
What did Centrelink do?

The Centrelink worker said she might be 
eligible for a crisis payment while she looked 
for somewhere to live. The worker helped 
Mariam make an appointment with a Centrelink 
social worker and Mariam asked for a female 
Farsi-speaking interpreter to also attend.

At the appointment, the Centrelink social 
worker discussed Mariam’s situation and 
granted her a one-off crisis payment to cover 
her daily expenses.

The social worker also made Mariam an 
appointment at a housing and family violence 
service and explained Mariam’s situation and 
her need for an interpreter.

What did Mariam do?

Mariam called the Centrelink multicultural 
phone service to speak to someone in 
Farsi about her situation.

What happened?

Mariam recently separated from 
her husband because of his violent 
behaviour, and does not have much 
money for daily expenses to look 
after herself and her children.

UNDERSTANDING  
AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT 
FINANCIAL AND  
EMPLOYMENT AGENCIES

We all participate in Australia’s economy in different 
ways as we earn or spend money; for example, by 
finding paid work, managing money, running small 
businesses, getting training or education to prepare 
for work, paying bills, fines and tax, and seeking 
concession or welfare payments. 

Whether we are able to understand and use the 
financial systems in Australia and take part in the 
economy affects our health, safety and wellbeing.  
 
Refugee and migrant women can find it harder to take 
part in the economy and to deal with services, due to 

barriers such as limited English, low access to education 
and training, and a lack of affordable alternative care 
for children or family members (a responsibility usually 
held by women).

This fact sheet is designed to help refugee and migrant 
women living in Victoria, and the community services 
that work with them to better understand Centrelink, Job 
Active and the Australian Taxation Office. It explains 
your rights when interacting with these agencies, how 
to access interpreters, how to make a complaint, and 
where to get more information and support.

MARIAM’S STORY  
– A CASE STUDY

Who?

Mariam is a 38-year-old woman from 
Iran with two young children. She has 
been living in Australia for two years, 
and is not working.
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CENTRELINK 
Centrelink is an Australian Government agency that can provide you and your family with financial help, depending 
on your circumstances. Families, carers, the elderly, students, and people who are unemployed can be eligible for 
financial support. Centrelink also helps people who are ill or experiencing a crisis, and can put you in contact with 
employment services, such as Job Active. To find out what support you could receive, visit your local Centrelink 
office or use the payment finder tool available online:  www.humanservices.gov.au/customer/paymentfinder/ 

Centrelink has social workers who can help you if you are going through a difficult time, such as experiencing family 
violence or if you find yourself homeless. In some situations, you might be able to get a crisis payment. This payment 
will be equal to one week of your existing income support payment. Usually, you can only get crisis payments four 
times within 12 months. To speak to a Centrelink social worker, call 132 850 or visit your Centrelink office and ask 
to make an appointment with a social worker. You can take a family member or friend with you to your appointment. 

Sometimes people receive more money from Centrelink than they should, which is called an overpayment. This often 
happens if personal, employment or family details are not up to date on the Centrelink system. This overpayment 
becomes a debt that you will need to pay back. You can speak to the Centrelink Debt Line on 1800 076 072 to make 
a plan to pay the debt back. You can pay back as little as $20 a fortnight.

Centrelink has a multilingual phone service that you can call to talk about payments and services in your language. 
Call 13 12 02 between 8:00am - 5:00pm, Monday to Friday.

JOB ACTIVE AUSTRALIA AND 
JOB PROVIDERS
Job Active Australia is an Australian Government 
agency that can help you find a job if you are receiving 
a payment from Centrelink. Job Active Australia will 
introduce you to a job provider, who can help you to 
write a résumé, apply for jobs, prepare for interviews, 
and learn new skills that will support you to get a job. 
Your job provider can also provide you with use of a 
computer, the internet and a printer.

If you are getting a payment for being unemployed, 
Centrelink might require you to prove that you are 
trying to find a job to keep receiving your Centrelink 
payment. Keeping a list of the jobs you have applied for, 
including names, addresses and the dates you applied, 
is important information to keep as proof.

Job Active are required to help you find work that you 
are capable of doing. If you have an illness or a disability 
that prevents you from working or doing certain tasks it 
can be useful to provide them with a letter from your 
doctor that describes your health conditions.

You can call the Employment Services Information Line 
on 13 62 68 for general information about Job Active. 
You can also search for a local Job Active provider at 
www.jobactive.gov.au.



AUSTRALIAN TAXATION OFFICE 
The Australian Taxation Office is an Australian Government agency that collects tax from people who work in Australia. 
Tax money is used to pay for health care, education, social security and welfare payments. You contact the Australian 
Taxation Office to apply for a tax file number, lodge a tax return, or for information about your superannuation. 

