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Executive Summary

This report examines how the Australian

taxation, child support and Family Tax Benefit
(FTB) systems are being weaponised as tools of
post-separation financial abuse, particularly
targeted at single mothers and their children.

Systems weaponisation has been documented in our
earlier research reports (Cook et al., 2023; 2024) and
reiterated by the Women's Economic Equality Taskforce
(WEET, 2023), the Women's Budget Statement
(Gallagher and Chalmers, 2023), the Economic Inclusion
Advisory Committee (EIAC; Interim EIAC, 2023; EIAC,
2024; 2025), the Parliamentary Inquiry into the Financial
Services Regulatory Framework in Relation to Financial
Abuse (Commonwealth of Australia, 2024), the
Commonwealth Ombudsman (2025), the Inspector
General of Taxation and Taxation Ombudsman (2025),
the Domestic, Family and Sexual Violence Commissioner
(2025), and the Working with Women'’s Alliance (2025).

Building on women's descriptions of the harms they
experience as a result of abuse perpetrated through the
child support system (Cook et al., 2023; 2024), in this
report, we delve further into one of most perverse
outcomes of the interaction between tax assessments,
child support and FTB payments: debts owed to the
Government by mothers from some of Australia’s most
impoverished families (Davidson, Bradbury, & Wong,
2020; Wilkins et al., 2025).

Our focus is on financially abusive parents' non-
lodgement of tax returns and Services Australia’s
subsequent use of income estimates to determine single
mothers’ child support entitlements. When perpetrators
lodge tax returns years later, child support assessments
are retrospectively recalculated.




In turn, revised child support entitlements can impact on
women's retrospective FTB entitlements. The result is
that women can receive FTB debts on the basis of child
support that was never paid, often without their
knowledge or understanding.

An appetite for reform

Finally, recent legislative changes have moved to reform
the social security debt ‘special circumstances' waiver
to include financial abuse and domestic and family

violence (Plibersek, 2025; Parliament of Australia, 2025).
These are all steps in the right direction, but more can
be done.

While these efforts point to the Government’s appetite
for reform, evidence is lacking on how and why women
receive FTB debts, how the Government responds, and
the scale and impact of the problem.

Given similarities with the opaque and
complex program of automated income
averaging known as Robodebt - and the
gendered nature of FTB receipt - we refer
to the FTB debts that low-income single
mothers can retrospectively incur as Fembot

This report provides critical data to fill these gaps and
demonstrates how the links between tax assessments,

Xiv

Debts.

The public outcry over Robodebt was not limited to its
legality, it was equally about the injustice of the
Government levying debts against financially
marginalised people. There should be similar outrage at
the Fembot Debts resulting from the operation of the
Child Support Scheme. The issue is that given the
system’s complexity, the public don't yet know enough
about it to demand reform.

An appetite for reform

The Australian Government has initiated a 2025-2026
audit of government systems to identify where
perpetrators are using taxation, child support, and other
payment systems may be weaponised. The Government
has also reconstituted the National Child Support
Stakeholder Engagement Group to provide insight into
and oversight of the system and its unintended effects.

child support and FTB payments create pathways for
systems abuse, not only from abusive ex-partners but,
in some cases, from the system itself.

The study

This report examines how the taxation, child support and
FTB systems are being weaponised to levy what we
refer to as Fembot Debts against women and children.
Fembot debts are owed to and are pursued by the
Government. Yet, women have little knowledge of or
control over their creation or repayment.

Based on survey responses of 696 single mothers
conducted at the beginning of 2026, our findings reveal
systemic failures that shift responsibility from
perpetrators to victims, resulting in financial hardship
and ongoing harm to women and children.

XV



Key findings

Our report focuses on how the system levies
Government debts on mothers who are unable to collect
accurate or adequate child support payments because
their ex-partners are perpetrating financial abuse
through the taxation, child support and FTB systems.

System misalignment

The way that the taxation, child support and FTB
systems intersect produce outcomes that are
fundamentally misaligned with Government
simultaneous efforts to reduce family violence and
protect children.

The operation of the system is out of step with the
National Plan to Eliminate Violence Against Women and
Children 2022-2032 and fails to uphold children’s rights
as set out in the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child.

i

Rather, the system can place
women and children at risk.

XVi

Prevalence of abuse

3/4 2/3
Three quarters of our Two-thirds of women
sample were experiencing were experiencing
family violence at the time financial abuse.

of the survey.

The Child Support Scheme is compulsory for FTB
claimants; however, victim-survivors of family violence
can seek an exemption from this requirement. Despite
the high rates of family violence, 77% of respondents
had a child support agreement. Only 10% had
successfully sought an exemption.

There are a high number of victim-survivors who are
compelled to engage with this harmful system.

The creation of FTB (Fembot) Debts

The current legislation allows retrospective FTB debts
to be imposed on mothers who collect child support
privately. These debts are the result of their ex-
partner's behaviour.

A quarter of current FTB recipients in our sample had

ever had a FTB debt due to retrospectively
recalculated child support.

XVii
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We examined three drivers of these FTB debts.

Late tax returns:

When tax returns are not lodged, an estimated or
provisional income is used to calculate child support.
For women whose ex-partners didn't lodge tax returns
for years at a time, one third (33%) ended up with a
FTB debt.

d

Changes in care time arrangements:

For women who had their care-time, and subsequently
child support, retrospectively recalculated, almost a
quarter (23%) ended up with a FTB debt.

<N
Tl >

Change of assessments:

When women were successful in having their child
support entitlements re-calculated, almost half (44%)
were owed a backdated increase in their payments. But,
fewer than a third (30%) received these payments.
Instead, a fifth (22%) ended up with a FTB debt due to
the retrospective child support recalculation.

At the same time that FTB debts were being recouped,
two thirds of women (67 %) had outstanding child
support liabilities owed to them by their ex-partner.

Would like to know how they can go off provisional for
years and years and underpay the custodial parent and do
nothing about their lack of tax return.

The very worst loopholes that are very regularly used
include claiming little or no income on a tax return

while earning a significant cash in hand jobs, as well
as parents who own a business putting their main
earnings into friend, family or staff trust accounts so
it cannot be considered their own income, while on paper
paying themselves very littles , and then using the
income they’ve hidden

System complexity and weaponisation
C— T,

While women knew that the system could be
weaponised, only a quarter (25%) were aware that they
could end up with a FTB debt as a result. The
complexity and opacity of the system provides a the
conditions that enable financial abuse.

For nearly a quarter (24 %) of women who had either
received a debt or were worried they would receive a
FTB debt, their ex-partner told them they were going to
cause this outcome. Only half of women in this situation
(48%) reported the threat to Services Australia.

To avoid incurring FTB debts, some women gave up
their children’s entitlements:
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Nearly one in five (19%) gave
up either child support or FTB
payments

3% gave up both
child support and
FTB payments

The value of Debts and

Government responses
P E————,——— ]

For women with a FTB debt, the average value that
they owed to the Government was nearly $5,000
($4,930) while their average income was $64,385.
As such, low-income women lost approximately 8
per cent of their annual income to repaying debts to
the Government.

@ 8%

Of the women who had FTB debts:

G 80%

Four out of five women (80%) had debts
automatically taken from their annual end-of-year
FTB Supplement

G 78%

Over three quarters (78%) had debts automatically
deducted from their subsequent FTB payments;

@G 63%

Almost two thirds (63%) had debt repayments
automatically taken from their tax return.

I received a debt about 7 years after receiving child
support that was owed from previous years.I’'ve not since
received any child support but am still on reduced FTB
as a result of child support I'm calculated to receive,
but don’t.

Over $30,000 debt. I just finished paying it off this
year. I found out about it 4 years ago. Repayments were
momentarily paused when I was homeless due to the
separation and DV but they wouldn’t waive it, despite me
explain to them I was lied to about his income and
financially abused.
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Financial and social
consequences of FTB debts

FTB debts created significant financial hardship for
already financially disadvantaged single mothers.

81% 39% 489

experienced sought reported that FTB
additional emergency debts caused or
financial stress  assistance from exacerbated their
charities, family housing stress
or friends

The consequences of having to repay Government
debts for women and children were significant and
resulted in deprivation. Nearly nine out of ten women
with FTB debts (86%) reporting cutting back on food.

FAARARARA

98% 56 % 53%
Over half didn't couldn't pay didn't seek health
buy medicines school fees care

for themselves

Conclusions

The survey data revealed several systemic flaws that
created Fembot Debts that harmed women and children.
Rather than supporting non-resident parents to take
financial responsibility for their children living elsewhere,
the current child support system provided opportunities
for abusive ex-partners to evade their responsibilities to
children and to instead cause them harm.

These harms were enabled by:

» Services Australia’s over-reliance on estimated and
provisional incomes in place of tax assessments

» Legislation that allows for the retrospective
recalculation of child support entitiements when late
tax returns are lodged

» The incorrect assumption that Private Collect
recipients received their recalculated child support
entitlements at the time they were been
retrospectively owed

» The Maintenance Income Test that reduces women's
FTB payments even when child support has not
been received

» A system that holds women, and by default their
children, financially responsible for fathers' failure to
lodge annual tax returns

Private Collect FTB debts were made possible by
legislative reforms enacted over the last two decades.
Agency Collect FTB debts, however, while prevalent in
our sample, should only occur in a limited number of
scenarios. The prevalence of Agency Collect FTB debts
in our sample invites further investigation to understand
why such significant and widespread debts

are occurring.
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While the current Government has an ambitious agenda
to end the weaponisation of its systems, there is an
immediate need to understand, publicly explain and
rectify these FTB debts.

The system, and the harms it produces, are
contrary to the National Plan to Eliminate
Violence Against Women and Children 2022-
2032 and do not uphold children’s rights.

The system not only fails to prevent abuse,

‘but it can also actively facilitate it.

XXiV

At its most extreme, financial abuse perpetrated through
the tax, child support and FTB systems results in what
we call Fembot Debts, which are owed to and vigorously
recouped by the Government.

As one participant commented:

Child Support is a broken, flawed system that enables
coercive control, financial, psychological and emotional
abuse to continue post-separation. The unfairness of the
system wears you down so that you have no faith or trust
left in it and you learn to rely upon yourself and others
to get by, such as increasing work hours, taking on side

hustles, relying on charities, food banks, etc.

My ex-husband delays lodgement of his tax return every
year and has done for the past 5 years post-separation up
until present. I want to lodge a COA [Change of
Assessment] but don't have the mental energy or willpower

so I'm currently waiting until he finally lodges his 2024-

25 tax return as I know it will trigger an increase in my

CS [child support] payments even though it still won't be
accurate or as much as it should be.

He also deliberately dragged out our legal financial
settlement which negatively impacted me for 3 years’ worth
of tax returns due to our assets and my higher tax
liability. This led to subsequent reductions in the amount
of child support, I received, as well as ATO and FTB
debts. The incomes used by CS have not been accurate and
have unfairly gone in his favour every year since 2021.




XXVi

Recommendations

Major reform

Delink child

support from the
Family Tax Benefit.

Removing the Maintenance Income
Test is the best means of
preventing systems weaponisation.

Shift financial liability to perpetrators

If delinking child support from FTB /
payments is not immediately

enacted, then priority actions to

ensure safety include:

(2

Default all new child support cases to use Agency
Collect and require both parents to speak to staff trained
in financial abuse before a move to Private Collect can
be made.

T LT

3

Enforce the mandatory requirement for lodging annual
tax assessments for all participants in child support
agreements and enforce existing penalties.

(4

Refuse to accept income estimates from payers who are
not up to date with their annual tax lodgements.

(5

If FTB debts arise due to retrospective tax returns,
transfer these debts to the perpetrator.

0

Waive all current FTB debts caused by retrospective tax
return lodgement.

Transfer Private Collect payees to Agency Collect if they
incur an FTB debt caused by retrospectively
recalculated child support.

{ e i

XXVii



System redesign

Create a dedicated child support team that allows
women to contact them through email, and establish a
specialised child support webpage that provides
accessible, user-friendly information and updates on
system reform.

9

=T

Centre the experience of victim-survivors in
system redesign.

10

=TT

Design systems that prioritise safety, transparency,
accessibility, fairness and accountability.

XXViii

Final insight

This report has found that Fembot Debts are a
fundamental policy failure that causes harm to low-
income women and children.

The Government cannot concurrently continue with the
child support system and the National Plan to Eliminate
Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032 as
these two initiatives are working against each other.

It is only by redesigning the intersections between the
taxation, child support and FTB systems that the
Government can uphold its obligations to children under
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Now is the time for reform.

XXiX
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Introduction

This report draws on the experiences of 696
single mothers who generously shared their
experiences of the child support and Family Tax
Benefit (FTB) systems via an online survey
conducted at the beginning of 2026.

The survey expands on the previous research that we
have conducted to draw attention to the weaponisation
of the child support system (Cook et al., 2023) and the
black box of policy and service delivery assumptions
that allow harms to be created (Cook et al., 2024).

Building on women's descriptions of the harms they
experience as a result of abuse perpetrated through the
child support system (Cook et al., 2023; 2024), in this
report, we delve further into one of most perverse
outcomes of the interaction between tax assessments,
child support and FTB payments: debts owed to the
Government by mothers from some of Australia’s most

impoverished families (Davidson, Bradbury, & Wong,
2020; Wilkins et al., 2025).

We continue our focus on child support, which are
payments made by a non-resident parent to a resident
parent following separation. But, we shift our gaze to the
downstream problems experienced by women when
malicious ex-partners evade their responsibilities to
children and the upstream systemic failures that allow
these harms to occur.

In our report, we refer sometimes to the Child Support
Scheme, which denotes the technical administrative
rules set out in legislation as overseen by the
Department of Social Services. We also use the term
‘child support system’ to refer to the wider set of texts
and practices that Services Australia and parents
encounter and enact as they deliver and engage with the
Scheme, respectively. We do so because there are both
law and policy (Scheme) and practical (system)
injustices that this report seeks to address.
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The underpinning principle motivating our
research is that children have a right to

receive child support from their parent
living elsewhere.

Children’s right to child support is set out in the 1989
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(hereafter referred to as the UN Convention), which
Australia ratified in 1990.

To facilitate children’s access to child support, known
also as child maintenance, Article 27(4) of the UN
Convention requires governments to secure and
transfer payments:

States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to
secure the recovery of maintenance for the child from
the parents or other persons having financial
responsibility for the child, both within the State Party
and from abroad.

The development of the UN Convention and Australia’s
development of its Child Support Scheme occurred
largely in parallel.

In Australia, Prime Minister Bob Hawke's famous 1987
election commitment that ‘by 1990, no child shall live in
poverty' set in motion the social policy conditions
necessary for the 1988-89 implementation of the
Scheme. However, while the Australian Child Support
Scheme commenced operation, in line with Australia’s
ratified commitment to the Convention, the Scheme's
policy and administrative settings operated in conflict
with another UN Convention Article.

Article 19(1) of the UN Convention requires governments
to use their policy and administrative powers to ensure
that children are safe from all forms of violence:

States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative,
administrative, social and educational measures to
protect the child from all forms of physical or mental
violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent
treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including
sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal
guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of
the child.

At the time the system was implemented, violence and
child support were seen as entirely separate issues. For
example, it was only in the Commonwealth
Ombudsman’s 2011-12 annual report that it was noted
that a Department of Human Services Family Violence
Reference Group had advised “Child Support on its
development of a definition of violence, and how Child
Support could make its processes more responsive to
victims of family violence” (Commonwealth
Ombudsman, 2012, p. 64).

Yet over a decade later, payments are still often not
flowing from non-resident parents to children and the
dangers of the Scheme have only escalated.
Concerningly, women, and by default their children, are
compelled to engage with a harmful system that was
originally designed to uphold children’s rights.
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Since the Scheme was implemented, understanding
of the scope and nature of family violence has
increased. It is no longer possible to view the
child support system as operating independently
of measures to protect children from harm.

Recognising children’'s right to safety, the Family Law
Amendment Act 2023 made changes to the Family Law
Act of 1973 to embed the UN Convention and to ensure
that post-separation parenting orders centre children’s
safety. The 2023 amendments repealed the
presumption of equal shared parental responsibility
post-separation (Family Law Amendment Act 2023, No.
87) which was widely criticised in the context of family
violence (Rathus, 2010; 2024).

It is now the time to ensure that the child support system
supports children’s right to payments while also keeping
them safe from harm.

A system in desperate need
of reform

The original Child Support Scheme “was designed to
address concerns about the poverty of women and
children following separation and divorce and the
increasing government expenditure to support children
where parents were not meeting their financial
obligations” (Australian National Audit Office, 2009, p.
13, emphasis added).

The original Child Support Scheme “was designed to
address concerns about the poverty of women and
children following separation and divorce and the
increasing government expenditure to support children
where parents were not meeting their financial
obligations” (Australian National Audit Office, 2009, p.
13, emphasis added).

However, since this time, women's and children’s
poverty has remained of concern, with single parent
families being Australia’s most impoverished family type
(Davidson et al., 2020). At the same time, recent
estimates list the value of unpaid child support at $1.9
billion (Commonwealth Ombudsman, 2025). This figure
excludes the arrears of the approximately 50 per cent
payers who transfer child support privately and thus sit
outside of Government scrutiny.

2
Clearly, there remains a significant number of

non-resident parents who are failing to meet
their financial obligations to children.

While the Australian child support system has never
been perfect, it was previously regarded as a world-
leading system on the basis of its use of wage-
withholding to secure and transfer payments, and its use
of an administrative system to determine and manage
payments, as opposed to the Family Court (House of
Representatives Standing Committee on Family and
Community Affairs, 2003). However, a number of policy
decisions, both in its original design and in its
subsequent reforms, have not only undermined the
usefulness of the system but have, more recently,
transformed it into a potential weapon.
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When viewed alongside the great strides that Australia
has made in recognising and responding to the scourge
of family and domestic violence that plagues 39 per cent
of women (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2023),
the current design and operation of the Child Support
Scheme can be seen as woefully out of step. Anne
Summers' (2022) analysis of ABS statistics with 185,700
single mothers suggests that:

‘75%’ 60%’ 509

of women who  were not earning received
had left a violent  enough money government
relationship no through paid benefits as their
longer had access employmentto  primary income
to property or support their
assets children

The National Plan to End Violence Against Women and
Children 2022-2032 (hereafter referred to as the
National Plan) focuses on four main areas (DSS, 2022):

=T O [

prevention early intervention response recovery

\7@:7 '{ﬂ;lj ) —I

Within the National Plan, holding perpetrators
accountable is central to keeping women and children
safe and preventing future violence.

Within the child support system, there are few levers
available to Services Australia to hold financial abuse
perpetrators to account. Rather, the system is able to be
weaponised and women are instead held accountable
for the perpetrator’s behaviour. All the while, children
miss out on child support, and more insidiously, also FTB
payments. What is most worrying is that the system has
been set up to do the perpetrator’'s work.

At its most extreme, the design of the system means
that the Government inadvertently facilitates financial
violence, as debts levied against victim survivors are
created and enforced through faceless systems that
women cannot reason with or understand. As the
Ombudsman (2025) and Inspector General of Taxation
(2025) described, there are few tools available to
prevent or alleviate the harms that women experience.

Our focus is on parents who deliberately use or evade
the child support system to cause harm to their ex-
partners and children. As the Commonwealth
Ombudsman (2025, p. 43) noted:

There is a difference between a paying parent
who deliberately does not make payments but has
the money, compared with a paying parent who
does not pay because they are having genuine
financial difficulties although they are trying
their best. The first parent is carrying out
fipancial abuse while the second is not.
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Our report focuses on the ways in which the system
places responsibility, blame and financial penalties on
mothers who are unable to collect accurate or adequate
child support payments from their financially abusive
perpetrators. At the system'’s most extreme, financial
abuse victim-survivors end up owing FTB debts to the
Government. This is completely out of step with the
National Plan as the actions of government to date have
been to hold victim-survivors including children, not
perpetrators, to account.

An opportunity for system
redesign

Recent research and inquiries have illuminated how
financial abuse is enacted through Government systems
and have led to a significant opportunity for reform.

The Parliamentary Inquiry into the Financial Services
Regulatory Framework in Relation to Financial Abuse
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2024) generated 61
recommendations to mitigate financial abuse
perpetrated through private and public systems,
including the Child Support Scheme and Australian
Taxation Office.

Recommendations to remove the Maintenance Income
Test (MIT) from child support have been put forth by
numerous advocates and researchers (Cook et al.,
2023; 2024; Economic Inclusion Advisory Committee
[EIAC], 2023; 2024; 2025; Women's Economic Equality
Taskforce (WEET), 2023; Women's Legal Service
Australia, 2024).

The EIAC (2023; 2024) identified the need to remove
the Maintenance Income Test (MIT) from the calculation
of FTB Part A. In 2024, the EIAC reaffirmed the need to
delink child support and FTB Part A entitlements due to
the potential for perpetrators to enact financial abuse via
Government debts and financial uncertainty.

