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Empowering the Disabled

History 1900-1970

Mendelsohn writing in the late seventies saw the history of disability reform in Australia as one of stops and starts with long intervals in between. For example, the fathers of the Australian constitution inserted a clause (clause 51 (xxiii) empowering the Commonwealth Parliament with regard to invalid and old age pensions and began to pay means tested invalid pensions in October 1910. However after this positive start there was a freeze which set in and lasted nearly forty years. There was no general attempt at treatment or rehabilitation for over three decades and when a rehabilitation service was begun in 1948 it was confined to pensioners and strictly employment oriented. Not until the 1970’s did fruitful debate arise about the most appropriate method of approaching this most serious problem  (Mendelsohn 1979 page 191)

This is not to say that nothing happened. Especially in the non government sector great efforts were made to develop and improve services. However not withstanding these laudable efforts Mendelsohn could assert based on knowledge gained via the Henderson poverty enquiry, that in the 1970’s ‘handicap is the greatest single cause of poverty in Australia’ Henderson’s survey found that one quarter of the non age adult income units classified as suffering ‘ sickness, accident or permanent handicap’ was very poor before housing costs’ ((Mendelsohn 1979 page 191)

Whitlam and the 1970’s

Amongst the flurry of enquiries initiated by Gough Whitlam , his government   looked at new proposals for reform of income support and the development of a national network of rehabilitation services. The Woodhouse (Committee of Enquiry into Compensation a and Rehabilitation, Compensation and Rehabilitation in Australia 2 vols 1974) and Martin reports  (Commission of Enquiry into Poverty, 1975 Third Main Report on Social/ Medical aspects of Poverty in Australia) both canvassed the possibility of a national and regionally devolved rehabilitation service designed to assist people to become more active in the community. 

These reports lead to the expansion of the Commonwealth Rehabilitation Service (CRS) that had been established by the Chifley government (1948). Woodhouse offered very persuasive reasons why a purely private system of accident insurance based on proving fault or at least negligence was not a rational or fair way of determining compensation for accident victims. He argued that this approach with its reliance on common law, and the adversarial mode of the courts , lead to inequitable settlements leaving most uncompensated and to forms of compensation which did not provide ongoing support for those suffering injury or disabling illness.

Informed by the New Zealand universal earnings related accident compensation scheme (Woodhouse had carried out an enquiry in New Zealand and the major recommendations of that enquiry had been accepted by the new Zealand government and a scheme introduced in April 1974) Woodhouse suggested that a universal tax payer funded system might provide the foundation for a more comprehensive reform of accident insurance and compensation in Australia. ( It is interesting to note that the Woodhouse scheme in New Zealand has been limited to accident compensation but that in Australia Woodhouse was requested in his enquiries to look at sickness as well as accident compensation ( Scotton and Ferber page 174)

Woodhouse wanted a no fault scheme and earnings related benefits. (Woodhouse, Vol 1,1974,97ff). Woodhouse, undertaking his work concurrently with the poverty enquiry, favoured seeing accident compensation as an integral part of the social welfare system but wanted a system organised on the basis of the compensation being earnings related. For total incapacity the scheme would provide 85% of previous earnings up to $500 a week. While Woodhouse saw his proposals as very much part of the social welfare system in Australia his proposals for earnings related benefits as part of a universal scheme did not win favour with the chairman of the Commission of Enquiry into Poverty Ronald Henderson. Henderson felt that income drawn from taxes suggested a flat rate scheme not one that is earnings related. 

‘An invalid pensioner may never have been able to earn and receive the low flat rate invalid pension which barely supports him at the poverty line. Why should the federal government pay ‘compensation’ at three times that level to a high-income earner who has been incapacitated by accident or sickness?  Why not spend tax revenue on meeting the needs of the poorest by raising the pensions of all invalids, widows and the aged’ (Scotton and Ferber 1978 p175) Henderson recommended as an alternative to earnings related benefits a Guaranteed Minimum Income (GMI) which would be funded by a substantial taxation reform. The advantages of GMI or Basic Income approaches is their effectiveness in reducing poverty while encouraging a smoother income distribution curve which maintains equity while providing a financial incentive to work. There is also a sense of entitlement or right. For a significant proportion of all those disabled paid  work may not be an option. It is important that  the system then is underwritten by a sense of rights and or entitlements.

