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1. Introduction

PWDA - Our Work 

People with Disability Australia Incorporated (PWDA) is a leading disability rights, advocacy and representative organisation of and for all people with disability, which strives for the realisation of a socially just, accessible and inclusive community. PWDA is the only national organisation with a cross-disability focus, meaning we represent the interests of people with all kinds of disability. We are a non-profit, non-government organisation and NSW peak body.
The strength of our advocacy comes from lived experiences, consultations and a strong commitment to upholding the views of our membership. PWDA believes it is essential for people with disability to have a direct voice in public policy development, rather than this voice being filtered through other stakeholder groups.
PWDA has a vision of a socially just, accessible and inclusive community, in which the human rights, citizenship, contribution, potential and diversity of all people with disability are recognised, respected and celebrated.

PWDA provides and undertakes: 

· Rights-related information, advice and referral services for people with disability and their associates;

· Short-term individual and group advocacy assistance to people with disability and their associates;

· Advocacy for reform around systemic issues that adversely affect people with disability and their associates;

· Representation of the sector of interest constituted by people with disability and their associates to government, industry and the non-government sector;

· Coordination of the sector of interest constituted by people with disability and their associates;

· Disability rights-related research and development around issues of concern to people with disability and their associates;

· Disability rights-related training and education for people with disability and their associates, service providers, government and the public.

Our People, Partners and Members

We are governed by a Board of Directors, drawn from our members across Australia, all of whom are people with disability. We employ professional staff to manage the organisation and operate our various projects. Many of our staff are also people with disability.

PWDA’s primary membership is made up of people with disability and organisations primarily constituted by people with disability. PWDA also has a large associate membership of other individuals and organisations committed to the disability rights movement. Collectively, these are the people and organisations that we engage with as ‘PWDA Stakeholders’. 

PWDA Stakeholders

PWDA has over 8000 stakeholders, including individual and organisational members and those who engage with PWDA through our website and social media and those who have registered to receive our regular newsletters and E-Bulletins. The majority of our stakeholders are people with disability and their associates and organisations that represent people with disability. 

In addition, we currently have 26 employees located in NSW and QLD offices, approximately two thirds of whom have identified as having a disability. PWDA also has an active volunteer and student placement program through which we encourage people with disability to gain work experience within our organisation and who are people likely to be actively looking for employment.  

2. Overview of PWDA Consultation and Engagement Strategy
PWDA commenced its Disability Employment Service (DES) Project in Nov 2013, with much of the initial project planning and research taking place during Nov 2013 – Feb 2014. As noted in the initial project proposal, the PWDA DES Project included a research component whereby we collated information and feedback from past consultations regarding DES and economic participation for people with disability before proceeding with an on-line survey. 

PWDA collected information on the views of PWDA members and stakeholders on a range of employment related issues relevant to DES through the following means:

Sharing current feedback from our stakeholders relating to employment –PWDA has a long history of providing advocacy and representation for people with disability on their workforce participation, which was drawn upon for the current DES Project. For example, PWDA recently provided a Submission in response to the ‘Improving Employment Participation of People with Disability Discussion Paper’, drawn from the responses of an online consultation (2 February 2013).  More than 450 comments were received during this exercise, reflecting the high interest and importance of employment issues in the lives of many PWDA members and affiliates.  

Drawing on our experience in operating the Employment Services Complaints Resolution and Referral Service (CRRS) – PWDA ran the CRRS for 11 years and has considerable experience in managing feedback and complaints about the barriers that people with disability face when seeking employment. In addition, PWDA has also contributed to many policy reviews and development of employment incentive strategies to increase workforce participation. PWDA therefore has considerable corporate knowledge of employment participation for people with disability and has drawn on this knowledge base and related resources in engaging with our members and stakeholders.
On-Line Stakeholder Consultation – As a national representative organisation of people with disability, PWDA makes extensive use of web-based and on-line communication channels in the provision of information and when seeking input and feedback from our members and other stakeholders. This was the principle means used to seek feedback from our stakeholders on the DES Project. Information on the PWDA DES Project was regularly uploaded onto the PWDA website and included in regular PWDA E-Bulletins.  This also included opportunities for members and interested stakeholders to provide feedback through the PWDA website or by directly contacting the DES Project Manager, Samantha French. 

A separate section on the PWDA website specifically for ‘Economic Participation and Employment Issues’ was set up which includes a link to relevant news and documents for the DES Consumer Engagement Strategy. 

