
 

Pre-Paid Emergency Relief Vouchers 
This information sheet provides an overview of pre-paid emergency relief vouchers. It is designed for 

workers, volunteers or community members who may be supporting someone who is experiencing 

financial hardship.  

What is a pre-paid emergency relief voucher? 
A pre-paid emergency relief voucher is a digital or physical voucher which can be used to purchase 

essential items. Essential items can include food, toiletries, fuel or clothes. Vouchers are a type of 

emergency relief assistance which may be provided to a person during a financial crisis to support 

access to immediate needs. The type and value of the items which can be redeemed with each 

voucher will be dependent on the individual voucher conditions – some may exclude certain types of 

purchases, like alcohol, for example. 

Community relief vouchers are usually provided by government agencies, community organisations 

or charities who distribute emergency relief. Emergency relief (ER) is the provision of financial or 

material assistance to people in financial crisis and may include support with access to food, material 

aid, financial relief and referrals to other support services.  

The aim of ER is to assist people experiencing financial crisis in a way that maintains dignity and 

encourages self-reliance.1 

How do pre-paid emergency relief vouchers work? 
Community organisations purchase digital or physical vouchers that can be redeemed at approved 

retailers. If someone seeking assistance is deemed eligible for the emergency relief service, they will 

be provided with a pre-paid voucher to purchase essential groceries or fuel. These vouchers may be 

in the form of digital or physical gift cards.  

Digital cards (sometimes referred to as eGift cards) are sent to the recipient’s mobile device using 

their email address or phone number. They will then be required to download the voucher or gift 

card and scan the code on their device to use it.  

Digital cards fall broadly into two format types. The first format is one which is read at the point of 

sale by an optical scan / barcode reader, and the second format involves the card number being 

manually entered at the check-out. An example of this format are Coles and Woolworths store 

vouchers. The first format type is more complex and requires the client to have a relatively modern 

mobile phone with “Near Field Communication” (NFC) function. This format of voucher is loaded 

directly into the phone’s wallet (Apple wallet or Google wallet, for example) and then “pay waved” 

at the checkout.  Typically, this voucher format is supported by either Visa or Mastercard.   

Physical vouchers may be provided directly to the person as a plastic card or paper voucher. The 

individual will be able to scan the barcode and enter the PIN when redeeming the card or voucher. 

For some gift cards, the recipient will have the option to use the card in-store or online; others are 

limited to in-store purchases only.  

                                                           
1 ACOSS Emergency Relief Handbook: 4th Edition. 

https://www.acoss.org.au/images/uploads/Emergency_Relief_Handbook_4th_Edition.pdf


 

In some instances, the emergency relief providing organisation may have an account with their local 

supermarket. Alternative arrangements for the redemption of emergency relief vouchers may be in 

place for these partnerships. 

Emergency relief vouchers will usually be limited to the purchase of grocery items, fuel or material 

aid, which can include toiletries, blankets or clothing. They are often available for redemption at a 

specific store, or a specific range of stores owned by a retailer group. Vouchers will often have 

restrictions and expiry limits, outlined in the voucher conditions. Some community service 

organisations may provide Visa gift cards which offer greater flexibility and freedom than other 

vouchers, as they are not limited by specific stores or item types. Visa gift cards may attract monthly 

fees for the service provider, depending on the arrangement the organisation has with the gift card 

provider.  

What are the benefits of a pre-paid emergency relief voucher? 
Pre-paid vouchers as a form of emergency relief can allow for greater agency in how individuals use 

emergency relief funds. For example, it improves access to specific food or grocery items rather than 

being a short-term provision of food to address immediate needs.2  

In a 2018 study exploring the lived experience of charity food recipients in Perth, participants 

reported feeling ‘grateful but resigned’ due to receiving monotonous food of limited variety, and 

poor-quality, unhealthy food. 3 The food was often unsuitable for those with food allergies or 

culturally and linguistically diverse clients. Participants also reported having ‘eroded dignity’ due to 

being fed (without choice) and queuing for meals in public places. Suggestions that they proposed 

included increased variety, independence and choice. Participants reported wanting fresh fruit, 

vegetables, nuts and meat, and the ability to use supermarket vouchers.  

