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CONTINENCE MANAGEMENT AND SUPPORT SCHEME 
Grievance 

MR G.M. CASTRILLI (Bunbury) [9.25 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Disability Services regarding 
continence management and support scheme funding. I bring this matter to the attention of the house and the 
Minister for Disability Services via the parliamentary secretary, the member for Kingsley. My concern is about 
the unacceptable situation that has befallen people who need assistance with continence aids. For thousands of 
Western Australians of all ages, not just the elderly, incontinence is a  serious issue affecting their quality of life. 
A lack of bladder and bowel control can affect people’s ability to be part of their community, and in many cases 
prevent them from being active in daily life. It can even mean a simple trip to shops can be a highly stressful 
experience. 

The ACTING SPEAKER: Members are to keep their conversations down, please. 

Mr G.M. CASTRILLI: One in 10 Australians are affected by urinary incontinence, and one in 20 are affected 
by bowel incontinence. The percentage will increase with age, and overall numbers are rising in line with our 
ageing population. The continence management and support scheme is administered by the Disability Services 
Commission in conjunction with the Department of Health. I understand that the contracts are with Silver Chain, 
and that the supply of the products to clients is through Independence Australia.  

Up to $490 a year is provided in subsidies to help offset the cost of continence aids. I think this is a fantastic 
helping hand, but for many people it does not go anywhere near covering their annual cost for continence 
products. For instance, a person in a wheelchair who requires regular catheters may be spending up to $290 a 
month just on catheters alone. The costs are magnified for people who have permanent and severe loss of both 
their bladder and bowel function. Many people who rely on the continence management support scheme are 
receiving the disability or age pension, which means that their fixed incomes can be stretched only so far.  

This system is at full capacity. In recent months I have been contacted by constituents who are deeply concerned 
that it seems that no decision has been made on the future of the funding for this much-needed service. I 
understand that although the current clients are able to continue accessing funds for continence aids on the 
scheme, new people wishing to apply are not able to do so. In response to previous inquiries, I have been told 
that Silver Chain does not have a waiting list for continence assessments, which are a necessary part of clients 
receiving the funding. However, it appears that it is because Independence Australia cannot and will not take on 
a new client, knowing it will be unable to refer them through to the Silver Chain process if it knows that no 
funding is available.  

I have been advised that Independence Australia currently has a list of approximately 900 people wishing to sign 
up for the service; however, there is no guarantee of funding for new clients. These 900 or more people, 
therefore, are essentially on a waiting list that is going nowhere, and Independence Australia has been forced to 
turn people away since November 2012. I am aware that people with high needs for continence devices are also 
able to apply for a federal continence aids payment scheme, or CAPS; however, CAPS alone is inadequate for 
many people’s needs and they rely on the state service to assist with the cost. 

As someone who personally fought to introduce the continence management support scheme into Western 
Australia more than six years ago, I am pleased that it has been so well used and has without a doubt filled a high 
level of demand. However, this high take-up rate has also contributed towards this situation. With a growing and 
ageing population, I am certain that the demand for continence aids will only continue to rise. The need for 
people to live in the community while maintaining their independence and dignity is paramount; it is a basic 
fundamental aspect of what we call “quality of life”. People’s lives are being affected by this indecision to 
expand the funding. On behalf of my constituents, therefore, I call on the government to immediately expedite 
funds for existing clients and allow new clients to come on board the system. I thank the parliamentary secretary 
for taking this grievance. I hope that the minister she is representing in this place will urgently address this very 
serious issue. 

MS A.R. MITCHELL (Kingsley — Parliamentary Secretary) [9.31 am]: I thank the member for Bunbury for 
bringing this matter to the chamber’s attention. As he said, it is a very serious condition that affects people’s 
quality of life. Certainly, it affects ageing members of the community and people of all ages with a disability. I 
do not think people understand the extent of its impact on people’s lives. I suggest that many members of this 
chamber know someone or have someone they love who has this condition. It can be, as the member suggested, 
a very debilitating condition that has not only physical issues but also much broader mental and social issues. 

It is wonderful that a scheme has been established. It is excellent that the government’s continence management 
support scheme exists and that people are able to receive a subsidy—it is just a subsidy, as the member said; it 
does not cover the total cost—for the cost of continence products. As the member said, the Western Australian 
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scheme subsidy is $490 per person per year and is based on the number of people the scheme can accommodate. 
At this stage about 9 000 people can access this support to manage incontinence and meet the cost of continence 
products. 

It is a fact that the scheme is jointly managed by the Disability Services Commission and the Department of 
Health. The Department of Health works with Silver Chain to undertake assessment and eligibility requirements 
to determine the right products for each person—a number of products and issues need to be worked through—
whereas the Disability Services Commission engages Independence Australia to administer the product 
provision component of the continence subsidy program. DSC currently has an annual budget of $2.76 million to 
undertake this work and, as the member said, if it has no more money it cannot support other people. There is 
also no doubt that the demand for continence support products continues to climb. It is currently an issue because 
of our ageing population, and there is no doubt that, with our growth in population, the demand will continue to 
grow and we could have a greater problem, which we certainly do not want. At the moment 80 per cent of people 
using the scheme are aged 65 years or over. Although that figure covers the ageing part of the issue, as I said, 
people with a disability also use the program. 

The member said he was actively involved in the establishment of the program, which began in 2007–08 with 
782 consumers initially accessing the scheme. In the past five years that number has increased more than 
10 times, which is a significant number. It is a silent problem that exists, but does not get talked about very 
much. The increased use reflects an increased awareness of the program. I guess more people are aware that they 
can access the program, which is excellent. There is also an increase in the number of continence nurses. There 
are currently 96, yet when the program started there were only 20. More wonderful nurses, therefore, are able to 
go out and assess people for the services and support they may require. Another important factor is the growing 
population and that it is ageing. A number of factors have led to the requirement for the program to reflect the 
needs of people in our community and also to support them. 

I can also tell the member that the state government has provided an additional $1.2 million, or $400 000 each 
year, in one-off funding for existing clients. We have therefore been topping up each year from the initial 
amount of money. However, as the member highlighted, there is now a waitlist and a backlog. The member also 
mentioned additional funding through the commonwealth continence aids payment scheme of $521 per person. 
Most people are eligible for that payment, which is a direct payment made to the person once or twice a year. We 
also know that some people are spending up to $8 000 a year on products, despite being on low or fixed incomes. 
The member highlighted some of those issues. It is pleasing to know that the Cancer Council also provides 
support for people who need continence supports. 

One of the things the member alluded to in his grievance that is very important and what I call a silent issue is 
that many people with incontinence are at risk of further physical and health issues. It certainly intensifies social 
isolation, which is a huge issue. As the member said, for some people going to the shop can even prove risky. 
The problem can restrict employment, leisure and educational opportunities; it can contribute to financial 
hardship, and it is one of those things that we just do not tend to talk about. Some people have to give up the 
independence of living in their own home and move into a nursing home, which they would prefer not to do.  

I can assure the member that the Disability Services Commission has been advocating, and continues to 
advocate, for more funding to reduce the current waitlist and to support people with high needs who require that 
support. It is with great pleasure that I announce today that the Treasurer—I am sorry he is not in the chamber to 
hear our recognition of support—has this week approved a payment of $1 million to immediately address the 
needs of the people on the waitlist. The Minister for Disability Services and the Minister for Health will be 
examining the best ways to manage this program in the future. I thank the member for Bunbury once again for 
bringing this matter to the house. 
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