The Australian Taxation Office provides general information about tax and superannuation in 29 different languages 
online: www.ato.gov.au/General/Other-languages/

Short videos explaining tax are also available in nine different languages: tv.ato.gov.au/ato-tv/channel?c=c-b8nuuyo

You can call the Australian Taxation Office on 13 28 61 between 8am and 8pm. Be sure to have your tax file number 
or Australian Business Number (ABN) ready when you call. You can expect to hear an automated service that might 
ask you to press particular numbers, depending what you want to talk about. You can follow these prompts or press 
# until you get an operator to help you.

Applying for a tax file number
You will need to tell your employer your tax file number and the details of your bank account so they can pay you. 
Applying for a tax file number is free. You can apply for a tax file number by filling in a form online (www.ato.gov.au/
Individuals/Tax-file-number/), by calling the Australian Taxation Office on 1300 720 092, or at an Australia Post office. 
If you don’t have a tax file number, your employer and the bank have to charge you more tax.

Lodging a tax return

If you receive Centrelink payments or have a job, you will need to fill in a tax return form once a year and submit it 
to the Australian Taxation Office. This is called lodging a tax return. 

If your only source of income is your Centrelink payments, your tax return will be very simple. You can phone the 
simple lodgement line and do your tax return over the phone. Call 13 28 61 and press the # button to speak to 
someone who can help you.

If you need help with your tax return, you might be eligible for the Tax Help Program. This group of volunteers helps 
people to complete their tax returns online for free. Call 13 28 61 for your nearest Tax Help Centre. Also, if you’ve 
been affected by a natural disaster, such as flood, bushfire or drought, you can call 13 28 66 to get help with lodging 
your tax return.

Owing tax

The Australian Taxation Office will use the information in your tax return to check that you have paid the right amount 
of tax. If you or your employer has not paid enough tax during the year, you might owe money to the Australian 
Taxation Office. You can arrange to pay this money in instalments, which are small payments made over a period 
of time. You can call 13 72 26 to set up a payment plan, or make a plan to pay online: www.ato.gov.au/Business/
Payments-to-ATO/Help-with-paying/ 

If paying your tax debt is likely to cause you serious personal hardship – for example, you wouldn’t be able to 
provide food or housing for you or your family – you can call 13 11 42 to discuss your situation.

Making a complaint

If you are not happy with decisions made or actions taken by Centrelink, Job Active or Australian Taxation Office 
staff, you have the right to make a complaint. 

Before making a complaint, it is recommended that you first try to resolve the problem with the staff member you 
have been talking to. If you are unhappy with their response, or if you find it difficult to raise the problem with that 
person, you can ask to talk to their manager.

If you are still not satisfied with the way your complaint is being handled, you can contact:

•	 Centrelink: Make a complaint by calling 1800 132 468 or by writing a letter to DHS Complaints 
and Feedback, Reply Paid 7788, Canberra ACT 2610

•	 Job Active: Make a complaint by contacting the Department of Employment’s National Customer Service 
Line on 1800 805 260, or fill in the form online https://www.docs.employment.gov.au/node/6016 

•	 Australian Taxation Office: Make a complaint by calling 1800 199 010



YOUR RIGHTS
You can expect Centrelink, Job Active and Australian Taxation Office staff to treat you with respect. You have a right 
to expect these agencies to provide an interpreter, communicate clearly with you and to make your dealings with 
them as easy as possible. In return, it is your responsibility to give them honest and accurate information at the time 
when it is due.

Getting an interpreter

•	 Government agencies are required to provide free interpreting services, whether you call, walk 
into an office or have an appointment. It is useful to tell the agency if you need an interpreter 
before your appointment, so they can organise one ahead of time

•	 You have the right to ask for a female interpreter, and interpreters must maintain your confidentiality, 
which means they are not allowed to tell anyone what you say in your appointment

•	 If an interpreter attends your appointment and you know them, you can end the appointment and 
ask for a different interpreter

•	 If you need a phone interpreter, you can call the Translating and Interpreting Service on 131 450 
and ask for the agency you want to talk to

FOR MORE INFORMATION AND SUPPORT
Community legal services can give you help for free if you have problems with any government agency. Community 
legal services are very busy, so you might need to wait before you can get an appointment. Gather as much 
information as you can before your appointment, and take any relevant documents with you. Also, tell your community 
legal service if you need an interpreter before your appointment so they can arrange one. 

Visit www.fclc.org.au/ to find your closest community legal service.

You can pay an accountant or tax agent to help you with managing your money and with dealing with the Australian 
Taxation Office. The MoneySmart website has tips on how to choose the right tax agent or accountant for you: www.
moneysmart.gov.au/life-events-and-you/life-events/choosing-an-accountant 
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This fact sheet accompanies the Promoting Economic 
Participation and Equity for Refugee and Migrant 
Women Research Report (Women’s Health West, 2016). 
The full research report, a plain English summary of 
what we found, and another fact sheet designed to help 
community women understand how to use ombudsman 
services, are available from: 
www.whwest.org.au/health-promotion/wellbeing/
economicparticipation
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