
Professional Advice and Planning Grant Guidelines
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1.1 Purpose of Grant

The Professional Advice and Planning Grants (up to $5,500, GST inclusive) aim to enable eligible farm enterprises to access professional business and financial advice and planning assistance for the purpose of developing written business plans incorporating drought and risk management strategies.  There is also scope to allow previous Professional Advice and Planning Grant clients to access an additional $2,200 to re-evaluate their plans after a minimum of six months, providing clients have applied for and used the re-evaluation grant prior to the program end date.  
Planning must commence with a viability assessment (if required). Remaining funds will be directed towards obtaining professional advice and planning assistance to develop a business plan incorporating drought and risk management strategies.    

These grants will: 

· assist farmers to prepare for and manage the risks associated with drought and climatic variability;  

· assist in maintaining Australia’s agricultural and environmental resource base during periods of extreme climate stress; and

· assist in early recovery of farm businesses from drought or climatic variability.

1.2 Eligibility 

To be eligible for a Professional Advice and Planning Grant, an applicant must:

(a) be a member of a farming enterprise; and

(b) meet the definition of “farmer” for the Exceptional Circumstances Relief Payment (ECRP) as defined under the Farm Household Support Act 1992; and 

(c) meet the respective assets test for a farming enterprise; and  

(d) have been a farmer for more than two years; and 

(e) be determined by Centrelink as being in an area that is EC declared. 

For the purposes of subsection 1.2(b), providing an applicant meets all other eligibility requirements, it is not necessary that they be deemed an Australian citizen or a permanent resident in accordance with the Social Security Act 1991.
A “member of a farm enterprise” is a person who stands to benefit from the farm enterprise, for example, shareholders, members of a partnership, and beneficiaries of a private trust. Only one member of a farming enterprise will be eligible to access a Professional Advice and Planning Grant on behalf of the farm enterprise and the applicant must have discussed applying for this grant with all members of the enterprise. 

1.3 Applying for the Professional Advice and Planning Grant

All applicants will be required to lodge a proper claim for the Professional Advice and Planning Grant (including supporting documentation) and proof of identification in accordance with Centrelink’s Proof of Identity guidelines.

Grants are only payable if a successful claim is lodged in respect of services delivered after the date of claim lodgment OR in the case where the service was delivered between the date of the announcement (24 October 2006) and the time the application forms became available (31 October 2006), where a subsequent successful claim has been lodged.
Previous Professional Advice and Planning Grant clients are able to access an additional $2,200 to re-evaluate their plans after a minimum of six months.  This will have the aim of continuing to promote strategic planning on a regular basis.  There is no requirement to obtain a viability assessment for client’s re-evaluating their plans.   A farmer wishing to re-evaluate their plan must apply for the additional funds.  
1.4 Implementation 

Before developing the business plan incorporating drought or risk management strategies, a farm business must have been deemed viable in the last 12 months (see the relationship with ECIRS under 1.7 below).  If the farm business has not undergone a farm business viability assessment within the past 12 months, they must use part of their funding to do so.  The viability assessment must be completed before other planning occurs, and the farm enterprise must be found viable before further funding is committed by the farm enterprise.  

Although advice from more than one professional adviser (henceforth called the service provider) is encouraged, the viability assessment requirement does not preclude a farm enterprise from obtaining, from one adviser, a package of advice which includes a viability assessment and written business plans incorporating drought and risk management strategies providing:

1. the viability assessment is completed first and the farm enterprise is found to be viable; and

2. each form of advice is given by a suitably qualified professional *

*Advice must be provided by a person who has relevant qualifications to the advice being provided and is a member of a relevant professional association.  

The adviser completing the viability assessment must complete the appropriate Centrelink documentation detailing the outcome of the viability assessment.  If the adviser is also providing additional advice towards the development of written business plans incorporating drought and risk management strategies, the adviser must complete the appropriate Centrelink documentation detailing the outcome of the viability assessment prior to conducting any other work. 

There is no requirement to inform Centrelink that a viability assessment has found a farm enterprise viable before obtaining further advice towards developing written business plans incorporating drought and risk management strategies, however, if the enterprise is found non-viable, clients cannot obtain further professional advice or planning under the Professional Advice and Planning Grants and must return unused vouchers to Centrelink.  

If the farm enterprise is deemed non-viable, additional services under the Professional Advice and Planning Grants can not be accessed.  Farm enterprises that are ineligible to receive Professional Advice and Planning Grants should be directed towards other relevant programs such as the Climate Change Adjustment Program.

If determined viable, the remaining funds can be directed towards obtaining professional advice to develop a business plan incorporating drought and risk management strategies.  Types of advice could include: 

· Financial planning

· Business management

· Farm Technical Advice (production/agronomic advice)

· Natural Resource Management 

· Risk Management

Training and Software is not an approved use of the Professional Advice and Planning Grant.
The Professional Advice and Planning Grant must be applied for by (and including) 12 June 2011.  Applicants will have until 30 June 2011 to use their vouchers and providers (in receipt of vouchers) have until 31 December 2011 or six months form the date of the service, whichever occurs first, to lodge vouchers for reimbursement. 

