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Blind Citizens Australia Employment Policy
Part 6 or 6: The Australian Public Sector as a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Context
Blind Citizens Australia is the united voice of blind and vision impaired Australians. Our mission is to achieve equity and equality by our empowerment, by promoting positive community attitudes and by striving for high quality and accessible services which meet our needs.
Work generates wages, less reliance on welfare, dignity, a sense of purpose and productivity. Work is the cornerstone of social inclusion. People who are blind or vision impaired can and should be meaningfully employed and have the right to seek, work towards and gain rewarding employment.
Part 6, focusing on how the Australian Government can deliver on its commitments to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, presents the views of people who are blind and vision impaired and draws on their experience as current and past employees, volunteers and job seekers. Our policy recognises the employment rights of people who are blind or vision impaired underpinned in Commonwealth and International instruments (refer to Appendix A) and aligns with the Australian Government’s commitment to improve the employment of people with disabilities (refer to Appendix B). 
This is part six in a suite of six Blind Citizens Australia employment related policies.
1. The Australian Government should provide practical assistance to private and small business to develop practical and sector specific workplace strategies and disability action plans to enable the meaningful employment of people who are blind or vision impaired. 

2. The Australian Government should encourage innovative approaches to employment such as social enterprises, or initiatives to assist people with disability to establish their own business, as outlined in the National Disability Strategy. 

3. The Australian Government should work to develop Disability Standards for Employment which align and clarify disability discrimination in all areas relating to employment. This should be accompanied by parallel legislation which ensures that these Standards can be enforced.   

4. The compatibility of new computer systems with software and technology used by employees with disability should be resolved by the development of whole of government requirements which embed accessibility. These requirements could be modelled on Section 508 of the US Rehabilitation Act. This Section requires that electronic and information technology used by US Federal Agencies is accessible to people with disabilities 
5. The Australian Bureau of Statistics, as an independent and respected authority, should be commissioned to undertake research, and publish a regular report, which summarises the employment outcomes for people with a disability, with specific reference to people who are blind or vision impaired. 
6. Young people are the future of this country. Government has a role to play to ensure that people who are blind or vision impaired, especially young people, are provided with the educational and employment skills necessary to be able to contribute economically. One step is to ensure that disability employment service providers are supported by government to assist students and job seekers to gain relevant work experience which translates to employment. 
Best practice dos regarding procurement & accessibility:
1. Do embed accessibility requirements in all IT procurement and design specifications
2. Do include testing in pre-release approval processes. 
3. Do partner with blindness agencies to obtain expert technical advice on accessibility and produce training materials specific for assistive technology users
Worst practice don’ts:

1. Don't try to retrofit IT applications for accessibility - it is very hard to do. Universal design should be incorporated into the development of all new systems to ensure maximum accessibility prior to its use,  
2. Don't ask staff who are blind or vision impaired to use IT training materials that assume use of a screen and mouse pointer. These materials will not be accessible to many people who are blind who use screen reading software using keyboard strokes. 
3. Don't think that accessibility is ‘optional’ because this will leave agencies vulnerable to mitigation, adverse media coverage and trouble with their Minister. Accessible systems benefit all employees, not just those with a disability, and demonstrates not only good practice but good business. 

Case study

In April 2007 the then Department of Employment and Workplace Relations, the Australian Government agency responsible for promoting increased workforce participation by people with a disability, introduced a new electronic file management system called Document Manager without first checking its accessibility with the assistive technology used by its blind employees. Document Manager turned out to be so inaccessible with screen readers that blind employees could not even open documents or save their work. Former agency head Dr Peter Boxall was so angry with his IT staff over this mistake that he ordered them to make personal apologies to affected blind colleagues and immediately made accessibility testing a mandatory part of future IT procurement.
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