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1. [bookmark: _Toc232498699][bookmark: _Toc236388439] Executive Summary
This submission supports the Government’s proposed reforms to the employment services system. It acknowledges the need to move toward a more tailored system that responds to individual circumstances, supports suitable employment pathways and delivers stronger long-term employment outcomes.
For people who are blind or vision impaired, generic employment service models are often inadequate. Employment barriers are frequently linked not to motivation or qualifications, but to employer confidence, workplace accessibility, assistive technology and the need for specialist workplace adjustments. These issues require specialist expertise and strong employer engagement capability rather than standardised case management approaches.
This submission also raises concerns regarding limited participant choice and control within the specialist blindness employment sector. In practice, many participants have access to only one specialist provider within their state or territory, limiting competition, accountability and informed choice. The concentration of multiple government-funded functions within the same organisations further raises important questions regarding market stewardship, transparency and participant autonomy.
The proposed reforms present an opportunity to redesign employment services around participant outcomes, specialist expertise, accessibility and genuine inclusion rather than administrative compliance and provider-centred service delivery. These principles are also consistent with the objectives of Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021–2031, which emphasises economic participation, accessibility, inclusion and greater choice and control for people with disability.
This submission recommends that the redesigned employment services system:
· [bookmark: _Toc59048283][bookmark: _Toc232498700][bookmark: _Toc43900325]embeds accessibility from the outset, particularly within digital service pathways
· recognises the need for specialist expertise for low-incidence disability cohorts
· strengthens and professionalises the employment consulting workforce through recognised qualifications and capability standards
· expands participant choice and control, including allowing remote access to specialist providers regardless of geography
· improves public reporting and transparency regarding provider performance, participant outcomes and employer engagement
· requires employment providers to demonstrate leadership in disability employment within their own organisations.
The evidence clearly demonstrates that people who are blind or have low vision can and do participate successfully in education, professional careers and the broader workforce. The policy challenge is whether Australia’s employment services system is structured to recognise, support and translate that capability into meaningful and sustainable employment outcomes.
2. [bookmark: _Toc236388440] About Blind Citizens Australia
[bookmark: _Toc59048284]Blind Citizens Australia (BCA) is the peak national representative organisation for Australians who are blind or vision impaired. For over 50 years, BCA has empowered people to lead full, active lives and participate meaningfully in society.
BCA provides expert, individual and systemic advocacy, advice, and peer support for people who are blind or vision impaired. As a disability-led organisation, our work is directly informed by lived experience: most staff and volunteers are blind or vision impaired, and all directors are members of BCA. We provide culturally safe, intersectional advocacy that recognises people’s unique needs and identities, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, culturally and linguistically diverse communities, and people experiencing multiple disabilities or complex health conditions.
Our advice is informed by consultations with our 3000+ members, other people who are blind or vision impaired, and our ongoing collaboration and representation with key stakeholders across industry, government and the disability and community services sector and guided by: 
· Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) (DDA/the Act).
· Australian Human Rights Commission Act 1986 (Cth).
· Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021–2031.
· Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
· United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD).
· Recommendations from the Disability Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability (The Royal Commission).
3. [bookmark: _Toc232498701][bookmark: _Toc236388441] Response to consultation 
BCA welcomes the opportunity to provide input to the reforms to the employment services system and overhaul of Workforce Australia. It’s estimated that over 500,000 people living in Australia are blind or vision impaired. The extent to which people who are blind or vision impaired can actively and independently participate in community life relies on public facilities, services and systems being designed in a way that is inclusive.
[bookmark: _Toc236388442]3.1 Overview
BCA welcomes the Government’s acknowledgement that the current employment services system has become overly bureaucratic and that a one-size-fits-all approach has not delivered the employment outcomes Australians deserve. The proposed tiered model represents an important opportunity to rethink how employment services are delivered, particularly for people who are blind or vision impaired.
