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DISABLED PEOPLE - EMPLOYMENT 
Grievance 

MR M.P. WHITELY (Bassendean) [9.37 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Disability Services and it 
relates to the funding for disability employers and, more particularly, to the funding of disability employer 
Workpower Inc.  Workpower has a number of facilities around the Perth metropolitan area, including a great 
facility in Grey Street, Bayswater, which is not far from my electorate office.  Workpower was established in 
1992 as a not-for-profit organisation with the aim of providing and securing meaningful and satisfying 
employment outcomes that meet individual needs and aspirations of disabled people.  Each year Workpower 
helps over 400 people with disabilities to find and maintain employment.   

Workpower provides employment opportunities in two ways.  The first way is through supported employment - 
in other words, working in Workpower businesses - and the second way is through open employment in the 
wider business community.  Workpower runs two businesses called Qualipac Plus and Ecosystems Management 
Systems.  In those businesses Workpower employs a number of people with a range of disabilities, some of 
whom have higher support needs than others.  Workpower tries to provide employment opportunities to people 
regardless of their level of disability.  It is obvious that the level of disability of an individual employee can 
affect their productivity.  However, regardless of how productive a worker is, it should not affect his or her 
chance of employment.  The right to work is a fundamental human right that gives people dignity, a sense of 
self-worth, social interaction that they otherwise would not have and a chance to contribute to society.  The right 
to work is a fundamental right that we all enjoy.  In some cases, it is probably fair to categorise Workpower as an 
employer of last resort, in that it will employ people with a high level of disability.  I have visited the Grey Street 
facility on a couple of occasions and seen its administrative headquarters and its factory.  It is a fantastic facility.  
It is a very inclusive place, with a very happy work force.  Unfortunately, that inclusiveness is under threat 
because of the Howard government’s changes to the way in which it funds disability workplaces.  To date, 
Workpower has been funded with block funding, whereby the organisation as a whole is funded.  Unfortunately, 
there is a move towards case-based funding, which means that funding is directed at individuals.  Case-based 
funding will create a situation in which disability employers will be forced to compare the productivity and cost 
of, and subsidy for, each employee.  Inevitably, it will lead to a situation in which organisations are forced to 
cherry pick the least disabled or the most productive workers.  That is not good.  It impinges upon that 
fundamental human right that everyone has to work.  Places such as Workpower will be forced to choose, and its 
role as an employer of last resort will be under threat. 

I am part of the politician adoption scheme, and one of the problems in the disability services area is with the 
transition from school to work.  When disabled people become a little older, it is difficult for some of them to 
find meaningful things to do, and this change will make that problem only worse.  It will put a new group of 
people who have higher support needs than other workers in a situation in which they do not have meaningful 
work opportunities.  It is awful, unnecessary and ugly for the Howard government to be applying market forces 
to our most vulnerable workers.  I appreciate the minister’s commitment to the disability sector.  I am wrapped 
that she is in charge of the area.  I am wrapped with the fantastic increase in funding for disability services in this 
state.  Unfortunately, it is a shared responsibility.  I ask the minister to use her influence to try to coax the 
Howard government, in whatever way she can, to ensure that all workers, even those with high support needs, 
get a fair go. 

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen - Minister for Disability Services) [9.42 am]:  I thank the member for 
Bassendean for his grievance and for his great concern with disability issues.  In particular, I take this 
opportunity to commend the work that Workpower in Bayswater does for people with disabilities.  I also note 
that the member for Bassendean mentioned the politician adoption scheme.  I commend that fantastic scheme to 
those members in the chamber who are not currently participating in it.  I also commend the work of the 
Developmental Disability Council of WA, which organises that scheme. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr P.B. Watson):  Is that scheme available in country areas? 

Ms M.M. QUIRK:  I think it is, Mr Acting Speaker, and I will get someone to get in touch with you about that. 

