21911
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received in full and on-time for purposes of calculating Family Tax Benefit Part A and reduced 
these by 50c for every expected dollar of child support, over a modest annual threshold. 
 

• There were 662,457 active cases in the child support scheme, a steady decline since the peak 
of 827,761 in 2009,xv despite an increase in the number of single parent families in Australia 
over this time. (Note the 2021 Census shows changing face of Australian families, 28/6/22 
stated there were 1,068,268 lone parent families, compared with 879,000 in 2009-10). 
 

Year Active cases 

1991 103,106 

2001 612,332 

2009 827,761 

2013-14 795,000 

2020-21 755,077 

March 2022 662,457 

 

• The 662,457 active cases were split 50/50 between Agency Collect and Private Collect (in both 
cases the assessment amount is determined by the scheme).  This compares with 61% in 1996 
but this likely reflect the Howard Government’s aim stated in 2002 “to ensure arrangements are 
non-intrusive to personal privacy”xvi and which has continued under numerous governments 
since then.  

Debts and their collection  
 

For children whose mothers had child support debts owing to them, the National Council for Single 
Mothers and their Children 2018 surveyxvii revealed that: 

− 76% felt that they could not provide their children with what they needed.  

− 73% said that they got depressed watching their children miss out. 

− 64% reduced their typical food purchases;  

− 58% said it made it difficult for them to run or maintain a roadworthy car;  

− 44% experienced housing stress, with 29% saying the debt made it hard to pay their 
rent, and another 15% noting the same with respect to their mortgage payments; 

− 41% of mothers said that children missed medical appointments or other healthcare 
needs. 
 

• According to the 2017 ANAO report, as of June 2016, 23.7% of all active payers had an 
outstanding child support debt. In 2020-21, according to Services Australia data, 32.7% or one 
third of customers in the Agency Collect scheme had a liability outstanding for more than one 
month – so the debt is growing.  However, this refers only to a sub-set of parents in the Agency 
Collect scheme, namely “domestic active paying parents in collect cases’ which are: paying 
parents, with both parents residing in Australia; involved in at least one active case (the case 
has not ended and at least one child is under 18 years of age); involved in a Child Support 
collect case (i.e. not a Private Collect case which is at least 300,000 cases)”.”xviii  

https://www.abs.gov.au/media-centre/media-releases/2021-census-shows-changing-face-australias-6-million-families
https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Previousproducts/4442.0Main%20Features22009-10#:~:text=Lone%20person%20households%20comprised%2023,women%20than%20men%20living%20alone.
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• The 2017 ANAO report stated child support debt was $1.5 billion (This number was attributed to the 
Department of Human Services Annual Report 2015-16, however it is difficult to verify.)  In June 
2017 debt had increased to 1.59 billion, according to media reportsxix. The recent Andrew Inquiry 
also cited the figure of $1.6 billion.  Again, this figure omits significant potential debt.  
 

• Clearly much more scrutiny is required to determine the current level of debt from even this sub-set 
of all liabilities, but it is likely to be closer to $2B, given the percentage of payers with a debt has 
grown by nearly 10% from 24% to 33% from 2016 to 2020-21.  See Appendix A. for more on this. 

 

• Services Australia noted that it cannot collect overdue amounts under self-managed child support 
arrangements; however, it can collect overdue payments at any time for Agency Collect 
arrangements, and for up to three months (or nine months in exceptional circumstances) for Private 
Collect arrangement.xx 

 

• According to the ANAO 2017 reportxxi, in 2006 DHS (now Services Australia) entered into an 
agreement with the ATO to enforce the timely lodgment of tax returns by child support customers. 
DHS then provided $6.9 million per year to the ATO for the ‘Lodgment Enforcement Program’ up 
to 2014–15 when a Government decision discontinued funding arrangements. 

Recommendations on Child support payment debt and government guarantee from the 
Andrews Inquiryxxii 

• The committee is concerned that Australia currently has a $1.6 billion child support debt, and 
that this figure is trending in the wrong direction. Further, the committee notes that this already 
large amount may not even represent the true extent of child support debts as it does not 
account for Private Collect debts and those which have been written off. 
 

• The committee agrees with the assertion made during the inquiry that parents' non-compliance 
with their child support obligations is equivalent to stealing from children. The committee 
believes that urgent action must be taken to reduce the existing child support debt levels and to 
promote the ongoing prompt payment of assessed child support. 
 

• Recognising this increasing debt level and the negative impact it may be having on children, the 
committee notes that a number of submitters proposed a guarantee mechanism to ensure that 
payments are made to the payee parent irrespective of the payer parent's compliance. 
 