/e
9

The Women's Budget Statement 2023-2024 showed a
commitment to review the link between the child
support system and FTB to strengthen the financial
certainty of single parent families. Subsequently, a
child support expert panel was established in 2024 to
review the technical management of the system and
review the child support basic formula (Australian
Government, 2026a).

The Domestic, Family, and Sexual Violence
Commissioner's (DFSVC) 2025 annual report to
Government pointed to systems abuse via the taxation
and child support systems, and how systems
manipulation can result in FTB debts. The Inspector
General of Taxation and Taxation Ombudsman'’s
(IGTO) 2025 report on financial abuse through the tax
system highlighted that delayed tax returns or income
minimisation can lead to FTB overpayments.

The Commonwealth Ombudsman’s 2025 report into
financial abuse perpetrated through the child support
system made important recommendations for policy
reform. The Ombudsman noted that child support
legislation does not inhibit debt accrual when child
support owed has been withheld by a financial abuse
perpetrator. It was further noted that although debt
waivers are possible in cases of administrative error by
the Government, there are no such waivers available in
cases of financial abuse.

The Commonwealth Ombudsman recommended the
removal of the presumption of child support payment
receipt, and in turn, waiving any FTB debts incurred as
a consequence of financial abuse.
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In response to these recommendations, the Australian
Government has commenced a 2025-2026 audit of
Government systems to identify where perpetrators are
using taxation, child support, and other payment
systems to abuse partners. Recent legislative changes
have moved to reform the social security debt ‘special
circumstances' waiver to include financial abuse and
domestic and family violence (Plibersek, 2025;
Parliament of Australia, 2025).

——

While these efforts point to the need for
reform, evidence is lacking on how and why women
receive FTB debts, how the Government responds,
and the scale and impact of the problem.

This report identifies critical data to fill these gaps and
demonstrates how the links between child support
and FTB create pathways for systems abuse, not only
from abusive ex-partners, but from the Government
system itself.

In 2023, we recommended delinking FTB payments
from child support as a means of dismantling this
weapon (Cook et al., 2023). A staggering 80 per cent
of women in our study reported that their ex-partner
had replaced physical violence with financial abuse
enacted through the child support system. Of our
respondents, 88 per cent reported that they had
experienced someone controlling them financially,
with their experiences lasting years in some cases.

In 2024, our report on the black box of policy and
service assumptions evidenced how the link between
child support and FTB, known formally as the
Maintenance Income Test, could be weaponised (Cook
et al., 2024). Our 2024 report showed how the MIT
could minimise single mothers' FTB Part A payments
received regardless of whether they received child
support, or not.

Our 2024 report highlighted the problematic assumption
that child support will not affect FTB debts or
underpayments. Instead, our data showed the ways in
which financial abuse perpetrators’ manipulation of their
incomes could lead to FTB debts. The link between FTB
and child support grossly disadvantages single mothers.

As our 2023 and 2024 reports have shown, and as
reiterated by such independent oversight and advisory
bodies as the Commonwealth Ombudsman (2025), the
Inspector General of Taxation and Taxation Ombudsman
(IGTO, 2025), the Interim Economic Inclusion Advisory
Committee (2023), Economic Inclusion Advisory
Committee (2024; 2025), the Domestic, Family and
Sexual Violence Commissioner (2025), the Women's
Economic Equality Taskforce (2023), and the Working
with Women Alliance (2025), the child support system is
a tool that can be used to perpetrate financial abuse
following parental separation.

To their credit, the Government is working to close the
loopholes that exist within the tax, child support and
FTB systems.

This report is designed to inform the
Government's efforts to stamp out systems
abuse that is perpetrated through the
linkages, omissions and silences that exist
between these systems.
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The focus of this report is on the interactions between
mothers' often mandatory requirement to seek child
support and their FTB Part A payments, the value of which
are determined in part by their ex-partner’s taxable
incomes. More specifically, we focus on the failure of the
tax, child support and FTB systems to identify, prevent,
intervene in or respond to financial and systems abuse
within these policy and system intersections.

The FTB is a two-part payment

designed to support families with .
the costs of raising children. ’—\

What is the Family \
Tax Benefit? o

To receive these income-tested
payments, recipients must have

v more than 35 per cent overnight
f care of a child and must meet

Australian residency rules.

FTB Part A is paid to those who
meet these requirements, and if a
recipient’s annual income is less
than $80,000, they may receive A
an annual FTB Part A ‘

supplementary payment.
FTB Part B is a payment paid to

those receiving FTB Part A who are
single parents, grandparents with
primary care of grandchildren, or
couples living on a single income.
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What is the Maintenance
Action Test?

When parents separate, the Australian Government
requires that resident parents seeking FTB payments
apply for child support to ensure that non-resident
parents are taking responsibility for the costs associated
with raising children.

To receive more than the base payment rate of FTB Part
A, eligible resident parents must pass the Maintenance
Action Test (MAT) by taking child support action. Such
action can include either applying for a child support
assessment or receiving an exemption from doing so
(Australian Government, 2026b, section 3.1.5.10;
Services Australia, 2026a).

Exemptions can be granted on the basis of a number of
defined reasons (Australian Government, 2026b, section
3.1.5.70), including:

(£2Q)
Di
— O
if they fear that taking where seeking child if there are cultural
action to seek child support may have a considerations that
support will cause the harmful or disruptive  adversely impact on the
payer to react effect on them or individual's capacity to
violently towards the payer take reasonable

them or their family maintenance action

5t ek S

ol Lo
if the identity of the if they have had legal where the payer in
other parent of the advice that parentage the child support
child or children is could not be proven case is deceased
unknown through a court

@

if they have been where the child was where there are
unsuccessful in born as a result of a other exceptional
proving parentage surrogacy arrangement circumstances
(such as failed which is not recognised
attempts to locate a under the Family Law
child's other parent) Act 1975
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Separated parents who do not qualify for an exemption
will fail the MAT if they do not apply for child support
and, as a result, will not receive more than the base rate
of FTB Part A, which is set at 70 per cent of the
maximum rate.

Government data shows that 18 per cent of FTB Part A
recipients do not pass the MAT (Department of Social
Services [DSS] 2025). There are no data available as to
who these parents are, or why they did not take child
support action. All of those people failing the MAT have
incomes below the FTB eligibility threshold which has
been lowered, in real terms, over time. With respect who
is subject to the MAT, Stewart and colleagues found in
2023 that:

D\%

0o

Despite a brief period of expansion in the years
following the introduction of the FTB in 2000,
coverage has continued to decline, with an
estimated 46 per cent of children aged 0 to 18
years receiving FTB in 2021, down from a peak of
68 per cent in 2005. This has resulted in low-
income families making up a much higher
proportion of recipients (p. 8).

As such, women failing the MAT are likely to be on
already low incomes. Failing the MAT reduces their
income further.

Our previous research has found that women
experiencing non-physical forms of family violence were
less likely to receive an exemption than women
experiencing physical violence at the time of separation
(Cook et al., 2024).

Further, we found that avoidance of the child support
system was a key strategy used by women to protect
themselves from future violence from their ex-partner.

When child support is not sought due to fear of financial
or other violence, and an exemption is not granted,
women and children miss out on both child support
income and FTB Part A payments above the base rate.
For perpetrators, their ex-partner failing the MAT is a
preferred outcome. They are not required to pay child
support and are not labelled as perpetrators of family
violence in the Government system.

m
(‘r\»)
(.

In stark contravention of the National Plan,
perpetrators are financially rewarded by not
having to financially contribute to their
children’s upbringing. Children’'s right to
support from their parent is abandoned.

As we argued in 2023 and 2024, women and children
should not be left to bear the financial consequences of
threats from their ex-partner. Perpetrators should not be
rewarded for abuse. Governments should not maintain a
system that orchestrates these outcomes at the expense
of children’s rights.
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How is Family Tax Benefit
Part A calculated?

FTB Part A takes into account the number of children
in a parent’s care, how much time their child lives with
them (percentage of care time), and combined
taxable income.

Combined taxable income (for couple or singles)
includes income from wages, salary or an income
support payment, or other forms of income specified
by the Government (Services Australia, 2026b).

Recipients with incomes above
$66,722 per annum, may receive
less than the base rate of
payments, as every dollar of
combined taxable income over this
threshold reduces FTB Part A by 20

cents (Services Australia, 2026b). .
annual adjusted

taxable income

o threshold $66,722
For parents with incomes

below $66,722 per annum,
the FTB Part A base rate is
$72.94 per child, per
fortnight.

For single parents, child support income is also included
in the calculation of FTB Part A through the MIT.

What is the Maintenance
Income Test?

The MIT is a policy condition that has been part of the
child support system since it was first introduced. While
the MAT compels single mothers to seek child support,
the MIT then uses the child support income that
mothers receive, or are owed, to reduce their FTB Part
A payments.

Unlike combined taxable income reductions of 20 cents
per dollar, the MIT reduces the value of FTB Part A by
50 cents for every dollar of child support received over
a very modest annual threshold, known as the
Maintenance Income Free Area (MIFA)

A 50c

Unlike the annual $66,722 threshold for FTB Part A,
for single parents the child support MIFA threshold
(Australian Government, 2026b, section 3.1.1.20)

is currently:

$2,003.85 $667.95

per annum for each additional
child included in a
child support order

If the MIT shows that maintenance income has
exceeded the MIFA, FTB Part A will be reduced by 50c
in every dollar of child support over the MIFA.
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The importance of
accurate data

The accuracy of child support assessments and
payments matter.

For parents transferring child support payments via
Services Australia, known as Agency Collect, payment
data are known by Services Australia and feed into the
application of the MIT. This provides women with some
protection if child support payments are not received, as
their FTB Part A payments can be adjusted accordingly.

But, for half of the caseload who transfer child support
payments privately, known as Private Collect, Services
Australia does not know how much child support was
paid. For Private Collect cases it is the assessed — not
the received — amount of child support that is used to
calculate FTB Part A payments.

The accuracy of child support assessments - and
the tax returns that they are based on - take on
additional significance in the context of
financial abuse.

Resident parents’' FTB Part A is calculated on the basis
of prospectively estimated (taxable) income and
retrospectively received or assessed (child support)
income over the financial year. To ensure accurate FTB
Part A payments, when both the child support payee and
payer lodge their tax returns, payments are reconciled.
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Resident parents who receive FTB Part A have no
control over their ex-partners’ lodgement of tax
returns which are central to determining their
child support and FTB entitlements. It is this
administrative dependency that creates the
opportunities for system weaponisation.

From the Government'’s perspective, the MIT ensures
that parents take primary responsibility for their
children. However, when tax returns are not lodged and
child support is not paid, the distribution of this
responsibility falls disproportionately on low-income
single mothers while the harms that the policy allows to
be enacted against women and children are not
considered, contradicting the intent of the Scheme.

The child support legislation' requires both parents to
submit a tax return so that their child support
assessment can be calculated (Australian Government
2026¢, section 3.2.1). Parents who receive FTB or other
Government payments are required to prove their
income to maintain their eligibility. While previously,
close to 100 per cent of children were eligible for FTB
Part A payments, at present fewer than 50 per cent of
children are eligible (Stewart, et al 2023; Klapdor,
2022), with payments targeted particularly towards
low- and middle-income families, a majority of whom
are single parent families. For low-income single
mothers, almost all of whom will receive FTB Part A
payments, they will be required to prove their income to
remain eligible for payments.

But, for nearly 40 per cent of child support
cases, a tax assessment is not used.

1Income Tax Assessment (Requirement for Parents Liable for or Entitled to Child Support to
Lodge a Return for the 2025 Year) Instrument 2025
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Paying parents who do not receive any Government
payment seem not to be compelled to lodge tax returns,
despite the legal requirement to do so. When parents do
not lodge tax returns, the system instead includes
workarounds to allow and condone non-tax-lodgement.
These methods include a provisional income and

estimated income.

Income
assessment
method

Taxable
income

Provisional
income

Definition (Australian Government,
2026¢, section 3)

Taxable income is the amount
assessment by the Australian Tax
Office, which is for income earned
during the last financial year. Tax
returns are due until 31 October for
individuals and 15 May of the
following year if lodged by a tax
agent.

When a parent has not lodged a tax
return for the last relevant financial
year, including when returns are not
necessary, Services Australia can
determine a provisional income based
on available income information,
including previous tax returns. If there
are tax data available for a previous
year, a provisional income can use the
higher of their last known tax return
indexed for inflation, or 2/3 of the
Male Total Average Weekly Earnings.

Number of
cases (DSS )
2025, E§t|mated
September) iIncome
359,620
Post-
separation
income
206,050
No income
details

If a parent's income has reduced by
15% or more from the income used in
their last assessment, they can
choose to have their child support
assessment based on an estimate of
their current income. An income
estimate applies to the current
financial year, whereas taxable
income is for the previous financial
year. The estimated income is
reconciled when the payer lodges
their tax return, or 12 months after the
current financial year ends.

If a payer estimates their income and

their actual income is later found to be

10% of the estimate, the payer will
owe a penalty of

10% of the difference between the
child support liability based on the
original estimate and the final liability
based upon the taxable income,
which is owed to the Government.

Parents can apply to have some of
the income they earned after
separating excluded from their child
support order. These exclusions can
only apply for the first three years
after separation.

No tax or other data are available on
which to base a child support
assessment.

22,000

135

495
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The use of estimated incomes is particularly problematic
for the calculation of FTB Part A entitlements. As the
Commonwealth Ombudsman (2025, p. 10) noted in their
report on system weaponisation, “the agency’s policies
in relation to gathering evidence to accept an estimated
income are not robust enough”.

While there is a Lodgement Enforcement Program that
targets child support cases without tax assessments,
both the Inspector General of Taxation and Taxation
Ombudsman (2025) and the Commonwealth
Ombudsman (2025) have found these powers to be
inadequate. As the Commonwealth Ombudsman (2025,
p 10) reported, “the agency does not, on enough
occasions, proactively identify the motivations of paying
parents who do not pay Child Support or lodge tax
returns, nor does it use its collection enforcement
powers as effectively and proactively as it should".

Despite there being a legal requirement for child support
parents to lodge a tax return, and despite significant
resources being spent on the Tax Lodgement
Enforcement Program, no improvements have been
made in compelling payers to do so, with fewer than two
thirds of child support cases being determined by a tax
assessment (Department of Social Service, 2025).
Instead, a series of policy amendments have changed
the way that assessments are made or FTB payments
are calculated in the absence of tax returns.

It would be more consistent with the National Plan to
compel non-resident parents’ tax returns, in line with
child support legislation.

>l ]

—

It is inconceivable why non-resident parents
are so easily able to avoid lodging tax
returns given the significant negative
downstream consequences that such behaviour
generates for single mothers and their
children. Not only is this child support
evasion, this is also tax evasion.

Some of the failure to address the system loopholes may
be due to a lack of knowledge about precisely how
harms are generated. While Government reports and
inquiries have probed the workings of the Scheme or the
nature of harms produced, the complexity of the
interactions between the taxation, child support and FTB
systems have thus far evaded dedicated attention. It is
the complexity of the system that has allowed well-
meaning or incremental policy changes to produce
unintended consequences that can then be weaponised.

We now turn to describe how incremental policy
changes have built a means of retrospectively levying
FTB debts against low-income women without their
direct involvement or knowledge. Given similarities with
the program of automated income averaging known as
Robodebt, and the gendered nature of FTB receipt, we
refer to the resultant policy settings as building what we
refer to as a Fembot Debt regime.

57



Enabling Fembot Debts

2003-2008: A new child
support formula

The possibility of Fembot Debts was initiated by a
seemingly unrelated House of Representatives Standing
Committee on Family and Community Affairs Inquiry in
2003 (hereafter referred to as ‘the Inquiry’), when John
Howard was Prime Minister at a time when only 19 per
cent of parliamentarians were women (Parliamentary
Handbook n.d).

The House of Representatives committee tasked with
conducting the wide-ranging inquiry into child contact
and child support matters comprised seven male MPs
(two of whom occupied the one role, consecutively) and
four women, with Kay Hull and Julia Irwin serving as
Chair and Deputy Chair.

The Inquiry’s initiation, conduct and outcomes have
been regarded as placating the vocal men's rights lobby
(Smyth, 2005; Smyth & Henman, 2010; Fehlberg &
Maclean, 2009; Commonwealth of Australia, 2006); a
lobby group who had, for some time, been effectively
campaigning an ‘acquiescing’ conservative Government
to implement more favourable Family Court
arrangements (James, 2006, p. 143).

Within the Inquiry hearings, women's concerns over the
misuse and ineffectiveness of the child support system
were dismissed and even ridiculed. For example, social
research findings were challenged or dismissed while
Committee members simultaneously endorsed the
unsubstantiated views of payers, who were then, and
remain, mostly men (Cook & Natalier, 2014).
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The results of the Inquiry with respect to child support
were remarkable for their gendered nature (Cook &
Natalier, 2013) whereby most recommendations spoke
to the concerns of paying fathers. The child support
recommendations made by the Committee were to:

\——/
\—/
\—-/
\-/

Amend the child support
assessments to:

* Double the minimum child support payment

» Increase child support enforcement and income
assessment powers

* Reduce the cap on income for child support
assessment purposes

« Change the link between nights of care and
child support

* Amend how income from overtime and second
jobs is included in the formula

* Increase the maximum value of prescribed non-
agency payments from 25 to 50 per cent of
assessments

con e |
NG
Conduct a re-evaluation of
the Child Support Scheme

]

—

Establish a Ministerial
Taskforce to conduct
the re-evaluation

While the first and second sub-points of
recommendation 25 favoured payees, these
recommendations were never fully realised. The sub-
recommendation to double minimum payments was
amended downwards by the Ministerial Taskforce to
only index minimum payments to inflation.

The sub-point to increase enforcement powers was
abandoned as this was excluded from the Taskforce's
terms of reference. The other sub-points within
recommendation 25 were realised, tilting the benefits
of the reform in favour of paying parents (Cook &
Natalier, 2013).

Occurring concurrently with reforms to the Family
Court and child support system, changes were being
made to the Office for the Status of Women (OSW)
that refocused its remit to promote a traditional male
breadwinner and nuclear family model (Williams,
2025). In 2004, the OSW was renamed the Office for
Women and moved out of the Department of Prime
Minister and Cabinet into the Department of Family
and Community Services.

This move shifted the emphasis of the Office towards
family policy rather than addressing central
Government matters related to gender. In the early
years of the Howard Government, funding for the
Office for the Status of Women and the Human Rights
and Equal Opportunity Commission was significantly
reduced, while interdepartmental units focusing on
women's issues, such as the Women's Bureau and the
Equal Pay Unit, were eliminated, and the position of
Sex Discrimination Commissioner remained vacant for
14 months (Williams, 1997). As a result of these
changes, there was less scrutiny of gendered policy,
such as child support.
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The redesign of the child support formula was
conducted by a 2005 Taskforce comprised of seven
men and two women, of whom one resigned in January
2005 due to family circumstances. Professor Patrick
Parkinson — a noted religious conservative lawyer
(Dennien, 2020) — was appointed Chair. The changes to
the formula introduced by the Taskforce paved the way
for its weaponisation.

Under the guise of ‘treating parents equally’ (Ministerial
Taskforce on Child Support 2005), the new formula and
system — implemented between 2006 and 2008 -
calculated child support based on the percentage of
overnight care and income of each household. As a
result, in less-than-amicable separated families, each
night of care and each dollar of income became
battlegrounds. The new formula allowed parents
wanting to exert control beyond their household to be
rewarded — or more appropriately, to financially punish
the other parent — if they minimised their incomes and
maximised their share of care, particularly in ways that
did not interfere with their earning potential.

To advise Government on child support policy and
service delivery, a National Child Support Stakeholder
Engagement Group was created in November 2007
(Australian Government, 2024). The group was
established within the Social Services portfolio but
comprised a wide range of members from parents'
organisations and research institutions, experts in child
protection, family violence, social services, family
relationships, legal aid, family law, and representatives
of the Department of Social Services, Services
Australia, Attorney-General's Department and the
Commonwealth Ombudsman.

Care time

Changes to family law stemming from the 2003 Inquiry
made equal shared parental responsibility the
presumption in all but family violence cases (Rathus,
2024). However, regardless of this ruling, the
distribution of care has remained inequitably distributed
in ways that financially benefit fathers while impeding
mothers (DSS, 2025).

The new formula removed a higher ‘self-support
amount’ for resident parents (predominantly mothers) as
parents were to be treated ‘equally’ and shared care was
favoured. However, while child support data shows that
15 per cent of child support cases involved shared care,
with each parent having between 35 and 65 per cent of
nights, around two thirds of child support payees had
their children for more than 313 nights per year.

Where care is shared across households, the normative
distribution of shared care remains tightly bound to an
80/20 split of ‘every second weekend and half of the
school holidays' (Australian Institute of Family Studies,
2019). This division sees women assume caring
responsibility during the standard working week where
they must navigate school drop-offs and pick-ups,
childcare and sick children.

