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ABOUT THE AUSTRALIAN BLINDNESS FORUM (ABF)

The ABF was formed in 1992 and, in 2007, was registered as an Australian public company limited by guarantee. It is funded through the contributions of its members, the major Australian agencies that serve around 500,000 people who are blind or vision impaired, and the national consumer organisation, Blind Citizens Australia.

Members of the ABF, reflecting the Australian Government’s policy on social inclusion, are committed to assisting people who are blind or vision impaired to become and remain independent, valued and active members of the community.

The main purpose of the ABF is to ensure that persons who are blind or vision impaired are afforded the same opportunities as every other Australian. To achieve this, the ABF:

· Encourages the exchange of information between members

· Reviews and provides input to  Government policy development

· Represents the  blindness sector nationally and internationally

· Is a  member of the World Blind Union

· Encourages and promotes the development and equity of the level of services throughout Australasia

Contact:

Margaret Verick
Australian Blindness Forum

Locked Bag 3002 DEAKIN WEST ACT 2600

Phone: 02 6283 3214

Email: margaret.verick@nds.org.au
Web: http://www.australianblindnessforum.org.au 
BACKGROUND TO THE POLICY

The ABF and its member organisations support every person’s right to participate in and contribute to the community. This includes all people who are blind or vision impaired having the right to obtain and retain meaningful employment and live as independently as possible.

This is consistent with:

· the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities; and 

· the 1992 Disability Discrimination Act which prohibits any employer from

        discriminating against someone on the grounds of disability.

Purpose

To advocate for the removal of any barriers faced by people who are blind or vision impaired and promote their right and benefits to become and remain an integral part of the Australian workforce.

Target population

It is estimated there are around 500,000 Australians who are vision impaired including 50,000 who are blind, 4,000 of whom have a form of deafblindness. The total is estimated to increase to nearly 800,000 by 2024.

Environment
The Australian Government’s belief that work, along with family and community, gives meaning to life is strongly supported. However, research has shown that people who are blind or vision impaired do not receive the same opportunities as other Australians, statistics revealing:

· 69% who are of working age are not in employment

· they are four and a half times more likely than the national average to be unemployed

· four out of ten (40%) who are of working age and unemployed are not actively looking for work, compared to 8% of the general Australian population – many report they are ‘discouraged’ from seeking work

· 13% of those employed are unable to find full time employment, compared to 6% of the general Australian population

The Research also indicates that:

· the higher the education level of a person who is blind or vision impaired the more likely they will be employed

· the more access to accessible formats of information the higher their levels of employment

· of those reporting a secondary disability, 82.4% were unemployed and also less likely to be actively looking for work

Workforce participation is a foundation of social inclusion; it creates opportunities for financial independence and personal fulfilment. The key to achieving this for all people with a disability, in particular those who are blind or vision impaired is for all Governments to lead the way and demonstrate to the Australian community that having a disability is not a barrier to success and to build on the success stories that exist.

Unmet Need 
People who are blind or vision impaired are often disadvantaged when seeking, making application or being interviewed for a job. For example, information is not available in alternative formats to print or it is clear that someone with a disability is unlikely to be selected.

Students who are blind or vision impaired are not always provided with the same skill development opportunities as other students, including work experience, information and guidance regarding tertiary study.

In some sectors of the community, people who are blind or vision impaired are stereo-typed, based on the achievements or lack thereof of other persons, who may not have been appropriately skilled or in a job commensurate with their abilities.

A large sector of the community, including the Public Sector, does not make sufficient opportunities available for people with a disability, including those who are blind or vision impaired. In many areas, whilst policies are in place, equity of opportunity and participation does not exist.

AIMS OF THE POLICY

Value Statement

People who are blind or vision impaired are respected as individuals and are entitled to the same rights as all Australians.

Desired Outcomes and Timeframe

That within 5 years, people who are blind or have low vision will have the same access to employment as all Australians

KEY PRINCIPLES 

People who are blind or vision impaired will receive equity of opportunity to participate and remain in employment, live as independently as possible and contribute to the community.