 The intense discussion and debate that Woodhouse encouraged in Australia on accident compensation did not result in an integrated system of insurance and rehabilitation based on social insurance principles. There was not sufficient support within the government for the Woodhouse proposals for a comprehensive national compensation and rehabilitation scheme.  However it did impact on both accident insurance and workers compensation over time. The system of third party motor accident insurance is not based on fault and there has been a gradual reduction in the scope for common law appeals within the various state based workers’ compensation schemes around Australia. There has also been reflected in the worker’s compensation area an emphasis on the need for early attention to rehabilitation (medical and vocational).   Compensation is ‘earnings related’ and offers opportunities for graduated return to work with employers under an obligation to facilitate an early return to work including an obligation to find suitable work. As has often been the case with the Whitlam government ,efforts to bring about sweeping reforms sowed seeds of change and lead to more incremental reforms implemented over time. Any impact of Woodhouse on the increasing numbers of disability pensioners in the social security system was restricted to gradual improvements in the Commonwealth Rehabilitation Service. (CRS) A further impact was the perpetuation and perhaps acceleration of inequities as between those getting accident or workers compensation for injuries or illness suffered compared with those receiving a government funded disability pension and or sickness benefit.

The inequality is observed in the OECD Report, Transforming Disability into Ability. 2003

‘The personal incomes of the disabled is reasonably high in most countries in the OECD. However comparing the average incomes of the disabled to the non disabled Australia was the lowest in the OECD with’ average personal income of disabled people equal to 44% of that of non disabled persons” The OECD average has disabled persons having incomes around 80% of the non disabled. (OECD 2003 page 28) The most important cause of this dichotomy is the Australian means tested and flat rate social security system. As it eventuated there was not sufficient support for radical reform and the result has been a series of incremental reforms more along the lines of Henderson rather than of Woodhouse.

Hawke and the 1980’s

The election of the Hawke government in 1983 did result in some significant reforms.. One example was the Handicapped Programs Review, New Directions 1985, which recognised the need for a change of culture in disability policy. This review shifted the language from one which emphasised disadvantage to a much greater emphasis on the latent abilities of the disabled to do more with their own lives and make a greater contribution to society.  This review foreshadowed an increased emphasis on open employment and much greater decentralisation of CRS offices drawing on expertise already in the community. The consequences of this approach were to be worked through in legislation such as the Disability Services Act  (1986), which emphasised that ‘people with disabilities should have the same rights as other members of Australian society to realise their individual capacities for physical, social emotional and intellectual development’ (.Social Security Review 1988p15)  

Income Support for the disabled was subsequently the subject of a major Issues paper as part of the Social Security Review  (  Cass B ,Gibson F and Tito F, (1988), Towards Enabling Policies: Income Support for People with Disabilities , Social Security Review, Issues Paper no 5). This paper recommended  ‘the removal of ‘permanent incapacity’ in defining eligibility for an invalid/disability pension and a fundamental reversal of the criteria of virtually total incapacity, then operationalised at 85% incapacity’ ( Cass et. al, ,1988,p200) The Review argued that assessment of the disabled needed to balance the need for an objective assessment of medically based (physical, psychological, psychiatric) impairment along side a recognition of the very clear interaction with the varying pressures associated with the labour market. The changing character of the  labour market especially the pressures to reduce regulation would work against people with disabilities.

In the situation of a dynamic labour market the ‘task of reform is to reformulate the payment in such a way that the concept of permanence is removed while recognising that where employers would argue against paying standard awards nevertheless those with disabilities have an entitlement to decent jobs and adequate remuneration. ( Cass et.al. 1988, SSR  page 142) This lead to discussions with representative employer bodies and the ACTU as to the most effective way to ensure appropriate pay in open employment  for people where their disability might impact on their productivity. This difficult and sensitive issue was very important given the government’s  determination to move away from sheltered employment  with its  inadequate remuneration for disabled workers.

