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Thank you

I am happy to be here today representing the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations, or AFDO.  I am the Executive Officer of Blind Citizens Australia, one of the founding members of AFDO.

The Australian Federation of Disability Organisations is the peak body of national and state organisations of people with disability.  Its mission is to champion the rights of people with disability in all aspects of life.  

AFDO is run by and for people with disability.

I understand that one of the aims of today’s forum is to ask if there is a need for a national network representing unemployed and underemployed job seekers with disability.

I also understand that the forum seeks to improve information sharing and the coordination of advocacy on disability employment issues.

They are ambitious tasks that you have set yourselves!

As your program recognises, the first step in working out how best to utilise the energy and motivation in the room today is to map out what is already in place.

What networks already exist?  What are organisations that are already active in this area working on?  What work has already been done that you can build on?

While it is true that disability and employment is an area that is under-resourced and under-developed, it is also true that a lot of good work has already taken place and is still happening.  

After all, this isn’t a new problem and many people with disability and others have been working on it for decades.

So, what is already happening?

Today I’m going to briefly outline for you the initiatives that I am aware of.  First, I’m going to talk about the networks and partnerships that I know of.  Then I’m going to talk about recent research and projects about employment.

The following overview of networks and partnerships is not complete and I apologise in advance to people and groups that I miss out.

There are a number of unions for workers with disability, including the Disabled Workers Union and the Blind Workers Union.   There are also unemployed persons’ unions and associations across the country.

The Australian Council of Trade Unions has undertaken work in this area, including developing a Union Charter for People with Disability.

In the advocacy arena, the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations has a Board sub-committee that works on employment issues and many of our member organisations have similar groups.

The Disability and Participation Alliance was formed in 2005.  This is a loose alliance of advocacy and welfare organisations interested in employment and income support policy for people with disability.  More than 70 organisations nationally are members of the Alliance.  

Members include AFDO and all of its member organisations, ACOSS, National Welfare Rights Network, the major church-based charities, peak bodies for disability and generic employment service providers, and National Disability Services.

The major area of work for the Alliance at the moment is looking at the impact of the Welfare to Work legislation on people with disability.

A number of organisations are involved in working groups looking at the recommendations of the 2005 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission inquiry into the employment of people with disability.

No doubt there are many other networks and initiatives that I have not named.  And of course, there are numerous departmental and ministerial advisory committees in the areas of both employment and disability.

But you get the picture – there are a lot of people already working in this area.

Now I want to turn to recent projects, research and initiatives.

Probably the most important body of work done in this area is the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission National Inquiry into Employment and Disability.  The Inquiry was held in 2005 and the two reports released during it were called WORKability I and WORKability II.

The inquiry reports are extremely useful because they summarise the research undertaken so far – the report is a one-stop-shop of information about employment and disability. 

No doubt you are all already familiar with the report, so I won’t take you through all of its recommendations, which were broad and far ranging.

However, I would highlight the main recommendation of the Inquiry, recommendation 30 – that a National Disability Employment Strategy be developed.

The National Disability Employment Strategy outlined by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission would establish a framework for coordinated initiatives in this area, involving stakeholders at all levels – nationally, state and locally.

It would address key policy challenges, such as providing effective gateways and pathways to assistance.  And making work pay.

An effective strategy would take a whole-of-government approach, recognising the interconnectedness of policy.

It would ensure that people with disability and employers get support how and when they need it, including on-going support.  It would recognise the diversity of need among all employees and not reduce everything to disability. 

Third, the Strategy would support people during times of transition.  From school to work; between jobs; transition into and out of the workforce, whatever the reason.

And a key plank of the Strategy would be addressing employer attitudes.

The Strategy would also prioritise improving the retention and recruitment of people with disability in the public sector.

There have been many other initiatives in the area of employment, including public service initiatives, but I will leave them to your other speakers to cover.

Let me finish by giving you some advice that I hope will help you in your discussions today.

It is important that you stay focussed.  Having a grand vision is important – you have to know what you’re working towards.  But if you bite off too much, your energy will be diffused and wasted.  And you won’t have the early wins that are so important to keeping everyone’s spirits up.

I would suggest that your aim to coordinate national advocacy on disability employment issues is too big.  This is a role for an organisation like the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations.  And as I’ve outlined, AFDO and its members are already doing a lot of work in this area.

My other piece of advice is that it is important that your work complements and strengthens what is already taking place.  I have spent quite a lot of time today talking about the need for a National Disability Employment Strategy and what it might cover.  

And that is because the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations believes that this is something that would make a real difference to people with disability in the labour market.

I hope that this very quick sketch of some of what is currently happening is useful to you.  I wish you well for your forum.  Thank you.
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