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 ABOUT BLIND CITIZENS AUSTRALIA

Blind Citizens Australia is the peak national representative organisation of Australians 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. 

Blind Citizens Australia is funded by the Department of Social Services (DSS) to provide policy advice to the Australian Government and relevant agencies relating to people who are blind or vision impaired. As a national peak body, we have over 3,000 members and 15 branches nationwide in metropolitan, regional and rural locations. Blind Citizens Australia is also affiliated with 12 other organisations that represent the interests of Australians who are blind or vision impaired. 

Introduction

Work is the cornerstone of social inclusion. It generates wages, less reliance on welfare, dignity, a sense of purpose and productivity. Given the long-term unemployment, or under-employment experienced by many Australians who are blind or vision impaired, Blind Citizens Australia believes that a shift in the current system is necessary to ensure systemic change. These reforms should be underpinned by a sustainable welfare system that is targeted towards those in need and that guarantees that no Australian will be worse off, or left behind as a result of the changes.

To this end, Blind Citizens Australia welcomes the opportunity to provide input into the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired relative to the areas of welfare and employment. We have also made several recommendations pertaining to education throughout this submission, as high quality and accessible education services are needed in order to maximise employment outcomes for some of Australia’s most marginalised groups of people. Please note that Blind Citizens Australia has chosen to provide comment only on those areas of the report where we believe that we have been able to add depth to the considerations that have been put forward.

1. Pillar One - Simpler and Sustainable Income Support System

1.1 Fewer Payments

Blind Citizens Australia believes that the tiered payment structure proposed in the report has merit, provided that this new structure will still have the capacity to adequately fund an individual’s disability-related needs, regardless of whether or not they are in employment.

While Blind Citizens Australia does support the proposal to separate out those individuals with some capacity to work from those with no capacity to work, we believe that this determination should be made holistically, rather than treating disability at face value. 

When undertaking job capacity assessments for welfare recipients who are blind or vision impaired, the following factors should be taken into consideration:

· Family responsibilities;
· The age of the recipient;
· The stage of life at which vision loss occurred;
· Whether or not an individual’s vision condition is degenerative in nature;
· The extra concentration that is required to perform tasks in the workplace and whether this would compromise the wellbeing of the individual;
· Geographic location and the availability of employment options;
· The status of transport and infrastructure in the geographic area and whether this would provide an adequate means of allowing the individual to access work.

Blind Citizens Australia sees many of the current supplements as being essential to providing people with a disability with the financial means to be able to engage in certain activities – such as job-seeking, living away from home and higher education and training. We are concerned, however, that the current system places an onus on the individual to understand which financial supplements are available and put forward their case appropriately. This observation has been substantiated through conversations with individuals who are blind or vision impaired, who have not been accessing the full range of supports that are available to them. The streamlining of payments and supplements will minimise confusion amongst welfare support recipients and will ensure that staff responsible for providing advice to welfare recipients are able to convey clear, well-informed and accurate information. The proposal to absorb some existing supplements into basic payments is supported by Blind Citizens Australia, as long as there is a guarantee that no individual will be worse off under these new arrangements. This means that within the tiered payment structure, there must still be recognition of the need for additional payments such as:

· Mobility Allowance

· Rent Assistance

· Child Disability Assistance Payment

· Youth Disability Supplement

· Carer Allowance

1.2 Fair Rate Structure

Blind Citizens Australia supports the proposal for a tiered working age payment – allowing a higher rate of pay for people with capacity to work who face additional challenges such as disability. An individual with a disability should be eligible for this higher rate of pay regardless of whether or not they are in employment. In setting rates, it is important to give consideration to factors contributing to the cost of disability, which for someone who is blind or vision impaired, may include:

· The higher cost of living close to public transport

· Adaptive equipment

· The cost of having material produced in an accessible format

· Taxis and other public transport

· Assistance with cleaning and home maintenance

In order to ensure a system that is equitable and sustainable, the extent to which the National Disability Insurance Scheme is able to fund an individual’s disability-related needs must be taken into consideration. As the NDIS is still in its infancy, however, any major reforms should not be implemented until such time that the long-term efficacy of the scheme can be guaranteed. 

