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1. Purpose of this report
The purpose of this report is to inform councils of recent developments in disability policy and legislation and provide assistance to meet new requirements. This is in order to increase the number of people with a disability employed within local government, participating in civic life and included in decision making processes.

The report does this in the context of two workshops held with council staff to implement the Municipal Association of Victoria’s (MAV’s) Strategic Framework for Local Government “Creating a more inclusive community for people with a disability” (the strategic framework). The workshops were hosted by the MAV in partnership with the Office for Disability, Department of Human Services and the Victorian Local Government Disability Planners Network. Resource guides have been developed to support councils (refer to page 10).

2. The role of local government 

According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2009) nearly one in five Victorians has a disability (18.4 per cent) and this figure is expected to increase as the population ages. According to the ABS, in 2009, the labour force participation rate of Victorians with a disability of working age was 52 per cent, compared to 83 per cent of Victorians without a disability. The disadvantage experienced by people with a severe or profound disability is even greater, with a labour force participation rate of only 32 per cent.
Victorian councils have a key role to play and a significant opportunity to ensure their workforce and community reflects and represents people with a disability. This potential has been demonstrated in a recent MAV report which confirms Victorian local government collectively employs over 42,500 people, manages revenue of $6.1 billion and is responsible for $55 billion in community infrastructure and assets.

Councils possess a high level of expertise in disability and have policies and processes in place to promote and increase access and participation. Examples include disability action plans, consultation processes such as advisory committees, and specialist staff including MetroAccess, RuralAccess and deafaccess officers and disability planners. 

3. Policy context

In 2011 the MAV launched its ‘Strategic Framework for Local Government “Creating a more inclusive community for people with a disability” (the strategic framework). The strategic framework draws on the work many councils have already undertaken. It articulates 13 clear ways Victorian councils can continually work across all areas of business to create a more inclusive community for people with a disability and their families and help meet legal obligations to remove barriers to discrimination:
1. A whole-of council approach 

2. Incorporate access and inclusion objectives in key strategic documents  

3. Facilitate civic participation and inclusive consultation

4. Systematically improve the accessibility of council buildings and infrastructure

5. Inclusive communication and information approaches

6. Accessible and inclusive council services, programs and events

7. Strategic use of statutory and regulatory roles

8. Improve employment opportunities

9. Influence community attitudes and perceptions

10. Exercise leadership in advocating to other organisations

11. Foster partnership and collaboration

12. Effective accountability practices 

13. Review and evaluate progress
Links are made to these areas throughout this report to assist councils to implement the strategic framework. 
The strategic framework is aligned with the National Disability Strategy which identifies policy areas to increase the mainstream participation of people with a disability. All levels of government, including local government have a responsibility to implement the National Disability Strategy. The Victorian State Disability Plan 2013-2016 under development will also align with the National Disability Strategy. A forum was hosted by the Office for Disability and Municipal Association of Victoria in November 2011 to brief council staff on these key disability policies. 
4. Legislative requirements
Under the Victorian Local Government Act 1989 councils have a responsibility to improve the overall quality of life of people in the local community and to ensure that services and facilities provided by the council are accessible and equitable. Recent legislative developments in Victoria have clarified the role of councils to reduce disability discrimination. 
4.1 Disability action plans (Victorian Disability Act 2006) 
Under Section 38 of the Victorian Disability Act 2006 councils are required to prepare disability action plans for the purpose of:

a) Reducing barriers to persons with a disability accessing goods, services and facilities

b) Reducing barriers to persons with a disability obtaining and maintaining employment

c) Promoting the inclusion and participation of persons with a disability in the community

d) Achieving tangible changes in attitudes and practices which discriminate against persons with a disability

If a council does not address these areas in its disability action plan it is required to address them in its Council Plan. 
These requirements have been recently clarified in the Victorian Disability Amendment Act 2012 which commenced on 1 July 2012. From this date for the first time council will be required to report on the implementation of its disability action plan in its annual report. 
These new requirements will support councils to implement the strategic framework:

Effective accountability practices

Councils will ensure that they have organisational accountability processes in place for implementing their access and inclusion initiatives and will publically report on progress on implementation of these initiatives at least annually. 

4.2 Victorian Equal Opportunity Act 2010 
The Equal Opportunity Act 2010 is Victoria’s anti-discrimination law. The Act operates to prevent discrimination, sexual harassment and victimisation of individuals
This includes a positive duty to eliminate discrimination. The positive duty puts an obligation on councils to take proactive and reasonable steps to address causes of discrimination as opposed to waiting for a complaint to be made. Instead of allowing organisations to react to complaints of discrimination when they happen, the Act requires them to be proactive about discrimination and take steps to prevent discriminatory practices. 
The Act makes it unlawful to discriminate against people with a disability in employment and good and services. 
Victorian councils have further obligations under the following legislation to remove barriers to discrimination for people with a disability:
· Victorian Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006 

· Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act 1992

· United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

Strategic use of statutory and regulatory roles
Councils will use their statutory and regulatory roles to lead and influence improved inclusion, participation and accessibility for all members of the community.

