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About Us
The National Ethnic Disability Alliance Inc. (NEDA) is the only national peak organisation
representing the rights and interests of people from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds (CaLD) and/or non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) with a disability,
their families and carers throughout Australia.
NEDA advocates at the Federal level for the rights and interests of people from CaLD and/or
NESB communities with a disability, their families and carers so that they are able to
participate fully in all aspects of social, economic, political and cultural life; and policy advice
to the Government and other relevant agencies to secure equitable outcomes for people
from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability, their families and carers.
More than 1 million people with disability are from CaLD and/or NESB communities and
NEDA believes that this data strongly reflects the need to address the multiple
disadvantages that these individuals continue to face in securing meaningful employment, as
well as the need for a national strategic plan in responding the complex needs of these
individuals in entering the labour force market.

Executive Summary
As part of the project, NEDA conducted a series of consumer-led focus groups with member
organisations to gain insights of individuals from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability
and their personal experiences with Disability Employment Services (DES).
The rationale behind the project was some research that formed part of an abstract that NEDA
presented at Australia’s Disability Employment Conference in Adelaide last year. This statistical
research showed that people from the CaLD and/or NESB communities living with a disability
entered into DES on average at a rate half of that of the general Anglo community.
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Data Source: Disability Employment Services Report - Data as at 31st January 2013
It was further demonstrated that the consumers from the CaLD and/or NESB communities who
participated in DES services generally had a better outcome and reached their milestones at a
greater rate than that of Anglo participants.
This formed the premise of the project which was based on the following questions:
 If people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability achieve better outcomes
and milestones, why do they participate at a lower rate in DES programmes?
 What are the barriers to their participation in DES programmes? and;
 Why are they unable to gain same opportunities to secure paid and meaningful
employment as other Australians

Data Source: Disability Employment Services Report - Data as at 31st January 2013
NEDA would like to thank the following organisations who have been a part of this project
and conducting the focus groups in respective states and/or territories:


Multicultural Disability Advocacy Australia NSW Inc. (MDAA);



Ethnic Disability Advocacy Centre (EDAC) and the regional offices;



Nexus Human Services (Braddon, ACT); and



Multicultural Council of Northern Territory (MCNT)
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Key Theme 1: If people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability achieve better
outcomes and milestones, why do they participate at a lower rate in DES programmes?
The main concerns raised by advocates of member organisations who attended the focus
groups were: inadequate information on services provided by DES for CaLD and/or NESB
communities, as well as the difficulty of reaching out to people from CaLD and/or NESB
communities with a disability who do not access advocacy services and may not be aware of
DES programmes and/or services.
It is further argued that participants who seek employment via a disability advocacy
organisation generally gain information about DES when they are referred to the services by
disability advocacy organisations. As such, the main limitation faced by NEDA in conducting
focus groups was to recruit people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability
who have not heard of DES.
Additionally, participants who attended the focus groups highlighted that they usually get
information on DES through their advocates, local community and ‘word of mouth.’ It was
further argued that the barriers they faced were not gaining access to the services, but the
lack of support when they are placed in DES programmes.
Another issue raised in regards to better promotion of DES programmes to CaLD
communities was the need to better link settlement services (outside of the disability sector)
and DES service providers, as organisations who provide case management services to
refugees and humanitarian entrants with a disability may not be well connected to DES
providers.
More often than not, humanitarian entrants and/or refugees with a disability may find the
settlement process to be stressful and this is made worse by the difficulties they face in
navigating their way through the Australian system.
Recommendations


The Department to utilise the National Ethnic and Multicultural Broadcasters’ Council
(NEMBC) to promote DES to CaLD communities in building awareness amongst
CaLD and/or NESB communities about employment pathways in Australia;



Stakeholders suggest for better engagement with newly arrived migrants and/or
refugees with a disability in ensuring that they are aware of DES programmes and to
avoid long-term unemployment (ie. an early intervention approach);



To adopt an inter-government approach between the Department of Social Services
and Department of Immigration to ensure better coordination and collaboration,
particularly among settlement services, disability organisations and employment
services and to increase specialist DES providers for CaLD and/or NESB
communities; and



NEDA recommends for a Youtube channel (similar to immiTV) and to create clear,
concise and colourful videos in sharing information on the types of support services
provided by the Department in regards to Disability Employment Services, activities
and stories.
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Key Theme 2: What are the barriers and key issues faced by CaLD participants, once they are
being placed in a DES programme?
The key issues raised across all focus groups were: the lack of an individualised case by
case basis; ‘no show, no pay failure’ that exists within the compliance framework; as well as
the lack of disability awareness amongst DES staff.
While NEDA believes that a compliance framework is required by DES providers in ensuring
a client’s attendance, the existence of such a compliance framework may penalise
individuals who may have a profound and/or severe form of disability as their capacity varies
on a day-to-day basis.
Participants at the focus group did raise the lack of flexibility and awareness towards the
daily capacity of a person with a disability, especially those with mental health disorders,
profound and/or severe types of disability.
As such, NEDA suggests for a targeted program, similar to Personal Helpers and Mentors
Services (PHaMs) for which practical assistance are provided to people with severe mental
illness to help them achieve their personal goals by providing one-to-one and ongoing
support.
PHaMs Employment Services provide support for people with a mental illness receiving the
Disability Support Pension or other government income support payments who are engaged
or willing to engage with employment services and who have economic participation as a
primary goal in their Individual Recovery Plan. 1
NEDA believes that recovery-based mental health programmes have been very effective in
engaging people living with mental health concerns, and to understand that for some
consumers, their ability to interact with a service provider is compromised by their capacity,
(ie. a capacity that can change on a daily basis due to many influences).
Further to this, the advantage of such recovery-based programmes is that the services on
offer by the provider are not static but mobile, in which they take all of the provisions and
services on offer and deliver them to the consumer in a way that supports them. In this way,
clients are supported through a recovery-focused and strengths-based approach that
recognises recovery as a personal journey driven by the participant.
Some participants also mentioned that there are occasions where they have an appointment
with the DES provider for which they were not being notified that the consultant was not a
work, until they arrived at the DES provider. For example a participant in Granville’s focus
group raised the following,

“I had an appointment at a DES provider which was not in my local area. I had to travel
for more than an hour, via a train and a bus. However, when I arrived at the DES
provider, I was informed that my employment consultant was on sick leave for the day
and I was advised to come back another time. It made me feel angry and frustrated as it
was not easy for me to travel across town.”

