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Dear Madam/ Sir

Please find attached our submission to the Safety Net Discussion Paper. 

Please contact me or my colleague Lee Wilson to discuss this submission in greater detail.

Yours sincerely 

Barbel Winter
Executive Director

Response to the Department of Family and Community Services

Safety Net Discussion Paper

MDAA is the peak advocacy service for people from a non-English speaking background (NESB) with disability and their families and carers in NSW.  We provide a range of advocacy and other services to and on behalf of people from a NESB with disability and their families and carers.  As members of the National Ethnic Disability Alliance (NEDA) we support their submission in response to the Discussion paper.  

As a general comment we believe the consultation process for the Safety Net discussion paper was essentially inaccessible to people with disability.  The Plain English version distributed by the Department contained no substantive information, and no information was available to people who do not read English. 

MDAA is putting forward this submission as we are concerned about the assumptions, practices and imperatives that appear to underpin this ‘reform’.  It is not clear to MDAA whether the current reforms are underpinned by the needs of people with disability.  It appears that this reform is  based on the need to address significant viability issues experienced by Business Services.  These issues  are not necessarily congruent with and in the best interests of people with disability, particularly people with higher support needs.  In addition, there appears to be an attempt to shift the costs from the Commonwealth to the States and Territories and to our knowledge no provisions have been made for those costs in the current CSTDA.

In addition, current publicly funded Business Services do not deliver to people from a NESB with disability.  At present, the Commonwealth is using public funds, 25% of which are collected from people from a NESB, to support a system that discriminates on the bases of race and ethnicity.  Instead of 1 in every 4 people employed in Business Services being from a NESB, only about 1 in every 20 are from a NESB.  So far evidence is not available to demonstrate that the current Quality Assurance System or the system of case-based funding will deliver better service usage rates for people from a NESB with disability.

The nature of the current Business Services system is demonstrably racist and inherently segregates people with disability from others in mainstream, open employment.  As the Discussion Paper focuses on maintaining the current system’s financial viability we are unable to support the strategies proposed.  By contrast, we are interested in creating and developing a system that delivers viable opportunities for people with disability in the areas of participation, integration and meaningful contribution.   To this end MDAA challenges the Department of Family and Community Services to use this opportunity to put in train a longer term review of the current system, underpinned by a concern to align the best interests of people with disability, their needs and aspirations with the needs and aspirations of a society which values and invites the contributions made by people with disability. 

MDAA contends that as a community Australia is ‘poorer’ because of the segregated lives many people with disability continue to live.  Australia is poorer not only in financial terms, but also in terms of social cohesion, community harmony and social capital.  MDAA believes that people with disability contribute to society in ways that should be measured not simply in dollars and cents, but also in terms of the social contributions made by people with disability by simply being members of the community.  For Australia to harness the contributions people with disability can make, we propose that the Commonwealth commence a 5 year reform process to advance the employment opportunities for people with disability.  Such reform needs to include, but not be limited to


1. Legislative changes

2. A living wage for all people with disability who are employed

3. A commitment to removing or compensating for costs arising from structural barriers such as costs of disability, inaccessible transport services, etc 

4. Development of support structures which enable people to  participate fully in the employment market

1.  Legislative Changes

In line with the Prime Minister’s commitment to the Community Business Partnership, MDAA proposes that the Government introduce legislative changes, providing business with the opportunity to contribute actively to greater social justice and a fair go for all, while enhancing their business opportunities.  MDAA suggests that the Commonwealth enact legislation that will enable businesses either to employ people with disability or to make a financial contribution to the training and development of people with disability, so that they can eventually be employed in those businesses.  Such legislation could require businesses employing more than 20 people either to employ 1 person with a disability or pay a levy (which would then be used for training people with disability).  Such legislation implemented over a period of time (ie allowing businesses 3 years to comply) would, over time, employ significant numbers of people with disability.  Such legislation would also enable a shift from simply looking at viability issues, as expressed in whether an employee with a disability is economically viable (as appears to be expressed in the current, segregated system), to broader considerations such as social capital, business contribution to the community at large, social responsibility of business, enhancing the productive diversity of businesses, etc.

2.  A living wage for all people with disability who are employed
The current payments made to people with disability working in Business Enterprises render people second-class citizens.  MDAA acknowledges that payment for work done is one of the means by which a person’s contributions are measured and many people with disability currently working in Business Enterprises value their payments.  MDAA argues that people in employment need to be employed under award conditions, and that at a minimum all people with disability in employment need to receive a living wage.  This would mean that people with disability in employment would no longer receive the Disability Support Pension.

3.
A commitment to removing or compensating for costs arising from structural barriers such as costs of disability, inaccessible transport services, etc 

A living wage, however, will not compensate people for the costs arising from participating in the employment market.  Existing structural barriers, such as the high costs of transport due to the inaccessibility of public transport, the high costs of medical and personal care equipment and supplies, etc, also need to be addressed. 

For people with disability not to be worse off financially when participating in the employment market (rather than receiving the Disability Support Pension), the Government has a responsibility to compensate them for the costs arising out of these structural barriers.  It is unreasonable to expect or require people with disability to participate in the employment market if they will be poorer financially as a consequence.

4.Developing support structures which enable people to participate fully in the employment market

Crucial and most important for people with higher support needs is the availability of ongoing support similar to the ongoing supports available to people who are clients of open employment services.  

In closing, MDAA opposes the continuation of the current system, which leaves people with disability isolated, segregated and marginalized.  We ask the Commonwealth to put in place a reform process which aims to create opportunities for integration, community harmony and productive diversity.
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