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Introduction: 

The Association of Competitive Employment (ACE) is the peak industry body representing agencies that provide Open Employment assistance to people with disabilities across Australia. ACE was formed in the early 1990s and has over 180 members across Australia. Members range from small stand alone employment services with one or two staff, to large multi faceted services with hundreds of staff. 

ACE members receive funding from the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations to deliver Open Employment assistance across almost every region in every state and territory in the country. Services have in common the desire to see an effective and streamlined service system for people with disabilities wanting open employment opportunities and a fair system of contract management for service providers. 


Key roles for ACE are to represent the views of members to government and to provide information and resources to its members. ACE is routinely consulted on issues affecting service provision and invited to sit on government reference and working groups. 

General Response to the Interim Report

HREOC’s goal with this Inquiry –“to make an important contribution towards improving employment outcomes for people with disability in Australia”- is also a key goal for ACE. 

ACE therefore congratulates HREOC on its comprehensive report which provides a long overdue opportunity to look at disability and employment issues in a cohesive and holistic way. 
ACE is supportive of most of the report’s recommendations in principle. 
Key (and critical) recommendations that ACE particularly supports and is willing to actively work on in future include;
· Provision of high quality and comprehensive information on disability employment resources, tools and assistance – a ‘one stop shop’ approach (Interim Recommendation 1)

· Mapping government services (Interim Recommendation 2)

· Exploring best practice and alternative models in order to streamline service delivery (Interim Recommendations 4-5)

· Work Trials (Interim Recommendation 15)

· Transition to Work Schemes (Interim Recommendation 16)
· Monitoring change within employment services (Interim Recommendation 20)

· Inter-sector Coalition (Interim Recommendation 28)
Specific Responses to the Interim Report

Building on what is already in place

The Inquiry highlights the lack of awareness of what assistance is currently available to jobseekers with disability and employers wishing to employ a person with disability. ACE considers this not only a critical issue, but also a current barrier to developing an in depth appreciation of existing systems and potential service gaps. Whilst ACE is a strong supporter of service innovation and the streamlining of current employment systems, the consequence of limited knowledge of what is already in place is the risk of re-creating programs and schemes, in brief: ‘reinventing the wheel’.  This issue is highlighted in the report’s discussion relating to ‘ongoing support’ mechanisms and reflected in Interim Recommendations 17 and 18.
Open Employment Services for people with disability were specifically established under the Commonwealth Disability Services Act to provide employment assistance to people with ongoing support needs as a result of disability. This support is available to any jobseeker with a disability who may require it – irrespective of how he or she secured the job, how long he or she has held the position or what the nature of his or her ongoing support needs may be. 

CRS Australia and the Job Network are also able to provide ongoing support in a more targeted and time limited manner. The proposed Comprehensive Work Capacity Assessment process will determine which program potential service users will be streamed to. The basis for referral will be the projected length of time the ongoing support may be required. Long term ongoing support is currently available from Open Employment Services only.

The national employment services system is currently undergoing times of great change and transition. It is timely that the Commission has called for a ‘service mapping’ exercise to be conducted in this context. 

ACE recommends that Recommendations 17 and 18 are extracted from the final report and that issues related to ongoing support definition are picked up under Recommendation 2 (mapping government services).
A call for an integrated approach
Whilst Australia has been relatively successful in comparison to other countries in employment rates amongst people with more severe disability, much more can be done to further enhance workforce participation of people with disability. 
To this end, ACE is calling for the development of a National Disability Employment Strategy which would provide for better coordination of school to work, welfare to work, education, training and employer awareness initiatives. We believe such a strategy builds on the work done by the Commission to date and would provide a platform for future work and projects. 
ACE recommends that the Commission support its call for the development of a National Disability Employment Strategy.
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