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INTRODUCTION

This study into the possible establishment of a National Employers Disability Advisory Council has been the culmination of one year’s work and many hours of contributions by many people.

A full list of those who have contributed to this document is at the end of the report.  However I particularly wish to thank the National Diversity Think Tank (NDTT) for their initiative and ongoing support for the concept of a national employers disability council.  I would also like to thank the Federal Government through the Department of Family and Community Services for their financial support. 
The idea of investigating the possibility of a national council drawing on the excellent work currently being done by the Employers Forum in the UK has enabled me to travel along a road filled with new ideas, committed people and visionary employers.  The journey is almost complete and I now feel I am better able  to comment on the current status of the employment of people with a disability as well as a greater understanding of the employers needs and attitudes to the issue in Australia.
This report is in no way a criticism of those services already available to both the community and to employers in relation to the successful employment of people with a disability.  The contribution of these organisations and services is enormous and is appreciated by employers,.  However like anything, there is always room for improvement.  There is also a feeling out there that many of these services are fragmented. The objective of this study therefore and the long term objective of the NDTT was to identify the most viable and feasible means of improving the capability of Australian organisations to employ and retain people with a disability successfully.
My particular thanks go to the working subcommittee of the NDTT – Fiona Krautil, Kylie Nicholson, Wilma Stevens and Naomi Mascarenhas and to my two research assistants from Monash University, Sarah White and Andrew Henning.  You were all fantastic and we worked many hours brainstorming ideas and exchanging thoughts.  It was all well worth while.

Above all the process of developing this feasibility study has heightened the awareness of the importance of including people with a disability in the workplace and has opened the door for further discussion with Australian employers. As a result,  I hope it has also contributed to a greater understanding of a large group within our community who have so much to offer to organisations and who are so keen to contribute.
Andrea McCall

Project Manager

April 2004

Alter your perceptions
&

remap their boundaries

BACKGROUND TO STUDY

Early in 2003, the National Diversity Think Tank invited me to work with them on a project to investigate the current status of the inclusion of people with a disability in Australian businesses.  NDTT was particularly interested in any support currently being offered to employers by any employer focused group.  This study was not intended to undermine those services already in place, but intended to understand how the capability of employers could be improved in relation to the employment and retention of people with a disability.  The Federal Government had recently completed a review of the services available to support employers, including private groups, Disability Recruitment Coordinators, specific providers and the disability advisory groups.  This study was therefore seen as an adjunct to that and as a means of establishing whether, from an employer’s perspective, any services were missing that would improve the capacity of an employer to recruit.  

The Think Tank hoped to establish whether there was a ‘missing link’ and if there was, what was required to strengthen the chain to enable those with a disability to be included for employment with no impediment.

The project was timely given the current review of the Disability Discrimination Act (1993) and the opportunity was taken to appear before  the Productivity Commission in Melbourne at the Public Hearings and to share some of the research findings.

At the commencement of the study, it was appropriate for a review of  Australian best practice and to compare and contrast with overseas models.  The initial study focused on the American, Canadian, French and UK models of disability and employment and particularly on the UK Employers Forum on Disability.  Members of the Think Tank had met with Susan Scott Parker, the dynamic leader of the UK Employers Forum and were impressed by the information, support and networking the Forum achieved.  It is intended that the project manager will spend two days with the Forum in June this year. Many felt that an equivalent may be relevant to Australia and were impressed by the impact the recent appointment of the UK Disability Commissioner had on the attitude of employers. The subcommittee of the Think Tank was particularly interested in the benchmarking models being set up through a series of case studies and discussions.  

The initial study therefore illustrated that there was a high level of ignorance about the disability sector and about the options available for employment by employers.  This was very challenging for the study, as most people are unsure or unaware of the sector and have had no direct dealings with the sector other than a direct family issue as a result of an accident or a congenital problem. It therefore became easier to understand  the level of ignorance and misunderstanding the whole issue causes.  The disability sector’s contribution to this report has enabled many to see beyond the obvious issues of disability as illustrated by Stephen Hawking or Christopher Reeve, to the issues of community attitude, community mistrust and above all Fear.

At the completion of the first outline document it was decided to scope the possiblity of a forum within Australia, following much of the format of the UK forum but mindful of the issue of quotas which are legislated in the UK and a number of other countries.  The Think Tank did not and does not support the idea of a quota system. 