The rollout of Inclusive Employment Australia (IEA) in November 2025 was intended to improve employment outcomes for people with disability. However, in February 2026 the Minister acknowledged that forms required to access the system remained inaccessible to people using screen readers, with no confirmed timeline for remediation.
A system cannot be considered fully inclusive when some participants cannot independently access its entry pathways. This issue is also inconsistent with the objectives of Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021–2031, which identifies accessible systems and services as essential to improving social and economic participation for people with disability.
Recent reporting indicates that only 11.7 per cent of jobseekers secured long-term employment through a job provider during the 2024-25 financial year (https://ministers.dewr.gov.au/burke/government-response-house-select-committee-workforce-australia-employment-services) . This raises important questions regarding whether current funding, performance and accountability structures are producing meaningful employment outcomes.
The existing IEA model remains heavily shaped by government contracts, provider performance measures and organisational outcomes. In practice:
· employers decide who is hired and what skills are valued
· training and professional qualifications for employment consultants are often optional
· accountability is directed primarily at provider organisations rather than individual practitioners
· government regulates providers but does not require recognised professional standards for those delivering frontline employment services.
Unlike teaching, social work, psychology, occupational therapy, rehabilitation counselling or human resources, employment consulting is not recognised as a profession with mandatory qualifications, registration requirements or professional standards. Yet employment consultants routinely support people with complex disabilities, engage with employers and influence long-term career outcomes.
The result is inconsistent capability across the workforce, high staff turnover and significant variation in service quality. This issue is particularly important for people who are blind or have low vision.
As at 31 October 2025, only 2,225 participants in Disability Employment Services reported vision impairment as their primary disability and only 105 reported deafblindness (https://data.gov.au/data/dataset/disability-employment-services-monthly-data/resource/88b96940-4ee1-4163-8a1c-1a9e0f2be70f). Together, these groups represented less than one per cent of the total caseload. People who are blind or have low vision are therefore marginal participants within a system designed primarily around much larger disability cohorts.
Vision impairment presents distinct employment participation challenges that often require specialist expertise, including:
· accessible recruitment practices
· employer education and confidence building
· workplace accessibility and job redesign
· reasonable adjustments
· assistive technology
· specialist career development and retention supports.
The employment services model continues to focus heavily on generic case management, compliance and job search activity.
An important capability for achieving meaningful employment outcomes is the ability to work effectively with employers. The former Certificate IV in Employment Services recognised this through units such as CHCECD005 Deliver Employment Services to Employers. This competency focused on:
· building and maintaining employer relationships
· understanding workforce and labour market needs
· promoting candidates to employers
· negotiating placements and workplace adjustments
· supporting retention after placement.
In practice, these functions are closer to business development and workforce engagement than traditional case management.
Employment outcomes are ultimately determined within the labour market, not within employment service systems alone. For many jobseekers who are blind or vision impaired, the primary barrier is not motivation, job readiness or qualifications. It is employer confidence and employer decision-making.
Vision Australia’s 2021 employer research identified employer attitudes and perceptions as a significant barrier to employment (https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.visionaustralia.org%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2F2021-09%2F31385%2520-%2520Employer%2520Research%2520Report%2520Final%2520V2%252017JUN2021.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK). There is no shortage of information available to employers, nor to people who are blind or vision impaired. The challenge is translating that information into actual employment outcomes through meaningful employer engagement and relationship building.
The proposed reforms appear to assume that many participants can be effectively supported through digital self-service pathways. This may create unintended consequences for people who rely on assistive technology. Many people who are blind or vision impaired are highly job-ready and may therefore be placed into Tier 1. However, if digital systems are not fully accessible, the very people expected to self-manage may encounter additional barriers before they even engage with the labour market.
[bookmark: _Toc236388443]3.2 Lack of choice and control 
Another significant issue is the lack of genuine choice and control. Unlike many other jobseekers, people who are blind or vision impaired effectively have access to only one specialist blindness employment provider in each state or territory. This means there is often little or no opportunity to choose between competing specialist providers based on expertise, performance or individual fit.
