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Features of the Access Card under the current Bill (as at April 2007)         

On 26 April 2006 the Australian Government announced its intention to introduce a new Access Card to replace multiple health and social service benefit cards. After consultation by the Consumer and Privacy Taskforce, the exposure draft of the Human Services (Enhanced Service Delivery) Bill 2007 was released.
1. The Access Card will replace up to 17 health and social service cards including the current Medicare Card, the Pharmaceutical Benefit Scheme Safety Net Entitlement Card and the Centrelink Healthcare Card.
2. The Government has repeatedly said that the access card is not intended to be, nor will it be a national identity card.
3. You have to be registered before you can apply for an access card. To register you need to be eligible for benefits and provide proof of identity documents. It is intended that the registration process will commence in 2008. The process, inviting all Australians to register, will continue through until 2010. Once this period of registration ends, you will need an Access Card to access certain health and social services benefits.
4. Registration involves the completion of an application form, attending an interview (to have photo taken etc) and the post-interview transfer of data onto the card – then provided to the individual.
5. It is important that when an individual registers they do so with informed consent. This requires the Access Card scheme to provide detailed information to all applicants on what data they are required to provide and how this information will be stored, used and shared.
6. It is not compulsory to have an Access Card. You can only have a Card if you are registered and over 18 years (with some exceptions). However, if you want to access the services of Medicare, Centrelink etc, you will need to have an Access Card (or be listed on your parent’s or guardian’s card).
7. If you are under 18 years of age you will ordinarily be on your parent’s or guardian’s access card. The Bill does allow for someone under 18 to apply to the Secretary (or their delegate) for an exemption from the age requirement.
This exemption is to be granted in accordance with guidelines produced by the Minister. However, the current Bill does not give young people under 18 an absolute legal right to an Access Card.

8. The information on the face of the card includes:
a. Your name and date of birth

b. Card number and expiry date (usually 10 years after date of issue)

c. Your photograph and signature

d. If applicable, Department of Veteran’s Affairs (DVA) or Blind Disability Support Pensioners information.

9. The Access Card will contain a microchip to store information in two sections:

a. An individual’s area: 
The current bill does not include any provisions relating to what information will be stored in this area. This will be dealt with in later legislation. However, the inclusion of additional information such as emergency contact details, next of kin, allergies, organ donor status and health alerts have been discussed. It would be voluntary to provide this information which would be protected by a personally selected pin.

b. The Commonwealth’s area:
Your name, date of birth, gender, residential address, photograph, signature, card number, expiry date and pin, benefit card, Medicare number, reciprocal health care card number, emergency payment number, registration status and DVA information.

You will be able to check the information stored on the chip via the use of smartcard readers that will be available in various government locations (possibly Medicare and Centrelink offices). 

10.
The Bill contains a number of offences, including offences relating to dishonestly obtaining or registering for a card, inappropriate use or access of the card and altering, defacing or selling a card.
The National Children’s and Youth Law Centre and the National Youth Advocacy Network have considered the introduction of the Access Card and has found that the way it could affect children and young people can be divided into four main themes:
1. Function creep and public Trust

Concern has been expressed that once the technological and administrative infrastructure to store personal information is in place, the information may be used for unauthorised purposes and by unauthorised persons (for example as a de facto proof of age card). It is important that the Government provides the necessary education and enforcement powers in order that public trust surrounding the Access card will not be undermined. This is particularly relevant for children and young people as a lack of trust easily translates into a reticence to engage with the system. To ensure that public trust is maintained, especially with young people under 18, education regarding confidentiality of medical information and the impact of the access card will also be important. It will be necessary for the Government to carefully consider how this information can be provided to young people and the roles that schools, social services and health care professionals can take in conveying this information.

2. Problems with access to proof of identity documents

To register for the Access card, people are required to provide identifying documentation and failing to do so will prevent a person from being issued with a card and ultimately accessing health and social service benefits. It will be difficult and in some cases impossible for young people to obtain the necessary proof of identity documents.
 This will be an issue particularly for foster children, homeless youth or children in dysfunctional family relationships. Losing entitlements would be problematic for anybody, but particularly disadvantageous to children who are likely to have no employment or other means of support. It is important that this issue is considered in the context of someone under 18 first applying for a card and at the time of renewal or replacement. 
3. Eligibility for an independent Access Card

The default position is that children will be dependents on their parent’s Access Card. However, the current Bill does allow the Secretary (or their delegate) to grant exemptions from the 18 year old age requirement according to Ministerial guidelines. Although the Government has indicated that these guidelines would not change, without legislative incorporation their position is jeopardized and they may be subject to change without the same level of scrutiny as legislative amendments. There is also concern about the lack of detail regarding the circumstances in which someone under 18 will be eligible for an access card and the process of reviewing a decision to refuse giving someone under 18 an independent card. 

4. Engagement, participation and access to services

The 1997 ALRC Report ‘Seen and Heard: Priority for Children in the Legal Process’ indicated that children often perceive themselves as separate from the adult world of legal processes and interaction with government. It is important that the introduction of the Access card and the registration process is used as an opportunity to educate young people about the benefits they could receive, the processes involved and encourage them to engage with the system. This is not only important for the understanding and participation of those currently under 18, but it is important for the current adult population as it is often children who educate adults, particularly with regards to technological changes. For young people who have left school, entered the workforce, are living independently and have not had previous contact with Centrelink or other youth specific support services, the dissemination of appropriate information to ensure they have access and support with the new access card system will be vital.
Have your Say!
It is important for all members of the youth sector to consider how the current Bill and the introduction of the Access Card will affect children and young people. To have your say you can contact:

Your local Member of Parliament or the Minister for Human Services, the Hon. Christopher Ellison
Email: senator.ellison@aph.gov.au
Post: PO Box 143, Northbridge WA 6865

Professor Allan Fels

Consumer and Privacy Taskforce

Email: a.fels@humanservices.gov.au
Post: GPO Box 3959, Manuka, ACT 2603
To provide feedback to us and the sector, contact:

James McDougall

National Children and Youth Law Centre

Email: director@ncylc.org.au
Post: c/-University of NSW, Sydney, 2052

Luke Bo'sher

Policy Officer, Youth Coalition of the ACT

Post: PO Box 5232, Lyneham, ACT, 2602
Email: luke@youthcoalition.net
� Access Card Consumer and Privacy Taskforce, Discussion Paper Number 3: Registration, March 2007, page 30.