While the new formula treats parents ‘equally’ it erases
the entrenched gender roles that see mothers and
fathers start with very different opportunities to earn an
income and care for children (Working with Women
Alliance, 2025; Cook & Skinner, 2019).

However, childcare costs were excluded from the
Taskforce's research on how the ‘costs of children’ in
separated families should be calculated and were only
included in child support agreements, on request, if
costs exceeded 25 per cent of the primary carer's
income (Ministerial Taskforce on Child Support, 2005;
WEET, 2023).
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Despite mothers with majority-time care being
financially disadvantaged in a number of ways, fathers
were given significant child support discounts for
sharing care.

I_ _I

Mothers were left responsible

for meeting the remainder of
.}:ii children’s needs.

Equal to
Care
ercentage Care level number of
P 9 nights a year
0-13% Less than 0-51
regular care
14-34% Regular care 52-157
35-47% Shared care 128-175
48-52% Shared care 176-189
53-65% Shared care 190-237
66-86% Primary care 238-313
87-100% SIS W) 314-365

primary care

Cost
percentage

0%

24%

25% plus 2%
for every
percentage
point over 35%
of care

50%
51% plus 2% for
every
percentage

point over 53%
of care

76%

100%

For fathers looking to inflict harm through the
child support system, care times could be
maximised through the courts or by an
‘agreement’ on care time that was subsequently
not taken up.

For example, while a 50/50 share of care might have
been awarded by the Family Court and recognised in the
child support agreement, children may not then spend
half of their nights with their father. However, it is
difficult and time-consuming for mothers to prove
otherwise. In cases of financial abuse, it is financially
beneficial for perpetrators to seek a higher share of care
than they take up.

The psychological, financial and time costs of correcting
inaccurate shared care arrangements and the child
support that follows are prohibitive. In addition, our 2024
research found that such actions could renew physical
violence or additional court action (Cook et al., 2024). As
a result, mothers and children may ‘put up with' far less
child support than the reality of their care time warrants.
Women and children wear the financial cost of a lower
share of both child support and FTB than their actual
care-time entitles them to.
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Income

In addition to care-time, income could be minimised by
non-resident parents to reduce child support liabilities.
Again, this process is gendered. Mothers, who are the
overwhelming majority of recipients of family payments
due to their disproportionate caring responsibilities,
must prove their income and assets to receive benefits.
Given women's economic insecurity following
separation (de Vaus et al., 2017), mothers often have
few opportunities, such as business or trust accounts, to
restructure their finances in ways that reduce their
taxable, and thus assessable, incomes.

Fathers, by contrast, face limited scrutiny of their
financial affairs outside of an annual tax return.
However, even tax returns provide no guarantee of fair
child support assessments. In September 2025, fewer
than two thirds of child support cases (62%) had
assessments calculated using a tax return (DSS, 2025).
Non-resident parents who do not lodge tax returns have
their child support assessments estimated on the basis
of their self-reported or last-known incomes, leaving
mothers’ FTB assessments open to retrospective
change and manipulation.

A lack of violence awareness

None of the mid-2000s redesign of the formula
considered the system as a site of ongoing abuse and
violence. Domestic and family violence were yet to fully
enter the public or policy imaginary, especially at a time
when women were minority voices in parliament and on
the expert committees hand-picked to inform them.

Indeed, the Department was yet to even decide upon a
definition of violence at this time. For abusive ex-
partners, the new rules provided means through which
their responsibilities to children could be legally evaded.

By increasing their share of care, and minimising their
share of assessable income, perpetrators could
minimise their child support liabilities. At its most
extreme, such measures opened the door for women to
be required to pay child support to abusive ex-partners
(Vnuk, 2010, 2019; Cook et al 2024).

Even when child support was to be paid, the then
Government's abandonment of the Inquiry
recommendations to enhance enforcement and income
assessment powers, and the Taskforce's formula
changes hit low-income mothers most significantly. As
modelling showed, it was high income paying fathers
who financially benefitted from the redesigned formula
at the expense of low-income resident mothers (Smyth
and Henman, 2010; Summerfield et al., 2010). While this
modelling focused on financial outcomes, the full extent
of the harms borne by women and children are only now
coming to the surface.

Rather than incrementally fixing the system's
weaknesses, in the two decades since the
implementation of the revised formula, there were
instead moves to remove scrutiny and increase
women's responsibility for the failures of the system and
its weaponisation by malicious ex-partners.

2011: A workaround for when
tax returns aren’t lodged

In the 2011-12 budget, when Julia Gillard was Prime
Minister, a change was introduced to “strengthen child
support compliance” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2011).
This change replaced how a payer’s child support
assessment was determined when they did not lodge
tax returns.
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Under the previous system, “where a parent has not
lodged a tax return for the two previous years, and the
Registrar or the Commissioner of Taxation does not
have information that allows a parent’'s ATI [adjusted
taxable income] to be worked out, the Registrar may
determine that the parent's ATl is at least two-thirds of
the annualised Male Total Average Weekly Earnings”
(Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs and Other Legislation Amendment (Further
Election Commitments and Other Measures) Bill 2011
Explanatory Memoranda).

The new legislation allowed the Registrar to determine
the payer’'s income based on their last known tax return,
indexed for inflation. The rationale for the change was
that the existing model could:

understate a parent’s capacity to pay child
support. This leads to less money being
transferred for the benefit of children.
These amendments replace the current rules
for determining a parent’s [assessable
taxable income] ATI with new rules that will
more accurately reflect a parent’s income and
ensure better support for children. The
amendments are also expected to provide a
greater incentive for parents to lodge their
tax returns on time. (Families, Housing,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs and
Other Legislation Amendment (Further Election
Commitments and Other Measures) Bill 2011
Explanatory Memoranda) .

However, in the 2011-12 Budget, this change was
proposed as a budget saving, with a forecast saving of
$78.7 million being recouped from “Child Support
recipients’ Family Tax Benefit entitlements”
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2011, p. 197).

The reason that the change produced a budget
saving was because higher assessments for parents
who did not lodge tax returns were predicted to result
in higher child support payments. Through the
operation of the MIT, recipient parents would have
their FTB Part A payments lowered.

()

The fact that recipient parents’ incomes were
being lowered on the basis of payers’' tax
non-compliance with the taxation system was
not raised.

What the legislative amendment did not consider was
that poor tax compliance was correlated with poor child
support compliance (Shephard, 2005). The non-
lodgement of tax returns was identified as “perhaps
indicating deliberate financial abuse” at the time, now 15
years ago (Cook, 2013, p. 59).

However, no changes to the legislation were made.
Instead, the 2011 change to deliberately excuse child
support payers' non-compliance with tax requirements
set in motion a series of changes that have since

allowed the weaponisation of the Child Support Scheme.
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2012: Deeming that all
Private Collections were
paid when owed

Both before and after 2012, Private Collect payers have
been assumed to be 100 per cent compliant for the
purpose of MIT calculations. However, the
consequences of this assumption have changed over
time. Prior to mid-2012, if mothers were unable to collect
all of their Private Collect child support payments,
Agency, or “Child Support collection was required”
(Australian Government, 2026b, section 3.1.6.70). This
meant that if women were unable to collect payments
from their ex-partner, the Government would step in.
But, if women were deemed to not take sufficient efforts
to collect payments, their FTB Part A payments would be
reduced to the base rate.

After 1 July 2012, while Julia Gillard was Prime Minister,
FTB Part A was no longer reduced to the base rate on
the basis of uncollected Private Collect child support.
Rather, for the purpose of the MIT, 100 per cent of the
expected amount was deemed to be received at the
time it was owed. The deemed amount of child support
was to be used in cases where less, or more, than the
expected amount was received. This meant that
women's FTB Part A payments were not increased when
Private Collect child support was not received, but
women were no longer penalised for men's non-
payment by having their FTB Part A cut to the base rate.

The policy change also meant that if ex-partners later
paid more child support than was due, such as to make
up for previous arrears, women would not have to pay
back the FTB that they had previously been paid. This
protection, however, inadvertently created the
opportunity for the system to be weaponised against
women. The seeming safety of deemed payments was
to be short-lived.

2014-2015: A new inquiry
and less scrutiny

In 2014, a new House of Representatives Standing
Committee Inquiry into the child support system was
initiated by the Coalition Government under Tony
Abbott as Prime Minister. The Committee, chaired by
George Christensen, originally comprised six men and
four women, plus supplementary member, Clive
Palmer. Later, a further Liberal National Party woman
member was added, when Melissa Price replaced
Christian Porter. The Inquiry sought to examine:
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outcomes for high
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Of interest to this report is that the Committee
acknowledged that private collect compliance rates
were fictitious. The Committee’s report stated that, “It
should be noted that the CSP [Child Support Program]
assumes all ‘private collect’ liabilities are transferred,
when in reality this is not true” (House of
Representatives Standing Committee on Social Policy
and Legal Affairs, 2015, p. 79).

However, while acknowledging the discrepancy in
expected and received child support income faced by
typically low-income single mother-headed families, the
Committee did not acknowledge the flow-on effect that
the known untruth of 100 per cent Private Collect
compliance had on these same families’ FTB payments.

In 2014, the stakeholder advisory body known as the
Child Support National Stakeholder Engagement Group
was disbanded, reportedly by its auspicing Ministers
(Joint Select Committee on Australia's Family Law
System, 2021; Klapdor & Grove, 2018), who at the time
were Kevin Andrews (Social Services) and Marise Payne
(Human Services). While shuttered, the non-statutory
advisory body remained listed on the Government
Directory (Australian Government, 2024).

The removal of feedback from policy and service
experts created a policy vacuum, as no feedback on
end-user experiences flowed back to policymakers. As a
result, unintended outcomes were not identified or
remedied. In addition, the lack of stakeholder
engagement allowed for further reforms that caused
harms to vulnerable system users.

2017-2018: Allowing
retrospective tax returns

In 2017, following on from the findings of the Inquiry
report, the Coalition Government led by Malcolm
Turnbull introduced changes that enabled the
repayment of child support overpayments and to use
retrospective tax assessments to be used for child
support calculations.

In the system that existed previously, amended tax
returns were not able to be used to retrospectively
amend child support, except for in a prescribed number
of situations. The 2018 reforms removed these
limitations. Most specifically, it made provisions for:

O

2 )

allowing for amended tax assessments to be taken
into account by the Child Support Registrar in
child support assessments, if it results in a
higher taxable income or, where it results in a
lower taxable income, under certain conditions
(Klapdor & Grove 2018, p. 3).

The amendment also expanded the options for
recovering overpayments of child support made to
payees and allowed all backdated reductions to a child
support assessment to be recoverable by the
Department of Social Services, including through the
withholding of FTB or other social security payments.
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Expert analysis of the bill prior to its legislation indicated
that the legislation may have been more ideological than
evidence-based:

There is no data available showing how many
payees receive overpayments, nor data on whether
or not these overpayments are recovered ...
While the proposed measures will treat child
support debts and debts arising from
overpayments in a similar way for collection
purposes, the Government has not provided clear
evidence that the debts are of a similar nature,
that the collection of these debts is
problematic, or that punitive collection methods
such as the withholding of social security or
family assistance payments and/or departure
prohibition orders are therefore justified
(Klapdor & Grove, 2018, p. 20).

These changes exacerbated rather than addressed the
injustice of assumed 100 per cent compliance faced by
women in Private Collect. The changes not only undid
the benefit that the 2012 deeming policy had provided,
but it also established a pathway through which
significant financial harms could be enacted.
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Simplified example of the cumulative changes

If a paying father did not lodge tax
returns for ten years, he may have been
deemed to pay $5,000 per year in child

support over this period, which he has
arranged to pay the mother privately.

Excluding the operation of the MIFA for —
simplicity, as a result of the MIT, the @ @
child’s mother would have her FTB Part @
A payments reduced by $2,500 each
year over this ten-year period. =

Ten years later, when the father lodges his tax returns, his
assessable income is used to recalculate his child support
obligations. The recalculation shows that he should have
been due to pay $10,000 in child support each year. The
mother's FTB Part A payments are retrospectively
recalculated for the last decade.

The new rule means that the mother was deemed to

have received $10,000 in child support each year, at
the time it was owed, despite not knowing that it @
was due. As a result of the MIT, her FTB Part A &J/

payment should have been reduced by $5,000 per

/ year, not $2,500.

As a result of the retrospective recalculation, it is deemed
that she has been overpaid $2,500 in FTB Part A each year
for ten years. She now owes the Government $25,000.
These payments will be automatically taken from her
fortnightly FTB payments, her annual FTB Supplement and

her tax return until it is fully paid.
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Both were developed in the 2010s

Both apply similar automatic calculation and
recalculation processes, based on deemed, or
estimated, incomes rather than actuals

Both weaponise public trust that the Government
will ‘do the right thing'

Both inappropriately place responsibility on
payment recipients who are at no fault

The Simila rities between Debts are automatically recouped:

o Robodebt: seizing tax refunds without debtor’s
Robodebt and Fembot Debt pror knowledge
o Fembotdebt: seizing tax refunds, reducing FTB
payments and FTB Supplement without
debtor’s prior knowledge
Only difference: Robodebt was illegal, but Fembot
Debt is legal for Private Collect recipients and in a
limited number of circumstances for Agency
Collect recipients.

The public outcry over Robodebt was not limited to its
legality, it was equally about the injustice of levying
dubious debts against financially marginalised people.

There should be similar outrage at the Fembot Debts
resulting from the operation of the Child Support
Scheme. The issue is that the public don't yet know
enough about it.




The survey was conducted as one component of a multi-
method Australian Research Council-funded Discovery
Project (ID: DP240101075) entitled, 'Prioritising women's
financial safety: Developing institutional interventions for
intimate partner financial abuse’.

Ethical approval for the survey was obtained from
Swinburne University of Technology (approval number
20269148-23341) prior to data collection.

The anonymous online In that time, 770
Qualtrics survey was open © & respondents commenced
from 26 January 2026 until the survey.

the 3 March 2026.

Methods

Quialtrics tools were enabled to identify duplicate and bot-
generated survey responses using a Q_RecaptchaScore cut-off
score of 0.5 or less out of 1.0, where a score of 1.0 or higher
suggests a human respondent while a score of 0.0 or less
indicates a likely bot (Qualtrics, 2026).

Using these tools, 34 Finally, 23 respondents who
duplicate responses and 17 commenced the survey but
bot-generated responses did not answer any questions
were removed from the were removed, resulting in a
analysis. final sample size of 696.
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Our 696 participants are not representative of
the entire child support caseload. The
respondents were people who were sufficiently
motivated to complete a survey on financial
abuse being perpetrated within the taxation,
child support and FTB systems.

As such, our data do not provide evidence of the
proportion of the entire child support caseload
who experience systems perpetrated financial
abuse. Rather our data evidence the experience
of people with a very particular set of
circumstances who exist within the wider child
support caseload.

Participants had the choice whether to answer each
question or not, and questions irrelevant to the
respondent’s situation were skipped. For example,
where a respondent indicated that they were not
experiencing violence at the time of separation, the
survey did not show them follow-up questions related to
the forms of violence experienced. As such, the number
of respondents for any given question varies.

Throughout the report, results will typically report the
proportion of respondents who answered that question
rather than the number of respondents, for consistency.

The data for the 696 respondents were imported into
the statistical software package, SPSS for analysis,
which consisted primarily of descriptive statistics and
the thematic clustering of responses to open ended
questions, or ‘Other’ free-text responses.
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The sample

Almost all (99%) of respondents identified as female,
with 0.4 per cent identifying as non-binary and 0.1 per
cent identifying as male. For the remainder of the
survey, we refer to our sample as ‘women’ or ‘mothers’
to reflect the overwhelming gender breakdown of the
sample, and to acknowledge the mothering work done
by gender diverse respondents.

8 &

85% of respondents were 9% of respondents 96% of respondents’ ex-
single mothers with at least  were re-partnered, with  partners lived in Australia
one child under 18 years of 1% of these having

age, with a further 4% of adult children
respondents reporting their

o [ ]
Flndlngs child support experiences

for now-adult children

A

Women who completed the The age of mothers’ Of these children, 25%
survey were aged between youngest child living were women's first child,
26 and 64, with the with them ranged from 39% were women's
average age being 46. newborns to 26-year- second child and 23%
olds, with the average were women's third child.
age being 11.

Almost two thirds of Women had, on average, separated
mothers (64 %) had 2 or from their ex-partner nine years ago.

fewer children with 6% The time since women had last
having 5 or more children. separated ranged from 1to 24 years.
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Most women (61%) reported having sole care of their
children, with 12% having primary care (65-85% of
nights) and 12% having more than primary care (86-99%
of nights). At the other end of the spectrum, 4% of
mothers had no overnight care of children, while 2% had
regular care (15-34% of nights) or below. Nine per cent
of mothers shared care with their ex-partner, defined as
between 35 and 64 per cent of nights per parent.

reported having
sole care of
their children

having primary
care (65-85% of
nights)

of mothers had
no overnight
care of children

had regular care
(15-34% of
nights) or below

having more than

primary care (86-

99% of nights)

of mothers
shared care with
their ex-partner,
defined as
between 35%
and 64 % of
nights per parent

8%

of respondents’ children were
Aboriginal or Torres Strait
Islander, which is larger than the
Australian population percentage
(5.9%) (AIHW, 2022).

of women identified as Aboriginal
or Torres Strait Islander, which is
slightly higher than the percentage
of the Australian population
(3.8%) who identify as such (ABS,
2021).

98%

of the sample relied on wages or a
salary as their main source of
income. For these women, the

majority (77%) were in a
permanent position, with others
employed on casual (7%) or fixed-
term (6%) contracts. Another 7%
of women were self-employed.

of respondents spoke English as
their primary language, with Hindi,
German, Urdu, Japanese, Dutch
and Sinhala comprising the other
primary languages reported.

of women reported that one or reported having a disability.
more of their children had a

disability.
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Women reported that their typical work hours were
between 1and 90 hours per week, with an average of
34 hours. Women in our sample were typically working
almost, if not more than full-time hours in addition to
being a single parent.

Of those women who received an income support
payment, 44% of women relied on Parenting
Payment Single as the Government payment that they
relied on the most, with 21% receiving a Carer's
Payment or Allowance while 20% were only receiving
FTB payments.

Half of women (51%) had been receiving the Centrelink
payment they relied on most — including FTB payments —
for more than 5 years, with an additional 38% of women
receiving a payment for between 1and 5 years.

The average income of women in the sample, from all
sources including Government payments, was $67,230
per year, or $1,292 per week. This was significantly
lower than Australian women's average full-time weekly
earnings ($1,966), but comparable to an Australian
women's average weekly earnings ($1,250), which both
exclude Government payments. Women's average
incomes were similar to the FTB Part A taxable income
threshold of $66,722, although not all of women'’s
incomes would be taxable.

Child support arrangements

0 of respondents said that they had a child
76 /0 support agreement at the time of the survey

25%

of those who didn't have an
agreement or were unsure had
an exemption from establishing
a child support agreement

id they did
17 Fmememeamar
5% were unsure

Of all women, only slightly over half (60%) knew that
their FTB payments would be reduced to the minimum if
they did not seek child support or an exemption, which
is known as the MAT. Of those who didn't know, 21% did
not have a child support agreement or an exemption.

For women who did have an exemption, the reasons for
their exemptions were on the grounds of:

other exceptional
circumstances
3%
_ family/domestic
sgekmg payment violence or fear
will cause harmful of violence

or disruptive effects 77%
20%

Most of those who had a child support agreement were
supposed to receive child support payments via Agency
Collect (71%) at the time of the survey. However, this
does not mean that these women had always used
Agency Collect. What this finding does show is that for
women concerned about financial abuse, Agency
Collect is the preferred child support payment method.
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For women who knew the amount and
provided data, the average value of
child support arrears owed to them by
their ex-partner was $19,769.

Family violence post separation

Across the sample, three quarters (76 %) of respondents
were experiencing family violence at the time of the
survey. The most common form of violence was
financial abuse, with over two thirds of women
experiencing this form of violence.

68% 45% 41% 9%

Financial Emotional / Coercive Other forms of
abuse psychological abuse control violence
(o) (o) (0]
8% 1% 1%
Technology Religious / spiritual Physical
facilitated abuse abuse abuse

On average, women were experiencing two different
forms of violence at the time of the survey, with the
range spanning from 1 form of violence to 6
concurrent forms.

Despite financial abuse being the most
Z{}S prevalent form of violence among
l I respondents, the vast majority of women
(77%) who were experiencing violence
had a child support agreement.

Family violence and the
Maintenance Action Test

Of the current family violence victim survivors who didn't
have a child support agreement, only a third (37%) had
an exemption. For the remaining two thirds of victim
survivors (63%), half did not know that their FTB
payments would be reduced to the minimum if they
didn't apply for child support or an exemption.

