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About People with Disability Australia

1. People with Disability Australia (PWDA) is a leading disability rights, advocacy and representative organisation of and for all people with disability. We are the only national, cross-disability organisation - we represent the interests of people with all kinds of disability. We are a non-profit, non-government organisation.

2. PWDA’s primary membership is made up of people with disability and organisations primarily constituted by people with disability. PWDA also has a large associate membership of other individuals and organisations committed to the disability rights movement.

3. We have a vision of a socially just, accessible, and inclusive community, in which the human rights, citizenship, contribution, potential and diversity of all people with disability are recognised, respected and celebrated.  PWDA was founded in 1981, the International Year of Disabled Persons, to provide people with disability with a voice of our own.

Introduction 
4. PWDA welcomes the opportunity to provide input to the Community Affairs References Committee Inquiry into income inequality in Australia, with regard to the following terms of reference: 
a) the extent of income inequality in Australia and the rate at which income inequality is increasing in our community;

b) the impact of income inequality on access to health, housing, education and work in Australia, and on the quality of the outcomes achieved;

c) the specific impacts of inequality on disadvantaged groups within the community, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, older job seekers, people living with a disability or mental illness, refugees, single parents, those on a low income, people at risk of poverty in retirement as well as the relationship between gender and inequality;

d) the likely impact of Government policies on current and future rates of inequality particularly the changes proposed in the 2014-15 Budget;

e) the principles that should underpin the provision of social security payments in Australia; and

f) the practical measures that could be implemented by Governments to address inequality, particularly appropriate and adequate income support payments.
5. People with disability remain some of the most vulnerable and marginalised in our community. The inefficient social safety net compounded by persistent inequity in social, educational and economic opportunity
 means that 45% of people with disability in Australia live in or near poverty. For people with disability, everyday life is more expensive, and the current rate of income support, including the Disability Support Pension (DSP), does little to compensate for the additional cost of disability.  In addition, ongoing barriers to work have resulted in people with disability being dependent on income support when they would much rather have a job and be self-sufficient.  
6. Australia ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD)
 in 2008 and The National Disability Strategy (NDS)
 is the mechanism through which Australia has committed to delivering its commitments under the CRPD. 
7. The NDS is broken down into six broad outcome areas under which this submission is based; Inclusive and accessible communities, Rights Protection, Justice and legislation, Economic Security, Personal and community support, Learning and skills and Health and wellbeing.
8. This submission aims to illustrate that people with disability in Australia continue to face persistent inequality due to societal, legislative and economic barriers, and that successive policy changes in response to budget measures only exacerbates this inequality and undermines Australia’s commitments made through the CRPD and the NDS. 
9. Under each of the NDS outcomes this submission provides some context to the current situation for people with disability and how social security reform, including recent budget measures, has perpetuated inequality is these areas. 
Recommendations

· A comprehensive review should be undertaken into social security reform since 2010, prior to any further changes being implemented. This evaluation must assess the outcomes for people with disability against the goals of the National Disability Strategy. 
· The review must include full stakeholder consultation, including people with disability and their representative organisations. 

· Any future welfare reform for people with disability must be implemented based on Australia realising its obligations under the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the goals of the National Disability Strategy. By fully implementing the National Disability Strategy, the Government will address the underlying causes of inequality for people with disability. 
· Long-term, predictable funding must be provided for individual advocacy and representative organisations, to ensure that people with disability can contribute in a meaningful way to legislative and policy change that affects them. 
Persistent inequality undermines progress towards the goals of the National Disability Strategy 

