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The Government's increase in drug charges and its crackdown on access to the disability support pension face defeat after Labor yesterday locked itself into voting them down in the Senate.

The Australian Democrats are also opposed, providing the numbers to block the measures. 

Their leader, Natasha Stott Despoja, wrote to the Prime Minister calling for them to be withdrawn and replaced by savings made by excluding high income earners from the health insurance rebate.

A separate Budget measure to spur doctors to prescribe cheaper generic drugs also faces a possible legal challenge from the drug industry.

The Australian Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Association said it was seeking legal advice about the proposed new regulation requiring doctors' computerised prescription systems to give preference to generic drugs

The Opposition's living standards and employment committee last night endorsed the recommendation of the Opposition Leader, Simon Crean, that Labor should oppose the prescription charge rise and tougher eligibility rules for the disability pension.

Mr Crean - who labelled the Budget ''cruel and unfair" and ''smirk and mirrors" - will present alternative reforms in tonight's Budget reply, although he will not match the Government's savings.

The Budget's higher drug charges will save $1.1 billion over four years, including $299 million next financial year. Prescription charges will rise by $6.20 to $28.60. For those on concessions, the rise is $1 to $4.60.

The tighter disability rule will save $336 million over four years - but nothing in 2002-03. It restricts the benefit to people unable to work for 15 hours or more, rather than the present 30.

The move was undermined yesterday when the chair of the Government's 2000 welfare review, Patrick McClure, suggested it was ''not balanced".

The Government is pointing to the McClure review's recommendation that the 30-hour threshold should be changed. But Mr McClure said it was also necessary to take into account the extra costs faced by people with disabilities by providing a ''participation supplement", which the Government had not done.

Mr Howard said the Opposition could not simultaneously say the surplus should be bigger while voting against savings measures.

If these two exploding areas were not curbed, their costs ''will undermine our capacity to deliver additional dollars in other areas of vital need". 

The Treasurer, Peter Costello, accused Mr Crean of ''cynicism and opportunism".

If changes to the pharmaceutical benefits scheme were opposed now, choices later would be more drastic because the scheme was a ''pressure cooker".

Mr Crean said aspects of the PBS did need to be reined in. 

''But you don't do it by putting a 30 per cent hike on the costs of prescriptions." Labor was ''prepared to look at any measures that they sensibly put forward that stamp out the rorters [of the disability pension]".

Mr Howard last night refused to accept the Budget initiatives were doomed. ''They've often feigned and pretended in the past," he said.

The Australian Medical Association condemned the increases in patient charges.

The association said overseas research showed that new drugs saved three times their cost in reduced hospital care and that co-payment rises caused increases in the number of hospital and doctor visits.

The Pharmacy Guild of Australia said the Budget had underestimated the impact of the increase. 

''We know from past experience that people will stop or cut back their medication to a far greater extent than this Budget has anticipated," a spokesman, Patrick Reid, said.

Tackled over the Budget's $1.2 billion deficit for this financial year, after the Government's confident promises of a surplus, Mr Howard pointed to advice from Treasury and the Finance Department at the time. 

Mr Howard said the emblems of the Budget were ''security, safety and strength both from a national defence point of view and also from an economic point of view, because the two are mutually reinforcing".