Blind Citizens Australia supports fair and consistent income and assets testing in instances where an individual’s disability-related needs are already being met through the National Disability Insurance Scheme, however wishes to caution the Government against altering income and assets testing arrangements for DSP (blind) recipients. Many individuals who are blind or vision impaired have made financial commitments around their current income and would be subject to significant financial hardship should these arrangements be altered. In order to ensure that these people are not unfairly disadvantaged, it is essential that the income and assets test-free nature of DSP (blind) remains.

The rate structure should also take into account the additional challenges that people with a disability may face in gaining employment; demonstrated by a 2012 report on employment published by Vision Australia, which found that 58 per cent of respondents who wished to work were unemployed. Of those who were in employment, a large number were underemployed – working part-time hours which did not necessarily meet their needs.

Any assertion that current arrangements for income support for people with disability serve as a disincentive to work is strongly opposed by Blind Citizens Australia, and fails to take into account the full range of barriers to employment that still exist for people who are blind or vision impaired; which will be further explored under our comments under Pillars Two and Three. One member of Blind Citizens Australia wrote:

“To say that welfare is a disincentive to work is I believe in most cases a fallacy. Most people in my opinion want to work. For money, pride, status, social interaction, sense of achievement and probably fifty other reasons, most of us want to work. The reason that most people who are out of work are unemployed is that there are not enough jobs. I have applied for numerous positions where the employer has told me that they have 100, 200 and even 400 applicants for one or two positions. So let’s look at job creation and opportunity, not blame those who experience the consequences of lack of employment.”

1.3 Common Approach to Adjusting Payments

As part of the 2014 Budget, the Federal Government has proposed that from September 2017, all pensions, including the Disability Support Pension and Carer Payment, will be indexed against the Consumer Price Index (CPI) rather than Male Total Average Weekly Earnings; resulting in a lower rate of income growth. If this new indexation system had been in place for the last four years, a single Disability Support Pensioner on the maximum rate of pension would today be $1,560 worse off every year. A report published by Price Waterhouse Coopers in 2011 found that people with disability in Australia were more than twice as likely to be living below, or near the poverty line. Blind Citizens Australia strongly opposes these changes to the indexation system and believes that these measures would serve to further compromise the wellbeing of some of Australia’s most marginalised individuals.

1.4 Effective Rent Assistance 

As outlined in the report, adjustments to payments for rent assistance have failed to keep pace with rising rental housing costs. Blind Citizens Australia believes that average housing prices need to be reviewed periodically, with adjustments reflecting increases as appropriate. To this end, the Australian Government should consider adopting a national approach to the regulation of the rental market; enacting legislation to allow for rent increases to be tied to the rate of inflation in all Australian States and Territories. This would subsequently allow for rent assistance adjustments to be administered more effectively. 

The rate of rent assistance paid should also reflect the need of specific minority groups to be located in areas which subject them to higher costs of living. For example, people who are blind or vision impaired typically live in areas with good public transport and infrastructure, where rental rates are infinitely higher, out of necessity and not choice. Living in an under-resourced, but more affordable area would result in dependence on others and greater social isolation, also restricting opportunities for education and employment. The welfare system should allow flexibility in targeting those most in need, with a higher rate of rental assistance being paid, in recognition of the higher cost of living that is thrust upon people who are blind or vision impaired.

1.5 Rewards for Work and Targeting Assistance to Need

Blind Citizens Australia asserts that people who are blind or vision impaired should continue to receive income support, regardless of any earnings made through employment. In some circumstances, the cost of participating in employment can far outweigh the cost of any income received through social security. As an example, the Multipurpose Taxi Scheme in Victoria which provides a half price subsidy on taxi transport, is income and assets tested for new applicants. This means that an individual who is in full-time employment would in most cases not be eligible for the scheme, although no other person in full-time employment without disability would be subject to such high transport costs.