1

http://www.dss.gov.au/our-responsibilities/mental-health/programs-services/personal-helpers-andmentors/personal-helpers-and-mentors-phams-remote-services
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“My day to day situation may change and I feel that DES providers have no
understanding that today I might be good tomorrow, not so good. They need to assess
my situation in a holistic manner and to find the work place to suit my skills, and to stop
trying to bend me to fit their timeframe, or even jobs which does not suit me.”

Another participant who attended the focus group in Darwin, Northern Territory said,
Majority of the participants who attended the focus groups emphasised that their ability to
attend meetings and/or assessments can be compromised by their differing capacity as well
as the inconsistent availability of staff from service providers.
As such, it was strongly recommended that a mobile service and better communication
process would greatly enhance the flexibility and accessibility of DES programmes for
consumers.
The following issues were raised by participants, in regards to issues they faced once they
enter a DES programme:


A high turnover of staff which frustrates clients as they have to repeat the same
processes after establishing a ‘relationship of trust’ with DES staff members;



Lack of an individualised ‘case-by-case’ service from DES providers in tailoring to
each individual person and their needs, especially for newly arrived migrants and
clients from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability;



Lack of consistency with regard to how assessments were performed and the
information gathered and that people with more severe disabilities were overlooked
as they fell into the “too hard basket” (ie; it was assumed that they had less
positional to perform and reach milestones); and



Limited number of specialist DES providers who have expertise in working with
people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability and for the Department
to invest in resources to examine the efficacy of generalist DES providers in
achieving employment outcomes for these individuals.

Recommendations:


Disability awareness training and to encourage people with disability, as well as
people who have skills, training and completed vocational courses in disability to be
recruited; as well as cultural sensitivity training in dealing with clients from CaLD
and/or NESB communities with a disability and their complex needs;



Assessment process needs to be done based on individual needs and capacity with
regard to the significance of their disability; and
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To use innovative service delivery models and possibly an ‘outreach’ service as part
of the services provided by DES, ie. for an employment consultant to offer
complementary outreach service for clients with profound disability who may not be
able to get to their DES provider for their assessment; or even for the employment
consultant to visit them at their home for the assessment process or in an
environment that is supportive and non-threatening for the client.

Key theme 3: Why are they unable to gain same opportunities to secure paid and meaningful
employment as other Australians?
Services in Employment Support Service (ESS) are tailored to the individual needs and
circumstances of each participant, for which all services for participants should be delivered within
a framework that recognises and is sensitive to all factors relevant to the individual; for example,
type and nature of disability, caring responsibilities, age, cultural and linguistic diversity, skills and
experience. 2
Despite this, participants who attended the focus group highlighted that DES providers do not
assist them in maximising their potential and capacity in obtaining sustainable employment.
The following issues were being raised, in regards to the lack of support upon being placed in
DES-ESS:


Participants felt they are often given a job not based on their abilities not skills, and the
lack of recognition for qualifications and/or training gained overseas;



The lack of career advice, guidance and progression for clients; as well as lack of
mentoring opportunities for young people from CaLD backgrounds with a disability;



The lack of promoting workplace diversity amongst employers;



The lack of opportunities for greater responsibilities and duties when being placed in
employment in order to create better employment opportunities and skill sets for career
progression; and



The lack of post-employment follow up (ie. an exit interview) and continuing support while
they are in employment.

Recommendations:


To encourage the benefits of employing people from CaLD backgrounds with a disability to
employers;



To provide post-employment support in addressing racism and/or discrimination once
clients are being placed in sustainable employment;



To raise awareness and provide information of Australian workplace practices and culture
for people from CaLD backgrounds with a disability, as well as to empower them with a
better understanding of their rights and obligations at work; and

2

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, Request for Tender for Disability
Employment Services – Employment Support Service 2013-2018, p. 17
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For DES providers to offer attractive job opportunities for newly arrived migrants
and/or people from CaLD backgrounds with a disability and for them to be
recognised for their capabilities and qualifications gained overseas.

Introduction
People with a disability form a significant proportion of Australia’s population (18.5%),3 yet
continue to face labour market disadvantage in gaining access to paid and meaningful
employment. While people with a disability are ready to participate in the Australian
workforce and possess significant skills and experience, these individuals continue to be
unemployed and in some cases, continue to face precarious employment.
For people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability, they face many specific
barriers to employment such as: lack of appropriate or targeted services to support transition
to paid and sustainable employment; the level of English proficiency; lack of recognition of
skills, qualifications and training gained overseas; lack of knowledge of employment support
systems in Australia; and in some cases, restrictions of visas and eligibility of gaining access
to these services.
NEDA strongly believes that gaining paid employment allows an individual to have economic
security, but more importantly to achieve social inclusion and better living standards,
especially for people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability.
In understanding the multiple disadvantages faced by persons from CaLD and/or NESB
communities with a disability, it is important to bring to attention the lack of income supports
received by this population group.
It is crucial for the Government to ensure that there are targeted and specific programs to
reduce the rate of unemployment rate and increase the workforce participation rate,
particularly for people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability.
The main form of Federal Government income support for people with disability is the
Disability Support Pension (DSP). It has been paid to people aged between 16 and 64 who
because of illness, injury or disability, have been unable to work, or to be retrained to work,
at least 30 hours per week in open employment within 2 years. 4
In 2012, among people with a disability who receive the DSP and were born overseas, those
born in non-English speaking countries had the lowest rate (4.4%) of reporting earnings –
less than half the rate for people born in Australia (9.6%). 5

