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About the Australian Blindness Forum
The Australian Blindness Forum (ABF) was formed in 1992 and is funded only by its members. ABF is an Australian public company limited by guarantee and governed by a Board of Directors. ABF is the peak body representing blindness, low vision and rehabilitation in the blindness sector.
ABF is represented in every state and territory of Australia and all major organisations providing services to Australians who are blind or vision impaired are members of ABF.
ABF combines the voice of people who are blind or vision impaired with that of the specialist service providers across the sector. As Australia’s representative to the World Blind Union, the ABF has strong connections with the international blind and vision impaired community. 
The ABF members who support this submission are:
· Blind Citizens Australia 
· Blind Sports Australia  
· Blind Welfare Association of SA  
· Canberra Blind Society 
· CanDo4Kids - Townsend House 
· Guide Dogs NSW/ACT 
· Guide Dogs Queensland 
· Guide Dogs Tasmania 
· Humanware 
· Insight Education Centre for the Blind and Vision Impaired 
· Quantum RLV 
· Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children 
· Royal Society for the Blind of South Australia 
· South Australian School for Vision Impairment 
· Vision Australia.
ABF Response
ABF appreciates the opportunity to provide a response to the Department of Social Services Discussion Paper on Round 2 of the National Disability Employment Framework. 
The ABF and its member organisations support every person’s right to participate in and contribute to the community. This includes all people who are blind or vision impaired having the right to obtain and retain meaningful employment and live as independently as possible.
This is consistent with:
· the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
· the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 which prohibits any employer from discriminating against someone on the grounds of disability.
Almost 575,000 Australians over 40 had vision loss in 2009, representing 5.8% of the population in that age group. Of these people around 66,500 were blind, with the largest proportion aged over 70 (nearly 70%). It is projected that the number of people with vision loss aged 40 or over will rise to almost 801,000 by 2020, and those who are blind will rise to 102,750.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Access Economics Pty Ltd (with Vision2020), 2010, Clear Focus: the economic impact of vision loss in Australia in 2009, Melbourne, p.4.] 

Research undertaken by Vision Australia in 2012 indicated that 58% of people who are blind or vision impaired of workforce age are unemployed compared with 14% of the wider population (ABS ‘Persons not in the labour force, Sept 2011).[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Blind Citizens Australia, Hello Employers, Blind Citizens Australia Employment Policy Suite, http://wordpress.bca.org.au/polocy/, accessed on 24 November 2015] 

The Department of Social Services (DSS) provided data to ABF in October this year advising that, as at 31 August 2015, there were 2088 people participating in Disability Employment Services (DES) whose primary disability is identified as vision related. Total caseload for the programme as a whole on 31 August 2015 was 173,461. Accordingly about 1.2 per cent of the caseload is people whose primary disability is vision related[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  P.Broadhead, Department of Social Services, pers.comm., 13 October 2015.] 

DSS also said the data indicated that, overall, and without adjustment for people’s age and other characteristics, people whose primary disability is vision related do worse than the overall outcome for people in DES. The data indicated that: 
· 22.7 per cent of people with primarily vison related disability are employed 3 months after their participation compared to 31.1 per cent for all participants
· 49.5 per cent are unemployed compared to 39.3 per cent for all participants. 
The DSS data also indicated that, of the 2088 people participating in DES, 64 per cent (1331) were men, and 36 per cent (757) were women.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  ibid.] 

Given Australia is an ageing population with the retirement age rising, it is also interesting to note that the DSS data indicated that over 50% of DES participants that identify as having a vision-related disability are in the 45-64 year old age group. This shows that older Australians with blindness or vision impairment are active in the workforce and want to be able to continue to be employed. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  ibid.] 



