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In the last issue of WDO News we announced that 
after three years of permanent operation, an 
evaluation and audit of the WDO scheme was 
underway. These reviews are now complete and we 
thank you for participating. There is overwhelming 
agreement amongst sponsors that the WDO scheme 
is achieving its objective of enabling vulnerable 
people to resolve their outstanding NSW fines by 
undertaking activities that benefit them and the 
community. WDOs alleviate a major cause of stress 
and anxiety for many clients who previously felt 
powerless to deal with their fines. There is also a high 
degree of integrity in the administration of the 
scheme amongst our sponsors. A summary of key 
findings and recommendations will be available 
shortly.

As usual, WDO News includes an update on 
program growth and useful tips from State Debt 
Recovery. We also profile the Ozanam Learning 
Centre in Sydney’s Woolloomooloo, where clients 
who are at risk of or experiencing homelessness can 
undertake many different WDO activities including 
accredited education courses, living skills and 
recovery programs. We hope you enjoy this  
inspiring story.

Report Card
Sponsors
WDO expansion continues with more than 1404 
approved sponsor locations across NSW made up of  
over 950 separate organisations and health practitioners.  
The NSW regions with the highest number of approved 
WDO sponsors are Sydney, Illawarra and the Mid-North 
Coast. Since the last update, there has been a significant 
increase in the number of Government organisations 
approved to sponsor WDOs, particularly in the  
health sector. 

WDO News is a joint publication of the 
Department of Justice NSW, State  

Debt Recovery, Legal Aid NSW  
and the Aboriginal Legal  

Service NSW/ACT
Contact details are  
on the back page
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In the first quarter of 2015, SDR approved  
3,489 WDOs and $3,810,106 was credited. 

There was an expected drop in applications 
over the holiday period in January, however  

a record number of applications was received 
in February and March. Overall, the scheme is 
still experiencing steady growth.

Client Update 
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Our organisation has received funding for a 
new counselling service. Can we now offer 
counselling as a WDO activity? 

It is important that you only offer WDO 
activities that you have been approved 
to provide. Check your original approval 
letter or contact the Department of Justice 
to find out if you can offer counselling as 

a WDO activity. If not, you can easily add 
counselling to your sponsor approval  
by submitting a variation form.  
http://www.sdro.nsw.gov.au/lib/docs/forms/
wdo_variation.pdf

Q & A

WDO applications
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Thank you to all our valued sponsors who 
participated in the WDO scheme evaluation and 
program audit. The information you provided will 
enable us to improve the scheme and our services 
to you and your clients. 

Program Evaluation
As reported in the last issue, Inca Consulting 
was engaged by the Department of Justice to 
undertake some components of the WDO scheme 
program evaluation. This included an online survey 
that was circulated to sponsors via email during 
September and October 2014 and in-depth focus 
interviews with selected participants. In addition 
to this, the Department of Justice, State Debt 
Recovery and Legal Aid NSW have provided 
internal data sources in line with the WDO scheme 
Evaluation Plan. The final evaluation report and 
any subsequent recommendations will contribute 
to the ongoing improvement and delivery of the 
WDO scheme as it continues to expand across 
NSW. Results of the evaluation will be finalised by 
May 2015, so stay tuned for an update in the  
next issue.

Compliance Audit
The WDO team would like to thank all sponsors 
who participated in the recent compliance audit. 
The integrity of the WDO scheme is dependent 
on how well sponsors understand and comply 
with the program guidelines. The aim of the audit 
was to identify any areas that we can improve to 
strengthen the operation of the scheme. 

We are currently reviewing the audit outcomes and 
will provide a full update to sponsors in the next issue 
of WDO News. In the meantime, we are pleased to 
report that the audit outcomes are, on the whole, 
very positive which indicates that sponsors have a 
sound overall understanding of program 
requirements and their obligations. Importantly, the 
audit has also highlighted some systematic issues in 
relation to documentation and record keeping that 
we need to make clearer to you. 

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

SDR’s Advocacy Team answered an enormous 
7480 calls to the WDO Hotline from October to 
December 2014. Despite this large volume, 96.7% of 
calls were answered within two minutes. We 
appreciate your patience as we continue to meet 
an increasing volume of calls to the WDO Hotline.

SDR is committed to supporting your engagement 
with the scheme. As part of our service, you may 
receive a call from the Advocacy Team to discuss:

• Listing your sponsor details on the SDR website 
so clients can contact you directly about WDO 
placements

• Authorising SDR to give your sponsor details to 
Legal Aid NSW and the Aboriginal Legal 
Service NSW/ACT so they can contact you 
about eligible clients wishing to undertake a 
WDO

• Providing assistance if you haven’t overseen a 
WDO in the past 6 months

• Submitting client activity reports if they are 
overdue

• Your client’s continued engagement in their 
WDO if you have consistently submitted reports 
of nil activity

• Eligibility grounds for client WDOs and activities 
undertaken 

We always welcome your feedback, so please let 
us know if there is anything else we can assist you 
with. Call the WDO Hotline on 1300 478 879.

Governance Update
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Hotline update



WDO News

4

• Message to administrators

Please regularly check ‘user maintenance’ 
to make sure staff have the correct level 
of access to the Self-Service Portal. If staff 
leave the organisation, you should disable 
their access immediately. 