Updated information has been provided through PWDA monthly E-Bulletins for editions during the DES Project as follows:
· 21 Feb

· 21 Mar

· 25 April

· 23 May

· 20 June

· 30 July 

PWDA also established a stand-alone website (Wage Justice Campaign), which will be continued beyond the completion of the PWDA DES Project to support dissemination of information and feedback on employment issues.  

A specific DES On-Line Survey ran from 6 June – 11 Aug 2014, which sought to gain a greater understanding of what people with disability consider helpful and what types of information they want to give them greater choice and control over the employment service/s they decide to use. 

The key survey questions included:

· Are you aware of, or have you used, the services and supports available to people with disability through Disability Employment Services (DES)?

· What do you find helpful from an employment service when looking for a job? 

· Are there any other things you would find helpful when looking for a job?

· What information would help you choose between a DES or other employment service?

· Are there other types of information that you would find useful when choosing an employment service?

· Do you think the DES play an important part in helping people with disability to get jobs in the open workforce? Why or why not?

More than 200 responses were received on the survey, reflecting the high interest and importance of employment issues in the lives of many PWDA members and other affiliates. The key themes which emerged are detailed below, and the full details of responses are included in Attachment1.
Employer Feedback – PWDA also drew on our links with employers to provide feedback. PWDA has a number of members and other stakeholders who are employers. We sought their perspective to provide feedback on how DES can be most effective in supporting people with disability to gain and maintain employment, from an employer perspective. In addition, PWDA is a member of the Australian Employers Network on Disability (AND) as an employer of people with disability. In March 2014, PWDA  participated in the AND Annual Conference which provided opportunity to meet with employers form across private and public sectors to share best practices on addressing barriers to employment. One of the key areas of focus of the conference presentations was the role of DES and employer incentives. 

Joint Workshop with the University of Sydney on Employment outcomes for people with disability – PWDA undertook a joint workshop with the University of Sydney, Centre for Disability Research and Policy to discuss research and information gaps regarding the employment outcomes for people with disability as they join the NDIS and receive self-directed funding. This was an opportunity for researchers and disability stakeholders to come together to consider what are the success factors and barriers in seeking, gaining and retaining employment and to discuss methods and practicalities in designing feasible research into these questions. This research collaboration will continue post the completion of the DES Project.

3. Key Themes from PWDA Consumer Engagement Project
PWD believes that the DES service system has an important role to play in achieving improved quality of life for people with disability in Australia. Such a service system is instrumental in complying with Australia’s obligations under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability and with the stated principles and objectives of the Disability Services Act (1986). As such, we have no interest in promoting or protecting poorly performing DES providers. 

We are concerned that a great deal of feedback from our members and other stakeholders raised issues about DES performance and the lack of person-centred approach to job-matching and job-placement.

The following highlights a range of issues raised by PWDA members and stakeholders during the PWDA DES Consumer Engagement Project. As noted above, feedback has been drawn from a range of engagement opportunities, particularly on-line consultation and surveys.

A key part of the PWDA DES Consumer Engagement Strategy was to seek the views of our members and stakeholders about what types of services and supports they would find useful in looking for a job in the open workforce and what information they need to make informed choice and control in the employment services they use. 
The key themes that emerged from the PWDA DES Consumer Engagement Strategy are detailed below:
Access to DES
Many stakeholders said they were unaware of the existence of Disability Employment Services and/or unsure of what assistance they offered to people with disability to find employment in the open workforce. This was the case for both people with disability and employers. 
Of those people who were aware of DES, many weren’t sure how DES differed from other services and/or were confused by the eligibility criteria and process for accessing DES. 

Those stakeholders who had tried to access DES noted the difficulty in accessing information about DES in accessible and appropriate formats including in Easy English. 

Further, there is very little opportunity for employees of Australian Disability Enterprises (ADEs) to access DES, which precludes these employees from open employment opportunities. DES are not currently funded to provide assistance to people with disability to move between services or to move from segregated employment into open employment. Current restrictions regarding ‘concurrency’ of services mean that an ADE employee would be required to resign from their employment at the ADE before they could register with a DES. PWDA is highly concerned that such policy seems to directly disadvantage ADE employees, restricting their opportunities for economic and social inclusion. 
DES Performance

Overall feedback reflected general consensus of dissatisfaction with DES. Very few stakeholders reported to be both happy with the services they received and with the job outcome. Many noted there was a large gap between what people were led to expect from a DES and what their experiences were with a DES. Many also noted that advocacy support was needed to assist them to navigate the DES system. 
A number of people told us that they felt that some DES set unambitious goals for them; made assumptions about the work they could do based on disability, and sometimes did not deliver in terms of employment outcomes and building sustainable relationships with employers.  

