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Mrs KARYN PALUZZANO: My question is directed to the Minister for Housing. What action is the Government taking to reform the way we fine disadvantaged people, including the homeless and people with mental illness?

Mr DAVID BORGER: I thank the member for her question and interest in this important issue. When the Premier was selected just 11½ weeks ago he made a commitment to tackle the problem of homelessness.

The SPEAKER: Order! Members will cease interjecting. The House will come to order. I call the member for Hawkesbury to order. I call the Leader of The Nationals to order.

Mr DAVID BORGER: In fact, one of his first official public functions was the Common Ground function that I attended with him in the inner city, a great project to help people across the city who become homeless return to work.

The SPEAKER: Order! I call the member for Murrumbidgee to order. 

Mr DAVID BORGER: There is no doubt that a society as prosperous as ours can do much more to help homeless people. As the Premier made clear, the New South Wales Government can and will do more to confront the problems causing people to fall through the cracks and to help those people get back on their feet. While the fines system works well in punishing people with stable incomes for minor infractions, it can cause vulnerable people unintended harm. Many of our most disadvantaged citizens, such as the homeless and people with a mental illness, accrue unpayable fine debts. Often they do not have the capacity to pay, either because they do not understand or they simply do not have the money.

Currently in those situations they automatically progress through the strict hierarchy of sanctions and their debt increases. It is appropriate to take action to address this situation. Two years ago the Homeless Persons Legal Service and the Public Interest Advocacy Centre released a report into the fines system entitled "Not Such a Fine Thing". The report highlighted the plight of a man named Ed, who, after years living homeless, accrued more than $15,000 in unpaid fines and enforcement fees. With a crushing debt like this, what hope do people like Ed have to ever get back on their feet? Members will have had similar experiences in their own electorates. Unfortunately, these problems can lead disadvantaged people into a vicious cycle.

In a review of the operation of the fines system, the New South Wales Sentencing Council highlighted the issue of secondary offending. This happens when people who have had their licence or vehicle registration suspended or cancelled because of fine default continue to drive, committing a serious offence that can ultimately lead to imprisonment. There is clearly no one-size-fits-all approach when it comes to fines. Both the Homeless Persons Legal Service and the Sentencing Council have highlighted areas where improvements are needed to make the system fairer. The Government takes these concerns very seriously because ultimately homeless people are our mums and dads, our brothers and sisters, our relatives and friends. We are all in some way connected to homeless people. The Government has accepted these challenges.

The Local Court and the State Debt Recovery Office have recently made significant administrative improvements to their systems in response to the issues raised in the reports. They have developed clearer and more accessible information about procedures. They have simplified methods for applying for time to pay, and they had introduced better and more flexible payment options. However, the reports have made it clear that broader changes are needed to improve our systems. That is why today the Government is delivering a raft of further reforms to improve the flexibility of the fines system.

Under the new system, fine recipients experiencing acute hardship will be able to apply for a work and development order from the State Debt Recovery Office. The order may require a person to undertake work for approved charity organisations such as the Salvation Army or the St Vincent de Paul Society. Alternatively, they could be required to complete educational, vocational or life skills courses, counselling, or drug and alcohol treatment. These orders will help disadvantaged people get back on their feet while enabling them to make positive contributions to society. People suffering financial hardship will also have increased options to pay their fines in instalments.

The State Debt Recovery Office will offer increased access to facilities such as Centrepay, which enables fines to be paid through periodic deductions from Centrelink entitlements. Centrepay has already recovered around $1.8 million in fines since it was introduced last year. Other changes to the Fines Act will include giving the State Debt Recovery Office discretion to write off an outstanding fine partially where a full write-off may not be appropriate, confirming the power of officers to issue cautions if fines are inappropriate, and confirming the power of issuing agencies to review penalty notices. These reforms have already received strong endorsement from groups that work on the ground in our neighbourhood and in our electorates. For example, John Picot, New South Wales Chief Executive Officer of the St Vincent de Paul Society, stated:

These are innovative measures that will ensure those people who can't afford to pay their fines are able to give back to the community in a meaningful way.

Robin Banks from the Public Interest Advocacy Centre stated:

We think the reforms will make a very real and positive difference for individuals and the community.

People who do the wrong thing have to suffer the consequences. That is how our society functions, but the sanctions need to be fair. A minor indiscretion should not cause a disadvantaged person to plunge deeper into trouble. The current system clearly does not work for everyone and that is why we are changing it. While the fines system is effective in punishing most people for minor infractions, it can leave the disadvantaged further behind. As I said earlier, the New South Wales Government is determined to tackle homelessness and give people who have fallen on hard times the opportunity to get back on their feet. By fixing the fines system to make it fairer and more flexible, these reforms are a vital first step in helping us to meet this important responsibility.


