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Recommendations
•

Ensure all young people with disability, including those with partial capacity to work, are
accessing the DSP

•

Review and amend the social security system to ensure that young people with disability
who experience job insecurity are not living in poverty. Rates of payments should be raised
to support a dignified standard of living, factoring in the extra living costs that are associated
with living with disability.

•

The Program of Support requirement should be removed entirely from the Disability Support
Pension access process.

•

Fully implement Australian Federation of Disability Organisations’ Eight Key Principles for a
Sustainable Disability Support Pension (see Appendix A).
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Introduction
Children and Young People with Disability Australia (CYDA) is the national representative
organisation for children and young people with disability aged 0 to 25 years. CYDA has an
extensive national membership of more than 5,000 young people with disability, families and
caregivers of children with disability, and advocacy and community organisations.
Our vision is that children and young people with disability are valued and living empowered lives
with equality of opportunity; and our purpose is to ensure governments, communities, and families,
are empowering children and young people with disability to fully exercise their rights and
aspirations. We do this by:
•
•
•
•
•

Driving inclusion
Creating equitable life pathways and opportunities
Leading change in community attitudes and aspirations
Supporting young people to take control
Calling out discrimination, abuse, and neglect.

CYDA welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the Department’s review of the
Disability Support Pension (DSP) Impairment Tables. Our view is firmly that the DSP on its own
cannot be considered without examining the whole ecosystem of income support, and the systemic
employment barriers young people with disability experience. As such, we also draw the
Department’s attention to our recent submission to the Senate Community Affairs References
Committee inquiry into the DSP.
Social security is a core right and people with disability must be supported to secure this
entitlement. This includes removes unnecessary obstacles and providing necessary and timely
supports so that all people with disability have equal understanding and ability to access the DSP.
We recommend the adoption of the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations’ Eight Key
Principles for a Sustainable Disability Support Pension1 (see Appendix A).
This submission covers the barriers young people with disability experience in accessing the DSP,
which subsequently drives them to rely on sustainably lower income support payments – namely,
the rigid, confusing, costly and resource-intensive processes to prove eligibility. This includes the
unnecessary and unfounded Program of Support requirement.
Finally, we note our concern regarding the lack of consultation and engagement with people with
disability undertaken by DSS throughout the impairment table review, about which we are very
concerned. More than halfway through the public consultation process, the Department had failed to
provide the community with Easy Read or Auslan versions of the issues paper, restricting
consultation access for many people with disability.2

1

Australian Federation of Disability Organisations. (n.d.). 8 Key Principles. Available at 8 Key Principles | Australian
Federation of Disability Organisations (afdo.org.au)
2 As at 9 July 2021, there were no Easy Read or Auslan versions of the issues paper on the DSS Engage website, the
only avenue where the Department is inviting feedback from the broader community. The consultation period opened
on 1 June 2021 and closed on 31 July 2021.
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Australia’s income support system is too rigid and forces young
people into poverty

Recommendations
•

Ensure all young people with disability, including those with partial capacity to work, are
accessing the DSP

•

The Australian Government should review and amend the social security system to
ensure that young people with disability who experience job insecurity are not living in
poverty. Rates of payments should be raised to support a dignified standard of living,
factoring in the extra living costs that are associated with living with disability.

As young people with disability experience complex barriers in the workforce, it is essential that the
government provides an adequate safety net for young people who cannot secure work, so they are
not forced to live in poverty.

Young people with disability are being denied access to the DSP
With the harsh and rigid access requirements that have been introduced by the Australian
Government over the last decade3, there is an increasing divide between young people with
disability who are considered to be ‘deserving’ of receiving the DSP, and those who are not. As
result, many young people are driven instead to access the JobSeeker or Youth Allowance
Payments, which provide significantly lower rates of pay than the DSP. 4,5,6 Data obtained by CYDA
from the Department of Social Services shows that:
•

The number of Jobseeker (known as Newstart prior to 2020) recipients aged between 20
and 25 years with partial capacity to work has increased by 372.8 per cent in the decade
from 2009, growing from 5,308 in 2009 to 25,096 in 2020

