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Subject

RELEASE OF THE INTERIM REPORT FOR THE NATIONAL INQUIRY INTO EMPLOYMENT AND DISABILITY  

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Interim Report for the National inquiry into Employment and Disability.  I provide comment in relation to section (a) and (c) of Interim Recommendation 23: Public Sector Leadership for your consideration:

Interim Recommendation 23: Public Sector Leadership

(a) collection of comprehensive statistics

This Office is responsible for the collection of whole of public sector workforce information for the South Australian public sector and as such has a keen interest in any work that may be undertaken by HEREOC in relation to the collection of public sector disability related data.

In January 2003 this Office sought advice from other Australian jurisdictions regarding the desirability/feasibility of establishing a consistent and standardised national core diversity data set and associated definitions. It was envisaged that a consistent and standardised national core diversity data set would enable more accurate comparisons of public sector performance and assist in the identification of inter-jurisdictional public sector workforce trends. Further, that it would enable state governments to monitor progress on the implementation of particular employment related polices at the national level, such as the employment of people with disabilities.

It was suggested that a number of core diversity data fields be established for the collection of diversity data for reporting at the national level. Each data field would identify the proposed information required for reporting. There were also additional fields suggested specifically for use by state public sectors as they saw fit, to assist those who wanted to pursue a further level of data. It was recognised that a minimum national core diversity data set may not meet all the needs of each and every individual jurisdiction and it was therefore suggested that jurisdictions would adapt/modify the core minimum data set at the jurisdictional level, as required. To achieve the maximum benefit from this data, it was identified that it needed to be in a form that enabled comparisons to be made and significant trends to be shown, in order to provide a comprehensive picture. Further that it must not be used to identify or single out individuals. Data collected and reported would need to be aggregated data and therefore not single out or identify individuals. 

In regards to the collection of national disability data a number of issues were identified. First, in order to establish baseline national disability data a consistent definition of disability would be required. Definitions of disability tend to be shaped by the context in which they are being formulated. Thus for example, in the context of anti-discrimination legislation, the definition is broad. The Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act, 1992 for instance, encompasses past, present and future or imputed physical and intellectual disabilities in their strictest sense, and also mental illness and other forms of medical conditions. 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics has for several years experienced difficulties in framing Census questions on the topic of disability that will provide reliable data in this field. The Bureau reports that these difficulties relate directly to the limitations of self-reporting, especially around the perceived severity of a respondent’s disability.  Therefore, as in 1996, the 2001 Census did not include questions on disability.

Identifying employees with disabilities in the public sector workforce, and tracking trends in this population (eg employment status, distribution of the population across the sector, mobility etc) also requires an instrument that can overcome the well-known practical difficulties of data collection in this field. These difficulties include:

· The reliance on survey respondents’ perceptions of the extent of their own disability and its impact on their work capacity;

· Embarrassment or fear about disclosing disability status (eg psychiatric conditions, drug/alcohol-related conditions), or pride in managing a disability to minimise or eliminate its effects in the workplace;

· A lack of awareness of the presence of a disability or long term condition (eg mild diabetes), or underestimation of its effects in the workplace;

· The episodic or seasonal nature of certain conditions (eg epilepsy, asthma);

· The timing of data collection (eg data collection undertaken at the commencement of a person’s employment will not record progressive degeneration or improvement of a disability, or a disability acquired, during a period of employment);

Factors such as these are recognised as potential contributors to under-reporting of disability in the workplace.  However, the extent or any pattern of such under-reporting (if any) is impossible to quantify with certainty.

There are also other complicating factors that require consideration in the collection of disability related data:

· The recording of disabilities deemed permanent due to their long term nature and which are eventually overcome, may distort the statistics if there is no capacity for updating the data;

· The significance of data on employees who a have a temporary disability and require workplace modifications and may also have an extended recovery time eg two years may also distort the data through lack of collection.

For the purposes of diversity data collection within the South Australian public sector the definition utilised for the identification of employees with disabilities is consistent with that used for its public sector wide equal employment opportunity program, the Strategy for the Employment of People with Disabilities in the South Australian Public Sector. It is a useful definition, for central reporting purposes, as it does not require the identification of a specific disability, thus reducing the degree of personal information required from an employee. It also focuses on employees who require some form of support due to their disability to assist in informing human resource management policies. It has also been the position of this Office that data on a person’s disability must only be collected and recorded with the employee’s permission. The provision of this data by the employee would need to be purely voluntary. 

South Australian Public Sector Disability Definition

People with an ongoing disability who are considered to have an employment restriction, because due to their disability, they:

· are restricted in the type of work they could do; [or]

· would need modified hours of work (either a restriction in hours they could work, different time schedules, or flexible hours of attending); or

· would require an employer to provide adaptive equipment, a modified work environment, or make other special work related arrangements; [or]

· would need to be given ongoing assistance or supervision to carry out their duties safely.
The consultation process also yielded the following list of other specific categories of disability that could be collected, if the afore mentioned difficulties could be minimised or resolved:

· Allergies (that may affect the workplace).

