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Dr Ozdowski
Employment Inquiry 
Disability Rights Unit 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 
GPO Box 5218 
Sydney NSW 2001

Dear Dr Ozdowski

Centacare Catholic Community Services Sydney is pleased to have the opportunity of responding to the Interim Report for the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission Inquiry into Equal Employment Opportunity and Participation for People with Disabilities.  This follows Centacare’s earlier submission responding to the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference. 
Centacare has prepared the following submission based on the Agency’s experience in providing services for people with intellectual and psychiatric disabilities gain greater access to the open workforce.
The Interim Report canvasses a diverse range of issues and stakeholder perspectives on the issue of employment and disability and will provide a strong foundation for future action.  Centacare commends the Commission’s emphasis on the need for a holistic approach requiring participation from business, government and the community.  While Centacare supports the overall orientation of the report, there are specific areas requiring further investigation and policy commitment which are identified and discussed in the submission.  In addition to responding to the general content of the report, Centacare has made comment on the following areas of recommendations:
· Assess and Address Information Needs;
· Assess and Address the Costs Facing Employers and People with Disability;
· Assess and Address the Risks Facing Employers and People with Disability;
· Assess and Address Recruitment and Support Needs.
Please find enclosed Centacare Sydney’s response to the Interim Report.
Yours Sincerely 

Bernard Boerma

CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER
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1. Centacare Sydney - Background and Context
Centacare Sydney is the official welfare arm of the Catholic Church in the Archdiocese of Sydney and is a major provider of services for people with a disability, people who are ageing, children and families.  Founded in 1940, Centacare has a team of over 700 staff spread throughout Sydney and an annual program budget in the vicinity of $30 million.  
Centacare has a strong history in providing services for people with intellectual and psychiatric disabilities gain greater access to the open workforce.  Centacare’s Direct Employment Program provides people living with an intellectual disability and acquired brain injuries with individualised support and marketing to obtain positions in open employment. This program provides each client with on-the-job training until the client has mastered the skills to carry out their role.  The Personal Support Program assists people experiencing multiple non-vocational barriers, including mental illness, to workplace participation.  In addition, the Transition to Work Program is designed to improve employment outcomes for school leavers with a disability who could move to paid employment within one to two years. Centacare also provides a diverse range of other services for people living with a disability including early intervention programs, group homes, disability respite and supported employment programs. Centacare Sydney’s response to the Interim Report is grounded in the experience in the delivery of these programs and the agency’s long history of involvement in the disability services sector.
2. General Report Content  
Generally speaking, Centacare Sydney believes that the scope and range of issues addressed in the Interim Report is a comprehensive and accurate profile of the information needs, costs and risks facing people with disability and employers. The report will provide a strong foundation for future research and action and clearly demonstrates that the barriers experienced by people with disability are as diverse and complex as the group of people themselves.  
The Inquiry has shown commitment to consultation which recognises that improved participation and employment rates for people with disability depends on all parties involved in the employment process including potential employees, public and private employers, employment services and Government.  
Centacare wishes to make comment on the following areas and issues covered in the Interim Report:
Holistic and Coordinated Approach 

Centacare strongly supports the Interim Report’s emphasis on the importance of a holistic and coordinated approach to improving employment participation and retention rates for people with a disability.  Improved outcomes rely on the strength of a coordinated approach from all levels of government, business and the community.  The Report has clearly given detailed consideration to the multiple stakeholder perspectives on the issue of disability and employment acknowledging that workable solutions will necessarily involve all of these groups. 
The Importance of Changing Social Attitudes 

The Interim Report emphasises the importance of a flexible workplace.  Change in attitude and behaviour with regard to employment of people with a disability in the open workplace is a societal issue and is not limited to the workplace environment. Cultural barriers experienced by people with a disability in the workplace are as much about wider social attitudes as they are about the practices and official policies of the relevant employer. Centacare believes that a wider policy commitment needs to be made to achieving generational change in social attitudes and behaviour towards employment and disability as a backdrop to community and workplace education initiatives.  Social attitudes to a person’s disability can often be more of a challenge than the impact of the disability itself.  The level of commitment required is similar to that shown in shifting social attitudes towards multiculturalism and environmental behaviour.
Any education programs directed towards employers would need to occur as part of the policy commitment to generational change.  As stated in Centacare’s previous submission, a community education program should have a particular emphasis on reducing the fear element about working with people with a disability. Information should also highlight the fact that people whose condition is under control can work just as productively as other members of the workforce.