3

Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia: Summary of Findings
2009,” accessed at
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/4430.0Main%20Features22009?opendocu
ment&tabname=Summary&prodno=4430.0&issue=2009&num=&view=
4
Roth, Lenny, “Government Policy and Services to Support and Include People with Disabilities,”
NSW Parliamentary Library Research Service, February 2007, pg. 8, accessed at
http://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/prod/parlment/publications.nsf/0/250634fdf0701b1dca25727a001f6
922/$FILE/Policy%20&%20Services%20for%20People%20with%20Disabilities.pdf
5
COAG Reform Council, “Disability 2011-2012:Comparing performance across Australia,” accessed
at http://www.coagreformcouncil.gov.au/sites/default/files/files/Disability%202011-12%20%20Key%20findings.pdf
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In some cases, people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability face the tenyear qualifying residence period in gaining access to DSP, for which the period includes a
period of five years continuous residence in Australia.
The limitation of access to social security and disability for migrants with a disability does not
only discriminate these individuals based on the fundamental principles of the Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, but also places them in a vulnerable position of
unemployment and poverty.
NEDA continues to call for the Government to abolish the ten-year waiting period as
migrants with a disability are not able to access appropriate welfare payments, or even
range of support services which are made available to other Australian residents.
Based on this research, it is clear that people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a
disability continue to face restrictions in receiving welfare payments. As a result, it highlights
the need for better strategies and employment pathways to ensure that people from CaLD
and/or NESB communities with a disability are able to gain employment as well as economic
security.

Purpose of Focus Groups
The focus groups were designed to gather information from consumers from CaLD and/or NESB
communities with a disability who have or have not used DES in regard to the following outcomes:
1.

To understand the key barriers for individuals from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds to access DES programmes; as well as their barriers when being placed in a
DES programme;

2.

To conduct participatory research method through collating and understanding the personal
experiences of DES users; and

3.

To better understand how people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability can
be better supported in securing paid and meaningful employment.

In conducting the series of consumer-led focus groups, NEDA hopes to present recommendations
and for the Department to consider implementing targeted strategies in ensuring that people with
disabilities, especially those from CaLD and/or NESB communities are supported.
A total of four focus groups were conducted across different states and/or territories between the
end of January and mid of May 2014:
-

Granville, NSW;

-

Perth, WA;

-

Canberra, ACT; and

-

Darwin, NT

All focus groups lasted approximately 2 ½ hours and each focus group discussion was recorded
and later transcribed.
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The focus group session began in a general manner to introduce the scope of the project and the
role of NEDA; and to allow participants to introduce themselves and establish a measure of
comfort.
As part of the focus group, NEDA had a brief information session on DES and the range of
services provided to assist people with a disability. Information presented was derived from the
Department’s website.
In addition, NEDA conducted a teleconference with Ethnic Disability Advocacy Centre (EDAC)
regional offices in the Gascoyne and Kimberley region, and Kimberley Personnel Inc to discuss
about the issues and barriers faced in remote and regional areas in Western Australia.

Participant Demographics
Participants were recruited mainly through member organisations, DES service providers,
disability advocacy organisations as well as through advertising over community radio stations.
Due to the nature of a focus group, NEDA suggested for the group to be kept to a maximum of 15
participants.
A total of 50 participants attended the focus groups:


Thirty six female and fourteen male;



Majority of participants have used DES; and



Out of 50 participants, 9 were representatives of advocacy organisations who attended on
behalf of clients who were not able to attend the focus group.

Participants were offered $20 Woolworths gift voucher as a small token of appreciation for
attending the focus group.
Due to limited funding, NEDA was only able to offer $20 Cabcharge gift vouchers to participants
who needed travel allowance and/or assistance to get to the focus group.

Focus Group Discussion Results
1. Granville, NSW Focus Group
On 30 January 2014, NEDA in partnership with the Multicultural Disability Advocacy
Association (MDAA) NSW Inc, conducted the first of the series of consumer-led focus
groups which was held in Granville.
A total of 17 participants (including observers) attended the focus group and the majority of
the participants have heard of DES and had gone through a DES provider in seeking paid
employment. Out of the 15 participants, 6 were successful in securing a job through a DES
programme.
We had observers from the following organisations:
- a representative from People with Disability Australia (PwDA);
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- a representative from the National Student Union (National Disability Policy Officer); and
In the first half of the focus group, NEDA did a short presentation on what DES is and the
types of support services available for people with disability in looking for work through DES.
After the presentation, NEDA opened the floor for discussion and encouraged participants to
share their personal experiences with DES providers. Below is a case study from one of the
participants:

I am a person with a learning disability and vision impairment. I left school and I did not know
what I wanted to do so I said to my parents that I wanted to travel a bit and when I come back
I will think about what I would like to do, so I went overseas for a bit and when coming back I
told my parents what I wanted to do.
When I was travelling I saw people with all kinds of disability from a CaLD background and
that got me thinking about what I wanted to do. I always wanted to work in an office, but I had
lots of problems looking for work.
So I told my parents that I was having difficulties looking for work, so they said to me, “Why
don’t you look for an employment service that would help you look for the work you want?”
I went to a DES provider in Harris Park and when I got there, we sat down for two hours and
they would help me to look for work. But at times, I would get there and the consultant would
say, “I cannot help you anymore as you have vision impairment and we think that you cannot
find work as you will not be capable to do the work.
After this experience, I decided to go to a different provider in North Parramatta and they
supported me in everything I needed assistance for in looking for work and preparing for the
work. Even though I managed to get work, I was put down a lot by the employers at times.
But after trying and trying, I was lucky to get support from the DES provider and I would like to
thank the provider as they helped me find a part-time job and finding a job that I wanted to do,
and they keep in touch to check in on me and how I am going.
Currently, I am working part-time in an office and I am really enjoying it.

