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             About my circumstances;

I was retrenched from a management position in 1991.  Since that time                 I have sourced irregular casual work, completed various training courses             and 12 months Intensive Assistance.  Throughout my long term out of the       paid workforce, I have performed unpaid voluntary work at least three days              a week with a number of organisations as well as other voluntary projects

at my home.

My employment options have been limited by previous work related injuries which have worsened with time. In June 2004 I was diagnosed with clinical depression and transferred from Newstart Allowance to a Disability Support Pension, (DSP).  

I am looking for part time or casual work, two days a week initially, possibly more hours after I have judged my capacity. In the meantime, I continue to perform voluntary work two days a week..

Introduction;

The government has caused a great deal of uncertainty and stress by not properly explaining the radical changes to DSP conditions.  We now know               that existing DSPs will not be effected by the changes that will occur from  July 2006. This should have been announced up front, although I suspect it  was a reaction to a community backlash against the government’s plan.

Based on the government’s history of welfare ‘reforms’, and the information available, it seems to me that the true motives are to cut social security costs and prop up the Job Network’s reduced income potential due to the fall in unemployment. I don’t see  any evidence of genuine commitment to assist people with a disability to participate in paid employment.

Most of the concerns and solutions presented in submissions to HREOC, and       during DEWR consultation sessions are not addressed by the July 2006 policy changes.

The Interim Report identifies that the most common community concerns relate to three issues;  information, costs and risks. I have grouped my comments under those headings.  I have also commented on a number of general DSP employment issues.
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         Information; 

· The government has promoted selective details of changes to the DSP              in the media without providing adequate information for the community               to consider.
· A range of DEWR websites provide piecemeal details and references to other sites “for further information”. We need a consolidated site which   provides full details of the changes, availability of employment services, contacts for providers,  confirmation of obligations and rights of people with a disability. The information needs to be available in a hard copy            form for people who don’t have access to the Internet. 

· DEWR, Centrelink and the Job Network seem to think that people forced            to survive on a social security payment, are able to afford the appropriate computer equipment, Internet and email services, and mobile phone .Why else would these three major government agencies assume that IT provides an effective way to inform and communicate with social security recipients?  

It doesn’t.

         Costs;

· People with a disability who take up employment will need to meet the      costs of participation from their DSP, or Newstart Allowance under the    15 to 29 hours work test from July 2006.  Additional costs include;

· Public transport fares at least two days week.  It’s possible that 15 hours       work could be spread across five days requiring five return fares.

· Increased or new carer costs for assistance to prepare for, and travel to              and from a workplace.

· Higher costs for additional medication, doctor visits or physiotherapy,              interpreter, and replacement clothing.  

· Purchase of meals at work if not able to prepare a packed lunch.  

· Maintenance, repair, or replacement of specialised equipment associated with particular types of disabilities.
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· Income tax and reductions to DSP payments claw back 57% of income from employment.  This is ten percentage points, (or 21%) higher than              the top tax rate of 47% which applies to income of $65,000 or more.

Yet, the government is considering further tax cuts for the wealthy.

                The Newstart and Youth Allowance Income test and taper rates will  impose EMTRs up to 77 per cent on private earnings or income, two               and a half times the rate for corporations and 64 per cent higher than                  the top PAYE rate. The government insists this provides an incentive                for people with a disability to participate in paid employment.

· The DSP Income Test penalty free threshold is indexed to CPI. Newstart  penalty free area is not indexed and has only been increased by $2.00 as ‘compensation’ for the GST.  This has been the only increase for at least    the past 17 years.

· DSP payments are indexed at 25 per cent of Male Average Total Weekly             earnings and CPI increases.  Newstart and Youth Allowance are increased only by the CPI figure.

·  The loss of any Pension Card concessions or discounts would have a significant negative impact for people with a disability.

         Risks;

· Costs incurred by job search activities or participation in JN programs           reduce the amount of money needed to meet basic living expenses and               the costs associated with a disability.

· The fees paid to the Job Network for filling government program quotas are considerably higher than payments for placing people in real jobs.
· The government has given an assurance people with a disability assigned   to Newstart or Youth Allowance will be able to transfer to a DSP if their health deteriorates as a result of participation in job search activities,    government programs or paid employment?  That will provide a higher    rate of payment but it does not address the health issues.  What support measures will the government provide to assist individuals to recover or rehabilitate from health problems caused by participation in the ‘system?” 
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· The July 2006 changes will create a two level system for people with a disability.  Payments will be suspended for alleged breaches of complex rules. If Centrelink decides that the individual has a ‘valid reason’ for                non-compliance, payments will be reinstated from the date the individual contacted Centrelink,  

                  This incurs loss of income for the period between suspension of payments   and contact with Centrelink.  Individuals have no control over the time it takes Centrelink to notify a suspension.  In any event, where Centrelink accepts a ‘valid reason’ the individual should be repaid all lost income.

                If Centrelink rejects the individual’s explanation, payments will remain   suspended until they comply.  How is a person expected to meet activity requirements when they have no money to meet the costs of participation and normal living expenses?

              The Job Network has a history of reckless reporting of individuals to Centrelink for alleged non-compliance. In 85 per cent of cases, alleged breaches are either not imposed or are overturned on appeal.

                Suspension of payments, even temporarily, could have serious health     implications for anyone who has no money to pay for medication, special diet needs and transport to seek treatment.