Individualised funding and market-based service delivery
Gateway into the service
Given the data outlined above that indicates that only 1.2% of the DES caseload (2088) are people who are blind or vision impaired, ABF supports in principle broadening eligibility for services. In addition, ABF is concerned only 36% of these 2088 people are women and so further participation of women with blindness or vision impairment in employment needs to be encouraged.
ABF supports the broadening of eligibility in relation to improving the transition of young people from school to work. The DSS data indicates that only 5.5% of the participants in the DES that have vision impairment are under the age of 21. Therefore, it is clear that employment services need to have a strong connection with the education system in order to facilitate a better transition for people with disability from school to work or university to work. Career planning needs to start when students are in years 10 or 11 and needs to include appropriate work experience like any other student in the education system. Similarly, comprehensive career planning assistance also needs to be provided to students throughout their university degrees.
ABF supports broadening eligibility to allow access to and encourage participation from some people who may have become frustrated or disillusioned with the current system and so who are not currently participating in the labour force. The focus in these cases is not just on obtaining a job, it also needs to focus on providing education and awareness of the other benefits of being employed such as social interaction, a sense of purpose, dignity and better wellbeing.
ABF supports broadening eligibility to allow access to employment services for people with disability already working who acquire disability. A diagnosis of vision loss while someone is already in employment can be a difficult time. These individuals need ongoing support to keep them in their jobs and to continue to develop their careers. ABF and its members have guides for employers when employing people with blindness or vision impairment which suggest employers need to be flexible and supportive, employers should modify a role in order to retain a good worker and that empathy is important because a loss of sight does not necessarily mean someone has lost their ability to do their job[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Australian Blindness Forum, Employment Information Pack, http://www.australianblindnessforum.org.au/Committees/Employment/Employers.html; Blind Citizens Australia, Hello Employer, Blind Citizens Australia Employment Policy Suite, http://wordpress.bca.org.au/polocy/, accessed on 24 November 2015] 

ABF supports different and flexible referral pathways into the system. In particular, ABF would like to ensure the referral process includes a ‘trigger’ that automatically refers a person who identifies as having blindness or vision impairment to a specialist Disability Employment Service within the blindness sector. Accredited DES providers, such as those in the blindness sector, should also be able to take direct referrals (for clients who may already use their services), rather than clients having to go through more formal referral pathways.
A DES with specialist technical understanding of the needs and capabilities of people who are blind or vision impaired would be able to identify when and how assistive technology can be used (including capacity to deliver or support training in this technology) and knowledge of relevant assessments, referrals, strategies, government subsidies and blindness specific resources which are available.
ABF would not support a single gateway and assessment process across disability support systems if it was not flexible and if specialist service providers were prohibited from making direct referrals. Sometimes a single entrance point is not effective for all people so a flexible gateway into the employment system is very important for people with blindness or vision impairment.  
ABF also supports individuals remaining in the system over their working life on the proviso that the individual could ‘dip in and out’ of the system if necessary without having to re-register each time. People with blindness or vision impairment need to access employment services and support on an episodic basis and so it would streamline this process for them if they can remain in the system regardless of whether they are always using the services.
Career Planning Process
Overall ABF does not support the separation of career planning from the delivery of employment services. The overarching imperative should be that the consumer has a choice as to how their employment services are delivered (including career planning) and are given options relevant and specific to their disability. This choice may include the convenience of being able to access both career planning and employment services from the same specialist provider, particularly in areas where there are limited providers of both these services.
ABF has reviewed the proposed characteristics for a career planning service outlined in the DSS online surveys and has the following comments:
· the most important characteristic of any career planning service is an understanding of disability. It is vital for any career planning service to have an awareness, training and specialty in career planning for people with blindness or vision impairment.
· expertise in career planning is important, particularly to encourage clients to have realistic goals. Sometimes people with blindness or vision impairment want to simply have a job and are not necessarily determined to pursue a long-term career. A career planner needs expertise is managing these differing goals and advising on appropriate jobs, applications and resumes in this context.
· knowledge of the local labour market is important. This is particularly relevant for people with blindness or vision impairment who may want to pursue a particular field of work but need advice as to whether appropriate job opportunities in that field are available in the local area. 
· ABF does not rate independence from service providers as important and does not feel it is a high priority that the career planning service is located close to where the client lives as much of this work can be done remotely. It is more important to have a specialist career planner who has expertise in advising people with blindness or vision impairment.



