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...From the Principal


The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies has a commitment to the principles of social justice and to a vision of an Australia which respects the dignity of all cultures and the freedom and equality of all.


It is fitting that we demonstrate this commitment by recognising the contribution made to the community by people with disabilities and by critically appraising the way we carry out our tasks in relation to people who have a disability.


The Institute’s Disability Action Plan is both a recognition of where we are now as well as a plan to ensure the progressive removal of barriers to equal participation by people with a disability.


I have been encouraged to hear of the interest of staff in these issues and of the many positive suggestions they have put forward for improvements.  The Action Plan will be regularly updated and I welcome comments on how it may be improved.


Russ Taylor


Principal


INTRODUCTION


What is the Disability Discrimination Act?


The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA), which came into effect on 1 March 1993, makes discrimination on the basis of disability unlawful.


The Act reflects a change in focus from a welfare approach to a rights-based approach to disability issues.  It recognises that people with a disability have the same fundamental rights as other people and should have equal opportunities to participate in community life.


Over the past ten years, there have been a number of significant reforms to enhance opportunities for people with a disability.  These have included major legislative and policy changes such as the Disability Services Act 1986, the ‘Disability Reform Package’ (1991), and the ‘Commonwealth Disability Strategy’ (1994).  Internationally, Australia co-sponsored the development of the ‘United Nations Standard Rules’ (1993) on the equalisation of opportunities for people with disabilities.


The ‘Commonwealth Disability Strategy’ provides a practical framework to meet the Commonwealth’s obligations under the Disability Discrimination Act and the ‘United Nations Standard Rules’.  The Strategy is a ten year planning framework for Commonwealth agencies to improve access to all Commonwealth programs, services and facilities for people with a disability.


Key features of the Act


The Disability Discrimination Act, defines disability broadly.  All disabilities are covered, whether categorised as physical, intellectual, psychiatric, sensory, neurological, or learning disabilities.  Discrimination against a person because they have some disease-causing organism in their body (e.g. the HIV virus) is also included.


The Act aims to remove barriers to the full participation of people with a disability in many areas of community life and in the administration of Commonwealth laws and programs.


Discrimination is defined as less favourable treatment of somebody because of a disability, or the disability of a relative or associate.  The Act identifies two broad types of discrimination:


Direct discrimination, which occurs when an individual is treated less favourably because of their disability.  For example, an applicant is refused a job on the grounds that he or she has a hearing impairment.


Indirect discrimination is treatment which is neutral on the face of it, but disadvantages a person with a disability and which is not reasonable.  This includes not recognising that changes or adjustments may have to be made for a person with a disability, or having conditions or requirements which disadvantage people with a disability.  For example, requiring a driver’s licence as the only legitimate form of identification, disadvantages a person who is unable to drive because of their disability


The Act allows a person with a disability, or somebody acting on their behalf, to lodge a discrimination complaint with the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (the Commission).


The Commission will attempt to resolve the problem through conciliation; however, if this fails the matter can proceed to a formal hearing by the Commission.  Where a complaint is made against a Commonwealth agency, the Commission’s determination is binding.


Why does the Institute have an Action Plan?


The Act provides for agencies to lodge Action Plans with the Commission by 1997.  An Action Plan allows change to occur in a proactive manner rather than reacting to complaints which are lodged.  An adequate Action Plan and progress consistent with its timetable is likely to mitigate the effects of any discrimination complaint lodged under the Act. 


What does the Action Plan cover?


The Action Plan has been developed after broad consultation across the Institute.  It recognises that not all the desirable improvements can be made immediately.


The Principal, as head of the Institute, has ultimate responsibility for ensuring that the Action Plan is in place and is being fully and effectively implemented.  The Deputy Principal and Program Managers will be responsible for the implementation of the plan.  


The Institute’s functions and responsibilities.  


The functions of the Institute as set out in the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies Act, 1989, are:


to undertake and promote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies;


to publish the results of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies and to assist in the publication of the results of such studies;


to conduct research in fields relevant to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies and to encourage other persons or bodies to conduct such research;


to assist in training persons, particularly Aboriginal persons and Torres Strait Islanders, as research workers in fields relevant to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies;


to establish and maintain a cultural resource collection consisting of materials relating to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies;


to encourage understanding, in the general community of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander societies.


To carry out its functions and meet its corporate goals the Institute operates six programs, Research, Library, Aboriginal Studies Press, Interactive Technology, Executive and Finance.


What are the potential barriers to access and participation for people with a disability


The Institute’s responsibilities under the Disability Discrimination Act fall into four main categories (references to sections in the following are to sections of that Act):


as the tenant of premises that the public is entitled or allowed to enter or use -(section 23);


as a program and policy manager (sections 24 and 29);


as an employer (section 15, ‘Discrimination in employment’);


in relation to other legislation, (e.g. the Institute’s own Act, section 29 ‘Administration of Commonwealth laws and programs’).


A number of other sections of the Act are relevant to the Institute’s responsibilities.  These relate to ‘Requests for information’ (section 30) and Harassment (sections 35, 36, 39, and 40).


Core strategies for action


The Action Plan contains a number of ‘core strategies’ prescribed under the Act to ensure people with a disability can participate in and benefit from the Institute’s programs and services.  In some cases redressing these barriers is a matter of simple adjustment; in other instances, which may involve the physical nature of the building for example, problems may be more difficult to solve.


Consultation about the Action Plan


In the process of developing this Action Plan, all Program areas have been engaged in wide ranging discussions to identify the potential discriminatory barriers which may exist, and a range of practical solutions to address them.  This consultation was undertaken by an Officer assigned to this task and occurred in the period January and February 1996.  Drafts of this document were distributed to all staff for comment and made available to the Industrial Democracy Committee.


Comment has also been sought in the planning stages from the disability community, in particular the Australian Disability Consultative Council, through its secretariat, and the Australian Council for the Rehabilitation of the Disabled.  


Implementation of the Action Plan within the Institute


The Deputy Principal will be responsible for the overall implementation of the plan.  Specific aspects of the plan have been assigned to the relevant Program Manager who is also responsible for reporting on progress.


Promotion of the Disability Discrimination Act and the Institute’s Action Plan


(a) To staff and within the Institute


It is important that all staff within the Institute are aware of their individual responsibilities under the Act and in implementing the Institute’s Action Plan.  Meetings have been held with all staff to explain the Act; this was preceded by the circulation of a discussion paper to all staff.  Each staff member has also received a brochure on the Act supplied by the Office of Disability, with a covering note adding an Institute perspective.  Posters and other promotional material have been placed appropriately at locations around the Institute. 


Awareness will be increased by distributing the Action Plan to staff, and by using other material provided by the Office of Disability to maintain and heighten awareness.  


(b) To the public


The Action Plan will be made public on request from the Institute as well as through such avenues as:


the Institute’s site on the World Wide Web;


lodgement with the HREOC;


the Institute’s Library.


 (c) Distribution to Commonwealth Departments and Agencies


The Action Plan is a public document available to all Commonwealth agencies and Departments, who are welcome to use it in the development of their own Action Plans.


Monitoring, evaluation and reporting on the Action Plan


The monitoring and evaluation of the Action Plan will be detailed via the standard corporate reporting processes and included in annual reports and other relevant documents.  The Plan will be regularly evaluated and reviewed, beginning in 1999. 


For further information about the Plan or its contents, contact the Deputy Principal, Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, GPO Box 553, Canberra, A.C.T. 2601.
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