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Planning Policy for Personalised Budgets and
Plan Flexibility
Background

The Planning Policy for Personalised Budgets and Plan Flexibility will commence in late
2021.

The NDIA stated that “the introduction of IndependentAssessments” and personalised
budgets are about having a “more consistentand fairer” approach to NDIS planning (NDIS,
Nov 2020).

When Independent Assessments are introduced the funding people receive will be based
on the outcomes of these assessments. The NDIA will be implementing a new planning
policy whereby information is gathered from an Independent Assessmentto inform a
person’s reasonable and necessary level of funding based on functional capacity, their
environmentand general demographics. This is a major change to how levels of support
are currently determined.

The policy will be applied to all participants over the age of seven in line with the rollout of
Independent Assessments. The Independent Assessments will affectplan budgets
immediately from implementation.

The ‘personalised budget’ will be flexible, no longer requiring line items under core,
capacity building and capital categories, though some limited supports will be fixed (e.g.,
SDA). A participant can decide to fix part of their flexible budget to ensure their budget is
mosteffectively applied.

Plans will be in place for up to five years and throughouta 12-month period these funds will
be released atintervals (e.g., monthly or quarterly). The intentis to ensure that funding will
be used over time to meetthe participant's needs and also to preventoverspend resulting
in the need for review.

The NDIA will conduct’Check-ins’ with participants, which will be guided by vulnerabilities
and risks to participants.

Feedback from families and participants

Possability sought input from families and NDIS participants to inform our position in this
paper. An online survey was circulated in February 2021 with 87 respondents and two focus
groups were conducted with six participants. Their feedback provides valuable insights into
their experiences and concerns. The outcomes of the survey are attached.
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Issues of concern

Reduced safeguards to ensure ‘reasonable and necessary supports’ are
provided

Itis concerning that the proposed process effectively removes any obligation or capacity for
the NDIA to provide reasonable and necessary supports ata detailed level to a participant.
Plan budgets will no longer be setafter determining what supports are reasonable and
necessary to meetthe needs and goals of the individual participant. Instead, plan budgets
will be setbased on the Independent Assessmentand demographic information.

Itis not stated in the NDIA consultation paper exactly how the budgets will be framed, but
we know that in the past they have been matched up with Typical SupportPackages, based
on averaged historical data. Participants will be provided with what the agency determines
to be a reasonable and necessary plan budget. However, the ‘one size fits all’ approach of
budget setting means there is a high likelihood that for some participants the budget will
be inadequate to coverall the costs of provision of all reasonable and necessary supports.
Ifthe IndependentAssessmentfails to recognise aspects of a participant’s needs, there is
little scope to rectify this in the planning process; with the planning meeting focusing on
the outcome of the Independent Assessmentand how the budget can be applied to meet
their individual needs and goals.

An Independent Assessmentis also unlikely to identify all issues relating to their
environmentor support, such as restrictive practices that might be in place. In this type of
situation, reasonable and necessary supports to reduce restrictions would not be provided
for in the draft plan budget as they would not be aware of them.

Lack of transparency on budget methodology

The relationship between the Independent Assessmentand the budget is not visible to the
participant. As outlined above, plan budgets are framed with reference to the outcomes of
the Independent Assessmentand the associated Typical Support Packages, but the
participant and other stakeholders have no visibility of this. Without transparency, public
confidence in the scheme will decline. The survey conducted for this submission identified
that there is already scepticism aboutthe rationale for the planning changes.

“The NDIA are on a 'razor gang' process at the moment and selectively take information
from reports to justify slashing funding and do not fund all reasonable and necessary
supports previously planned, agreed and funded for participants.” — Family/carer of NDIS
participant.

Importance of goals downgraded

Participants’ goals are not considered in Independent Assessments and are only addressed
after the plan budget has been set. Participants’ goals and outcomes are only considered in
the planning meeting when identifying how a budget is spent.
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This is a fundamental shift in the intention of the NDIS, which was to support participants to
increase skills and independence and, for those who have the capacity, to gain employment
and be more economically independent. Itis also out of step with the expectations of
participants and their families.

Under the proposed changes, participants will be required to balance their goals and
outcomes with funding for their essential supports. Itis highly likely that on many occasions,
capacity building supports will be forgone because of the need for essential daily supports.
This is a short-sighted approach that will reduce outcomes and benefits for both the
individual and the broader Australian community.