The participant further emphasised how important it is for DES clients to inform a provider if
they are unhappy with the level of service provided so that they are aware of the matter.
Clearly, it is important for DES clients to be aware of their rights and to learn how to speak
up or stand up for themselves, if they are faced with an issue.

“You need to speak up because if you do not speak up about a service, and how they treat you,
you are not going to get anywhere. It is important for people with disability to understand it is
your right to make a complaint.”

During this discussion, participants raised issues and concerns which they experienced with
DES providers. These issues are as follows:
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The lack of recognition of overseas qualifications and for real jobs to be provided
based on skills and training that individuals from CaLD and/or NESB communities
with a disability have;



The lack of consistency in staff members in DES providers and high turnover of staff
which frustrates clients as they have to repeat the same processes;



The lack of an individualised ‘case-by-case’ service from DES providers in tailoring to
each individual person and their needs, especially for those from CaLD and/or NESB
communities. Participants highlighted that the assessment process did not take into
consideration their individual needs and capacity with regard to the significance of
their disability;



There is little or no real opportunities for people with disabilities to have career
progression or to improve their skills in gaining meaningful jobs through DES
programmes;



Cheap labour and how participants felt they are often just given a job not based on
their abilities, or skills (ie. the lack of career progression and/or guidance to clients in
providing advice for their choice of career);



Participants stated that there were limited “pathways” in the way of advancement with
regard to employment and position ie: greater duties and opportunities for study
engagement for consumers to create better employment opportunities and skill sets.



The lack of consistency with regard to how assessments were performed and the
information gathered and that people with more severe disabilities were overlooked
as they fell into the “too hard basket” (ie. it was assumed that they had less
positional to perform and reach milestones); and



Staff at DES providers displayed lack of cultural sensitivity and lack of knowledge
towards people from CaLD and/or NESB communities; and the different types of
disability (ie. ‘Invisible’ disabilities such as chronic illnesses, ABI/TBI); participants
often felt ‘de-valued’ and do not understand capacity issues which will vary across
each individual from day to day.

Recommendations
In the second part of the focus group, NEDA discussed on recommendations around what
was needed of DES providers as well as employers in order to gain a better understanding
of supports required prior to, and when participants are being placed in employment.


An outreach program where DES staff members are able to travel to clients who may
face difficulties in travelling to a DES provider, or even to have the flexibility of
conducting the assessment process via Skype (or to consider other communication
channels in catering to the needs of a person with a disability); as they are the
consumer and the one who needs to be engaged.



An annual independent study in assessing the DES programme (independent
assessors);
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Disability awareness training and where possible to encourage people who have
skills, training and completed vocational courses in disability, as well as cultural
sensitivity training in dealing with clients from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds who have complex needs;



DES providers to offer career counselling for clients in order to encourage career
aspirations and progression;



To introduce an early intervention process in DES (or even within the Disability
Support Pension system) in order to encourage employment and avoid long-term
unemployment for people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability;



For employers to recognise the abilities of people with a disability and to
acknowledge their skills and the capacity of the individual;



For employers to offer meaningful employment, rather than just providing a job to an
individual with a disability in order to increase the rate of participation of people with
disabilities within the workforce;



Employer’s attitudes towards people from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds with a disability (ie. disability awareness training and use of personcentred planning principles); and



Greater communication between the DES provider and the employer with a view to
better enhancing the experience for the consumer, who after all is the target of the
exercise.

2. Perth (WA) Focus Group
The focus group in Perth was held in partnership with Ethnic Disability Advocacy Centre
(EDAC) on Thursday, 20 February 2014. A total of 10 participants attended the focus group
and majority of those who attended were employed and had gone through a DES provider.
Below are some of the key issues raised at the focus group:


The structure of DES programmes (ie. star-ratings and incentive-based DES
providers) shifts the focus away from achieving outcomes for the person with a
disability;



The lack of disability awareness and limited number of DES staff with a disability who
may be able to better understand the needs of a person with disabilities better than
an ‘abled’ person, as well as high turnover of staff and consistency of staff in DES
providers;



The lack of positive attitudes and expectations of the employer (once being placed in
employment); ie. some participants felt like they were mistreated in the workplace
and people with disabilities are not empowered due to the lack of knowledge of
workplace rights and obligations;



Better promotion and raising awareness of workplace diversity amongst employers
as well as workplace rights for people with disabilities;
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To encourage employers to provide opportunities for people with disabilities to take
more responsibilities and to gain meaningful employment; and



To review the Supported Wage system and how this should be a full wage system.

The main concern highlighted at the focus group in Perth was the negative impact of being
on a Supported Wage System (SWS). While participants feel that the Supported Wage
System was a good pathway to gain experience and entry into the workforce, some did raise
the concerns of employers taking advantage of the Supported Wage system to pay people
with a disability less than the award wage as it is based on an individual’s productivity
assessment.
Further to this, some participants felt that such a wage system allows employers to
discriminate against employees with a disability. It was raised that the current minimum
weekly SWS wage remains at $78 and it needs the low level of weekly wage needs to be
reassessed.
Case study from a carer who attended the focus group in Perth:
“EDAC was very helpful in advising our accommodation service provider (for my son) and
assisting him in gaining access to a DES provider which provides support within the Jobs
at Jeopardy program. This service provider (Forrest Personnel) was eager to assist us to
improve my son’s experiences at work. The initial objective was to make sure his job was
not at risk and the difficulties he faced are being solved.
My son and I have been extremely grateful to have been provided this support, but have
found one concern which may have significant concerns for some consumer using this
program. The employment consultant was helpful to calm my son down when the work
became stressful, or if he would react with anger. In my experience, they did well to
identify where his difficulties lie. However, we realised while the focus was always about
how my son could change and less on what the employer should do to make the situation
better for him.

