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COMMONWEALTH OMBUDSMAN

Disability Action Plan 2003-05

Disability Action Plan

Introduction

The Government has a vision of an Australia in which people with disabilities, whether physical, sensory, intellectual or psychiatric, have a valued social role and live, wherever possible, as part of the wider community. Consistent with this vision, the Commonwealth Ombudsman’s office is committed to fair and equitable treatment of its clients and ready accessibility to its services. The first Disability Action Plan was prepared in 1997. In accordance with the requirements of the legislation it committed the office to ensuring that people with disabilities are not disadvantaged when attempting to access the services provided by the organisation.

As part of its values framework, the Ombudsman is publicly dedicated to:

· being accessible, with the minimum of formality, to all persons who believe they have been adversely affected by defective Commonwealth administration, regardless of ethnic or cultural background, sex, language differences, or disability;

· ensuring that members of the public who have dealings with Commonwealth agencies are, so far as is possible, aware of the role, functions and powers of the Commonwealth Ombudsman;

· identifying and overcoming, where possible, barriers which might prevent ready access to the Ombudsman’s services;

· ensuring that the office identifies and understands the priorities and needs of the community (particularly those facing disadvantage);

· ensuring that no discriminatory practices or policies exist elsewhere in the public sector to prevent or reduce access to the Ombudsman’s services; and

· ensuring Commonwealth employees are aware of the Ombudsman’s role, functions and powers.

This revised Plan renews that commitment and outlines the various approaches being taken by this organisation to facilitate removal of barriers to access by people with disabilities. The period of this Plan is 1 July 2003 to 30 June 2005.  

Disability Discrimination Act

The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (the Act) came into effect on 1 March 1993.  It makes discrimination against people with a disability (and their associates) unlawful in the administration of Commonwealth laws and programs, as well as in a range of other areas.  It recognises that people with a disability have the same fundamental rights as other people and that they should have equal opportunities to participate in community life.  Section 4 of the Act provides a definition of disability as:

· total or partial loss of the person’s bodily or mental functions:


· total or partial loss of part of the body;

· presence in the body of organisms causing disease or illness;

· presence in the body of organisms capable of causing disease or illness;

· malfunction that results in the person learning differently from a person without the disorder or malfunction;

· disorder, illness or disease that affects a person’s thought processes, perception of reality, emotions or judgement or that results in disturbed behaviour.

All disabilities are covered whether they are categorised as physical, intellectual, psychiatric, sensory, neurological or learning disabilities.

Disability Action Plan

Section 61 of the Act sets out the components of a Disability Action Plan. This Plan is structured in accordance with that provision, and outlines steps to be taken to ensure that people with disabilities have equal opportunity to participate in and benefit from the organisation’s policies, programs and services. The main goals of the Plan are to improve client service and alleviate communication difficulties experienced by people with disabilities seeking to complain about administrative actions of Commonwealth departments and agencies.  

a) Devising of policies and programs

Current

The organisation has existing policies and programs including:

· A communication strategy involving provision of appropriate information through written publications, national complaints telephone line, Internet website, posters and face-to-face contact;

· Provision of a telephone typewriter (TTY) service which is promoted in publications and on the website;

· Production of large-print information and pamphlets on complaint services; and

· A client service charter with specific provisions for quality services for people with disabilities. 

Planned

During the period of the plan, the organisation will devise and implement the following policies and programs:

· A revised outreach strategy with specific emphasis on reaching peak organisations serving people with disabilities and relevant community service organisations; and

· A review of barriers to physical access for persons with disabilities at all eight public offices of the Ombudsman in the states and territories.

b) Communication of policies and programs to staff

Current

The organisation currently communicates its policies and programs in relation to disability through staff induction and inservice training, specific training seminars and the office Intranet. 

Planned

During the period of this Plan, the organisation will develop a specific site on the office Intranet to promote policies and programs related to provision of services for persons with disability. The site will be launched internally with appropriate publicity from the Ombudsman and training for all staff involved in delivery of services.  

c) Review of practices

In 2003-04, the organisation will review all service delivery practices and procedural guidelines to identify any areas where there is real or potential discrimination against persons with disabilities.   

d) Setting of goals and targets

The organisation will set goals and targets for each of the planned activities listed above, and publish these in its Annual Report and on the Intranet. These will include timelines and performance indicators to enable assessment of the success of relevant policies and programs. The Disability Action Plan in full will also be published on the Internet website.

e) Evaluation of policies and programs

In addition to the steps in paragraph d) above, the organisation will continue to consult key stakeholders including complainants, disability support organisations and community service providers to obtain evaluation and advice on the policies and programs detailed in this Plan.

f) Appointment of persons to implement the provisions in a) to e)

By 1 July 2003, the organisation will establish a small reference group including representatives from state and territory offices to devise and implement the policies, programs and actions listed above.    

Professor John McMillan

Commonwealth Ombudsman
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