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Justifying Change

The Discussion Document provides the purpose and scope of the draft proposals for change and goes on to provide the rationale for change. We note at this early point in our feedback that Government’s intention is to achieve change within on-going budget constraints. Change includes:

· improving the effectiveness of Employment, Participation and Inclusion Services;

· aligning services with the objectives of Enabling Good Lives and the Government’s Welfare Reforms; and

· applying an Investment Approach to Specialist Employment Services.

Blind Citizens NZ recognises that $89m is currently budgeted per year for Employment, Participation and Inclusion Services. However there has been no increase for approximately 10 years. An increase in funding for Employment, Participation and Inclusion Services will be pivotal if we are to significantly reduce the number of unemployed disabled people.

Draft change proposal 1: Introduce a new Outcomes Framework

Blind Citizens NZ is broadly supportive of the development of an Outcomes Framework and what it is hoped this will achieve. We particularly recognise and support people remaining in employment, having increased opportunity to do paid or voluntary work, to contribute to their communities and, more employers becoming ‘disability confident’. 

While outside the parameters of this Discussion Document, Blind Citizens NZ is mindful of work occurring on employers becoming disability confident. It is our understanding that the Ministry of Social Development (MSD) is working on an employer confidence toolkit, while MSD’s Think Differently Social Campaigns’ team has funded the Disability Employment Forum through Workbridge, to work on something similar. However this work is rolled out, Blind Citizens NZ urges MSD to avoid duplication of effort and to ensure DPOs are meaningfully involved in any work in this area.
We do not support the proposal for people to be funded for support to achieve only one of three outcomes at a time, even though they may well be able to move from outcome to outcome as their aspirations change. Our reason being that people on a Pathway to Sustainable Employment may have complex needs and when they are not involved in training or other skill-building activities they may require support from a Participation and Inclusion service provider. Of note is that the Discussion Document is at pains to point out the alignment of the proposals with Enabling Good Lives. We take this opportunity to therefore comment on the Christchurch Enabling Good Lives pilot. Our understanding is that the pilot takes the opposite approach and enables and supports disabled people to participate in as many activities as they choose. In the event our understanding is correct, then Government is required to provide its rationale for adopting a significantly different approach in this Discussion Document.

We believe Government’s definition / interpretation of sustainable employment, which is tied to a minimum of 15 hours per week and encouraging people off benefits, is far too narrow. This potentially impacts on blind and vision impaired people who receive the blindness component (as referred to by blind people) of the Supported Living Payment. It also fails to take into account that people who work end up paying higher taxes and contributing to the economy in other ways, even if they remain on benefits or continue to receive other allowances. Blind Citizens NZ urges Government to see the total benefit of disabled people contributing to the economy if encouraged into employment or even voluntary activity.
Then there is the matter of the “outcome setting decision support tool”. Noting the tool will be used to “agree the outcome the person is seeking to achieve and what services MSD will fund for them”, we are concerned the tool may be a means of restricting eligibility to services based on a person’s perceived level of disability. Current practice requires employment and participation service providers to develop personal plans with each person to ensure their goals and aspirations are documented and inform service delivery. We believe the proposed tool may well add another planning and assessment process to people’s lives. This should be avoided at all costs.

Draft change proposal 2: Improve support for people to get and stay in work

While on the one hand the Investment Approach means funding is focused on supporting people to become financially independent of a benefit, or reducing their long-term dependence on one, it is questionable whether this is being effectively applied in relation to employment, participation and inclusion services. There is the real potential for this approach to result in people who require the greatest levels of support, to actually receive less. 

The Investment Approach does not align with Government’s commitment to the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and appears inconsistent with the principles of Enabling Good Lives and Whānau Ora. Given the extent to which the Discussion Document references the principles of Enabling Good Lives, we believe there is lack of evidence that the proposals for change fully support and reflect these:

· self-determination (Principle 1);

· beginning early (Principle 2);

· person-centred (Principle 3);

· ordinary life outcomes (Principle 4);

· mainstream is the default (Principle 5);

· empowerment (Principle 6);

· easy to use (Principle 7);

· relationship building (Principle 8).

There is concern that milestone, or outcomes based payment structures may lead to “cherry-picking” i.e. the incentive for providers is to work with those people who are likely to achieve outcomes while avoiding working with people who pose greater employment challenges.

Draft change proposal 3:Improve support for people to participate and be included in employment and their communities

Blind Citizens NZ acknowledges the efforts by some providers to adapt their services to achieve the outcomes of this proposal for change. But providers must be required to achieve the three identified outcomes that align with Enabling Good Lives principles, and not just be “encouraged” to do so.

Draft change proposal 4: Ensure services are accessed by the people for whom they are intended, and the available funding is used more fairly

Blind Citizens NZ would prefer to have information that identifies how existing services are not being accessed, not just by those for whom they are intended but by those who actually need them. The Discussion Document fails to provide this information, thus from our perspective, there appear to be too many assumptions being made including that.

· 18% of people currently accessing Participation and Inclusion services not on Supported Living Payment will need to be transitioned to another service;

· there are services available to transition people to, and that they will have the capacity to take them.

The demand for services is identified in this Discussion Document as being greater than funding available. We believe this is the motivator for Government to restrict eligibility criteria to only those who are receiving the Supported Living Payment and, we find this an unacceptable ploy. 

