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• HELP was introduced in 1988. Since then:

o 5 more income contingent loans have been implemented

o Approx. $98 billion (R$265 billion) in HELP debt has been received 
by the Taxation office and the following amounts have been 
collected:

approx. $25 billion (R$67.5 billion) in compulsory repayments

approx. $4 billion (R$11 billion) in voluntary repayments

approx. $210 million (R$567 million) has been collected in 
overseas levies and voluntary repayments from HELP debtors 
living and working overseas since 2017

o Approx. $80 billion (R$216 billion) is owing to the Government

o The size of the outstanding HELP debt has grown at the rate of 
approx. 15% for the last 5 years

1. Introduction
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• Professor Bruce Chapman advocated for the Australian Taxation Office 
(“Receita Federal” is your equivalent) to be administrator of the HELP 
debt. That is to manage and collect the debt

• The Taxation office was in unfamiliar territory as the HELP debt was not a 
tax debt

• Sound reasons for the Taxation office to manage and collect the HELP 
debt:

o It was the only agency that could collect income information and was 
already routinely doing this as part of the income tax process

o It could readily identify an individual using an existing identifier

o Employers were already withholding amounts of tax from an 
individual’s pay

2. Why the Taxation Office administers and collects HELP debt
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• Some of the Taxation office main roles in the HELP scheme are:

o Add HELP debt to an account

o Apply indexation to the account each 1 June

o Answer enquiries from individuals about their HELP account

o Interpret and apply laws to ensure the Taxation office is correctly administering the HELP debt

o Manage the process through which repayments are assessed and collected

o Prepare communications using webpage, SMS and email as well as  social media (such as Twitter 
and Facebook) explaining important events that impact individuals

o Manage relationship with Education to ensure:

 consistent messaging to individuals

 dealing with emerging issues that impact both agencies

 shaping and developing policy and law to ensure it is administrable by the Taxation office

o Prepare withholding schedules for employers

o Prepare briefings for Government

o Create data stores and tailored reporting for external scrutiny (for eg. the Australian Government 
Actuary, Media and Members of Parliament)

3. Main Taxation office roles in administering HELP
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• Students
o Student may decide to repay their tuition fee charged by a university later on to the Taxation 

office
o Student provides their unique identifier at the time of enrolment into their course of study at 

university
o The unique identifier is used by the Taxation office to identify an account and add the HELP 

debt
o Students are able to communicate with the Taxation office to ask questions about their debt 

and ask for assistance if they are unable to repay that debt for a particular income year

• Universities
o Universities set the enrolment criteria for courses of study and set the census date upon 

which enrolment is to be finalised
o Universities confirm details of debt with student after census date
o Universities send details of the student with the debt to Education

• Department of Education and Training (Education)
o Education is responsible for the HELP legislative framework, so set the rules under which 

universities are registered and the standards they must abide by
o Education report the HELP debt to the Taxation office in real time
o Education reports back to Government on the performance of the HELP scheme

4. Key participants in the HELP scheme
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• Employers
o Approx. 90% of HELP debtors are salary and wage earners, so an employer plays a major 

role in collection, by way of:
 Withholding amounts from an individual’s pay for income tax purposes
 Withholding additional amounts where the individual has a HELP debt
 Reporting to the Taxation office those amounts withheld for HELP and income tax
 Regularity of reporting these amounts to the Taxation office depends on the 

employer’s size
o Self-employed are required to work out their own withholding amounts for HELP based on 

an instalment rate provided by the Taxation office

• Taxation office
o The Taxation office issues a unique number to individuals for the purposes of helping them 

to manage their income tax affairs and other government services
o The unique number identifies an individual so a HELP debt can be added to their account
o An individual must lodge an income tax return each year declaring their income
o The Taxation office uses information from the tax return to determine the amount the 

individual has to repay against their HELP debt
o The repayment amount is notified to an individual through a compulsory repayment that is 

raised on an income tax notice of assessment

Key participants in the HELP scheme (cont.)
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• Regular contact between the departments, by way of:
o Introductions to respective teams and the roles of the members
o Phone calls and scheduled meetings to provide updates on current work, 

maintain consistency between communication products, publications, webpages 
or responses to Ministers or Government enquiries, etc.