There was a recognition that simply changing the process of assessment would not of itself bring about a better utilisation of the labour market. There needed to be greater effort to increase employment opportunities. A Disability Reform Package (1989) at the Commonwealth level enabled three departments ( Department of Social Security, Community Services and Health, Department of Employment Education and Training) to develop an integrated strategy offering much greater access to rehabilitation and vocational training designed to increase employment. The Commonwealth State Disability Agreement would make the responsibilities of the Commonwealth and the States clearer while still recognising the prime responsibility of the Commonwealth in income support, rehabilitation and vocational retraining. In making clearer the responsibilities of the Commonwealth for income security and employment ,education and training, this agreement helped to build pressure to provide more opportunities for people with disabilities to access education and training and ultimately the labour market. This  anticipated the Working Nation package which included a guarantee of work and training for those unemployed for longer than a year.

Government policy also identified strongly with the thrust of the international decade of the disabled this was especially represented in the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) passed in 1992. This act made clearer the values represented by reform legislation and recognised that the responsibility of maintaining an ongoing emphasis on reform would rest with the whole community not just the disabled. This legislation was landmark legislation in that it highlighted the entitlement of the disabled to be recognised as equal citizens. However it relied largely on voluntary compliance and the latest review carried out by the Productivity Commission suggests that its impact has been modest especially in the key area of employment (Productivity Commission, Disability Discrimination Act Inquiry ;Issues Paper, May 2003)

There clearly was a significant shift towards higher rates of employment of the disabled

in late eighties, early nineties. Between 1988 and 1993 the labour force participation rate for people with disabilities rose proportionately more than for people without a disability’ (Productivity Commission Draft Report October 2003 Page 80.) However it was difficult to maintain momentum. The government recognised the importance of it providing a lead and in November 1994 initiated a ten-year strategy to ensure equal opportunities to access government programs and services. This strategy required departments to lodge action plans with the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC) by 1997,and  make a commitment that legislation would not include discriminatory provisions. It would 

· encourage equal employment opportunity  initiatives, 

· require departments to comply at a minimum with specified requirements (AS1428) on building accessibility and 

· set a target  of 4% for the employment of people with a disability to b e increased to 5% by 2000.

Compliance with this plan was patchy. The Productivity Commission in its recent report on the Disability Discrimination Act noted that by 1997, the average employment rate for people with disabilities across the public service ( from a high point of  5.3 % in 1992) had fallen to  4.7%. In 2002-3 only 3.6% of  APS employees reported having a disability. In the larger agencies the average is only around 3% ( 2004 Page E 16) The Commission concludes that the Commonwealth has not been successful  in changing practice in the public service and related agencies.’ ‘Nowhere is this more in evidence than in respect to public service employment of people with disabilities’ ( Productivity Commission Review of the Disability Discrimination Act 2004 v 2 E 23)

Driving Change

From the 1980’s on Australian governments increasingly practiced expenditure restraint (social expenditure in most OECD countries had grown strongly through the post war years) along with the need to adjust to increased global competitiveness. The shift towards a more open economy tended to work against employment in manufacturing industry with more jobs in the service and information economies. Through the eighties unemployment remained at historically high levels .Cass in the Social Security Review had noticed a rapid increase in both the numbers of longer term unemployed as well as  an increase in the numbers of those, especially older males, on sickness benefit and invalid pension. Cass had also observed changes in the nature and distribution of work with an increase in the proportions of part time and casual jobs as opposed to full time permanent jobs. There were also a shift in the attitude of employers resulting in lower participation rates of older workers with more workers being made redundant or encouraged to leave the workforce prior to reaching retirement age. The impact on older workers seemed especially obvious in older industrial areas with some commentators noticing similar demographics as between the longer term unemployed and invalid pensioners. In an era in which economists emphasised the need to achieve higher levels of productivity and efficiency from the work force those in the labour market who were disadvantaged in any way would suffer a reduced demand for their services.  Work intensification did not favour the disabled.