•

The number of Youth Allowance recipients under 19 years old with partial capacity to work
has increased by 174.9 per cent, from 2,299 in 2009 to 6,319 in 2020

•

The number of Youth Allowance recipients aged between 20 and 25 years with partial
capacity to work has increased by 970.3 per cent, from 936 in 2009 to 10,018 in 2020

3

See The DSP access process is onerous, unnecessarily complex and biased section of this paper
Services Australia. (2021). Jobseeker Payments: How much you can get.
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/jobseeker-payment/how-much-you-can-get
5 Services Australia. (2021) Youth Allowance payments for job seeker: How much you can get.
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/youth-allowance-job-seekers/how-much-you-can-get
6 Services Australia. (2020). Payment rates. Available at
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/disability-support-pension/how-much-you-canget/payment-rates
4
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•

The number of DSP recipients under 19 years old has decreased by 20.4 per cent, from
18,414 in 2009 to 14,662 in 2020

•

The number of DSP recipients aged between 20 and 25 years has increased by 12.6 per
cent, from 36,128 in 2009 compared to 40,690 in 2020.

Figure 1: Trends from 2009 to 2020 of Newstart/Jobseeker Allowance, Youth Allowance with
partial capacity to work and Disability Support Pension recipients aged 20 to 25 years
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Figure 2: Trends from 2009 to 2020 of Youth Allowance with partial capacity to work and
Disability Support Pension recipients aged 19 years and under
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It is also important to note that the decline in young people accessing the DSP has had flow-on
impacts to other supports and programs that they can access. Young people have shared with
CYDA that DSP eligibility is often used as an access criterion for other supports, including
community programs, supports in tertiary education, and disability specific housing supports.

The DSP and other social security payment rates are insufficient
People with disability are more likely to be reliant on income support payments, inclusive of the
DSP, as their main source of income. Nearly half of young people with disability aged 15 to 24 years
(49 per cent) rely on income support payments, compared to 14 per cent of people aged 15 to 24
years without a disability.7 By no coincidence people with disability are also more likely to
experience poverty, with 37 per cent adults experiencing poverty having disability.8 More
specifically, 41 per cent of households whose reference person receives the DSP are living below
the poverty line.9 These figures are also modest and do not factor in the increased costs incurred
with living with disability.
CYDA believes that the DSP rate must be raised to ensure people with disability are not living in
poverty and have the ability to live independently, in a safe environment of their choosing. However,
as outlined in the previous section, many young people with disability are also living on alternative
payments with offer even less income and are provided on the basis on more ongoing conditionality.
We advocate that these payments must also be raised so that all people, inclusive of young people
with disability who experience increased barriers to gaining employment, are receiving support that
provides a dignified standard of living.

7

AIHW. (2019). People with disability in Australia: In brief. Available at People with disability in Australia 2019: in brief
(Full publication;21Aug2019Edition)(AIHW)
8 ACOSS. (2020). Inequality in Australia, 2020 Part 2: Who is affected and why. Available at Inequality-in-Australia-2020Part-2-Who-is-affected-and-why_FINAL.pdf (antipovertyweek.org.au)
9 ibid.
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The DSP access process is onerous, biased, and unnecessarily
complex

Recommendations
•

The Program of Support requirement should be removed entirely from the DSP access
process

•

The Australian Government should implement Australian Federation of Disability
Organisations’ Eight Key Principles for a Sustainable Disability Support Pension (see
Appendix A)

This section details how the complex access process creates disproportionate barriers in terms of
who meets DSP eligibility. People without significant personal resources to draw on – such as
money for required medical evidence; understanding, ability or support to navigate the process and
complete forms; and access to medical professionals – are disadvantaged by the process and the
administrative burden it places on the individual.
This section also identifies issues with the Program of Support access requirement and why it
should be removed entirely.

The access process is overly complex, puts the burden on the individual, and
impacts different groups disproportionately
In addition to meeting residency and income and assets test requirements, to meet access to the
DSP, young people must:
•

Prove they have a physical, intellectual or psychiatric condition which is permanent

•

Prove they have a continuing inability to work (i.e. that they are unable to work 15 hours or
less a week at minimum wage)

•

Demonstrate impairment in line with the set Impairment Tables.

