I am the manager of a specialist employment service in the most rural and isolated part of Victoria.  In Mildura, we rely very strongly on primary production so are at the whim of the weather.  Our secondary industry relies on the primary industry too for grapes for drying, winemaking, olives, citrus fruit etc.  Employment is very difficult to find - other than seasonal work and the advent of mechanisation has certainly decreased the areas of work available to our jobseekers.

As a result of this, we commenced a small business on the smell of an oily rag.  We did not receive any government funding - other than on job support and training, vehicles and other supports available and funded by the Department of Family and Community Services to assist people with disabilities to find employment.   Our funding agreement states that we must find employment which pays award wages and as we have all the committments of other small businesses, we have had to be very shrewd in order to survive and thrive.  Philanthropic trusts have been our mainstay and assisted us to achieve wonderful employment outcomes for some of our jobseekers.

Without our small business and the sales tax exemption situation, many of our jobseekers, particularly those with the highest support needs such as episodic illnesses (schizophrenia, bi polar etc) would never have made the transition from sitting at home watching tv - smoking - drinking - using drugs and feeling outsiders in their own community.  We are now competing with for profit providers or private indsutry and we sometimes have to use 2 or 3 people to complete a job satisfactorily whilst our opposition uses one and their costs therefore are more easily contained.  The new tax system has made life more difficult for us already with cash flow issues etc and I would hate to see a system where part of the organisation could claim the GST and the other couldn't.

We provide direct, hands on service to the most deprived, disadvantaged people with disabilities in our community.  They are almost seen by some as the "untouchables" - but we have had some wonderful employment successes which have completely changed a persons life.

Private providers are not working in the disability sector as there is no money to be made - our funding body is reducing our funding each year as costs escalate - especially in a rural and isolated area with petrol currently at $1.09 per litre.   Service to our jobseekers is our primary focus and we have grave concerns that unless the current GST system is retained for our organisations or even better a GST exemption to assist with cash flow is initiated - then a lot of us will have to close our doors or at least close down our small businesses which not only provide employment to people who frequently believed they would never get a job again, but also would take away the service we give to our customers.

We do not work on a massive profit.  We provide direct service to help people to have a better life.  Any credit we have at the end of the year is ploughed back into improving the business.

I believe that the "special" classification relating to agencies such as ours   should stay with the GST either being exempt or reclaimable and with a cap on the salary sacrifice of $30,000.  We often use the salary sacrifice as part of a package to supplement the relatively low wages we can offer as opposed to private providers.  It is difficult to obtain specialist trained staff in an area such as ours and we spend a significant amount of money on training and we do not wish to lose staff simply because they can receive better pay elsewhere.

If common sense does not prevail and not for profit services are taxed in the same way as the private sector then there will be significant diminishing of opportunities for people with disabilities to obtain employment in their own areas.   There must be some consideration given for the difficult job we do.

Eileen Pica CEO