As outlined previously, Blind Citizens Australia does support income and assets testing in instances where it can be shown that a person’s disability-related needs are already being met through the National Disability Insurance Scheme, but wishes to once again caution against the placement of a retrospective means test on DSP (blind) recipients.

Finally, changes to the welfare system should not be phased in until such time that the current barriers to employment have been more adequately addressed. No person who is blind or vision impaired should be worse off as a result of these changes. It is also essential for any proposed changes to be communicated to blindness agencies and individuals well in advance in order to minimise confusion. 

2. Pillar Two: Strengthening Individual and Family Capability

2.1. Mutual Obligation

As the majority of people who are blind or vision impaired are not out of work through choice and are proactive in their job-seeking efforts, Blind Citizens Australia does not see mutual obligation requirements as being a feasible solution to decreasing unemployment rates amongst this minority group. Moreover, we wish to assert that there would need to be a major shift in accessibility within job-search programs before mutual obligation requirements could be thrust upon welfare recipients who are blind or vision impaired. This means the availability of forms, web services and centre-based computer systems that are accessible via screen reading and magnification software, as well as greater awareness of blindness and vision impairment amongst job-search staff.

We support the proposal to meet the cost of mutual obligation requirements such as transport and orientation and mobility, but again reiterate that mutual obligation should not place burdensome and unrealistic expectations upon job-seekers with disability. A lack of visual stimulation, and the need to concentrate more closely when navigating ones’ environment, can contribute to greater fatigue for some individuals who are blind or vision impaired. For this reason, it is important that any requirements that are linked to income support do not create additional stresses and strains for a group of marginilised people who already lead very complex lives. 

Mutual obligation requirements should be individually tailored to consider personal capacity and circumstance. As outlined in our comments under Pillar One, for someone who is blind or vision impaired, these considerations should include:

· Family responsibilities

· Age

· The stage of life at which vision loss occurred

· Whether or not an individual’s vision condition is degenerative in nature

· The extra concentration that is required to perform tasks in the workplace and whether this would compromise the wellbeing of the individual

· Geographic location and the availability of employment options

· The status of transport and infrastructure in the geographic area and whether this would provide an adequate means of allowing the individual to access work.

2.2.
Early Intervention

Public and private schools need to be adequately resourced to build and strengthen a child’s literacy, numeracy and life skills, to better equip them to handle the transition from education to employment once they are of working age. Unfortunately, however, the current education system is failing students with disabilities; resulting in some children falling through the cracks.

The use of Braille in the classroom has been rapidly declining over the past few decades due to the emergence of overall lower cost solutions for the classroom such as text-to-speech software on computers. While it may be easier for teachers to facilitate learning via auditory means in the short-term, there is absolutely no substitute for Braille for a child who is blind or vision impaired. Without Braille, a child cannot gain an understanding of how words are structured and spelt, thus impacting on their ability to read and write. Failure to adequately resource schools to meet the requirements of Braille users will result in extremely poor levels of literacy – placing the child at a severe disadvantage in both the short and long-term. 

According to the Perkins School for the Blind in the United States, 90 per cent of Americans who are blind or vision impaired but Braille literate are in employment – demonstrating a strong correlation between Braille literacy and employment outcomes. It can therefore be concluded that failure to adequately resource schools to meet the requirements of Braille users will greatly diminish their opportunity to obtain employment later in life.

While Braille still needs to be at the core of learning for any child who is blind, it is also essential that they develop computer skills to allow them to keep up with their sighted peers and build the necessary skills to be able to undertake higher education and seek employment. Given access to the appropriate technology and a classroom environment which promotes inclusiveness, students who are blind or vision impaired are able to participate in the school curriculum on an equal level to their sighted peers. Even with access to technologies which make computer content accessible (such as screen readers), the level of autonomy that a student is able to achieve when undertaking required tasks, will be impacted by various factors. This includes software packages and platforms being used in the classroom meeting certain accessibility guidelines. Inaccessible systems such as computer databases, websites and other software packages can discriminate against students who are blind or vision impaired, forcing them to fall behind. Although it is sometimes possible for scripts to be written to make screen reading software interact more seamlessly with graphical interfaces, this process can often take weeks or months and is not an appropriate accommodation for the fast-paced environment of the school classroom.

