OPEN LETTER

TO THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

AN OPEN LETTER ON THE HEALTH
IMPACTS OF THE WELFARE SYSTEM

We, the undersigned, are deeply concerned by the impacts of the
welfare system on the physical and mental wellbeing of recipients —
particularly the meagre rate of Allowances and other payments, the
growing restrictions on access to Disability Support Pension (DSP),
and the unreasonable, convoluted regulations around medical
certificates.

The Australian public expect a welfare system that treats people with fairness
and respect, and ensures everyone an adequate quality of life.

Therefore, we demand the federal government implement the following:

e That Newstart Allowance (and Youth Allowance) be raised to the poverty-
line, with an immediate increase of at least $100 per week.

* A cancellation of the government reviews of 90,000 DSP recipients over
the 2016-2019 period.

*  Arelaxing of eligibility requirements, so that there is a closer link between
access to DSP, and being unable long-term to work in the labour market,
due to having a disability.

e Withdraw any measures from the 2017-2018 federal budget around
restricting access to DSP for those whose health issues are solely caused
by substance abuse.

* A Senate inquiry into how Centrelink treat medical certificates, and the
experiences of recipients with chronic, episodic, and long-term health
issues, when dealing with Centrelink and job agencies.

e A Senate inquiry into breaches and penalties in the welfare system, and
their health impacts on recipients.

e The establishment of a employment services ombudsman to ensure a fair
compliance system and review process for welfare recipients.

MEAGRE PAYMENTS

While none of Australia’s welfare payments are generous, it is alarming that
Newstart, at $267 per week (roughly $13,800 per year), is over $160 per week
(roughly $8,000 per year) below the poverty-line. It has not been raised in real
terms since 1994.

Australia ranks second-worst in the developed world for poverty rates among the
unemployed. 52 percent of Newstart recipients live in poverty.

Newstart has fallen dramatically behind the rest of the community. It is now less
than 18 percent of the average wage and less than 41 percent of the minimum
wage.

Living off Newstart can affect physical and mental wellbeing in many ways:

e Access to fresh fruit and vegetables, to regular, nutritious meals.

e Capacity to afford dental care and some medicines.

e Ability to heat/cool home during cold/hot weather.

. Intense stress about expenses, bills, and rent, which affects cognitive,
emotional, and physical functioning.

. Stigma and other negative attitudes towards Newstart recipients.

e Isolation and loneliness from being unable to fully participate in community
life and social support networks.

Even in a rich country, being poor has consequences. Whether it is the emotional
harm of being disconnected from friends and family and excluded from
community life, because one cannot afford to drive or catch public transport. Or
having to skip meals, or not always being able to afford the most nutritious food.
Or the fatigue and ill-health that comes from constant stress about one’s finances.
The data tells us surviving on Newstart is harmful - and unemployed people
themselves tell us this.

An ACOSS (Australian Council of Social Service) survey of 600 Newstart
recipients in 2015 reported:

. 40 percent are unable to pay their bills on time or see a dentist.

. 50 percent are unable to raise $2,000 in the event of an emergency.

e 50 percent are turning off heating and cooling to save money.

. 32 percent skipped meals in the previous year.

e 25 percent are suffering from ‘housing crisis’ — spending more than half
their income on rent.

e 20 percent do not have enough money for essentials like housing, food,
and electricity.

Making matters worse, there are not enough jobs — 11 job-seekers for every job,
according to ABS — meaning unemployment is no longer a short burst of pain but
a long period of deprivation. 70 percent of Newstart recipients are unemployed
for more than 12 months.

With growing numbers of sole parents and people with a disability now on
Newstart (27 percent of recipients have a diagnosed disability), thanks to changes
to other payments, it is even more important that those living on Newstart
receive a significant, long overdue raise, of at least $100 per week. After all,
even business groups like the Business Council of Australia and KPMG have
called for a raise to Newstart.

“I would literally eat my meal as I was doing the grocery shopping. I would just
eat bits of food through the supermarket and that would be my meal. And it had
a big health impact on me when I first had a child because I just had no money
for food...so in the end my breast milk dried up - I must have lost 20 kilos within
a month or two of that period because it was so hard.”

- Eileen, Newstart Allowance, aged 42.

“I often have to skip breakfast and lunch every day in order to save money. I do
not feel I eat enough fresh fruit and vegetables; I look for specials and Black and
Gold products. Nutrition never enters into what I buy, how cheap it is the only
thing I’'m capable of buying. If my income was higher, I would be able to buy
fresh fruit, vegetables, things other than frozen products; I would buy more food
in general if I could afford it.

I think every day about my finances. I’'m living from hand to mouth without any
chance to save or prepare for the future.

Very rarely am I able to see my family and friends...My family lives in a different
state and [ haven’t seen them in about 2 years due to being unable to afford the
travel expenses, with no chance of being able to join in on family occasions
or holidays. Leaving the house is hard, even bus transport affects my budget,
so leaving my house as little as possible is necessary. Any kind of community
activity, festivals or events, getting there, buying anything whilst there, is
beyond my income, and means any bus ticket or drink or food I buy their effects
my income and ability to pay for rent, groceries and bills.

1 feel as if relationships are impossible until I’m able to support myself.”

- Joel, Newstart Allowance, aged 23.

RESTRICTED ACCESS TO DISABILITY SUPPORT PENSION

In the past year, more than 31,000 people have been removed from the DSP.
This is the largest annual drop in history. Since June 2014, the number of DSP
recipients has dropped from 830,000 to 788,000 — a five percent fall.

