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30 June 3008
Ms Lori Catelli
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations
GC 54

GPO Box 9879
CANBERRA  ACT  2601
Re: National Mental Health and Disability Employment Strategy
The Multicultural Disability Advocacy Association of NSW (MDAA) is a non-profit peak body for people from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) with disability and their families and carers in NSW.  Our activities include individual advocacy for people from NESB with disability and their families and carers; advocacy development; systemic advocacy; research; industry development; and training in cultural and disability awareness.  MDAA is also a registered training organisation.

I have attached MDAA’s response to the National Mental Health and Disability Employment Strategy. 
I have also attached two earlier submissions and a project report relevant to the Inquiry’s terms of reference.
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on these issues.

Yours sincerely

Ms Diana Qian

Executive Director

MDAA response to the

National Mental Health and Disability 
Employment Strategy
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June 2008
Multicultural Disability Advocacy Association of NSW

PO Box 9381 Harris Park 2150

Phone: 02 9891 6400  
Email: mdaa@mdaa.org.au
About MDAA
MDAA is the peak advocacy body in New South Wales (NSW) for people from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) with disability, their families and carers.  We are the only advocacy service in NSW available specifically to this client group.  Our aim is to promote, protect and secure the rights of people from NESB with disability, their families and carers in NSW.  We work to ensure fair access to services for this group in NSW and fair policies in the government and non-government sectors.
MDAA provides a range of advocacy services, including individual advocacy to over 400 people per year. We receive funding from the NSW Department of Ageing, Disability and Home Care (DADHC) and the Commonwealth Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) to provide these services.

Our Submission

Our comments are informed by our individual advocacy with people from NESB with disability, their families and carers.  As they are of relevance we have appended earlier work done by MDAA on the issue of employment as it relates to people from NESB with disability. 
· MDAA’s submission to the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR) ‘Next Steps for Disability Open Employment Services’ inquiry (dated 22.2.05, referred to here as DEWR submission)

· MDAA’s submission to the Department of Families and Community Services ‘Safety Net’ discussion paper (dated 21.11.03, referred to here as DFaCS submission)

· MDAA’s report ‘Do Yourself A Favour - Employ Someone With A Disability – A Guide For Employers in Parramatta’ (dated 2005) 
General Comments

MDAA welcomes the introduction of a National Mental Health and Disability Employment Strategy.  We hope, however that this strategy not only makes concerted efforts in addressing the real barriers faced by people from NESB with disability but also includes people from NESB with disability and mental illness in the developing, delivery and reviewing of this strategy. 

It is MDAA’s view that for any national employment strategy to be effective it must address the experiences of people from NESB with disability.  Whilst the various reports and data available suggest that this group are under - represented in employment participation, a comprehensive strategy must identify and address the real reasons for their low participation rates, if we seek to increase participation in employment. 
At present the ‘playing field’ is not level and in many cases people from NESB with disability are disadvantaged with limited incentives, supports and services to gain and maintain employment.  A strategy is required that creates and maintains an equal and fair opportunity
 for all people with disability to gain and maintain employment.
An integrated and co-ordinated strategy between government departments is required if this national strategy is to be truly effective.

1. Barriers 
· What is the issue or problem that you think can make it more difficult for a person with disability and/or mental illness to find and keep work and to develop their career?

1.1 Service usage needs to be addressed to ensure it is equitable. As indicated in the 2008 Productivity Commission Report on Government Service Provision, and reflected in the experiences of MDAA’s consumers, people from NESB with disability are gravely under represented in accessing government funded services. In 2005/2006, identifying service users per head of population, people from NESB with disability, equated to 1.9 service users per 1000 (aged 15 – 64 years) accessing CSTDA funded employment services.  This is significantly lower than the 5.6 service users per 1000 (aged 15-64 years) born in an English speaking country
. The disparity in service usage reflects the current Anglo – Australian service provision model which inadequately caters for the cultural and linguistic needs of people from NESB.