Many felt there had been inappropriate job match as the aspirations, skills, abilities and interests of the jobseeker had not been taken into consideration. Many reported that they felt the DES placed greater importance on job placement than they did on job satisfaction. 
It is concerning that the type of assistance that people with disability report they need to obtain and maintain a job in the open workforce is often not the same type of assistance provided by DES. Overwhelmingly, PWDA stakeholders reported they wanted assistance with identifying job vacancies that were suited to their skills and experience, not just to be offered jobs that were on the DES vacancy list. Many reported that DES staff weren’t prepared to assist with this type of job search. Further, many found the IT systems and administrative practices of DES weren’t accessible, so many felt they didn’t have genuine opportunity to make informed choices or control in job selection. 
A large proportion of PWDA stakeholders reported the most helpful assistance with finding a job was assistance with job-readiness, including assistance with: identifying and accessing training opportunities; writing resumes; completing on-line job applications and preparing for a job interview. Again, many stakeholders reported getting minimal or no assistance in this area from DES.
In terms of job retention, many wanted to see increased assistance with identifying and addressing barriers to employment, including: organising workplace modifications and equipment; disability awareness training for employers and workplaces; provision of on-going on-the-job-support (OTJS) where needed e.g. to negotiate workplace adjustments and flexible work practices. However, many stakeholders reported they felt they didn’t receive adequate level of support once placed in the job, which they felt had a direct impact on maintaining employment. 
Retention in jobs was emphasised as a key issue. Some people felt that support fell away once they were in the job, meaning that they were vulnerable to casualization or losing employment. Sometimes a failure to provide disability accommodations or a lack of understanding meant that people found themselves on a performance pathway out of employment.

Some people felt that disability support had not kept up with changes in the workplace which was increasingly fast paced, stressful and generalised. Others noted poor recruitment practices which meant that specialised jobs contained generalised criteria. This sometimes selected out people with cognitive or psychosocial disability, especially in entry level jobs.  

A few people described good relationships between the DES and employers, but raised issues with support fading out and leading to poor retention outcomes. PWDA has also received feedback that the support offered by some DES seem inflexible and inconsistent, such as supporting AUSLAN interpreters for some people but not supporting communication support workers for others.  

While there are some good services, we note that very few people came forward with success stories, or indicated that a DES had been their pathway to employment.  

Increased Choice and Control

A common theme throughout the consultations and engagement with PWDA stakeholders was the need for increased choice and control of the jobseeker. PWDA notes that a primary purpose of the Objectives and Principles of the Disability Services Act (1986) was to move towards a service system in which people with disability were at the centre and could access the elements of care and support they require to manage their own lives. The purpose was to promote dignity, independence and social and economic participation of people with disability through non-discriminatory access to services tailored to meet the needs and preferences of individuals. The Standards were intended to underwrite conformance with the Principles and Objectives of the Act.
 However, there seems little relationship between the current DES performance framework and the Act. 

PWD believes measurements of the efficiency and effectiveness with which DES services assist people with disability to gain employment to be key measures of success but that the quality of services which is intrinsically bound to the needs and aspirations of participants is fundamental to achievement of robust service outcomes. 

PWDA believes there needs to be an increased focus from DES on assisting job seekers with disability to have greater choice and control in obtaining and retaining employment. 
We asked stakeholders about the type of information they would find helpful to better inform choice in accessing a DES or other employment service. Although quantative information such as the number of people who found a job through the service was important, most cited qualitative information as needed to help in choosing an employment service. In particular, jobseekers would like information on: what types of jobs people got through the DES and the types of services, including access to training. The most important information stated by stakeholders is the level of skills and knowledge of DES staff about disability and implementing workplace modifications and reasonable adjustments.  

Employer Engagement

PWDA believes more work should be done by government, in partnership with business, to ensure people with disability have opportunities for sustainable employment in Australia. While the DES is an important mechanism to place and train people with disability, the message must go out to industry and business that all work places should accommodate people with disability. There should also be recognition by Government as well as by business and industry that specialist programs are not the only means available to facilitate employment for people with disability. 

