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About Blind Citizens Australia

Blind Citizens Australia is the peak national representative organisation of and for people who are blind or vision impaired. Founded in 1975, 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. 
We provide peer support, information dissemination, advocacy support and advice to community and government on issues of importance to people who are blind or vision impaired. 
Our work is directly informed by lived experience of blindness and vision impairment. Our members, our Directors and the majority of our staff are blind or vision impaired.

Introductory comments

The unemployment rate of people who are blind or vision impaired is still four times the national average,

And current approaches to this problem are failing. A survey conducted by Blind Citizens Australia between October 2013 and April 2014 found that only 35 per cent of respondents had been successful in gaining employment through a disability employment service. We believe disability employment services could be achieving far better outcomes for people who are blind or vision impaired and welcome the opportunity to provide feedback to inform the review of the disability employment services framework. 

We have chosen to comment only on those areas that are of most concern to the community we represent. In regards to the more technical elements of the framework that are explored in discussion points 6-10 of the Department’s discussion paper, we endorse the views put forward by the Australian Blindness Forum (ABF) and Vision 2020 Australia in their submissions to this review.

1. Eligibility
BCA supports the proposal for disability employment services to be extended to school-leavers to provide assistance with the transition from education to employment. In recognition of the need for early intervention in this area, however, we believe the eligibility criteria should be broadened to include students aged 15 or over who wish to work, volunteer, or undertake job skills training while still completing their studies. Research demonstrates that building experience in the job market early in life can greatly enhance an individual's long-term employment prospects.
 While most school-aged youth still enter the workforce in entry level roles within the customer service industry, these jobs aren’t always the most practical option for young people who are blind or vision impaired. Disability Employment Services could play a key role in assisting students who are blind or vision impaired to explore alternative pathways to employment that are tailored to their individual needs. This is a crucial step in ensuring that young people with disability do not fall behind their sighted peers and are given adequate opportunities to develop a competitive edge in open employment.
Further, we believe all job-seekers with disability should be able to access disability employment services irrespective of whether or not they are already in a job. The fact that people are currently prohibited from accessing a disability employment service if they are already working eight or more hours per week has the potential  to trap many people in a desperate cycle of under-employment. This observation is supported by data from Vision Australia’s 2012 employment survey, which revealed that one third of respondents who were already in employment wanted to work more hours.
 Failing to provide assistance to people with disability who wish to transition to another role is also inconsistent with the transient nature of Australia’s workforce, with research suggesting that the average Australian will have up to 17 different employers across their work life.
 Without being able to access appropriate support, people with disability can easily remain in entry level roles as they may not have adequate opportunities to progress to positions that are better paid and/or more challenging. In light of these shortfalls, we support the introduction of more comprehensive, consumer-focused job plans and see these as being a key factor in holistically planning for career progression.
2. Choice and control
In the survey undertaken by BCA between 2013 and 2014, respondents noted considerable frustration about the lack of flexibility around requirements for face-to-face contact with DES providers. We therefore support a more flexible model that eliminates restrictions on where and how an individual chooses to access services. The revised framework should ultimately be based around the same principles of choice and control that currently underpin the National Disability Insurance scheme. We recommend the Department refer to Section 8 of the NDIS Act 2013 for further guidance. 

It is important that people who are blind or vision impaired are not limited to accessing skills training and other employment-related services from employment providers only, as there may be instances where a diagnostic-specific organisation that does not sit within the DES framework may be better equipped to meet a person’s individual needs.

At the other end of the spectrum, choice and control also shouldn’t limit an individual to accessing services from a disability-specific provider. Many individuals feel that this structure reinforces disability as “other”, and is largely inconsistent with the social model of disability. Not only should people with disability have the option of going to a mainstream provider if this is their preference, but Disability Employment Services could play a key role in engaging with mainstream services to enhance their level of disability confidence.

3. Access to information

BCA supports the Department playing a lead role in facilitating access to information on accessible and user friendly platforms, provided the Department also takes an inward approach to accessibility. It is not just private industry that continues to disadvantage job-seekers who are blind or vision impaired, but also government. The software systems that are currently mandated for use within Disability Employment Services are still not compatible with screen-reading and magnification software that is used by 

People who are blind or vision impaired; preventing many people from obtaining employment within these services.

As the Department of Finance is currently taking steps to finalise Australia’s adoption of the European Standard for the procurement of accessible ICT (EN 301 549),
 The Department must demonstrate best practice in the procurement of universally designed software and hardware that will maximise employment outcomes for people who are blind or vision impaired. If the Department decides to endorse a more market-led approach, strict guidelines must be put in place to prohibit providers from tendering for services that do not meet the access needs of people who are blind or vision impaired.

Inaccessible application processes continue to present barriers for job-seekers who are blind or vision impaired. Both private industry and government continue to publish job advertisements, position descriptions and selection criteria as image PDFs, which cannot be interpreted by text-to-speech software used by people who are blind or vision impaired. Inaccessible websites, application forms and visual captchas are also a cause of great frustration which can impact on employment outcomes for job-seekers with a print disability. DES staff should be trained to take a proactive approach to such issues and take initiative to bring these matters to the attention of those businesses responsible.

 
Implementing a rights-based approach to service coordination also involves participants having access to relevant, accessible and easy to understand information that will assist them to advocate for themselves when the need arises. Information about complaint processes and client rights and responsibilities must be made available in plain English, and in alternate formats such as large print, Braille, audio and Easy English.

4. Workforce capacity
BCA is increasingly concerned at the lack of prerequisite requirements for individuals working in the disability employment space. All staff working in frontline roles must be able to undertake their work in accordance with a human rights based approach to people with disability. The Department may therefore wish to consider whether there is scope to develop a central induction package for new staff that is aligned with CHCDIS007 - Facilitate the empowerment of people with disability.

Our members continuously report that staff working in the disability employment space have a limited awareness of blindness or vision impairment in particular and are therefore ill-informed about appropriate job-readiness strategies. Our employment policy suite may be useful in allowing staff to better understand how to work with participants who are blind or vision impaired. It includes resources for recruiters, employers, disability employment service providers and Government. It also includes a number of fact sheets that challenge assumptions about what people who are blind or vision impaired can do, bust myths, provide guidance on legal blindness and how people who are blind access information. These resources could contribute to a central repository of diagnostic-specific information that is readily available to DES providers. Blind Citizens Australia’s Employment Policy Suite can be downloaded from http://bca.org.au/employment/
Finally, although the Employment Assistance Fund is out of the scope of this review, we believe DES providers could be playing a more proactive role in facilitating access to adaptive technology through the fund. While the Employment Assistance Fund can provide equipment to people who are actively looking for work, this is a little known fact amongst DES providers. In most instances, there is no work undertaken to ensure job-seekers who are blind or vision impaired have access to appropriate adaptive technology until they have already secured employment. This can be quite stressful for people who are blind or vision impaired, as they are then faced with the challenge of settling into a new job while concurrently learning how to use new and often complex technology. DES providers should be playing a lead role in ensuring job-seekers who are blind or vision impaired have access to appropriate technology to help them become job ready and look for work. This will allow people to enter a new job with far more confidence and may ultimately assist people to retain employment longer-term.

Conclusion

Thank you for allowing Blind Citizens Australia to provide feedback to inform the review of the disability employment services framework. We hope this review will pave the way to addressing some of the issues that have been highlighted throughout this submission.

If you require further information about any matter that has been raised throughout this submission, please do not hesitate to contact us. Our Advocacy and Policy Officer, Rikki Chaplin can be contacted by phone on (03) 9654 1400, or by email at Rikki.chaplin@bca.org.au.
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