o Adhoc meetings to deal with emerging issues, new policy or law

• The Taxation office communicates regularly with individuals and employers to advise 
of their respective obligations under the HELP scheme, including:
o Indexation factor that will be applied each year against an individual’s debt
o Calculators for individuals so they can estimate their compulsory repayment
o Reminders that individuals need to lodge returns
o Reminders that employers need to withhold amounts from pay and the provision 

of withholding schedules to assist them
The Taxation office communication methods include the webpage, SMS, email, 
twitter and Facebook

5. Maintaining strong relationships between the participants
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• Shaping and developing policy and law
o Inclusion in shaping and developing policy and law to ensure proposed policy or legislative 

changes are not inconsistent with current tax law and are also administrable by the Taxation 
office

o Timeframes to respond to proposed changes

• General limitations
o Reporting of HELP debts was previously 4 times a year but recently moved to real time 

reporting
o Withholding amounts not reflected on the account as soon as deducted by the employer
o Ensuring government’s legislative agenda for changes to the HELP scheme can be 

implemented in time within budget
o Lodging of returns to reconcile tax affairs

• Legislative restrictions that impact the collection of the HELP debt
o Past issues with the law only requiring a valid identifier and not an individual’s identifier
o HELP debt written off at time of death
o No age limit to acquiring a HELP loan
o 6 ICLs in total has led to a repayment hierarchy being created
o Collection is based on the individual’s income

6. Challenges faced by the Government and the Taxation office
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• Since commencement in 1988 the Taxation office has received approx. 
$98 billion (R$265 billion) in HELP debt and collected approx. $29 billion 
(R$79 billion) of this. This equates to approx. 30% being recouped from 
the initial debt

• Approx. 1.67 million debtors have repaid their HELP debt since 1988
• There are currently approx. 2.9 million HELP debtors
• A team of 14 individuals in the Taxation office are predominately devoted 

to the administration of HELP and other Income Contingent Loan 
schemes  

• The salary cost for this team is approx. $1.3 million each year
• In the 2016/17 financial year the Taxation office collected approx. $2.3 

billion (R$6 billion) in compulsory repayments and approx. $300 million 
(R$810 million) in voluntary repayments

• It costs Taxation office $1 (salary cost) to recoup $2,000 in HELP debt

7. Statistics
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• The role of the Taxation office in the HELP scheme in Australia is seen as a public administration success
• The statistics show that the Taxation office has proven it is an efficient and effective collection agency for the 

HELP debt:
o Relatively small number of staff (14) that manage and collect the HELP debt 
o Rate of collection of 30% of a debt that is income contingent – that is, not due and payable until income 

exceeds minimum repayment threshold
o Over 95% of the administration of both the debts and repayment is fully automated
o Transmission of data between Education and the Taxation office is also fully automated with unmatched 

rates (requiring manual review) <0.05%
o Very low salary costs  to collect HELP debt

• Australian taxpayers are engaged with the tax system:
o 87% of lodged returns for the 2016/17 income year were on time
o 91% of debt owed is paid within a year of it being due

• International delegations continually visit Australia to learn about the HELP scheme. In the last 2 years, 
delegations from Canada, Malaysia, Korea, Chile, Columbia, Japan and of course Brazil have visited Australia to 
learn more

• New Zealand in 1992 and United Kingdom in 2006 have duplicated Australia’s HELP scheme and now have 
their own versions operating in their respective countries

• The Taxation office has shown it has been more than capable and effective at collecting the HELP debt

8. Proof Taxation office has successfully administered HELP
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• For more information on HELP statistics and the scheme in general go to:

o https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/higher-education-loan-program-help

o https://www.ato.gov.au/Individuals/Study-and-training-support-loans/

• For answers to your questions:

o Mathew Johnston – please email: mathew.johnston@dfat.gov.au

• OBRIGADO - Questions?

9. More Information
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