• Help more clients 
You can reach more clients by advertising 
your sponsor details on the SDR website, 
including the client groups and activities 
you support. If you do not want to list 
your sponsor details on the web, you 
can give SDR permission to provide your 
sponsor details to Legal Aid NSW and the 
Aboriginal Legal Service NSW/ACT so they 
can contact you about clients wishing to 
undertake a WDO. Contact SDR to discuss 
this further. 

• Nil activity reports

If your client did not complete any WDO 
hours in the reporting period, you must 
still submit a client activity report. Answer 
yes to the question ‘Nil activity?’ If you are 
having difficulty engaging with a client, 
you should discuss with them whether the 
WDO should remain open. To make sure 
clients are participating in their WDO, SDR 
will contact sponsors who consistently 
submit reports of nil activity. 

• Ask your clients about their fines

Some clients are afraid to talk about their 
fines. You can help by making it common 
practice to ask clients if they have fines, 
and letting them know that being honest 
will really help. You can also order WDO 
brochures and promotional material from 
Legal Aid NSW to get your clients talking 
about WDOs. 

• Pre-submission process 
For privacy reasons, be ready to provide 
the call operator with three points of 
match to identify the client’s file(s) when 
phoning for pre-submission. For example, 
the client’s full name including alias, date 
of birth, current and previous addresses, 
Centrelink Reference Number, licence 
number or MIN number for clients in 
custody. The more information you can 
provide to the call operator, the better 
chance there is of gathering all debt for 
your client.

• Voluntary Enforcement question 
Always say NO to the ‘voluntary 
enforcement’ question unless told 
otherwise during your phone call for the 
pre-submission process. The only time SDR 
will advise you to say YES to this question is 
when the client has outstanding penalty 
notices or court fines ONLY i.e. no 
enforcement orders.

Tips & Tricks from SDR
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Ozanam Learning Centre
The Ozanam Learning Centre (OLC), a branch of St 
Vincent de Paul, is a community-based early 
intervention centre in Woolloomooloo, located next 
to the Mathew Talbot Hostel. OLC is an active 
sponsor of WDOs, supporting many clients to clear 
unpaid fines and make a fresh start. 

OLC provides a wide range of holistic support 
services to people at risk of or experiencing 
homelessness. Clients can undertake activities such 
as accredited onsite education, voluntary work, 
living skills and recovery programs. OLC also 
facilitates referrals to case management and other 
community supports. 

The centre is always busy with over 40 activities 
running per week, and approximately 120 people 
accessing the service every day.

OLC also hosts the Woolloomooloo Integrated 
Services Hub (WISH). This monthly event brings 20 
different services together to provide coordinated 
support to people who are homeless or at risk of 
homelessness. People are able to access assistance 
with housing, medical referrals, education, 
employment, fines and legal advice.

Signed up to the WDO scheme since 2012, OLC staff 
have integrated WDOs into their intensive approach 
to client support, helping people address the 
underlying issues affecting their lives. “It (the WDO 
scheme) offers them that space to reflect on why 
they’re here, why they’re coming, the fact that they 
have to turn up for a program”, says Program 
Manager Caterina. “It helps them reflect on where 
they are in their lives and where they want to  
move to.”

Sponsor Profile

Caterina (Program Manager), Ellen McCutcheon (Legal Aid NSW), OLC client, Greg (caseworker),  
Stephanie Steiner (Legal Aid NSW), Luke (caseworker) and another client
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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 stories
Neil (not his real name) had a fines debt of $17,000 
for various court fines and traffic infringements. He 
was referred to Mathew Talbot Hostel and linked with 
a case worker at OLC. Neil was homeless, suffering 
from a drug and alcohol addiction, mental health 
issues and other medical problems.

Incurring a licence suspension made it difficult to  
get a job, “That sort of thing cripples you on your 
path to a better life.” By participating in SMART 
Recovery, counselling sessions and relapse 
prevention Neil was able to clear his fines. “Once I 
decided I didn’t want to be that person anymore, 
there was a way out”. Getting back his licence has 
meant that Neil could drive to the beach and 
reconnect with his love of surfing. 

Michael (not his real name) got a $300 fine which he 
couldn’t afford to pay. Michael says “under the 
current system, it doesn’t matter if it’s $300 or $17,000. 
Once you’re caught in the system, it’s impossible”. 

Facing serious financial hardship, Michael became 
homeless and was living in his car. Life changed for 
the better when he started a WDO at the OLC, 
attending life skills classes, such as cooking, screen 
printing and computer courses, including electronic 
media in the state of the art “Mac Lab”. Michael 
cleared his fines rapidly but continued attending the 
courses to improve his chances of getting work. 
Michael now manages a clothing company and is 
producing a film. Other OLC clients are writing the 
music for the soundtrack. “Ozanam has created a 
facility that creates so much potential if you’re 
prepared to knuckle down”.

Program Manager, Caterina, explains that “what’s 
important from both Neil and Michael’s stories is that 
once the fines are cleared, it doesn’t just stop there. 
There’s a whole continuum of moving forward and 
keeping engaged.” 

OLC client, Michael, in the Mac Lab