Information, Costs and Risks 

Centacare commends the Inquiry for its identification and investigation of the costs to people with a disability when engaging in the workforce and recognising the need for the provision of clear information targeting a range of stakeholder groups. 
Making the transition into the open workplace is a significant and daunting step for people with a disability.  The change can have negative impacts on their health (even over a short period of time) which means their capacity to carry out tasks is affected.  In recognition of this, there should be provisions for the reassessment of the client after they have moved into the open workplace.

In addition to a general fear of losing the DSP once entering the open workplace, for those clients who have a place in a Day Options Program there is often a fear that they may not be guaranteed a place with the Program in the event that participation in open employment is not successful. 

The need for information for potential employers regarding the financial and legal risks associated with employing people with a disability is of particular importance.  It has been Centacare’s experience in dealing with potential employers that the availability of this information has been lacking, putting the onus on Centacare to alleviate potential employer anxieties in this regard.    
Getting Ready for the Open Workplace

Navigating the system that is designed to support people with a disability in preparing to enter the open workplace is an ongoing challenge to people with a disability and their families.  Understanding and accessing information about any changes to the system is also a challenge. Additional barriers are created when systems and processes within government agencies, such as Centrelink, fail to maintain and update client information.  For example, a number of clients in Centacare’s Transition to Work and Direct Employment Program who receive Youth Allowance or Newstart Allowance have received letters from Centrelink requiring these clients to attend a Job Network interview even though they are currently participating in legitimate work activities and therefore not required to be job searching.  This can be very distressing for clients and their families, presenting an unnecessary barrier to navigating what is already a complicated system. 

The Need for Further Research 
While the outcomes of this Inquiry represent a significant contribution to the body of knowledge about employment and disability, Centacare endorses the emphasis given to the need for further research for the purposes of developing an accurate assessment of the true nature and extent of information needs, risks, recruitment and support needs.  Research in this area is critical to an informed policy response.
3. Interim Recommendations

Centacare wishes to give particular comment in relation to the following recommendations:
Assess and Address Information Needs 

Clear, consistent and accessible information which applies to a broad spectrum of stakeholders will be an important feature of a coordinated response to the issue of employment and disability.
Interim Recommendation 1: One-stop-information-shop
Centacare believes that a one-stop-information-shop is one forum through which information can be made accessible to a range of stakeholders however if it is the Commission’s intention that this be a web-based site only, this would limit the accessibility of such a service and would therefore not address the full range of needs outlined in the Interim Report. Whilst a web-based site would form an important part of an information solution, opportunity for face-to-face and telephone contact (such as a 1800 number) should also be provided for.  Written material should also be made available in hard copy. It is critical that the service is accessible to people with a range of disabilities including hearing, vision, intellectual and physical.
The development of a one-stop-information-shop should be done in consultation with business, all levels of government as well as TAFE colleges and Schools to ensure that the content and forum through which information is made available are appropriate to the needs of all stakeholder groups. 
Information provided as part of this service needs to be current and relevant to all parties.  Centacare stresses the importance of making available information relating to the costs to all parties associated with people with a disability entering the open workplace as well as industrial information for potential employers regarding the implications of employing a person with a disability.
In terms of providing information relating to the costs to employers, the Interim Report cites data from an American survey of users of the Job Accommodation Network as evidence which suggests that the costs associated with accommodation changes are less than what employers often assume.  Centacare recommends that Australian specific data should be used where possible when making a case to Australian employers about the true costs associated with making necessary changes to the workplace. 
Assess and Address the Costs Facing Employers and People with Disability 
Interim Recommendation 4: Streamline support and subsidies

Existing initiatives which provide incentives to employers to hire people with a disability by way of wage subsidies are under funded.  Wage subsidies have been decreasing since 1999 and the maximum subsidy of $1500 available through the Wage Subsidy Scheme would barely cover the employer’s insurance costs.  
It is important that there are provisions within wage subsidy programs to ensure that the service provider undertakes adequate preparatory work with the employer and employee prior to job placement and that follow up support is provided. Maintaining outcome payments to the relevant Service Provider after the completion of the wage subsidised period would be one way of doing this.  This would also help avoid potential exploitation of the employees and provide an incentive for the best possible job match to occur. 
Interim Recommendation 8, 9 and 10: Investigate extension of Health Care and transport Concessions and increases to Mobility Allowance 
The costs faced by people with a disability entering the open workplace are significant.  The loss of health care concessions is of particular concern as many people with a disability rely on these concessions for affordable prescription medicine. Similarly, transport costs have a significant impact on participation in the open workplace.  Increases in the Mobility Allowance and extensions to transport concessions are essential to encouraging participation.  Clients in the Transition to Work and Direct Employment Program who receive Youth Allowance and Newstart Allowance are not entitled to travel concessions making transport very expensive for these clients.  
Interim Recommendation 11: Improve the Workplace Modifications Scheme (WMS)
Centacare Sydney concurs with the Interim recommendation that any employee with a disability should be eligible for this scheme, regardless of whether they have been referred by a government funded employment service.  The scheme should cover funding for ramps and providing parking for people with a disability.
Assess and Address the Risks Facing Employers and People with Disability 