When this same question was asked using the technical
term of the Maintenance Action Test — the term used on
the Services Australia website — the vast majority (83%)
did not know what the MAT was.

Of the women who had not taken child support action,
almost all (86%) had received FTB payments at some
point in the past, with 42 per cent receiving payments
prior to separation. At the time of the survey, just over
three quarters (76%) of these women were receiving
FTB payments.

3

For these women, their FTB payments would be
reduced to the base payment as a result of them
failing the MAT.
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For those who were not receiving FTB payments at the
time of the survey, just over a quarter (27%) had
incomes that rendered them ineligible, with another fifth
(18%) of women having no overnight care of their
children. For the remaining half of this group (55%), they
listed ‘other’ reasons.

had incomes that
rendered them
ineligible
27%

other
55%

having no overnight
care of their
children
18%

For women with a child support agreement:

86.3% were worried that child 13.7% were

support payments might be used to not worried
control them financially.

86.1% were worried that child 13.9% were

support payments might be used to not worried
harm them financially.
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Family Tax Benefit payments

Across the entire sample, ninety-two per cent of
respondents had ever received FTB payments with 76
per cent currently receiving payments. Exactly half of
respondents were already in receipt of FTB payments at
the time of separation. Of the mothers who were not
receiving FTB payments prior to separation, three
quarters (74%) applied for FTB payments after

they separated.

Amongst existing and new FTB recipients, 86 per cent
applied for child support or an exemption after they
separated. However, fewer than half (44%) knew that
their FTB Part A payments would be reduced to the
minimum if they did not take maintenance action.
Worryingly, for those who did not take maintenance
action, two thirds (63%) did not know that their FTB Part
A payments would be reduced to the minimum.

I still don't understand where the debt came from or
how.... As ex income could not have been high as refused
to pay any child support. And no I didn't realise my
payments would be reduced once I asked child support to

follow up. He hadn't paid me for years I was pretty sure
they would not have anymore success. If I had known
payments would be reduced would not have applied.

Family Tax Benefit debts

Twenty per cent of the entire sample had ever had a
FTB debt, but this increased to 28 percent — or nearly
one in three women - when only considering those who
received FTB benefit payments.
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Of current FTB payment recipients, a quarter
(25%) had ever had a FTB debt due to
retrospectively recalculated child support.

While 44 per cent of the sample had only had one FTB
debt levied against them, a quarter of the overall sample
had experienced two FTB debt notices. Astonishingly,
more than one in ten women (11%) had had five or more
separate instances of a FTB debt.

%

©

The average value of women’s most recent FTB
debt was $4,930.

For women who had a FTB debt caused by
retrospective child support recalculations, their average
annual income was $64,385. As such, their $4,930 FTB
debts represented an 8 per cent reduction in their
annual incomes.

Causes of Family Tax
Benefit debt

There were three pathways to retrospective FTB debts
examined in the survey, including their ex-partners'
non-lodgement of tax returns, changes to mothers’
care time percentages, and retrospective
recalculations of child support as a result of a Change
of Assessment applications.

Tax return non-lodgement
R —

When asked whether their ex-partners lodged tax
returns, the majority of women reported that their ex-
partner did not comply with the rules of the child
support system. Only one in eight women (16%)
reported that their ex-partner lodged their tax returns
on time.

Does your partner lodge tax returns?

They don't lodge tax
returns at all

They lodge their tax
returns on time

My ex-partner lodges but their
income is drastically minimised

They don't lodge tax returns
for years at a time

They lodge late every year

0 5 10 15 20 25 30
%

Just over a quarter of women (26 %) reported that their
ex-partners lodged their tax returns each year, but that
these were late each time. The second-most common
response (24%) was that ex-partners lodged their tax
returns years late.

These women are especially vulnerable to subsequent
FTB debts as child support is recalculated and
retrospective MIT recalculations are applied.

Would like to know how they can go off provisional for

years and years and underpay the custodial parent and do
nothing about their lack of tax return.
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For mothers who had ever received FTB payments, a
quarter (25%) had ever received a FTB debt as a result
of retrospectively recalculated child support. A further 21
per cent had not received a debt but were worried they
would in the future.

Have you ever had a Family Tax Benefit debt as a
result of retrospectively recalculated child support?

| don't know
1.8%

No

42.3% Yes

25%

No, but | am worried |
will receive a Family Tax
Benefit debt
21%

For women who had ever received FTB payments and
who had a child support agreement, almost two thirds
had ex-partners who either lodged tax returns late every
year (26%), didn't lodge returns for years at a time (23%)
or didn't lodge tax return at all (13%). Three per cent of
these respondents had partners who only lodged tax
returns once their child/ren turned 18.

For women whose partners lodged their tax returns late
(every year, or for years at a time), the recalculation had
mixed outcomes on their child support and subsequent

FTB payments.

For the women whose partners didn't lodge tax returns
for years at a time, a third (33%) reported ended up with
a FTB debt as a result of their child support recalculation.

Child support is a disgrace. My ex has made it his
life's aim to play a game of loser dad survivor. Trying
to outwit, outplay and outlast the system. Late tax
returns (3 years), works a contract earning $220k, does
a tax return on time, the calls up child support the
next day to estimate his income as being $60k for the
next year, gets a job, child support find him and he
leaves, his income one year was $8k, despite not
receiving a centrelink payment. He is classified as a
cold case with services aust, last payment I received
was in Oct 2024, and that was from a tax return, but
since then, the government ‘can't find him'.

He has gone from taking the children 4 nights a
fortnight to 0, and I am now facing the opportunity cost
of having to provide 100% of the care and cost of the
children, which is ruining me fipancially, while the
govt sits on a system that is devoid of a safety net for
fraudulent behaviour. While they record an income stream
on monies uncollected that they have wiped their hands
of. I informed services Australia if a $700 unclaimed
money that was sitting with asic [Australian Securities
and Investments Commission] for years to see if they
would transfer to the debt owed. All I got was a 'it's
too hard'.

It's confusing and I missed out on payments because my
ex filed his tax return late and it was through our
joint accountants so mine was late as well. Too many
financial ways for him to control with a trust and

accountants do what he says.

My ex partner does not pay child support at all. He has
a bill totalling over 20 thousand dollars, he does his
tax returns under his new wife’s business to [arrive at]
a $0.00 child support amount . He has also left me with
a tax debt after signing me out of our company and not
paying the super annuation, and dissolved the company
after I was signed out, so I have a tax bill.
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Care time changes

Of the overall sample, almost half (44%) of women
had experienced a change in the percentage of care
time used to calculate child support. For these women,
almost half (43%) had the child support care time
percentage changed without their agreement.

For almost two thirds (62%) of these women, the
change in care time resulted in their child support
being recalculated, either prospectively or
retrospectively. Within this sample, for nearly half of
the women (46%), the change to their care time
percentage was used to retrospectively recalculate
their child support entitlements.

RS
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Nearly a quarter of the women (23%) impacted by
retrospective care time and child support
recalculations reported ended up with a FTB
debt as a result.

My Ex partner contacted child support to claim a change
in their/my care time. It was a temporary (slight
increase of over night care) change of care due to long
Christmas term 4 school holidays. Then to return to
parent plan care on commencement of school term 1 of
2026. Due to this communication by the ex to child
support it was understood by child support (even
providing uploaded evidence of email communication
between the ex and myself) that it was a temporary
increase they made a decision (poorly and incorrect) to
grant the ex the change of percentage to 50 per cent
which is grossly inaccurate as I'm the primary caregiver
(72% primary caregiver of our child).

His care time of 4 nights a fortnight with 1 week each
of term 1,283 of school term holidays. Which is a slight
increase from 28% to 30% increase. I am currently in the

process of objecting this wrong decision made by child

support and I am awaiting for the outcome. The ex also
falsified income by $40,000 which has accrued a debt
owing of between $6000-$7000. He is yet to provide a tax
return for a number of years. During the period of
review of decision by child support (the ex was
attempted to be contacted by child support and did not
answer or respond).

I contacted 4 times throughout the period to provide the
evidence requested which clearly indicated the correct
amount of care time percentages and child support still
made the decision to grant the change of care in his
favour even though it is not correct. The injustice of
this decision has caused distress, time consuming
processes, financial repercussions along with the
feeling of child support enabling this deliberate misuse
of their agency by perpetrators of family violence.
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Income minimisation and

Change of Assessments
-

Forty per cent of all respondents had sought a Change
of Assessment to get a more accurate child support
assessment due to their ex-partner’'s income
minimisation. Of these women, only 40 per cent were
successful, with a further 17 per cent awaiting an
outcome at the time of the survey.

The Change of Assessment is advertised as the
mechanism that parents should use to resolve child
support assessment discrepancies. However, for women
in our sample, seeking a Change of Assessment to get
justice from the system could instead result in harm.

My ex partner delays putting [in] tax returns, is self-
employed and when does submit late income levels are below
poverty line ($21,000). I have had to submit 3 change of
assessments to lock in their income and the COA has been
inconsistent (one assessor accounted for inflation over
the 3 years and 2 did not) but they have all investigated
and found evidence of cash flow being $100,000.

I am compelled to complete the COA forms and disclose ALL
my personal financial information to justify this
investigation ever 3 years to lock in a fair income which

I know to be less than they are actually making (more like
$130000 tax free). But I settle for the $100000 as I have
no choice. I also only received the $36,000 I was owed in
lump sum because I notified Child Support my ex was
selling their house.

I also didn’'t know I could use a COA where childcare costs
were excessive. I paid for 5 days a week long day care so
I could work for my twins not knowing I could request
financial support in addition to the childcare assessment.

I was also financially disadvantaged trying to get a
mortgage as I had 2 dependents but not reliable child
support coming in as the payments were not regular,
despite that being income I could claim, so I was unable
to get a mortgage until I started earning more
5 years later.

My ex keeps reporting me for ‘lying’ about living on a
small income to reduce his $100 a week child support
payments. My most recent experience was appalling - the
person (male) was inappropriate and not impartial. I
complained and I did not deal with him again. This system
is flawed as I have been reported through change of
assessment several times as a form of financial abuse.

This last time I explained the FDV backstory in my

statement and asked they don't show the perpetrator my
bank statements - I was told to take out all references to
FDV as it is not considered and irrelevant and that me
asking for the ex not to see my bank statements is illegal
and I am asking them to break the law.

As I said on numerous occasions to them:

e my ex should not be able to keep wasting everyone’s
time with these change of assessments, there should
come a point where child support tells him to stop

wasting everyone’'s time
if FDV is the history the perpetrator should not be
able to see private fipancial information submitted to
child support as part of the process - this should
be non negotiable.

Of the women who were successful in having their child
support recalculated, almost half (44%) had a
backdated increase to their child support payments.
However, only 30 per cent of these women actually
received the increased amount of child support they
were owed.
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/7— Instead of receiving payments, 22 per
T~ cent of women reported ending up with
a FTB debt as a result of a
retrospective Change of Assessment
I child support recalculation.

Yes. It is not only this FTB issue where the loopholes are.
The very worst loopholes that are very regularly being used
include claiming little to no income on a tax return whilst
earning a significant amount in unclaimed cash in hand jobs,
as well as parents who own a business putting their main
earnings into friend or family or “staff” or trust accounts
so it cannot be considered their own income, while on paper
paying themselves very little, and then using the income
they’'ve hidden (ie put in some other account).

The other is when a parent intentionally chooses not to work
at all, or only does cash in hand jobs, as well as claiming
jobseeker and financial hardship in order to have their
child support assessment reduced to $0, and remain on this
indefinitely. This is what my ex-partner has done for nearly
2 years now and it is still ongoing. I am unsure why he is
allowed to remain on jobseeker and on financial hardship and
be assessed to pay $0 child support for this long, when it
can’'t possibly take 2 years or more to find a job in his
highly sought after industry (I.T.).

I've applied for a change of assessment under the capacity
to earn category twice now, and both times have been
unsuccessful because apparently it is perfectly acceptable
for him to be “looking for a job” and “in financial
hardship” for 1-2 years or more, when in reality he is doing
nothing, but definitely getting income from somewhere
(probably cash in hand) as he buys expensive items including
laptops worth thousands of dollars, expensive holidays, and
brand name clothing.

It's a joke, it's a form of fipancial and systems abuse, and
my pleas are never considered or taken seriously by CSA.

Taken together, of all of the mothers in our

OAl sample who had ever received FTB payments,

~ one fifth (21%) had received a FTB debt as a
result of either late tax returns, care-time
changes or CoA reassessments.

The threat of a Family Tax
Benefit debt

Of the women who had received a FTB debt as a result
of tax return, care time or Change of Assessment
changes, only a quarter (25%) knew that they could end
up with a FTB debt as a result of retrospectively
recalculated child support.

Concerningly, for nearly a quarter (24%) of
women who had either received a debt or were

worried they would receive a FTB debt, their
ex-partner told them they were going to cause
this outcome. Only half of women in this
situation (48%) reported the threat to Services
Australia.

(7,

For those women who did report the threat of FTB debts
to Services Australia, the outcome experienced by the

majority of reporters (56%) was that ‘nothing’ happened.

Fourteen per cent of reporting women were successful
in receiving an exemption, whereas others reported
negative outcomes:

My documentation has been disregarded.
I became the problem and was threatened.

I was told don't bother explaining myself as I won't get
a debt exemption.

101



102

The mean satisfaction score for those reporting threats
of FTB debts was ‘poor", with the vast majority (82%)
assessing Service Australia’s response to their report as
'‘poor’ (28%) or 'very poor' (56%).

How would you rate your satisfaction with Centrelink/Service

Australia’s response to your report of the threat?
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Very poor Poor Average
Satisfaction rating

Excellent

I told them I was scared my ex would kill me if they
approved his child support payments. They said it's not

their problem and I should go to the police instead.

The way that the legislation is written, it is the recipient’s
responsibility to take action to seek and collect child
support. The policy does not frame child support as the
payer's responsibility to pay. Women are positioned as
responsible for ensuring their child support and FTB
payments are correct. Equally, the policy purports that
women should take responsibility for protecting
themselves from these financial injustices and the
violence perpetrated by their ex-partners. At no time is
children’s right to receive support prioritised.

The work of protecting
against Family Tax
Benefit debts

Women took a range of actions to reduce their likelihood
of receiving a FTB debt in the future. On average,
women took 1.5 actions to keep themselves safe from
future FTB debts. But, doing ‘nothing’ was the most
likely action with approximately a third of women taking
no action. In terms of the specific actions taken, other
than doing nothing, moving to Agency Collect was the
most common action that FTB recipients chose to take.

Moving to Agency Collect provides women with some
protection from the retrospective recalculation of their
FTB entitlements, so it is unsurprising that this was one
of the most popular actions among women. Given the
survey's focus on financial abuse and FTB debts, it was
also no wonder that most respondents were already in
Agency Collect. Besides 'Other’ strategies, not seeking a
Change of Assessment was also common, with 13 per
cent of FTB recipients taking this non-action.
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Actions taken by women to reduce the likelihood of
future FTB debts

@ Current FTB receipt

Sought an exemption
active strategies

Moved to
agency collect

Not sought
child support

Not sought Family
Tax Benefits

Not reported late

avoidance strategies
tax returns

Actions

Not sought a Change
of Assessment

Not reported child
support underpayments

Other

passive strategies

Nothing

%
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The low proportion of people seeking an
exemption, and the relative popularity of not
seeking a Change of Assessment shows the woeful
inadequacy of the tools that are currently
available to women and Government to correct
unjust child support outcomes.

Qualitative comments revealed some of the ‘other’
strategies that women used to keep themselves
safe, including minimising FTB entitlements and
receiving payments only as an end-of-year lump
sum to avoid debts.

Withheld money from my benefits to build up a safety net
Set up with Centrelink to not receive the full amount of
family tax. This is due to family tax debt occurring
during our marriage as husband would deliberately under

report income to me so that I incurred debt.

Set payment settings to minimum payments fortnightly and
the rest at end of year so any adjustments can be made.
Overestimated my wages and reduced fortnightly amount
just in case a debt occurs. Yearly payments of FTB. Took
it at the end of the year so didn't have to back pay.
Moved to annual family tax benefit instead of
fortnightly. I receive a lump sum at tax time that

covers this and over estimate my earnings.

I elect not to receive Family Tax Be edit throughout the
year. Only to receive it once both tax returns are
lodged and all balancing adjustments done.
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Strategies to avoid FTB debts

The actions taken by women to protect themselves from
FTB debt can be divided into three broad types:

Collect and seeking
exemption

@ ~77A. such as moving to Agency
N\

active
strategies

o
@ that spanned the middle
U A group of five strategies that
= involved deliberately ‘not’

avoidance doing something
strategies

/‘i
é_:\) A of doing nothing

passive
strategies

For women, doing nothing was typically an expression of
their lack of agency within the current system. They felt
that there was no way to avoid the risk of FTB debt, or
that the system would be unresponsive to their attempts.
However, for some, doing nothing was a way to make
themselves a small target so as to avoid future harms
that could be perpetrated by their ex-partner.

ee
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Despite being the most common strategy reported, the
relatively low proportion moving to Agency Collect
(25%) may be understandable, given that at the time
that their FTB debts were received, 75 per cent of
women were already receiving child support via Agency
Collect, with 25 per cent receiving privately. This is
roughly equivalent to the proportion of Agency and
Private collect child support recipients in our sample.

0

However, despite moving to Agency Collect as a
safety strategy, this did not seem to protect
women from financial harm.

Returning to the actions that women took, at the other
end of the spectrum, seeking a child support exemption
was one of the least likely actions for women to take.
Fewer than 5 per cent of women took such action to
seek an exemption.

Taken together, the most common and least common
actions taken - excluding taking no action - are
revealing. Comparing the strategies that women who
had ever experienced a FTB debt took to protect
themselves shows stark differences between women
who were and were not experiencing family violence at
the time of separation.
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FTB debt avoidance strategies of women who spent
more than ‘no time at all’ worrying about getting one

@ DFV on separation @ No DFV on separation

50

Active strategies

Avoidance strategies

While two groups were identical in terms of the
proportion taking no action to avoid future FTB debts,
there was a marked difference between the groups
across the other two categories.

Women who were not experiencing family violence at
the time of separation were the most likely to take active
strategies to manage their likelihood of a future FTB
debt. These women were also far less likely to resort to
avoidance strategies.

Women who faced a lower risk of retaliation seem
empowered to act in their own best interests, and
conversely, were less likely to acquiesce to their ex-
partner’s poor child support behaviour.

Doing nothing

Avoidance Strategies: Financial

self-sacrifice in order to keep safe
e ——)
In the middle of the earlier chart were a range of actions
that women took, or rather where they actively did not
take up the child support and FTB policy options
available to them. These avoidance strategies can be
grouped into two types, foregoing entitlements and not
correcting errors in entitlements.

Foregoing entitlements
S ———

The two actions that women took to avoid FTB debts

that involved foregoing their entitlements included not

seeking child support and not seeking FTB payments.

Of the women who took any action (excluding doing
nothing) to avoid future FTB debts, 3 per cent forewent
both child support and FTB payments. A further 19 per
cent of women forewent one of these payments. Given
the contribution that each payment can make to
women's total income package (Skinner et al., 2017),
there are significant implications for some of Australia’s
most financially vulnerable families.

Breaking these results down further into women who
had and had not left a violent relationship provides
somewhat counter-intuitive results. While the
percentage of women foregoing benefits is small,
women who had not experienced family violence were
more likely to forego their entitlements.
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Foregoing benefits to avoid FTB debts
@ Family Violence @ No Family Violence

0
Did not seek child support  Did not seek FTB Did not seek either

It may be the case that women who had not experienced
family violence were in a better position financially and
did not have to rely on FTB payments.

Regardless of the presence or absence of
violence, it is not acceptable that the way for
women to keep themselves safe from Government
debt is to forego their children’s
entitlements.

While parents have the primary responsibility to
financially support their children, the Government has
a responsibility to ensure that children receive
appropriate financial support from their non-resident
parent in the form of child support, as well as in the
form of FTB payments.

Not correcting errors in entitlements
.. -}

The second avoidance strategy group included three
means through which women could protect themselves
from FTB debts by not taking action. These means
included women not reporting child support
underpayments or late tax returns and not seeking a
Change of Assessment.

Here, women were pursuing safety by minimising the
opportunities that the system provided to perpetrators.
In particular, the Change of Assessment process was
avoided as it required sensitive information to be
provided to their ex-partner. Women also pushed back
on the requirement that they needed do the work of
pursuing accurate payments given that they were the
ones who were complying with the system.

My ex husband earns $750,000 per year. He pays min child
support assessed which doesn’t cover real cost of [raising
a] child with private schools. Change of assessments
require too much sensitive information to which should not
be provided to abuser.

CS have allowed an estimate of $324 approx for the past
two years even though I have given them the name of his
employing the bank account details he has his wage
paid into.