 Some recognition by the Keating government of the need to do more to assist more disadvantaged people to compete in this labour market was reflected in Working Nation (1993) which offered a job/training guarantee for all those unemployed for more than a year and introduced a raft of training and job subsidy programs designed to ensure the unemployed would be able to access work and or training or some combination of both This substantial program was abolished in the first budget of the Howard govt in 1996.

Howard’s Way

The Howard government gave only cursory consideration to the McClure report Patrick  McClure, Reference Group on welfare reform , Participation Support For a More Equal Society July 2000)  mainly concentrating on stricter enforcement of income security benefits, reducing eligibility for benefits as well as introducing stricter penalties for non compliance. It rejected the Working Nation approach of investing in human capital especially in the long term unemployed and sought rather to redefine the rights and responsibilities of the unemployed. This redefinition brought about major changes in Australia’s provision of 

(a) Employment services, and

(b) Employment assistance benefits

This essentially represented the transfer of most of the functions of the former Department of Social Security and the Commonwealth Employment Service (CES) to a new body Centrelink. 

These changes saw over time the Australian employment services system achieve full privatisation and the contracting out of most services to non-government providers. They embodied the coalition’s  strategy to institutionalise new requirements, activities and programs through which people receiving state benefits can meet their obligation to the society that pays for them. It was within the context of this budget (1996-7) that the government announced a broad reform agenda for disability employment services and rehabilitation. This agenda encompassed five main initiatives

(a) The introduction of an independent eligibility assessment and referral process for job seekers with disabilities

(b) The development of a case based funding system

(c) The development of a quality assurance system

(d)  The introduction of contestability for vocational rehabilitation; and

(e) Better accountability and outcome for job seekers

The services provided by Centrelink are largely social security types services. Employment services are provided by the non-government organizations (not necessarily not for profit), which compete to win contracts from Centrelink providing employment services. These services are very oriented to job search using a case management approach  and in comparison with Working Nation there is little in the way of funded training and or jobs subsidies.  The emphasis on case management reflects an approach, which is inherently individualistic and thus geared to the governing concept of ‘mutual obligation’. It is designed to reinstating a work ethic as in ‘work for the dole’ and more conservative than Laurence Mead’s ( The New Paternalism ) approach which emphasises behavioural change and is prepared to invest to achieve this end. The approach of the Howard government has been to focus on case management without significant investment in training programs or subsidizing jobs.  Thus even though there is rhetoric about choice there is little sense of the need to provide of alternative pathways for different clients.

The recommended approach to reform of the Disability Support Payment (DSP) in the Cass Review focused on the need to provide forms of assistance to DSP recipients which recognised barriers to employment such as through a mobility allowance, work place modification etc.  By making additional support not subject to the means test such assistance recognised the need for some compensation for the disabled on the basis of a more universal entitlement The Final Report of the Reference Group on Welfare Reform  (the McClure report) envisaged a similar basic payment for all people of workforce age not in the workforce  with needs based additional payments ( according to different family circumstances such as  the costs of disability ) along with participation supplements to assist with the cost of economic participation. This paper recognised the additional costs associated with return to work and suggested considering employment conditional benefits, return to work benefits and participation supplements. These ideas might be tested by way of pilot programs. Even though these modest proposals were not pursued even in pilots, the fact that they were recommended suggested that there was a recognition in the community of the need for more innovative proposals.

Transitional Labour markets A Different Approach

The shift towards case management was  an important means of addressing the differing needs of individuals. However it carried with it an assumption  that the most important constraints on labour market entry were with individuals. Gunther Schmidt at the Social Science Research centre in Berlin provides a less individualistic perspective to that of ‘mutual obligation’ on social policy and the labour market. The concept of transitional labour markets has been developed by Schmid to analyse how institutional arrangements can accommodate and shape critical events that occur in the labour market and the life course of individuals. This approach provides an explicit recognition of the linkages as between employment and what Schmid describes as ‘gainful non market activities which preserve and enhance future employability’ such as initial and post basic education; unpaid caring and other activities representing a deviation from full time employment.