(Continued)
We needed to frequently advocate our concerns that this employer did not have effective
strategies to improve communication of things like ensuring he obtained regular payslips,
how to improve on processes to request holiday, sick days or to even request time off.
In some cases, where there was a confusion in communication processes, it ended up in
my son losing his hours and even absences in pay entitlements.
While we were grateful that we were able to obtain improvements with these issues, we
found it hard to get DES provider to advocate for improvements for my son when he is
placed in employment.
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3. EDAC Regional Offices Teleconference (Gascoyne & Kimberley
Region)
On Monday 17 March 2014, NEDA alongside Ethnic Disability Advocacy Centre (EDAC)
regional offices and Kimberley Personnel Inc. conducted a teleconference to discuss on the
key barriers and issues faced by people from CaLD and/or NESB backgrounds with a
disability living in remote and regional Western Australia in accessing DES and more
importantly, the barriers they face to secure paid and meaningful employment.
It is reported by Council of Australian Governments (COAG) that the use of Commonwealthdelivered supported employment services, is decreasing, nationally and in most jurisdictions.
For example, in the Northern Territory the rate of 3.2% in 2010–11 was reported at less than
half the national average. 6
Nationally, in 2010–11, 6.8% of Indigenous Australians with disability (or 4700 of 69 088)
used open employment services, and for people born in non-English speaking countries the
rate was 5.1%. 7
NEDA believes that there are regional disadvantages when it comes to level of employment
amongst people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability. The dispersion of
unemployment in regional Australia changes over time, depending on sectors which have
drawn labour in these regions.
While some sectors and industries in regional towns of Australia may bring an increase in
the demand of labour, it may not be necessarily jobs suitable for people with a disability.
Poverty in rural and regional Australia has a particular set of characteristics, including:
generally lower incomes of those living in these regions; reduced access to services such as
health, education and transport; declining employment opportunities; and distance and
isolation. 8
Furthermore, people with disabilities in rural and regional areas face additional barriers in
gaining access to DES providers and securing paid employment. Key issues raised by
EDAC regional offices in the Gascoyne and Kimberley regions include: transport difficulties,
inadequate local infrastructure and lack of DES providers. These barriers put people with
disabilities, especially those from CaLD and/or Indigenous backgrounds, at risk of living in
poverty.
NEDA believes that it is crucial for the Government to ensure that a strong policy platform is
in place, in order to encourage the establishment of industries that will lead to not only job
creation but more importantly sustainable employment, particularly for persons from CaLD
and/or NESB as well as Indigenous and Torres Strait Islander communities with a disability,
and; to ensure that training programs are in place to develop technical skills in emerging
industries.

6

http://www.coagreformcouncil.gov.au/reports/disability/disability-2011-12-comparing-performanceacross-australia)
7
http://www.coagreformcouncil.gov.au/sites/default/files/files/Disability%202011-12%20%20Chaper%202.pdf
8
National Rural Health Alliance and ACOSS, “A snapshot of poverty in rural and regional Australia,”
14 October 2013, p. 2 accessed at
http://ruralhealth.org.au/documents/publicseminars/2013_Sep/Joint-report.pdf
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Gascoyne region
The Gascoyne Region is located in the north-west of Western Australia and is made up of
the Shires of Carnarvon, Exmouth, Shark Bay and Upper Gascoyne, and is bordered by the
Mid-West Region to the south and east, and the Pilbara Region to the north.9
The key issue raised by Wil Nayar (Regional Advocate for EDAC) is the lack of DES
providers in the region and how the introduction of Remote Jobs and Communities Program
(RJCP) has led to an increase in DES clients. However, the existence of one provider has
led to issues such as low staffing level, high turnover of staff; lack of responsiveness in
service; as well as limited services by the DES provider.
In addition to this, it is argued that DES staff lack experience and cultural-sensitivity in using
Telephone Interpreting Services (TIS). Also, it is raised that the methods of assessment
used do not cater to the complex needs of clients from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds and/or Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander backgrounds with a disability.
Another issue raised was the type of industries in the Gascoyne region and the type of
labour work available. The 2011 Census showed that the industry sectors employing the
highest proportions of workers in the Mid-West Gascoyne region are agriculture, forestry and
fishing and retail; as well as government services sector (i.e. health, education, public
administration and safety) and construction are also significant sources of local employment.
10
Evidently, these industries create employment for abled persons and do not cater to the
needs of people with disabilities who are unable to take jobs such as labourers.
As part of the Gascoyne Regional Development Plan (2010-2020), one of the outcome
priorities highlighted in the plan is to create a skilled Gascoyne community where education
and industry relevant training options accessible to the whole Gascoyne community;
increased numbers and choice of traineeships and apprenticeships based in the region; as
well as industry driven up-skilling and succession planning. 11 While NEDA believes that this
is a great plan, there needs to be greater focus in ensuring that opportunities for traineeships
and apprenticeships cater to people with disabilities.
It was further argued that people from a CaLD and/or NESB and Indigenous communities
require some considerable amount of time to get accustomed to a new service provider. As
a result, new RJCP clients had no option but to change to a new provider and lose the
relationship, trust and security they built up with their existing provider over an extended
period. The single DES provider also experienced a considerable amount of difficulty in
filling positions created as a result of securing the DES contract.
From the concerns raised in the Gascoyne region, NEDA suggests for better access for
CaLD and/or NESB communities, as well as Indigenous communities, to employment
services, in which community engagement will be imperative to establish the ‘relationship of
trust’ in order to engage effectively with these diverse communities.