I am told I must apply for a change of assessment and
provide all of my financials which can be given to him.
This is not safe for me to do and I have also complied
with income estimates that correlate with my NOA [Notice
of Assessment] and income tax returns so don’'t see why I

need to give my information.
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Agency Collect
FTB debts

A surprising finding in our data was the high number of
women in Agency Collect who had FTB debts.
Legislative changes made in 2012 to use the expected,
or deemed, rate of child support in retrospective FTB
calculations only apply to Private Collect (Yeend, 2012).
But, in our sample, 75 per cent of respondents who had
FTB debts were in Agency Collect.

An explanation may be a calculation, known as the
Mandatory Continuous Adjustment (MCA). However,
there are scant details in the Family Assistance Guide as
to how this calculation works in practice for child
support recipients.

The MCA is applied to Agency Collect cases to prevent
the likelihood of a FTB overpayment and subsequent
debt. As the Family Assistance Guide (2026b, section
4.3.1.30) sets out,

5 e,
>
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MCA's objective is to reduce the potential for
future FTB reconciliation debt by applying an
adjustment process to the rate of FTB instalment
payments for individuals who have a revision to
their family's income/maintenance estimate
(including the second automatic uplift) during
the entitlement year ...

There are several clauses within the MCA that could
result in Agency Collect recipients being levied with FTB
debts. These include changes to maintenance income,
the payment of maintenance arrears during the period in
which there has been an amount of FTB overpayments
due to the MCA that has not been recovered, or where
there is a break in the recipient's FTB Part A entitlements
and a subsequent restoration of entitlement within the
same financial year.
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If an individual receives maintenance income
that affects their FTB Part A, the MCA
calculation will also be applied to their daily
FTB rate if their maintenance income changes
during the entitlement year. Any change in
maintenance income requires a new calculation of
the adjustment to the individual's daily rate of
FTB for the remainder of the entitlement year.
MCA may also be triggered where the Secretary
makes a revised estimate of maintenance income.

The complexity and opacity of the interactions between
taxable incomes, child support and FTB payments means
that it is impossible to discern if the MCA is why so many
women in our sample who were in Agency Collect had
FTB Part A debts. However, the narrow range of clauses
to which the MCA applies are not consistent with the
experiences of women in our sample (Australian
Government, 2026b, section 4.3.1.30).

Women do not know how the MIT and the various FTB
reconciliation processes work. As such, self-report
surveys do not provide the most reliable means of
determining the exact cause of Agency Collect debts. It
is beholden upon the Department of Social Services and
Services Australia to examine the prevalence of FTB
debts among Agency Collect child support recipients and
to determine the policy mechanisms that are contributing
to women's adverse outcomes.

These mechanisms should be explained in plain language
to child support recipients. Where these mechanisms
cannot be explained in simple terms, legislative
amendments should simplify or remove the MIT to avoid
unintelligible debts levied against low-income women, or
possibilities for system weaponisation.

To inform future analyses, in the following sections we

identify possible explanations for women’s FTB debts
and test these where our survey provides relevant data.

15
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Switching from Private to
Agency Collect following a
FTB debt

One possible explanation for the high proportion of
women with Agency Collect FTB debts is that the
women in our sample who were in Agency Collect at the
time of the survey were actually in Private Collect at the
time their FTB debts were created.

But in our sample, none of the Agency Collect women
with FTB debts reported switching to Agency Collect
after receiving a FTB debt. So, this is not a feasible
explanation for our results.

Reduced child support
assessments as a result of
late tax returns

Another potential explanation is that women's ex-
partners’ income decreased as a result of their late tax
returns. But, of the women in our sample, none reported
that their child support decreased retrospectively, and
only a third (31%) reported that their child support
decreased going forward.

There is a financial incentive for malicious ex-partners to
avoid lodging tax returns if this will increase their child
support liabilities. As such, this theory doesn't explain
our data, or provide a theoretical rationale for why our
findings might be the case.

©

Disbursement

Method

Receiving child support
overpayments

A further explanation is that women might have received
more child support than they were entitled to, causing
them to have been overpaid FTB Part A. However, our
current and previous survey data (Cook et al., 2023;
2024), the Commonwealth Ombudsman’s report (2025),
and Department of Social Services (2025) data on the
value of child support collections compared to
obligations consistently shows that this is not the case.

In our sample of women in Agency Collect with FTB
debts, none reported receiving more child support than
they expected. Again, this does not provide an
explanation for what we see in our data.

The complexity of the
Maintenance Income Test

In Agency Collect, there are only two methods of
calculating FTB entitlements using the MIT (Australian
Government, 2026b).

This method uses the amount of child support

©ff$) — received each fortnight and calculates FTB

accordingly. Women only use this method if they

specifically ask Services Australia to do so, and

most women don't even know that it's an option
(Cook, 2021; Cook et al., 2024).

@\ ==y This s the default method of applying the MIT.

S

Modified
Entitlement

Method

‘Entitlement’ means that women's child support
entitlement, or the assessed amount of child
support, is what is used to calculate FTB payments.
This is essentially the same as the ‘deemed rate’
used in Private Collect cases.

M7
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‘Modified’ in the MEM acronym means that each year,
the entitlement amount and the received amount for the
year are reconciled. In cases where women's ex-
partners lodge tax returns each year, the expected and
received amounts of child support get reconciled and
FTB is adjusted accordingly.

But, when FTB is calculated retrospectively, or what the
Family Assistance Guide refers to as ‘past claims’, “the
actual amount of maintenance income received for the
relevant income year is used” (Australian Government,
2026b, 3.1.5.70). This means that, in principle, women's
FTB entitlements are calculated in the same way as the
Disbursement Method, using the actual amount of child
support that women received at the time.

For women in our sample who reported using the MEM,
when their ex-partners lodged tax returns on time, only
25 per cent reported having a FTB debt. But, when their
ex-partners’ tax returns were years late, this number
increased to 65 per cent.

Of all of the women in our survey who used Agency
Collect and who had FTB debts due to retrospectively
recalculated child support, 85 per cent had ex-partners
who lodged tax returns years late, while only 15 per cent
had ex-partners who lodged tax returns on time.

A quarter (25%) of the women in Agency Collect who
had FTB debts and ex-partners who lodged tax returns
years late reported using the Modified Entitlement
Method. The other 75% of these women did not know
what MIT method they used.

As the MEM is the default method, it is highly likely that
all of the women in this situation used the MEM
calculation method.

The Family Assistance Guide (Australian Government,
2026d, section 3.1.7.23) notes:

—/ L
L
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Individuals who have chosen MEM will be
transferred to the disbursement method when the
disbursement method calculation produces a lower
FTB Part A entitlement than the entitlement
method. Generally this will only occur where the
[sic] Child Support collects an amount in excess
of the usual monthly payment from the payer and
transmits this to the payee ... Often this will
be an arrears payment of child support.

However, given the clause about ‘past claims' and the
operation of the MCA, the inclusion of arrears payments
in the MIT should only apply to the calculation of FTB Part
A entitlements in the year that the arrears were received.
Women's FTB payments at that time may be reduced,
even reduced to zero, if significant arrears payments are
received.

The recalculation or receipt of arrears should not affect
previous years in which FTB payments were provided.
However, for the current year, women may have to pay
back that year's FTB payments if a significant arrears
payment - that substantially lowers their annual FTB
entitlements — is received.

In our sample of women in Agency Collect whose
partners lodged tax returns years late, two thirds (67 %)
reported not receiving the child support they were owed
as a result of the recalculation of their child support
assessments after tax returns were lodged. However, a
third of these women reported ending up with FTB debts.
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It may be the case that women in Agency Collect who
received arrears payments and then received reduced
or no FTB Part A payments as a result, perceived these
FTB Part A reductions as a debt. If women received
significant arrears payments late in the reconciliation
year, they may have to repay FTB.

Of the small number of women who provided data for
each of these questions, the average FTB debt they
owed was $7,750, with debts ranging from $5,500 to
$10,000. As a result of the MIT and the MIFA, these
debts would have required women to receive child
support arrears payments of between over $11,000 and
$20,000 late in the FTB reconciliation year. However,
more than half of the women in this situation didn't
actually receive the child support they were recalculated
to receive.

As such, these women were not only experiencing FTB
reductions, they instead owed significant amounts to the
Government on the basis of child support income that
was not received. The MCA does not explain this
circumstance.

If the operation of the MCA results in such significant
debts, even in the cases where no child support
payments were received, then something is going
significantly wrong.

Where does this leave
women with Agency Collect
FTB debts?

The above investigations examine the possible
scenarios through which women in Agency Collect
could incur FTB debts. However, none of these
provide a sufficient explanation for what women
reported in our survey.

Whether women's Agency Collect debts as reported
in our survey reflect the intricate details of the MIT's
complex and labyrinthine policy settings requires
investigation using Agency Collect child support
casefile data to determine the FTB debt-levying
mechanisms and the equity of these policy settings
given the known issues of tax return non-lodgement
and child support underpayments.

The policy complexity and opacity of the system
means that women cannot understand, or explain to
us in our survey, why they were levied with FTB
debts. The information provided within the Guides
(Australian Government, 2026b; 2026¢) do not
provide sufficient explanation.

Further, the documentation provided in the Guides is
not written for public consumption, while the Services
Australia website is simultaneously too complex and
lacking in detail. As such, women are at a loss as to
how to protect themselves from debts, with many in
our sample just accepting that these will eventuate.

The mechanisms through which Agency Collect
FTB debts accrue need to be identified,
characterised as a proportion of the
caseload, and explained so that any loopholes
that allow these policy settings to be
weaponised can be closed.
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Of the women who had ever received a FTB debt,
three quarters were able to provide the dollar value of
their most recent debt notice. The average value of
women'’s FTB debt was $4,930, with the most
common debt amount being $3,000 across debts
ranging from $150 to $30,000.

The injustice of Family
Tax Benefit debts

99

At the same time as FTB debts were recouped, two
thirds of these women (67%) had outstanding child
support liabilities owed to them by their ex-partner.
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I have an amount of around $15k owing to me for the past 12
years - my ex simply refused to file tax returns and worked
for cash to avoid any additional CSA. I advised Child
Support of any information when I came across it, but the
debt remains. My children are now grown but I still feel
cheated by the Government - I was at my most vulnerable
following an abusive relationship so I sought their help to
seek child support. Instead they have chosen to believe a
man can live on zero income for decades, despite having
multiple more kids since.

I worked several jobs to raise my kids, and even missed out

on the FTB I could have received - Centrelink took child
support into account when calculating my income, and yet I
never received it. Aust Government is quick to chase honest
people for Centrelink or tax debts but takes little action
to actually enforce CSA.

These unpaying parents should not be able to renew a
licence, or register a vehicle while a debt exists. Their
superannuation should be used to pay CSA debts. In this
case, there are two of us ex-partners, both left to raise
kids alone, both with decades of unpaid child support owed.

While half of women (50%) said that they were not
notified prior to their FTB payments being reduced, most
of those who were notified found out that they had a
FTB debt through a MyGov or SMS notification (77 %).

The notification of a debt for half of the sample is cold
comfort, as while they were informed, there was often
nothing that could be done to prevent or minimise

the impact.

XXX

For one in five women (21%), they only found
out after their already minimal budgets were
reduced. For families living at or below the
poverty line, such economic shocks could

be disastrous.

How did you find out you had a FTB debt?

Reduced or -
missing FTB Not n?tlfled
6%
payment

21%

Other
7%

MyGov or SMS
notification
66%

For women who reported ‘other’ ways that they found
out they had a FTB debt, they reported their tax returns
being intercepted or as a result of other Government
communications.
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No FTB for émths and then a debt taken without
notification at tax time.

When u applied for single parent pension and FTB they
took the 3 months back pay from my application to my
approval to pay part of the debt. That’'s how I found out
I had the debt and how I found out he skipped several
years of tax returns. Received a letter and it detailed

an over payment of $27000.

I think it was child support- but it is unclear as I was
in a trauma response at the time - and the paper work was
so confusing. It went from him having an existing $5000
debt - which he'd had for years- to me owing him $6000 in
child support - and $350P/WEEK payment to him moving
forward. And a $6000 debt to centrelink - irreversible.

Women were often bewildered as to exactly how they
ended up with a FTB debt. For women experiencing
family violence, the number and complexity of the
systems that they need to engage with can be
overwhelming. Yet it is these same women that are
compelled to enact the child support and FTB systems
and manage the consequences of the often avoidant
and deceptive behaviour of their ex-partners.

Engaging with the system
over FTB debts

Of those women who had ever had a FTB debt, 43
per cent had tried to have their debt waived by
Services Australia. Of these women, only one in five
were successful.

While one in five is a low ratio of successful claims, this
result is surprising given that the Commonwealth
Ombudsman'’s (2025, p. 11) report notes that there is no
specific legal mechanism to waive debts caused
"because they [payees] are assumed to have received
Child Support which has not, in fact, been paid because
of financial abuse".

I paid some but I eventually got the rest waived.
Waived after 8 weeks.

Over $30,000. I just finished paying it off this year. I
found out about it 4 years ago. Repayments were

momentarily paused when I was homeless due to the
separation and dv but the wouldn’'t waive it despite me
explaining to them I was lied to about his income and
financially abused.

The Commonwealth Ombudsman (2025) has reported
that Services Australia could use retrospectively applied
MAT exemptions to clear women's FTB debts. No
women in our sample reported such action, however,
this could be what women meant when they said they
had had their debts waived. But, the low number of
women with exemptions compared to the rates violence
they experienced makes this pathway seem unlikely. In
addition, as reported by the Ombudsman, the use of
exemptions for this purpose creates further financial
harms for women and their children who then miss out
on child support income while perpetrators are
financially rewarded as a result.

Only one in ten women (11%) sought external assistance
regarding their FTB debt, with 7 per cent of women
contacting a legal service and 4 per cent contacting a
financial counsellor.
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A similar number of women (12%) tried to find a service
to support them, but didn't find any, while 41 per cent
did not know that there were any services available that
could support them.

Did you seek external advice or support regarding

your Family Tax Benefit debt?
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| didn't know No | tried to find a  Yes, legal
there were service to services
available assist but
services didn't find any

Of those women who were able to engage an external
support service, three quarters (73%) found these
services useful. However, while such services can
provide assistance to women facing systems abuse,
across Australia, very few services are funded for child
support casework. Women are essentially left to take on
their ex-partners and the Government alone.

Given the low likelihood of a debt waiver, the lack of
support services available to assist and the identified
legislative shortcomings, four out of five women rated
Services Australia’s response to their debt waiver
request as poor (10%) or very poor (70%). These figures
increased to 75 and 8 per cent, respectively for the
women who were owed child support at the time of their
FTB debt.

Automatic debt recovery

For over three quarters (78%) of women with FTB debts,

FTB debt repayments were automatically taken out of
their subsequent FTB payments, or their annual FTB
supplement (80%). For almost two thirds of women
(63%), FTB debt repayments were automatically
deducted from their tax returns.

The most recent time they did a
my tax return.

‘snatch and grab' from
[The amount] varies and I have to reset

the payment plan every few weeks as it cancels/expired
and they try to take more.

AR
Yes, a For each collection method, it was overwhelmingly
financial women in Agency Collect who experienced these,

counsellor

which reflects the high number of women in Agency
Collect in our sample.

At the time of the survey, just over a quarter of
women (28%) were still repaying their FTB debt to
the Government.

@@ ~—=a  For women whose debts were being recouped
from their FTB payments, the average FTB
reduction was $84 per fortnight.
=
/

For those women who provided data, the average
length of time that their fortnightly FTB payments
were reduced was 1.5 years.
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Received debt in April. Repaid fortnightly until July,
remainder deducted from FTB supplements.

I'm hoping that I don’'t have to pay it at all after the
judge has reviewed the circumstances that has caused it
to arrive but if that’'s not possible it’'ll be 2 years
before it's paid off.

Will last 114 weeks.

The debt was created a month before my son turned 18 -
a last hurrah of entanglement in the systems.
4 months of hell, eventually got credited back what I
paid. But ended up with a tax debt too there was no
exemption there.

Years ... I can barely pay my energy bills. I am hoping
some will waver all debts that were based on lies. Child
support acknowledged the lie - and redacted the debt.
Centrelink did not.

As the Ombudsman (2025, p. 66) noted, there is no
current capacity for Services Australia to waive a FTB
debt caused through the retrospective recalculation of
child support. In addition, women who receive FTB debts
due to non-compliance with tax requirements and
manipulated child support assessments are not eligible
to receive emergency payments from Services Australia.
At the same time, debts owed to the Commonwealth
would also affect women'’s credit ratings.

As a result, women are not only financially
penalised for the non-compliance or deliberate
financial abuse of their ex-partner but are
further penalised by systems that hold them and
their children responsible for their ex-
partner’s behaviour.

131



132

Aligning the tax requirements that underpin the Child
Support Scheme with the intentions of the National Plan
would instead see perpetrators face the financial
consequences of their non-compliance. Indeed, while
child support and FTB provisions lie outside of the remit
of the Inspector General of Taxation and Taxation
Ombudsman (2025), their recommendation for holding
perpetrators to account with respect to tax liabilities
could equally apply to Services Australia debts. The
IGTO (2025, p. 11) recommended that the ATO:

undertake a review of its existing powers that
may be applied to redistribute liabilities to

perpetrators and develop staff guidance on how
and when these powers would be used.

Services Australia could do similar in the case of FTB
debts caused by tax and child support non-compliance,
whether child support recipients are in Private or
Agency Collect.

Given the financial penalties that are associated with a
FTB debt, some women sought to pay off their FTB
debts as quickly as possible, as a lump sum from their
savings or annual reconciliation, property or other
settlements, with some even borrowing money to clear
their debts with Services Australia.

I think I borrowed the money from friends to pay as a
lump sum. It took all of my savings to pay it off. I was
able to pay it off directly from financial settlement

savings. It was paid from my end of year balancing. I
got it over and done with, due to having a little money
set aside.

Another group of women had yet to commence
paying their debts, having sought waivers or reviews
of the debt notification, or because they could not
afford the repayments:

Haven't started paying it as I sought an external review
of the debt through the administrative review tribunal
this debt was created by my 2 older children’s father.

Finally, a group of women were unsure about their debt
repayments, as the complexity and traumatic nature of
the system prevented them from seeking information
or remedies.

I am unclear [about my repayments] at the moment -I was
told to continue the payment plan - I need to call
child support every 12 weeks - which takes half a day
on call wait - so have to take time off work to do it.

I stopped late last year as was exhausted by it all.

Need to prepare my self to get triggered again - and

get back in contact. The trauma response takes about
24-48 hours to recover.
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The consequences of
Family Tax Benefit debts

Women who had experienced FTB debts as a result of
retrospectively recalculated child support were asked
about the impact that these had on their finances.

Most commonly, FTB debts created additional
financial stress for women, with 81 per cent reporting
this experience.

For nearly half of women (48%) who had received a FTB
debt as a result of retrospectively recalculated child
support, the debt had caused them or exacerbated their
housing stress. Four out of every ten women impacted
(39%) had sought emergency funds from charities,
family or friends.




Financial impact of FTB debt on women

Created additional financial stress One in five women (18%) either did not apply for
emergency loans from Services Australia, as they knew
they would not qualify given that they owed a debt to

The debt resulted in or the Commonwealth, or felt that their interactions with
increased housing stress Services Australia were impacted by the fact that they
had a debt.
I needed to source emergency Only two per cent of women who had received a FTB
assistance from charities, friends debt as a result of retrospectively recalculated child
O L support reported that it had no impact. Given the small
I did not apply for any Services number of women who reported "no impact' (n = 3), only
Australia emergency loans as one reported a dollar value of their most recent FTB
| knew | would not qualify debt, which was $400, compared to an average debt
across the sample of $4,930 for all women who had
When | interacted with Services Australia, ever received a FTB due to retrospective child support.

| was conscious that | had a FTB (A) debt,
and it affected the interaction

The debt impacted my credit rating and Number of impacts experienced by women
affected banking products, credit cards,

and housing payments 40

Other 30

| applied for an emergency loan
through Services Australia but was X 20

unable to access it
The debt impacted my credit rating, and 10
| could not apply for rental properties .
0 ]
1 2 3 4 5 6

No impact
Number of impacts
0 20 40 60 80 100

%
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Women experienced between one and six of the nine
impacts, excluding ‘none’. On average, women
experienced 3 of these impacts. But most women
experienced only one. For women experiencing only
one impact, it was most commonly ‘additional financial
stress, with 84 per cent of these women reporting this
solitary impact. The next most common single impact
was 'housing stress’, experienced by 7 per cent of
these women.

o N
0

I@I

It is unjust that children live in households
experiencing financial stress, housing stress
and the need for emergency assistance as a
result of their father's tax and child support
behaviour. Rather than upholding the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child, the
system is placing children at risk.