The Department of Education, in its 2014 report on the review of the Australian Curriculum stated:

“The Australian Curriculum: Technologies will ensure that all students benefit from learning about and working with traditional, contemporary and emerging technologies that shape the world in which we live.”

Given that the new Australian Curriculum has a strong focus on digital media, and recognises the role that such technologies can play in enriching the lives of students and promoting innovation, it is essential that this change also lead to the adoption of accessibility guidelines within the Department’s procurement policy for information and communications technology, and that government and private schools be obligated to make the same changes. This will ultimately ensure that computer systems used within the school environment are inclusive of the needs of students with disabilities. Further information about trends for accessible public procurement overseas can be found in our comments under Pillar Three.

It is important for supports and services to facilitate the full participation of students with disabilities to be put in place in the timeliest manner. This involves the communication of information about school-related entitlements prior to the start of the academic year. Criteria and assessment measures should be framed and administered in a way which enables submissions for the allocation of funds and services to be made on the basis of a student's individual needs. Where an application for funding is successful, funds should be provided in a suitable time period which enables the purchase of necessary services and equipment at the commencement of the funding period.

In order to fulfil a student’s disability-related needs from year to year, an educational needs assessment must be conducted at least annually during early intervention, primary and secondary education. This assessment must be conducted by people with appropriate qualifications and/or experience in the field of blindness and vision impairment. 

2.3.
Access to Adaptive Technology

Adaptive technology is essential in allowing people who are blind or vision impaired to develop job-readiness skills. Without such technology, an individual has very limited means of accessing information; inevitably decreasing the likelihood of them being able to undertake further education or employment.

With a shift towards computer technology, people who are blind or vision impaired have the potential to be able to access more information than has been previously possible. But this access is met by significant cost barriers. Jaws for Windows, the most widely used screen-reading software used by people who are blind, in employment, in education and in daily living, costs in excess of $1500.00 and requires additional payments for each subsequent software upgrade. Under the current system, this software, along with other aids and equipment such as electronic Braille devices, which can cost as much as a new car, are only fully funded when a person is employed or looking for work; leaving a significant gap in terms of skill development and access to information.

The National Disability Insurance Scheme must have a strong focus on putting equipment in place to facilitate independent access to information by people who are blind or vision impaired, as this is still a significant area of unmet need. As the National Disability Insurance Scheme will not be fully rolled out until 2020, however, immediate strategies must be put in place to provide people who are blind or vision impaired with job-readiness skills through the provision of accessible equipment which will best meet their needs. This will allow individuals with time to familiarise themselves with, and enhance their skills in using this technology so that they are ready to use adaptive equipment in a work environment from the outset. 

2.4.
Further Education

The report emphasises the importance of targeted education and training to equip            job-seekers with the higher qualifications that are favoured by the current labour market. This is not, however, consistent with moves toward the deregulation of fee-setting for universities as announced in the 2014 Budget. This change will significantly compromise higher education opportunities for many disadvantaged young Australians, including those with disabilities. State governments also continue to impose significant funding cuts across the TAFE sector which in most states, have resulted in the abolishment or reduction of subsidies designed to assist people with disabilities to meet the costs of completing a higher qualification. As an example, in June 2014, Queensland’s Education Minister announced that the Queensland State Government would be reducing subsidies for “courses that aren't aligned with skills shortage areas”. As a result of these measures, literacy and numeracy fees for disability pensioners in Queensland have risen by $660, while tuition fees for a diploma in marketing have increased by $3600.