Lack of appeal rights

There is very limited ability to appeal plan budgets because they are based on the
Independent Assessment, where the decision is made outside the NDIA (and hence notin
the NDIA’s reviewable decisions list). [f an assessmentthat leads to the reasonable and
necessary needs of a participant not being met, there is no avenue for redress unless there
was a process failure in the application of the assessment. Independent Assessment results
themselves will not be directly reviewable by the Administrative Appeals Tribunal because
they are not decisions by the NDIA. Complaints aboutthe outcome of the process will not
be covered by the Participant Service Guarantee and therefore won'tbe able to be
investigated by the Commonwealth Ombudsman.

Dismantling scheme’s insurance principles

One of the key objectives of the NDIS was to have an uncapped insurance scheme that
would cover the needs of eligible people with a disability. It was also to enable increased
investment upfront to reduce longer term expenditure on services.

Under the proposed reforms, it is not clear how it will be possible to facilitate long term
strategies that involve higher investment up front that are likely to lead to lower costs in the
future. Ifthe plan budget s fixed based on an historical average, this reduces the ability for
participants and service providers to be innovative with the way their supports are delivered
and to be adaptable. Italso contravenes one of the key objectives of the NDIS, which is to
reduce long term costs to society.

Fewer assessments

Assessments occur atlong intervals (up to five years apart) or only when there are
significant changes in a person'’s condition or environment. So, there is a risk the
assessments will not reflect currentneeds. This further heightens the high-risk nature for the
participant of each assessmentround, particularly for people with poorly understood,
fluctuating or episodic disability or unstable natural supports.

Emergency plan reviews

Itis unclear whether there is the scope for an expedited new Independent Assessmentand
Plan Review in an emergency, where a participant experiences a sudden change in
circumstances and additional supports are needed to keep them and others safe. This has
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been an ongoing issue for participants and providers and will not be addressed by the
proposed Participant Service Charter or Guarantee. Under the current Participant Service
Charter, from July 2021, once the new Independent Assessmenthas completed it is
estimated it will take 77 days to geta plan reviewed (NDIS, Sep 2020)—and there is no
indication of how long it will take to get a new Independent Assessment. This is too long a
period of time to wait when highly vulnerable people and often their families are in crisis.

The change to flexible budgets may assistto cover some costs butonly if the allocated
funds are available. With a change to monthly or quarterly funding allocation this would be
unlikely and depending on the emergency supports required, funds could run out quickly.

In the past, reputable providers have taken action to provide the required additional
supports prior to receiving plan reviews, rather than place the participant and others at risk.
This has left providers financially vulnerable and often out of pocket, as it is difficult and
time consuming to getthe NDIS to provide retrospective payments for this work.

Market impacts

Market impacts have not been considered. Plan budgets will provide funding for
reasonable and necessary supports thatalign with a standardised generic reference
package. Itis not clear how much detail will be provided to the participant in the plan and
whether it will be sufficient to guide their purchasing decisions.

There is significant evidence that participants, families and advocates already find it difficult
to navigate the planning process (Queensland Productivity Commission, 2020). The
planning changes will simplify this process and provide administrative efficiencies for the
NDIA. However, the complexity will simply be shifted to participants to work out how to use
the plan budget to meettheir needs and achieve their goals. Many participants —
particularly those with intellectual impairments and limited family support — are likely to
need additional support with decision-making to ensure money is well spent. While we
agree that participants are the experts in their disability, many may notbe experienced
purchasers of supports and information about quality of supports is difficult to access.

This will therefore resultin providers, supportcoordinators, advocacy groups and other
stakeholders being increasing required to educate and support participants to navigate the
complexities of purchasing decisions, balancing quality and safeguards againstgoals and
outcomes.

Lack of information and consultation with key stakeholders

Itis important that participants have confidence in the assessmentand planning processes,
perceive it as fair and equitable and that it will enable them to accessreasonable and
necessary supports. This is far from certain at this point in time.

A survey of participants and families found very low awareness and understanding of
Independent Assessments and proposed changes to planning process. Ofthe 87
respondents, 43 per centsaid that the survey was the first they had heard of the changes
and 20 per cent said they needed more information to prepare for the changes. Twenty -
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one per cent of respondents said they were concerned aboutthe changes and wanted
them reconsidered, while only 17 per centsaid they had all the information they need and
welcome the changes.

“I had no idea anything was changing, and | find this bizarre. How can you be in the
process of making significantchanges to a critical support system for people with
disabilities and their families, yet not keep current users informed of the proposed
changes?” — Family/carer of NDIS participant.

For further information about this paper, contact engagement@possability.com.au.
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