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About the First Peoples Disability Network.

The First Peoples Disability Network is a national representative body for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People with disability.  

The Australian Bureau of Statistics estimate that 50% of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander Peoples have some form of disability or long term health condition.  Whilst Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with a disability are some of the most adaptable, resilient, and generous people in society, they also make up some of its most disadvantaged and marginalised. 

Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disability have needs that are complex, often a consequence of the cumulative effects of inter-generational neglect. There are no simple solutions to these issues. Instead, the way to approach these complexities from a policy perspective is through empathy and respect, with direct communication with those most affected. The First Peoples Disability Network is an organisation governed by a Board comprising Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disability and is therefore well equipped to provide this perspective.

Why Disability is a Barrier to Employment and Other Social Outcomes. 

The Forrest Review makes no reference to the impact that disability has on achieving social, health and employment equality for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. The absence of references to disability in the Review is as unsurprising as it is unfortunate, as disability is regarded as the silent determinant of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander inequality. That there is little research or and evidence base of does not diminish the severity of its impact – Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disability routinely face barriers to their inclusiveness in aspects of society which escape the consciousness of other Australians.  
 
Education and employment are key enablers of social change, so the key to undertaking a systemic approach starts with understanding the barriers to accessing education and employment. 

The impact of misdiagnosed or inappropriately managed disability is the untold story in education and employment. The information we collect from our community consultations, when compared with officially recorded data, indicates that the prevalence of disability is widely understated. In schools, children with cognitive or sensory disability are regularly miscast as inattentive and disruptive, typically branded the “bad black kid” and subjected to a disciplinary forms of action such as suspension or expulsion in an to remedy their behaviour. This takes them out of the education system, when being in school is what they need most. Instead, this form of stereotyping creates a self-fulfilling prophecy, the impact of which includes disengagement from learning, unemployment, poverty and increased contact with the criminal justice system.
 
Rather than defaulting to punitive action, we instead be ask whether there is an underlying learning impairment that stands in the way of their learning, which leads to a totally different, supported approach to their learning.

This course of action requires awareness of the impact of disability across a range of areas, from education, to employment, to policing. Investing in awareness-raising, along with supported approaches to education and employment, would provide a far greater return on social investment compared to strategies which would control, punish or discriminate against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disability all of which serve to perpetuate the barriers that they face.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  For example, The final report on Indigenous Reform from the COAG Reform Council in April 2014 showed that despite five years of the Northern Territory Intervention, school attendance in the Northern Territory fell in every year level from 2008 to 2012, suggesting that despite the resources invested in linking welfare to school attendance, this policy approach has had questionable effect, See COAG Reform Council (2014) Indigenous Reform 2012-13: Five Years of Performance, p15.  
At http://www.coagreformcouncil.gov.au/sites/default/files/files/Indigenous%20Reform%202012-13%20Five%20years%20of%20performance_30%20April%202014.pdf.] 


What Can Be Done.

1. Talk directly with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disability to understand the practical barriers they face in accessing employment, education and other contributing areas; and what risks these factors might pose to successfully implementing the main recommendations of the Creating Parity Review.

2. Invest in the raising of awareness of the impact of disability, targeting teachers, employers, Police and other groups who can positively influence employment outcomes through greater understanding and a different approach to supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disability.

3. Ensure that all policies are non-paternalistic and non-discriminatory, giving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people the opportunity to contribute to Australian society on their terms.

4. Work with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, communities and organisations to come up with a disability-informed Action Plan for education and employment. 



Invitation to Meet with the First Peoples Disability Network.

We encourage the Forrest Review Panel to undertake further consultation with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disability, along with other community groups who will be most affected. We invite you to meet with us to help in understanding the particular issues that affect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disability.

Contacts.

To discuss the issues contained this paper, or seek clarification or further information, please contact:

Mr Damian Griffis,
Chief Executive Officer
[bookmark: _GoBack]Email:  damiang@fpdn.org.au

Mr Scott Avery, 
National Policy Officer
Email: scotta@fpdn.org.au

Ph: (02) 8399 0882
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