1.5 Rate Payable

Eligible producers will be able to access initial grants of up to $5,500 (GST inclusive), to obtain professional advice and planning assistance.  Any advice and planning must commence with a viability assessment if required.  If an enterprise has already been deemed viable in the last 12 months (including those in receipt of ECIRS – see 1.7) then the funds can be used by the applicant to develop written business plans incorporating drought and risk management strategies or to update an existing plan or further develop existing drought strategies.

If an enterprise has been deemed non-viable within the last 12 months then the farm enterprise will not be able to access the Professional Advice and Planning Grant.

Up to $550 (GST inclusive) of the Professional Advice and Planning Grant can be used for travel and incidentals incurred in order to get the advice.

1.6 Key Dates

Program Extension

The program has been extended to 30 June 2011 or for up to 12 months from the Exceptional Circumstances declaration end date relevant appropriate to the applicant – whichever is the sooner.  

Application for and use of Professional Advice and Planning Grant

Applicants must apply for the Professional Advice and Planning Grant vouchers by 12 June 2011 or by the end date of the EC area (whichever happens first).

Service providers are required to redeem Professional Advice and Planning Grant vouchers within six months of the date of service or by 31 December 2011 (whichever occurs first).

.

Voucher end-date

Vouchers issued by Centrelink will generally have a six month validity date, but unused amounts can be re-issued prior to the end-date of the program.  Vouchers must be used by the client to pay for fees and services incurred prior to the expiry of up to 12 months after the end of their EC declaration period or before (and including) 30 June 2011, whichever is the sooner.   Vouchers must be redeemed by service providers witch in six months of the date of service or by 31 December 2011(whichever occurs first..  

Vouchers must be redeemed by service providers before the expiry of six within six months from of the date of service or by 31 December 2011 (whichever occurs first).
1.7 Relationship with other programs – Policy Intentions

Exceptional Circumstances Interest Rate Subsidy

Exceptional Circumstances Interest Rate Subsidies (ECIRS), also funded partly by DAFF, are only accessible by farm businesses assessed as viable by the state/territory Rural Adjustment Authorities. Applicants who receive ECIRS payments are therefore deemed viable for the purposes of the Professional Advice and Planning Grant.  ECIRS recipients accessing the Professional Advice and Planning Grant will not be required to undertake a viability assessment.

However, farmers can access the Professional Advice and Planning Grant to fund a viability assessment for the Exceptional Circumstances Interest Rate Subsidy program. Applicants need to ensure however, that any viability assessment undertaken for this purpose is in accordance with the Exceptional Circumstances Interest Rate Subsidy program viability assessment criteria.  Any additional viability assessments will not be funded because the first viability assessment did not meet this criteria (see 1.12(e)).  
 Climate Change Adjustment Program

The Professional Advice and Planning Grant is similar to the advice and training grant available under the Climate Change Adjustment Program in terms of the amounts payable. However, the overall objectives of the two grants are different. The Professional Advice and Planning Grant is designed to assist long-term viable farm enterprises develop written business plans incorporating drought and risk management strategies.

The Climate Change Adjustment Program is designed to provide support to farmers to adjust their businesses to manage the impacts of climate change and to set goals and action plans to improve their long term financial circumstances, either within or outside of the agricultural industry.

Clients cannot access the Professional Advice and Planning Grant and the Climate Change Adjustment Program simultaneously.      

Exit Assistance 

The intention of the Professional Advice and Planning Grant is to assist long-term viable farm enterprises to remain in the industry. For farmers who have made the decision to exit farming, they may be eligible for exit assistance that includes an exit grant of up to $150 000, an advice and re‑training grant of up to $10 000 for advice and training and a relocation grant of up to $10 000. Farmers must sell their farm and exit the industry before they can receive the EC Exit Grant of up to $150 000.

The Professional Advice and Planning Grant is not intended to be used to assist in exiting the industry and clients cannot access both programs simultaneously. If a client decides as a result of the Professional Advice and Planning process to exit farming then they should be directed to the EC Exit Package or the Climate Change Adjustment Program

1.8 Relationship with other programs – Reduced Payments

If a member of a farm enterprise has received assistance through Sugar Industry Reform Package (SIRP) – Business Planning Support or advice and training grants available through the Climate Change Adjustment Program, the farm enterprise will receive Professional Advice and Planning Grant, reduced on a dollar for dollar basis by the amount received through any of the above-mentioned programs  

Climate Change Adjustment Program

If a member of a farm enterprise has received funding for advice and training through the Climate Change Adjustment Program, and then applied for the Professional Advice and Planning Grant as a new applicant, the exact amount of the funding used by the Climate Change Adjustment Program client for advice and training will be deducted from the total $5500 available for the Professional Advice and Planning Grant.
Sugar Industry Reform Program

If a member of a farm enterprise has received funding under SIRP, the exact amount provided for the use of the person under SIRP will be deducted from the total $5,500 available for the Professional Advice and Planning Grant. 