While the concept of “earn or learn” aims to build a stronger economy and lead to better social outcomes, there needs to be additional funding allocated to support people in need with the cost of meeting these requirements. If education is not affordable, or there is no assistance available to help people at disadvantage to meet these costs, they will not have the capacity to either earn, or learn, and will continue to fall through the cracks. Every young Australian has the right to an education, not merely those who have the means to afford it.

Further to this, disability specific support services in all educational institutions should be resourced at a sufficient level to enable people who are blind to achieve their educational goals and to exercise educational choices on a non-discriminatory basis.

2.5.
Monitoring and Evaluation

There should be ongoing monitoring of progress of children with disabilities in the school environment, to ensure that they are meeting targets for skill development at a comparable rate to their non-disabled peers. A holistic skills evaluation should occur at key stages of development to identify potential gaps in the child’s literacy, numeracy, communication, technology and life skills. This will then allow for the parents, the child and the teacher to play a role in concluding whether or not any shortfalls are due in part to a lack of services or supports in the school environment. In considering this proposal, it is important that:

· Monitoring and evaluation of skills development does not stigmatise the child in any way, or make them otherwise stand out from their non-disabled peers. These measures should be undertaken in a manner that places minimal burden on the child and their family.

· Any gaps in the provision of disability-related services and supports are responded to in a timely manner, to minimise any long-term impact on the learning outcomes of the child.

Employment outcomes for individuals accessing support through job networks should be carefully evaluated; with the establishment of key performance indicators for the development of job-readiness skills, and targets for the placement of job-seekers with a disability. Administration requirements linked to reporting should not, however, be so onerous that they compromise the quality of service delivery.

3. Pillar Three: Engaging with Employers

3.1.
Employment Focus

While Blind Citizens Australia agrees that the Australian Employment Covenant could be used to enhance employment outcomes for people with a disability, it is also essential for employers to develop a greater awareness of their obligation towards 

job-seekers with disabilities under instruments such as the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth), the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the National Disability Strategy 2010-2020.

3.2.
Improved Pathways

Although disability employment services are funded to deliver services that are tailored to the needs of job-seekers with disability, many DES providers are not currently meeting the needs of jobseekers who are blind or vision impaired. Individuals participating in a recent survey conducted by Blind Citizens Australia noted the following frustrations when accessing support from a disability employment service:

· Lack of understanding on blindness and vision impairment and an unwillingness to learn;
· Caseloads being too large for one consultant to manage, compromising service quality;
· Too much red tape, which impacted on the services ability to deliver services;
· Documents and forms not being provided to job-seekers in accessible or preferred format (Braille, large print etc.);
· Lack of experience with people who are highly skilled and trained, resulting in a service that was not tailored to their needs;
· Consultants not being properly adequately qualified to work with people with a disability;
· The recommendation of jobs which did not meet individual needs;
· High staff turnover and insufficient handover processes when staff leave;
· No hand over from one consultant to another;
· Lack of flexibility in allowing interviews to be conducted over the phone, rather than requiring the job-seeker to attend each DES meeting face-to-face.
This survey conducted by Blind Citizens Australia between October 2013 and April 2014 found that 35 per cent of respondents had been successful in gaining employment through a disability employment service, with 65 per cent not being successful. Of those who had gained employment, many were underemployed; noting frustration at the fact that they were not able to access assistance for job-seeking if they were already employed for 8 or more hours a week.

The many layers of bureaucracy that exist in the current system serve to unnecessarily inconvenience many job-seekers with disabilities. A member of Blind Citizens Australia wrote:

“Things got a bit complicated when I moved in February, as the agency I was with could not service me anymore, due to boundary regulations. This meant that a long and protracted process commenced, with me being offered a new provider, which was three buses and nearly a kilometre walking and transport away, and impossible to get to, without getting a taxi. I was happy to attend my old agency because I went to the city twice a week to do volunteer work and could attend on the way home. The frustrating thing for me was that my old agency wanted to assist, but couldn't, because they could not access my records once Centrelink had exited me. The new agency wanted me to come on-board as well, but it was impractical to get to. Even more frustrating was the fact I'm moving back into the area covered by the old agency at the end of the year.”