9

http://www.drd.wa.gov.au/regions/gascoyne/Pages/default.aspx
“Regional Education, Skills and Job Plan” p. 17 accessed at
http://docs.employment.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/resj_western_australia_mid_west_gascoyne.pd
f
10

11

http://www.gdc.wa.gov.au/uploads/files/Gascoyne%20Regional%20Development%20Plan%202010%
20-%202020.pdf p. 19
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Kimberley Region
Similar to the barriers and issues raised in the Gascoyne region, EDAC Regional Disability
Advocate (West Kimberley) Marie Shinn highlighted how the type of employment
opportunities available for people with disabilities in the region are limited (ie. restricted to
labour work such as cleaners and construction).
It was indicated that in the Kimberley region, people with vision-impairment are involved in
Indigenous art and it is the strongest industry in the region for people with a disability to
secure paid employment.
People from Indigenous and/or Torres Straits Islanders backgrounds with a disability, are
usually fitted to jobs in Indigenous arts, culture and broadcasting organisations in regional
and remote areas, particularly in roles such as art workers and community radio station
officers.
While these jobs do provide social and economic benefits to persons with a disability, NEDA
believes that there need to be better job opportunities in other industries which will provide
sustainable and meaningful jobs to people with disabilities.
NEDA believes that people with a disability living in remote and rural areas should not be
confined to cottage industries. There needs to be better promotion of real jobs that will fully
engage the sector and offer advancement and economic growth with pathways to financial
independence for a person with a disability.
Another issued raised by the regional advocate in the Kimberley region was that job
opportunities are not given to local natives due to cultural expectations of the family
structures, especially amongst Aboriginal and Torres Straits Islander communities, due to a
person’s ongoing commitments and obligations to their family; and how this may impede on
their job responsibilities or commitment.
In some cases, people living in the community are unable to get a job because they are
unable to travel anywhere else as those who do secure paid employment leave regional
towns and migrate into capital cities.

19

National Ethnic Disability Alliance (NEDA) Disability Employment Services (DES) Consumer Engagement
Project © 2014

Below is a case study of a client from the Kimberley region written by a disability advocate:
For the past year or so, with the changes within Disability Employment Services in the region,
there are no DES clients in remote areas in the Pilbara and Kimberley regions. Kimberley
Personnel is currently the only DES provider and services those within a 50km radius of
Broome town only.
There is a young man who lives in One Arm Point Community 250kms north of Broome and he
is not a DES client. He has an employment agency based in Broome with staff travelling out to
see them at intervals. However, the agency is not equipped in dealing with people with
disabilities.
This young man has faced difficulties trying to get his disability diagnosed, recognised and
supported. The part-time work he is getting was being forced on him as he had no choice or
control. His hardships was being ignored by his agency and this was a stressful situation for
him.
As a disability advocate, I have tried to advocate with his employment agency to support him.
But at this point, I am the best support he is able to receive in regards to the issue mentioned
above.
It is difficult when employment agencies do not understand the capabilities of a person with a
disability to perform in the type of jobs offered to an individual.

From the case study provided above, it is highlighted by EDAC regional office in the West
Kimberley region in regards to the need for the roles of disability advocates and DES
providers to be clearly distinguished.
It is further argued that clients are not supported once they are being placed in the workforce
(post-employment support) and if they face any issues or concerns, these clients are only
often being able to address issues with the support of disability advocates.

Kimberley Personnel Inc.
Kimberley Personnel Inc. provides disability employment services to around 70 to 100
clients, and clients are mainly from Indigenous and Torres Strait Islander backgrounds with a
disability.
Since the commencement of RJCP, it is hard to distinguish between the services provided
by RJCP and DES providers. It was highlighted that there has been a shift in focus on
people with disabilities and improving their capabilities, towards providing employment for
people with disabilities.
Factors such as star ratings and key performance indicators behind DES programmes have
moved the focus away from the needs of a person with a disability and achieving outcomes
for the person with a disability, and towards the provider and performance assessments.
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It was further suggested that RJCP was designed around consultation with Aboriginal
communities as the Government created a simpler “one-stop shop” around remote and
regional towns. However, the level of funding is half of DES providers and the lack of
resources made it difficult to service regional areas (ie. Kimberley area).
NEDA suggests for the Department to evaluate the tendering process for DES service
providers and to ensure that providers are equipped with the expertise and capacity to
deliver and improve results for people with disabilities in remote areas and communities. It
remains unclear to how the current tendering and purchasing arrangements will improve
results for people with disability.
It is also argued that the tendering process creates uncertainty surrounding future contracts
and this affects not only employers, but clients of DES providers due to the lack of highly
skilled and experienced staff.
Stakeholders suggest that outcomes achieved for people with disabilities, particularly those
from a CaLD and/or Indigenous background, should be paramount in determining the
process of tender amongst DES providers.
Further to this, other factors such as lack of appropriate public transport; lack of company
diversity policies in rural and regional areas (ie. stigma is still in resistance of disability);
degree of homelessness and lack of suitable and accessible public housing, contribute to the
difficulties faced by people with a disability living in rural and remote areas.

4. Canberra Focus Group
The focus group in Canberra was held on Tuesday, 25 March 2014, in partnership with
Nexus Human Services. A total of 10 participants attended the focus group, including a
representative from Adult Step Up Step Down Program and Advanced Personnel Canberra.
Majority of the participants were young clients (between the ages of 20-33) of Nexus Human
Services and came from newly arrived communities and suffered from mental health
disorders.