The current system largely allocates support according to geography rather than allowing participants to select the consultant or provider best suited to their needs. This approach appears inconsistent with the National Standards for Disability Services, particularly:
· Standard 1 – Rights
· Standard 2 – Participation and Inclusion
· Standard 3 – Individual Outcomes
· Standard 4 – Feedback and Complaints
· Standard 5 – Service Access
· Standard 6 – Service Management.
A system that effectively offers only one specialist provider cannot easily claim to support genuine choice and control.
Australia’s obligations under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), particularly Article 27 relating to the right to work and employment, reinforce the importance of ensuring that people with disability can exercise genuine choice, autonomy and participation within employment support systems. A service environment in which participants have little practical ability to choose between specialist providers risks undermining these principles of independence, inclusion and equal participation.
This situation is further complicated by the concentration of multiple government-funded functions within a single organisation. In NSW, Vision Australia is simultaneously:
· the specialist Inclusive Employment Australia provider for people who are blind or have low vision
· a major NDIS service provider
· a provider of JobAccess workplace assessment services.
While these programs operate under separate funding arrangements, from the perspective of a participant they often intersect throughout a person’s education, employment and disability support journey. The issue is not whether these services are delivered professionally. Rather, it is whether the current system provides genuine choice, control and separation of functions for participants.
From a participant perspective, the practical effect can be that a person has a single provider relationship across multiple government-funded services. This raises important questions:
· Where is the participant’s ability to choose between competing specialist providers?
· How can participants exercise informed choice when there may be no alternative specialist provider available?
· What mechanisms exist to ensure accountability when the same organisation occupies multiple roles within the support ecosystem?
· How is market stewardship being exercised where a specialist provider effectively holds a dominant position within a low-incidence disability sector?
Choice and control cannot be said to exist where there is only one specialist provider option. A market in which participants cannot realistically choose an alternative provider is not functioning as a genuine market. It is functioning as a monopoly provider environment, regardless of the quality of services delivered.
[bookmark: _Toc236388444]3.4 Allow remote access to IEA providers
The continued reliance on geography as the primary determinant of who can provide employment services should be reconsidered.
The core functions of an Inclusive Employment Australia provider can largely be delivered remotely, including career planning, job search support, application assistance, interview preparation, employer engagement and post-placement support.
Similarly, employer engagement is no longer constrained by geography. Employment consultants routinely communicate with employers through email, phone and video conferencing. Building and maintaining employer relationships can be undertaken from anywhere in Australia.
For people who are blind or vision impaired, the most significant barriers to employment are often employer confidence, workplace accessibility and access to appropriate adjustments rather than physical proximity to an employment consultant.
Where specialist workplace assessments are required, the JobAccess Scheme already provides site-based assessments through qualified assessors. The employment provider does not necessarily need to be physically located near either the jobseeker or the employer.
The critical factor should not be postcode. It should be capability. Employment services should be designed around access to expertise, not access to an office.
[bookmark: _Toc236388445]3.5 Public reporting and accountability 
The employment challenges faced by people who are blind or vision impaired exist despite significant educational achievement.
Research undertaken by the Department of Education, Skills and Employment found that students with disability are less likely to complete tertiary study than comparable peers. However, completion rates for students with vision impairment were reported at approximately 59 per cent (https://www.aihw.gov.au/australias-disability-strategy/outcomes/education-and-learning/higher-education-completion).
At the same time, approximately 12.4 per cent of domestic university students now report having a disability (https://www.unimelb.edu.au/accessibility/training/user-groups). Disability participation in higher education is no longer marginal. Yet employment outcomes for people who are blind or vision impaired continue to lag behind educational attainment. This suggests that the primary barrier is increasingly not educational achievement but labour market access.