The issue raised by the member for Bassendean is very important.  What greater symbol of incompetence could 
there be than promising welfare reform but delivering a policy to make work less desirable than welfare?  That is 
exactly what the Howard government’s policies have meant for people with disabilities.  Employment services 
for people with disabilities are the responsibility of the federal government.  However, over the past little while, 
and since the introduction of the Howard government’s reforms, a number of people have come to the state 
government and expressed considerable concern.  It is my view that, under the federal government’s policies and 
under Mr Howard’s stewardship, people with disabilities do not stand a chance of achieving, moving forward, 
gaining employment or simply getting out into the community.   
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Case-based funding was introduced by the commonwealth as part of its broader welfare reform package.  
However, the replacement of block funding with case-based funding, as the member for Bassendean has pointed 
out, means that so-called cherry picking can occur.  It is a contentious way of funding.  It is contentious because 
of the level of funding provided per individual and the outcomes that have been defined around milestones based 
on hours of work achieved.  It is also contentious because it is scoping employment eligibility around the ability 
to work a minimum of eight hours a week and is setting time limits for the achievement of results.  What does 
that mean for job seekers with a disability?  It means that job seekers with a disability who have high support 
needs will get left behind.  As the member for Bassendean has told us, the funding parameters that have been 
introduced under case-based funding will disadvantage and work against people who have high support needs.  
The reason for this is that the Howard government does not resource employment agencies anywhere near 
enough to support this group of job seekers.  Employment agencies simply support people who demonstrate 
lower support needs in order to maintain agency viability.  When pressure is placed on service providers to 
achieve employment results within a limited time frame, this creates significant disincentives for agencies to take 
on people with high support needs who need intensive skill development.  These job seekers, who are already 
marginalised and discriminated against, simply get shoved aside when all they want to do is participate in and 
contribute to the community.  This, in turn, has inevitably meant that more people need and seek alternative 
support from state government services, both directly and through funded agencies.  This is contributing to a 
significant cost shift to the state.  It is already estimated to be more than $1.9 million recurrent and is projected to 
be at least $6.5 million over the next five years, without factoring in the consequence of Mr Howard’s welfare 
reform agenda.  These figures do not include, nor can they adequately reflect, the high personal cost to 
individuals who are denied the opportunity to participate in the work force, and the costs that are exacted on 
them are both emotional and physical.  The state government believes that these federal government policies are 
denying people with disabilities the opportunity to gain from the social and economic benefits of participating in 
the work force, which all Australians simply have a right to do.   

I have spoken to a number of people within the sector to gauge their response and the response has been the 
same: they are extremely disappointed.  The situation was not improved when the federal budget was handed 
down last week.  The state government was looking for specific commitments, but they were not forthcoming.  
In fact, in the 2006-07 federal budget, specific purpose payments to Western Australia have apparently been 
reduced by $300 000 in the Commonwealth State/Territory Disability Agreement funding.  We have written to 
the commonwealth to clarify this, but, frankly, that is an extraordinary reduction when Western Australia is 
already under-funded.  The commonwealth also failed to match growth funding committed by the Carpenter 
government to address unmet need, especially in supported accommodation.  The commonwealth again failed to 
meet the indexation level paid by the Carpenter government to non-government agencies and take some pressure 
off our services.  At a time when Australia can afford to help the most disadvantaged, the Howard government 
has chosen to punish rather than assist.  Let me remind members that from 1 July 2006, many people with 
disabilities will experience even greater financial hardship, as they are denied access to the disability support 
pension and are dumped on to Newstart.  Their income support will be reduced by up to $77 a fortnight, and this 
imposition of hardship is on top of the already high cost they typically incur due to their disability.  That means 
not just an immediate loss of money, but also a disastrous effect on the person’s ability to work his or her way 
out of poverty.  I note the member for Bassendean’s cri de coeur to get the state government to lobby vehemently 
the federal government on these issues.  If I admit failure in one area, it is to get a meeting with the federal 
minister, Mal Brough, in five months, despite several requests.  Much as I would like to lobby the federal 
government, I am still waiting for a response from the federal minister. 
 