Inclusive and accessible communities
10. People with disability are restricted from participating in social, economic, cultural, civic and political opportunities because of ‘inaccessible attributes of the built and natural environment and of services and programs’
.  
11. At PWDA, housing is the issue most commonly raised with our individual advocates. The cost of housing in Australia has increased at almost three times the rate of income over the past ten years and dramatic increases in rental prices have priced low-income renters, including people with disability, out of the private housing rental market. Home ownership is out of reach for the vast majority of Australians, and only 28% of people who receive the DSP own their own home
. 
12. Research has shown that 36% of households affected by a disability and renting paid more than 30% of their gross income for housing compared with 26% of households with no disability.
 In addition to paying more of their income on rent, people with disability also pay a higher proportion of their income on out of pocket expenses related to disability. This leaves little disposable income for everyday needs such as food and clothing, and makes spending on luxuries, investing in education, or the opportunity to save for the future out of reach for the vast majority of people with disability. 
13. In addition to the issue of housing affordability and the inadequacy of Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA), the majority of existing homes in Australia are not accessible for people with disability. For example, they have steps, narrow doors and hallways or are too far away from accessible public transport. 
The budget 
14. Whilst the budget saw considerable investment in national infrastructure, this did not include a commitment towards the creation of more affordable and accessible housing. The provision of Government assistance through social housing and adequate rates of CRA helps to protect people with disability living on income support from further vulnerability to housing insecurity. It is imperative that further investment is made to boost the supply of affordable and accessible housing in Australia, including in rural and regional areas. 
15. The National Rental Affordability Scheme (NRAS) has to date provided access to appropriate housing for people with disability. However, following the 2014-15 budget, this scheme is to be phased out. With no alternative to the NRAS, and no dedicated investment at a federal or state level to improve appropriate housing availability, people with disability will still have their housing choices constrained. For some people this may mean that they are trapped in institutional type settings because there are no alternatives for them to move to.

Rights Protection, Justice and legislation 
16. People with disability continue to face discrimination in many areas of their lives. The NDS acknowledges that more needs to be done to promote and protect the rights of people with disability. Reducing this inequallity depends on accessible and responsive policy and legislative processes, with avenues for people with disability to protect and promote their rights and access justice.
17. Representative and independent advocacy organisations play an essential role in promoting the rights of people with disability, therefore reducing the inequality they face. Advocates work with individuals to protect their interests and help build their capacity to take control of decisions that affect them. This can lead to greater levels of social inclusion benefitting people with disability themselves and the community in which they live. Representative organisations also educate the business and community sectors about disability, and advocate for systemic policy change at a State and Federal level. 
The budget

18. PWDA welcomes the 2014-15 federal budget commitment to deliver the designated funding for the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) with no changes to the roll out at this stage. It is vital that the NDIS is implemented in full and on time, reaching the 400,000 plus people anticipated. 
19. As the NDIS is rolled out, safeguards need to be in place to protect people with disability. Changes announced in the 2014-15 budget will see the Administrative Appeals Tribunal (AAT), which is responsible for hearing any legal issues related to the NDIS, merged with other tribunals. The AAT must remain well resourced and accessible for all people who need it. 
20. In addition, the National People with Disability and Carers Council has been disbanded, funding for Ramp Up, the only online media platform on disability, has been discontinued, and the Disability Discrimination Commissioner has not been replaced following the end of former Commissioner Graeme Innes’ term. Funding for independent advocacy and representative organisations has also been cut.
 
21. Reducing funding for avenues through which people with disability have the opportunity to raise their concerns and opinions and consult with stakeholders including Government, erodes the voice of people with disability, further excluding them from public dialogue. By stifling the voices of people with disability the Government actively exacerbates the inequalities they face. 
Economic Security 

22. 45% of people with disability in Australia live in or near poverty, more than double the OECD average of 22%.
 Australia has a relative poverty risk (i.e. people with a disability compared to people without a disability) of 2.7%, against the OECD average of 1.6%.
 
23. Pervasive inequality and societal barriers block many people with disability from improving their situation through work. The labour force participation rate for those aged 15-64 years with disability in 2009 was 54%, much lower than that for those without disability (83%). The most recent OECD ranking placed Australia 21 out of 29 OECD countries for employment participation of people with disability.

