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Short e-Bulletin - November 2005
Welfare to Work – Bill is in the Australian Parliament

This week the Employment and Workplace Relations Legislation Amendment (Welfare to Work and Other Measures) Bill 2005 was introduced into the Australian Parliament.
You can download a copy of the bill here.
A quick comment

The definition of work – the 15 hour test

This bill when passed will amend various sections of the Social Security Act 1991. Of particular importance to people with disability is Section 94(5) which currently states: 

work means work: 

(a) that is for at least 30 hours per week at award wages or above; and
(b) that exists in Australia, even if not within the person’s locally accessible labour market.
If the bill is passed 94(5) will read:
work means work: 

(a) that is for at least 15 hours per week at award wages or above; and
(b) that exists in Australia, even if not within the person’s locally accessible labour market.
These changes will affect all people with a disability receiving a DSP on and after the 11 May 2005. A new Section 94A will also affect people transferring onto the DSP from another payment such as Newstart. Therefore, if a person goes off the DSP for any reason and transfers back to the DSP, they will transfer back at the new 15 hours assessment criteria.

Comprehensive Work Capacity Assessments

Additionally, we have concerns that the proposed Comprehensive Work Capacity Assessments emphasis on a “positive ‘work first’ focus” may mean people with a disability are forced into accepting menial low paid jobs which do not reflect their true employment potential or ambitions.

Mary wants to work as a sales person in a fashion retail outlet. Her Comprehensive Work Capacity Assessment shows that she currently does not have the capacity to work more than 15 hours in a shop. However, the assessor believes that she is capable of undertaking 15 hours of work per week in a factory sorting screws and nails without support. This is not the type of work Mary wants. Mary will not be eligible for a Disability Support Pension.
The rebirth of the sheltered workshop?

Furthermore, the existing test for the disability support pension takes account of the types of activities that may assist a person to increase his or her work capacity and currently only mainstream training is considered. However, the Government has decided that programs designed to take account of a person’s disability can significantly improve a person’s capacity to work. Recognising this, the Bill broadens the types of activities that Centrelink will take into account in determining a person’s capacity. These activities specifically include “programs and activities designed for people with physical, intellectual or psychiatric impairments.”
QDN is unclear as to what types of services this definition of training activity will encompass. 

Depending on the practical implementation of this definition, it may mean that people with disability will be forced to accept available positions in training activities that do little to prepare people for the type of work they wish to undertake. QDN is concerned that this new provision will shift the focus of people with disability working in mainstream employment to a focus on the segregation of people with disability into disability specific training activities, and subsequently, disability specific employment. As the Welfare to Work measures are implemented, a growing number of people with disability looking and training for work will create a pressure to develop segregated employment options specifically for people with disability. QDN ask: is this the rebirth of the sheltered workshop?
Peter wants to obtain a job in a bank. However, his Comprehensive Work Capacity Assessment shows that he does not have the capacity to work more than 15 hours in a bank. However, the assessment also shows that he is capable of undertaking 15 hours in a training facility for people with disability where he will learn to package food items. This is not the type of work Peter wants. Peter will not be eligible for a Disability Support Pension.

QDN oppose the changes

Whilst the new legislation allows for additional mobility allowance to be paid, limited retention of allowances and benefits and some flexibility around what is determined unreasonable travel and employment requirements, we still believe that these changes will greatly disadvantage people with disability forcing them into further hardship and poverty.

The proposed legislation does nothing to address or even acknowledge the inaccessibility of workplaces and public transport, discrimination against people with disability in the workforce, the decline of employment of people with disability in the public sector and the insufficient funding for personal support to enable people to look for and undertake work. 

Whilst it could be argued that such things fall outside the scope of this legislation, QDN believes that these issues are root causes for the high unemployment rate of people with disability and should be central to a focus of moving people from welfare to work. 

What we see however, is an insensitive policy of “work is better than welfare”, which blindly looks at the capacity of a person to work, giving little regard to the barriers that this person faces. Therefore, people with disability are set up to fail as they are forced to find jobs that they cannot access or do not match their ability.

Take Action Now!
There will be approximately two weeks of debate before this bill is passed through the Parliament. This is our last chance to lobby to have the bill amended or even stopped!

Take action now and tell your Member of Parliament that you care about jobless Australians!

 

Please take the time to email and/or call the senators on the list below to  voice your concerns about the proposed changes. Don’t forget to utilise the QDN Welfare to Work Lobby Kit – download you copy here.
 

Brandis George,Senator for Queensland 

02 6277 3544

senator.brandis@aph.gov.au


Boswell The Hon. Ronald, Senator for Queensland 
02 6277 3244
senator.boswell@aph.gov.au
 

Joyce Barnaby, Senator for Queensland 
02 6277 3697
senator.joyce@aph.gov.au
Macdonald The Hon. Ian, Senator for Queensland 
02 6277 7270
senator.ian.macdonald@aph.gov.au
 

Mason Brett, Senator for Queensland 
02 6277 3756
senator.mason@aph.gov.au
Santoro Santo, Senator for Queensland
02 6277 5819
senator.santoro@aph.gov.au
 

Trood Russell, Senator for Queensland 
02 6277 3637

senator.trood@aph.gov.au
Make a submission to the Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee
Take your concerns direct to the Australian Parliament. You can make a submission to the Community Affairs Legislation Committee. For more information click here.
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