Schmid argues that the traditional concepts of employment, based on the full time male breadwinner model with wife at home, secure life time employment to age 65, and no separation or divorce, is no longer relevant in competitive economies characterised by change or risk (events with mathematically calculable probabilities) and uncertainty (unpredictable events). Instead a new notion of full employment is required, based on an average working time of 30 hours per week over the entire life course but with policies that support variations around this average to fit in with life course events. retraining and skill development and labour market flexibility. Periods in the life cycle in which working time deviates substantially from the new standard are defined as phases of transitional employment, while institutional arrangements, facilitating such phases are termed transitional labour markets.

Rather than protection by preventing change, institutional arrangements should manage and encourage risk, emphasizing adaptability, support and protection while responding to change. A key issue will be to ensure income and security to encourage flexibility, skill development and employability in new areas.

Schmid emphasises the importance of making a successful adjustment to critical events being a combination of the way that people perceive the change, on the supportive environment, as well as on individual characteristics. Schmid refers to different transitions from school to work, from employment to unemployment or to part time work, the transitions as between unpaid work to paid work ,and the transition to retirement. This last mentioned transition is especially important  as  such a high proportion of those in the Disability Support Pension will be in older age group. Those older people with disabilities suffer discrimination not only because of their disability but also are disadvantaged by the attitude of employers to older workers. 

A speech delivered by Ken Henry (Secretary of the treasury Department in Canberra) last year to the Melbourne Institute of Applied  Economic and Social Research Institute at Melbourne University referred to the declining ‘proportion of the population of working age who actually want to work’ and later in the speech ‘ when one in nine Australians aged between 50 and 64 is on the Disability Support Pension. I think we can safely conclude that we have something other than a safety net. Indeed we have to consider whether we haven’t created a set of opportunities and incentives to institutionalise voluntary retirement to institutionalise non participation in the labour force’ Henry  looks at this issue as one of individual motivations. In my view  the issue goes to the attitudes of employers who  discriminate in favour of younger workers and against older workers especially  those with any disability. I certainly agree that there has been a failure of policy when it comes to disability. The solution will need to be a comprehensive set of policies including changing employer attitudes and practices, investing in training and retraining looking at greater flexibility in employer practices ( Ilmaren) It is to some of the element s of a broader approach that I now turn

LMT’s and Disability

Woodhouse argued that proving fault or negligence in accident insurance cases was counter productive essentially for the reason that in the case of work based accidents it lead to lengthy delays in securing compensation and did not fit with an early start on rehabilitation and or a graduated return to work. The current system of worker’s compensation generally speaking ‘reduces the horizon of uncertainty about the outcome of a critical event’ by providing both financial support and adjustment plans which help people to make a transition back to work. Unfortunately most people suffering the various disabilities which entitle them to the Disability Support Pension get neither a payment related to earnings nor the integrated rehabilitation and vocational retraining programs available to them. The results of the piecemeal and incomplete reforms that followed Woodhouse has been the gulf which exists between people often suffering from similar medical condition but receiving remarkably dissimilar treatment.

The OECD in last year’s survey of disability programs recognised the need for policies which recognise the relationship between accident compensation. 

“ The relationship between the work injury program and the general disability program should be addressed. These two risks are separated in most countries because they require a differing funding structure (costs of work injuries should be fully born by the employer) and justify a different minimum level of disability (even minor capacity reductions from work injury need to be compensated). But there are also arguments for partial integration of the two. Whether a disability originates from a work accident, from an occupational disease or any other form of disease the person will need the same type of support and participation package. For this reason, it is quite appropriate to use the same assessment procedure to establish the existence and degree of disability and of remaining work capacity, even if in the case of work injuries there is an additional need to determine the level of compensation for bodily damage… Those countries with a strong focus mandatory vocational rehabilitation have largely harmonised the active intervention process for people with work injuries and those with general disabilities, even if under two different authorities.” OECD P168

