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LABOR and the Democrats have threatened to block the Howard Government's critical Budget plans to increase medicine costs and limit access to disability pensions, prompting a savage attack by the Prime Minister and a warning from Peter Costello that blocking his measures now could force more drastic cuts in future

When Opposition Leader Simon Crean yesterday denounced the Budget as cruel and dishonest, John Howard retaliated that Labor MPs were "gutless failures". 

Selling his seventh Budget, Treasurer Peter Costello used the Intergenerational Report - which warns of an $80 billion blowout in government health and welfare spending by 2042 - to justify the tough measures he announced on Tuesday. 

Mr Costello said increases in the costs of subsidised medicines and tighter rules for disability pensions - worth a total $380 million next year - were a graduated first step towards addressing what threatened to grow into a substantial problem. 

Failure to act now would require bigger cuts to welfare spending and higher co-payments for subsidised medicine within 10 years. "The alternative to that of course would be trying to damage the Government's economic strategy," Mr Costello told the National Press Club. 

"If you oppose moderate changes, your choices will become more drastic. This will turn out to be a pressure cooker." 

Blocking the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme increases, and disability rule changes in the Senate does not constitute blocking the Government's supply because these measures are covered by legislation separate from the Budget appropriation bills. 

Joining the arm-twisting, the Prime Minister attacked Labor for questioning the changes and denounced plans to block the moves in the Senate. 

He accused Mr Crean of "cheapjack political opportunism" for calling for economic responsibility and then opposing each savings proposal. 

"Spokesman after spokesman ... are saying that we have to have courage to face these issues," Mr Howard told parliament. 

"But when given the opportunity and they have to respond to a measure, they cut and run like the gutless political failures they really are." 

But Mr Crean said Labor did not believe slugging families with higher medicine cost was an inevitability. 

Labor released Health Department figures showing that under changes to the PBS announced in the Budget, a million pensioners and concession card holders would spend $52-a-year more, while 300,000 families would have to fork out an extra $190 a year. 

Mr Crean said that when economic mismanagement had forced the Budget into a $1.2 billion deficit this year increased charges were not justified. 

He said it was a hoax to claim that defence demands or the growing health costs were to blame for loss of a surplus this financial year. 

"It is a cruel Budget because the Government has gone into deficit and it has done that not off the back of ... fighting terrorism and protecting our borders but all on their own watch," he said. "There is a $1.7 billion turnaround since their last forecast before the election and this Budget." 

Democrats leader Natasha Stott Despoja wrote to the Prime Minister last night proposing the Government reduce the 30 per cent health rebate for high-income earners to pay for the costs of PBS and disability pensions. 

"The Democrats are disturbed by the disproportionate burden on the poorer Australians in the Budget," she wrote. 

"In the wake of an election campaign that was generous to middle- and high-income earners we believe it is unfair that poorer Australians foot the bill." 
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