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Pillar One: Simpler and sustainable income support system
Changes to Australia’s income support system over time have resulted in unintended complexities, inconsistencies and disincentives for some people to work. Achieving a simpler and sustainable income support system should involve a simpler architecture, a fair rate structure, a common approach to adjusting payments, a new approach to support for families with children and young people, effective rent assistance, and rewards for work and targeting assistance to need.
Simpler architecture
Page 42 to 52 of the Interim Report considers the need for a simpler architecture for the income support system. The Reference Group proposes four primary payment types and fewer supplements.  The primary payment types proposed are: a Disability Support Pension for people with a permanent impairment and no capacity to work; a tiered working age payment for people with some capacity to work now or in the future, including independent young people; a child payment for dependent children and young people; and an age pension for people above the age at which they are generally expected to work.  
In shaping the future directions for a simpler architecture the Reference Group would like feedback on:
What is the preferred architecture of the payment system? 
Should people with a permanent impairment and no capacity to work receive a separate payment from other working age recipients?
How could supplements be simplified? What should they be? What are the incremental steps to a new architecture?
	
AS AN EDUCATOR, INTENDED SOCIAL WORKER (MASTER OF SOCIAL WORK QUT BRISBANE) AND MOST IMPORTANTLY A MOTHER OF A CHILD WHO HAS BEEN A RECIPIENT OF THE DISABILITY SUPPORT PENSION, I ADVOCATE FOR INDIVIDUALS WHO HAVE A MENTAL HEALTH CONDITION. 

SIMPLIFYING THE APPROACH TO ‘INCOME SUPPORT’ TO INCLUDE A REVIEW OF ELIGIBILITY FOR THE DISABILITY SUPPORT PENSION (DSP) COULD, BY DEFINITION, MOVE ALL  BUT THE MOST SEVERELY DISABLED OVER TO A PROPOSED WORKING AGE PAYMENT, WHICH IN TURN WILL CAUSE EXTREME HARDSHIP FOR THOSE SUFFERING MENTAL HEALTH CONDITIONS. ASSESSING CAPACITY FOR WORK OF INDIVIDUALS WHO EXPERIENCE EPISODIC MENTAL HEALTH CONDITIONS AND PSYCHOSOCIAL DISABILITY CAN BE EXTREMELY COMPLEX. ‘CAPACITY’ IS LEVEL OF QUALITY OVER AN EXTENDED PERIOD AND FOR INDIVIDUALS WITH EPISODIC MENTAL HEALTH CONDITIONS, THIS MAY BE PROBLEMATIC TO ASSESS WHEN THE CONDITION MANIFESTS INCONSISTENTLY. 

UNDER THE PROPOSED REFORM, INDIVIDUALS RECEIVING THE DSP WHO ARE DEEMED ELIGIBLE FOR WORK WILL BE TRANSFERRED TO A WORKING AGE PAYMENT WHICH HAS EXPECTED REQUIREMENTS OF MUTUAL OBLIGATION ACTIVITIES. THE MENTAL HEALTH COUNCIL OF AUSTRALIA STATES THAT IMPOSING COMPULSORY PARTICIPATION REQUIREMENTS ON INDIVIDUALS TO ENABLE A TRANSITION TO WORK MAY HAVE SEVERE DETRIMENTAL OUTCOMES (2014). 

MOVING INDIVIDUALS OFF THE DSP AND ONTO A WORKING AGE PAYMENT DOES NOT TAKE INTO ACCOUNT WELL DOCUMENTED SOCIAL, ATTITUDINAL AND ECONOMIC BARRIERS WHICH THOSE WITH A DISABILITY FACE WHEN ATTEMPTING TO ACCESS EMPLOYMENT.  ALTHOUGH IT IS ACCEPTED THAT MANY PEOPLE WITH DISABILITY HAVE CAPACITY AND WILLINGNESS TO PARTICIPATE IN THE WORKFORCE, STUDIES SHOW THAT EMPLOYERS ARE RESISTANT TO RECRUITING PEOPLE WITH MENTAL HEALTH ISSUES (BLOOM, 2008). STIGMA AND DISCRIMINATION ARE SIGNIFICANT BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT (BARKWAY 2006, KELLY & JORM 2007). CURRENT STEREOTYPES AND PREJUDICES ABOUT PEOPLE WITH MENTAL HEALTH CONDITIONS SWING EMPLOYER ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE NEGATIVE (BLOOM, 2008). 

THERE IS REAL CONCERN REGARDING THE REALITY OF GENUINE JOB OPPORTUNITIES FOR THE MANY INDIVIDUALS WHO WILL BE ASSESSED AS HAVING CAPACITY TO WORK. THE ECONOMIC POLICY INSTITUTE (2013), REPORTS THAT ‘UNEMPLOYED WORKERS DRAMATICALLY OUTNUMBER JOB OPENINGS ACROSS THE BOARD’. HOW CAN WE EXPECT INDIVIDUALS WITH DISABILITY TO COMPETE FOR WORK IN THE CURRENT LABOUR MARKET?   