• Under such a framework it was proposed that any unpaid child support would become a debt to 
the Government and be pursued accordingly. The committee believes this suggestion has merit 
as the Government is better placed to recover outstanding debts than any individual parent and 
can leverage its existing expertise and systems to effectively reduce debt levels. 

The committee is of the view that the Family Law Act 1975 (Family Law Act) needs to be amended to 
recognise the non-payment of child support as a relevant factor when determining the existence of 
financial abuse. 
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Appendix A: What is the size of the debt? 

1. 2017 ANAO report citing Department of Human Services, 2015–16 Annual Report: As of 
June 2016, 23.7 per cent of all active payers had an outstanding child support debt, and total 
outstanding child support debt was $1.5 billion.12  (12. The figure for outstanding child support 
debt includes ended cases as well as active cases. Department of Human Services, 2015–16 
Annual Report, DHS, 2016, p. 68). 
 

2. 26/6/18 ABC report perhaps citing DHS 2016-17 Annual Report?  

Chart of the day: Overdue child support payments now total $1.59b, up 30pc since 2007 - ABC News 
(Australian Broadcasting Corporation) 

Updated 26 Jun 2018, 7:35pm 
Parents shirking their financial responsibility to their children owe $1.59 billion in overdue child 
support, according to government figures. 

After adjusting for inflation, total overdue child support remaining unpaid at the end of each financial 
year has increased in all but one of the past 10 years. Overall, total child support debt is up more than 
30 per cent since 2007. 

Amounts are adjusted for inflation and expressed in 2018 dollars. 

Year 
Total debt 
Billions 

2007 1.222 

2008 1.2674 

2009 1.3187 

2010 1.374 

2011 1.3587 

2012 1.3862 

2013 1.4283 

2014 1.4262 

2015 1.5083 

2016 1.5615 

2017 1.5878 

 

  

https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/child-support-collection-arrangements-between-ato-and-dhs#footnote-084
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-06-26/unpaid-overdue-child-support-now-continues-to-climb/9906586?nw=0&r=HtmlFragment
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-06-26/unpaid-overdue-child-support-now-continues-to-climb/9906586?nw=0&r=HtmlFragment
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Rex Patrick calls for punitive measures for child support payers and payees not lodging tax returns, 
1/4/21 

By political reporter Georgia Hitch 

Number of years of non-lodgement Number of customers 

10 16,224 

5 79,608 

2 196,089 

1 417,916 

Some of these include parents who have not filed their 2019-2020 tax return or parents who are not 
required to lodge one because of their level of income. Note ANAO 2017 states DSS says they are still 
required to lodge and “This exemption results in a legislative misalignment where customers who are 
required to lodge for child support purposes are not required to lodge for taxation purposes”. 

Community Affairs Legislative Committee, Portfolio Social Security, Services Australia, Estimates 
25/3/21: 

Another answer that was given to me—thank you very much—was to question on notice 

SQ20000221, where you provided me with the number of customers that Services Australia 

has who have not lodged a tax return by a specified period. Customers that hadn't lodged a 

tax return for 10 years was 16,224. Customers who hadn't lodged a tax return for five years was 

79,000. I will round them. For two years, it was 196,000. For one year, it was 417,000. What that 

tells me is that there are more than 600,000 children in Australia who are not getting the right 

child support. Minister, I've talked to you about this previously, going back, I think, two years, 

asking, 'What is going on here?' It is unlawful to not lodge a tax return, and we have 600,000 

children not getting the right amount of child support because people are letting people get away 

with not lodging their tax returns. What is going on? This is like groundhog day. I've been here 

many times. 

Ms Skinner : Some people aren't required to lodge a tax return. It's a matter for the tax office. 

Senator PATRICK: Respectfully, I don't accept that. You have obligations to child support 

customers to make sure that they are getting the proper payment. The formula, as you well know, 

involves understanding the correct income of both parents. You've presented to me evidence that 

there are, rounded, 600,000 parents who don't have the right number feeding into the formula 

because they are in breach of the law. Have you engaged with the tax commissioner? Has someone 

written to the tax commissioner a forceful letter saying, 'This has to be sorted out'? 

Ms Skinner : I'd need to take that on notice, Senator, but I certainly know that customers who 

are concerned about their child support arrangements can contact us. In fact, I've sat through a 

call where a customer has called about their tax return. They had been negatively impacted in their 

child support arrangements because they hadn't lodged. I heard our operator discuss that with 

them. They went away to sort their tax out and lodge so that their own child support arrangements 

would be better in place. If people do contact us, we can assist them. 

Senator PATRICK: What about circumstances where the receiving parent is not aware of the 

tax return lodgements of the other parent? 