For many, the application process can take years. In the meantime, young people are required to
live on lower income supports such as Jobseeker or Youth Allowance.10 Many others who
experience difficulties meeting mutual obligations of Jobseeker or Youth Allowance, who cannot
secure quality employment, and/or who are ‘employed’ through Australia Disability Enterprises while
trying to access the DSP are receiving minimal to no income at all.
Young people in our community have told us the DSP access process is overwhelming, and they
are not confident on how, or if, to start the process. In applying, individuals are required to navigate
and complete complex forms and impairment guides, as well as source and provide supporting
10

See the Young people with disability are being denied access to the DSP section of this paper
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medical evidence. This heavy administrative burden creates disproportionate impacts and has
implications for who meets access – with those equipped with more personal resources, such as
money, literacy and English skills, access to medical professionals and people to support them,
more likely to succeed. Research shows those who are supported while completing the DSP
application claim form are more likely to have their claim granted than those who complete the form
without assistance.11
For those without personal resources to draw on, the administrative burden creates additional
barriers and prevents eligible claimants to receive the DSP. This administrative burden can also
have disproportionate impacts on people with different disability types, such as people with
cognitive, intellectual or psychosocial disability, who may have more challenges interpreting and
gathering complex information, completing paper work and communicating their situation to people
in power.12 A young person in our community who had met partial eligibility for the DSP told CYDA
that without the support they had received from an external organisation, they don’t believe they
would have made access and would have been deprived of necessary financial supports.
CYDA has been told the strongest asset a person applying for the DSP can have is a doctor who
understands the DSP, the impairment tables and how to provide evidence in the way the assessors
are looking for. This creates unfair divisions between people who have choice between medical
professionals and those with limited options, such as those in remote and regional areas or those
reliant on the public health care system.
The onerous administrative workload placed on the individual, including gathering medical
evidence, is also expensive. CYDA is concerned that our community – particularly those who are
surviving on Jobseeker and Youth Allowance payments and experiencing job insecurity in the
labour market – are costed out of accessing the DSP.
Until it was abolished in 2015, the Treating Doctor’s Report (TDR) was an important mechanism that
helped prevent this division between people who can and cannot afford and source the necessary
medical evidence required to meet DSP access. The TDR was a Centrelink medical report form for
treating health professionals that was designed to elicit information relevant to assessing medical
qualification for the DSP.13 A research project led by the National Social Security Rights Network
analysing the experiences of DSP client experiences since the 2015 reforms found that the removal
of the TDR created financial and administrative barriers for individuals seeking medical evidence
and resulted in worthy claimants being denied DSP payments.14
Our community, particularly young people with psychological disability, have also raised concerns
around the rigidity of the requirement to demonstrate that their disability is a “fully diagnosed,
treated and stabilised condition”. Young people have expressed that they feel influenced to take
medications or do treatments against their will in order to ‘prove’ their disability. Further, the costs

11

Collie, A., Sheehan, L. R., & Lane, T. J. (2021). Changes in access to Australian disability support benefits during a
period of social welfare reform. https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.04.30.20041210
12 ibid.
13 National Social Security Rights Network. (2018). Disability Support Pension (DSP) Project: A snapshot of DSP client
experiences of claims and assessments since the 2015 changes. Available at NSSRN-DSP-Report-2017-BRQ-casesnapshot-2018_01_31.pdf (ejaustralia.org.au)
14 ibid.
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associated with various treatments to demonstrate one’s disability has been ‘fully treated’ also
create a barrier to access.
We also note that the Senate Community Affairs References Committee is currently conducting an
inquiry into the purpose, intent and adequacy of the DSP, and we ask that the Department closely
consider the findings of the Committee’s inquiry.