Further comment on the experiences of people from NESB with disability is outlined in Appendix 1 and on pages 3 and 4 of the DEWR Submission (attached).
Greater efforts must be made to reach NESB communities, particularly as they represent a significant portion of the disability population.
1.2 Access to information is often the first step towards people making meaningful choices and participating in the community.  Access to information means in effect, access to opportunities and is elemental to making an informed choice.  For many people from NESB with disability there is limited access to culturally appropriate information and they therefore have very little awareness of support services available. 
Through several consultations with our consumers, we are aware that people from NESB with disability have grave difficulty navigating the complex employment ‘system’.  They are often referred to several services who assess them and in many cases refer them back to the original referrer. The reasons for referrals and assessment are in many cases poorly explained to the clients leaving them confused and disempowered.  Additionally, MDAA consumers have indicated that service providers often do not inform them of their rights, their options (e.g. training allowance for courses, interview clothes) and internal and external complaints processes.  Our comments of page 6 and 7 of the DEWR submission are also relevant here.
Moreover, service providers often lack the skills to effectively reach and target the NESB population.  This is compounded if carers of individuals with disability have low levels of English language proficiency, and have difficulty communicating with disability services, particularly where the service is unwilling or lacks the ‘know-how’ to source a professional interpreter.
Access to information about opportunities available and choices is a step towards participation in the community.  Increased community participation of people from NESB with disability depends on ensuring opportunities that are available to the wider community are also available to all people with disability.
1.3 Financial status impacts on people’s ability to seek or gain meaningful employment.  In general, people from NESB rank lower on the socioeconomic scale when compared to their Anglo-Australian counterparts, and are barely able to cover the costs of providing personal care, domestic chores, shopping and transport.

In consultations with our consumers, MDAA has found that whilst many want to gain meaningful employment they are faced with many barriers.  Many consumers have indicated that they are economically disadvantaged whilst employed.
Some of the areas which MDAA consumers have expressed financial difficulty when seeking employment are:

· Health care and attendant care costs 

· Difficulty in finding affordable and accessible childcare

· Access to reliable, affordable and accessible transport
Comments on pages 3 and 4 of our DFaCS submission are also relevant here.

1.4 MDAA believes that a national employment strategy should incorporate a skills development component that will allow participants to gain meaningful employment opportunities in an integrated setting (i.e. people with disability working with people without disability).  This integration will enhance the social inclusion of people with disability.  In our consumers’ experience negative attitudes exist against people with disability exhibited through workplace bullying, harassment and discrimination.  Stronger efforts to change current attitudes towards people with disability are therefore required.
Through consultation with our consumers, we are aware that barriers for people from NESB with disability are often explained by reference to the level and recognition of educational qualifications, work skills and experience, lower levels of English language proficiency.  Our comments on page 7 of our DEWR submission are relevant to this point.
2. Goals
· What is the goal or goals that you would like the Strategy to achieve
2.1 For the National Mental Health and Disability Employment Strategy to be truly effective it must be delivered in a fair and equitable manner - i.e. acknowledge and respond to the cultural diversity of people with disability.  Employment service providers need to be skilled and competent to address and provide appropriate, high quality service to the linguistic and cultural needs of people from NESB.
2.2 A crucial part of any national employment strategy must initially acknowledge that people from NESB with disability are isolated and in many cases have poor access to information.  The National Mental Health and Disability Employment Strategy must include a targeted communication and consultation strategy for people from NESB with disability to inform them of the various programs and supports available.
2.3 People from NESB with disability need to be provided with appropriate support that allows them to actively and meaningfully participate in the open employment market.
2.4 The range of employment and training opportunities offered need to reflect the diverse interests and skill set of people from NESB with disability.
3. Recommended ideas and solutions 
· What are some ideas about how this goal or goals could be achieved?

· What are some specific actions that can be taken to implement this idea?