· Mental Health disabilities (that may affect the workplace).

· Sight (major difficulties)

· Unable to read normal size print, even with glasses or contact lenses.

· Major difficulty in reading normal size print, even with glasses or contact lenses.

· Vision too poor for driving, even with glasses or contact lenses.

· Speech (impaired)

· Cannot speak, or very unclear speech (cannot be understood by strangers, even if they speak the same language).

· Unclear or impaired speech.

· Hearing (significant difficulties/loss)

· Profoundly deaf (eg. unable to hear a conversation even with a hearing aid).

· Regularly use a hearing aid.

· Often have difficulty hearing normal conversation (do not use an aid).

· Use of arms and hands (loss of or severe loss of ability)

· Total or severe loss of ability to use arms or hands with both hands affected.

· Some loss of ability to use arms or hands with both hands affected.

· Total or partial loss of ability to use one arm or hand with full use of the other arm and hand.

· Use of legs  (loss of or severe loss of ability)

· Always or frequently use a wheelchair or other mobility aid to move about.

· Difficulty in walking or using stairs.

Data on diabetes, epilepsy, asthma or other types of illnesses may be considered relevant for individual agencies to support an employee during emergency situations or for general well being.

Currently this Office is only collecting whole of public sector data on:

· the number of people who have identified as having an ongoing disability and have an employment restriction, because of their disability.

· the number of people employed by public sector agencies via the public sector wide equal employment opportunity program, the Strategy for the Employment of People with Disabilities in the South Australian Public Sector.

If HEREOC determines that further data needs to be collected in relation to the employment of people with disabilities within the public sector this Office would appreciate the opportunity to be consulted further. As any additional data items to be collected would require consideration of resource availability and the capacity of agencies to collect, populate and store additional data items.


(c) strategies to increase public sector employment of people with disability

In the interim report it was stated that there is a recognised need for the public sector to lead the way in employing people with a disability. It was also noted that several submissions had called for affirmative action programs to be put in place.

I would like to draw your attention to a South Australian equal employment opportunity program that I believe is an example of public sector leadership in this area. The Strategy for the Employment of People with Disabilities in the South Australian Public Sector was established pursuant to section 67 (2) of the Public Sector Management Act 1995. The strategy was launched in July 2001 and provides people with disabilities an opportunity to seek employment within the South Australian public sector.

The strategy enables people with a disability to apply for public sector positions and for public sector agencies to directly seek applications for positions outside of normal public sector recruitment processes. Participants are pre-screened and placed on a Disability Employment Register, which is managed by Disability WORKS Australia (DWA) Ltd. Specifically the strategy involves Disability WORKS Australia being responsible for:

· Pre-screening applicants to determine their ability to undertake vocations sought and registering them on an employment register

· Liaising with Disability Employment Services to source potential applicants

· The provision of advice to South Australian public sector agencies in regards to recruiting and employing people with disabilities, including strategies for interviewing people with disabilities and conducting on site visits to identify workplace modifications that may be required

· The coordination of interviews and employment placements for people with disabilities within the South Australian public sector

· Advocating on behalf of people with a disability who are interested in accessing South Australian public sector traineeship and graduate positions

· Coordination of incentives, support services and workplace modifications for people with a disability employed within South Australian public sector agencies

· Promoting the strategy, and raising awareness regarding the benefits associated with employing people with disabilities, within the SA public sector

· The provision of Disability Awareness Training to promote the benefits of recruiting people with a disability

· The provision of reports to this Office as required regarding the number of people with a disability placed into public sector employment through Disability WORKS Australia as well as numbers of people with a disability on the disability register

The strategy has proven to provide benefits for both the participants and the public sector. Participants gain the benefits of employment, which can often lead to permanent ongoing employment in the public sector, while the government gains a more diverse workforce to serve the South Australian community effectively.

Since the inception of the strategy, it has proven to be an outstanding success with 392 people with disabilities winning positions in the public sector agencies. The positions won range from AS01 to AS06 level, including graduates and trainees, and cover a wide range of occupations. 

The work that Disability WORKS Australia has undertaken in the South Australian public sector is of a high standard and I believe that the sound success of the Strategy to date has been achieved through the quality of the service and level of professionalism provided by the staff at Disability WORKS Australia.

I am advised that the procedures, methods and infrastructure implemented by Disability WORKS within the South Australian public sector have now been adopted, with some modification, by the Northern Territory, Australian Capital Territory and Victorian public sectors.

If further information is required from this Office regarding the information contained within this response please contact Ms Leanne Williams, Principal Consultant, on (08) 8226 2807 or alternatively by e-mail at williams.leanne@saugov.sa.gov.au.
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