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Dr Sev Ozdowski OAM

Human Rights Commissioner and Acting Disability Discrimination Commissioner

Disability Rights Unit

HREOC 

GPO Box 5218 

SYDNEY 2001

Dear Dr Ozdowski
SUBMISSION FROM UNITINGCARE AUSTRALIA

REQUEST FOR COMMENTS: 

POSSIBLE PUBLIC INQUIRY ON EMPLOYMENT AND DISABILITY ISSUES
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the proposed public inquiry into issues affecting equal employment opportunity for people with impairments within Australia. A brief response to this request is provided below.  

Should you require any further information or clarification regarding the attached response, please contact Dr Hilary Berthon, Advisor on 02 6290 2160 or by email: hilary@nat.unitingcare.org.au.

Yours sincerely

Lin Hatfield Dodds

National Director

15 September 2004
Background on UnitingCare Australia

UnitingCare Australia advocates on behalf of the national network of the community services agencies of the Uniting Church in Australia.

UnitingCare Australia believes that disability is cause by barriers or elements of social organisation which take no or little account of people who have impairments.
 UnitingCare Australia values:

· inclusive communities which strive to enable all to participate as fully as they wish and are able;

· a holistic response to people with impairments which recognises all people as individuals with a just claim to be heard, either directly or through those who are close to them and recognises each person’s physical, spiritual and social needs and their strengths and hopes;

· a society which cares for its most vulnerable.

UnitingCare agencies provide services for people across the entire lifespan and agencies are located in every State and Territory. Comprising more than 400 agencies nationwide, the UnitingCare network is one of the largest providers of community services in Australia. It provides a range of services, including accommodation, community support and employment, for people with impairments.

Request for Comments: 

Possible Public Inquiry on Employment and Disability Issues
UnitingCare Australia notes with concern Australia’s poor record, compared with other OECD countries, in employing working aged people with disabilities and the Productivity Commission’s finding, in its recent review of the Disability Discrimination Act, that the employment area is one which significant gains are yet to be achieved. UnitingCare Australia supports the proposal that the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission conduct a public inquiry into employment opportunity for people with impairments.
UnitingCare Australia supports the exploration of the issues named in the Commissioner’s request for comments and would particularly welcome examination of the following issues:

· Ways in which legislation impacts unfairly on people with impairments.

UnitingCare notes that OH&S legislation, coupled with consumer-based practice, results in employers considering the employment of people with impairments to be a risk. There is also often a need in the workplace to balance OH&S requirements for people with impairments with those of other employees—for example, in sharing equipment. While OH&S legislation is vitally important in the prevention of impairment in the workplace, we recommend a public inquiry consider the impact of this, and other legislation, on the employment opportunities for people with impairments and possible avenues for addressing these.
· Negative employer attitudes
Employers often consider employees with impairments to be a liability—unreliable, often sick, and requiring too much time to train. Research has revealed the opposite.
 It would therefore be useful to consider needs and possibilities for addressing community and employer attitudes and awareness in relation to people with impairments.
· Conditions of work
There are limited opportunities for people with high support needs (especially 1:1) and a need for further individually focused and tailored employment situations. UnitingCare is also aware of the need for further flexibility in working arrangements to accommodate people who are only able to work part-time or would benefit from flexible arrangements. Accessing leave for disability-specific medical needs can be problematic, with employees often using their sick leave for this purpose. Examination of the impact of conditions of work on the employment of people with impairments would therefore be advantageous. 

· Nature of work
UnitingCare Australia recommends that a public inquiry into equal employment opportunity for people with impairments attend to the nature of work available and individual requirements for fulfillment with a recognition that not all tasks enhance the status of an individual with a disability as a ‘real worker/wage earner’.
· Costs for employees
UnitingCare is aware of disadvantage experienced by people with impairments who engage in the labour market—including the loss in their pension and benefits such as mobility and health allowances. It is also aware that there is the possibility that those who declare their engagement in voluntary work may also be disadvantaged. It would be useful for a public inquiry to examine issues surrounding costs to employees of participating in work. 
· Access issues
Lack of access—to buildings, equipment and technology, transport to the workplace (not simply the locality)—presents barriers to people with impairments engaging in employment. Such issues could be usefully addressed in an inquiry.

· Support services
The lack of a unified system of support services (eg CRS, WorkCover, Sickness Allowance, etc.) means that support for workers with impairments is both variable and patchy in enabling employment. Some examination of the impact of the range and nature of support available would be desirable.
· Maintaining employment
UnitingCare Australia considers it important that any public inquiry examine and address barriers to maintaining as well as gaining employment.

· Transitions from education to employment
There is a lack of arrangements for people with impairments making the transition from education through to training and employment and we recommend that these issues be explored.

· Effectiveness of government measures
UnitingCare Australia recommends that a public inquiry examine the barriers to people with impairments accessing the complaints process. This would be helpful in determining the impact of financial or attitudinal barriers or lack of information on complaints. The impact of lack of knowledge and/or understanding of the DDA amongst people with impairments, employers and the general community contributing to the poor participation in the development and lodgment of voluntary access plans could also be explored. We believe that there is also a need to examine the impact of inconsistent disability standards across jurisdictions. 







� An impairment is an illness, injury or congenital condition that causes or is likely to cause a long-term effect on physical appearance and/or limitation of function within the individual that differs from the commonplace.


� For example, see statistics quoted in ‘Disability Open Employment Services’, ACROD, 1994, pp.1-2; available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.acrod.org.au/Facts/Open%20Employment.doc" ��http://www.acrod.org.au/Facts/Open%20Employment.doc�; accessed 15/9/04.
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