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Welcome to WDO News 
This issue of WDO News includes some important 
announcements. After 3 years of permanent 
operation, an evaluation of the WDO scheme is 
underway. This is an opportunity to look at what is 
working well and what could be improved. Your 
input is critical, so please respond to our online 
sponsor survey.  

We are also announcing commencement of the 
2014 audit to assess a random sample of WDO 
sponsors for compliance with the WDO scheme 
requirements. The process is straightforward and 
assistance will be available to auditees. We’ve 
included more tips from State Debt Recovery (SDR) 
on the Self-Service Portal, as well as an inspiring story 
from one of our most active sponsors, the Illawarra 
Shoalhaven Local Health District Drug and Alcohol 
Service. As always, we welcome your feedback.

Report Card
Sponsors
The number of approved WDO sponsors continues to 
grow as the program expands across NSW. The WDO 
Service team at Legal Aid NSW and the Aboriginal Legal 
Service NSW/ACT is focussing on areas of high need and 
we now have over 1200 approved sponsor locations 
across the state. This is made up of just under 800 
individual organisations and health practitioners. The NSW 
regions with the highest number of approved WDO 
sponsors are Sydney, Illawarra and the Mid-North Coast.

The WDO Service is currently identifying priority locations 
for targeted expansion in 2015. We are pleased to 
announce that a specialist WDO solicitor will be based in 
the Lismore Legal Aid office to support expansion of the 
scheme in the Northern Rivers region.
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In the second quarter of 2014, 3125 WDOs were 
approved and $4,061,701 in fines debt was satisfied. 
The number of applications received has steadily 

grown over the second quarter of 2014, with a 
record month in May when 1215 applications  
were received.

Clients 

WDO applications (post self-service portal implementation)
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We are an employment agency and our 
clients have to undertake certain mandatory 
activities to get their Centrelink benefits. Can 
they also do a WDO while they are with us?

Yes, your clients can undertake a WDO but 
remember that the WDO scheme does not 
allow “double-dipping”. Any activity that a 
job seeker is required to do as a compulsory 
activity under their Employment Pathway 
Plan (EPP) can’t be counted towards their 

WDO. A client must undertake additional 
activities to reduce their fines.  For example, 
if a client on Newstart has a plan which 
requires them to attend appointments with 
their job service provider once a fortnight 
and do voluntary work twice a week, they 
cannot count those activities towards a 
WDO. However, they can do an extra day of 
voluntary work once a week for their WDO. 

Q & A
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Upcoming annual compliance audit
The Work and Development Order scheme 
commenced as a two-year pilot in 2009. Following 
an evaluation of the program in 2011 it was 
made permanent. With your help, the scheme 
has produced some terrific outcomes, not least 
of which is the approval of over 23,000 Work and 
Development Orders.

To ensure the program is operating as intended 
and that it continues to meet its objectives, 
the Department of Justice is leading a second 
evaluation of the WDO scheme. The evaluation 
will provide an in-depth review of the program in 
action, identify program strengths and weaknesses 
and obtain objective information that will assist the 
strategic direction of the scheme into the future.

Inca Consulting has been engaged by the 
Department of Justice to undertake some 
components of the evaluation. This will include an 
online survey that will be circulated to sponsors via 
email during September and October this year. Your 
input will contribute to the ongoing improvement 
and delivery of the WDO scheme, so thanks in 
advance for your participation in the survey.

The integrity of the WDO scheme depends upon 
sound understanding and application of the 
Guidelines governing the scheme. The Department 
of Justice has engaged BDO East Coast Partnership 
to undertake the 2014 compliance audit of the 
program. The aim of the audit is determine whether 
approved organisations and health practitioners 
are operating in accordance with the scheme’s 
requirements which are set out in the Fines Act  
1996 and the WDO Guidelines. This will assist us to 

maintain the integrity of the WDO scheme and 
identify possible modifications or improvements that 
can be made.

The audit is independent of the program evaluation 
and will focus on assessing sponsor compliance with 
the record-keeping requirements of the WDO 
Guidelines and conditions of approval. A random 
sample of sponsors will be selected to participate in 
the audit. Participation is mandatory (see sections 
5.1, 12.3, and 13.1 WDO Guidelines 2012). Selected 
sponsors will receive formal notification of their 
selection, as well as a request for information and 
documentation from the Department of Justice. 
Staff at the Department of Justice will be available 
to support you through the process and answer any 
questions you may have. 