Reforming Assessment of Disabled People

The OECD comments that while the approach to vocational education and training differ markedly between countries this type of intervention is usually used too little, and often initiated too late. The average per capita cost of rehabilitation and training is low compared to the average cost of disability. The recent evaluation of the Commonwealth Rehabilitation Service ( The Institute for Research into International Competiveness, Cost Benefit Analysis of Rehabilitation Services Provided by CRS Australia, Setember 2003) demonstrates a decline in expenditure on  vocational rehabilitation since the late eighties. ($6500 per client in 1988 down to $4398 in 2003) The average hours committed are quite low (around 30 hours per client). This seems quite inadequate given that the only DSP clients referred to the CRS are those with more severe disabilities. Those with less serious barriers to employment are referred to the job network where the focus will be on job placement not on vocational rehabilitation.  The OECD makes the point that whatever the cause of a disability, whether it originates from a work accident, from an occupational disease or any other form of disease the person will need the same type of support and participation package.  In age care considerable gains have flowed from the development of age care assessment on a regional basis of to determine the approach to the planning the allocation of resources and care of older people. A more integrated approach to assessment leading to rehabilitation programs makes  sense
Expanding disability protection through insurance.

Australia’s Welfare 2003  last year raised  as a matter of concern the lack of universal insurance coverage in this area of policy.

. “The varying scope and benefits of varying insurance schemes and the gaps left between them have caused discussion to be reopened about basic questions concerning community responsibility fro sharing the costs of disability. The plethora of systems across Australia results in wide variations in support available for people with similar needs, depending on how their disability arose” Australia’s Welfare 2003, page 339

In addition to reducing inequality among people with disability by reforming assessment procedures and access to vocational rehabilitation, it is perhaps time to revisit insurance options for disabilities.  Insurance principles can often be applied to cover risk where the total incidence of the risk is calculable, where individuals have similar levels of risk and where people are unlikely to intentionally take steps to collect insurance.  As there is a large group of accidents, disabling diseases and ‘from birth’ disabilities which meet these conditions, some of the current risk of disability could be reduced by more people taking out private insurance.  However, as a major objective is to improve equity, effective reform of provisions would require disability insurance coverage (and contributions) to be compulsory and universal to ensure broad coverage. A small increase in the Medicare levy could support reforms which, while less generous than the Woodhouse proposals, 

A Positive Duty On Employers

There is no question that employers are going to feel more responsibility for someone 

injured at work  in their business than  for someone whose injury and  disease did not result from a work based incident. This is largely due to the fact that employers pay an insurance premium to cover the possibility of serious accidents in the work situation. However there is evidence that people with disabilities will find it more difficult to find a job than those without disabilities and that one of the reasons for this is that employer’s often discriminate against those with disabilities.  The Productivity Commission has recently reviewed the impact of the Disability Discrimination Act (1992) commenting that despite the fact that most appeals on the grounds of discrimination were employment related that the DDA had been most ineffective in this area. (Productivity Commission, Review of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992, pp79-89) The Productivity Commission recognised the government’s determination to reduce the numbers of people with disabilities dependent on the Disability Support Pension and its commitment to a policy of ‘mutual obligation’ This policy endorsed by the OECD in their recent report (Transforming Disability into Ability 2003 p 159) notes that mutual obligation offers a way of breaking the link between disability benefits and permanent withdrawal from economic activity. It cautions however that its implementation, while placing obligations on benefit recipients, also requires society to do more to help people with disabilities achieve integration. 

The Productivity Commission recognised the need to clarify the responsibility and obligations of employers in the DDA legislation. The Productivity Commission noted the passive requirement on employers not to discriminate but favoured looking at a more active requirement which would ask employers to take ‘reasonable steps’ to address barriers to employment of people with disabilities. In practice reasonable steps could include

· examining recruitment practices for potential indirect discrimination

· looking at characteristics of current staff and reasons for under representation of people with disabilities

· considering  access issues  or undertaking an access audit

These kind of requirements could be enforced by HREOC through a complaints process and the obligation might be targeted towards larger employers. There was no suggestion in the Commission’s proposals of mandatory quotas or targets.

The Commission put forward these proposals in its draft report as the basis of further investigation that might enable the discussion of sharing of costs and a more detailed exploration of the possibility introducing such a ‘positive duty’ on employers.