Given this example, it is imperative that all job-seekers be able to access the agency of their choice, regardless of disability or geographic location. 

Further to our previous comments relating to the timely access of adaptive equipment,  

The Employment Assistance Fund (previously known as the Workplace Modifications Scheme) can provide equipment to jobseekers, as well as people who are already in the work environment. Unfortunately, this is a seldom known fact amongst Disability Employment Services (DES) providers and people with disability alike. The way that the Employment Assistance Fund is usually accessed by DES providers involves a person having an initial assessment only after they have commenced work in a new role. In some cases, it can take several months for the recommended equipment to arrive, which can make it extremely stressful and challenging for the individual to maintain employment in the meantime, as their ability to carry out their work role is limited without access to appropriate adaptive equipment. Furthermore, if the individual is not provided with a new piece of technology, such as a Braille note-taker or scanning software, until they are already in the job, there will also be a large amount of time taken up with learning how to use these new tools. This again, takes away from the individual’s paid role and may be detrimental to their long-term employment and general sense of participation. There are many people who have successfully had adaptive equipment funded while still in the process of looking for work. This does, however, come down to whether or not the employment provider the individual is registered with has a thorough understanding of the options that are available under the Employment Assistance Fund.

As will be further explored in this submission, attitudinal barriers continue to be one of the greatest barriers to employment for people with a disability. To this end, Blind Citizens Australia asserts that continuing to provide employment services for people with disabilities through specialised services which are separate from the mainstream will only serve to exacerbate the view that job-seekers with disabilities are different from, or are less capable than their non-disabled counterparts. We therefore believe that future reforms to the current service system should lead to a shift towards employment services for people with disabilities being coordinated through mainstream employment providers; with disability awareness being a core requirement of all staff working within mainstream employment agencies. As this transition will take a significant amount of time to administer, new reforms should provide targeted funding to mainstream employment services to allow for the up-skilling of current staff and the recruitment of specialised and adequately trained case managers who are able to manage the portfolio of clients with a disability within the agency during this transition period. To prevent current problems from reoccurring under these new reforms, specialised case managers assisting people with disabilities must:

· Have a willingness to be proactive in match in the job to the person, including cold canvassing;
· Direct services towards people who have qualifications and who are job ready;
· Be adequately trained to provide services to people who are blind or vision impaired;
· Have an awareness of workplace modifications funding and an understanding of when this can be accessed;
· Have an ability to tailor services to the needs of the client, rather than just following process when it is not deemed suitable to do so;
· Have a willingness to also support people who are currently employed and are seeking change of career or career development; 

· Provide ongoing assistance and follow-up to the client one they are in a job;
· Extend services to individuals who are studying and seeking assistance with obtaining work experience or work placement.

3.3.
Addressing Barriers to Employment for Job-Seekers with Disabilities

3.3.1.
Recruitment Processes

Inaccessible application processes continue to present barriers for job-seekers who are blind or vision impaired. Both private industry and government continue to publish job advertisements, position descriptions and selection criteria as image PDFs, which cannot be interpreted by text-to-speech software used by people who are blind or vision impaired. Inaccessible websites, application forms and visual captchas are also a cause of great frustration which can impact on employment outcomes for job-seekers with a print disability. 

Local, state and federal governments should be taking the lead on accessibility by ensuring that job advertisements, position descriptions and application processes comply with the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0.

3.3.2.
Attitudinal Barriers

Employers continue to place prejudices upon job applicants with disabilities through a lack of understanding about disability, or an awareness of how someone with a disability is able to perform the functions of the role. To further complicate this matter, it is extremely difficult to ascertain whether discrimination has occurred during the interview phase, as recruiters do not have to provide concrete reasons as to why an applicant with disability has not been successful.

