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Disability policy is economic policy
2026 Revenue Summit, October 14th, 2026 — Muriel Cummins, President, Occupational Therapy Society for Hidden and Invisible Disability (OTSi)
Thank you, Greg, and thank you to The Australia Institute for bringing disability into this conversation about Australia’s revenue choices.
I’m Muriel Cummins, President of OTSi, the Occupational Therapy Society for Hidden and Invisible Disability. We represent occupational therapists who work alongside people with disability to support their independence, participation and ability to live the lives they choose. I’m also a member of the Every Australian Counts Steering Committee. 
I want to start with a simple proposition: disability policy is economic policy. And government spending is a choice about what kind of Australia we want to build.
Too often, the NDIS is discussed through graphs showing rising expenditure, as though the spending itself is the problem. We hear much less about what that investment enables, what happens when it is removed, and who ultimately bears the cost.
Let’s try to picture the scale of the proposed cuts. $37.8billion by 2030. Imagine one LEGO brick represents one million dollars. A $37 billion reduction would mean over 37,000 bricks -enough to build an 8m wall standing 1m high – twice the length of your car. That is an extraordinary amount of money — but behind every brick is a person, a family, a worker, a small business or a community.
The scale of these changes is enormous. Over 300,000 thousand people will lose access to the Scheme, and many more risk losing supports they rely on to get through everyday life.  Thousands of jobs will be lost. The full implications remain deeply concerning, particularly when the alternative supports people will need are not yet in place.
And this brings us to a fundamental question: what kind of Australia do we want?
One where people with disability can participate in their communities, pursue education and employment, maintain relationships and live in homes of their choosing? Or one where inadequate support pushes people towards isolation, family breakdown, crisis services and, for some, more restrictive living arrangements?
As occupational therapists, we see what the right support can make possible. We also see what happens when people cannot access it.
One of my greatest concerns is the reduction in allied health capacity-building supports. Occupational therapy and other allied health interventions are not simply additional services to be cut when budgets get tight. They can help people develop skills, adapt their environments, use assistive technology, maintain independence and prevent disability needs from escalating.
Cutting preventative support while hoping to reduce long-term expenditure is the economic equivalent of shooting ourselves in the foot.
When a person loses support, the cost does not necessarily disappear. It can be transferred to hospitals, emergency departments, mental health services, aged care, justice systems and already stretched state services. It can also land on families — particularly women — who reduce their paid work or leave employment altogether to fill the gaps.
And there is a human cost: exhaustion, isolation, distress and the loss of hard-won independence.
There is also an equity issue. If publicly funded allied health support becomes harder to access, those who can afford to pay privately may still get help. Those who cannot may be left waiting until their circumstances deteriorate. That is not an efficient system, and it is not an equitable one.
We need to challenge the assumption that disability support is simply a cost to the economy. The NDIS enables people with disability to participate in the workforce and the community, while supporting family carers to remain in paid employment. Disability support also sustains a substantial workforce and thousands of small businesses. Economic research by Per Capita has shown that every dollar invested in the NDIS returns around $2.25 in economic returns[footnoteRef:1]. We should be asking how to improve that return, not simply how much we can remove. [1:  False Economy: The economic benefits of the NDIS and the consequences of government cost-cutting - Per Capita] 

Of course, public money must be accountable. Waste, fraud and poor practice should be addressed. But accountability must be evidence-based and proportionate. We cannot allow individual cases of rorting to define an entire Scheme, or use them to justify sweeping changes without properly understanding the consequences.
And we must look honestly at our broader revenue choices. What are we prepared to forgo in tax revenue, and what are we prepared to withdraw from people who rely on support? These are choices about priorities, not economic inevitabilities.
The question is not whether Australia can afford to support people with disability. It is whether we can afford the consequences of failing to do so.
A fair and inclusive Australia is not just a moral ambition. It is an economic asset. Reform should strengthen the NDIS, improve accountability and ensure supports reach the people who need them — without dismantling the foundations that make participation possible.
Thank you.
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