Career Action Plan
The Discussion Paper refers to a service catalogue from which consumers can choose appropriate services in line with their career action plan and agreed levels of funding for each service.
ABF would be concerned if a service catalogue limited the services available to a person with blindness or vision impairment. It would be difficult for a service catalogue to encompass all services that cater to the specialist needs of many different disabilities. 
For a person with blindness or vision impairment, the service catalogue may not include a specialist service provider that provides specific training for people with blindness or vision impairment. In particular, ABF would like to see other services such as mobility and adaptive technology training covered in the catalogue. 
Therefore, a service catalogue could work if it is a guide to services or a tool for individuals to use, rather than a prescriptive document.
On-going support and supported employment
ABF acknowledges the complex issues outlined in the Discussion Paper relating to specialised supported employment organisations, ADEs, including concerns over inclusiveness and wage setting arrangements. However, ABF is of the view that ADEs still have a very important part to play in assisting people with disability, such as blindness or vision impairment. 
In particular, ADEs provide an effective interim measure or transition for people with blindness or vision impairment into the workforce including developing skills and a work ethic and understanding common work practices. However, ABF supports the view that the primary purpose of ADEs should be to transition people through the workplaces and into open employment as an interim and flexible learning experience rather than as a form of long term employment, unless the individual chooses to stay in the ADE long term. ADEs can be likened to early intervention services for people transitioning to work.
Virtual marketplace
While a virtual marketplace does have its merits, particularly for the future, an exclusively online system would be difficult for some people with disability to access and use, particularly people with blindness and vision impairment. It is important that there are other options for people with blindness or vision impairment to access the marketplace. 
Some of the features of a virtual marketplace listed in the Discussion Paper would be useful in the future, such as features that facilitate direct interaction between employers and people with disability about jobs and features that facilitate processing claims and providing information and education. These are only effective if they are meaningful and well supported.
A virtual marketplace would be a useful tool in the future but it is imperative it is set up properly and accessible with all information in accessible and alternate formats. For example, if the virtual marketplace featured tablet/mobile functionality, it is very important that it is accessible to all people with disability, particularly those with blindness or vision impairment.
General comments
ABF members report that where specialist blindness agencies have a presence, the current employment system for people with blindness or vision impairment is working overall. However, if specialist blindness agencies do not have a presence, the current system is not as effective. Unfortunately, the presence of specialist blindness agencies is not Australia-wide due to barriers based on economic service areas. These specialist groups should be able to sell their services all over Australia.
While the proposals in the Discussion Paper will address some of the criticisms of the current disability employment system, it does not address all of them. Some criticisms of the disability employment system are exacerbated by the administrative burden that has been created.
Minimal hours
ABF is concerned that current employment services focus on finding employment for people with disability for only minimal hours of employment per week, for example, eight hours per week. The focus needs to move away from finding employment for an individual for a minimum amount of hours and towards providing the individual with a flexible choice. This could involve giving an individual the ability to determine their own capabilities and the corresponding hours of work in conjunction with the assessment process.
Educating employers
In addition to the overall proposals in the Discussion Paper, ABF submits it is very important for employers to be provided with education and information, such as disability awareness training, in order to dispel myths surrounding the employment of people with disability. Many employers are reluctant to employ a person with disability because they believe there might be occupational health and safety or workplace liability issues. 
Appropriate job design as well as job descriptions and advertisements in accessible formats are crucial when people with blindness or vision impairment are looking for employment. As stated above, ABF and its members have information for recruiters, employers, DES providers and government highlighting the advantages of employing people with disability and providing guidance on how to successfully work with and integrate people who are blind or vision impaired into the workplace. ABF itself has an employment information pack on its website that provides useful information for students, teachers, parents, job seekers and employers[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  Australian Blindness Forum, Education Information Pack, http://www.australianblindnessforum.org.au/Committees/Employment/EmploymentInfoPack.html, accessed on 24 November 2015.] 

Viability of service providers
ABF is concerned a move to an individualised funding, market-based model may threaten the viability of some service providers due to the markets having to adjust to a new competitive environment.
This is demonstrated by the similar situation with the introduction of the National Disability Insurance Scheme where some service providers are not only competing with each other more than before in a changing environment but are also having to deal with a reduction in funding from both government and philanthropic donations. This is already resulting in the demise, takeovers or mergers of established and long running service providers in the blindness sector who have previously provided excellent services to people who are blind or vision impaired.
Staged implementation
ABF has some concerns about a staged implementation over multiple years. Whilst service providers may find a staged implementation easier to implement, consumers may find the process confusing.
Other models, proposals or ideas
In addition to the proposals outlined in the Discussion Paper to improve the current disability employment system, ABF proposes that people with disability need to be supported, assisted and provided incentives to explore other areas of employment such as starting their own small or micro businesses. This would not only provide people with disability with employment and income, it would also empower them and can often result in the employment by these businesses of other people with disability.
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