MOVING OFF THE DSP TO A LOWER PAID WORKING AGE PAYMENT WILL FURTHER EXACERBATE THE ADDITIONAL DISADVANTAGES FACED BY MANY INDIVIDUALS WHO HAVE MENTAL HEALTH CHALLENGES. RESEARCH LED BY PROFESSOR ERIC EMERSON (UNIVERSITY OF SYDNEY, 2001-2011) FOUND THAT YOUNG DISABLED AUSTRALIANS WERE FIVE TIMES MORE LIKELY THAN THEIR NON-DISABLED PEERS TO EXPERIENCE ENTRENCHED MULTIPLE DISADVANTAGE INCLUDING HOUSING INSTABILITY, HOMELESSNESS, SOCIAL EXCLUSION AND ONGOING HEALTH PROBLEMS. THESE DISADVANTAGES FACED BY INDIVIDUALS WITH A DISABILITY HAVE FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS WHICH WILL NOT BE ADDRESSED BY MOVING FROM THE DSP TO A LOWER RATE WORKING AGE PAYMENT.

THIS PROPOSED REFORM VIEWS DISABILITY AS THE ‘PROBLEM OF THE INDIVIDUAL’ RATHER THAN FROM A SOCIAL PERSPECTIVE. A SOCIAL MODEL SEES DISABILITY AS THE RESULT OF ‘THE INTERACTION BETWEEN PEOPLE LIVING WITH IMPAIRMENTS AND AN ENVIRONMENT FILLED WITH PHYSICAL, ATTITUDINAL, COMMUNICATION AND SOCIAL BARRIERS’ (PEOPLE WITH DISABILITY AUSTRALIA, 2012). THE SOCIAL MODEL DOES NOT SEEK TO CHANGE PEOPLE WITH THE DISABILITY TO ACCOMMODATE SOCIETY, AS THIS REFORM AREA LEANS TOWARD. UNTIL A GENUINE CHANGE IN THE PHYSICAL, ATTITUDINAL, ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT HAS OCCURRED, PEOPLE WITH  A MENTAL HEALTH ILLNESS MUST BE SUPPORTED RATHER THAN PUSHED INTO AN EVEN MORE PRECARIOUS SOCIAL AND FINANCIAL POSITION. 








Fair rate structure
Page 55 to 60 of the Interim Report considers changes that could be considered to rates of payment for different groups. In shaping the future directions for a fairer rate structure the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How should rates be set, taking into account circumstances such as age, capacity to work, single/couple status, living arrangements and/or parental responsibilities?
	



Common approach to adjusting payments
Page 60 to 64 of the Interim Report considers a common approach to adjusting payments to ensure a more coherent social support system over time. In shaping the future directions for a common approach to maintaining adequacy the Reference Group would like feedback on:
What might be the basis for a common approach to adjusting payments for changes in costs of living and community living standards?
	



Support for families with children and young people
Page 65 to 68 of the Interim Report considers how the payments could be changed to improve support to families with children and young people. In shaping the future directions for support for families with children and young people the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How can we better support families with the costs of children and young people to ensure they complete their education and transition to work? 
In what circumstances should young people be able to access income support in their own right?
	



Effective rent assistance
Page 68 to 71 of the Interim Report considers Rent Assistance and suggests a review to determine the appropriate level of assistance and the best mechanism for adjusting assistance levels over time. In shaping the future directions for Rent Assistance the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How could Rent Assistance be better targeted to meet the needs of people in public or private rental housing?
	



Rewards for work and targeting assistance to need
Page 72 to 78 of the Interim Report considers changes to means testing for improved targeting to need and better integration of the administration of the tax and transfers systems to improve incentives to work. In shaping the future directions for rewards for work and targeting assistance to need the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How should means testing be designed to allow an appropriate reward for work? 
At what income should income support cease?
What would be a simpler, more consistent approach to means testing income and assets?
	


Pillar Two: Strengthening individual and family capability
Reforms are needed to improve lifetime wellbeing by equipping people with skills for employment and increasing their self-reliance. To strengthen individual and family capability changes are proposed in the areas of mutual obligation, early intervention, education and training, improving individual and family functioning and evaluating outcomes.
Mutual obligation
Page 80 to 85 of the Interim Report considers more tailored and broadening of mutual obligation and the role of income management. In shaping the future directions for mutual obligation the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How should participation requirements be better matched to individual circumstances? 
How can carers be better supported to maintain labour market attachment and access employment? 
What is the best way of ensuring that people on income support meet their obligations?
In what circumstances should income management be applied?
	