24. The NDS states that in “in 2009-10 the Australian Government reformed the pension system to improve pension adequacy, make its operation simpler and ensure its sustainability. Income support payments also need to be geared so that where possible they encourage people who choose to seek employment do so, rather than creating new barriers.”

25. Since 2010, the introduction of tighter eligibility criteria through new Impairment Tables, along with stricter job-seeking requirements, has reduced the number of people on the DSP. Changes brought in under the Family Assistance and Other Legislation Amendment Bill 2011 required new DSP applicants to prove their capacity to undertake work for a period of 18 months before being approved. While undertaking their ‘program of support’, applicants would be eligible for alternative income support, such as Newstart Allowance (Newstart). 
26. Those people with disability deemed not eligible for the DSP are required to apply for alternative income support. If a person is moved from DSP to Newstart, they risk losing up to $166 per week in income. If they are shifted to Youth Allowance they lose even more. 
27. Whilst these reform measures may have resulted in a drop in number of new DSP claims, they have not led to an increase in workforce participation for people with disability. The perverse outcome of these measures is that more people with disability are now struggling to survive on less income, deepening the inequality in our communities
.
The budget 

28. The 2014-15 has brought in further measures to assess DSP recipients under the age of 35, who were granted payment between 2008 and 2011, and who do not have a ‘severe’ disability. These people will be reassessed against the new Impairment Tables and it is anticipated that 5% of these people will lose their DSP and move onto Newstart or Youth Allowance. 
29. The budget also introduces increased job-seeking requirements for people with disability with penalties for non-compliance.
 
30. People on the DSP are already facing immense uncertainty in terms of security of income and are worried about the expectations and penalties regarding participation requirements. New budget measures limiting income support payments to the majority of young people on Newstart to six out of twelve months, will create even greater pressure on the job market. People with disability will be competing against more people, for scarce jobs, in an already unfriendly environment. 
31. There is no evidence to date to show that welfare reforms implemented since 2010 have in fact reduced inequality for people with disability by increasing workforce participation. However, despite the dearth of evidence the Government continues to pursue further legislative reforms in this area.  
32. Increasing participation requirements, whilst decreasing income support, without investing in job creation for people with disability, pushes more people into poverty. The Government needs to proactively address the barriers to employment for people with disability, through a jobs plan
, rather than viewing income support as the only lever to force people into work. 
33. In 2009, a new pensioner index was introduced that more realistically recognised the cost of living for people on pensions, including the DSP. The 2014-15 budget proposes changes to indexation that would see the DSP indexed against the Consumer Price Index (CPI) rather than the rate at which average male weekly earnings increase. This measure would affect DSP recipients from January 2017.
34. These changes, if they go ahead, will have a significant impact on pensioners’ incomes and their community living standards. The Australian Council of Social Services (ACOSS) estimates that ten years after this change is implemented, pensioners would be $80 per week worse off than they would be under the current indexing arrangements. 
35. Proposals to increase the pension age to 70 will also see increasing numbers of people on this lower rate of DSP. As the age pension age increases, there will also be growing numbers of older people with disability forced to exist on inadequate Newstart payments, particularly those people who have been long-term unemployed and cannot self-fund earlier retirement.  
36. The reality is that for some people with disability, the barriers to participation are so great that they will be dependent on income support over the long term. The DSP provides for a basic standard of living, with little room for luxuries or savings. The proposed indexation of pensions to CPI will mean that rather than people with disability being supported to live their lives with dignity, inequality will increase as these people fall further behind the living standards of the rest of the community.
Personal and community support 
37. The NDIS brings a fundamental shift in the provision of support services for people with disability. The implementation of the NDIS, on time and fully funded, will play a important part in addressing the barriers to social inclusion that many people with disability face in Australia. 
38. The NDIS will provide disability support services to a person how, when and where they choose. The NDIS provides financing for ‘reasonable and necessary’
 supports and services, NDIS packages are not income and will not provide direct support for the everyday living. As such NDIS support cannot, and should not, be considered as relevant to determining whether a person qualifies for income support, or in any way substitute the Government’s responsibility to provide adequate income support.   
39. The NDIS in isolation will not address pervasive inequality. Neither will it reach the majority of people with disability in Australia including those who depend on the social security system for their income. 
40. Whilst the NDIS has the potential to mitigate some of the mainstream costs of disability for some people, evidence to the extent that it does so is yet to be seen. If dedicated resources are not provided to guarantee provision and accessibility of mainstream services for all people with disability (such as housing, education, healthcare, transport), the opportunities provided through the NDIS will not be realised and the inequality of the majority of people with disability will persist. 
41. Whilst for some people funding for assistive technology will fall under the NDIS, the majority of people with disability will still need to pay for these essential supports out of their income. For many people with disability assistive technology and equipment (such as screen readers, hearing devices, augmentative assistive communication (AAC) devices etc.) facilitates social inclusion, including employment, breaking down inequity of opportunity. 
The budget 