Currently, around 15 percent of applications for DSP are approved. This




represents a significant decline in successful applications. In June 2014, 39
percent of applications were successful. In July 2011, 54 percent. This is the
result of increasingly strict eligibility requirements.

As well as tighter eligibility requirements, there have been changes to the
application process. These include changes around what kind of evidence is to
be submitted by claimants, and a new, three-tiered approval procedure — changes
that have increased confusion for individuals and their treating doctors and
specialists, as well as delays for claimants.

The requirement that a condition must be ‘fully diagnosed, treated and
stabilised’ in order for an applicant to qualify for DSP does not appreciate the
reality experienced by those with fluctuating medical illnesses, like chronic and
episodic health conditions.

Thousands of people with disabilities are being pushed onto Newstart, stuck on
the payment more or less indefinitely. They will likely find it harder to manage
their condition without the extra income DSP provides.

There are already an estimated 164,000 people on Newstart with a diagnosed
disability and an assessed “partial capacity” to work — roughly one-quarter of
recipients.

These people are forced to look for work that is often beyond their ability to
undertake, and which they are unlikely to secure in a very tight labour market
where there is not enough work to go around.

“Take one of our clients — a 40 year old, mother of three, who was battling breast
cancer. Despite having six months of chemotherapy, Centrelink turned down her
DSP applications multiple times. We have dealt with many others — people with
HIV, multiple sclerosis, post-traumatic stress disorder — who Centrelink have
declared ineligible for the DSP, despite the evidence they may not ever be well
enough to work.”

- Peter Horbury, Social Security Rights Victoria.

Preventing those whose health issues are caused solely by substance abuse from
accessing Disability Support Pension, as announced in the 2017-2018 federal
budget, is wrong, and harmful.

Access to Disability Support Pension should be based on need, not judgments
about deservingness.

Substance abuse is often a form of self-medicating — a response to severe trauma
and hardship. It is a medical issue. Those battling addiction need access to drug
and alcohol services — services that sadly have experienced severe cuts under the
Abbott and Turnbull governments.

Forcing addicts with significant health issues to languish on the grossly
inadequate Newstart has the potential to exacerbate health problems.

CENTRELINK MEDICAL CERTIFICATES AND EXEMPTIONS
We are also concerned about the growing practice of Centrelink (and government-
funded job agencies — the organisations tasked with purportedly helping job-
seekers find work) rejecting medical certificates, and failing to acknowledge the
health issues of clients.

A growing number of welfare recipients exist in a sort of ‘no man’s land’:
individuals with serious health issues who have been deemed ineligible for DSP,
but whose have health problems nevertheless restrict, or completely prohibit,
their ability to meet their Newstart obligations for periods longer than the
currently provided 13-week exemption period.

ENDORSED BY

The Administrative Appeals Tribunal stated that the current exception “is for
temporary illnesses only and not for long-term disabilities”. In response, we ask:
what happens to those with chronic and long-term illnesses when Centrelink
refuse to accept successive medical certificates? Something must be done to
ensure such recipients are adequately supported.

The exacerbating, and sometimes causative, impacts to health caused by the
pressure and stress recipients feel as they attempt to meet Centrelink requirements
that they plainly are unable to meet, are well-established. Centrelink’s job
capacity assessors are not medical practitioners; they lack both medical training
and a holistic understanding of an individual’s health — the exact information
welfare recipients’ medical professionals do have.

From the outside it appears as though Centrelink is suffering from a case
of institutionalised ableism: a failure to understand that expectations and
requirements deemed simple for some may be very difficult for those suffering
from physical or mental health problems.

Compounding matters is Centrelink’s broken compliance system. During the
2015-16 financial year, there were more than two million penalties imposed on
Newstart recipients — ten times the 2011-12 figure.

According to the Department of Human Service’s latest annual report it
was revealed that when a welfare recipient appealed against a Centrelink
compliance penalty, in just under 40 percent of cases the decision was changed.
The skyrocketing level of unfair penalties has created a culture of fear and
intimidation.

Example A: Rhys Pagldays, 21, terminally ill cancer patient who was expected
to apply for jobs despite “having only months to live.”

Example B: Matthew Bond, age unspecified, was seriously injured at work nine
years ago and was placed on DSP, but then moved on to Newstart. He has a
heart problem, is unsteady on his feet, suffers from memory loss and takes heavy
painkillers.

“Despite his well-documented medical conditions, he has not been able to
gain placement again on the DSP and must continue to undergo job training.
“I get lost very easily,” he said. “I forget the basics of everything, and yet they
think I’'m suitable for a job.” Despite providing medical certificates, Bond has
had applications to be exempt from training turned down several times by
Centrelink..”

Example C: Leigh Markovic, 21, Sydney, was told she would be penalised if
she did not attend Work for the Dole, despite providing Max Employment (her
job agency) with a medical certificate and a letter from her psychologist stating
that attending 25 hours of Work For The Dole per week would be detrimental
to her health.

Example D: Alex Rossi, 51, of Mount Warren Park, who broke his back but
has been deemed ineligible for DSP, placed on Newstart and assigned a job
agency, despite being heavily medicated and unable to perform physical tasks,
as determined by independent medical professionals.

FURTHER INFO: contact Anti-Poverty Network SA at
antipovertynetwork.sa@gmail.com or on 0411 587 663.
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