A study conducted in Canada exploring outcomes of a grocery gift card program found that 

recipients of grocery gift cards reported having greater access to higher quality foods, including fresh 

vegetables, fruit and meat. 4 Recipients appreciated that the program allowed them to purchase the 

types and amount of food that their household needed, rather than having an overabundance of 

one item as seen with other food relief models. It also allowed for greater choice and autonomy if a 

member of a household had health-related dietary restrictions, such as food intolerances or 

sensitivities, or cultural food preferences. Additionally, vouchers or gift cards can give individuals the 

opportunity to budget and cook at home, building lifelong skills required to achieve a healthy food 

supply for the household.5 

Gift card and emergency relief voucher assistance in disasters 
Pre-paid vouchers and gift cards are used increasingly in humanitarian relief and disaster response, 

falling under the category of ‘cash and voucher assistance’. This form of assistance usually requires 

                                                           
2 Emergency Relief in Australia: A review of the Commonwealth Funded Emergency Relief program.  
3 Gratitude, resignation and the desire for dignity: lived experience of food charity recipients and their 
recommendations for improvement, Perth, Western Australia.  
4 Experiences and perceived outcomes of a grocery gift card programme for households at risk of food 
insecurity.  
5 ACOSS Emergency Relief Handbook: 4th Edition. 

https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/resources/emergency-relief-australia-review-commonwealth-funded-emergency-relief-program.pdf
https://researchnow-admin.flinders.edu.au/ws/portalfiles/portal/19790193/Booth_Gratitude_P2018.pdf
https://researchnow-admin.flinders.edu.au/ws/portalfiles/portal/19790193/Booth_Gratitude_P2018.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10641610/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10641610/
https://www.acoss.org.au/images/uploads/Emergency_Relief_Handbook_4th_Edition.pdf


 

less operational and logistical costs than the supply of physical goods, meaning relief could be 

provided to more affected individuals.6  

The benefits of using gift cards or vouchers in disaster relief are similar to those associated with 

using gift cards more broadly in emergency relief – increased choice, dignity and empowerment for 

individuals accessing help. Gift cards and vouchers can also be a more rapid form of assistance and 

are usually cheaper.7 Redemption of cards also provides important revenue for businesses in the 

impacted region, which may have suffered financial losses due to fewer customers during the 

disaster period. However, there are many contextual factors to be considered to ensure accessibility 

when providing aid through vouchers – for example, stable internet access and ensuring stores stock 

the necessary food and grocery items people need to purchase. 

Limitations of pre-paid emergency relief vouchers 
Although a pre-paid voucher may be suitable for some community members, for others there may 

be other types of assistance better suited to their needs and individual circumstances.  

• A client may experience troubleshooting or technical difficulties with their voucher. 

• Clients experiencing family and domestic violence are at risk of their device being accessed 

by perpetrators.  

• Physical vouchers may become lost. 

• A client may be unable to access a physical place to redeem their voucher.  

• Voucher limitations may mean that the emergency relief provided does not meet client 

needs or expectations.  

• If a client does not have reliable access to a digital device or internet, they will not be able to 

access a digital voucher themselves. In these situations, it may be possible for an image, 

screenshot or PDF of the voucher to be either printed and handed to the client or sent to 

their phone via MMS. 

Providers of pre-paid emergency relief vouchers 
The following is a list of the most common suppliers of vouchers that may be used for emergency 

relief. Note, this does not include the specific retailers where vouchers may be redeemed. 

1. WOOLWORTHS GROUP: https://www.everyday.com.au/gift-cards 

Note: All gift cards have no expiry date and can be redeemed in-store or online. Woolworths Group 

offers corporate bulk discounts, between 2-5 % depending on the volume of gift cards purchased. 

Name Where it can be 
redeemed 

Format Description 

‘Essentials’ gift 
card 

Woolworths 
Supermarket, 
Metro and BIG 
W stores 

Digital or 
physical 

Recipients can purchase everyday groceries 
and other essential items. Excludes alcohol, 
tobacco, lottery products or other gift cards. 

                                                           
6 Cash and voucher assistance along humanitarian supply chains: a literature review and directions for future 
research.  
7 DFAT Humanitarian Strategy Guidance Note: Cash Transfers.  

https://www.everyday.com.au/gift-cards
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10087535/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10087535/
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/cash-transfers-dfat-humanitarian-strategy-guidance-note.pdf


 

‘Simply 
Groceries’ gift 
card 

Woolworths 
Supermarkets 

Digital or 
physical 

Recipients can purchase groceries, excluding 
alcohol, tobacco, lottery products or other gift 
cards. 

 

2. COLES GROUP LIMITED: https://www.giftcards.com.au/ 

Note: Gift cards expire 4 years from date of issue. Coles Group offers corporate bulk discounts, 

depending on the volume of gift cards purchased. 