3.1 Whilst it is acknowledged that providing culturally appropriate employment services is a continual process, greater efforts must be made to address the current culturally incompetent service delivery.  MDAA suggests an improvement in the current data collection of disability service users (e.g. parents’ country of birth, languages spoken at home) to reflect the cultural diversity and socioeconomic status of people with disability. 
The needs and experiences of people from NESB with disability are consistently shunned by services. As currently there is minimal data and research available on the experiences of people from NESB with disability, improved data will not only allow for a much needed insight but is essential to better inform current and future Government policies.
Furthermore, people from NESB with disability, have been identified by the Productivity Commission as a ‘special needs groups’ in their reports on Government funded disability services since 1995. The National Mental Health and Disability Employment Strategy (NMHDES) should acknowledge these classifications as they reflect the necessity for alternate strategies to support the needs of groups with heightened vulnerability
. In addition, inequitable access to Government funded services is incongruent with the aims of the CSTDA ‘where people with disability, their families and carers are acknowledged as valued and are equal participants in all aspects of life’
.
Our comments on page 4 of the DEWR submission are also relevant here.
3.2 A targeted communication strategy aimed at people from NESB with disability is needed to ensure that awareness of available support and programs is increased.  It is important to note that a ‘one size fits all’ approach is not appropriate, as not all communication styles are suitable for all NESB communities.  Research is required into the most appropriate and effective communication style for the various communities. 

In addition, a budget for language support must be allocated for people from NESB with disability looking for work.  It is difficult for people from NESB to access services as these services might not have a budget for interpreters or have limited knowledge in using interpreters and/or cross cultural communication skills.  If language support is not included in the budget of disability employment service providers their ability to equitably provide services to all people with disability is significantly impaired.  More resources for interpreting and translating are required urgently.

3.3 MDAA strongly believes that for participation rates of people from NESB with disability to improve in the employment market greater efforts must be made by the Government to ensure that people with disability are guaranteed living wages and safe work conditions.  For this to occur appropriate supports (based on the need of the person with disability) must be provided equitably.  As indicated in our DFaCS submission (pages 3 and 4), guarantee of a living wage is insufficient, due to the unavoidable added costs associated with things like health care, equipment, transport.
MDAA recommends a review of the current eligibility requirements for the Disability Support Pension, Mobility Allowance and other relevant health and transport concessions.  The eligibility and income levels should be reviewed, particularly the impact on health and attendant care, equipment and transport concessions that assist the person with disability to travel to and from work, and be productive within the work place.
3.4 The National Mental Health and Disability Employment Strategy should focus on supporting as many people with disability as possible to work in the open employment market.  In addition to literacy and numeracy programs, vocational and employment training programs that reflect the diverse interests and current skill sets of people with disability are needed to create opportunities for participation in the employment sector.
Promotion of the advantages of employing a person with disability should also be an integral part of the strategy.  MDAA has attached ‘Do Yourself a Favour – Employ Someone with a Disability’, which outlines these advantages on page 6 and 7.
4. Measurement

· How would you know that these ideas and actions were successful in achieving the goal?

· How would you measure the success of these ideas and actions in achieving the goal?

· What key performance indicators or milestones could be used to measure the success of these ideas and actions in achieving the goal?

· Are there benchmarks that you would like to see put in place? If so, what are they?

4.1 To ensure employment services are providing high quality services to all people with disability, and are targeting all people with disability, not just Anglo-Australians; MDAA recommends that employment services be required to report on the diversity (age, sex, language, country of birth, parents’ country of birth, religion etc) of consumers accessing the service in their funded area/region.  For example if a service is funded to work in a geographic area, tender requirements should ensure services report on not only the proportion of service users, but also their efforts made to target diverse communities.  In short, service usage should reflect the diversity of the geographic region.
As the current data indicates, people form NESB are significantly under represented in their access to government services MDAA urges DEWR to be a leader in this issue and address the current significantly inequitable service delivery.
Introduction of reporting requirements would in effect require service providers to make efforts to develop culturally appropriate services, actively seek to make connections to NESB communities. 
4.2 Budgets for translating and interpreting services need to be included in tenders for employment services.  Access to interpreters is not enough, training on using interpreters is required for all frontline staff to ensure that interpreters are accessed and utilised correctly.
Appendix 1: 
Main issues for people from NESB with disability and their families

