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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. As Australia’s representative to the World Blind Union, the ABF has strong connections with the international blind and vision impaired community. 
Members of the ABF, reflecting the Australian Government’s policy on social inclusion, are committed to assisting people who are blind or vision impaired to become and remain independent, valued and active members of the community.

ABF Goals
Goal 1
Encourage exchange of information between ABF Members and Associates and key stakeholders. 

Goal 2
Participate in government policy development and law reform and advocate for people who are blind or vision impaired.

Goal 3
Enable blindness sector representation both nationally and internationally.

Goal 4
Encourage and promote the development and equity of the level of services throughout Australasia.

Goal 5
Enable Australia to facilitate its membership of the World Blind Union.

Goal 6
Increase membership of ABF and encourage full membership.

Contact:

Australian Blindness Forum
c/o Suite 1a, 3 Sydney Avenue

Barton, ACT, 2600
Phone: 0499 018 779
Email: jgrimwade@australianblindnessforum.org.au
Web: http://www.australianblindnessforum.org.au 
BACKGROUND TO THE POLICY
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
· National Disability Strategy 2010-2020 – which contains employment-related commitments.
ABF also acknowledges the new Disability Employment Services Framework announced by the Australian Government in July 2017 after extensive consultation with the community. The changes to Disability Employment Services will commence from 1 July 2018 and are said to include improving choice and control for participants; generating greater competition and contestability between providers; improving financial incentives for providers; and indexing DES payments to maintain their real value.

Purpose

To advocate for the removal of any barriers faced by people who are blind or vision impaired and promote their right and benefits to become and remain an integral part of the Australian workforce.
Target population

It is estimated that there are over 453,000 people who are blind or vision impaired currently living in Australia and the majority of these are aged over 65 years
. In 2010, Access Economics projected that the number of people who are vision impaired aged 40 or over will rise to almost 801,000 by 2020 and those who are blind will rise to 102,750.
.

ABF believes there are around 100 000 people of working age with a vision impairment of which approximately 14 000 are legally blind. 

Environment
Workforce participation is a foundation of social inclusion; it creates opportunities for financial independence and personal fulfilment. However, research conducted by Vision Australia has shown that people who are blind or vision impaired do not receive the same opportunities as other Australians, with the research revealing 69% of people who are blind or vision impaired who are of working age are not in employment 
.
The key to achieving workforce participation for all people with a disability, in particular those who are blind or vision impaired, is for all Governments to lead the way and demonstrate to the Australian community that having a disability is not a barrier to success and to build on the success stories that exist.
Unmet Need 
People who are blind or vision impaired are often disadvantaged when seeking, making an application or being interviewed for a job. For example, information is not available in alternative formats to print or it is clear that someone with a disability is unlikely to be selected.

Students who are blind or vision impaired are not always provided with the same skill development opportunities as other students, including work experience, information and guidance regarding tertiary study.

In some sectors of the community, people who are blind or vision impaired are stereo-typed, based on the achievements or lack thereof of other persons, who may not have been appropriately skilled or in a job commensurate with their abilities.

A large sector of the community, including the Public Sector, does not make sufficient opportunities available for people with a disability, including those who are blind or vision impaired. In many areas, while policies are in place, equity of opportunity and participation does not exist.

AIMS OF THE POLICY

Value Statement

People who are blind or vision impaired are respected as individuals and are entitled to the same rights as all Australians.
Desired Outcomes and Timeframe

That within 5 years, people who are blind or have low vision will have the same access to employment as all Australians.
KEY PRINCIPLES 

People who are blind or vision impaired will receive equity of opportunity to participate and remain in employment, live as independently as possible and contribute to the community.

The level of employment and unemployment of people who are blind or vision impaired is equal to that of the general Australian population.

1. Equity of Opportunity

People who are blind or vision impaired have equity of opportunity in 

education, development of skills and employment.
People who are blind or vision impaired face many barriers in their development towards becoming part of the Australian working community and being able to live as independently as possible.

Solutions

The Australian and State/Territory Governments ensure that:

· students who are blind or vision impaired receive the same educational and skill development opportunities as all other students.
· students who are blind or vision impaired are supported in the transition from school to work or university to work. Start career planning when students are in years 10 or 11 and include appropriate work experience or placements like any other student in the education system. Also provide comprehensive career planning assistance to students with blindness or vision impairment throughout their university degrees.

