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People with disabilities could be more than $77 a fortnight worse off under the Government's planned welfare changes, according to a former senior bureaucrat who has issued a strong attack on the welfare-to-work package. 
In a research paper for the National Foundation for Australian Women, a former director with the Department of Social Security, Julia Perry, claimed people with disabilities would be even worse off than single parents when the Government introduced its new regime. 
From July 1 next year, people with disabilities who were able to work at least 15 hours a week would be transferred to the Newstart Allowance and forced to look for work. 
Workplace Relations Minister Kevin Andrews defended the Government's plans last week when a National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling showed that not only would sole parents lose money from being placed on the lower-paying Newstart Allowance, but any part-time income earned would be taxed at a much higher rate. 
NATSEM calculated potential income losses reaching $100 a week. 
Ms Perry warned disability pensioners could be facing an even tougher time as they lost generous tax and assets entitlements under the Disability Support Pension. 
Ms Perry calculated that a single person moving off a disability pension on to Newstart would be at least $77 a fortnight worse off simply as a result of the transfer. 
But for those who find part-time employment, the disparity could be much worse as the income test for Newstart is much tighter than for the Disability Support Pension. 
A person working 15 hours a week at minimum wages ($390 a fortnight) would have a gross income $163 a fortnight less on Newstart than on Disability Support Pension. And because the disability pension is not taxed and Newstart is, the difference in their take-home income would be bigger still. 
The National Foundation of Australian Women is currently raising the money to commission a second report from NATSEM on exactly how the changes will affect the incomes of disability pensioners, including the higher tax rates they will face when forced to work for at least 15 hours a week. 
Ms Perry said that disability pensioners were able to maintain assets and still receive their pensions, while Newstart recipients would be forced to live off their own savings if they had assets above $157,000 for home owners, and $270,500 for non-home owners. 
While pensioners had their payments reduced by $3 a fortnight for each $1000 they owned over the limit, Newstart recipients would be cut off altogether. 
Ms Perry said the assets test would hit older people particularly hard as they would have to use up their retirement savings and could mean they faced "poverty in old age, particularly because of their disability". 
While 40 per cent of disability pensioners were women, many women with disabilities were supported by their partners or accessed parenting payments and were therefore not reflected in the disability pension statistics. 
One major area of growth in the disability pension was women aged between 60-64 who would formerly have transferred on to the aged pension but were remaining on the disability pension due to the pension age being raised. 
She labelled the Newstart activity tests, in which failure to seek and attend job interviews could result in 1-2 months worth of benefits being docked, as "onerous, stigmatising and punitive". 
People with disabilities faced extra costs of living, including treatment, medication, prosthetics, home modification, transport services and payment for carers and could not afford a reduction in benefits. 
Ms Perry said the majority of disability pensioners were mature aged and "people in their late 50s and early 60s with disabilities who have been out of the workforce are unlikely to find jobs". 
She suggested that if the Government insisted on making them look for work, it could apply the work requirements on existing disability pension rates or add a supplement to Newstart. 
 