The Productivity Commission’s final report released in July has purged from it all references to affirmative action for the disabled or any positive duty on employers. This  section is replaced by a positive section laudatory of the governments efforts. There is no longer a sentence in the Productivity Commission report such as appeared in the interim report ‘Overall the Act appears to have been least effective in reducing discrimination in employment  (PC Interim report XL111)or ‘ Government and employers should share the costs of adjustments needed to allow people with disabilities to take advantage of employment opportunities’ PC, Interim Report page 364)  Undoubtedly the pressure from employers has forestalled what would have been a very useful debate. This was especially unfortunate as the Productivity Commission’s proposals were modest in comparison with what is being attempted in a number of other countries including Canada, the UK and Northern Ireland.

Open Employment

It has been difficult for Australians to shake off an approach to disability which has about it a whiff of charity. The Productivity Commission Enquiry into National Compensation noted the decline in access to worker’s compensation. ( Productivity Commission Inquiry Report, National Workers Compensation and Occupational Health and Safety, March 2004) ,   This is at a time in which disability numbers are growing rapidly. Australia has been slow to reduce the numbers of people in sheltered employment which traditionally has been associated with wages and conditions far below those prevailing in open employment (OECD). It is important that the system of Sheltered Employment is phased out more rapidly as it distracts from societies responsibility to recognise the right of disabled people to be accepted as equal citizens working along side other Australians with proper wages and working conditions. The trend is towards tighter conditions governing access to the DSP as well as access to employment programs. 

The trend towards greater emphasis on independent eligibility assessment, case based funding systems, quality assurance, contestability for vocational rehabilitation and stronger accountability sits easily with much greater involvement of commercial providers in providing disability employment services. One has to have some concerns about some of these trends. The shift towards contractualism in welfare is now very advanced in the US with private providers competing with non profit agencies represents a threat to the values and priorities of those agencies. It is one thing to be concerned to deliver an efficient service. Quite another to have profit as your bottom line There are also the dangers associated with registered or approved providers being only those who are not strong in advocacy and maintaining independent and possibly critical positions. It is in the end of the day very important that the non government sector protect its right to both provide services and to be strong advocates for of very vulnerable clients ( Reference ( Nichols A and Postma M, The Church and the Free Market VCC 2002)

Housing

While the issue of housing may not be the highest priority on this conference’s agenda it should be seen as an important policy issue for those with an interest in good social policy. The provision of housing for disadvantaged people is less adequate in Australia than in most if not all other countries in the OECD. This is a paradox because Australia overall probably has amongst the best housing provision among OECD countries. However the distribution of our housing stock works very much against the interests of the disadvantaged. Why is this so? We have a very small public housing stock (5%) often not well distributed to the areas in which it is most needed A very high priority of poor or disadvantaged people are private renters paying far too high a proportion of their income for housing which is often inadequate for their needs and poorly located in terms of employment. The housing issue is especially important for the disabled because often people need housing that is modified in terms of access and which is secure in terms of tenure. This will become a much bigger problem as the population ages. There is a desperate need for a national housing policy that has a rights tone i.e. emphasis on the right of all people to affordable and appropriate housing in a supportive community.

Conclusion

In the first part of this talk I have tried to summarize the major shifts in policy over a 

century. The most important issues were debated in the 1970’s when Woodhouse proposed his national compensation scheme. Woodhouse particularly influenced worker’s compensation but it was Henderson who had the greater influence on the social security system in Australia especially with his support for means tested benefits. It would be wrong to ignore the very different compensation for those with insurance whether against traffic accidents or accidents in the work place. Unfortunately those with often the most serious congenital disabilities who cannot prove medical negligence face often a life time of poverty or near poverty. Our social security system may be cost effective but it does not provide adequate protection for people of workforce age dependent on social security benefits for extended periods of time. There needs to be a stronger element of social insurance. Of course the inequality does not go to income alone/There are also matters of fair access to rehabilitation, training and retraining, employment opportunities,  access to quality care and well remunerated carers decent housing together with more imaginative service programs. The problem does not lie as has been so often asserted in individual motivation Over the past twenty five years we have become a much wealthier country. We have also become less imaginative and less generous.
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