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Policy summary

This policy is about access to employment which is a fundamental right of all adults who are blind, deafblind or have low vision.  Employment is integral to maximising opportunities for participation in all aspects of life, including economic security, buying or renting a home, leisure and recreation, and access to goods and services, including assistive technologies. Given the high levels of unemployment and underemployment experienced by people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision, governments, employer bodies, employers, and vocational educational bodies must develop and adopt policies and programs that will maximise opportunity for our clients.

If you would like this policy in an alternative format or wish to discuss it with Vision Australia’s Policy and Advocacy team, please contact us:

Vision Australia

Policy & Advocacy Department

Tel:

1300 84 74 66 (within Australia)

(+61 2) 9334 3333 (outside Australia)

Email:

advocacy@visionaustralia.org
Website:
www.visionaustralia.org
Purpose

The purpose of this policy statement is:
1. To clearly articulate Vision Australia’s considered position on the need for people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision to have equal and independent access to employment;
2. To set out how Vision Australia’s delivery of services will reflect this policy; and;
3. To set out what Vision Australia will do to ensure that this policy is taken into account by mainstream bodies, including all levels of government, business and the community.

Policy Context

A core value of Australian society is that people should have the opportunity to pursue the career of their choice and to seek and gain employment. Under-employment and unemployment are regarded as undesirable and many studies have demonstrated the disadvantaging effects of unemployment and under-employment on health, well-being, self-esteem and the ability to participate in society as active citizens.

People who have a disability, including people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision, have the same fundamental rights as other members of the community, and this includes the right to equal access to employment. The Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act 1992 makes it unlawful to discriminate against people with a disability in certain key areas of economic, social and cultural life, including employment. Australia has ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) which, among other things, asserts the rights of people with a disability to have equal access to employment and call on signatories to remove barriers to such access.

Despite good intentions, there are still significant barriers facing people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision in seeking, gaining and maintaining employment and unemployment rates are much higher than for the rest of the community. 

In July 2007, Vision Australia conducted a comprehensive survey into the employment of people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision in Australia. Based on 2000 interviews conducted between September 2006 and January 2007, the survey reaches some insightful but sobering conclusions:

· 69% of people of working age who are blind, deafblind or have low vision are not in paid employment. Even if those who are identified as unemployed for reasons of retirement, education, homemaking or as a lifestyle choice are excluded, those who are blind, deafblind or have low vision are four and a half times more likely to be unemployed than the national average. That is, 63% of the potential labour force with a vision impairment are unemployed, compared to 14% for the population as a whole.

· There are many “discouraged workers” who could potentially join the workforce. 40% of people of working age who are blind, deafblind or have low vision indicate they are unemployed not by their own choice, but are not actively looking for a job. By contrast, the proportion of the general population in this “discouraged workers” category at a national level is only 8%.

· In fact, only 13% of those who are unemployed not by choice and who are blind, deafblind or have low vision are actively looking for work.

· The proportion of long-term unemployed (those who are unemployed for more than a year) throughout Australia is 33%. This compares with 50% for people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision.

· The levels of under-employment (time-based) are higher than national averages.

· 46% of the employed population who are blind, deafblind or have low vision are working part-time. Furthermore, 13% of those employed indicate they are working part-time because they are unable to find a full-time job. For the Australian population as a whole, the corresponding figures are 28% and 6% respectively. Hence, those who are blind, deafblind or have low vision are twice as likely to be under-employed than the general population.

It is evident from these findings that the vast majority of people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision are not experiencing full access to employment, and Vision Australia’s policy position is that a whole-of-community approach is urgently needed to remedy this situation.
Policy Details

1. Access to employment is a fundamental right of all adults who are blind, deafblind or have low vision, and is integral to maximising opportunities for their participation in all aspects of life, including economic security, buying or renting a home, leisure and recreation and access to goods and services, including assistive technologies.
2. People who are blind, deafblind or have low vision should have the same opportunities to develop small businesses as the rest of the community, including businesses promoted primarily through the Internet.
3. Students who are blind, deafblind or have low vision must have access to career and vocational counselling by specialists who are qualified and experienced in dealing with the special needs of people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision.
4. Employer organisations must play a leadership role in promoting the benefits to employers of engaging people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision and should consider initiatives such as employer awards to recognise the achievement of best practice.
5. Employers must ensure that job advertisements and other employment-related information are published in formats that are accessible to people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision.
What we want government to do

1. The Australian Government is an employer in its own right as well as being responsible for the development of policies and services that have the potential to increase access to the support services that lead to equal employment for people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision. Vision Australia calls on the Australian Government to take a range of measures, including the following:

A. Retain and expand the specialist Disability Employment Network (DEN) program.

B. Implement recommendations made to the 2008 review of DEN services.

C. Lift the performance of the generalist Job Network providers in their assistance to people with a disability through setting separate performance measures around the placement of people with a disability into employment.