The Think Tank was eager to move the proposal to the next stage, but in order to do so felt that additional funding may be required to complete an appropriate feasibility study. A proposal was therefore put to the Federal Government and the Department of Family and Community Services to enable us to continue the project and broaden the scope of our information.  The Federal Government granted some funding in October 2003 which enabled a research assistant to be appointed and to begin face to face research by travelling around Australia to speak with employers, the production of a brochure and a mail out to over 1000 employers Australia wide.  Informal discussions were also held to encourage discussion on the issue.  
The purpose at this stage  was to meet with small to medium businesses who make up the backbone of business across Australia and to hear from them directly their views and concerns relating to the employment of people with a disability.  The large companies, some of whom were already members of the Think Tank and a number of groups such as Employers Making a Difference (EMAD) and Diversity@Work, were already thinking strategically about disability,  others were not.

The public profile of disability has improved over recent years and it would seem that functions such as the Prime Minister’s annual awards gives public recognition to those who are committed to the employment of people with a disability.  It has wide support within the sector and the general view by employers and support groups was that the Awards were a very public means of recognition and many were keen to see them continue.
The issue of disability had from the remarks received from some employers and support groups, at last become a ‘sexy topic’ and had moved away from the quiet discreet discussions of the issue to something that was very much on the agenda given the low unemployment rate and the anticipated skills shortage.  

The study therefore was very timely.

AREAS COVERED BY THIS STUDY


During the course of the last six months, I have travelled around Australia and with the assistance of people in Queensland and New South Wales, have interviewed a number of employers, met with disability support groups, employment providers, mainstream recruitment agencies,  employer groups, community groups, bureaucrats, members of parliament, people with a disability and equal employment opportunity commissioners.  The business organisations canvassed were predominantly private sector and were in the small to medium range.   We were aware many public sector organisations were already meeting and exceeding expectations, and those we met with were very supportive.  However there are still a number of public sector organisations who are only part way along the path and are reluctant to embrace the employment of people with a disability.

Each employer or person or group interviewed was given a short explanatory note and a short questionnaire.  Obviously no questionnaire can be perfect  but it enabled the researchers to grasp the basic issues and problems facing businesses around employment of people with a disability as well as receive suggestions for an Employers Disability Advisory Council and how beneficial small to medium business would find it.  Some informal functions were also held, partly as brainstorming sessions, but also to raise the awareness of the possibility of an employers council.  Opportunity was taken to be the Speaker at a number of community based functions to canvass opinion and seek input.
As a result of the funding from the Federal Government, a mail out to over 1,000 companies Australia wide was completed by mid March, and the responses received to date are incorporated into this report. The responses were positive, constructive and supportive. There are a number of organisations who have offered their help – both in membership and in kind.  Some of these have still to be visited and their offers finalised. It would be appropriate to ask some of these to host functions to support the next stage.
The visits around Australia have included:

Victoria and Country Victoria

Hobart, Tasmania

Adelaide, South Australia

Perth and Broome, Western Australia

Darwin, Northern Territory

Brisbane, Queensland

Sydney and Country New South Wales

Canberra, ACT

SUMMATION OF RESPONSES
Victoria
Organisations contacted included small business in rural and regional areas, family businesses, manufacturing, government bodies, ngos, support services and mainstream recruitment agencies.
The general view was that the current services were good but were focused on the employee rather than the employer.  There was a lack of awareness for some employers, particularly in Country Victoria who regarded the issue of disability as a community issue. The Cobram Bakery example being the most acute.  The companies were however very supportive of the initiative. Government departments were very keen to be involved, some State and Federal offering support for the location of the Council in Melbourne. This will be pursued further.
New South Wales

The companies contacted initially were those with strong equal opportunity commitments and with strategies in place.  However their responses varied from ‘not another group’ to ‘anything to help us increase awareness, dispel fear and recognise the business advantage’. The written responses to our mail out also confirmed a strong interest in NSW and in particular support from the legal fraternity. However there was a reluctance to commit a large sum of money to a new group until they were convinced of its usefulness. Discussions with groups such as EMAD proved very helpful.
ACT – Canberra

The ACT/Canberra companies are well aware of their responsibilities and most were well informed and committed.  It is likely that the participation from the ACT would be high. However it was not considered appropriate for the head office of any such organisation to be located in Canberra as it would suggest a high level of government ‘interference’
Tasmania

Tasmania were delighted with the concept of a national group and were very keen to participate.  Offers of basing a satellite office in Hobart came and there was significant input from those representing the Aboriginal community as well.  The employers were keen to establish networks across their business sector and the country and embraced the concept completely. The interest in benchmarking and case studies was very high, and an offer to participate closely with the project was noted.
Western Australia
After the initial reaction that this was ‘another Eastern Seaboard’ idea, the companies which were both government and non government, suppliers and universities decided that a national initiative was long overdue.  The individual companies would not commit to a financial amount early but were keen to participate. The Universities were very keen to be supportive and were eager to offer their services and facilities. WA still has a number of facilities offering work to those with disabilities, they were successful, but the view was to encourage the individuals to move back into mainstream employment.  
Northern Territory