Name Where it can be 
redeemed 

Format Description 

‘Coles 
Groceries’ gift 
card 

Excludes Coles 
Online, 
Shell/Reddy 
Express and 
Liquorland.  

Digital or 
physical 

Recipients can purchase fresh fruit, everyday 
groceries or things for your home. Excludes 
alcohol, tobacco, online vouchers or other gift 
cards. 

‘Coles Group 
& Myer’ gift 
card 

Coles 
Supermarkets, 
Myer, Target, 
Kmart, 
Officeworks, 
Liquorland.  

Digital or 
physical 

Online stores are included. Shell/Reddy Express 
Stores will only accept redemption until July 
31st, 2030. 

 

3. METCASH: https://metcashgiftcards.com.au/charity-gift-cards/ 

Name Where it can be 
redeemed 

Format Description 

‘IGA 
Supermarkets 
(Food & 
Grocery only)’ 
gift card 

Participating 
IGA stores. 
 

Physical or 
digital 

A list of participating retailers is available 
online. Excludes alcohol and tobacco products. 

 

4. PREZZEE BUSINESS: https://prezzee.com/business/m/en-au 

• Digital bulk vouchers for retailers like Woolworths, Coles, Kmart or Big W. Gift cards can be 

set up for essentials-only spending by limiting retailers to those who provide fuel and 

groceries.  

• To purchase gift cards, you need to create a Prezzee Business account – which is free to set 

up with no subscription fees.  

• Instead of offering standard corporate percentage discounts, their primary money-saving 

feature for companies is Prezzee Campaigns, which allows businesses to send out scalable 

eGift card promotions where you only pay for what gets redeemed. 

Organisations can customise the digital gift cards with branding and store options. 

 

5. GIFTPAY: https://www.giftpay.com.au/business/  

https://www.giftcards.com.au/
https://metcashgiftcards.com.au/charity-gift-cards/
https://prezzee.com/business/m/en-au
https://www.giftpay.com.au/business/


 

• Digital gift card platform which has a ‘flexible gift card model’ that allows recipients to 

choose where and how they redeem their eGift card. There are a range of different brands 

available to choose from (100+ instore and online), including Coles, Shell, Woolworths, Big 

W, BP, Target and more. They do not offer gift cards which are limited to only one brand.  

• Each eGift is valid for up to 3 years after the delivery date.  

• Organisations can customise the digital gift cards with their own branding. 

• Giftpay may offer free bonus gift credit for orders over $10,000.  

 

6. TILLO AUSTRALIA: https://www.tillo.com/  

• Digital voucher infrastructure for bulk distribution.  

• Tillo has specific solutions for non-profits and government programs, including control 

features such as usage restrictions (only allowing gift cards to be redeemed at essential 

retailers) and eligibility checks.  

 

7. BLACKHAWK NETWORK CARDS: https://blackhawknetwork.com/au-en  

• Offers support for large orders of physical or digital gift cards. Their retail network includes 

Aldi, Coles and Woolworths.  

• Merchant restricted digital Visa cards are available to account holders. These cards can be 

used anywhere Visa e-gift cards are accepted, with the exception of purchases of alcohol, 

tobacco or gambling products. 

• Offers bulk volume-based discounts of 5% to 15% for corporate buyers, depending on order 

size and the specific brands chosen. 

Petrol stations 

Note: Petrol stations are often franchises, and therefore may not have a uniform approach to 

whether they accept gift vouchers. Check directly with the intended petrol station to ensure they 

allow for gift card redemption.   

 

Brand Link Description 

BP https://www.giftstation.com.au/ Digital gift cards available to 
purchase online. 

Shell https://www.shell.com.au/motorists/shell-gift-
cards.html 

Physical and digital gift cards are 
available to purchase. 

Caltex https://www.caltex.com/au/motorists/products-
and-services/caltex-starcash.html 

Pre-paid fuel card available for 
purchase. 

United https://www.unitedpetroleum.com.au/giftcard/ Physical gift cards only which 
can be purchased in-store or by 
phone (only for bulk orders). 

 

https://www.tillo.com/
https://blackhawknetwork.com/au-en
https://www.giftstation.com.au/
https://www.shell.com.au/motorists/shell-gift-cards.html
https://www.shell.com.au/motorists/shell-gift-cards.html
https://www.caltex.com/au/motorists/products-and-services/caltex-starcash.html
https://www.caltex.com/au/motorists/products-and-services/caltex-starcash.html
https://www.unitedpetroleum.com.au/giftcard/