Ms Skinner : It is a very complex system. 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-04-01/calls-punish-child-support-payers-payees-not-lodging-tax-returns/100041416
https://www.abc.net.au/news/georgia-hitch/7274982
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;db=COMMITTEES;id=committees%2Festimate%2F22c34e3c-d8ac-47c2-9bb3-787f23065247%2F0006;query=Id%3A%22committees%2Festimate%2F22c34e3c-d8ac-47c2-9bb3-787f23065247%2F0004%22
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;db=COMMITTEES;id=committees%2Festimate%2F22c34e3c-d8ac-47c2-9bb3-787f23065247%2F0006;query=Id%3A%22committees%2Festimate%2F22c34e3c-d8ac-47c2-9bb3-787f23065247%2F0004%22
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22handbook%2Fallmps%2F144292%22;querytype=;rec=0
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22handbook%2Fallmps%2F144292%22;querytype=;rec=0
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Senator PATRICK: It's not complex. You know who they are. This is really simple. It has gone 

on for at least the couple of years that I've been notifying you. I come along here and you want to 

take a question on notice. This is not good enough. 

Ms Skinner : Let me get someone who's a bit more of an expert on the complexity of the child 

support arrangements, Senator, and see if we can assist you a bit further. 

Senator PATRICK: With respect, I don't actually think this is a complex problem. There are 

people not lodging tax returns. That's unlawful. It is quite reasonable for me to presume that if 

someone hasn't lodged a tax return then you are using the wrong income for that person. 

Ms Skinner : Senator, if there are concerns, people should contact us and we can assist them. 

Senator PATRICK: This problem is within your purview and it affects 600,000 children. Don't 

put it back on the customer. 

Ms Skinner : All we can do is assist. You are right, the debt is between the two— 

Senator PATRICK: No, it's a debt to the Commonwealth. That is wrong. In law it is a debt to 

the Commonwealth, not a debt to the customer. That's correct, isn't it? 

Ms Skinner : Senator, I'm not an expert in child support law. 

Senator PATRICK: Ms Musolino is in the back. She knows this area extremely well. The debt is 

to the Commonwealth and that's why it's the Child Support Registrar that takes people to court. 

It's not a matter between the two parties. The debt is to the Child Support Registrar, so these are 

debts to the Commonwealth. You'll go and chase people on robodebt, but you're not chasing 

people who are not obeying the law by not lodging a tax return. Maybe I'll check and see if it's 

Solomon Lew and Gerry Harvey, because they seem to like taking taxpayers' money all the time 

unlawfully. 

CHAIR: Senator Patrick. 

Senator PATRICK: No, I won't say that. I withdraw that—perhaps immorally. 

CHAIR: No. Your time has expired, Senator Patrick. 

Senator PATRICK: Respectfully, Chair, every time I've come here— 

CHAIR: No, I'm not going to engage with it. Can you sum up with a final question so that we 

can move on? 

Senator PATRICK: Minister, we've gone through this three or four times. Can you respond to 

this, please? Every time I come here I get no-one willing to do anything. 

Senator Ruston: Senator, I've heard you loud and clear tonight and I think the officials have 

heard you loud and clear tonight. I would like to think that the next time we are before you, which 

is not very far away, we'll have a very solid answer for you, Senator. 

Senator PATRICK: Thank you very much, Minister. 

  

https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22handbook%2Fallmps%2F144292%22;querytype=;rec=0
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22handbook%2Fallmps%2F144292%22;querytype=;rec=0
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22handbook%2Fallmps%2F144292%22;querytype=;rec=0
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22handbook%2Fallmps%2F144292%22;querytype=;rec=0
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22handbook%2Fallmps%2F144292%22;querytype=;rec=0
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22handbook%2Fallmps%2F144292%22;querytype=;rec=0
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22handbook%2Fallmps%2F144292%22;querytype=;rec=0
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22handbook%2Fallmps%2F144292%22;querytype=;rec=0
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22handbook%2Fallmps%2F243273%22;querytype=;rec=0
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22handbook%2Fallmps%2F144292%22;querytype=;rec=0
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Appendix B:  Extracts from Child Support Collection Arrangements between the Australian Taxation 
Office and the Department of Human Services | Australian National Audit Office (anao.gov.au) 15/5/17 

Parents who fail to meet their child support obligations under Child Support (Agency) Collect 
arrangements accrue a child support debt.11 (11. While all outstanding child support payments are 
payable to the payee parent, debt accrued under the Child Support Scheme is considered debt owed to 
the Commonwealth. ) 

As of June 2016, 23.7 per cent of all active payers had an outstanding child support debt, and total 
outstanding child support debt was $1.5 billion.12  (12. The figure for outstanding child support debt 
includes ended cases as well as active cases. Department of Human Services, 2015–16 Annual 
Report, DHS, 2016, p. 68.) 