The focus of business and government in NT tends to be on the indigenous community and the major issues of health and welfare.  However the business community was keen to take on the broadening of their role.  A number of people contacted had direct family involvement in the disability sector and were pleased to support the initiative.  Above all, NT were pleased that NDTT had included them and had been prepared to discuss the issue from their perspective. NT had not been great contributors to the debate up to now, but it was likely their interest and participation would increase. There was concern in the NT about the difficulty small employers had dealing with the union wage versus piece work argument.
South Australia
The reception in South Australia was very warm.  Private sector companies contacted were those in the manufacturing and mining sectors, as well as a company seen as a flagship for the recruitment of people with a disability.  These are large multinationals, strong on strategy but often not seen as the pioneers of ground breaking human resources practise.  However the record of Disability Works and other groups means that SA is well aware of the issues and responsibilities. The main concern was the impact on workcover premiums but the legal companies were interested and keen to move the debate forward and would be a useful business conduit.
Queensland

The government sector and the universities are well aware of the issues related to disability.  The private sector contacted were unsure of how this would or could affect them and the view of the disability sector came a long way behind other more pressing equity issues. However on a recent visit, the reception from the employer groups and particularly Brisbane City Council were very positive. The Anti Discrimination Commissioner has a very strong commitment to this issue and was very keen to help. The disability support groups were particularly keen to encourage a more public profile for the issue of disability and employment.
“At least half the 670,000 people on disability support are capable of working…..they are the displaced unemployed”
(Professor Peter Saunders, Centre for Independent Studies,

quoted in the Australian Newspaper article by Patricia Karvelas,March 2004)

BASIC CONCLUSIONS

It is difficult to assess overall whether or not a national employers’ disability advisory council would be totally acceptable across the whole business sector.  Businesses are reluctant to contribute more money to a group unless they are sure of a positive outcome and a return on investment. However it is clear that without a group that is completely focused on the employer and their role in the employment of people with a disability, any increase in the number of those participating in the workforce is likely to take much longer than is acceptable to all parties.  It is particularly vital now with the current unemployment levels and the anticipated skills shortage.
During the course of this study a number of the current business providers such as Diversity@Work and Employers Making a Difference, reassessed the manner in which they service and support companies and it is refreshing to see that many of our early suggestions are being taken on board.  However the general view by businesses was that there is still a lot of work to be done and that the present players were only partly providing the support that was needed.  Whether or not these players would become the EDAC of the future, is not for this report to decide. However it was apparent there was a need to rethink the manner in which the services were provided.
Conclusion 1

Most employers have no understanding of disability until they have a direct connection with it. They feel that it would be too onerous and high-risk to constantly monitor an employee with a disability
Conclusion 2
Most employers were unaware of the services available to assist them to employ a person with a disability, and had not been approached by any of these services and would probably therefore have considered someone.
Conclusion 3 

Most employers confessed that they did not choose to employ someone with a disability as they feared for the effect on their Workcover premium and were unsure of  how to proceed.
Conclusion 4
Most employers assumed that the mainstream recruitment agencies just screened candidates with a disability out before the candidates were referred – or else the agency did not know that the candidate had a disability.

Conclusion 5
Most employers were aware of their legal obligations, but were less able to deal with their moral ones.

Conclusion 6
Most employers felt they would benefit most from talking to other employers and not to government or a government service.

Conclusion 7
Most employers recognised that they would have to pay to be involved in a national employers council, but would be more interested in a fee-for-service scheme with a small retainer.
Conclusion 8
Most employers, support services and other instrumentalities considered that networking,  case studies and tools were the most important factors.
Conclusion 9
All states and territories acknowledged that a head office should be based  on the Eastern Seaboard but that there must be satellite offices/contacts throughout the country.  Some already volunteered to be part of the network.

Conclusion 10 
Most employers acknowledged that there is a lack of awareness, denial and fear of the unknown for employers when considering including people into their workplace.
Conclusion 11
Employers are worried about the costs involved with setting up the infrastructure to employ someone with a disability and many have assumptions that the cost involved will be too great, especially the small-medium sized businesses.