The Program of Support is an unnecessary and unfounded obstacle for DSP
claimants and should be removed
The most problematic aspect of the access process for the DSP is the Program of Support (POS).
Individuals under 35 years who do not meet 20 points or more under a single impairment table are
obliged to complete 18 months of participation in activities,15 such as job searching or training,
which are intended to support them to find employment. Once a person has successfully completed
18 months of assigned activities with an employment service provider and proved that they have
been unsuccess in obtaining employment with support, they can then apply for the DSP.
There are very few exceptions to this requirement, including for individuals with one or more
conditions who can demonstrate they meet 20 or more points cumulatively over several impairment
tables. This narrow scope of understanding of the factors that can severely impact a person’s ability
to find and maintain work is crude and dismissive of people’s daily reality.
Further, once a person is participating in a POS, if they have an approved medical exemption from
participating in activity requirements, this time does not count towards the 18-month requirement.
So, because of impairment related to their disability, it can take a person several years to meet this
18-month hurdle before they can demonstrate that their impairment prevents their ability to secure
work.
The POS requirement is a large barrier for many DSP applicants. Lack of awareness of the
requirement and the complexity it involves are critical issues for many claimants.16 Further, the
mandatory activity obligations themselves and the negative experiences our community have in
engaging with employment service providers17 prevent many people from completing the 18-month
requirement in full or applying for the DSP entirely.
Fundamentally, to CYDA’s knowledge, there is no evidence to support DSS’ rationale of the POS or
demonstrate that the burdensome requirement improves people with disability’s ability to find and
maintain employment. Instead, we view the requirement as a means to gatekeep or deter people
with disability from accessing the social security they are entitled to. As such, CYDA advocates that
the POS should be removed from the DSP access process entirely.

15

To be completed in three years
National Social Security Rights Network. (2018). Disability Support Pension (DSP) Project: A snapshot of DSP client
experiences of claims and assessments since the 2015 changes. Available at NSSRN-DSP-Report-2017-BRQ-casesnapshot-2018_01_31.pdf (ejaustralia.org.au)
17 POS are generally completed partially or wholly through government employment services, such as jobactive or
Disability Employment Services.
16
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Appendix A: Australian Federation of Disability Organisations’ Eight
Key Principles for a Sustainable Disability Support Pension
1. All persons have a human right to social security and social protection. The right to social
security is also a core right of national citizenship in Australia that has long been embedded
in legislation and government policy (e.g., Invalid and Old-aged Pension Act, 1908).
2. The right to social security and social protection does not deny the right to work for persons
with impairment/s and/or chronic condition/s but recognises that across the life course,
persons with disability will require differing levels of socio-economic support to account for
changes in personal circumstances and in the labour market.
3. Persons with disability who are unable to work, or are limited in their capacity to work due to
impairment, have a right to social protection and economic security (CRPD Art. 28).
Mainstream unemployment benefits and income support payments are inappropriate and not
fit for purpose as social security payments for persons with disability.
4. The assessment of disability social security eligibility needs to be fair, reasonable, and
based upon an objective measure of need to ensure it is first, responsive to the individual
and their circumstances, and second, does not generate hardship or greater economic
insecurity.
5. Disability social security assessment processes should be undertaken by relevant medical
and allied health professionals who have the required expertise in relation to the individual’s
impairment/s and chronic condition/s alongside the everyday impacts the impairment/s
and/or chronic condition/s have over a period of time and the impacts of social barriers like
stigma, discrimination and inaccessibility of the labour market.
6. Personal information and evidence provided by the assessing medical and allied health
professionals, and the individual concerned, remains protected under national privacy
legislation and cannot be shared nor drawn upon without the explicit permission of the
individual concerned (CRPD Art. 22).
7. Disability social security assessment processes, procedures and outcomes must be freely
and readily available and distributed widely in inclusive accessible formats and languages to
ensure that all persons with disabilities, their support networks and medical and allied health
professional support networks are fully informed (CRPD Art 21).
8. Responsible government department/s should publish regular and comprehensive deidentified data documenting the core demographic information of recipients alongside
changes to regulations and guidelines to enable, first, the monitoring of impact of such
changes, and second, to ensure that persons with disabilities and/or chronic conditions,
medical and allied health professionals, and relevant organisations are fully informed at all
times (CRPD Art 31). These data should be in a form that allows for secondary analysis by
independent parties.
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