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A STRIKE force will be created to respond to chemical, biological and nuclear terrorism threats as part of last night's Budget, which asks Australians to trade higher prescription costs and tougher welfare rules for tighter homeland security

A national stockpile of antidotes will also be developed to help authorities respond to bio-terrorism scares. 

Fears of an attack have driven heavy spending in the Budget, with the Government committing $1.308 billion over five years to upgrade security within the country. 

"I think everybody sort of looks back and says: 'oh well, that was another age ago, that can never happen’," Treasurer Peter Costello said last night. 

"I just hope they're right. But a Government must prepare against the event that could happen. 

He asked Australians to remember how they felt on September 12 when they woke to learn the World Trade Centre towers had been “reduced to rubble”. 

"Put yourself back in that situation, remember what it was like, and ask yourself would a government be doing the right thing by its public if it didn't take additional measures for security." 

The Defence department will spend $121 million over four years to create the permanent bio-terrorism force. 

However, Defence Minister Robert Hill said the risk of an attack remained low. 

The Government will also create an anti-terrorism squad on the east coast to complement an existing group in Western Australia. 

The Tactical Assault Group, to be based at Holsworthy in NSW, will be trained to "conduct offensive and recovery operations" beyond the scope of other Defence Force units. 

Meantime, Australians will be forced to pay more for prescription medication after the Government reigned in its Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme. 

Australians will now pay $28.60 for PBS prescriptions, up $6.20 on the present fee, while pensioners and concession card holders will pay $4.60 - an increase of $1. 

Drugs listed on the PBS are subsidised by the Federal Government at a cost of $4.2 billion per year. The Government says the cost of the scheme has quadrupled since 1991 and may blow out to around $60 billion in the next 40 years. 

The changes are expected to save $1.1 billion over the next four years but Treasurer Peter Costello denied they would force families to go without. 

"If you buy 52 scripts in the year, you buy 52 scripts at $4.60 and after that they're free," Mr Costello said. 

"Somebody who has a chronic condition will pay an additional $52 over the year but they can't pay any more." 

Doctors will also be forced to show the Government why they are prescribing certain medicines under new prescription guidelines. 

Mr Costello said this measure would ensure PBS medicines were "used appropriately". 

A crackdown on pharmacy and PBS fraud was expected to save $349 million over four years. 

Mr Costello also restricted access to the Disability Support Pension in an attempt to save $336 million a year. 

People who are able to work more than 15 hours a week will no longer have access to payments. Previously, the limit was 30 hours. 

The Government is predicting a $2.1 billion surplus for this year's Budget, despite its failure to deliver on last year's pledge. 

In a major surprise, last year’s predicted $1.5 billion cash surplus was revised to become a $1.2 billion deficit. 

"We've had additional expenditure in relation to the War Against Terrorism and tax receipts in the early part of 2002 were weaker than expected," Mr Costello said. 

"I wish we hadn't have had an international economic slowdown and I wish we had avoided the defence commitments, but I think under those circumstances it was a policy which gave us added strength, kept our economy growing and probably set Australia up for the kind of opportunities that I think we'll have in the next year or two." 

The Government believes the economy will grow at 3.75 per cent in the coming year, with improved business confidence and lower interest rates fuelling the increase. It expects unemployment will fall to 6 per cent by June next year. 

Other measures announced in tonight's Budget include: 

  additional surveillance flights to detect illegal immigrants 

  improved access to medical specialists in regional areas 

  delivery of the "baby bonus": up to $2500 in tax relief for new parents 

  a plan to encourage personal superannuation contributions; and 

  support for carers and subsidies for residential aged care.