There are several key issues that are specific to people from NESB with disability and their families.  These are critical in any debate about Employment options for this population group and for some of the resulting challenges for government and the disability services sector.
Anglo – Australian service provision
Approximately 25% of all people with disability in NSW are from a NESB (either they were born in a non-English speaking country or one or both of their parents were born in a non-English speaking country).  While people from a NESB make up 1 in 4 people with a disability they only access 0.2% (or 1 in 50) State and Federal funded government provided supported accommodation places in NSW (Productivity Commission Report on Government Services 2004).  While their may be several  reasons for this, it is clear that most service providers are unable to address and provide high quality service to the linguistic and cultural needs of people from NESB appropriately.  
Greater efforts must be made to reach NESB communities, particularly as they represent a significant portion of the disability population.  

Lack of accessible information and lack of familiarity with services
Access to information is often the first step towards people making meaningful choices and participating in the community.  Access to information means in effect, access to opportunities and therefore choice.

Many individuals with disability, their families and carers from NESB have only limited knowledge and expertise in accessing information.  Moreover, service providers lack the skills to effectively reach and target the NESB population.  This is compounded if carers of individuals with disability have low levels of English language proficiency, and have difficulty communicating with disability services, particularly where the service is unwilling to use a professional interpreter.  
Financial Vulnerability
In general, people from a NESB rank lower on the socioeconomic scale when compared to their Anglo-Australian counterparts. In Australia all migrants (except for those immigrating on humanitarian grounds) have to wait two years before they can access income support.  Migrants with a disability, including their carers, have to wait ten years before they are eligible for any income support, such as Disability Support Pension or Carers Pension.  If carers do receive a pension it is usually insufficient for their needs.  Carers from NESB have told MDAA that they can barely cover the costs of providing personal care, domestic chores, shopping and transport.

Isolation and Carer/Family Burn-out

Within their communities many carers from NESB experience isolation and stigmatisation.  They believe they are alone and have no support available from other members of the community.  It is also common in many communities to distrust government services, often due to negative pre-migration experiences.  This leaves many carers from NESB without any assistance.  Mostly, they only seek help when they are already in crisis.  This self-sufficient attitude reduces interaction with the mainstream community and leads to situations where carers from NESB experience burn-out and approach services in crisis.

It is clear that people with disability, their families and carers from NESB experience additional barriers which need to be addressed, specifically through a range of initiatives targeting carers from NESB.
Lack of cultural competence

Among the workforce employed to provide supported accommodation there is an overall lack of cultural competence which compounds and in turn is compounded by the Anglo-centric service system.  Without a workforce able to deal with the cultural diversity of all potential consumers there are also no resources available for the workforce to become culturally competent.
Lack of access to Interpreters and culturally and linguistically accessible information
The NSW official government policy states that anyone needing an interpreter can access one 
("NSW Government Agencies including Government Trading Enterprises are expected to ensure that contracts with private providers and funding agreements with non-government organisations identify a budget for interpreting and translating appropriate to the service provided and the needs of the clients of the service.  In relation to state owned Corporations, I consider that this provision provides a sound approach when dealing with people from a non-English speaking background.  Funding agencies are also expected to ensure through program monitoring that where such funding is made that language services are provided to clients who need them."  (Memo from the Premier (No.98/22)). 

MDAA has ample evidence to suggest that many service providers do not comply with this, with the main reason given by providers being a lack of resources.  The requirement to provide culturally and linguistically accessible information needs to be addressed by all tiers of government.
�Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, WORKability II: Solutions, 2005 


� Productivity Commission, Report on Government Service Provision, 2008, page 34


� Commonwealth State/Territory Disability Agreement III


� Commonwealth State/Territory Disability Agreement III, p.2
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