Back against the wall in budget squeeze on pensions
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The stigma of the dodgy back is back. In the 1980s it was a surge in compensation claims for car accident injuries such as whiplash that brought suspicion on the spine. In this week's federal budget, the rising cost of disability pensions put the spotlight on bad backs.

Treasurer Peter Costello announced tougher qualifications for the disability support pension in response to the sharp rise in the number of people claiming it. 

In drastically increasing the threshold of disability to qualify for the $421 fortnightly allowance, Mr Costello said the aim was to get people back to work.

"What we are trying to encourage is people who may have had bad backs, who can't do a full 30 hours a week . . . to do part-time work if they can and get rehabilitation," he said.

From July next year, those applying for the disability pension will have to be assessed as being unable to do 15 hours' work, rather than the present limit of 30 hours.

In the past decade the disability pension payroll has doubled to 652,000 people. Apart from the extra $52 a fortnight, the disability pension has other advantages over the unemployment allowance. There are higher concessions for doctors' visits, medicines and transport.

The government says men over 50, especially retrenched blue-collar workers, are among the fastest-growing categories of recipients. Since the female eligibility for the age pension was raised from 62, more women between 60 and 62 have gone on the disability pension.

A general practitioner can certify a claimant as eligible for the pension. In last year's budget the government reserved the option of requiring a second assessment from a government-appointed doctor or therapist.

The government says this year's tougher qualifications will save it $336 million over the next four years. A spokesman said yesterday that it expected 20,000 people now on the pension to be disqualified because of the change. Another 30,000 who would have joined the scheme next year if the existing rules remained will miss out. 

However, Tom Evans, a psychologist with the Disability Employment Action Centre, said yesterday Mr Costello's plan would backfire on those with back injuries.

"When the government that is supposed to support you labels you a malingerer there is a huge loss in self-esteem," he said. "It makes them lose confidence and increases the sense of hopelessness of getting a job. Declaring you have a back injury becomes an enormous stigma."

Department of Family and Community Services figures suggest those on the disability pension with back injuries are getting more than their share of public attention. People with musculo-skeletal problems, one of the high-growth areas in disability pensions, make up 33 per cent of all claims. Of this number, however, only 27 per cent have spinal disorders, while injuries to lower limbs, necks, shoulders and upper arms account for 20 per cent. Arthritis is responsible for 13 per cent of claims. On those figures, back injuries account for fewer than one in 10 disability pensions. 

Sister Beryl Hodge, 59, has been on the disability pension for 15 years because of lower back problems. 

She was an administrator at the Cluny House aged-care hostel in Kew until she had to have surgery on crushed vertebrae. 

The taxi fare concession that comes with her pension is vital for getting to weekly chiropractic sessions, the cost of which is offset by her status as a pensioner. The changes are unlikely to affect her because she is within five years of the retirement age for women.

About half her pension goes on board, most of the rest on medicines, transport and treatment for her back. She feels that because she can walk, some doubt the seriousness of her condition. "I don't think people fully comprehend what it is like," she said. "I can't sit for long periods and every day I need to take a rest. I'm very dependent on my pension because I'm just not able to do any physical work."

A spokesman for Family and Community Services Minister Amanda Vanstone said reassessments of eligibility were made every two to five years. The new measures would apply equally to people with back disorders and other disabilities.