You can check your compliance with the WDO 
scheme and prepare for the audit now by making 
sure your records are available and up to date. 
Documentation requirements are outlined in 
Section 13.1 of the WDO Guidelines. The conditions 
of approval are listed in the certification section at 
the end of your application form to become an 
approved sponsor in the WDO scheme. A copy of 
the WDO Guidelines and copies of application 
forms can be found at:  
http://www.sdro.nsw.gov.au/business/wdo.php.

If you have any questions about the evaluation or 
compliance audit, please contact the Department 
of Justice’s WDO enquiries line on 02 8688 8099 or 
email wdo@agd.nsw.gov.au.

Governance Update
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• Confirming WDO application status 
After you submit a new WDO application, 
the portal will display a message telling 
you the status. Most will have a status of 
‘open’ right away, though some may have 
a status of ‘pending’, which means SDR 

needs to do some processing work before 
approving the WDO. You can also check 
the status of the WDO by going to the 
main menu and clicking on  
‘retrieve WDO’. 

Tips & Tricks from SDR
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In June, WDO sponsors were invited to complete 
the SDR Advocate and WDO Survey and we are 
proud to announce the results: 

•	 99 per cent of respondents reported that SDR 
staff are courteous and professional 

•	 98 per cent of respondents were satisfied with 
the level of service they received from SDR staff

•	 96 per cent of respondents were satisfied with 
the WDO Self-Service Portal and 94 per cent 
found it easy to navigate

•	 98 per cent of respondents were satisfied that 
the streamlined portal allows them to support 
more WDO applications

We also received lots of suggestions to help  
us improve the WDO scheme and service provided, 
and we will be working to implement as many of 
these as we can over the next twelve months. 
Thank you to all who participated! 

If you did not get a chance to participate, it’s not 
too late.  
Visit www.sdro.nsw.gov.au/fines/eo/wdo.php  
to give us your feedback and have your say. 

SDR’s Advocacy Team answered an enormous 7169 
calls to the WDO Hotline from April to June 2014. 
Despite this large volume of calls, 88.5% of calls 
were answered within two minutes. Please 
remember, wait times may be longer than usual 
during lunch hours and late in the afternoon. We 
appreciate your patience as we continue to meet 
increasing volumes of calls to the WDO Hotline.

WDO Hotline update

• Saved applications 
If you have saved a partially completed 
WDO application, it can be found by going 
to the main menu and clicking on ‘retrieve  
application’. Applications in this list have 
not been submitted to SDR. To continue 
completing the application, click on the 
‘edit’ icon. 

• Under investigation message 

In some cases, the SSP will display a 
message saying you are under investigation. 
This usually occurs when a client activity 
report takes the client balance to zero. 
Please ignore this message. You do not 
need to take any action.

• Proof of eligibility

Please ensure you comply with the WDO 
Guidelines when assessing a client’s 

eligibility for a WDO. You must retain proof 
of their eligibility. The WDO Guidelines 
explain the evidence which should be kept. 

• Serious addiction to drugs, alcohol or 
volatile substances 

Remember, if you apply solely under this 
ground, the only WDO activity available 
to your client will be drug and alcohol 
treatment. This helps WDO participants get 
the treatment they need. 

• Referring WDO activities 
Before you refer a client to another 
organisation to complete their WDO 
activity, please check your approval 
conditions. Only some sponsors are 
approved to refer to other organisations. 
You can check your approval letter from 
the Department of Justice.

Tips & Tricks from SDR cont.
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Illawarra Shoalhaven Local Health 
District Drug and Alcohol Service
Illawarra Shoalhaven Local Health District Drug and 
Alcohol Service (the service) is a specialist drug and 
alcohol service offering a range of treatment 
options to individuals, families and the community. 
There are significant areas of disadvantage in the 
Illawarra and Shoalhaven regions, with high 
unemployment, escalating housing costs and many 
people experiencing financial hardship. Most clients 
come from disadvantaged backgrounds with 
associated criminal histories and limited education 
and employment opportunities. 

In May 2012 the service became an approved WDO 
sponsor to support clients to clear their fines by 
accessing drug and alcohol treatment. Since then 
the service has supported 557 clients to do WDOs, 
finalising 442 WDOs (clearing $1,999,880.98 of fines 
debt) and currently managing 108 WDOs 
(managing $708,463.78 of fines debt). 

This work has been undertaken by a multi-
disciplinary team of 23 clinicians, counsellors, 
psychologists and social workers committed to 
supporting a holistic approach to recovery.

WDO treatment options
All clients are assessed on the impact of their 
financial situation on their ability to function and 
their motivation for change. If a WDO is considered 
appropriate, the clinician develops a treatment 
plan in consultation with the client and offers the 
opportunity to address unpaid fines through 
attendance and engagement in treatment.  

This benefits the client by assisting them to address 
their substance misuse while reducing their fines and 
breaking the debt cycle.

