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1.0 Introduction

Blind Citizens Australia is the National organisation of people who are blind or vision impaired. Our mission is to achieve equity and equality by our empowerment, by promoting positive community attitudes and by striving for high quality and accessible services which meet our needs.  

2.0 Request for comments on issues and inquiry process

Blind Citizens Australia believes that a public inquiry on Disability and Employment is necessary and would aid and advance the employment opportunities for people with disabilities by attending to the following important issues.
2.1 Unemployment for people with disabilities is a systemic problem, not the result of individual failings. Past research into employment and disability has often failed to understand this critical point. No inquiry into disability and employment can afford to ignore the impact of structural barriers and systemic discrimination on the capacity of people who are blind or vision impaired to actively participate in the community, whether through paid employment or voluntary activity. The most important determinants of participation for a person who is blind or vision impaired are deeply hampered by the cumulative impact of individual and systemic discrimination, particularly in regard to the inaccessibility of education, access to information, public transport, and infrastructure.

2.2 People who are blind or vision impaired need access to A Cost of Blindness Allowance in addition to and at the same rate as the Disability Support Pension (Blind) so the additional costs of blindness and vision impairment. This additional allowance is an important component for people who are blind and vision impaired to participate in the labor market. 
2.3 The concentration of government policy revolves around assisting people with disabilities to return to the workforce, rather than ensuring they are not forced to leave it in the first place. This highlights the reactive nature of policy rather than a proactive approach that seeks to keep people with disabilities in work.

2.4 It has been the experience at BCA that government initiatives under this reactive policy framework are not taken seriously. Recently, Blind Citizens Australia (BCA) obtained funding from the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR), and the Employment Innovation Fund (EIF), to conduct an Employment Project.  The project objective was to train generalist Job Network Member (JNM) staff to provide employment services for people with disabilities, specifically people who are blind or vision impaired. BCA developed a resource manual, and delivered training workshops and employment forums around Australia. However, to our dismay, these forums were very poorly attended by JNM staff. 
This lack of commitment of the JNM staff demonstrates the reality of the government’s commitment to help people with disabilities find employment. If the project was taken seriously by government it would have included a monitoring system to detect and remedy the poor performance of their contractors once it became apparent. People who are blind and vision impaired are eager to work. The proportion of blind people who are either employed or looking for work is 62% - a high rate relative to other disability groups (Australian Bureau of Statistics 1997). When considering this high level of enthusiasm in the face of all the systemic discrimination, it is difficult to comprehend why the government wants to make it harder by being so poorly committed to their own initiatives. 
2.5 BCA receives numerous complaints about disability discrimination in employment. Complaints relate to adjustments, dismissals and poor access to promotional opportunities. Particularly disappointing are the many complaints made about the public sector. 

2.6 It is evident from BCA’s experience of complaints that employers are using misusing occupational health and safety legislation to dismiss employees who are blind and vision impaired.
2.7 Public sector employment of people with disabilities has declined substantially and Blind Citizens Australia still represents blind and vision impaired employees experiencing personal and systemic discrimination.

2.8 The greatest increase in employment in Australia is in the retail sector – a sector not suited to people who are blind or vision impaired.  Moreover, the increasingly visual nature of employment and the reduction in the number of entry level positions in organisations, coupled with an increased emphasis on multi-skilling, has made gaining employment more difficult for people who are blind or vision impaired.
2.9 A key to finding employment is access to work experience, but blind and vision impaired people are prevented in participating in such opportunities, particularly due to the high cost of adaptive technology. Blind and vision impaired people need to be given more access to relevant work experience and mentoring that assists their entry into the workforce.
2.10 The increased number of part time positions in Australia has been filled primarily by women returning to the work-force (71%) and by young people, particularly students (29%) (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2001).  Disadvantaged groups, including people who are blind and vision impaired, have not benefited from the increase.  
3.0     Conclusion
BCA wishes to reiterate our call for the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission to conduct a public inquiry on Disability and Employment. The points outlined above are only some of the many reasons why we think such an inquest is justified. We would have no problem in providing compelling evidence on all the issues listed by the Commissioner if an inquiry is called. 
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