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Dental practices should have an awareness of the 
circumstances in which early release of superannuation to 
fund dental procedures may be possible, in case patients wish 
to fund their treatments in this way.

THE LANDSCAPE

It has been reported that in 2010, about $25 million was 
released from super funds on medical grounds, but the figure 
has since risen to more than $200 million a year. Dental work 
is amongst the majority of these claims (IVF and weight-loss 
surgery being others).

There is much information online about the early release of 
superannuation for dental treatments:

• “If you have medical, disability or funeral expenses 
you just can’t afford, you have the right to apply to the 
Department of Human Services (DHS) to have some of 
your superannuation released before you retire.”

• “Going to the dentist can be expensive – especially if you 
need dental surgery. But did you know, you can dip into 
your superannuation to help cover costs?”

• “Instead of waiting until you are 65 years old, you are able 
to access your funds immediately, regardless of whether 
you are in your 20s or your 40s. That’s why requesting an 
early release of superannuation for dental treatment can 
provide enormous financial relief, especially if you have 
limited private health cover.”

Paid services even exist to help patients access their 
superannuation for medical and dental procedures. One 
company offers “specialist assistance to individuals and their 
families in times of need”. They say:

“We do this by facilitating your application to the 
Australian Taxation Office, who can approve the release 
of funds from your personal superannuation fund for 

medical treatment. Once you receive the approval letter, 
you can take it to your own super fund to obtain the 
funds you need to pay for dental surgery.”

According to another company: “All you need is a quote from 
your dentist. Contact us with your quote and let us get the 
application started!”

Early release of superannuation for financial hardship 
may have application to some patients; but it is access on 
compassionate grounds that is of particular relevance for the 
purpose of our discussion.

ACCESS TO SUPERANNUATION ON COMPASSIONATE 
GROUNDS – AN OVERVIEW

Under section 79B(1) of the Superannuation Act 1976 (Cth), 
a lump sum may be released early from superannuation 
on “compassionate grounds”. A compassionate ground is 
one listed in reg 6.19A(1) of the Superannuation Industry 
(Supervision) Regulations 1994 (Cth). The grounds include 
where an amount is required “to pay for medical treatment 
or medical transport for the person or a dependant …” ATO 
guidance confirms that medical treatment includes dental 
treatment.

For the ATO to be satisfied that money is required for medical 
treatment, two registered medical practitioners (at least one of 
whom must be a specialist) must certify two things: First, that 
the treatment is necessary to treat “acute, or chronic, pain” (or 
else a “life threatening illness or injury”, or “acute, or chronic, 
mental disturbance”). Secondly, that the treatment “is not 
readily available to the person, or the dependant, through the 
public health system”. The ATO must also determine that the 
person does not have financial capacity to meet the expense: 
reg 6.19A(2) and (3).

The majority of applications for dental treatment are currently 
approved under the “acute or chronic pain” eligibility criteria.  

Superannuation typically becomes accessible when a person reaches ‘preservation 
age’ – which is currently between 55 and 60, depending on when a person was born. 
In a limited number of circumstances, however, it is possible to obtain an early release 
of superannuation. In appropriate cases, an early release to fund dental treatment may 
be available, upon application

SUPER 
Could a patient’s

pay for their 
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The grounds for early release are intentionally limited, to strike 
a balance between the overriding objective that on one hand, 
superannuation benefits should be preserved until retirement; 
and on the other hand, there are certain exceptional 
circumstances that may justify the early release of benefits.

From 1 July 2018 responsibility for the administration of the 
early release of super on compassionate grounds transferred 
to the Australian Tax Office (ATO), from the Department of 
Human Services.

The Act and Regulations do not contain much by way of 
meaningful guidance for dental practices to note. But the ATO 
has stated:

• They will only release superannuation on compassionate 
grounds to cover unpaid expenses. (If a patient has 
already paid the expense - even using a loan or credit - 
they do not meet the eligibility requirements.)

• The patient must have no means of paying the expense 
other than to use their superannuation (e.g. a loan, credit 
or their savings).