5. Focus for 2011-2012

Two workshops were held with council staff in April and May 2012 focussing on two areas of the strategic framework:


Facilitate civic participation and inclusive consultation 

Councils will work to ensure that people with a disability can exercise their rights as equal citizens in areas such as council elections, council meetings, council consultation processes, membership of council’s committees involving community representatives and in making complaints.

Improve employment opportunities 
Councils exercise their responsibilities as equal opportunity employers and community leaders to work with others to enhance local employment opportunities for people with a disability.

These two areas have a strong correlation to disability action plans in relation to reducing barriers to employment and promoting community inclusion and participation. Resource guides have been developed to support councils in these areas (see page 10).

5.1 Summary of workshops

100 staff from 50 councils attended the two workshops. Many areas of council were represented including human resources, economic development, governance and community development. Presentations were given by Latrobe, Darebin and Whittlesea Councils. Councillor Rod Campbell of the City of Greater Bendigo spoke about his lived experience of disability. Presentations were also given by the Victorian Electoral Commission, the Australian Network on Disability, the Australian Human Rights Commission and the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission. 
5.2 Common workshop themes and broader impact on council policy and practice
Both workshops identified common themes which reflect strategies successfully implemented by councils. These are referred to below with links to relevant areas of the strategic framework.
Leadership 
Strong leadership from Councillors and senior management ensures disability is put on the council agenda and remains there. Councillors and senior managers lead by example to develop positive attitudes towards disability participation and inclusion.
Resources are allocated in council recurrent budgets and capital work budgets include allocation for accessible infrastructure.
People with a disability are engaged to lead discussions with Councillors and staff. Councillors and staff are provided with disability awareness training to promote rights and build confidence to work with and consult people with a disability. 

A whole-of-council approach
Councils will work to ensure a culture within their organisation that recognises that everyone within the organisation (Councillors, senior managers and staff) has a responsibility and an important role to play in addressing the discrimination experienced by people with a disability and in systematically addressing the barriers created by attitudes, practices and structures that limit the opportunities for people with a disability to fully participate in the life of the community. 

Effective representation
“Nothing about us without us” is a key tenet of the disability community. 
This reinforces the need to develop and implement policies and programs in collaboration with people with a disability. The majority of councils have disability advisory committees or networks which are consulted on key council decisions and provide feedback on council operations and policies, a minimum requirement for good practice. People with a disability are included on other council committees. 
Local disability organisations and groups are visited to consult directly with people who face additional barriers to participation in council consultation forums. Consultation occurs with other community forums and networks (for example older people, young people, children and families) to identify needs and suggestions for improvement. 

Mentoring opportunities are provided to people with a disability to develop skills and experience in relation to participating on boards and committees and working for council. Councillors and senior managers can be mentors reinforcing the value of leadership. 
Policy and planning
Disability action planning is integrated into council planning and reporting. Policies and plans are developed in conjunction with people with a disability and are endorsed by senior management. All areas of council assume some responsibility for disability actions, rather than one position assuming sole responsibility.

Procurement contracts and tender documents are revised to require service providers and contractors to address disability issues. 


Incorporate access and inclusion objectives in key strategic documents

Councils will reflect their commitment to improving access and inclusion in their key strategic policy and planning documents such as the Council Plan, Municipal Public Health and Well-being Plan and Municipal Strategic Statement. 
Partnerships
Councils can draw upon external expertise to develop solutions. This expertise includes consultation with people with a disability and external organisations specialising in areas such as inclusive recruitment.  Partnering with recruitment agencies, including mainstream and disability employment services can lead to positive outcomes for councils, especially when clear parameters are set. 


Fostering partnership and collaboration
Councils will work in partnership with other spheres of government, business, other organisations and the community to improve access and inclusion for people with a disability. 

A focus on civic participation and employment reinforces other areas of the strategic framework:


Accessible and inclusive council services, programs and events

Council services, programs and events are accessible to people with a disability, promote their participation and provide people with a disability with opportunities to participate equally alongside other members of the community. 

Influence community attitudes and perceptions

Councils will exercise leadership in their community in promoting the importance of inclusion for all, addressing discriminatory attitudes, promoting good models of inclusive practices and approaching and influencing others through information provision and education.
6. Resources
The MAV has produced two resource guides for councils to increase their capacity to increase employment and civic participation based on the April and May workshops. These include information on these two areas, proposed actions for councils and links to further resources
This report and the resource guides are available on the MAV website at: www.mav.asn.au/policy-services/social-community/disability 
7. Conclusion 

The strategies and actions identified at the MAV workshops in April and May 2012 have been demonstrated to increase civic participation and employment opportunities. At the individual level people with a disability can exercise their rights as equal citizens in the business of local government. Councils can effectively meet their legal obligations and build increasingly accessible communities by helping make this happen at local level. 
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