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Veterans’ Affairs Legislation Amendment Bill (no.1) 1999

Additional Comments by Senator Andrew Bartlett

The Democrats have concerns about the section of the bill which would tighten the criteria of those eligible to receive the invalidity service pension and the invalidity income support supplement, including those who already receive these payments. The Democrats also have concerns that the new invalidity criteria may be overly severe.

This may lead to an outcome where those who do not meet the new criteria and then apply and receive the disability support pension from the Department of Social Security would then be subject to an income test. This raises concerns, as the disability support pension paid to Veterans is meant to be compensation for war injuries.

According to Department estimates, of the approximately 1750 existing recipients who will be re-examined medically, several hundred will not meet new criteria and will need to be assisted to apply for DSS benefits. The Department has given a rough estimate of 60 that will not be eligible for DSS payment either.

Of those veterans who are forced to move from DVA payments  to DSS payments, some will lose the Gold Card.  For Australian veterans who are forced to move from DVA payments  to DSS payments, this will also mean the eventual withdrawal of entitlement to medical treatment at Departmental expense.

The present situation whereby the Disability Pension is included in the Social Security income tests is in contradiction to the Government position that this pension is paid to veterans as compensation.

Veterans receiving the disability support pension from DSS will face a change in conditions whereby the special obligation owed to veterans is not recognised.

Most of the peak veterans organisations and a number of individuals who made submissions to the committee indicated their opposition to veteran’s disability pensions being regarded as income in regard to DSS pensions and benefits.

The passing of the bill would mean that more veterans receive the disability support pension from the DSS rather than receiving benefits from the DVA. This would increase the number of veterans subject to the unfair anomaly in regard to the different treatment between DSS and DVA.

The Government has given no indication of an intention to correct this unfair anomaly despite a joint review into it. The Government has also declined to release the results of that review. The fact that the Department has not acted to correct this matter prior to the introduction of this legislation, which will lead to more veterans being affected, strongly suggests they have no intention of ever correcting this unfair anomaly.

The Democrats acknowledge the Department’s comments that only the lower rates of disability pensions are paid for impairments with less than 40 impairment points and those lower rates often fit within the income free area.

A number of submissions suggested that the changes in criteria apply only to new applications and not to those already receiving the invalidity service pension and the invalidity income support supplement.  This is a proposal the Democrats are giving further consideration to.

Senator Andrew Bartlett

(Australian Democrats, Queensland)

