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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.



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

vii



viii

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

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.
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	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.
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	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.
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	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.

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

	Prevalence of abuse
	3/4
	2/3
	Three quarters of our sample were experiencing family violence at the time of the survey.
	Two-thirds of women were experiencing financial abuse.
	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.
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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.
	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
	FTB debts created significant financial hardship for already financially disadvantaged single mothers.
	experienced additional financial stress
	sought emergency assistance from charities, family or friends
	reported that FTB debts caused or exacerbated their housing stress
	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.
	Over half didn’t buy medicines for themselves
	couldn’t pay school fees
	didn’t seek health care


	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 entitlements 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.
	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.
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	Recommendations
	Major reform
	Removing the Maintenance Income Test is the best means of preventing systems weaponisation.
	Delink child support from the Family Tax Benefit.

	Shift financial liability to perpetrators
	If delinking child support from FTB payments is not immediately enacted, then priority actions to ensure safety include:
	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.
	Enforce the mandatory requirement for lodging annual tax assessments for all participants in child support agreements and enforce existing penalties.
	Refuse to accept income estimates from payers who are not up to date with their annual tax lodgements.
	If FTB debts arise due to retrospective tax returns, transfer these debts to the perpetrator.
	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.
	xvii

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


	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.
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