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Welcome to you all to this National Disability Employment Forum. I would first like to thank the Australian Ethical Investment Ltd for their financial support, the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission for the use of this great venue, for Action for Community Living for their support for this forum and other projects, for the ADDE committee for their assistance, and for you all for coming along.

I heard someone asking what is the difference between a rock rolling down a mountain, and we human beings? The answer was that the rock does not pretend that it is in control of its own destiny.

I thought I was in control of my own destiny having worked for many years for a major disability agency, until I was made redundant at the age of 51. I thought with my skills and experience it would be easy to find another suitable job. The reality proved to be quite different with not getting short-listed when declaring I had severe vision loss, being told I was dishonest when getting an interview after not stating that I had a disability in my application. Many jobs advertised by government at all levels and disability agencies made no efforts to pro-actively seek people with disabilities even for disability specific jobs, and some times people with disabilities were even excluded from applying. The various Disability Employment Networks, which I registered with, also did not seem to be able to help me much. I also put in for consultancy and tender work, again with no success.

Gradually my motivation to apply for jobs became less and less and I started to think there was something wrong with me despite continually doing more and more training courses. Writing to politicians and government to try and get changes happening had no discernable effect.

Gradually the realization came apon me that the only way to get any change to happen was if one spoke on behalf of a credible organization with a membership or representative base. It was while doing the Leadershipplus program that other people with disabilities were expressing the same frustrations and experiences that a few of us got together and decided to form ADDE.

From the seed of a beginning we meet here today from a wide range of organizations and experience with a common interest to improve employment opportunities for people with disabilities and other disadvantages.

One of the things talked about a lot in the Leadershipplus course was the difference between leading and managing change. 

This reminds me of the story of the man in a hot air balloon who leaned over and asked the fellow on the ground where he was.

“You are in a hot air balloon 20 foot above the ground” was the reply

“You must be a technition” said the man in the balloon. “Correct but how did you know”? “Well the information you gave me was technically correct but absolutely useless to me” said the balloonist.

“Well you must be a manager” said the man on the ground; “Yes how did you know” said the other.

“Well before asking me you didn’t know where you were. You still don’t know where you are, but now it is my fault”.

All of us here today have a perspective developed from where we have come from, but my hope for today is that by sharing ideas and experiences we will all have a much better and clearer idea where to go in the future.

A few weeks ago I was attending a forum entitled “How to get disability onto the agenda of long term Think Tanks. The question was asked why other lobby groups such as the mining lobby, the farm lobby, the medical lobby and so on get their issues higher up the political agenda than the Disability Lobby?

The answer was that the disability lobby is very fragmented and does not seem to present a united voice.

The clear message from this is that we need to unite more and fragment less.

Another hope I have for today is that we may be able to use this forum to unite our approach on getting better outcomes for job seekers and those already in work with disabilities to retain their employment. Most of you represent national or state networks, so lets use our strength in numbers and experience to try and set up some foundations for the future  

Thank you.
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