• The amount withdrawn will be limited to what is 
reasonably needed.

• Any early withdrawal will be paid and taxed as a lump 
sum.

• Supporting evidence and invoices/quotes must be 
provided.

• “A life-threatening illness is a medical condition where, 
within a 12 month time frame, there is a likelihood 
of severe degeneration or death.” A potentially life-
threatening illness will generally not be sufficient to 
meet the requirements. There must also be a clear and 
direct link between the life-threatening condition and the 
treatment required.

• “Acute means a rapid progress or onset of a condition 
suggesting urgency of treatment. Chronic means a 
condition having indefinite duration or less rapid change. 
Pain of at least three months duration which may have 
been stable for some time.”

For a compassionate release of superannuation, there is a 
form that must be completed by the applicant and (in the case 
of dental treatment) either:

• two dental practitioners – one must be a specialist; or

• a general practitioner (GP) and a dental practitioner or 
dental specialist.

As a dentist (whether a general dentist or a specialist) your 
role in completing the form will essentially be to certify that 
treatment is necessary, and the patient is not able to access 
the treatment through the public health system.
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REVIEW OF EARLY RELEASE ON COMPASSIONATE GROUNDS

The Commonwealth Government has been conducting a 
review of the framework for early release of superannuation 
benefits on compassionate grounds and severe financial 
hardship grounds.

A consultation paper was released for comment between late 
2018 and early 2019, setting out findings and draft proposals 
for reform. Amongst other things, the consultation paper 
contained the following draft proposal:

DRAFT PROPOSAL 6 – DENTAL TREATMENT

Clarify that treatment for a life-threatening condition or acute 
or chronic pain includes dental treatment, with the certification 
of one medical practitioner and one dental practitioner.

This would expressly confirm what is already the ATO’s 
approach. The consultation paper notes that implicit in this, 
early release should not be available for cosmetic dental work. 
The paper also affirms that the early release of superannuation 
should remain a last resort:

“[I]nformation about the alternatives for funding dental 
treatment should be made available to individuals at the point 
of early release application to help ensure that superannuation 

is being used as a last resort. This could include prompting 
the individual to check if they (or their dependents) are eligible 
for funding through the public health system or private health 
insurance.”

The proposal for change would require amendments to the 
Act and Regulations. They were put on hold in the lead of to 
the 2019 Federal Election. For now, any formal changes to the 
law remain a work in progress; but the ATO’s practices for the 
early release of superannuation to fund dental treatments are 
well established.

Is there a question you would like to ask?

Please send your questions to ceo@adawa.com.au 

Questions will be posted anonymously. You can enter your email address if 
you want us to let you know if the answer to your question is published. 

Please note that we are not able to answer all questions. 

David McMullen
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Casual Tutors are required at the Faculty of Health and 
Medical Sciences Oral Health Centre of Western Australia.

The position of Casual Tutor is responsible for supervising 
and teaching students in both clinical and pre-clinical areas. 
Supervision and teaching responsibilities will be undertaken at 
OHCWA either at Nedlands or Bunbury. 

A number of roles are available, including:

• Clinical Practice Year 2: Supervising students working 
on each other and patients with limited treatment needs. 
Tutors will be expected to have at least 3 years of clinical 
practice experience and be able to supervise students 
undertaking dental clinical examinations (diagnosis & 
treatment planning), and limited patient care. 

• Clinical Practice Years 3 and 4: Supervising students 
working on general patients with various treatment needs. 

CASUAL TEACHING OPPORTUNITIES
Tutors will be expected to have at least 3 years of clinical 
practice experience and be able to supervise the full 
range of general dentistry. 

• Dental Simulation Clinical Practice Years 1, 2, and 
3: supervising students in the dental simulation clinic 
learning basic dental and clinical skills and restorative 
procedures on manikins. Tutors will be expected to have 
at least 1-2 years of clinical practice experience.

Please submit your interest and resume to michelle.huang@
uwa.edu.au
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