Compliance with a drug and alcohol treatment 
plan can involve:
• Group work including SMART Recovery, Alcohol 

Relapse Prevention group, and strengths based 
personal development programs 

• Individual counselling for adults and youth

• MERIT (Magistrates Early Referral Into 
Treatment) 12 week court diversion program

WDOs are tailored to the individual’s treatment 
needs and typically involve weekly appointments in 
counselling or group work or a combination of both. If 
a client finishes one program and moves to a different 
team the initial WDO is closed and a new WDO 
opened by another case manager. For example, 
when a MERIT client completes the 12 week program, 
the MERIT WDO is closed, allowing a psychologist or 
counsellor from the Adult Counselling or Smart 
Recovery team to start a new WDO for the client. 

The service has decided not to give people the 
benefit of a WDO for opioid substitution alone 
(methadone and suboxin). However, clients who 
attend the Opioid Treatment Program (OTP) can do 
a WDO if they also attend a SMART Recovery 
Group.	 Since	commencing	WDOs,	attendance	at	
SMART groups for people on the OTP has tripled. The 
WDO encourages clients to remain engaged with 
the group, learn relapse prevention skills, and keep 
on track. Since starting WDOs most clients have 
regained their licences and are doing well.

Sponsor Profile

The multi-disciplinary team at Illawarra Shoalhaven Local Health District Drug and Alcohol Service
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Sponsor approvals and variations 
Department of Justice 
Sponsor enquiries: 02 8688 8099 
wdo@agd.nsw.gov.au

Client applications, reporting and  
self-service portal enquiries 
State Debt Recovery 
WDO Hotline: 1300 478 879 
wdosdro@osr.nsw.gov.au

Education, support and client placements 
WDO Service 
Legal Aid NSW | Aboriginal Legal Service NSW/ACT 
wdo@legalaid.nsw.gov.au

To find a service near you: 
www.legalaid.nsw.gov.au/wdo 
www.alsnswact.org.au

Order WDO publications online  
www.legalaid.nsw.gov.au/publications

Contact us

Client story
Barry accrued most of his $4209 in fines before 2003 
when he was using heavy drugs for six years. The 
fines were for driving unlicensed, shop lifting and 
minor traffic offences. “That period was all a bit of a 
blur”, says Barry. “I lost my youth to drugs”. Now 
many years later Barry was left with a hefty debt that 
he was not going to pay off any time soon despite 
having regularly paid $20 a fortnight on a time to 
pay (TTP) plan with State Debt Recovery. 

In 2013 Barry entered the MERIT program as a 
diversion from the Local Court where he was facing 
charges for possession of cannabis. After having 

gone ‘straight’ for 4 years Barry relapsed in 2013 due 
to stress in his relationship and living situation and he 
was keen to make some changes.

Barry entered the 12 week MERIT program highly 
motivated and looking for support to maintain the 
positive changes he had already made before 
entering treatment. He started a WDO and reduced 
his fines by $3000 attending all scheduled 
appointments with his counsellor Kelly and showing 
great commitment to his recovery. After completing 
the MERIT program Barry was transitioned to the 
adult counselling program to continue his individual 
counselling hours and to attend the Cannabis Group.

“Doing the WDO helped me to pay off my fines and 
the counselling with Kelly kept me in check” says 
Barry “It gave me some structure and support. It was 
mad doing all this with Kelly. She is great. Without the 
WDO I wouldn’t have paid off my fines until about 
2022. It’s one less headache I have to worry about. 
It’s a relief to have it gone.”

Illawarra Shoalhaven Local Health District Drug and 
Alcohol Service, Information and Referral Helpline 
1300 652 226.

WDO treatment options cont.
As long as a client recognises that they need to 
make changes in their life and see the benefits of 
treatment, the service is happy to work with the 
client and support a WDO. WDOs help ensure regular 
attendance at counselling and can promote 
retention in treatment. However, if a client does not 
fully participate in and contribute to the program or 
persists in using drugs or alcohol their WDO would be 
terminated. The service allows clients to clear $1000 
per month for compliance with their drug and 
alcohol treatment rather than counting the hours 

individually at $50 per hour, because they recognise 
that people with substance misuse problems are 
some of the most stigmatised and marginalised 
people in society. Many clients have large fines debt 
so the WDO is an extra incentive to remain in 
treatment for the longer term. Other clients have 
smaller debts but as Sarah Adams manager of the 
MERIT program says “We just want to help people 
clear their debts and move on with their lives. We 
don’t want to engage clients for longer than they 
really need just to pay off their fines.”

Barry with his counsellor Kelly