The evidence has been clear for many years. The Vision 2020 Clear Focus report (https://v2020.org.au/resources/clear-focus-the-economic-impact-of-vision-loss-in-australia/) found that approximately 40 per cent of people who are blind or have low vision were discouraged workers, compared with 7.3 per cent of the general working-age population. The report also found underemployment among people with vision loss was approximately double the national average.
While initiatives such as the Australian Network on Disability’s Disability Confident Recruiter program encourage employers to improve inclusion practices, there is limited public reporting regarding the employment outcomes achieved through these initiatives. Greater transparency would help distinguish symbolic commitments from measurable workforce inclusion outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc236388446]3.6 Require IEA providers to walk the talk 
The recent United Blind Leaders (https://unitedblindleaders.org/news-updates/ubl-update-webinar-recap-research-launch-and-free-embership?ss_source=sscampaigns&ss_campaign_id=69d8957a5102a377969a7d6f&ss_email_id=69d895e074fd1a04ef12f90e&ss_campaign_name=UBL+Update%3A+Webinar+Recap%2C+Research+Launch%2C+and+Free+embership&ss_campaign_sent_date=2026-04-10T06%3A17%3A08Z ) environmental scan of 21 blindness organisations highlighted a broader issue regarding representation and decision-making. The report argues that inclusion is not simply about what decisions are made, but who is making them.
The findings showed:
· only two organisations had a CEO with lived experience of blindness
· most organisations lacked a clear leadership pipeline for blind people
· only 14 per cent had measurable employment targets
· only one organisation had targets for management positions.
These findings raise important questions for employment service providers themselves. Employment providers regularly advise employers on disability inclusion, workforce diversity and equitable recruitment. Yet there appears to be little public reporting regarding how many people with disability they employ, at what organisational levels, and whether they maintain measurable disability employment targets.
If employment providers are expected to lead employers toward inclusive hiring practices, they should demonstrate those practices within their own organisations.
The emphasis within Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021-2031 on accountability, inclusion and measurable outcomes further supports the need for stronger public reporting regarding employment participation and leadership representation within disability employment services.
[bookmark: _Toc236388447]3.7 Expand the reporting framework 
The Inclusive Employment Australia reporting framework should be expanded to include publicly available performance metrics for specialist disability providers. Current reporting provides useful information regarding participant demographics and program participation but does not enable participants, policymakers or disability advocates to assess the effectiveness of specialist providers serving particular disability cohorts.
For people who are blind or vision impaired, there is currently no publicly available data showing whether specialist providers are achieving better employment outcomes, stronger retention rates, higher participant satisfaction or improved employer engagement.
Transparency is particularly important where participants have limited provider choice. At a minimum, reporting should include:
· employment outcomes
· retention outcomes
· participant satisfaction
· employer satisfaction
· outcomes by disability cohort
· graduate employment outcomes.
What gets measured gets managed. If specialist disability expertise is valued, it should be visible within the public performance framework and whether outcomes improve over time.
[bookmark: _Toc236388448]3.8 A systems theory perspective
Many of the issues identified throughout this submission reflect broader structural characteristics of the employment services system rather than isolated operational problems.
A systems theory perspective highlights that employment outcomes for people who are blind or vision impaired are not determined by a single factor such as individual motivation, job readiness or provider performance. Instead, outcomes emerge from the interaction of multiple interconnected systems including government policy, employment services, education, employers, technology, disability support services and labour market structures.
Viewed through a systems lens, many of the challenges identified in this submission are symptoms of structural fragmentation and misaligned incentives across the broader employment ecosystem.
The current employment services model largely treats unemployment as an individual problem to be managed through compliance, case management and job search activity. Systems theory suggests this approach is incomplete because employment outcomes are heavily shaped by interactions between systems rather than by the actions of the jobseeker alone.
For example, a highly qualified jobseeker who is blind may still experience unemployment due to:
· inaccessible recruitment platforms
· employer assumptions regarding productivity or workplace adjustments
· limited assistive technology knowledge
· fragmented coordination between employment providers and workplace assessment services
· inconsistent consultant capability
· funding models that prioritise rapid placements over long-term career development.