42. PWDA recognise the Government’s commitment made through the 2014-15 budget towards full funding for the NDIS.  
43. As a national insurance scheme the NDIS recognises that any Australian may have a disability at some point in their life and that the scheme should be available to, and paid for, by everyone. Eligibility to the NDIS is not based on a person’s level of income or their perceived economic contribution to society. 
44. The welfare system must also genuinely acknowledge that any Australian with disability may have difficulty finding and maintaining employment at some point in their lives, and that some people with disability may never work. Social security should be available to all of these people regardless of their past or future economic contributions.  As we have already outlined, changes to income support arrangements implemented through this budget exacerbates rather that alleviate financial hardship on people with disability across all aspects of their lives. 
45. Whilst the budget made no changes to funding for the NDIS, other personal support services for people with disability were not protected. 
46. For example, the Government announced in the budget plans to undertake a scoping study looking at the potential sale of Australia Hearing. Australian Hearing, currently funded by the federal Government, provides free support and services to all children with a hearing impediment regardless of their socio-economic status and location. It is essential that equity of access to quality services through Australian Hearing continues and is not undermined through future plans for privatisation.
 
Learning and skills 

47. The investment in building the social and economic capacity of people with disability starts from childhood and is needed throughout the school and further education system. 
48. The NDS highlights education as a key pillar in moving towards a more inclusive and productive Australia. Higher levels of educational attainment are linked to better employment, financial and health outcomes and “reducing the gap between students with disability and other students is essential to improve the social wellbeing and economic security of people with disability”
. The NDS also recommends “specific attention needs to be focused on the transition between education settings and in moving from education to employment.”

49. Inclusive education provides significant benefits for students with and without disability. However, while around 90% of students with disability in Australia attend mainstream schools
, students with disability have much lower school completion rates (36% of students with disability compared to 55% of students without disability
). This in turn means that people with disability are less likely to go on to pursue further education and training. 
50. Only 15% of people with a disability complete a bachelor degree or higher, compared to 26% of people without a disability
. The poorer outcomes for students with disability, demonstrates the need for increased, dedicated resources to meet the needs of individual students in order for them to reach their social and economic potential and reduce inequality. 
The budget 
51. The National Plan for School Improvement (NPSI), which was developed based on stakeholder consultation and the findings of the Gonski Review, is a vehicle through which Australia will move towards a national needs-based funding model for education. The dedication of specific disability loading is a key measure of this reform. 
52. However, whilst the Government has committed temporary disability loading in the 2014-15 budget, these specific loading measures are not guaranteed past July 2015.

53. A senate inquiry into Equity and excellence in Australian schools reported in July 2014 that changes to school funding arrangements will be detrimental to Australian schools, students, and to the broader Australian community “in particular, the changes will put at risk adequate funding for those students most at need, for example, students with disability.”

