Disability Employment Forum (DEF)
Disabled People in Employment: Prioritised Actions for the Way Forward - September 2011

Background

In November 2010 the Disability Employment Forum (DEF) comprising a wide variety of sector organisations developed a Position Paper, ‘Disabled People in Employment - The Way Forward’. This arose out of the continuing concern over the low participation rate of disabled people in the New Zealand labour market. The DEF was unanimous as to the urgent need for a long term whole of government strategy and Action Plan to provide all disabled people with a pathway to employment and more jobs. 
The Action Plan is seen as ongoing and solutions focused with a strong commitment to achieving the objectives of the New Zealand Disability Strategy, the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the Treaty of Waitangi. Underpinning the actions is an understanding that disabled people have diverse skills and talents and that a range of strategies and solutions are necessary if all disabled people are to be supported into, and in, employment. Therefore we believe the Action Plan needs to include solutions for people with low through to high support needs. 
In December 2010 representatives of the DEF met with the Minister for Disability Issues and government officials to discuss the Position Paper’s recommendations. The Minister then asked the Office for Disability Issues (ODI) to plan a Disability Employment Summit. The Summit was aimed at bringing together members of the DEF, the Employers Disability Network (EDN) and relevant government agencies to agree on a Disability Employment Action Plan that would have three or four prioritised, practical and concrete actions that all parties can work towards to improve and promote the employment of disabled people in New Zealand. 
On 14 June 2011 the Disability Employment Summit was held, facilitated by ODI, with some 40 people attending from the disability sector and government agencies. Four key action areas were agreed to at the Summit.
On 20 June 2011 representatives from the DEF, ODI and MSD met with representatives of the EDN to discuss the outcomes of the Summit and to look for some agreed opportunities and gains for disabled people in employment. The discussion with the EDN was essentially around how employers can tap into the talent market of disabled people. It was agreed that the major long term goal was to have no gap in the labour market participation rates of disabled people and non disabled people. The need for ongoing engagement between the three parties in developing an Action Plan was also agreed.
In August the representatives from the DEF who met with the EDN met to further develop some practical ideas for how to implement the Summit’s recommended prioritised actions. 

It is recommended that representatives of the three parties now meet to discuss the proposed prioritised actions. 
Recommended Prioritised Actions

1. A co-ordinated workplace education strategy to assist employers and colleagues to recognise and value the skills of disabled people is established.

This action can be achieved by way of:

· Using the Australian Employment Charter as the basis to develop a New Zealand resource to assist employers in becoming disability confident. Workbridge, supported  employment and other agencies would be able to work with the EDN and employers to promote and implement this employment charter with employers. 
· Developing agreed consistent messages in keeping with the Attitudes Campaign to build the business case for employing disabled people and dispelling myths about disabled people.
· Developing tools for promoting inclusive employer human resource policies, in partnership with the Human Resource Institute of NZ, particularly recruitment policies, e.g. accessible websites and on line applications, clear policies around disclosure and creating safe environments.
2. More leadership from large employers, local bodies, the public sector – recruitment, support, career development.
This action can be achieved by way of:

· Ensuring interconnecting websites between WINZ, MSD, SSC, EDN, supported employment agencies and disabled peoples organisations.

· Developing a proposal to Trade Me for a promotion which promotes the employment of disabled people and the Employment Charter and links to where assistance can be found for employers wishing to tap the talent of disabled people.

· Profiling employer success stories and those employers who champion the value of disabled employees and creative employment policies.

· Widening the awareness of employers, e.g. – launching the EDN in Christchurch with employment opportunities for disabled people from the rebuild and recovery plan for Christchurch, focusing on employment with the Attitude Campaign.
3. More work experience, internships and after school holiday work, especially for young people and people in tertiary education, so disabled people have the same opportunities to compete.

This action can be achieved by way of:

· Funding incentives made available to employers, including disability support organisations, to offer internships, work experience and holiday work to disabled people.

· Making Support Funds available to disabled people with different levels of support needs to encourage work experience and holiday work opportunities.

· Workbridge, supported  employment and other agencies developing a work experience strategy with EDN e.g. large employers trialling work experience opportunities in different parts of the country. These opportunities could lead to open employment for disabled people.
4. A flexible and adequate funding contracting model for vocational services that improves pathways and employment outcomes for disabled people.

This action can be achieved by way of:

· Incentives for employers that encourage skill development of disabled people. 

· Making Support Funds available to young people for work experience and holiday work opportunities.
· Removing funding caps from Support Funds for those with high support needs who require additional funding. 
· Contracts recognising non placement initiatives e.g. Pre-employment skill development, transition to work programmes offered to disabled people by Supported Employment and Community Participation providers, building enabling networks, workplace education.
· Milestone payments that encourage long-term jobs and career development. 

· Contract solutions that facilitate access to holiday jobs and work experience, internships and graduate programmes.
· More flexibility with the age range. 
· Recognition of short-term jobs that lead to other work.
· More support for self-employment.

These recommended prioritised actions are part of a long term whole of government strategy co-ordinated with other policy activities that are occurring, such as welfare reform, changes to the Mainstream programme, the school to work transition project, reasonable accommodations and the Disability Attitudes Campaign. 
In order for this to be successful we believe that MSD, the DEF and EDN need to work in partnership to develop the Action Plan and any associated work plan, policy initiatives and timeframes. 
Further consideration needs to be given to:

· How MSD and Work and Income policy, funding and contracting can support the Action Plan
· Agreed ways of engaging to ensure that government agencies, employers and the disability sector are working respectfully together.
The Disability Employment Forum (DEF) also believes that the Action Plan should include specific solutions for people with high support needs including those with intellectual and/or learning disability and other impairments such as sensory loss, etc.  
The specific solutions for people with high support needs could include these actions:

· Ensuring that people with high support needs are included in the Actions mentioned earlier.

· Development of a welfare system that supports the right of people with high support needs to work and includes solutions that meet their specific needs in employment. 

· Development of specific solutions to build the capacity of employers and/or the workplace to support people with high support needs: 
Training for job coaches, more flexibility with Support Funds, ongoing support from Supported Employment agencies, sharing resources to upskill employers working this group of people (e.g. Plain Language Contract), improved access to interpreters for the deaf, showcasing successful examples. 
· Reviewing the current employment supports for people with high supports needs so there is less reliance on long-term work subsidies and more development of workplace support that builds the skills of the disabled people with high support needs and the capacity of employers to support them. 
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