To address attitudinal barriers that continue to affect the long-term unemployment of people with a disability, Blind Citizens Australia recommends that government work with registered training authorities (RTAs) to ensure that disability awareness is included as a mandatory component in the core curriculum of any course aimed at qualifying an individual to work in the area of human resources. Disability awareness training should also aim to mitigate concerns about staff with disabilities posing a greater risk to occupational health and safety. Blind Citizens Australia, through its years of advocacy, is aware that there are many employers who would not consider hiring a person who is blind or vision impaired for fear that the person will be an occupational health and safety risk and potentially, a workplace liability. The truth is that this belief is far from the case and unfounded: people with disability are far less likely to have an accident at work than their work peers and do not have a higher risk of occupational injury, contrary to common perception

3.3.3.
Procurement of Information and Communications Technology

While people who are blind or vision impaired typically boast a high level of computer literacy and are able to carry out tasks on a computer effectively and efficiently, this is dependent on computer systems being compatible with screen reading or magnification software. Sadly though, inaccessible information and communications technology (ICT) continues to pose the greatest barrier to employment for people who are blind or vision impaired. For far too long, accessibility has been an afterthought in the workplace; with it being far more difficult and cost prohibitive to retrofit for accessibility once something has already been put in place. New software and hardware, such as booking systems and electronic mail systems must not be introduced in a work setting until the systems have been shown to work with adaptive technology such as screen reading software. Phone systems, photocopiers and printing devices should also be tested for accessibility prior to purchase to make sure they can be used by all employees and to minimise problems in the long run. 

It is not just private industry that continues to disadvantage job-seekers who are blind

or vision impaired through the use of inaccessible technologies, but also government employers. Serving as an ironic example, the software systems that are mandated for use within Disability Employment Services are not compatible with screen-reading and magnification software, preventing any person who uses such technology from gaining employment with one of these agencies. It is time that the Federal Government took a proactive stance on this issue to address this barrier once and for all. Blind Citizens Australia recommends a whole-of-government approach to accessibility for information and communications technologies, which could be best, coordinated through the Council of Australian Governments. This would involve the inclusion of accessibility guidelines within government policies for the procurement of new systems; making accessibility requirements a core consideration when tendering for the provision of goods and services. This will ensure that government is leading by example and is

well-placed to be able to provide advice to private industry on how to create a work environment that is inclusive to the needs of current and future staff with disabilities. 

Further to this, Blind Citizens Australia recommends that consideration be given to the provision of financial incentives for private employers who adopt accessibility guidelines within their own procurement policies. Guidelines for accessibility have been included in the United States Federal Acquisition Regulation since 2001, requiring that ICT (information and communications technologies) purchased by all federal government departments, meets the needs of people with disabilities. In 2004, the European Union also revised the general rules referenced under the EU Public Procurement Directive, encouraging procurers to meet accessibility criteria wherever possible. In 2011, the European Commission adopted proposals on a reform of public procurement aimed at facilitating the use of public procurement by ensuring greater consideration of accessibility requirements for people with disabilities.

Efforts to address other barriers to employment for people with disabilities will not have a significant impact until such time that the accessibility of the work environment itself can be guaranteed from the outset. We therefore recommend that in the long-term, government consider the establishment of legislated requirements for accessible information and communication technology.

4. Pillar Four: Building Community Capacity

4.1.
Disadvantaged Communities

The recommendations made throughout this submission highlight how welfare reform, as well as a much needed overhaul of employment services in Australia could help to address the current areas of unmet need of people who are blind or vision impaired, and prevent people from falling through the cracks in the future.

4.2.
Role of Technology

As identified in the report, being able to access information and communications technology is key to achieving good employment outcomes in the current labour market. To this end, we refer to our recommendations made under Pillar Three; requiring a shift in attitudes towards the procurement of information and communications technology.

It is also imperative, as already highlighted throughout this submission, that people who are blind or vision impaired be provided with a means of accessing information as early as possible in life, and for the equipment used to facilitate this access to keep up with technological advances.