What families give up to pay
back FTB debts

Women with FTB debts caused by retrospectively
recalculated child support made a number of sacrifices
as a result of their reduced FTB incomes.

For low-income women with FTB debts, losing a
percentage of their annual income caused significant
hardship which required victim survivor families harm
through ongoing deprivation. Most troublingly, the
retrospective application of FTB debts compounded the
hardships experienced by children.

Meant I had to cut back on other things for kids because
I had debt, caused depression fear and worry.

My family suffer financial hardship.

I struggle to sleep. The stress levels are high. This
impacts my son who is doing his HSC- he can't join in as

much at school, he helps as much as possible, my sister
helps us when she can, a family friend helps with small
things. I have a full time job as an academic - we have
nothing at the end of the month. I have felt sick with
financial worry and fear for years. Feel I will become a
statistic of homeless women in their 60's.
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How mothers manage paying off their FTB debts

Cut back on food

Cut back on luxuries

Cut back on kids' activities

Change spending patterns to buy on
special, home brand or second hand

Don't buy my own medicines

Can't pay school fees

Don't seek health care

Can't pay for school books,
uniforms or equipment

Can't pay the rent or mortgage

Increase credit card or
pay day loan debts

Don't buy kids' medicines

No impact

o

20 40 60
%

Most commonly, mothers cut back on food, with 86 per
cent of women who had a retrospectively calculated FTB
debt reporting this outcome. Over three quarters of
affected women cut back on non-essentials (79%), kids'
activities (78%) or changed their spending patterns to
reduce costs (76%). Over half of affected women didn't
buy medicines for themselves (58%), couldn't pay school
fees (56%), or didn't seek health care (53%).

80

100

% of women

—_
o

—_ =
N B

o N B O ©

Only 5 per cent of affected women reported that the
repayment of FTB debts had no impact on their budgets
or spending. These women's average FTB debt value was
$2,000 - or just under half of the average amount. At the
same time, these women's annual incomes were $78,000,
which was 20 per cent higher than the average income of
all women with retrospective FTB debts ($64,385).

Women typically experienced between one and ten of the
aforementioned impacts when repaying their FTB debts,
excluding ‘no impact'. On average, women experienced
five of these impacts. There was no clear pattern in how
many impacts women experienced, with 8 to 14 per cent
of women each experiencing between 1and 8 impacts.

Number of impacts women experienced when

paying back FTB debts

3 4 5 6 7 8 9 0 N
Number of impacts

The number of actions that women took increased as
the value of their FTB debt increased.? As such, the
higher the value of the debt, the more impacts that
women and their children experienced.

2 The value of the FTB debt explained approximately 10.1 per cent of the variance in the
number of strategies women used
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Conclusions

This report sought to provide critical data to shows the
ways in which the links between the taxation, child
support and FTB systems create pathways for systems
abuse, not only from abusive ex-partners, but the
Government system itself.

What we found was that the development and methods
used to create Fembot Debts share many similarities
with the Robodebt scheme in that unsuspecting benefit
recipients were given debt notices for actions that were
outside of their control, which were then vigorously
pursued. In the case of Robodebt, the debts were due to
the illegal and erroneous use of income averaging to
determine payment entitlements.

For Fembot Debts, policy settings specifically allow such
debts to be levied against Private Collect recipients. For
women in Agency Collect, there is a complex and
opaque system of policy settings that see women levied
with debts. The mechanisms for these are unintelligible
to women and unexplained in our data.

In both Robodebt and Fembot Debt, neither group of
debt recipients were able to control or prevent debts
being levied against them, yet victims bore the
consequences of others’ unscrupulous behaviour.

Rather than supporting non-resident parents to take
financial responsibility for their children living elsewhere,
the current child support system provided opportunities
for abusive ex-partners to evade their responsibilities to
children and to instead cause them harm.




These harms are enabled by:

—
=]

Services Australia’s Legislation that allows for
over-reliance on the retrospective
estimated and recalculation of child
provisional incomes in support entitlements
place of tax assessments  when late tax returns are
lodged

‘a N

The incorrect The Maintenance Income
assumption that Private Test that reduces
Collect recipients women's FTB payments
received their even when child support
recalculated child has not been received

support entitlements at
the time they were been
retrospectively owed

S

A system that holds
women, and by default
their children, financially
responsible for fathers'
failure to lodge annual
tax returns

Reflecting on children’s rights

Lining up the operation of the Child Support Scheme
against the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
that framed its initial implementation sees the current
system sadly lacking. Rather than supporting non-
resident parents to take financial responsibility for their
children living elsewhere, the current system provides
myriad opportunities for malicious ex-partners to evade
their responsibilities to their children and instead cause
them harm.
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Child Support is a broken, flawed system that enables
coercive control, financial, psychological and emotional
abuse to continue post-separation. The unfairness of the
system wears you down so that you have no faith or trust
left in it and you learn to rely upon yourself and others
to get by, such as increasing work hours, taking on side

hustles, relying on charities, food banks, etc.

My ex-husband delays lodgement of his tax return every
year and has done for the past 5 years post-separation up
until present. I want to lodge a COA but don't have the
mental energy or willpower so I'm currently waiting until

he finally lodges his 2024-25 tax return as i know it will
trigger an increase in my CS payments even though it still
won't be accurate or as much as it should be.

He also deliberately dragged out our legal financial
settlement which negatively impacted me for 3 years’ worth
of tax returns due to our assets and my higher tax
liability. This led to subsequent reductions in the amount
of child support, I received, as well as ATO and FTB
debts. The incomes used by CS have not been accurate and
have unfairly gone in his favour every year since 2021.

Since 2011, Australia has required all new and amended
legislation to include a statement of compatibility with
the seven major human rights treaties that Australia has
signed (Attorney-General's Department, 2026).
Amendments made after 2011 that have contributed to
the development of the Fembot Debts have included
statements that downplay the impact on human rights.
Clearly a more nuanced and directed approach to
reviewing legislation is required.

For example, all legislation that affects the wellbeing or

welfare of children should be evaluated by the
proposing Minister against the specific relevant Articles

of the UN Convention on the nglifs of the Child.

Requiring proposing governments to demonstrate how
its legislation upholds children's right to safety and
financial support would have provided a more direct
means of holding governments to account. In the
absence of specific statements, the complexity of the
Scheme and the opacity of the proposals created a
means of punishing women and children for the
behaviour of their ex-partner. Had the various
amendments that led to the Fembot Debts been
reviewed through the lens of children’s rights, then
perhaps the weaponisation of the system would not
have been made possible.

The Government's reintroduction of the National Child
Support Stakeholder Engagement Group is a step in the
right direction, as this body allows the lived experience
of policy to be brought to policymakers' immediate
attention. While there are ongoing efforts to reduce
systems weaponisation, the legislation that has enacted
the Fembot Debt machine remains in operation. We
therefore make a number of recommendations that
could make a meaningful difference.
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Recommendations

We organise our recommendations into one Major
Reform, a number of changes that would Shift
Financial Responsibility Perpetrators and efforts to
enact Systems Redesign. These recommendations
respond to the legislative arrangements that enable
FTB debts.

Major reform

Kl

Delink child support
from the Family Tax
Benefit.

Removing the Maintenance Income
Test is the best means of
preventing systems weaponisation.
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Shift financial liab
to perpetrators

If delinking child support from FTB

payments is not immediately
enacted, then priority actions to
ensure safety include:

(2

Default all new child support
cases to use Agency Collect and
require both parents to speak to
staff trained in financial abuse
before a move to Private Collect
can be made.

(4

Refuse to accept income
estimates from payers who are
not up to date with their annual
tax lodgements.

0

Waive all current FTB debts
caused by retrospective tax
return lodgement.

lity

B

Enforce the mandatory
requirement for lodging annual tax
assessments for all participants in
child support agreements and
enforce existing penalties.

(s

If FTB debts arise due to
retrospective tax returns, transfer
these debts to the perpetrator.

7

Transfer Private Collect payees to
Agency Collect if they incur an
FTB debt caused by
retrospectively recalculated child
support.

System redesign

8

Create a dedicated child support team that allows
women to contact them through email, and establish
a specialised child support webpage that provides
accessible, user-friendly information and updates on
system reform.

9 10

Centre the experience of Design systems that prioritise
victim-survivors in system safety, transparency,
redesign. accessibility, fairness and

accountability.
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	Executive Summary
	This report examines how the Australian taxation, child support and Family Tax Benefit (FTB) systems are being weaponised as tools of post-separation financial abuse, particularly targeted at single mothers and their children.
	Systems weaponisation has been documented in our earlier research reports (Cook et al., 2023; 2024) and reiterated by the Women’s Economic Equality Taskforce (WEET, 2023), the Women’s Budget Statement (Gallagher and Chalmers, 2023), the Economic Inclusion Advisory Committee (EIAC; Interim EIAC, 2023; EIAC, 2024; 2025), the Parliamentary Inquiry into the Financial Services Regulatory Framework in Relation to Financial Abuse (Commonwealth of Australia, 2024), the Commonwealth Ombudsman (2025), the Inspector General of Taxation and Taxation Ombudsman (2025), the Domestic, Family and Sexual Violence Commissioner (2025), and the Working with Women’s Alliance (2025).
	Building on women’s descriptions of the harms they experience as a result of abuse perpetrated through the child support system (Cook et al., 2023; 2024), in this report, we delve further into one of most perverse outcomes of the interaction between tax assessments, child support and FTB payments: debts owed to the Government by mothers from some of Australia’s most impoverished families (Davidson, Bradbury, & Wong, 2020; Wilkins et al., 2025).
	Our focus is on financially abusive parents’ non-lodgement of tax returns and Services Australia’s subsequent use of income estimates to determine single mothers’ child support entitlements. When perpetrators lodge tax returns years later, child support assessments are retrospectively recalculated.
	In turn, revised child support entitlements can impact on women’s retrospective FTB entitlements. The result is that women can receive FTB debts on the basis of child support that was never paid, often without their knowledge or understanding.

	Given similarities with the opaque and complex program of automated income averaging known as Robodebt – and the gendered nature of FTB receipt – we refer to the FTB debts that low-income single mothers can retrospectively incur as Fembot Debts.
	The public outcry over Robodebt was not limited to its legality, it was equally about the injustice of the Government levying debts against financially marginalised people. There should be similar outrage at the Fembot Debts resulting from the operation of the Child Support Scheme. The issue is that given the system’s complexity, the public don’t yet know enough about it to demand reform.


	An appetite for reform
	The Australian Government has initiated a 2025-2026 audit of government systems to identify where perpetrators are using taxation, child support, and other payment systems may be weaponised. The Government has also reconstituted the National Child Support Stakeholder Engagement Group to provide insight into and oversight of the system and its unintended effects.

	An appetite for reform
	Finally, recent legislative changes have moved to reform the social security debt ‘special circumstances’ waiver to include financial abuse and domestic and family violence (Plibersek, 2025; Parliament of Australia, 2025). These are all steps in the right direction, but more can be done.
	While these efforts point to the Government’s appetite for reform, evidence is lacking on how and why women receive FTB debts, how the Government responds, and the scale and impact of the problem.
	This report provides critical data to fill these gaps and demonstrates how the links between tax assessments, child support and FTB payments create pathways for systems abuse, not only from abusive ex-partners but, in some cases, from the system itself.

	The study
	This report examines how the taxation, child support and FTB systems are being weaponised to levy what we refer to as Fembot Debts against women and children. Fembot debts are owed to and are pursued by the Government. Yet, women have little knowledge of or control over their creation or repayment.
	Based on survey responses of 696 single mothers conducted at the beginning of 2026, our findings reveal systemic failures that shift responsibility from perpetrators to victims, resulting in financial hardship and ongoing harm to women and children.
	xv

	Key findings
	System misalignment
	Rather, the system can place women and children at risk.

	Prevalence of abuse
	3/4
	2/3
	The creation of FTB (Fembot) Debts
	We examined three drivers of these FTB debts.
	Late tax returns: When tax returns are not lodged, an estimated or provisional income is used to calculate child support. For women whose ex-partners didn’t lodge tax returns for years at a time, one third (33%) ended up with a FTB debt.
	Changes in care time arrangements: For women who had their care-time, and subsequently child support, retrospectively recalculated, almost a quarter (23%) ended up with a FTB debt.
	Change of assessments: When women were successful in having their child support entitlements re-calculated, almost half (44%) were owed a backdated increase in their payments. But, fewer than a third (30%) received these payments. Instead, a fifth (22%) ended up with a FTB debt due to the retrospective child support recalculation.
	At the same time that FTB debts were being recouped, two thirds of women (67%) had outstanding child support liabilities owed to them by their ex-partner.

	Would like to know how they can go off provisional for years and years and underpay the custodial parent and do nothing about their lack of tax return.
	The very worst loopholes that are very regularly used include claiming little or no income on a tax return while earning a significant cash in hand jobs, as well as parents who own a business putting their main earnings into friend, family or staff trust accounts so it cannot be considered their own income, while on paper paying themselves very littles , and then using the income they’ve hidden

	System complexity and weaponisation
	While women knew that the system could be weaponised, only a quarter (25%) were aware that they could end up with a FTB debt as a result. The complexity and opacity of the system provides a the conditions that enable financial abuse.
	For nearly a quarter (24%) of women who had either received a debt or were worried they would receive a FTB debt, their ex-partner told them they were going to cause this outcome. Only half of women in this situation (48%) reported the threat to Services Australia.
	To avoid incurring FTB debts, some women gave up their children’s entitlements:
	Nearly one in five (19%) gave up either child support or FTB payments
	3% gave up both child support and FTB payments

	The value of Debts and Government responses
	For women with a FTB debt, the average value that they owed to the Government was nearly $5,000 ($4,930) while their average income was $64,385. As such, low-income women lost approximately 8 per cent of their annual income to repaying debts to the Government.
	Of the women who had FTB debts:
	Four out of five women (80%) had debts automatically taken from their annual end-of-year FTB Supplement
	Over three quarters (78%) had debts automatically deducted from their subsequent FTB payments;
	Almost two thirds (63%) had debt repayments automatically taken from their tax return.
	I received a debt about 7 years after receiving child support that was owed from previous years.I’ve not since received any child support but am still on reduced FTB as a result of child support I’m calculated to receive, but don’t.
	Over $30,000 debt. I just finished paying it off this year. I found out about it 4 years ago. Repayments were momentarily paused when I was homeless due to the separation and DV but they wouldn’t waive it, despite me explain to them I was lied to about his income and financially abused.
	Financial and social consequences of FTB debts

	Conclusions
	The system, and the harms it produces, are contrary to the National Plan to Eliminate Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032 and do not uphold children’s rights. The system not only fails to prevent abuse, but it can also actively facilitate it.
	Child Support is a broken, flawed system that enables coercive control, financial, psychological and emotional abuse to continue post-separation. The unfairness of the system wears you down so that you have no faith or trust left in it and you learn to rely upon yourself and others to get by, such as increasing work hours, taking on side hustles, relying on charities, food banks, etc.
	My ex-husband delays lodgement of his tax return every year and has done for the past 5 years post-separation up until present. I want to lodge a COA [Change of Assessment] but don't have the mental energy or willpower so I'm currently waiting until he finally lodges his 2024-25 tax return as I know it will trigger an increase in my CS [child support] payments even though it still won't be accurate or as much as it should be.
	He also deliberately dragged out our legal financial settlement which negatively impacted me for 3 years’ worth of tax returns due to our assets and my higher tax liability. This led to subsequent reductions in the amount of child support, I received, as well as ATO and FTB debts. The incomes used by CS have not been accurate and have unfairly gone in his favour every year since 2021.
	Recommendations
	Major reform
	Shift financial liability to perpetrators
	System redesign

	Final insight
	Now is the time for reform.

	Fembot Debt: Data Injustices, Child Support and Family Tax Benefit Debts
	Introduction
	This report draws on the experiences of 696 single mothers who generously shared their experiences of the child support and Family Tax Benefit (FTB) systems via an online survey conducted at the beginning of 2026.

	The underpinning principle motivating our research is that children have a right to receive child support from their parent living elsewhere.
	States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to secure the recovery of maintenance for the child from the parents or other persons having financial responsibility for the child, both within the State Party and from abroad.
	States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child.
	Since the Scheme was implemented, understanding of the scope and nature of family violence has increased. It is no longer possible to view the child support system as operating independently of measures to protect children from harm.

	A system in desperate need of reform
	Clearly, there remains a significant number of non-resident parents who are failing to meet their financial obligations to children.
	When viewed alongside the great strides that Australia has made in recognising and responding to the scourge of family and domestic violence that plagues 39 per cent of women (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2023), the current design and operation of the Child Support Scheme can be seen as woefully out of step. Anne Summers’ (2022) analysis of ABS statistics with 185,700 single mothers suggests that:
	of women who had left a violent relationship no longer had access to property or assets
	were not earning enough money through paid employment to support their children
	received government benefits as their primary income
	The National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032 (hereafter referred to as the National Plan) focuses on four main areas (DSS, 2022):
	Within the National Plan, holding perpetrators accountable is central to keeping women and children safe and preventing future violence.
	Within the child support system, there are few levers available to Services Australia to hold financial abuse perpetrators to account. Rather, the system is able to be weaponised and women are instead held accountable for the perpetrator’s behaviour. All the while, children miss out on child support, and more insidiously, also FTB payments. What is most worrying is that the system has been set up to do the perpetrator’s work.
	At its most extreme, the design of the system means that the Government inadvertently facilitates financial violence, as debts levied against victim survivors are created and enforced through faceless systems that women cannot reason with or understand. As the Ombudsman (2025) and Inspector General of Taxation (2025) described, there are few tools available to prevent or alleviate the harms that women experience.
	Our focus is on parents who deliberately use or evade the child support system to cause harm to their ex-partners and children. As the Commonwealth Ombudsman (2025, p. 43) noted:

	There is a difference between a paying parent who deliberately does not make payments but has the money, compared with a paying parent who does not pay because they are having genuine financial difficulties although they are trying their best. The first parent is carrying out financial abuse while the second is not.
	An opportunity for system redesign
	While these efforts point to the need for reform, evidence is lacking on how and why women receive FTB debts, how the Government responds, and the scale and impact of the problem.
	This report is designed to inform the Government’s efforts to stamp out systems abuse that is perpetrated through the linkages, omissions and silences that exist between these systems.
	What is the Family Tax Benefit?
	The focus of this report is on the interactions between mothers’ often mandatory requirement to seek child support and their FTB Part A payments, the value of which are determined in part by their ex-partner’s taxable incomes. More specifically, we focus on the failure of the tax, child support and FTB systems to identify, prevent, intervene in or respond to financial and systems abuse within these policy and system intersections.
	FTB
	The FTB is a two-part payment designed to support families with the costs of raising children.

	35%
	To receive these income-tested payments, recipients must have more than 35 per cent overnight care of a child and must meet Australian residency rules.
	FTB Part A is paid to those who meet these requirements, and if a recipient’s annual income is less than $80,000, they may receive an annual FTB Part A supplementary payment.
	FTB Part B is a payment paid to those receiving FTB Part A who are single parents, grandparents with primary care of grandchildren, or couples living on a single income.


	What is the Maintenance Action Test?
	Despite a brief period of expansion in the years following the introduction of the FTB in 2000, coverage has continued to decline, with an estimated 46 per cent of children aged 0 to 18 years receiving FTB in 2021, down from a peak of 68 per cent in 2005. This has resulted in low-income families making up a much higher proportion of recipients (p. 8).
	In stark contravention of the National Plan, perpetrators are financially rewarded by not having to financially contribute to their children’s upbringing. Children’s right to support from their parent is abandoned.
	How is Family Tax Benefit Part A calculated?
	What is the Maintenance Income Test?
	50c


	$2,003.85
	$667.95
	The importance of accurate data
	The accuracy of child support assessments and payments matter.
	For parents transferring child support payments via Services Australia, known as Agency Collect, payment data are known by Services Australia and feed into the application of the MIT. This provides women with some protection if child support payments are not received, as their FTB Part A payments can be adjusted accordingly.
	But, for half of the caseload who transfer child support payments privately, known as Private Collect, Services Australia does not know how much child support was paid. For Private Collect cases it is the assessed – not the received – amount of child support that is used to calculate FTB Part A payments.

	The accuracy of child support assessments – and the tax returns that they are based on – take on additional significance in the context of financial abuse.
	Resident parents’ FTB Part A is calculated on the basis of prospectively estimated (taxable) income and retrospectively received or assessed (child support) income over the financial year. To ensure accurate FTB Part A payments, when both the child support payee and payer lodge their tax returns, payments are reconciled.