When compared with other OECD countries, Australia ranks 21 out of 29 in employment participation rates for people with a disability
. In June 2014 the need for a new approach to employment for people with disability was emphasised by outgoing Disability Discrimination Commissioner Graeme Innes who called for the Government to develop a ‘Jobs Plan’ for people with disability in his final public address.

The Australian Government and the community generally recognise the role of business and industry in generating the economic conditions which create employment. The challenge of ensuring that people with disability are afforded the same opportunities to work as other Australians therefore has to be viewed as a partnership between government and business. This recognition has not, in recent times, provided substantial results for people with disability. Labour force participation of people with disability in Australia is currently 54.3%, compared to 82.8% for people without disability. This disparity of opportunity is glaring and unacceptable, two decades after implementation of the Disability Services Act (1986).
Current 'employer' incentives provided by the Government fail to address the underlying issues that prevent the employment of People with Disability from an employer perspective.
  Placing a focus on the 'supply side' assisting People with Disability into employment, rather than an integrated supply and demand solution, fails to provide optimal employment outcomes for people with disability.

Tying employment and income support for people with disability together at the Federal level maintains the view that the only levers for change are Newstart or the DSP.  However, ‘this model hasn’t created jobs, hasn’t supported employers to create jobs, hasn’t made workplaces more accessible or removed discrimination, hasn’t created more positive employer attitudes and hasn’t equipped people with disability with the skills or resilience to retain their place in the workforce’
. Negative attitudes and misconceptions about disability means that employers remain reluctant to employ people with disability
.  Disability employment policy must be reinvigorated as a matter of priority and could include initiatives such as: 

· Increasing targets for employing people with disability in public service positions and initiating key signature measures such as Parliamentary internships to demonstrate Government commitment to a diversified workforce. 

· Mandatory reporting on the numbers of people with disability employed by private sector and not for profit organisations in annual reports. 

· The adoption of an accessible procurement policy by the Government to preference employers that demonstrate best practise in the employment of people with disability.
· Retention of the full DSP for at least six months for people with disability entering the workforce in entry level positions in order to provide real incentives and buffers against perverse outcomes due to extra costs.

· Comprehensive tax offsets for the costs of mainstream supports people with disability may encounter in order to maintain themselves in jobs (for instance the costs of tailored clothing, taxis or maintaining a car).

· Transition from the Australia Disability Enterprises model to genuine work training and skills building opportunities that lead to open mainstream employment for people with disability
.

The Government should set an example by proactively encouraging people with disability into jobs in the public service. Where there are demands for a new workforce, such as with the roll out of the NDIS, the Government and business sector should promote a diversified workforce and put strategies in place to maximise opportunities for people with disability, including adequate training and education support. 

Many people with disability would benefit from paid work experience or internships. This should be promoted as part of income support related Participation Plans, with participation in this work not affecting a person’s level of income support. Schemes such as Work for the Dole where people are forced to take part in employment irrelevant to their goals and aspiration are unlikely to have a long term impact on a persons’ employability
. 
Innovation

PWDA feels that there is scope for additional innovation in our thinking about disability employment. We have gone about this in the same way for a long time and it is not working.  

There is a need for more work on attitudes, including a deeper understanding of what employer attitudes actually are and how they might be changed. It was noted that there was limited quantitative research in this area. Some people consulted felt that the same messaging on employment had been overused and needed review.  

More work on financial benefits for employing people with disabilities might be considered, not just an upfront payment, but ongoing like reduced payroll tax incentives.

Innovation also needs to encompass a rethink of how cooperative arrangements might help more people find jobs and resolve a range of issues in their lives. Since the first Commonwealth State Disability Agreement there has been an understanding that employment was in the Commonwealth mandate and the States and Territories were responsible for disability support. The NDIS means that the Commonwealth is now assuming greater responsibly for support so this might also be the moment to consider a more cooperative approach to employment. There may be potential to explore a greater role for States, Territories and local governments in supporting better employment outcomes for people with disability. Again, PWDA feels this is a problem requiring a coordinated response similar to some other areas where COAG has formed National Partnerships. We note that a number of States and Territories already undertake work to lift the social and economic participation of people with disabilities.  

Community Connection

PWDA notes that there has sometimes been a narrow focus on parachuting people into jobs without paying attention to peoples need to build networks and resilience in order to sustain and maintain employment.  In doing so, we also note feedback from employers who stress that they are looking for rounded employees who can move beyond specialist roles and “fit in”.  