Under the child support legislation16, child support payment assessments must be based on an ATO 
assessed taxable income17, therefore all child support customers are required to lodge a tax 
return.18 To this end, the Commissioner of Taxation publishes a legislative instrument each year 
specifying the requirement for child support customers to lodge a tax return. However, in this 
instrument, the Commissioner exempts those customers who have received certain welfare benefits 
totalling less than an annual threshold amount.19  

(19. The Department of Social Services is responsible for child support policy. The Department of 
Social Services determined that an ATO assessment that a customer is not required to lodge a tax 
return is not a determination under the Income Tax Assessment Act and therefore these customers are 
still required to lodge tax returns for the purpose of child support.) 

This exemption results in a legislative misalignment where customers who are required to lodge for 
child support purposes are not required to lodge for taxation purposes. 

1.9 Under the child support legislation16, child support payment assessments must be based on an 
ATO assessed taxable income17, therefore all child support customers are required to lodge a tax 
return.  

1.10 In order to obtain tax return lodgment from child support customers, in 2006 DHS entered into an 
agreement with the ATO to enforce the timely lodgment of tax returns by child support customers. The 
ATO was provided annual funding by DHS of $6.9 million exclusive of goods and services tax (GST) for 
the Lodgment Enforcement Program up to 2014–15 when a Government decision discontinued funding 
arrangements.20 

  

https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/child-support-collection-arrangements-between-ato-and-dhs
https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/child-support-collection-arrangements-between-ato-and-dhs
https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/child-support-collection-arrangements-between-ato-and-dhs#footnote-085
https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/child-support-collection-arrangements-between-ato-and-dhs#footnote-084
https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/child-support-collection-arrangements-between-ato-and-dhs#footnote-080
https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/child-support-collection-arrangements-between-ato-and-dhs#footnote-079
https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/child-support-collection-arrangements-between-ato-and-dhs#footnote-078
https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/child-support-collection-arrangements-between-ato-and-dhs#footnote-077
https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/child-support-collection-arrangements-between-ato-and-dhs#footnote-076
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Appendix C: Child support enforcement actions  

According to Australia’s Child Support Scheme, Third interim report of the Joint Select Committee on 
Australia's Family Law System, 22/11/21 (the Andrews Inquiry): 

“To manage serious instances of non-compliance, Services Australia uses a number of techniques to 
identify instances of 'fraud, serious child support avoidance or income minimisation'—including optical 
surveillance and lodgement enforcement action through the ATO for parents who have not submitted 
annual tax returns.  

In addition, through its work with the ATO, Services Australia can arrange for any available tax refund 
to be used to reduce an outstanding child support amount. Employer withholding can also be initiated 
and deductions from Centrelink or Department of Veteran's Affairs payments can be arranged to 
recover a current liability or debt.  

Services Australia can enforce the payment of child support liabilities by stopping debtors from leaving 
Australia, issuing them with a Departure Prohibition Order (DPO). In 2020-21, Services Australia issued 
922 DPOs, which resulted in the collection of just over $21 million in outstanding child support 
payments.” 

(Table 29 Services Australia Annual Report 2020-21) 

 Number of actions Child support collected/corrected $ 
million 

 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21 

Lodgement of 
finalisations(a) 

60,323 122,658 83,039 NA NA 83,039 

Tax refund 
intercept 

payment(b) 

106,147 124,123 118,960 123.7 161.2 158.6 

Departure 
Prohibition 
Orders(c) 

1,921 741 922 28.0 25.0 21.3 

Litigation(d) 75 53 76 15.0 12.0 13.3 

(a) To ensure assessments for child support are accurate, the ATO takes lodgement enforcement action for 
mutual customers. A finalisation is defined as a tax return lodgement; an ATO determination that a return is not 
necessary; a further return is not necessary; or an ATO determined income. This definition has been updated to 
include all actions undertaken by the ATO, therefore this table will differ from previous published annual reports. 
(b) Tax refund intercepts resulting from actions taken to enforce ATO taxable incomes (lodgement enforcement) 
are included in this figure. (c) DPOs preventing overseas travel are issued to people who have not made 
satisfactory arrangements to clear substantial debts. (d) When other enforcement options have been 
unsuccessful and an assets or income stream is identified, the agency takes litigation action against parents who 
repeatedly avoid paying their child support. 

  

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Family_Law_System/FamilyLaw/Third_Interim_Report/section?id=committees%2freportjnt%2f024704%2f76684
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/annual-report-2020-21.pdf
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