· people who are blind or vision impaired have equal access to tertiary placements.
· there is a focus on increasing the participation of people with blindness or vision impairment who may have become frustrated or disillusioned with the current system and so who are not currently trying to enter the labour force.
· support is given to people already working who acquire disability such as vision loss. Provide ongoing support to keep them in their jobs and to continue to develop their careers.
· information and other material pertinent to education and work is made available in alternative formats.
· equity in employment exists, including in the Public Sector.
· at no level in the education or employment sector does there exist any discrimination against people who are blind or vision impaired.
2. No Barriers to Access

People who are blind or vision impaired have no barriers to accessing 

education or work.
There is a need for a proactive approach to identifying and removing barriers for people who are blind or vision impaired. In many instances there is no emphasis on this group, as distinct from those who have readily identifiable disabilities such as physical and neurological.
Solutions
The Australian and State/Territory Governments:

· review legislation and Public Sector employment frameworks to ensure they actively promote the employment of people who are blind or vision impaired
· ensure that organisation structures and position requirements promote equity of opportunity and do not discriminate against people who are blind or vision impaired
· ‘actively’ seek to employ people who are blind or vision impaired who have the requisite skills for positions
· ensure that training and development opportunities, including traineeships and apprenticeships are afforded this group, similar to the opportunities for all other workers
· provide training and development opportunities to people who are blind or vision impaired in employment, similar to their co-workers
· ensure the JobAccess service is kept up-to-date, maintained and improved

· ensure employers do not introduce artificial barriers, such as a drivers licence, into job descriptions and encourage employers to re-design jobs to utilise a person’s skills
· improve referral pathways into the employment system for people who are blind or vision impaired. Any referral processes to disability employment services to include a ‘trigger’ that automatically refers a person who identifies as being blind or vision impaired to a specialist Disability Employment Service within the blindness sector.
3. Promotion of the Benefits of Employing People with a Disability, in particular those who are blind or vision impaired.
People who are blind or vision impaired are as capable as anyone else in the community, given the appropriate education, training, technology and employment opportunities.
Australian employees with disability tend to be more reliable in their attendance, are more likely to stay in a position for longer (leading to savings in recruitment costs) and lead to cost savings in safety and insurance
. People who are blind or vision impaired also tend to be highly educated and, by being innovative in how everyday tasks are completed, people who are blind or vision impaired can be very adept at managing change and can be creative in finding solutions and problem solving. 
Solutions
The Australian and State/Territory Governments lead the way by actively promoting the capabilities of people with disability, in particular those who are blind or vision impaired, and the benefits of employing such people. To do this they:
· establish a communications package that actively demonstrates to the Australian community the achievements of people who have a disability, including those who are blind or vision impaired

· demonstrate that people who are blind or vision impaired are as capable as anyone else, and that their achievements are not restricted to any one sector of employment 
· demonstrate to the community that people who are blind or vision impaired who have requisite skills and adaptive technology or other assistive needs are as effective and efficient as other employees
· demonstrate that people who are blind or vision impaired have meaningful employment and play an important role in the workforce of Australia

· illustrate that people who are blind or vision impaired are as committed and loyal as any other employee, and their employment can actually result in increasing morale in the workplace
· establish a mentor program for people who are blind or vision impaired. 

NEXT STEPS

Australian Government Commitments
· Immediate action by the Australian Government to actively implement steps to ensure the above principles are introduced by 2020
· Appoint a dedicated person to drive and achieve success in the implementation of the above principles
· Ensure that the new Disability Employment Services Framework for people with disability will improve outcomes for people with disability and is implemented with a focus on people who are blind or vision impaired
· Set goals for Government to equalise targets to match community numbers. For example, 20% of the population has a disability so therefore the workforce should match this with 20% participation of people with disability in the workforce. 
· Encourage the business sector to match the suggested government targets with 20% participation of people with disability in the business sector workforce. 
· Report annually to Parliament and the Australian community on their progress towards achieving equity of opportunity and the employment of people who are blind or vision impaired.
What will ABF Member organisations do?

Consistent with the above principles, ABF member organisations will work together to advance the employment of people who are blind or vision impaired. To do this they will actively identify barriers to employment, assist this group to become employment ready and employed, and actively (within their resources) promote the benefits of employing people who are blind or vision impaired.
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