	Resident parents who receive FTB Part A have no control over their ex-partners’ lodgement of tax returns which are central to determining their child support and FTB entitlements. It is this administrative dependency that creates the opportunities for system weaponisation.
	From the Government’s perspective, the MIT ensures that parents take primary responsibility for their children. However, when tax returns are not lodged and child support is not paid, the distribution of this responsibility falls disproportionately on low-income single mothers while the harms that the policy allows to be enacted against women and children are not considered, contradicting the intent of the Scheme.
	The child support legislation  requires both parents to submit a tax return so that their child support assessment can be calculated (Australian Government 2026c, section 3.2.1). Parents who receive FTB or other Government payments are required to prove their income to maintain their eligibility. While previously, close to 100 per cent of children were eligible for FTB Part A payments, at present fewer than 50 per cent of children are eligible (Stewart, et al 2023; Klapdor, 2022), with payments targeted particularly towards low- and middle-income families, a majority of whom are single parent families. For low-income single mothers, almost all of whom will receive FTB Part A payments, they will be required to prove their income to remain eligible for payments.

	But, for nearly 40 per cent of child support cases, a tax assessment is not used.

	Income assessment method
	Definition (Australian Government, 2026c, section 3)
	Number of cases (DSS 2025, September)
	It is inconceivable why non-resident parents are so easily able to avoid lodging tax returns given the significant negative downstream consequences that such behaviour generates for single mothers and their children. Not only is this child support evasion, this is also tax evasion.
	Enabling Fembot Debts
	2003-2008: A new child support formula

	The results of the Inquiry with respect to child support were remarkable for their gendered nature (Cook & Natalier, 2013) whereby most recommendations spoke to the concerns of paying fathers. The child support recommendations made by the Committee were to:
	Amend the child support assessments to:
	Double the minimum child support payment
	Increase child support enforcement and income assessment powers
	Reduce the cap on income for child support assessment purposes
	Change the link between nights of care and child support
	Amend how income from overtime and second jobs is included in the formula
	Increase the maximum value of prescribed non-agency payments from 25 to 50 per cent of assessments
	Conduct a re-evaluation of the Child Support Scheme
	Establish a Ministerial Taskforce to conduct the re-evaluation
	While the first and second sub-points of recommendation 25 favoured payees, these recommendations were never fully realised. The sub-recommendation to double minimum payments was amended downwards by the Ministerial Taskforce to only index minimum payments to inflation.
	The sub-point to increase enforcement powers was abandoned as this was excluded from the Taskforce’s terms of reference. The other sub-points within recommendation 25 were realised, tilting the benefits of the reform in favour of paying parents (Cook & Natalier, 2013).
	Occurring concurrently with reforms to the Family Court and child support system, changes were being made to the Office for the Status of Women (OSW) that refocused its remit to promote a traditional male breadwinner and nuclear family model (Williams, 2025). In 2004, the OSW was renamed the Office for Women and moved out of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet into the Department of Family and Community Services.
	This move shifted the emphasis of the Office towards family policy rather than addressing central Government matters related to gender. In the early years of the Howard Government, funding for the Office for the Status of Women and the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission was significantly reduced, while interdepartmental units focusing on women's issues, such as the Women’s Bureau and the Equal Pay Unit, were eliminated, and the position of Sex Discrimination Commissioner remained vacant for 14 months (Williams, 1997). As a result of these changes, there was less scrutiny of gendered policy, such as child support.
	Care time
	Mothers were left responsible for meeting the remainder of children’s needs.
	Care percentage
	Care level
	Equal to number of nights a year
	Cost percentage
	For fathers looking to inflict harm through the child support system, care times could be maximised through the courts or by an ‘agreement’ on care time that was subsequently not taken up.
	Income
	A lack of violence awareness

	2011: A workaround for when tax returns aren’t lodged
	understate a parent’s capacity to pay child support. This leads to less money being transferred for the benefit of children. These amendments replace the current rules for determining a parent’s [assessable taxable income] ATI with new rules that will more accurately reflect a parent’s income and ensure better support for children. The amendments are also expected to provide a greater incentive for parents to lodge their tax returns on time. (Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs and Other Legislation Amendment (Further Election Commitments and Other Measures) Bill 2011 Explanatory Memoranda).
	The fact that recipient parents’ incomes were being lowered on the basis of payers’ tax non-compliance with the taxation system was not raised.
	2012: Deeming that all Private Collections were paid when owed
	2014-2015: A new inquiry and less scrutiny
	2017-2018: Allowing retrospective tax returns
	allowing for amended tax assessments to be taken into account by the Child Support Registrar in child support assessments, if it results in a higher taxable income or, where it results in a lower taxable income, under certain conditions (Klapdor & Grove 2018, p. 3).
	There is no data available showing how many payees receive overpayments, nor data on whether or not these overpayments are recovered ... While the proposed measures will treat child support debts and debts arising from overpayments in a similar way for collection purposes, the Government has not provided clear evidence that the debts are of a similar nature, that the collection of these debts is problematic, or that punitive collection methods such as the withholding of social security or family assistance payments and/or departure prohibition orders are therefore justified (Klapdor & Grove, 2018, p. 20).

	Simplified example of the cumulative changes
	The similarities between Robodebt and Fembot Debt
	Methods
	Our 696 participants are not representative of the entire child support caseload. The respondents were people who were sufficiently motivated to complete a survey on financial abuse being perpetrated within the taxation, child support and FTB systems.
	As such, our data do not provide evidence of the proportion of the entire child support caseload who experience systems perpetrated financial abuse. Rather our data evidence the experience of people with a very particular set of circumstances who exist within the wider child support caseload.
	Findings
	The sample

	Most women (61%) reported having sole care of their children, with 12% having primary care (65-85% of nights) and 12% having more than primary care (86-99% of nights). At the other end of the spectrum, 4% of mothers had no overnight care of children, while 2% had regular care (15-34% of nights) or below. Nine per cent of mothers shared care with their ex-partner, defined as between 35 and 64 per cent of nights per parent.
	reported having sole care of their children
	having primary care (65-85% of nights)
	having more than primary care (86-99% of nights)
	of mothers had no overnight care of children
	had regular care (15-34% of nights) or below
	of mothers shared care with their ex-partner, defined as between 35% and 64% of nights per parent
	of women identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, which is slightly higher than the percentage of the Australian population (3.8%) who identify as such (ABS, 2021).
	of respondents’ children were Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, which is larger than the Australian population percentage (5.9%) (AIHW, 2022).
	of respondents spoke English as their primary language, with Hindi, German, Urdu, Japanese, Dutch and Sinhala comprising the other primary languages reported.
	of the sample relied on wages or a salary as their main source of income. For these women, the majority (77%) were in a permanent position, with others employed on casual (7%) or fixed-term (6%) contracts. Another 7% of women were self-employed.
	of women reported that one or more of their children had a disability.
	reported having a disability.
	Child support arrangements

	76%
	19%
	25%
	5%
	For women who knew the amount and provided data, the average value of child support arrears owed to them by their ex-partner was $19,769.
	Family violence post separation

	68%
	45%
	41%
	9%
	8%
	1%
	1%
	Despite financial abuse being the most prevalent form of violence among respondents, the vast majority of women (77%) who were experiencing violence had a child support agreement.
	Family violence and the Maintenance Action Test
	For these women, their FTB payments would be reduced to the base payment as a result of them failing the MAT.


	Family Tax Benefit payments
	I still don't understand where the debt came from or how.... As ex income could not have been high as refused to pay any child support. And no I didn't realise my payments would be reduced once I asked child support to follow up. He hadn't paid me for years I was pretty sure they would not have anymore success. If I had known payments would be reduced would not have applied.

	Family Tax Benefit debts
	Of current FTB payment recipients, a quarter (25%) had ever had a FTB debt due to retrospectively recalculated child support.
	The average value of women’s most recent FTB debt was $4,930.

	Causes of Family Tax Benefit debt
	Tax return non-lodgement
	Does your partner lodge tax returns?
	Would like to know how they can go off provisional for years and years and underpay the custodial parent and do nothing about their lack of tax return.


	Have you ever had a Family Tax Benefit debt as a result of retrospectively recalculated child support?
	Child support is a disgrace. My ex has made it his life's aim to play a game of loser dad survivor. Trying to outwit, outplay and outlast the system. Late tax returns (3 years), works a contract earning $220k, does a tax return on time, the calls up child support the next day to estimate his income as being $60k for the next year, gets a job, child support find him and he leaves, his income one year was $8k, despite not receiving a centrelink payment. He is classified as a cold case with services aust, last payment I received was in Oct 2024, and that was from a tax return, but since then, the government 'can't find him'.
	He has gone from taking the children 4 nights a fortnight to 0, and I am now facing the opportunity cost of having to provide 100% of the care and cost of the children, which is ruining me financially, while the govt sits on a system that is devoid of a safety net for fraudulent behaviour. While they record an income stream on monies uncollected that they have wiped their hands of. I informed services Australia if a $700 unclaimed money that was sitting with asic [Australian Securities and Investments Commission] for years to see if they would transfer to the debt owed. All I got was a 'it's too hard'.
	It’s confusing and I missed out on payments because my ex filed his tax return late and it was through our joint accountants so mine was late as well. Too many financial ways for him to control with a trust and accountants do what he says.
	My ex partner does not pay child support at all. He has a bill totalling over 20 thousand dollars, he does his tax returns under his new wife’s business to [arrive at] a $0.00 child support amount . He has also left me with a tax debt after signing me out of our company and not paying the super annuation, and dissolved the company after I was signed out, so I have a tax bill.
	Care time changes
	Nearly a quarter of the women (23%) impacted by retrospective care time and child support recalculations reported ended up with a FTB debt as a result.
	My Ex partner contacted child support to claim a change in their/my care time. It was a temporary (slight increase of over night care) change of care due to long Christmas term 4 school holidays. Then to return to parent plan care on commencement of school term 1 of 2026. Due to this communication by the ex to child support it was understood by child support (even providing uploaded evidence of email communication between the ex and myself) that it was a temporary increase they made a decision (poorly and incorrect) to grant the ex the change of percentage to 50 per cent which is grossly inaccurate as I’m the primary caregiver (72% primary caregiver of our child).
	His care time of 4 nights a fortnight with 1 week each of term 1,2&3 of school term holidays. Which is a slight increase from 28% to 30% increase. I am currently in the process of objecting this wrong decision made by child support and I am awaiting for the outcome. The ex also falsified income by $40,000 which has accrued a debt owing of between $6000-$7000. He is yet to provide a tax return for a number of years. During the period of review of decision by child support (the ex was attempted to be contacted by child support and did not answer or respond).
	I contacted 4 times throughout the period to provide the evidence requested which clearly indicated the correct amount of care time percentages and child support still made the decision to grant the change of care in his favour even though it is not correct. The injustice of this decision has caused distress, time consuming processes, financial repercussions along with the feeling of child support enabling this deliberate misuse of their agency by perpetrators of family violence.

	Income minimisation and Change of Assessments
	My ex partner delays putting [in] tax returns, is self-employed and when does submit late income levels are below poverty line ($21,000). I have had to submit 3 change of assessments to lock in their income and the COA has been inconsistent (one assessor accounted for inflation over the 3 years and 2 did not) but they have all investigated and found evidence of cash flow being $100,000.
	I am compelled to complete the COA forms and disclose ALL my personal financial information to justify this investigation ever 3 years to lock in a fair income which I know to be less than they are actually making (more like $130000 tax free). But I settle for the $100000 as I have no choice. I also only received the $36,000 I was owed in lump sum because I notified Child Support my ex was selling their house.
	I also didn’t know I could use a COA where childcare costs were excessive. I paid for 5 days a week long day care so I could work for my twins not knowing I could request financial support in addition to the childcare assessment.
	I was also financially disadvantaged trying to get a mortgage as I had 2 dependents but not reliable child support coming in as the payments were not regular, despite that being income I could claim, so I was unable to get a mortgage until I started earning more 5 years later.
	My ex keeps reporting me for ‘lying’ about living on a small income to reduce his $100 a week child support payments. My most recent experience was appalling - the person (male) was inappropriate and not impartial. I complained and I did not deal with him again. This system is flawed as I have been reported through change of assessment several times as a form of financial abuse.
	This last time I explained the FDV backstory in my statement and asked they don’t show the perpetrator my bank statements - I was told to take out all references to FDV as it is not considered and irrelevant and that me asking for the ex not to see my bank statements is illegal and I am asking them to break the law.
	As I said on numerous occasions to them:
	be non negotiable.
	Instead of receiving payments, 22 per cent of women reported ending up with a FTB debt as a result of a retrospective Change of Assessment child support recalculation.
	Yes. It is not only this FTB issue where the loopholes are. The very worst loopholes that are very regularly being used include claiming little to no income on a tax return whilst earning a significant amount in unclaimed cash in hand jobs, as well as parents who own a business putting their main earnings into friend or family or “staff” or trust accounts so it cannot be considered their own income, while on paper paying themselves very little, and then using the income they’ve hidden (ie put in some other account).
	The other is when a parent intentionally chooses not to work at all, or only does cash in hand jobs, as well as claiming jobseeker and financial hardship in order to have their child support assessment reduced to $0, and remain on this indefinitely. This is what my ex-partner has done for nearly 2 years now and it is still ongoing. I am unsure why he is allowed to remain on jobseeker and on financial hardship and be assessed to pay $0 child support for this long, when it can’t possibly take 2 years or more to find a job in his highly sought after industry (I.T.).
	I’ve applied for a change of assessment under the capacity to earn category twice now, and both times have been unsuccessful because apparently it is perfectly acceptable for him to be “looking for a job” and “in financial hardship” for 1-2 years or more, when in reality he is doing nothing, but definitely getting income from somewhere (probably cash in hand) as he buys expensive items including laptops worth thousands of dollars, expensive holidays, and brand name clothing.
	It’s a joke, it’s a form of financial and systems abuse, and my pleas are never considered or taken seriously by CSA.
	Taken together, of all of the mothers in our sample who had ever received FTB payments, one fifth (21%) had received a FTB debt as a result of either late tax returns, care-time changes or CoA reassessments.

	The threat of a Family Tax Benefit debt
	Of the women who had received a FTB debt as a result of tax return, care time or Change of Assessment changes, only a quarter (25%) knew that they could end up with a FTB debt as a result of retrospectively recalculated child support.
	Concerningly, for nearly a quarter (24%) of women who had either received a debt or were worried they would receive a FTB debt, their ex-partner told them they were going to cause this outcome. Only half of women in this situation (48%) reported the threat to Services Australia.
	For those women who did report the threat of FTB debts to Services Australia, the outcome experienced by the majority of reporters (56%) was that ‘nothing’ happened. Fourteen per cent of reporting women were successful in receiving an exemption, whereas others reported negative outcomes:

	My documentation has been disregarded. I became the problem and was threatened. I was told don’t bother explaining myself as I won't get a debt exemption.
	The mean satisfaction score for those reporting threats of FTB debts was ‘poor’’, with the vast majority (82%) assessing Service Australia’s response to their report as ‘poor’ (28%) or ‘very poor’ (56%).

	How would you rate your satisfaction with Centrelink/Service Australia’s response to your report of the threat?
	I told them I was scared my ex would kill me if they approved his child support payments. They said it’s not their problem and I should go to the police instead.
	The way that the legislation is written, it is the recipient’s responsibility to take action to seek and collect child support. The policy does not frame child support as the payer’s responsibility to pay. Women are positioned as responsible for ensuring their child support and FTB payments are correct. Equally, the policy purports that women should take responsibility for protecting themselves from these financial injustices and the violence perpetrated by their ex-partners. At no time is children’s right to receive support prioritised.


	The work of protecting against Family Tax Benefit debts
	Women took a range of actions to reduce their likelihood of receiving a FTB debt in the future. On average, women took 1.5 actions to keep themselves safe from future FTB debts. But, doing ‘nothing’ was the most likely action with approximately a third of women taking no action. In terms of the specific actions taken, other than doing nothing, moving to Agency Collect was the most common action that FTB recipients chose to take.
	Moving to Agency Collect provides women with some protection from the retrospective recalculation of their FTB entitlements, so it is unsurprising that this was one of the most popular actions among women. Given the survey’s focus on financial abuse and FTB debts, it was also no wonder that most respondents were already in Agency Collect. Besides ‘Other’ strategies, not seeking a Change of Assessment was also common, with 13 per cent of FTB recipients taking this non-action.

	Actions taken by women to reduce the likelihood of future FTB debts
	Sought an exemption
	Moved to agency collect
	Not sought child support
	Actions
	Not sought Family Tax Benefits
	Not reported late tax returns
	Not sought a Change of Assessment
	Not reported child support underpayments
	Other
	Nothing
	active strategies
	avoidance strategies
	passive strategies

	The low proportion of people seeking an exemption, and the relative popularity of not seeking a Change of Assessment shows the woeful inadequacy of the tools that are currently available to women and Government to correct unjust child support outcomes.
	Qualitative comments revealed some of the ‘other’ strategies that women used to keep themselves safe, including minimising FTB entitlements and receiving payments only as an end-of-year lump sum to avoid debts.

	Withheld money from my benefits to build up a safety net Set up with Centrelink to not receive the full amount of family tax. This is due to family tax debt occurring during our marriage as husband would deliberately under report income to me so that I incurred debt.
	Set payment settings to minimum payments fortnightly and the rest at end of year so any adjustments can be made. Overestimated my wages and reduced fortnightly amount just in case a debt occurs. Yearly payments of FTB. Took it at the end of the year so didn't have to back pay. Moved to annual family tax benefit instead of fortnightly. I receive a lump sum at tax time that covers this and over estimate my earnings.
	I elect not to receive Family Tax Be edit throughout the year. Only to receive it once both tax returns are lodged and all balancing adjustments done.
	Strategies to avoid FTB debts
	The actions taken by women to protect themselves from FTB debt can be divided into three broad types:
	active strategies
	such as moving to Agency Collect and seeking exemption
	avoidance strategies
	that spanned the middle group of five strategies that involved deliberately ‘not’ doing something
	passive strategies
	of doing nothing
	For women, doing nothing was typically an expression of their lack of agency within the current system. They felt that there was no way to avoid the risk of FTB debt, or that the system would be unresponsive to their attempts. However, for some, doing nothing was a way to make themselves a small target so as to avoid future harms that could be perpetrated by their ex-partner.
	I have to risk it because I need the FTB to survive. The system is too hard when the OP [other parent] is claiming $0.00 income as a lawyer. There is nothing I can do to avoid this. I leave it as it is to avoid harm and debt.
	Despite being the most common strategy reported, the relatively low proportion moving to Agency Collect (25%) may be understandable, given that at the time that their FTB debts were received, 75 per cent of women were already receiving child support via Agency Collect, with 25 per cent receiving privately. This is roughly equivalent to the proportion of Agency and Private collect child support recipients in our sample.

	However, despite moving to Agency Collect as a safety strategy, this did not seem to protect women from financial harm.
	Returning to the actions that women took, at the other end of the spectrum, seeking a child support exemption was one of the least likely actions for women to take. Fewer than 5 per cent of women took such action to seek an exemption.
	Taken together, the most common and least common actions taken - excluding taking no action - are revealing. Comparing the strategies that women who had ever experienced a FTB debt took to protect themselves shows stark differences between women who were and were not experiencing family violence at the time of separation.

	FTB debt avoidance strategies of women who spent more than ‘no time at all’ worrying about getting one

	Avoidance Strategies: Financial self-sacrifice in order to keep safe
	Foregoing entitlements
	Foregoing benefits to avoid FTB debts
	It may be the case that women who had not experienced family violence were in a better position financially and did not have to rely on FTB payments.

	Regardless of the presence or absence of violence, it is not acceptable that the way for women to keep themselves safe from Government debt is to forego their children’s entitlements.
	While parents have the primary responsibility to financially support their children, the Government has a responsibility to ensure that children receive appropriate financial support from their non-resident parent in the form of child support, as well as in the form of FTB payments.


	Not correcting errors in entitlements
	The second avoidance strategy group included three means through which women could protect themselves from FTB debts by not taking action. These means included women not reporting child support underpayments or late tax returns and not seeking a Change of Assessment.
	Here, women were pursuing safety by minimising the opportunities that the system provided to perpetrators. In particular, the Change of Assessment process was avoided as it required sensitive information to be provided to their ex-partner. Women also pushed back on the requirement that they needed do the work of pursuing accurate payments given that they were the ones who were complying with the system.
	My ex husband earns $750,000 per year. He pays min child support assessed which doesn’t cover real cost of [raising a] child with private schools. Change of assessments require too much sensitive information to which should not be provided to abuser.
	CS have allowed an estimate of $324 approx for the past two years even though I have given them the name of his employing the bank account details he has his wage paid into.
	I am told I must apply for a change of assessment and provide all of my financials which can be given to him. This is not safe for me to do and I have also complied with income estimates that correlate with my NOA [Notice of Assessment] and income tax returns so don’t see why I need to give my information.