54. The inquiry recommended that data collection and decisions about the loading for students be expedited “so as to provide certainty around a needs based disability loading to replace the temporary arrangements”, and that the Government moves urgently to an ongoing disability loading based on actual student need, therefore honouring the election commitment to increase funding to cover unmet need for students with disability. 
55. To reduce the inequality in educational and employment pathways, people with disability also need appropriate and adequate support to undertake post-school education and training in order to maximise their potential. 
56. The 2014-15 federal budget proposed the cessation of the Pensioner Education Supplement (PES), which provides financial support to 18,700 people on the DSP to cover the costs associated with study.  If this legislation is passed, people with disability will have to fund their study out of their income support payments, which will clearly be prohibitive. 
57. DSP recipients are also not eligible for Jobs, Education and Training (JET) childcare although people receiving working age payment including Newstart are.
  This means that DSP recipients who are studying or want to study must pay for childcare from their DSP. For the majority of parents on DSP this will make the pursuit of further study too costly. 
58. To realise the goals of the NDS, and enable the full participation of people with disability of all ages in education and training, the Government must commit long term, dedicated and individualised funding at all levels. This budget moves away from addressing this inequality in educational outcomes rather than demonstrating a Government commitment in this area. 
Health and well-being 

59. The NDS recognises that people with long-term disability have “comparatively poor health status and a health systems that often fails to meet their needs”
. These poorer health outcomes include aspects of health that are often unrelated to the specific health condition associated with their disability. 
60. People with disability with multiple health issues pay higher out of pocket expenses than the rest of the community. Evidence provided to a recent Senate Community Affairs Committee Inquiry into out of pocket costs in Australian healthcare found that people with disability and their families often delay seeking healthcare due to the cost, and are forced to make difficult decision between everyday essentials and meeting their health care needs. People with five or more chronic health conditions report spending up to $882 per quarter on out of pocket health costs.
 

The budget

61. The 2014-15 budget proposed the introduction of a co-payment for GP visits, pathology and other diagnostic testing not done at hospital. The Governments proposal would exempt concession cardholders, including people with disability from payments after their first 10 visits in a year. In addition, the Government has proposed a $5 increase in the costs of prescriptions.  
62. The Senate Inquiry report release in July 2014 expressed serious concern that out-of-pocket expenses impact so significantly on the most disadvantaged in the community. The report noted “personal accounts about the impact of out-of-pocket costs on individuals highlighted the difficult decisions that many in the community are already facing on a regular basis. At the same time, existing safety nets appear not to be providing sufficient support or financial assistance to those that need it most.”

63. People with disability would be disproportionately impacted by proposals to implement a GP co-payment, given that those with chronic health issues, or multiple impairments would attend their GP and be referred for services in excess of 10 times per year. The additional costs of health care would place greater financial pressure on people with disability and their families, and will perpetuate inequality in health outcomes. 
64. In addition, the majority of low-income households will delay seeking treatment for medical issues. This is likely to result in health issues being much more serious by the time health care is sought, which has the potential to lead to long term impairment, disability and further inequality between those that can and cannot afford these increases in out of pocket costs.  
Conclusion
65. For people with disability, the barriers to social and economic participation are significant. These barriers, some of which have been outlined in this submission, limit the aspirations and opportunities of people with disability and deepen inequality within the Australian community.  
66. The National Disability Strategy provides a blueprint through which the Government, business, community sector and people with disability themselves can come together and address this inequality. 
67. PWDA acknowledge that the Government face an ageing population, which places pressure on the welfare budget and increases the need for those that can work, to be supported to do so. 
68. However, we believe that measures proposed through the 2014-15 budget will not deliver the desired result of getting more people with disability into work. This is because the budget does little to address the real reasons for the inequality that people with disability face, but rather perpetuates this inequality through punitive measures and disincentives that fall most heavily on those that cannot afford it. 

PWDA thank the Committee for the opportunity to contribute to this Inquiry, and we would welcome further consultation on any of the matters raised in this submission. 
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