Youth Unemployment
The main concern raised at the focus group in Canberra was the prevalence of youth
unemployment amongst newly arrived migrants with a disability and/or mental health
disorders. The impact of pre-migration experiences affect the employment prospects of
these young individuals as they often face significant barriers when resettling in Australia (ie.
lack of knowledge of the Australian education system as well as labour market).
When it comes to young people’s transition to employment (ie. particularly those from a
refugee background), it is suggested that the needs of these individuals are not being
adequately catered for, and it is further argued that there is limited provision of specialised
programs to meet the complex support needs of young people from refugee backgrounds for
which institutional racism continues to exist in Australia which systematically disadvantaged
young people from CaLD backgrounds.12
12

Centre for Multicultural Youth, “Facilitating the Transition to Employment
for Refugee Young People,” February 2014, p. 5, accessed at
http://www.myan.org.au/file/file/Transitions%20to%20Employment%20Report.pdf
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Without a doubt, these barriers are magnified for young people who has a disability and/or
mental health disorders.
For young people from CaLD and/or NESB, refugee or migrant backgrounds who face a
mental health disorder, it can impact on not only their social development but education and
employment opportunities.
According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), one in four young Australians aged
16-24 had a mental disorder in 2007, and anxiety disorders were the most common affecting
15% of young people, with post-traumatic stress disorder the most commonly experienced
anxiety disorder (8%). 13
The following concerns were raised by participants in regards to the barriers faced by young
people from CaLD backgrounds with a disability and/or mental health issues:


The lack of recognition of overseas qualifications and lack of knowledge to navigate
through the system to find employment;



They face discrimination, especially in hiring practices, if disability and/or mental
health disorder is being disclosed;



Transition into independence has many barriers and these barriers are magnified for
young people with disabilities who have recently arrived in Australia; and



In some cases, young people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability
may be excluded from interaction and inclusion in their formal school years and this
can lead to difficulties in their ability to transition from high school to the labour force
market (lack of confidence or job-ready).

“When the terrorist attacks of 9/11 happened, I started to face discrimination in school. My
schoolmates called me names and this made it harder for me to ‘fit in.’ I felt even worse due
to the anxiety I faced and I felt isolated from my peers.
I remember when I was trying to get a job after high school, it was hard. Due to the anxiety
and depression I faced, some days I feel like I could not leave the house. The agoraphobia
was hard to overcome and as much as I wanted to get a job and earn an income, some
days I had a lot of difficulty to be motivated.
I heard about Nexus Human Services and they manage to secure a job – I was happy. I
realised how important being employed and going to work was for me. They have been so
supportive and I am grateful for how they have helped me, even when I faced difficulties at
work and how my employer did not understand my anxiety and depression
However, I do hope that I get more support and understanding from my employer as I am
afraid of speaking up to him if I feel anxious at work, or if I feel that my work colleagues are
making fun of me. I only speak to my employment consultant at Nexus, but it would be
better if my employer understood better of my mental health condition.”

13

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/latestProducts/4840.0.55.001Media%20Release12007
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From the example above, it is evident that the participant found herself to be vulnerable
while she was in her workplace due to her mental illness. This was made worse by the lack
of support from her employer who had little or no understanding of mental health for which
she found it difficult to communicate to her work colleagues about capacity (ie. when she feel
that she was feeling anxious, or depressed).
Cultural indifferences and community intolerance can affect young migrants, especially those
suffering from mental illnesses. Such experiences create a sense of vulnerability for young
migrants with disabilities and this sense of vulnerability extends to their employment situation
too.
From this, NEDA recommends for the Department to develop mental health strategies to
ensure that young people from migrant and/or refugee backgrounds (especially those who
have suffered torture and/or trauma in their pre-migration experience) are supported and a
safe work environment is promoted amongst employers.
It was also argued by participants that unemployment can escalate their mental health
problems. For example, new arrivals entering through Australia’s Humanitarian Program or
through family sponsorship who did gain employment, the position they held in Australia
tended to be less skilled than those they held in their countries of origin.14
Some of these young individuals migrate to Australia with high expectations of their career.
Despite their aspirations, they continue to face difficulties in securing sustainable and
meaningful employment.
Further to this, participants argue that when they remain in long-term unemployment, they
start feel pessimistic about their prospects in life and struggle in all aspects of life. In some
cases, the period of unemployment can often lead to depression and suicidal thoughts as
they are faced with uncertainties and lack of confidence too.

Recommendations
NEDA suggests for good practice in relation to assisting young migrants, especially those
with mental illness, into employment. The Department needs to develop practical support
services particularly for young migrants who have suffered trauma and torture and to have
easy and accessible information to be made available for them upon arriving in Australia.
In doing so, NEDA believes that the availability of support services can help to minimise the
risk of young migrants with disabilities in poor working conditions, as well as to reduce the
risk of exploitation. It is imperative that young people with a disability receive the necessary
supports required to enter the paid workforce early and to gain long-term meaningful
employment.
Additionally, these supports need to be made available during early settlement to allow
young people from migrant and/or refugee backgrounds to support them such as: work
preparation skills; work experience; to build on their confidence to navigate through the
Australian’s labour force and better transition pathways.
The recent Federal Budgets places young people with a disability at a great disadvantage,
for which the Government aims to introduce compulsory activities for those receiving
14

Centre for Multicultural Youth, “Facilitating the Transition to Employment
for Refugee Young People,” February 2014, p. 36
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Disability Support Pension (DSP) under 35 years of age who have an assessed work
capacity of at least eight hours a week.
NEDA argues that recent changes made in the Federal Budget will have the greatest
negative impact on people living with disability, particularly those who are dependent on the
DSP as it is now to be linked to the CPI with regard to increases and a move away from a
linkage to real wages.
Research shows that a person living on the DSP without any additional expenses with
regard to their disability will fall below the poverty line within 9 years given the new linkage to
the CPI.
NEDA did some research showing that most people who are in receipt of the DSP are
already living at or below poverty levels. Refer to the table below:

