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statements were made, evaluation of 
the program was incomplete. So why 
is the program being declared a 
success and being expanded before 
the evaluation is complete? 

In forming their opinions, 
government ministers appear to have 
relied heavily on views expressed by 
card advocates and taken a dismissive 
stance to any contrary feedback about 
the card by those who are forced to 
use it. 

Orima’s Cashless Debit Card Trial 
Evaluation: Wave 1 Interim Evaluation 
Report revealed there are significant 
problems for those who are subject to 
the program. Numerous users report 

the card has created difficulties for 
them in meeting their everyday needs.

Orima’s research revealed 49 per 
cent of program participants were 
worse off, compared to 22 per cent 
who said it had made their lives better. 

Reasons provided as to why the 
program made life worse included 
people being unable to pay for bills, 
difficulties checking their account 
balance, difficulties using the card, 
some merchants telling cardholders 
they would not accept the card to 
purchase goods meant to be 
accessible by the card, and exclusion 
from participation in a range of 
cash-only transaction settings. 

Although 22 per cent of Orima’s 
surveyed participants reported a 
reduction in either substance use or 
gambling, the data showed the trial 
making no difference for alcohol, 
gambling and illegal drug use for 77 
per cent of card users. 

Feedback from the trial sites 
indicates that many people on the card 
who object to it are not doing so 

downs of one and two’. The 
one-child policy has been replaced 
with a two-child policy, ending three 
and a half decades of the strictest 
form of population control ever 
implemented anywhere in the world. 
The new policy is intended to raise 
GDP growth and reduce the negative 
impacts of China’s rapidly ageing 
population. I discuss why I don’t think 
this is the best policy to achieve 
these two goals. 

This is not to say that I think the 
two-child policy is a bad idea, but I 
side with Deng Xiaoping in being a 
‘population pessimist’, someone who 
thinks that low population growth is 

good for economic performance and 
for per capita income growth in 
particular. This is why I see the likely 
‘low-fertility trap’ that China is 
heading for – with many Chinese 
couples choosing not to have a 
second child even now that they can 
– as being not such a bad trap at all.

Other chapters in the book explore 
many of the diverse methods used by 
the Chinese party-state to influence/
govern/control and sometimes ‘cure’ 
their citizens. 

Likewise, an extraordinary degree 
of Internet and cultural censorship, 
alongside efforts to ‘eliminate’ or ban 
phenomena that the party finds 
threatening, offensive or unsafe – 
including Bon Jovi, April Fool’s Day 
and some 12,000 ‘sensitive words’ 
– highlight the various forms of 
control that Chinese people are 
subjected to daily.  

Much of this control is frightening 
to the outside observer. The ABC’s 
Four Corners recently revealed 
China’s growing influence in Australia 

Cashless debit cards: 
for whose benefit? 

China Story Yearbook: 
Control 治 

The cashless debit card, introduced in 
2016 in Ceduna and the East 
Kimberley, restricts 80 per cent of a 
person’s regular social security 
payment to an industry-issued card 
that cannot be used to purchase 
alcohol and gambling products. 

The 2017-2018 Federal Budget 
announced the program would 
continue in Ceduna and the East 
Kimberley for another year and be 
expanded across two new sites in 
September 2017. 

Treasurer Scott Morrison also 
flagged the government intended to 
commence drug testing of 5,000 new 
welfare recipients, with any who tested 
positive to be placed on the card. 

Indigenous welfare recipients are 
grossly overrepresented in the 
program. Given the bipartisan 
tendency to stereotype Indigenous 
welfare recipients as substance 
abusers, they are also at greater risk of 
being targeted under the new drug 
testing trials. 

The government has rationalised the 
card as necessary to address ‘welfare 
dependency’ and reduce ‘alcohol 
consumption, illegal drug use and 
gambling’. It declared the trials have 
been a ‘success’ and claimed an 
evaluation conducted by Orima 
Research indicates “these trials have 
been effective in reducing alcohol 
consumption, illegal drug use and 
gambling”. 

However, at the time these 

Each year the Australian Centre on 
China in the World produces a China 
Story Yearbook centred around a 
broad theme that encapsulates the 
major political, economic, social and 
cultural events in China during that 
year. 

For the 2016 edition, the theme is 
‘Control’ with the corresponding 
Chinese character 治 (zhi). 治 has 
many meanings and uses beyond 
‘control’: it also signifies to manage, 
govern, take care of, arrange, put in 
order, punish, cure (an illness), 
exterminate (a pest or disease, for 
example) and stabilise. So many 
options to explore!

‘Control’ is a divisive word. Some of 
us like to be in control, taking the label 
of ‘control freak’ as a compliment, 
even when it is meant otherwise. I fall 
into this category. Others prefer a more 
chaotic and spontaneous life. 

Within my academic discipline, 
economics, perhaps the biggest, 
unresolved debate centres on how 
much control the government should 
exert over the market – with neoliberals 
arguing for close to none while others, 
like me, see a greater need to counter 
the chaos and destruction that market 
forces bring with them. 

This makes much of the book’s 
contents controversial, because we all 
have different ways of looking at the 
world and at China in particular.

My chapter looks at population 
control and what I call ‘the ups and 

because they want to purchase 
alcohol, illicit drugs or gambling 
products, but because they do not 
want to experience financial and 
social exclusion.

Cashless welfare cards have been 
rationalised by the rhetoric of 
substance abuse and gambling 
addiction, linked to alleged deficits in 
the character and capacity of welfare 
recipients. It must be asked who is 
best served by this discourse. 

One big winner in this arrangement 
appears to be Indue Ltd who have 
been awarded just over $10.8 million 
to design and administer the 
program. This is part of a reported 
$18.9 million allocated to the 
program, with a cost of 
approximately $10,000 per trial 
participant. The outcome is that there 
is less funding dedicated to other 
services to assist people in need, 
especially children.

A fair social security system would 
treat people who need income 
support with dignity, rather than on 
the basis of their largely imagined 
deficiencies. Instead, with the 
cashless debit card, we have a 
powerful elite using intensive 
regulation as a tool of socio-
economic control over the less 
powerful. 
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via political donations from wealthy 
Chinese business people to both 
major political parties, Communist 
Party propaganda to shape our 
Chinese-language media content 
and Chinese student associations 
within our universities, committed to 
ensuring the ‘party line’ is upheld. 
Some of the ABC’s accusations 
were not well founded in my view 
but the overall picture highlighted 
the need for careful, clear thinking 
about how to deal with this rising 
power – one that uses controls in 
ways that none of us truly 
understand.

However, I believe some other 
forms of control in China should be 
celebrated. Greenpeace described 
China’s 13th Five-Year Plan 
(2016-2020) as ‘quite possibly the 
most important document in the 
world in setting the pace on climate 
change’. In the wake of Trump’s 
decision to pull America out of the 
Paris Climate Change Agreement, I 
look forward to China’s growing role 
in leading, managing, governing and 
putting in order the global state of 
climate change affairs. And I don’t 
think that makes me a control freak!
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