Just as physical housing is often only one part of a broader set of issues surrounding a person who is homeless, so there are a range of inter-relating obstacles and issues in the lives of people with disability who are experiencing barriers to the labour market.  

PWDA believes that Disability Employment Services should be given a broader brief to provide holistic solutions which work across people’s lives to stabilise housing, improve income, build friendship networks, and strengthen community connection, personal capacity and independence. This is especially important for those who have multiple and significant experiences of disability, including people with a cognitive and/or psychosocial disability.  

This complexity was a theme underpinning a number of contributions to the consultations. There was powerful feedback which pointed to the tyranny of low expectations – people whose families, service providers and teachers had set low expectations for them and who had never been provided with the opportunity to ‘dream big’.  

We feel that government, employment services and policy makers also need to start ‘dreaming big’ and imagining more ambitious solutions. Disability employment is not just a reporting and disclosure problem, it is a participation problem involving barriers, disincentives, community attitudes, service performance and systems like income support.  

4. Concluding Remarks

People with disability who have been long-term unemployed face multiple challenges to finding and keeping work. Employment services and other social supports such as mental health services and subsidised transport, should work in tandem to support people with disability to maximise the potential for employment through a holistic approach to improving the long term well-being of each individual.  

Soft-bigotry and low expectations within the general community and Disability Employment Services (DES) continue to lead to poor employment outcomes for people with disability. Employment services should be evaluated and funded on the outcomes they deliver for people over the long term, not just how many people they get into any type of work, regardless of the security that job offers. 
To drive Disability Employment Services to have a focus on longer term positive outcomes for clients, people with disability should be given greater control and choice regarding their employment service provider and have the right to move providers if their needs are not being met. Job search funding should be provided as an individualised package to be spent on the job services that the person chooses. For example, a person may choose to employ a job agent to help them prepare and tailor their CV. 

Employers also need support when moving to more accessible and disability inclusive work practices. The Australian Council on Social Services (ACOSS), together with the Business Council of Australia (BCA) and the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) recently released a statement outlining how the current employment services system could be reformed to support employers to increase their recruitment practices among people who are very long-term unemployed, including people with disability
. Having employee and employer support services within one structure could enable better sharing of information focused on meeting the needs of all parties. 

In order to develop strategies to deliver better employment outcomes for people with disability, solid national research on employer attitudes towards people with disability is needed. This would help inform future strategies to meet the needs and concerns of employers. Matched with consultation with people with disability and their representative organisations, expectations, challenges and opportunities can be identified to inform future strategies to deliver jobs for people with disability. 

�  Disability Services Act 1986 Principles and Objectives for the purposes of section 5 Accessed at � HYPERLINK "http://www.comlaw.gov.au/Details/F2009B00030" �http://www.comlaw.gov.au/Details/F2009B00030� September 2011


� See here for more information � HYPERLINK "http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/sickness-disability-and-work-breaking-the-barriers_9789264088856-en" �http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/sickness-disability-and-work-breaking-the-barriers_9789264088856-en�.


� Graeme Innes made his last speech as Disability Discrimination Commissioner at the National Press Club in July 2014, see here for more information https://www.humanrights.gov.au/news/stories/commissioner-innes-calls-disability-jobs-plan


� The Australian Employers' Network on Disability, Response to the Exposure Draft of the New Disability Employment Services and Employer Incentives Scheme 2010–2012 Purchasing Arrangements, Letter to the Minister for Employment Participation (3 July 2009) page 2.


� The Australian Employers' Network on Disability, Response to the Exposure Draft of the New Disability Employment Services and Employer Incentives Scheme 2010–2012 Purchasing Arrangements, Letter to the Minister for Employment Participation (3 July 2009)page 4.


� PWDA 2013 federal Election Brief found here http://www.pwd.org.au/campaigns/federal-election-2011.html


� See the Shut Out Report released in 2012 by the Department of Social Services http://www.dss.gov.au/our-responsibilities/disability-and-carers/publications-articles/policy-research


� PWDA 2013 federal Election Brief found here http://www.pwd.org.au/campaigns/federal-election-2011.html


� See here for more on the effectiveness of the Work for the Dole http://theconversation.com/work-for-the-dole-doesnt-work-so-why-is-it-coalition-policy-784


� Further information can be found on the Business Council of Australia website here http://www.bca.com.au/publications/opportunity-for-all-joint-statement-on-acoss-actu-and-bca-cooperation
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