D. Retain and expand the workplace modifications scheme, the Job Access scheme, and extend it, through well-defined eligibility criteria, to people with a disability in voluntary employment or who are searching for jobs.

E. Require the Australian Public Service to improve its performance around the employment and retention of people with a disability.

F. Legislate to ensure that procurement for Government Departments, agencies and statutory authorities, including procurement for premises, office fitout, office equipment and computer applications, require that all efforts must be made to ensure full disability access.

G. Work with State and Territory governments to implement programs to improve employment for people with a disability in State and Territory public sectors.

H. Ensure that programs for providing assistive technologies and other “reasonable accommodations” to assist people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision gain and maintain employment are also available to people who wish to be self-employed and develop their own businesses.

I. Consider implementing a scheme for Disability Leave for people who are in employment and who acquire a disability during their working life. This would give the person who acquires a disability time to gain the skills needed to compensate for their disability, and also allow the employer time to consider workplace and job design adjustments in a rational rather than crisis manner. It could work in a similar way to the proposed parenting leave scheme and would be at little, if any, additional cost to the Government which has the responsibility for the Disability Support Pension or unemployment benefits if the individuals leave their employment because of disability.

J. Consider introducing tax rebates to replace tax offsets for individuals and employers for disability-related employment costs as part of the current review of the Australian taxation system.

2. All levels of government must adopt policies and implement programs to maximise access to employment, including within the State and Territory public sectors.
3. The Australian Government has primary responsibility for meeting Australia's obligations as a signatory and ratifier of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). The CRPD in Article 27 calls on States Parties to take all reasonable measures to ensure that people with a disability have equal access to employment.
4. All levels of government must ensure that job advertisements and other employment-related information are published in formats that are available in accessible formats that are appropriate to the needs of individual job seekers.
What Vision Australia will do to implement and promote this policy
Access to employment is integral to maximising opportunities for people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision to participate in all aspects of life. Vision Australia will, therefore:
1. Promote this policy to all levels of government as well as to the private sector and the general community.

2. Ensure that information is provided to clients about employment options and services that are available to assist them find and maintain employment.

3. Develop a knowledge base around small business options available to our clients, including solutions to problems that may be encountered.

4. Organise seminars, forums and other mechanisms to provide opportunities for clients to share information about employment problems and solutions.
How this Policy has been developed

This Policy has been developed by Vision Australia’s Policy and Advocacy team. It reflects our direct and extensive involvement with clients, other state, National and international organisations, as well as governments and statutory bodies. It also draws on the direct experiential knowledge of staff, and research and consultation within the organisation and the broader community, including representatives of people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision.

Monitoring and Review

This policy will be reviewed every two years. Feedback is welcome and will assist this review process.

About Vision Australia

Vision Australia is the largest provider of services to people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision in Australia. It has been formed through the merger of several of Australia’s oldest, most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies. 

Our goal is that people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision will increasingly have the choice to participate fully in every aspect of life in the community. To help realise this goal, we are committed to providing high quality services to our clients and their families. We also work collaboratively with Government, business and the community to eliminate the barriers people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision face in accessing the community or in exercising their rights as Australian citizens.

Our Clients

The Australian Bureau of Statistics estimates that there are approximately 300,000 people in Australia who are blind, deafblind or have low vision. Some estimates suggest that this number will almost double over the next two decades. Vision loss is, by and large, a disability that is age-related, and the ageing of the population is thus a primary factor in this trend. 

People who are blind or have low vision are an important section of the community and their needs and perspectives must be taken into account by governments in the development of policy and by industry when designing and introducing new technology. 

People who are deafblind constitute an important segment of Vision Australia's client group, and we are committed to providing high quality services to them. People who are deafblind have the same rights and expectations as the rest of the community and their needs must be given the same degree of attention as other groups.

Policy ends.
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