Summary and Concluding Statements

Blind Citizens Australia supports efforts to work towards better employment and social outcomes for all Australians, however feels that future reforms must have a particular focus on addressing the needs of those minority groups who are currently subject to the greatest disadvantage in these areas. The people whom Blind Citizens Australia represents are proactive and determined in their job-seeking efforts, but the current system is failing them and it is time for this to change. As highlighted throughout this submission, the underemployment of people who are blind or vision impaired is representative of a number of barriers to employment that still exist for people with a disability in Australia. Based on this submission, Blind Citizens Australia urges the Taskforce to take the following recommendations on board to ensure better employment outcomes for job-seekers who are blind or vision impaired in the future:

· Early intervention strategies must be put in place for children with a disability, to ensure that they have the required services and supports to allow them to develop literacy, numeracy and life skills at a comparable rate to their non-disabled peers.

· There must be mechanisms in place to fund access to adaptive technology for people who are blind or vision impaired in a timely manner, so that they are equipped with the necessary skills to be able to engage in higher education and employment.

· The higher education system must be responsive to the needs of students with disabilities; with disability specific support services being resourced at a sufficient level to enable people who are blind or vision impaired to achieve their educational goals, and to exercise educational choices on a non-discriminatory basis.

· There must be subsidies and scholarship programs available to assist disadvantaged groups, such as people with disabilities, to meet the costs of gaining a higher qualification.

· Job search and job skills programs must be fully accessible to people who are blind or vision impaired; adopting forms and other electronic material that can be accessed by a person who is vision impaired, accessible websites and computer technology that is equipped with screen reading and magnification software.

· Staff working within job search and job skills programs must have a thorough awareness of the needs and capabilities of people who are blind or vision impaired.

· The cost of participating in job search and job skills programs must be met by government and must not place the job-seeker at any financial disadvantage.

· Employment services for people with a disability must be provided through mainstream agencies; with these agencies being provided with funding to assist them to up-skill staff to understand the needs and capabilities of job-seekers with disabilities. People should be marketed to potential employers based on their skills and attributes, with disability not being a core focus unless this is the expressed wish of the individual.

· Employers must adopt inclusive and accessible recruitment processes, ensuring that all web content, online application forms, position descriptions and selection criteria meet accessibility guidelines.

· All registered training authorities providing training in human resources must include disability awareness as a core requirement, to help break down attitudinal barriers affecting employment outcomes for people with a disability.

· Government must work towards ensuring that accessibility is mandated as a core consideration in the procurement of new information and communications technology to be used in the workplace. These requirements should extend to both the public and private sector.

To ensure that no individual is worse off, or is left behind as a result of future changes, it is essential that these initiatives be underpinned by a welfare system that is responsive and targeted towards those most in need. In considering future reforms to the welfare system, Blind Citizens Australia urges the Taskforce to take the following recommendations, as highlighted throughout this submission, into consideration:

· Determination of an individual’s capacity to work must be made holistically, by considering all factors involved for the individual and not merely judging disability at face value.

· In recognition of the additional costs of living and barriers to employment that are faced by people who are blind or vision impaired, individuals must have the ability to access a higher rate of income support, regardless of whether or not they are in employment.

· All pensions must continue to be indexed against male total average weekly earnings rather than the consumer price index.

· A higher rate of rent assistance must be paid to those individuals who face higher rental prices as a result of being situated close to public transport, out of necessity and not choice.

· Government should consider adopting a national approach to regulating the rental market; with rent increases being tied to inflation so that rent assistance rates can be adjusted comparably.

· Mutual obligation requirements must be individually tailored to consider personal capacity and circumstance and must not place burdensome and unrealistic expectations upon job-seekers with disability.

We wish to extend our thanks to the Taskforce for reviewing this submission and for taking proactive steps to increase employment and social outcomes for Australians who are blind or vision impaired. Should the Taskforce require additional information about any of the recommendations made throughout this submission, Blind Citizens Australia would be only too happy to provide this upon request.
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