RECOMMENDATION

As a result of this feasibility study there is sufficient evidence to support the need for an employer based and employer run network specifically focused on encouraging the employment and inclusion of people with a disability into all Australian workforces.
WHERE TO FROM HERE?
· Determine an operating budget (suggested outline included)
· Apply and source additional Federal Government funding

· Create Tender Board of five people to supervise appointment of CEO – membership suggested at this stage:   Ian Spicer, Tracy McNaughton, Avril Henry and Andrea McCall
· CEO job description is enclosed with this paper, but structure of the organisation in detail would be subject to their discretion.

· Set up the Board of EDAC – suggested membership to include: 3 members of NDTT, one representative of the disability support groups, one government representative (for the early stages, whilst government funding included), one person representing the current disability services sector, one representative of small business (membership of 7 currently).  CEO would be ex officio
· Advertise for a CEO

· Appoint the CEO – target to be before the end of 2004
· CEO would then meet with the Board and move to finalise the structure of the Council, to include: charitable status, location of main office, etc.
          HOW THE NEW ORGANISATION MAY LOOK
Based on the previous recommendation and if the decision is made to proceed, the issues mentioned in the previous section will have to be considered.   Additional funding would need to be sourced from either government or some other philanthropic source. The following is an outline of how the organisation may be staffed and run in the initial stages.  Depending on the calibre of the CEO appointed, however, this may change to suit them. 
CEO JOB DESCRIPTION
· The CEO will be responsible for supporting and encouraging organisations to attract, retain and successfully include people with a disability into their organisations. The CEO will demonstrate leadership by working with employers, welfare groups, the government, and his/her own satellite leaders. Furthermore, the CEO will be required to guide the entity towards its goal of being self-funding after 5 years

· The CEO should provide leadership to employers and employer groups in the area of the employment of people with a disability

· The CEO and EDAC should be seen as the voice of employers in relation to the employment of people with a disability and encourage government to interract with EDAC in relatiob to how the issue may progress

· The CEO will work closely with employer organisations and welfare groups in establishing strategies and action plans that will provide effective ways to attract, retain and include people with a disability into the workplace

· The CEO will be responsible for the creation of a mentoring service that will provide assistance to its members in the form of a telephone help-line, publications and newsletters. The CEO will also provide support with regards to the interpretation of current legislation and any legal issues that may arise

· It will be the responsibility of the CEO to facilitate an employer network where knowledge can be shared between member organisations. The CEO will also facilitate alliances between organisations where there has been an instance of a successfully implemented effective practice   The CEO will facilitate a mentoring program whereby organisations who currently have strategies in place mentor organisations who are new to this.
· The CEO will be responsible for the creation of alliances with outside organisations that are involved with employment of people with a disability

· The CEO’s role will include raising awareness within the community of the considerations associated with the employment of people with a disability and in particular raising community awareness of those organisations that have overcome any problems successfully

· It will be the role of the CEO to ensure that benchmarks are set, both nationally and internationally, and that alliances are established with similar organisations abroad

· The CEO will be responsible for ensuring the organisation is at the forefront of innovation and that the organisation adheres to the practice of good corporate social responsibility

JOB DETAILS
· Based: Melbourne, with an office assistant (part time initially)
· Satellite Networks established: in each State & Territory
· Each state/territory may have unique requirements 
· Needs to be employer focussed
· Location of satellite office could vary – universities, or private organisations
· Contract Length: 3 Years
· Salary: Around $150,000 pa
Attributes of the CEO
Should demonstrate flair, entrepreneurship and leadership in an organisation strongly focused on the employer.  

Should demonstrate capability to fundraise, network and work closely with organisations within the sector

Should demonstrate logical and strategic thinking, with a capability for innovation.
MEMBERSHIP PACKAGE

The initial proposal canvassed the option of creating a detailed membership package to encourage membership in the early stages.

As a result of the study it would seem that most companies are very keen to be involved, but are not interested in a membership package as such.  Various options were offered, eg

$10,000 gold membership – effectively unlimited advice and contact.  Attendance at functions, networking etc.

$5,000  silver membership – a limited advice and contact but some attendance at functions etc.

$1,000   bronze membership – limited membership options

The general feeling with all businessess canvassed in this study was that it was unlikely the gold membership would appeal.  Some were more comfortable with the silver or bronze option, but overall supported a fee for service or a ‘user’ charge.  They were very supportive of the following style of operation:
1. Events to be held on a regular basis across Australia – to inform and to network. Probably small in number with a guest speaker from the sector.  These could be hosted by various employers and a small charge levied as a fundraiser.
2. Small membership fee to be charged to be involved and then to gain access to the website, the publications for purchase, 1800 number and case studies and a network of members.
3. Lots of information – publications, case studies etc. The employers were keen to draw on the excellent publications from the UK Forum and were happy to purchase them.  An arrangement can be reached with the Forum to ‘australianise’ their material and sell to members.
4. The ability to participate in an annual awards night – as a public recognition of the progress some employers had made was an attraction.  Employers were prepared to contribute financially to the evening and felt there was benefit to be gained from the event.
CONCLUSION
The Employers Disability Advisory Council is very likely to succeed.

