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About my circumstances;

I am mature age, married with no dependents.  Most of my forty years working life was spent in sales and marketing roles where I achieved senior executive levels with two large multi-national companies.

I was retrenched from a management position in late October 1991.  Since that time I’ve secured around two years of consultancy and casual work.  I have also participated in various government programmes for a total of two years, including Intensive Assistance.

Throughout my long period of unemployment I have performed unpaid voluntary work at least three days a week, and on a full time basis for five years.  Not once did the former CES or the Job Network refer me to a real paid job vacancy. I attended two assessments by the CRS, (May 2004), who were unable to refer me to a suitable programme to assist me to secure paid employment.

Accumulated prior injuries, and a more recent diagnosis have compounded, reducing my work capacity and options.   In June 2004, I  was transferred from Newstart Allowance to the Disability Support Pension. 

I continue to volunteer two days a week and I would like to replace voluntary work with the same amount of paid part time or casual work.

About my Disabilities:

Work related injuries to shoulder, neck and back means I’m unable to lift or perform manual labour.  Two open head injuries have left me with Positional Vertigo and Tinnitus.  I no longer drive a car or operate power tools due to the risk of an accident.   I was diagnosed with depression in May 2004 and I am prescribed a medication regime.  I’m fully mobile using public transport and I’m willing to accept any type of paid work within my capabilities.

Job search activities;

Since moving to the DSP I’ve chosen to not register with a Job Network agency. Years of experience have totally eroded my confidence in the Job Network and    it’s systems.  

The Australian JobSearch website does not consider an individual’s medical conditions as part of the “job matching” process.  I received more than 100 so called “matches” posted on my AJS Personal page, none of these vacancies    were appropriate to my situation.
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Examples of unsuitable vacancies include;  junior age positions, jobs requiring manual labour, heavy lifting, driving, own transport, and other factors beyond my capabilities.  Both Centrelink and the Job Network have my medical records on    file in hard copy.

· My job search methods are newspapers, various websites, networking with contacts and unsolicited approaches to potential employers.  To date my    best efforts have not been successful.

About this submission;
My testimony is presented as a private individual and not on behalf of any organization or group.  I would like to address points canvassed by Issues        Paper No 2, “Issues Facing People with Disabilities”.

1).  What are some of the barriers faced by people with a disability who might   seek employment?

Inadequate information;

· Printed material can be ambiguous, confusing and in some cases misleading. The reader is often referred to other brochures, a website, or they are advised to contact Centrelink or the Job Network for further information. The ad hoc approach creates delays and frustration and incurs extra costs, eg; phone calls and transport

· The system is heavily skewed towards electronic systems, Internet, email, recorded messages.  My Internet access is limited to one hour two days per week.   Often this is not sufficient time to navigate a website and source the information I’m looking for.  Access to the Internet incurs costs for transport and print out of material.

· Contacting Centrelink by telephone can be a lengthy process.  The information provided is sometimes different from printed or website material.  A phone call doesn’t provide a hard copy of information as a reference.

· I have found Centrelink Customer Service Officers courteous and genuinely helpful.  Sometimes information I have requested hasn’t been available and I’ve been offered an opinion rather than facts and a source of reference.

Financial costs of participation;

· Job search expenses are in additional to costs associated with coping with a disability.   Even with a concessions card, transport is the major cost burden.  It is often uneconomical to travel to Centrelink or a Job Network to access facilities such as Internet, email or photocopying.  The transport costs are greater than any savings provided by free resources.
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Inflexible working environment;

· My particular circumstances do not require any special equipment or facilities in the workplace.

· Days and hours of work are an issue.  In my voluntary work I’m able to vary the days and hours to suit my situation at the time, for example;   My medication regime makes it difficult to conform to a regular wake up time each morning.  

· There are times when I don’t feel up to attending voluntary work or I may need to leave early.  I’m able to do this without criticism or repercussions.   I’m not sure that employers would acknowledge my situation and allow flexible working arrangements.