	Agency Collect FTB debts
	A surprising finding in our data was the high number of women in Agency Collect who had FTB debts. Legislative changes made in 2012 to use the expected, or deemed, rate of child support in retrospective FTB calculations only apply to Private Collect (Yeend, 2012). But, in our sample, 75 per cent of respondents who had FTB debts were in Agency Collect.
	An explanation may be a calculation, known as the Mandatory Continuous Adjustment (MCA). However, there are scant details in the Family Assistance Guide as to how this calculation works in practice for child support recipients.
	The MCA is applied to Agency Collect cases to prevent the likelihood of a FTB overpayment and subsequent debt. As the Family Assistance Guide (2026b, section 4.3.1.30) sets out,
	MCA's objective is to reduce the potential for future FTB reconciliation debt by applying an adjustment process to the rate of FTB instalment payments for individuals who have a revision to their family's income/maintenance estimate (including the second automatic uplift) during the entitlement year ...
	There are several clauses within the MCA that could result in Agency Collect recipients being levied with FTB debts. These include changes to maintenance income, the payment of maintenance arrears during the period in which there has been an amount of FTB overpayments due to the MCA that has not been recovered, or where there is a break in the recipient’s FTB Part A entitlements and a subsequent restoration of entitlement within the same financial year.


	If an individual receives maintenance income that affects their FTB Part A, the MCA calculation will also be applied to their daily FTB rate if their maintenance income changes during the entitlement year. Any change in maintenance income requires a new calculation of the adjustment to the individual's daily rate of FTB for the remainder of the entitlement year. MCA may also be triggered where the Secretary makes a revised estimate of maintenance income.
	The complexity and opacity of the interactions between taxable incomes, child support and FTB payments means that it is impossible to discern if the MCA is why so many women in our sample who were in Agency Collect had FTB Part A debts. However, the narrow range of clauses to which the MCA applies are not consistent with the experiences of women in our sample (Australian Government, 2026b, section 4.3.1.30).
	Women do not know how the MIT and the various FTB reconciliation processes work. As such, self-report surveys do not provide the most reliable means of determining the exact cause of Agency Collect debts. It is beholden upon the Department of Social Services and Services Australia to examine the prevalence of FTB debts among Agency Collect child support recipients and to determine the policy mechanisms that are contributing to women’s adverse outcomes.
	These mechanisms should be explained in plain language to child support recipients. Where these mechanisms cannot be explained in simple terms, legislative amendments should simplify or remove the MIT to avoid unintelligible debts levied against low-income women, or possibilities for system weaponisation.
	To inform future analyses, in the following sections we identify possible explanations for women’s FTB debts and test these where our survey provides relevant data.

	Switching from Private to Agency Collect following a FTB debt
	Reduced child support assessments as a result of late tax returns
	Receiving child support overpayments
	The complexity of the Maintenance Income Test
	‘Modified’ in the MEM acronym means that each year, the entitlement amount and the received amount for the year are reconciled. In cases where women’s ex-partners lodge tax returns each year, the expected and received amounts of child support get reconciled and FTB is adjusted accordingly.
	But, when FTB is calculated retrospectively, or what the Family Assistance Guide refers to as ‘past claims’, “the actual amount of maintenance income received for the relevant income year is used” (Australian Government, 2026b, 3.1.5.70). This means that, in principle, women’s FTB entitlements are calculated in the same way as the Disbursement Method, using the actual amount of child support that women received at the time.
	For women in our sample who reported using the MEM, when their ex-partners lodged tax returns on time, only 25 per cent reported having a FTB debt. But, when their ex-partners’ tax returns were years late, this number increased to 65 per cent.
	Of all of the women in our survey who used Agency Collect and who had FTB debts due to retrospectively recalculated child support, 85 per cent had ex-partners who lodged tax returns years late, while only 15 per cent had ex-partners who lodged tax returns on time.
	A quarter (25%) of the women in Agency Collect who had FTB debts and ex-partners who lodged tax returns years late reported using the Modified Entitlement Method. The other 75% of these women did not know what MIT method they used.  As the MEM is the default method, it is highly likely that all of the women in this situation used the MEM calculation method.
	The Family Assistance Guide (Australian Government, 2026d, section 3.1.7.23) notes:

	Individuals who have chosen MEM will be transferred to the disbursement method when the disbursement method calculation produces a lower FTB Part A entitlement than the entitlement method. Generally this will only occur where the [sic] Child Support collects an amount in excess of the usual monthly payment from the payer and transmits this to the payee ... Often this will be an arrears payment of child support.
	However, given the clause about ‘past claims’ and the operation of the MCA, the inclusion of arrears payments in the MIT should only apply to the calculation of FTB Part A entitlements in the year that the arrears were received. Women’s FTB payments at that time may be reduced, even reduced to zero, if significant arrears payments are received.
	The recalculation or receipt of arrears should not affect previous years in which FTB payments were provided. However, for the current year, women may have to pay back that year’s FTB payments if a significant arrears payment – that substantially lowers their annual FTB entitlements – is received.
	In our sample of women in Agency Collect whose partners lodged tax returns years late, two thirds (67%) reported not receiving the child support they were owed as a result of the recalculation of their child support assessments after tax returns were lodged. However, a third of these women reported ending up with FTB debts.
	It may be the case that women in Agency Collect who received arrears payments and then received reduced or no FTB Part A payments as a result, perceived these FTB Part A reductions as a debt. If women received significant arrears payments late in the reconciliation year, they may have to repay FTB.
	Of the small number of women who provided data for each of these questions, the average FTB debt they owed was $7,750, with debts ranging from $5,500 to $10,000. As a result of the MIT and the MIFA, these debts would have required women to receive child support arrears payments of between over $11,000 and $20,000 late in the FTB reconciliation year. However, more than half of the women in this situation didn’t actually receive the child support they were recalculated to receive.
	As such, these women were not only experiencing FTB reductions, they instead owed significant amounts to the Government on the basis of child support income that was not received.  The MCA does not explain this circumstance.
	If the operation of the MCA results in such significant debts, even in the cases where no child support payments were received, then something is going significantly wrong.


	Where does this leave women with Agency Collect FTB debts?
	The above investigations examine the possible scenarios through which women in Agency Collect could incur FTB debts. However, none of these provide a sufficient explanation for what women reported in our survey.
	Whether women’s Agency Collect debts as reported in our survey reflect the intricate details of the MIT’s complex and labyrinthine policy settings requires investigation using Agency Collect child support casefile data to determine the FTB debt-levying mechanisms and the equity of these policy settings given the known issues of tax return non-lodgement and child support underpayments.
	The policy complexity and opacity of the system means that women cannot understand, or explain to us in our survey, why they were levied with FTB debts. The information provided within the Guides (Australian Government, 2026b; 2026c) do not provide sufficient explanation.
	Further, the documentation provided in the Guides is not written for public consumption, while the Services Australia website is simultaneously too complex and lacking in detail. As such, women are at a loss as to how to protect themselves from debts, with many in our sample just accepting that these will eventuate.
	The mechanisms through which Agency Collect FTB debts accrue need to be identified, characterised as a proportion of the caseload, and explained so that any loopholes that allow these policy settings to be weaponised can be closed.

	The injustice of Family Tax Benefit debts
	Of the women who had ever received a FTB debt, three quarters were able to provide the dollar value of their most recent debt notice. The average value of women’s FTB debt was $4,930, with the most common debt amount being $3,000 across debts ranging from $150 to $30,000.
	I received a debt about 7 years ago after receiving child support that was owed from previous years. I’ve not since received any child support and since then still on reduced ftb as a result of child support I’m calculated to receive but don’t.
	Over $30,000. I just finished paying it off this year. I found out about it 4 years ago. Repayments were momentarily paused when I was homeless due to the separation and dv but they wouldn’t waive it despite me explaining to them I was lied to about his income and financially abused.
	At the same time as FTB debts were recouped, two thirds of these women (67%) had outstanding child support liabilities owed to them by their ex-partner.


	I have an amount of around $15k owing to me for the past 12 years - my ex simply refused to file tax returns and worked for cash to avoid any additional CSA. I advised Child Support of any information when I came across it, but the debt remains. My children are now grown but I still feel cheated by the Government - I was at my most vulnerable following an abusive relationship so I sought their help to seek child support. Instead they have chosen to believe a man can live on zero income for decades, despite having multiple more kids since.
	I worked several jobs to raise my kids, and even missed out on the FTB I could have received - Centrelink took child support into account when calculating my income, and yet I never received it. Aust Government is quick to chase honest people for Centrelink or tax debts but takes little action to actually enforce CSA.
	These unpaying parents should not be able to renew a licence, or register a vehicle while a debt exists. Their superannuation should be used to pay CSA debts. In this case, there are two of us ex-partners, both left to raise kids alone, both with decades of unpaid child support owed.
	While half of women (50%) said that they were not notified prior to their FTB payments being reduced, most of those who were notified found out that they had a FTB debt through a MyGov or SMS notification (77%).
	The notification of a debt for half of the sample is cold comfort, as while they were informed, there was often nothing that could be done to prevent or minimise the impact.

	For one in five women (21%), they only found out after their already minimal budgets were reduced. For families living at or below the poverty line, such economic shocks could be disastrous.
	How did you find out you had a FTB debt?
	For women who reported ‘other’ ways that they found out they had a FTB debt, they reported their tax returns being intercepted or as a result of other Government communications.
	No FTB for 6mths and then a debt taken without notification at tax time.
	When u applied for single parent pension and FTB they took the 3 months back pay from my application to my approval to pay part of the debt. That’s how I found out I had the debt and how I found out he skipped several years of tax returns. Received a letter and it detailed an over payment of $27000.
	I think it was child support- but it is unclear as I was in a trauma response at the time - and the paper work was so confusing. It went from him having an existing $5000 debt - which he'd had for years- to me owing him $6000 in child support - and $350P/WEEK payment to him moving forward. And a $6000 debt to centrelink - irreversible.
	Women were often bewildered as to exactly how they ended up with a FTB debt. For women experiencing family violence, the number and complexity of the systems that they need to engage with can be overwhelming. Yet it is these same women that are compelled to enact the child support and FTB systems and manage the consequences of the often avoidant and deceptive behaviour of their ex-partners.


	Engaging with the system over FTB debts
	Of those women who had ever had a FTB debt, 43 per cent had tried to have their debt waived by Services Australia. Of these women, only one in five were successful.
	While one in five is a low ratio of successful claims, this result is surprising given that the Commonwealth Ombudsman’s (2025, p. 11) report notes that there is no specific legal mechanism to waive debts caused “because they [payees] are assumed to have received Child Support which has not, in fact, been paid because of financial abuse”.
	I paid some but I eventually got the rest waived. Waived after 8 weeks.
	Over $30,000. I just finished paying it off this year. I found out about it 4 years ago. Repayments were momentarily paused when I was homeless due to the separation and dv but the wouldn’t waive it despite me explaining to them I was lied to about his income and financially abused.
	The Commonwealth Ombudsman (2025) has reported that Services Australia could use retrospectively applied MAT exemptions to clear women’s FTB debts. No women in our sample reported such action, however, this could be what women meant when they said they had had their debts waived. But, the low number of women with exemptions compared to the rates violence they experienced makes this pathway seem unlikely. In addition, as reported by the Ombudsman, the use of exemptions for this purpose creates further financial harms for women and their children who then miss out on child support income while perpetrators are financially rewarded as a result.
	Only one in ten women (11%) sought external assistance regarding their FTB debt, with 7 per cent of women contacting a legal service and 4 per cent contacting a financial counsellor.
	A similar number of women (12%) tried to find a service to support them, but didn’t find any, while 41 per cent did not know that there were any services available that could support them.

	Did you seek external advice or support regarding your Family Tax Benefit debt?
	I didn’t know there were available services
	No
	I tried to find a service to assist but didn’t find any
	Yes, legal services
	Yes, a financial counsellor
	Of those women who were able to engage an external support service, three quarters (73%) found these services useful. However, while such services can provide assistance to women facing systems abuse, across Australia, very few services are funded for child support casework. Women are essentially left to take on their ex-partners and the Government alone.
	Given the low likelihood of a debt waiver, the lack of support services available to assist and the identified legislative shortcomings, four out of five women rated Services Australia’s response to their debt waiver request as poor (10%) or very poor (70%). These figures increased to 75 and 8 per cent, respectively for the women who were owed child support at the time of their FTB debt.


	Automatic debt recovery
	For over three quarters (78%) of women with FTB debts, FTB debt repayments were automatically taken out of their subsequent FTB payments, or their annual FTB supplement (80%). For almost two thirds of women (63%), FTB debt repayments were automatically deducted from their tax returns.
	The most recent time they did a 'snatch and grab' from my tax return. [The amount] varies and I have to reset the payment plan every few weeks as it cancels/expired and they try to take more.
	For each collection method, it was overwhelmingly women in Agency Collect who experienced these, which reflects the high number of women in Agency Collect in our sample.
	At the time of the survey, just over a quarter of women (28%) were still repaying their FTB debt to the Government.
	For women whose debts were being recouped from their FTB payments, the average FTB reduction was $84 per fortnight.
	For those women who provided data, the average length of time that their fortnightly FTB payments were reduced was 1.5 years.


	Received debt in April. Repaid fortnightly until July, remainder deducted from FTB supplements.
	I’m hoping that I don’t have to pay it at all after the judge has reviewed the circumstances that has caused it to arrive but if that’s not possible it’ll be 2 years before it’s paid off.
	Will last 114 weeks.
	The debt was created a month before my son turned 18 - a last hurrah of entanglement in the systems. 4 months of hell, eventually got credited back what I paid. But ended up with a tax debt too there was no exemption there.
	Years ... I can barely pay my energy bills. I am hoping some will waver all debts that were based on lies. Child support acknowledged the lie - and redacted the debt. Centrelink did not.
	As the Ombudsman (2025, p. 66) noted, there is no current capacity for Services Australia to waive a FTB debt caused through the retrospective recalculation of child support. In addition, women who receive FTB debts due to non-compliance with tax requirements and manipulated child support assessments are not eligible to receive emergency payments from Services Australia. At the same time, debts owed to the Commonwealth would also affect women’s credit ratings.

	As a result, women are not only financially penalised for the non-compliance or deliberate financial abuse of their ex-partner but are further penalised by systems that hold them and their children responsible for their ex-partner’s behaviour.
	Aligning the tax requirements that underpin the Child Support Scheme with the intentions of the National Plan would instead see perpetrators face the financial consequences of their non-compliance. Indeed, while child support and FTB provisions lie outside of the remit of the Inspector General of Taxation and Taxation Ombudsman (2025), their recommendation for holding perpetrators to account with respect to tax liabilities could equally apply to Services Australia debts. The IGTO (2025, p. 11) recommended that the ATO:

	undertake a review of its existing powers that may be applied to redistribute liabilities to perpetrators and develop staff guidance on how and when these powers would be used.
	Services Australia could do similar in the case of FTB debts caused by tax and child support non-compliance, whether child support recipients are in Private or Agency Collect.
	Given the financial penalties that are associated with a FTB debt, some women sought to pay off their FTB debts as quickly as possible, as a lump sum from their savings or annual reconciliation, property or other settlements, with some even borrowing money to clear their debts with Services Australia.

	I think I borrowed the money from friends to pay as a lump sum. It took all of my savings to pay it off. I was able to pay it off directly from financial settlement savings. It was paid from my end of year balancing. I got it over and done with, due to having a little money set aside.
	Another group of women had yet to commence paying their debts, having sought waivers or reviews of the debt notification, or because they could not afford the repayments:

	Haven’t started paying it as I sought an external review of the debt through the administrative review tribunal this debt was created by my 2 older children’s father.
	Finally, a group of women were unsure about their debt repayments, as the complexity and traumatic nature of the system prevented them from seeking information or remedies.

	I am unclear [about my repayments] at the moment -I was told to continue the payment plan - I need to call child support every 12 weeks - which takes half a day on call wait - so have to take time off work to do it. I stopped late last year as was exhausted by it all. Need to prepare my self to get triggered again - and get back in contact. The trauma response takes about 24-48 hours to recover.
	The consequences of Family Tax Benefit debts
	Financial impact of FTB debt on women
	Number of impacts experienced by women
	Women experienced between one and six of the nine impacts, excluding ‘none’. On average, women experienced 3 of these impacts. But most women experienced only one. For women experiencing only one impact, it was most commonly ‘additional financial stress, with 84 per cent of these women reporting this solitary impact. The next most common single impact was ‘housing stress’, experienced by 7 per cent of these women.
	It is unjust that children live in households experiencing financial stress, housing stress and the need for emergency assistance as a result of their father’s tax and child support behaviour. Rather than upholding the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, the system is placing children at risk.

	What families give up to pay back FTB debts
	Women with FTB debts caused by retrospectively recalculated child support made a number of sacrifices as a result of their reduced FTB incomes.  For low-income women with FTB debts, losing a percentage of their annual income caused significant hardship which required victim survivor families harm through ongoing deprivation. Most troublingly, the retrospective application of FTB debts compounded the hardships experienced by children.
	Meant I had to cut back on other things for kids because I had debt, caused depression fear and worry.
	My family suffer financial hardship.
	I struggle to sleep. The stress levels are high. This impacts my son who is doing his HSC- he can't join in as much at school, he helps as much as possible, my sister helps us when she can, a family friend helps with small things. I have a full time job as an academic - we have nothing at the end of the month. I have felt sick with financial worry and fear for years. Feel I will become a statistic of homeless women in their 60's.

	How mothers manage paying off their FTB debts
	Cut back on food
	Cut back on luxuries
	Cut back on kids' activities
	Change spending patterns to buy on special, home brand or second hand
	Don't buy my own medicines
	Can't pay school fees
	Don't seek health care
	Can't pay for school books, uniforms or equipment
	Can't pay the rent or mortgage
	Increase credit card or pay day loan debts
	Don't buy kids' medicines
	No impact
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	Most commonly, mothers cut back on food, with 86 per cent of women who had a retrospectively calculated FTB debt reporting this outcome. Over three quarters of affected women cut back on non-essentials (79%), kids’ activities (78%) or changed their spending patterns to reduce costs (76%). Over half of affected women didn’t buy medicines for themselves (58%), couldn’t pay school fees (56%), or didn’t seek health care (53%).
	Only 5 per cent of affected women reported that the repayment of FTB debts had no impact on their budgets or spending. These women’s average FTB debt value was $2,000 – or just under half of the average amount. At the same time, these women’s annual incomes were $78,000, which was 20 per cent higher than the average income of all women with retrospective FTB debts ($64,385).
	Women typically experienced between one and ten of the aforementioned impacts when repaying their FTB debts, excluding ‘no impact’. On average, women experienced five of these impacts. There was no clear pattern in how many impacts women experienced, with 8 to 14 per cent of women each experiencing between 1 and 8 impacts.

	Number of impacts women experienced when paying back FTB debts
	The number of actions that women took increased as the value of their FTB debt increased.  As such, the higher the value of the debt, the more impacts that women and their children experienced.
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	Conclusions
	Reflecting on children’s rights
	Child Support is a broken, flawed system that enables coercive control, financial, psychological and emotional abuse to continue post-separation. The unfairness of the system wears you down so that you have no faith or trust left in it and you learn to rely upon yourself and others to get by, such as increasing work hours, taking on side hustles, relying on charities, food banks, etc.
	My ex-husband delays lodgement of his tax return every year and has done for the past 5 years post-separation up until present. I want to lodge a COA but don't have the mental energy or willpower so I'm currently waiting until he finally lodges his 2024-25 tax return as i know it will trigger an increase in my CS payments even though it still won't be accurate or as much as it should be.
	He also deliberately dragged out our legal financial settlement which negatively impacted me for 3 years’ worth of tax returns due to our assets and my higher tax liability. This led to subsequent reductions in the amount of child support, I received, as well as ATO and FTB debts. The incomes used by CS have not been accurate and have unfairly gone in his favour every year since 2021.
	Since 2011, Australia has required all new and amended legislation to include a statement of compatibility with the seven major human rights treaties that Australia has signed (Attorney-General’s Department, 2026). Amendments made after 2011 that have contributed to the development of the Fembot Debts have included statements that downplay the impact on human rights. Clearly a more nuanced and directed approach to reviewing legislation is required.
	For example, all legislation that affects the wellbeing or welfare of children should be evaluated by the proposing Minister against the specific relevant Articles of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.
	Requiring proposing governments to demonstrate how its legislation upholds children’s right to safety and financial support would have provided a more direct means of holding governments to account. In the absence of specific statements, the complexity of the Scheme and the opacity of the proposals created a means of punishing women and children for the behaviour of their ex-partner. Had the various amendments that led to the Fembot Debts been reviewed through the lens of children’s rights, then perhaps the weaponisation of the system would not have been made possible.
	The Government’s reintroduction of the National Child Support Stakeholder Engagement Group is a step in the right direction, as this body allows the lived experience of policy to be brought to policymakers’ immediate attention. While there are ongoing efforts to reduce systems weaponisation, the legislation that has enacted the Fembot Debt machine remains in operation. We therefore make a number of recommendations that could make a meaningful difference.

	Recommendations
	Major reform

	Shift financial liability to perpetrators
	System redesign
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