There is strong commitment to the concept across a wide range of groups across the business sector and within the disability services sector.

It should be Australia wide – with satellite offices in all states and territories.

It should be self funding within five years – funded by contributions from members, philanthropic trusts and fundraising.

It should seen as an adviser to governments, not as a lobby group with a single issue focus.

Above all it should be representative of the business sector with a goal to place the employment of those with a disability clearly within the corporate strategy of every organisation in Australia.
APPENDIX

The List of Contributors to this Report

(there were many others, too numerous)
Vodusek Meats, Cobram


      Yvonne Henderson EEO

Murray Goulburn Cooperative Co Ltd, Cobram   Queensland University of Tech

Tatura Milk,




       Alumina Ltd, Gladstone
Ducats Milk




       Griffith University, QLD
SPC Ardmona




       Employers Making A Difference
Unilever




       Disability Works
Cobram Bakery



       Focus A Bility
Glaxo Smith Kline



       Darwin Council
Food Bowl Alliance, Shepparton
                   NT Chamber of Commerce
ProMark Business Developments                           NT Anti Discrimination Commissioner
DEWR






Tony Fitzgerald
TAC,





        Productivity Commission, Melbourne
Asthma Foundation,



        Project Employment, Darwin
Scope





        ACCI,
Vision Australia



        VECCI
NILS





        AIG
Roytal Enterprises Ltd


        VACC
Diversity@Work



        AIM
Dandenong Valley Support


        Alistair Mant, UK Forum
Di Sisely, Equal Opportunity Commissioner         Bluescope Steel

  Victoria                                                                 The ABC
Carr Barnett Accountants


        Hays Personnel Services
Frankston Round Table


        Sue Carter, MP Shadow Health,NT
Johnson Winter & Slattery Solicitors

        Mike Wood
NRG Flinders




        EOWA
Origin Energy




        IBM

Haighs Chocolates



        AMP

Santos





        Du Pont
University of WA



        Colgate – Palmolive

Edith Cowan University


        Illawarra Credit Union
Curtin University



        Church of Christ Care, 
Mercy Hospital



        AGL
Hon Barbara Scott, MLC, WA                               Incat , Tasmania


        
Hon Simon O’Brien, MLC, WA

        Metro, Tasmania
SoundWorks



                    TESA Group, Hobart
Iluka Resources



         Federal Hotels
Monash University



         PowerWater
Greg Hunt, MP



         Women & Childrens Hosp, Adelaide
Bruce Billson, MP



  Brisbane City Council
Sydney Airport



   Mayne

WorkCover, Adelaide



   St John of God, WA

MinterEllison, Sydney


   Coles/Myer, SA

National Library of Australia


   Office of Equity & Diversity, Sydney

DEWR, Sydney



   Equal Opportunity Practitioners, Brisb.

Brisbane City Council



   Anti Discrimination Commissioner, QLD

National Asthma Council

               Funeral Directors Association
SkillsPlus



               Zonta Club of Franksotn

Equal Opportunity Practitioners Assoc.             Susan Booth, Anti Discrimination Comss,
    Brisbane                                                              Queensland

And many, many others whose names may have been inadvertently missed, but whose contribution is not.  
Thank you for your time
The Employers’ Disability Advisory Council’s Charter 

· To provide leadership in establishing an employer run entity to assist & encourage organisations to attract, retain and successfully integrate people with a disability into their organisations.

· To assist organisations to develop pragmatic, tailored strategies & action plans to better attract, retain & integrate people with a disability into the workplace.

· To provide a mentoring service, telephone help-line & information website, publications & guidance & support concerning issues including understanding and interpreting current legislation, all available from one source. 

· To facilitate an employer network for communication and knowledge sharing amongst member organisations, and establishing alliances with organisations which have successfully implemented effective practices.

· To establish alliances with key partners & organisations who facilitate real outcomes related to the employment of people with a disability. 

· To heighten awareness of the benefits of attracting, recruiting & integrating people with a disability into an organisation as well as acknowledging how particular organisations have successfully achieved diversity.

· To develop national & international benchmarks in conjunction with similar successful entities abroad.

· To demonstrate high levels of innovation & social responsibility among Australian organisations.







