Input to HREOC’s National Inquiry on Employment and Disability
Welfare to Work for People with Disabilities
2005‑06 Budget measure

The Government is committed to maintaining a sustainable and adequate safety net for people who are in genuine need, including people with disabilities who are unable to work.  At the same time, the Government believes long‑term dependence on the Disability Support Pension (DSP) is not the best option for people who have the ability to work in the open labour market for award wages.
The Welfare to Work package, announced in the 2005‑06 Budget, will help people claiming DSP, and people already receiving the payment, to become more independent and active in the community.  More people with disabilities will be able to share in the rewards and benefits of work—increased income, improved standards of living, better links to the community and enhanced self esteem and wellbeing.

Changes to income support payments

People claiming DSP from 1 July 2006 will not be eligible for the payment if they can work 15 hours or more per week at award wages in the open labour market without ongoing support, or be assisted to reach this capacity within two years.  These people will be assessed for Newstart or Youth Allowance instead.

To support the changes to DSP eligibility, Newstart and Youth Allowance will be enhanced.  The income test for the payments will be changed so that all Newstart and Youth Allowance recipients can keep more of their payments as their income from work increases.  Recipients with disabilities able to work part time only will get the Pensioner Concession Card (PCC), with access to the pharmaceutical and other concessions available to card holders.  They will also receive Pharmaceutical Allowance and Telephone Allowance.  People who move into work will be able to keep their PCC for 12 months if they lose entitlement to Newstart or Youth Allowance because of employment.
People on DSP on 10 May 2005, who remain on payment, will not be affected by the changes to payment eligibility.  They will continue to be assessed under the current rules.
People who claim DSP between 11 May 2005 and 30 June 2006 will be assessed under the current rules.  People granted DSP will be subject to normal, periodic reviews.  If they are reviewed after 1 July 2006, the review will include a comprehensive work capacity assessment against the new DSP eligibility rules, particularly the 15 hours work capacity criterion.  If these people are no longer eligible for DSP, they will be assessed for Newstart and transferred to that payment if appropriate.

At present, people who disclose high earnings from employment or tell Centrelink that they are starting work of 30 hours or more a week at award wages can have their DSP suspended (held open) for up to two years.  This means that if they are unable to cope with the job or have to reduce their hours of work because of their disability, they can return to DSP without reclaiming or attending an external assessment.  From 1 July 2006, this provision will be extended so that people who are unable to maintain their employment for any reason can return to DSP within two years.

Mobility Allowance

Mobility Allowance is available to people who cannot use public transport without substantial assistance due to disability.  The current rate of $69.70 per fortnight is payable to people undertaking any combination of paid work, voluntary activities or vocational training for at least 32 hours every four weeks.
From 1 July 2006, a higher rate of Mobility Allowance ($100 per fortnight) will be available to people receiving Newstart or Youth Allowance who are assessed as able to work 15‑29 hours per week.  The higher rate will also be available to DSP recipients working 15 hours or more per week or looking for such work with assistance from an employment services provider.  People who move off income support into employment will be able to keep their higher rate of Mobility Allowance.

Participation requirements and work incentives for people with disabilities

Many people with disabilities want to work and the Government is keen to improve incentives and support for them to make the most of their abilities.  The Government believes that the focus should be on job seekers’ capacity, rather than their incapacity.
Newstart and Youth Allowance recipients with disabilities who have partial work capacity will have flexible participation requirements which match their assessed capacity.  People will be able to meet their requirements through part‑time employment, preparing for work through approved activities or actively seeking work with the help of a mainstream or disability specialist employment assistance provider.  Places in vocational rehabilitation and employment services will be guaranteed for these Newstart and Youth Allowance recipients.

Comprehensive work capacity assessments
The Government will spend $313 million over four years on comprehensive work capacity assessments.  Professionals with relevant tertiary qualifications in rehabilitation counselling, occupational therapy and/or related disciplines will be contracted to assess people’s work capacity and identify the right services for them.

The work capacity assessor will take into account an individual’s medical conditions, skills and qualifications, previous work history and barriers to participation and recommend the number of hours the person would be capable of working.  The assessor will discuss the types of assistance which would help the person get a job and make an appointment for the person with a suitable employment, vocational rehabilitation or pre‑vocational service provider.

Services to assist people with disabilities move into work

Under the Welfare to Work package, the Government allocated $173 million over four years for more than 20,000 additional places in disability open employment services.  Disability open employment services provide employment assistance to eligible job seekers with an illness, injury or disability.  Services are funded to assist job seekers with employment preparation, job search and placement, and/or post placement support.  

The package also includes $186 million over four years for almost 42,000 additional vocational rehabilitation places for people needing rehabilitation to return to work and an additional $66 million over four years for the Personal Support Programme which assists people with multiple non-vocational barriers to work.
A new pre‑vocational participation account will be introduced to purchase short programmes of assistance, such as pain management or mental health programmes, for people who would be ready for employment assistance following this support.  The account will be accessed by work capacity assessors.
Employer incentives

The changes to payments and employment services are supported by strategies to engage employers.  The Government has established the Employer Roundtable to provide high level advice on ways to increase workforce participation for people with disabilities.  The Employer Roundtable is made up of employers and peak bodies and is responsible for developing an action plan to drive employer demand for people with disabilities.  The Employer Roundtable is due to report to the Government by the end of 2005.

A new jobs accommodation service will be developed during 2005-06, modelled on the successful United States Job Accommodation Network.  It will include a website and advice on a range of issues for employees and consumers with disabilities.  This may include information on barriers to employment, possible tax concessions, and workplace modification entitlements.  The site will form a hub of information and advice for employers.
Employers will be able to access the Workplace Modifications Scheme (WMS) through the new service from 1 July 2006.  The WMS reimburses employers for the costs involved in modifying the workplace or purchasing special equipment for new workers with disabilities.  In 2003-04, $700,000 was spent on the scheme.  The Government’s Budget has identified an additional $25 million over four years to boost this programme.
The Wage Subsidy Scheme provides a financial incentive to employ eligible workers with a disability under normal labour market conditions.  The scheme aims to increase the competitiveness of workers with disabilities, and enable workers to acquire valuable skills and experience.  A subsidy equivalent to up to 13 weeks of the worker’s wage is available to employers to a maximum of $1,500.  The Wage Subsidy Scheme will be increased by $5 million over four years.  This is in addition to current expenditure of around $3.5 million a year.
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