Further to this, there is an expectation that young people with disabilities will be moved onto
Newstart or Youth Allowance instead, and this could mean a reduction to their income by
nearly $130 a week. 15
NEDA believes that reducing income supports for young people with a disability does not
address the inequalities that these individuals continue to face in entering the workforce, or
securing paid employment.
As a result, NEDA strongly suggests for the Department to consider a national strategic
framework to fund specialist services, particularly in areas where there is significant
settlement of young refugee and humanitarian entrants with a disability and/or mental health
disorders; as well as to develop a national disability employment framework which
addresses the issues and disadvantages faced by these individuals.
15

Australian Youth Affairs Coalition, http://www.ayac.org.au/news/270/67/Budget-Tells-YoungPeople-You-are-on-your-own---Joint-media-release.html
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5. Darwin, Northern Territory Focus Group
The focus group in Darwin was conducted on Monday, 19 May 2014 and a total of 15
participants attended. Majority of the attendees were advocates and/or representatives from
disability organisations and key stakeholders.
As our member organisation in the Northern Territory is a community-based organisation
that provides direct services for individuals, families and communities from CaLD
backgrounds (not an ethnic-disability organisation), it was difficult to get clients from CaLD
backgrounds with a disability to participate in the focus group.
A participant who was on a bridging visa while waiting for his humanitarian (onshore) visa to
be approved wrote about his personal experience (with the assistance of his Disability
Discrimination Advocate):

“I have a bridging visa which allows me to full time but I cannot find work and there is very
limited help available for me. Because I do not get any Centrelink benefits, I get limited
assistance through Job Services Australia. I am also not entitled to use Disability
Employment Services despite having a disability.
Centrelink has referred me to an employment agency but they will only give me access to
a computer and newspapers. I do feel that if I am eligible for Disability Employment
Services (DES), I would have a much better chance of finding a job.
Employers focus on what I cannot, not what I can do. For example, I cannot run but I
can walk and swim.
I do not understand why employers do not find out what my skills are, rather than put
things in the way or ask me to do things that I cannot do? When I was working in a
kitchen, I worked very hard because I did not want my employer to think that my disability
was a problem.
If I make a mistake at work, my employer and other works will say it is because of my
disability. But, this does not happen for health people as if they make a mistake, it is only
because they are forgetful.”

The following barriers and issues were highlighted:


The lack of understanding and flexibility of the providers to meet my individual needs;



DES providers are under pressure to meet KPI’s and they do not have resources,
training and mentoring;



High staff turnover and there is a lack of a ‘relationship model’ among providers;
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The lack of career progression and real jobs that clients are interested in, rather than to
‘give a paid employment’;



There is a lack of accountability from the DES providers when a job does not work out
for a client;



There is no obligation to offer a 6 months exit interview by the DES provider in order to
get feedback and/or personal experiences of clients;



Better employment pathways in entering the workforce, especially in the NDIS; and



To link DES providers to private companies as well as Government departments to
improve employment opportunities.

Recommendations


To provide a mobile support service for assessment and interviews (ie. similar to the
idea of mobile banking system) and even the possibility for assessment to be done at a
client’s home or within their local area as participants felt that it will be ideal for DES to
offer some flexibility;

“I feel that DES staff are too stretched for time and it is difficult doing my day to day stuff, but
they have no understanding of how difficult my life is.
At times, they think I am dumb or stupid and they do not understand my language problems
and how embarrassed I am about my disability and how I do not understand how long it takes
to (process) everything when they explain things to me.”



To focus on a client’s positive aspects, their goals and aspirations; and to provide work
experience which will allow a transition to real employment opportunities (ie. a dignified
pathway);



To create a mentor programme and to look at processes in employing people with a
lived experience (peer support) to support people with disability; and



Both Commonwealth and Government has to lead the way to employ people with
disability (ie. the Australian Public Service needs to increase
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Conclusion
Disability Employment Services (DES) providers have played a crucial role to place and train
people with a disability, as well as to support them in their workplace. However, NEDA
strongly believes that better strategies must be implemented across all industries and
businesses to encourage workplace diversity, promote the benefits of hiring people with a
disability and to increase employment participate rate of people with a disability, especially
those from CaLD and/or NESB communities.
More importantly, this will enable these individuals to enter paid employment and NEDA
argues that this will have a positive flow-on and will allow family members and/or carers to
re-enter the workforce, especially if their lives have been dominated by the need to provide
ongoing support to a family member with a disability due to the multiple disadvantages that
these individuals face in a rural and remote region.
From the feedback gained at the focus groups, stigma is still in resistance of disability and it
is imperative for the Government to promote company diversity policies and create
incentives for employers who are flexible, open and inclusive of people with a disability, and
to promote workplace success for all.
NEDA recommends for the Government and all Departments to have a national campaign
that presents a strong and positive message of employing persons with a disability, as well
as to raise awareness and information on supports available for employers; as well as to
build a sense of enthusiasm and accentuate the positive aspects of employing a person with
a disability.
There should also be recognition by Government as well as by business and industry that
employment programs are not the only means available to facilitate employment for people
with disability, and NEDA suggests for better targeted approaches and service providers to
recognise the diverse needs of a person with a disability for which a ‘one-size-fits-all’
approach is unlikely to be successful in meeting the needs of these individuals, especially
those from CaLD and/or NESB communities.
In the remote and regional areas, NEDA believes it is important for the need for a workforce
development strategy which will address emerging industries, the need for skills and labour
shortages. In March, NEDA made a joint submission with the Australian Federation of
Disability Organisations (AFDO) in regards to the “2030 Vision for Developing Northern
Australia.”
In this submission, NEDA highlighted the benefits of developing Northern Australia into an
economic powerhouse and how this can be a great opportunity to improve employment
pathways for people with disability from CaLD backgrounds, as well as Indigenous and
Torres Straits Islanders.
NEDA will continue to advocate and lobby to Government and relevant Ministers in order to
achieve better outcomes for people from CaLD and/or NESB communities with a disability.
More importantly, NEDA does hope for the Department to take into consideration the
recommendations of this report.
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