Interim Recommendation 15: Support and Develop Work Trials
This Report includes some good suggestions regarding Work Trials such as the establishment of government funded Work Trials. The Report indicates that such trials would be a great incentive to employers as a “risk-free” opportunity to test an employment relationship with people with a disability. 
Centacare’s Direct Employment program operates a voluntary work experience scheme which has yielded some very good results with regard to employment outcomes. During the work experience placement, our staff use a standard industry measure (the Standards of Work Performance questionnaire) to assess both a client’s work skills and other work related behaviours such as work ethics (for example punctuality), responsiveness to supervision and the ability to carry out instructions. The assessment is conducted in conjunction with the Training and Placement Officer and the supervisor/employer. The limitations of the current system as outlined in the Report are that work trials/volunteer work does not provide any remuneration to the client. Services are not funded for providing the resources that would be available for a job placement. Nor is it appropriate that a client continue in a work experience placement for a considerable period of time under the current system without remuneration. What is required is a system of government funded work trials, where Service Providers can offer the full range of support that they currently provide for workers such as intensive on the job training and support, maintenance including site visits and telephone calls to assess progress and a structured comprehensive system of assessment of both skills and work related behaviour.  The development of a Work Trial model would need to ensure that employers have adequate insurance to undertake such work trials.  
It is important to note that the term ‘Work Trial’ should be used carefully. It should only be used to refer to remunerated work. The term ‘work experience’ is appropriate when the client is unpaid. 
Minimising any risk of employee exploitation would be key to the development of a Work Trial model.  Centacare recommends that careful consideration be given to the duration of the trial and the possibility of a system of outcome based payments to ensure that service providers are educating employers throughout the trial and that a good job match occurs.
Interim Recommendation 16: Improve transition to work schemes

Centacare’s experience of Transition to Work is that the Program works well because of its focus on providing school leavers with the skills to cope with employment in the open workplace. Eligibility for the program is limited however.  For example, under the current arrangements in NSW, University students are not eligible for Transition to Work Programs.

In addition, The Transition to Work model does differ from state to state which presents a challenge in terms of developing a consistent national response to employment and disability. 
Assess and Address Recruitment and Support Needs 

Interim Recommendation 18: Other Support Services

Under the present DEWR arrangements, a client can receive ongoing support for as long as they are assessed by the Disability Maintenance Instrument (DMI) to require such assistance.  The procedure indicates that assistance can be provided for a maximum period of 18 months and reviewed every 12 months. Services should be able to provide ongoing support through a process of regular monitoring. This should involve site visits to measure progress first hand and obtain a review from relevant supervisors. If an area is identified where a difficultly is occurring, the Service Provider should be available to return to the work site to provide the client with intensive on the job training.  If the client’s role or duties are revised, there is the opportunity for intensive on the job training to occur here. This is provided there is still a current DMI for that client. 
Interim Recommendation 19: Flexible Workplace
The Report highlights the importance of a flexible workplace for people with a psychiatric disability particularly due to a number of factors associated with their disorder including fatigue/drowsiness due to medication. Flexible working hours is one factor that will accommodate some individuals with a psychiatric disability. A slight change in a duty description would also provide flexibility to people with an intellectual disability. Sometimes a small revision of duties (for example cash handling) can make the difference between whether the person with the disability will be able to maintain a position.  
4. Concluding Comments 
The Interim Report demonstrates the complexity of disability and employment and the obstacles faced by all parties involved, particularly people with a disability.  Centacare broadly concurs with the range of issues canvassed and the areas prioritised for further action however there are some specific points of concern which have been highlighted and should act as key considerations in the next step of this Inquiry.  These concerns relate to the need for a commitment to achieving a generational change in attitudes and behaviour toward employment and disability as a backdrop to community and workplace education initiatives;  ensuring that any information provision initiatives are not only web-based and are made accessible to people with a range of disabilities; the importance of allocating more funding to wage subsidies; and ensuring that the rights of people with disability are protected as part of any proposed Work Trial. 
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