Under systems theory, these barriers are interconnected. Weakness in one part of the system can undermine outcomes across the entire employment pathway.
The current system demonstrates several characteristics of a poorly integrated service system.
Fragmentation and siloed functions: Programs such as Inclusive Employment Australia, the NDIS and JobAccess operate under separate funding and accountability arrangements, yet participants experience them as part of a single support ecosystem. Where coordination is weak, participants may encounter duplication, service gaps or unclear accountability.
Misaligned incentives: Provider performance frameworks often reward short-term placement outcomes rather than sustainable employment, career progression or employer capability building. Systems theory suggests that systems tend to produce the outcomes they are designed and incentivised to produce. If the system primarily measures rapid placements, providers will naturally prioritise those outcomes over long-term employment quality.
Over-reliance on geography: The current model allocates specialist support largely according to location rather than expertise. This constrains access to specialist knowledge through administrative boundaries rather than participant need.
Lack of feedback transparency: Effective systems rely on feedback loops to identify whether interventions are working. The lack of publicly available specialist-provider performance data limits the ability of participants, policymakers and advocates to assess system effectiveness and identify areas requiring improvement.
Digital accessibility failures: The inability of some participants to independently access digital entry pathways demonstrates how exclusion in one subsystem, digital infrastructure, can create barriers throughout the broader employment system. Accessibility cannot be treated as an optional add-on because system failure at the entry point affects all downstream outcomes.
Systems theory also supports the argument for greater professionalisation of employment consulting. In complex systems, workforce capability significantly influences system performance. Inconsistent consultant qualifications, high staff turnover and limited specialist expertise reduce the system’s overall ability to respond effectively to participant needs and employer engagement challenges.
Importantly, systems theory shifts attention away from deficit-based assumptions regarding people with disability and toward the design of the system itself. From this perspective, persistent unemployment among people who are blind or vision impaired may reflect systemic design limitations rather than individual incapacity.
Applying systems theory to the proposed reforms would support:
· designing services around participant pathways rather than program boundaries
· integrating accessibility across all digital and service interfaces
· strengthening coordination between employment, disability and employer support systems
· improving transparency and feedback mechanisms
· aligning performance measures with long-term employment quality and retention
· enabling access to specialist expertise regardless of geographic location
· recognising employers as a critical component of the employment system rather than peripheral stakeholders.
Meaningful reform cannot be achieved through isolated program adjustments alone. Sustainable employment outcomes require redesigning the broader employment ecosystem so that policies, incentives, provider capability, employer engagement, accessibility and participant choice operate as coordinated parts of an integrated system.
[bookmark: _Toc236388449]3.9 Supporting Geographic Mobility and Relocation as an Employment Investment
A systems-based approach to employment reform also requires greater recognition of geographic labour market dynamics. Employment opportunities are not evenly distributed across Australia and labour shortages in some regions may create stronger opportunities for inclusive employment outcomes than others.
Evidence consistently demonstrates that employers experiencing workforce shortages are often more willing to recruit from diverse labour pools, including people with disability. Where labour shortages exist, employer willingness to make adjustments, invest in accessibility and reconsider traditional recruitment assumptions may increase significantly.
Current employment funding arrangements do not adequately recognise this dynamic. Existing incentive structures within Inclusive Employment Australia and related programs frequently prioritise provider outcome payments or employer wage subsidies. While these mechanisms may support some placements, they do not necessarily address broader structural barriers preventing skilled participants from accessing employment opportunities in regions experiencing labour demand.
For some participants, particularly degree-qualified or professionally skilled candidates who are blind or vision impaired, relocation assistance may represent a more effective and economically rational investment than short-term wage subsidies. Redirecting equivalent funding toward relocation and settlement support could improve long-term employment participation and workforce matching outcomes.