Early intervention
Page 85 to 88 of the Interim Report considers risked based analysis to target early intervention and investment and targeting policies and programmes to children at risk. In shaping the future directions for early intervention the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How can programmes similar to the New Zealand investment model be adapted and implemented in Australia?
How can the social support system better deliver early intervention for children at risk?
	



Education and Training
Page 89 to 90 of the Interim Report considers the need for a stronger focus on foundation skills in both schools and vocational education and training, and on transitions from school to work. In shaping the future directions for education and training the Reference Group would like feedback on:
What can be done to improve access to literacy, numeracy and job relevant training for young people at risk of unemployment?
How can early intervention and prevention programmes more effectively improve skills for young people?
How can a focus on ‘earn or learn’ for young Australians be enhanced?
	


Improving individual and family functioning
Page 90 to 93 of the Interim Report considers cost effective approaches that support employment outcomes by improving family functioning and the provision of services especially to people with mental health conditions to assist them to stabilise their lives and engage in education, work and social activities. In shaping the future directions for improving individual and family functioning, the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How can services enhance family functioning to improve employment outcomes?
How can services be improved to achieve employment and social participation for people with complex needs?
	



Evaluating outcomes
Page 93 of the Interim Report considers improved monitoring and evaluation of programmes aimed at increasing individual and family capability to focus on whether outcomes are being achieved for the most disadvantaged. In shaping the future directions for evaluating outcomes the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How can government funding of programmes developing individual and family capabilities be more effectively evaluated to determine outcomes?
	



Pillar Three: Engaging with employers
Employers play a key role in improving outcomes for people on income support by providing jobs. Reforms are needed to ensure that the social support system effectively engages with employers and has an employment focus. These reforms include making jobs available, improving pathways to employment and supporting employers.
Employment focus – making jobs available
Page 95 to 100 of the Interim Report considers what initiatives result in businesses employing more disadvantaged job seekers. In shaping the future directions for making jobs available the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How can business-led covenants be developed to generate employment for people with disability and mental health conditions?
How can successful demand-led employment initiatives be replicated, such as those of social enterprises?
	



Improving pathways to employment
Page 101 to 107 of the Interim Report considers the different pathways to employment for disadvantaged job seekers such as vocational education and training and mental health support models. In shaping the future directions for improving pathways to employment the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How can transition pathways for disadvantaged job seekers, including young people, be enhanced?
How can vocational education and training into real jobs be better targeted?
How can approaches like Individual Placement and Support that combine vocational rehabilitation and personal support for people with mental health conditions be adapted and expanded?
	



Supporting employers
Page 108 to 110 of the Interim Report considers what can be done to support employers employ more people that are on income support including better job matching, wage subsidies and less red tape. In shaping the future directions for supporting employers the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How can an employment focus be embedded across all employment and support services?
How can the job services system be improved to enhance job matching and effective assessment of income support recipients?
How can the administrative burden on employers and job service providers be reduced?
	



Pillar Four: Building community capacity
Vibrant communities create employment and social participation for individuals, families and groups. Investments by government, business and civil society play an important role in strengthening communities. Also, access to technology and community resilience helps communities build capacity. Building community capacity is an effective force for positive change, especially for disadvantaged communities.
Role of civil society
Page 112 to 116 of the Interim Report considers the role of civil society in building community capacity. In shaping the future directions for the role of civil society the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How can the expertise and resources of corporates and philanthropic investors drive innovative solutions for disadvantaged communities?
How can the Community Business Partnership be leveraged to increase the rate of philanthropic giving of individuals and corporates?
How can disadvantaged job seekers be encouraged to participate in their community to improve their employment outcomes?
	



Role of government
Page 116 to 120 of the Interim Report considers the role of government in building community capacity. In shaping the future directions for the role of government the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How can community capacity building initiatives be evaluated to ensure they achieve desired outcomes?
How can the income management model be developed to build community capacity?
	



Role of local business
Page 121 to 123 of the Interim Report considers the role of local business in building community capacity. In shaping the future directions for the role of local business the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How can communities generate opportunities for micro business to drive employment outcomes?
How can mutuals and co-operatives assist in improving the outcomes for disadvantaged communities?
	



Access to technology
Page 124 to 125 of the Interim Report considers access to affordable technology and its role in building community capacity. In shaping the future directions for access to technology the Reference Group would like feedback on:
How can disadvantaged job seekers’ access to information and communication technology be improved?
	




Community Resilience
Page 125 to 126 of the Interim Report considers how community resilience can play a role in helping disadvantaged communities. In shaping the future directions for community resilience the Reference Group would like feedback on:
What strategies help build community resilience, particularly in disadvantaged communities?
How can innovative community models create incentives for self-sufficiency and employment?
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