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Submission to the Reference Group of the Welfare Reform Review

This submission reflects the concerns of the members of the Broadmeadows Progress Association and the Hume Action Think Tank into the Interim Report of the Reference Group on Welfare Reform – A New System for Better Employment and Social Outcomes. 

Due to the inadequately brief 6-week consultation period we will not address all areas of the report but seek to comment on a number we believe to be significant and impacting.

Pathway to the Final Report

We are concerned the Reference Group has sought only to consult with selected stakeholders as listed in Appendix B page 136 and has not demonstrated any consultation with those key stakeholders who will be most affected, recipients of income support. As previously mentioned we find the 6-week period of public consultation grossly inadequate. The failure to open roundtables to all stakeholders as opposed to invitation only, the lack of information in languages other the English and for those who do not own a computer or have access to the internet cannot serve to enable the Reference group to make a final report informed by extensive public comment as these factors serve to limit opportunity for input from the vast array of stakeholders and the general public.

The Case for Reform

We agree that reform is needed to address the growth of inequality, but to adequately address inequality any reforms needs not to be based solely on deemed financial imperatives it needs to be people-centred, socially just and ensure equality. We find that a number of proposals put forward in the Review do not meet this criteria.

Mutual Obligation

Whilst mutual obligation is not wholly negative it must be applied in a manner that does not reduce the rights of any individual and does not inflict a punitive regime with punishments that serve to further exacerbate vulnerability.  Our concerns are that punitive measures have the potential to create a job market that erodes wages and conditions and leads to exploitation of employees, exacerbate illness and disability both physical and psychological and undermine our society by increasing the risk of extreme poverty, homelessness, drug & alcohol abuse and crime. We find the concept of Mutual Obligation as proposed in the review to be unbalanced and one-sided, the proposals 
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focuses on imposing additional requirements on income support recipients yet there are no parallel requirements on Government, communities and business. A fair and just system of mutual obligation requires all partners to be equally obliged and answerable and requires an economy that provides employment opportunities to all those who need it. 

Proposed 4 Tier Payment Structure

As there is insufficient information provided in relation to proposed 4 Tier Payment Structure and what payment rates and supplements will be we find it difficult to make an accurate assessment. But as Patrick McClure  author of the interim report has acknowledged “people may not be better off” http://www.theaustralian.com.au/national-affairs/mentally-ill-may-lose-disability-support-pension-welfare-head-patrick-mcclure-suggests/story-fn59niix-1226971977282?nk=5c81f7954619a6889c5616d4b3c89f23 we raise concerns that the overarching premise is cost cutting and will not serve to meet the needs of income support recipients. 

Building Capacity

The review fails to acknowledge there are already significant numbers of income recipients who already have capacity but what is lacking is opportunity. When targeting Carers it fails to acknowledge by nature of their role their relevance and contribution to society and their existing capabilities. It fails to address the lack of flexible employment opportunities to meet the need of carers to balance work with their primary role of caring.

Education & Training

This is an important area particularly impacting on young Australians and whilst the review demonstrates the value of encouraging further education and the benefits, it has not addressed the issue of reduction of funding to education, escalating education costs, and the potential disincentive for people to access further education because of perceived financial burden and future debt. 

People with Disability

The review proposes that the DSP be reserved for only those deemed having a permanent disability and no capacity to work but it does not include any definition of permanent or suggest what parameters of functional impairment would need to be demonstrated to be assessed as having no capacity. We believe that persons with episodic chronic illness, psychosocial disability and/or psychological illness could be severely disadvantage both financially and emotionally if removal from the DSP equated to reduction in their income support payment additionally we believe they are at more risk of being negatively impacted on by mutual obligation requirements as they face significant challenges in accessing employment.

In Conclusion

Whilst we support reforms to the income support system, building capacity and strengthening our Society we believe any reforms must be fair and realistic and not be driven by concepts that seek to disadvantage many to pander to the economic desires
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 of a few. We believe any policies or practices that exacerbate inequality will only serve to have a detrimental long-term effect on our society and overall economic health. 

We refer you to the following article in which New Zealand academics warn Australia against following their direction on welfare reform.

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/03/dont-copy-our-welfare-cuts-new-zealand-experts-warn-australia.
John  Rutherford

Hon. Secretary