Professional Advice and Planning Grant clients with a reduced entitlement will initially be required to obtain a viability assessment if necessary. If the viability assessment deems the business viable, the remaining funds can be put toward a drought management plan, a business plan incorporating drought management strategies or a risk management plan or update an existing plan or further develop existing drought strategies.

Reciprocal Arrangements 

If a member of a farm enterprise has accessed the full grant funded by the Professional Advice and Planning Grant, they will not be eligible to access the advice and training grant under the Climate Change Adjustment Program for a period of two years after their last advice session funded by the Professional Advice and Planning Grant.

If a farmer accesses Transitional Income Support (TIS) but has accessed advice funded by the Professional Advice and Planning Grant in the two years prior to applying for TIS they would also be eligible to receive up to $2500 in advice and training funding through the Climate Change Adjustment Program.

Clients are not able to access the Professional Advice and Planning Grant and the Climate Change Adjustment Program at the same time. If the Climate Change Adjustment Program Advice and Training Grant is applied for, and the Professional Advice and Planning Grant is subsequently applied for before the Climate Change Adjustment Program Advice and Training Grant (or vice versa) has been actually paid, the applicant will be asked which program they wish to access. Once the applicant has made a decision, unused vouchers from either program need to be returned in order for new vouchers to be issued. 

It should be noted that while the Professional Advice and Planning Grant is only available for one person per farm enterprise, this does not preclude another person from the same farm enterprise testing their eligibility for the Climate Change Adjustment Program Advice and Training Grant, as long as that person is not or has never been the partner or de facto of a recipient.

1.9 Applying Income and Assets Tests

There is no income test.

The assets test for the Professional Advice and Planning Grant mirrors the assets test for ECIRS.  This means that from 25 September 2007 to 
30 June 2011 the total of the off-farm net assets of all the members of the farm enterprise must not exceed $750,000. 

1.10 Taxability

GST is included in the grant amount.  The Professional Advice and Planning Grant does not form part of the applicant’s business’ taxable income for income tax purposes, unless the applicant has used funds to reimburse travel expenses, in which case it will be a taxable allowance for which they can claim a deduction.

1.11 Method of Payment 

The Professional Advice and Planning Grant will be paid directly to the third party undertaking the approved activity.  A voucher or vouchers will be issued to the client to present to the third party prior to the service being delivered.  This voucher will need to be validated by the service provider and the client to confirm satisfactory services have been provided.  

The payment will be made once Centrelink has sighted the signed voucher and the necessary supporting documentation.  That is, the results of the viability test and written business plans incorporating drought and risk management strategies.

1.12 Non-compliance to Guidelines

Costs for advice and planning will not be reimbursed or paid if: 

a. The advice is not within the realms of the grant’s intention or purpose; 

b. The advice is not provided by a suitably accredited or qualified party*; 

c. A business enterprise was found to be non-viable but additional service was provided (only the viability assessment component will be reimbursed);

d. A viability assessment has been required, but has not been conducted, but additional advice has been given regardless of the viability requirement;

e. The viability assessment is a second viability assessment for the purposes of ECIRS, conducted because the first assessment was not in accordance with the ECIRS viability assessment criteria; 

f. The necessary supporting documentation is not provided; 

g. The service and fee was incurred prior to the date of the announcement of the Professional Advice and Planning Grant (24 October 2006);

h. The service and fee was incurred on or after the date of the announcement (24 October 2006) but before a claim was lodged, UNLESS the work was undertaken between the date of the announcement and the time the application forms became available; 

i. The service provider submits a voucher for the service after six months after the date of the service.

j. The service provider submits a voucher that has been invalidated, eg the farmer has advised vouchers have been lost; or is now claiming an advice and training grant through the EC Exit Package or the Climate Change Adjustment Program and does not wish to continue accessing the Professional Advice and Planning Grant; or has not sought the services of the service provider;

k. The service and fee was incurred after the client has been granted the advice and training grant through the EC Exit Package or the Climate Change Adjustment Program or
l. The service was provided after the end date printed on the voucher.
* Advice must be provided by a person who has relevant qualifications to the advice being provided and is a member of a relevant professional association.

1.13 Review and Appeals 

If a decision is made rejecting an applicant’s claim for the Professional Advice and Planning Grant, and a notice is given to the applicant advising them of the decision, the applicant has three months after the notice is given to request a review of the decision. 

If the applicant is still dissatisfied with the decision following a review by the original decision maker, a further review can be requested through an authorised officer within Centrelink.

If the applicant is still dissatisfied with the decision following the decision of the authorised officer, a further review can be requested through a member of the Rural Programs team in Centrelink’s National Support Office.  During this review, consultation with DAFF will occur in all cases where a policy matter is in question.

The decision of Rural Programs team will be final, although the applicant is still able to make a complaint to the Government Ombudsman, who can consider the complaint including issues related to whether or not the policy is "unreasonable, unjust or improperly discriminatory". 

1.14 Delegations

Payments made under this section are to be authorised by a Centrelink officer with at least a nominal salary pay point of C2.5.
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