This approach is consistent with broader labour market practice. Australian employers routinely relocate skilled workers where workforce shortages exist, and Australia’s skilled migration system similarly recognises that economic productivity may require mobility toward areas of labour demand. Applying similar principles to skilled Australians with disability would recognise people with disability as contributors to the national workforce rather than passive recipients of employment assistance.
Relocation support could be particularly effective for participants who:
· possess qualifications or specialist skills aligned with industries experiencing labour shortages
· face limited local employment opportunities
· are underemployed despite strong capability and qualifications
· express willingness to relocate for sustainable employment opportunities.
Supporting skilled graduates with disability into sustainable employment also has broader fiscal implications through increased workforce participation, taxation revenue and improved HECS repayment outcomes.
Relocation assistance should also be considered alongside the expansion of flexible and remote work arrangements. Flexible work and working from home can operate as important reasonable adjustments for people who are blind or vision impaired by reducing barriers associated with inaccessible transport, workplace navigation and commuting-related fatigue.
Potential reform options could include:
· establishing a dedicated relocation assistance stream for skilled participants with disability
· enabling relocation funding to be used as an alternative to employer wage subsidies
· integrating relocation support with housing, orientation and assistive technology setup assistance
· prioritising relocation assistance where labour shortages align with participant qualifications and career goals
· ensuring relocation decisions remain voluntary and participant-led
· combining relocation support with flexible work and hybrid employment pathways where appropriate.
[bookmark: _Toc232498702]From a systems perspective, supporting mobility may improve overall system efficiency by better aligning workforce capability with labour market demand while simultaneously improving employment participation, social inclusion and long-term economic contribution for people with disability.
4. [bookmark: _Toc236388450]Recommendations
As the Government redesigns employment services, this submission recommends the following reforms:
1. Embed accessibility requirements across all digital and service delivery pathways from the outset. 
2. Ensure participants receive information explaining their rights, provider responsibilities, available supports, complaint pathways and review mechanisms in accessible formats.
3. Recognise that low-incidence disability cohorts require specialist expertise rather than generic service models.
4. Expand participant choice and control by enabling access to specialist providers regardless of geographic location.
5. Strengthen and professionalise the employment consulting workforce through recognised qualifications, capability standards and professional development requirements.
6. Consider reintroducing a nationally recognised qualification such as the Certificate IV in Employment Services, or an equivalent contemporary qualification.
7. Align provider performance measures with participant complexity, long-term employment sustainability and retention outcomes rather than rapid placements alone.
8. Publicly report specialist-provider performance metrics, including participant and employer outcomes by disability cohort.
9. Require providers to demonstrate leadership in disability employment through transparency, measurable targets and public accountability.
10. Improve coordination across employment, disability and workplace adjustment systems to reduce fragmentation and duplication.
11. Introduce greater flexibility within funding arrangements to support participant mobility, relocation and labour market access where appropriate.
12. Ensure people who are blind or vision impaired and disability representative organisations are meaningfully represented throughout the design, implementation and evaluation of the new employment services model, including on any advisory or governance bodies overseeing reform.
5. [bookmark: _Toc236388451] Conclusion
People who are blind or vision impaired continue to demonstrate strong educational attainment, professional capability and workforce potential. The central policy challenge is not capacity for employment, but whether Australia’s employment services system is designed to effectively support participation in the labour market.
Current arrangements remain heavily shaped by provider contracts, administrative compliance and geographically constrained service delivery. The proposed reforms provide an important opportunity to redesign the system around participant outcomes, specialist expertise, accessibility, transparency and long-term employment sustainability.
Meaningful reform will require a stronger focus on employer engagement, workforce capability, digital accessibility, participant choice and system integration. It will also require recognising that employment outcomes are shaped not only by individual jobseekers, but by the interaction between policy settings, labour market structures, employers, technology and support systems.
A redesigned employment services system should ensure that people who are blind or have low vision can access specialist expertise, exercise genuine choice and control, and participate fully in Australia’s workforce and economy.
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