Thoughts about Disability Services.

Hardly a day has passed over the last month when Health care funding has not dominated the papers and television news each evening. Critics believe they have found gaps in the funding arrangement and that some people will be disadvantaged. 
It is somewhat ironic then that the Productivity Commission chose this time to announce an Inquiry into Disability Care and Support, a group for whom health funding is extremely critical. In seeking to gain a greater understanding of this issue, Catholic Social Services Victoria recently hosted a Breakfast Briefing where the Yooralla chairman, Mr. Bruce Bonyheady highlighted some of the current pressing needs to our members and friends and outlined the case for a national disability insurance scheme, along the lines of the Medicare model. This concept would be a no-fault funded scheme providing life time care for those disabled by birth, accident or health issues. This group of disabled people figure highly in the long standing work of several Catholic agencies and the support of generations of Catholic families.
Grumbling to myself as I ironed a shirt recently, I recalled a visit last year to Greensborough where St John of God Accord has a large centre for disabled clients. The room out of which the most joy and laughter emanated was the laundry where a commercial ironing service provides a real sense of purpose for several clients. The noise and jokes shared with the staff, were a powerful reminder that these individual disabled people had developed strong bonds and were each valued for the persons they had become. This delightful level of care at the day to day level, is also enshrined within the mission and documents of the different agencies. Among the ‘Essential Elements’ listed by the Daughters of Charity is one that reads, Social Nature and the Human Person. 
In delving a little more deeply into this Social Nature, the Sisters saw themselves ‘Working on behalf of justice as advocates for the poor and vulnerable, the uninsured, the underinsured and the disenfranchised’. It is ironic that this statement predates the current debate about national insurance by 15 years, and highlights the visionary stance of many of our Religious orders and their professional lay associates. It is also true that a visitor to Marillac House, a long established Daughters of Charity home, would have witnessed similar scenes to the ironing service, happiness and trust evident in the smiles on the faces of the residents.
The Archdiocese has been truly blessed by the example of men and women who devoted their lives to the care of the disabled. St. Paul’s’ School for the Blind, successor to the Catholic Braille Writers group, the Dominican Sisters’school for the deaf at Portsea, and the John Peirce Centre, are all examples of initial inspiration followed by years of perspiration.The religious and lay men and women who staffed these centers marched to a different drum as they went about their quiet lives of service. They were assisted by a further group marching to the same drum, but  who were much more out there. These were the ones who fund raised and supported the homes and schools through a wide range of creative events and activities from the very old Queen Carnivals to Housie and sporting events, Race days and the like. Also remembered are those who collected donations, money, food from the markets and other goods, giving of their time when they perhaps had little to offer financially.

Within the welfare sector, time has seen the passing of this older ‘charity’ model of care, to one that is termed the ‘justice’ model, where it is deemed that all people have a birth right to access to the things that sustain life. Major changes have seen an ‘individualised funding model’, where support funds are allocated to an individual rather than to an institution or program, and the person chooses how and where to  access services.Villa Maria have recently opened their innovative high-care home for young people who had been languishing in aged care facilities. Certainly the people who mount the case for the National Disability Insurance Scheme, will be motivated by many of the same values that inspired our carers and supporters of earlier times. The broad Christian call to love your neighbor, and the more specific elements of Catholic Social Teaching that emphasize , Respect and Human Dignity, supported by the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, all call us to away of life that puts others first. And any doubt about who the first are is dispelled by the gospel, where we see Jesus choosing to move  among the poor, lame, widowed, orphaned, imprisoned, and mentally handicapped.
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