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On the morning of his fortieth birthday, Joseph Kane woke in his modest flat in suburban Maylands, Perth, to find two officers from Services Australia waiting in his living room. They were polite, almost casual, dressed in the standard-issue navy polos with the Centrelink logo. One sipped coffee from a takeaway cup he'd apparently helped himself to from Joseph's kitchen.

"Mr Kane," said the older one, scrolling through a tablet, "you're under compliance review. There's a discrepancy in your records."

Joseph, a mid-level accountant at a big four firm in the Perth CBD, blinked in confusion. He'd been on JobSeeker briefly five years earlier after a redundancy, but that was sorted. "What discrepancy? What exactly am I accused of?"

The officers exchanged glances. "It's an automated flag. Income averaging from ATO data. You'll get a letter with details. Just log into MyGov and upload any payslips if you disagree."

"But what's the alleged debt? How much?"

"That'll be in the portal. Cooperate, and it'll be fine." They left as abruptly as they'd arrived, without arresting him or reading rights; there was no need. This was Australia in 2030: no handcuffs, just an algorithm's quiet accusation.

At work, Joseph tried to focus on spreadsheets, but his mind raced. He logged into MyGov that afternoon. There it was: a debt notice for $12,347.62, stemming from "under-reported fortnightly earnings" in 2020. The system had averaged his annual ATO income across the year, ignoring the casual gaps when he'd been between jobs. No specific fortnights listed, no breakdown; just a demand to pay or provide evidence dating back years.

He called the compliance hotline. After an hour on hold, a voice said, "The onus is on you to prove the debt's wrong. Upload bank statements, payslips, whatever."

"But I don't have payslips from five years ago!"

"Then we'll garnish your wages or tax refund."

Joseph hung up, heart pounding. This couldn't be right. He appealed online; Step 1 review. Weeks passed. No response, but interest accrued.

His uncle, a retired public servant from Perth, heard about it and freaked out. "This is that Robodebt nonsense all over again. Get a lawyer. Legal Aid WA; they know this stuff."

Joseph visited a harried solicitor at Legal Aid Western Australia's office on St Georges Terrace, squeezed between immigration cases and family violence matters. The lawyer, Ms. Hargrove, was bedridden with chronic fatigue but took clients from her home office via Zoom. Her assistant, a sharp young woman named Lena, handled most interactions; and flirted shamelessly with Joseph during waits.

Hargrove explained: "The system's opaque by design. Administrative Review Tribunal appeals can take years. Most people just pay to make it go away."

She lodged a formal review. Meanwhile, Joseph's boss noticed his distraction; a big client file slipped, and a rival colleague swooped in. Promotion chances evaporated.

One weekend, a client at the firm; aware of Joseph's "compliance issue" through office gossip; recommended a data specialist, a quirky artist-type who moonlighted mapping Centrelink algorithms for advocacy groups. In a cluttered shared-house in Fremantle, surrounded by posters of Indigenous land rights and climate protests, the specialist explained the "averaging" method.

"It's not personal," he said. "The algorithm assumes steady income. No real acquittal; debts drag on forever, or they escalate to private collectors. Some get 'resolved' by payment plans that never end."

Joseph pressed for more. "Is there a way out? A proper hearing?"

The specialist shrugged. "Tribunals, courts... but the department ignores losses. High Court challenges? Rare. It's endless."

Back home, Joseph discovered the two initial officers had been disciplined; not for his case, but for "process irregularities" in others. He found them in a Services Australia storage room during a site visit for work (odd coincidence), being reprimanded for accepting small gratuities years ago.

His appeal dragged. Lena seduced him one night after a frustrating call with Hargrove. "The system's sick," she whispered. "Everyone's trapped."

Joseph fired Hargrove, tried self-representing at the Administrative Review Tribunal. The hearing room was a bland government office on St Georges Terrace, air thick with dust from overflowing files. The member nodded sympathetically but upheld the debt: "Onus not discharged."

In despair, Joseph wandered along the Swan River paths near Elizabeth Quay, ending at the grand facades of the State Buildings and Stirling Gardens; grand, inaccessible symbols of power. He never filed at the High Court registry in the Commonwealth Law Courts Building; costs prohibitive, chances slim.

On his forty-first birthday, two debt collectors arrived; not officers, but contractors. No drama, just a quiet seizure of assets. As they led him away for a payment plan meeting that felt like surrender, Joseph muttered to himself, "Like a bloody dole bludger."

The compliance process ground on, invisible and inexorable, in the sunlit bureaucracy of modern Western Australia.
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