The Discussion Document rationalises using funding more fairly and, achieving this by restricting people to accessing one funded Participation and Inclusion place at a time. This approach is intrusive, it negates government’s person-directed philosophy and it fails to exemplify the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the principles of Enabling Good Lives, Whānau Ora and, most of all it will likely detract from disabled people identifying what are their aspirations. Please refer to our feedback in response to “draft change proposal 1” for our rationale for supporting disabled jobseekers:

· having the right to choose which services are important to them; and 

· being able to access more than one service at a time.

Draft change proposal 5: A trial of Work and Income matching people to employment services to ensure that people receive the assistance that is right for them

Unlike earlier proposals which are more controlling, Blind Citizens NZ is pleased to acknowledge that people matched to a Participation and Inclusion Service can choose their own service provider. However the proposed trial identifies that Work and Income has a high level of control over disabled people and providers and, for the following reasons, this is a concern. Work and Income currently has little awareness of what providers offer, and there is little evidence to support Work and Income’s knowledge is sufficient to give people confidence it will make assessments about disabled people and match them to the required supports.

We are also of the understanding that the Enabling Good Lives Demonstrations are looking at the role of Navigators so as to better connect people with the required supports. Given the Discussion Document’s emphasis on Enabling Good Lives, we ask whether there will be an evaluation and comparison of these two approaches?

Questions

There are questions arising from the Discussion Document which we signal for your attention and a response:

· A blind person wants a job but needs some computer skills to be job ready. Will this new approach pay for specialist training with adaptive technology and, will it then fund adaptive technology for this person to have at home so they can complete applications for jobs and prepare a CV and other documents while developing and/or improving their skills?

· A blind person wants a job and is actively seeking work. However, employers’ computer systems are not always accessible. Will this new approach fund any specialist workplace pre-employment assessment and modifications such as modifying the employer’s software to make it more accessible / usable? 

· The Discussion Document identifies a goal to ensure employers have a greater understanding of reasonable accommodation. What are the plans to achieve this and how will reasonable accommodation be defined? For example reasonable accommodation for a large corporate may be quite different to a small business and in this instance, what happens if the employer does not have the funds to make any reasonable accommodation? We see the employer confidence tool kit referred to earlier in our feedback, as particularly relevant here, and we reiterate our recommendation that DPOs be meaningfully involved in the development of this essential piece of work.

· A number of blind people are not in receipt of a benefit. They do have a disability and are job seekers or may be in employment and their job is at risk or, they wish to participate more in their local community. Will funding be made available to assist them achieve their goals?

· Given the emphasis of the proposal for change encourages disabled people to move off benefits and into employment, Blind Citizens NZ asks if this will mean that blind people on the Supported Living Payment blindness component (as referred to by blind people), will be excluded because their personal earnings are excluded from the income test?

· Scenarios offered by Government to support how its proposals will make things better for disabled people raise further questions for Blind Citizens NZ. We ask therefore:

· Scenario re proposal one: why is it that the existing system is not promoted by government as supporting the outcome identified? For we believe it is. In Auckland for example, support agencies such as Vision Pacific and Renaissance support and work with disabled people who are also supported by specialist agencies such as the Blind Foundation and Deaf Aotearoa at the same time.

· Scenario re proposal two: whilst recognising the emphasis is about the individual wanting to work more than 12 hours a week, Blind Citizens NZ encourages a more holistic approach being taken including considering the impact for example, of travel time and the impact this alone can have. 

Overall the scenarios suggest disabled people are swamped with employment options yet the reality is they are not. Disabled people will often be placed in the invidious position of taking a part-time role just to get a foot on the employment ladder. Yet the job may not be one that is commensurate with their skills and/or qualifications.
Conclusion

Blind Citizens NZ applauds the concept of assisting more disabled jobseekers into employment. However it is paramount that this outcome is achieved in a meaningful way, and we find the proposals fall short in this regard. 

We acknowledge that in prioritising and targeting its limited resources, government’s aim is to do more. In theory, the savings in resources should enable a greater number of people to receive assistance. But we believe the outcomes for all concerned may not improve as a result. People may not be in a position to determine what outcome they feel best suited for at the time and, if moving from one outcome to another means that they need to give up what they currently enjoy, they may opt to remain where they are.

We believe disabled people must be able to register with as many agencies and providers as they choose, just as non-disabled people can. While recognising people must register with Work and Income to receive a benefit payment, we do not support Work and Income being the main referral agency. As indicated previously, we are not confident that Work and Income has the knowledge, skills or experience in all disability types. Advice from our community of blind and vision impaired people informs us of their lack of confidence in Work and Income and that their relationship for seeking employment is most often from specialist providers. As our members have already established those relationships we believe it makes sense for them to continue those relationships.

We propose that Government consider enabling job seekers to register with an array of specialist agencies who are trained to provide services to meet the needs of specific disability groups. This would ensure that job seekers are not steered down a path of unsuitable training or employment. Providers will have specific areas of expertise and not all will provide everything – writing CVs, computer training to do job searches, practicing interviewing techniques are but some areas identified. Funding would therefore be paid on a task-based analysis. Then, once employment is found, we propose that Work and Income should engage with the person and obtain from them, their perspective about the supports received from the agencies that claim to have assisted them in achieving employment.