The level of employment and unemployment of people who are blind or vision impaired is equal to that of the general Australian population.

1. Equity of Opportunity

      People who are blind or vision impaired have equity of opportunity in 

      education, development of skills and employment.

People who are blind or vision impaired face many barriers in their development towards becoming part of the Australian working community and being able to live as independently as possible.

Solutions
The Australian and State Governments ensure that:

· students who are blind or vision impaired receive the same educational and skill development opportunities as all other students
· they are provided with the opportunity to participate in work skill development, including work experience and work trials
· people who are blind or vision impaired have equal access to tertiary placements
· information and other material pertinent to education and work is made available in alternate print format
· equity in employment exists, including in the Public Sector
· at no level in the education or employment sector does there exist any discrimination against people who are blind or vision impaired
2. There are no Barriers to Access

    People who are blind or vision impaired have no barriers to access 

    education or work.

In addition to the above there is a need for a proactive approach to identifying and removing barriers for people who are blind or vision impaired. In many instances there is no emphasis on this group, as distinct from those who have readily identifiable disabilities such as physical and neurological.
Solutions
The Australian and State/Territory Governments:

· Review legislation and Public Sector employment frameworks to ensure they actively promote the employment of people who are blind or vision impaired
· Ensure that organisation structures and position requirements promote equity of opportunity and do not discriminate against people who are blind or vision impaired
· ‘Actively’ seek to employ people who are blind or vision impaired who have the requisite skills for positions
· Ensure that training and development opportunities, including traineeships and apprenticeships are afforded this group, similar to the opportunities for all other workers
· Provide training and development opportunities to people who are blind or vision impaired in employment, similar to their co-workers
3.   Promotion of the Benefits of Employing People with a Disability, in

      particular those who are blind or vision impaired.
People who are blind or vision impaired are as capable as anyone else in the community, given the appropriate education, training, technology and employment opportunities.
Solutions
The Australian and State/Territory Governments lead the way by actively promoting the capabilities of people with disability, in particular those who are blind or vision impaired, and the benefits of employing such people. To do this they:
· Establish a communications package, including a website that actively demonstrates to the Australian community the achievements of people who have a disability, including those who are blind or vision impaired

· Demonstrate that people who are blind or vision impaired are as capable as anyone else, and that their achievements are not restricted to any one sector of employment 

· Demonstrate to the community that people who are blind or vision impaired who have requisite skills and adaptive technology or other assistive needs are as effective and efficient as other employees
· Demonstrate that people who are blind or vision impaired have meaningful employment and play an important role in the workforce of Australia
· Illustrate that people who are blind or vision impaired are as committed and loyal as any other employee, and their employment can actually result in increasing morale in the workplace
· Establish a mentor program for people who are blind or vision impaired
NEXT STEPS

Australian Government Commitments
· Immediate action by the Australian Government to actively implement steps to ensure the above principles are introduced within one year
· Appoint a dedicated person to drive and achieve success in the implementation of the above principles

· Ensure that the proposed National Employment Strategy for people with disability and mental illness is implemented and includes a focus on people who are blind or vision impaired

· Report annually to Parliament and the Australian community on their progress towards achieving equity of opportunity and the employment of people who are blind or vision impaired
What will ABF Member Organisations Do?

Consistent with the above principles, member organisations will work together to advance the employment of people who are blind or vision impaired. To do this they will actively identify barriers to employment, assist this group to become employment ready and employed, and actively (within their resources) promote the benefits of employing people who are blind or vision impaired.
REFERENCES

The following ABF policies also relate to this policy:

· Access to Equipment

· Access to Information

· Braille Literacy and Numeracy

· Education and Children’s Services

· National Vision Loss Rehabilitation Services Plan

Copyright Statement

The employment data and statistics in this Policy are used with the kind permission of Vision Australia and must not be used in any other form or by any other organisation or individual for any purpose without the express written permission of Vision Australia. 

� Clear Insight, The Economic Impact and Cost of Vision Loss in Australia, an Overview, Eye Research Australia and Access Economics, 2004
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