              People with a disability should not be subjected to Mutual Obligation, Activity Tests or penalties for alleged non-compliance. 

GENERAL ISSUES.

        Work for the dole;

The government admits that wftd is compulsory, a punishment for alleged non-compliance with Mutual Obligation or Activity Tests. The scheme doesn’t provide recognised training or payment for labour. Since people with a disability should not be subjected to compliance measures or penalties, they should not be subjected to wftd.

People with a disability should be able to volunteer for wftd, but there should be no form of coercion.  Individuals should be free to not take     part in wftd, or to leave the scheme without incurring any penalty. 
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Australian JobSearch website, (AJS).

When job seekers first register with a JNM they are required to undertake a Vocational Profile.  The information is used to produce a job seeker resume.

Job seekers are allocated a Personal Page on the AJS website, to display the resume, receive messages and confirmation of appointments and access the    job matching system. 

The Vocational Profile form asks the Question; “Does your health restrict the type of work you can perform?”.  The response mechanism is a tick in a YES or NO box..  The form does not ask for details and does not provide a means

to record the information.

Job seekers are required to nominate five preferences for the type of work       they are looking for.  This information determines which job matches are posted on job seekers’ Personal Page.  The system is unable to consider any medical conditions or disabilities resulting in many inappropriate jobs being posted on job seekers’ Personal Pages.  In some cases, the minimal details provided on line do not identify a vacancy as inappropriate, this is only discovered when individuals apply for the job.

The Jobmatch Express IVR telephone system has the same problems. I raised these issues with DEWR senior managers in Brisbane and Canberra during  February and March 2004.  Eighteen months later and the problem has not been addressed, despite many other changes to the AJS website.   

          Job Network services.

There are only a small number of JNs which specialise in providing services                  to people with a disability.  General services JNMs do accept people with a disability as part of their mix of job seekers.  There needs to be a consistent national standard set for JNMs and staff who service people with a disability.

It will require appropriate training and monitoring before general services providers suitably qualified to assist job seekers with a disability. 

My own experiences confirm that general services providers do not have the      required level of skills or understanding to meet the employment needs of people with a disability.   
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My Job Network experiences.

Despite the limitations resulting from accumulated work related injuries, I chose to remain on Newstart Allowance and seek full time work from 1991       to 2004.

June 2003; I registered with a general JNM for job matching services only.      I completed a basic registration form and that was it, a five minutes process.

          I was told that I would be required to attend a future appointment to complete  a Vocational Profile for  job matching purposes.  

August 2003; (seven weeks later), I attended a Vocational Profile interview.

The so called ‘interview’ failed to comply with many conditions of the Job Network Code of Conduct and Service Guarantee, for example;

· The ‘interview’ was conducted with a group of four other job seekers  seated in a busy common office area with no privacy.

· The JNM had ‘lost’ the hard copies of my resume, medical history          and education record. which I provided seven weeks earlier.

· Neither myself or any of the group were interviewed individually. 

· There was no explanation of how to use the AJS website. I later    discovered that the jobseeker ID card I was given contained an               invalid pin number which would not access the AJS website.

· The on line resume prepared by the JNM, included my birth date         contrary to my request, misspelt the names of two previous employers       and a referees,  omitted my education records and thirteen years of        unpaid voluntary work.

· Since job matching is conducted electronically on the AJS website, it’s           a ‘self service’ process with no input by the JNM.  

· May 2004 I advised the JNM that I had been granted a DSP and I was now seeking part time or casual work, two days a week. I was invited to attend an interview to discuss how the JNM could assist me to find a job or participate in employment programs. I declined the offer as I have no confidence in the JNM’s commitment or professionalism and I told them so.  I continued to perform voluntary work two days per week.
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At the beginning of September 2005, I transferred to a JNM that claims to assist people with a disability. I chose the particular JNM for their 5 Star             job placements rating. Apart from a courteous and friendly reception, my         first contact with this JNM was no more satisfactory or helpful than my experience with the previous provider.

· I had a pre-arranged appointment with a specific job placement officer   who specialises in reverse marketing job seekers to employers. On the         day, this person was dealing with two other job seekers and another          person was assigned to interview me. 

· I was not asked about my medical conditions and how they effect my 

Work capacity. It was just as well that I prepared a written summary               for the JNM or they would have had no reference as a guide to suitable   jobs to pursue on my behalf.   

· The interviewer brought another two staff members into the discussion which was conducted in a small partitioned area totally lacking in privacy.

             I needed to remind the three staff that I find it stressful and difficult to  concentrate in chaotic environments with multiple sources of noise.

·    I provided a range of suggestions as to the types of work I am capable of  and confirmed that I’m willing to consider any work within my capacity.

However, the suggestions put to me were clearly unsuitable.

· At the end of the appointment, I was introduced to the person originally assigned to interview me who will apparently be my Case Manager. I’m now reliant on the other three staff members to convey the details of our discussion to my Case Manager, not a satisfactory situation to me.

This experience falls a long way short of the government’s rhetoric about personalised services to assist people with a disability.  

I am not optimistic that my current JNM will be any more helpful than        the previous provider.  In the meantime I will continue my voluntary         work and use my own initiative and resources to search for paid work.

I have less than seven years before I reach retirement age. Based on past a  current indicators, without effective intervention and practical support, I may never re-enter the paid workforce.  That is a depressing thought for  me and for my wife.