More limited opportunities for people with disabilities;

· The types of work available to DSPs is mostly low skilled, low paid, with little    or no opportunity for promotion or increased earnings.

· Employers and recruitment agencies do not adequately consider and acknowledge prior learning, experience and achievements which are not affected by an acquired disability.

· Through my long period of voluntary work I have maintained and expanded my professional skills, yet I’m not even considered for positions which would utilise and benefit from this proven experience.   Employers grossly under value unpaid voluntary work.

· Discrimination against people with a disability is based on ignorance and deeply entrenched negative stereotypes.  This is particularly evident in relation to mental health conditions.  Mention the word “depression” and the shutters come down.  Many interviewers are simply not qualified to relate to an individual’s capabilities to perform the duties of job vacancies on offer.   
The focus seems to be on what you can’t or might not be able to do.

Disincentives for people with disabilities.

· The government has failed to adequately explain the details of it’s proposed changes to the eligibility criteria and conditions of receiving a DSP.  This creates uncertainty and insecurity for the future.
· Newstart Allowance is $20 to $40 per week less than the DSP.

· Under the current system I am permitted to earn up to $216 per fortnight and retain my full DSP.  Any income above that amount reduces the pension by 40 cents in the dollar based on gross earnings.  This produces an Effective Marginal Tax Rate of 57%, far higher that the top PAYE tax rate.
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· If I were transferred to Newstart Allowance, the penalty free threshold is only $62 per fortnight and income above that amount is clawed back at either 50 or 70%.  The EMTR becomes 87%
· The savings provided by pensioner concessions are worth at least $1,000 a year, or $20 per week to my wife and I.  The loss of this benefit would be a serious financial burden.

· The Queensland Government does not provide public transport, or any other concessions to Health Care Card holders, who include Newstart and Youth Allowance recipients.

· Newstart conditions include breaching and harsh financial penalties for alleged transgressions of a complex set of rules and conditions.  The government has failed to rule this out for DSPs transferred to Newstart.

· My past experiences over many years leave me highly suspicious of the motives of Centrelink and the Job Network.  I prefer not to initiate contact  with either organisation regarding employment issues.

· If I were to perform up to 15 hours paid work, I would discontinue my voluntary work, on the grounds that I can’t do both.

Recommendations;

· The government has an obligation to fully explain the changes it plans to  make to the DSP and how this will affect people with disabilities.

· Any form of work, traing or educational activities for DSPs must be entirely voluntary, any form of coercion or penalties are unacceptable.

· Genuine assistance to assist DSPs who chose to take up paid work at any level is welcomed.  There is absolutely no reason or justification to transfer those people to the lower payment and harsh conditions of Newstart Allowance.

· The job matching system must consider medical conditions when referring DSPs to job vacancies.

· A formal system is needed to identify and recognise DSPs prior learning,   skills and achievements and match individuals with appropriate employment opportunities and options.

· DSPs who engage in government programmes and/or job search activities should receive a participation allowance as occurs with the compulsory work for the dole scheme, ($20.80 per fortnight).  The allowance should be paid as part of the DSP transfer payment.
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· Information sources should be consolidated and made available in hard   copy form as well as posting on the Internet.

· Centrelink should not be allowed to make arbitrary decisions on DSP’s capacity to perform 15 hours work per week.  That is a decision for qualified medical practioners and specialists.

In conclusion;

· I am suspicious of the motives behind the government’s proposed changes  to Disability Support Pension eligibility criteria and conditions.  On the information available to me, the objective seems to be more about saving social security costs rather than assisting DSPs who want to take up some level of paid work.

· I don’t believe that Centrelink has the capacity to adequately assess the  work capabilities of significant numbers of DSPs.  The majority of Job Network members are simply not qualified to deal with disability issues.

I would be pleased to provide any further information either in writing or as oral testimony.

 (5)

