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BACKGROUND

This policy review was developed in response to AHR&E's invitation
to the Alberta Disabilities Forum to provide input into the
Interdepartmental Policy Framework for Employment Supports for
Persons with Disabilities: ‘Investing in Employment Supports for
Persons with Disabilities in Alberta’.

Our input will be provided in two phases. The first, the focus of this
paper, will provide constructive criticism/comment on the policy
framework itself and will be available for the scheduled June review of
the policy. The second phase will focus on strategies for
implementation; this work will be done in the Fall.

Should the Provincial Government proceed with a more in-depth
review and update of its employment policies for persons with
disabilities in the falliwinter, ADF would of course wish to fully
participate in and support this broader process. We firmly believe
that policy cannot be looked at in isolation from implementation or
delivery plans AND that the consumer’s experience with current
policy and practice is a key foundation or starting point upon which to
build an improved framework for employment support for persons
with disabilities.

The Alberta Disabilities Forum appreciates the opportunity to speak
to the policy before finalization. We are a group of 30 provincial, not-
for-profit disability organizations with the objective of speaking with a
common voice on issues of interest to Albertans with disabilities.

The policy review was conducted by the
Employment Sub-Committee of the Alberta Disabilities Forum:

Neil Pierce, Canadian Paraplegic Association (Alberta), Co-Chair

Iris Saunders, EmployAbilities, Co-Chair

Debbie Appleby, Distinctive Employment Counselling Services Association
Bernie Leins, Gooawill Industries

Tracie Matthiessen, Alberta Committee of Citizens with Disabilities
Raymond Goyette, Canadian Association for the Blind

supported by RETHINK (West) Inc.
Ken Balmer/Brenda Clarke



Executive Summary

Our overall reaction to ‘Investing in Employment Supports for Persons with Disabilities in Alberta’ can be

summarized in the following brief observations. Detailed explanations and recommendations pertaining to
each can be found in the paper itself.

You are on the right track; the interdepartmental policy framework is a welcome addition to Alberta’s

by:

¢

commitment to persons with disabilities. However, the policy framework could be strengthened considerably

clarifying assumptions and understandings about employment for persons with disabilities
and linking this policy framework clearly to the full policy context

emphasizing person-centred outcomes that define the ultimate difference that the
Alberta system of employment supports for persons with disabilities is striving to achieve, that
reflect the stated policy commitment to ‘person-centred approaches’ - the present document
places too much emphasis on outputs and internal, government objectives

formally recognizing the complexity involved in providing employment supports to
persons with disabilities - a continuum from the need for highly specialized, disability specific
support; through cross-disability support once an individual is ‘'employment ready’; and
including the option of access to mainstream services where appropriate

formally recognizing that the uitimate challenge is to remove systemic disincentives to
employment for persons with disabilities

aiming higher; this policy framework appears to strive only for basic, entry-level
employment to get persons with disabilities off income support programs - if your goal, as
stated in section D is to ensure that persons with disabilities can participate in the labour
market as equal citizens, then the emphasis must expand to provide supports that allow the
individual to reach for employment commensurate with their ability and potential and recognize
that self-employment and entrepreneurial activity may be the best option for many

clearly stating a commitment to help persons with disabilities become
‘employment ready’; the majority of employment programs assume that the individual is
employment ready and will require only 8-12 weeks of support to find employment (the norm
for persons who do not have a disability) - in the case of a person with a disability there is
generally need for basic vocational rehabilitation and support for community reintegration
before employment can even be considered and the final transition into the world of work can
take much longer than the ‘standard’ 8-12 weeks allowed

recognizing the ‘double disadvantage’ challenge related to employment faced by
persons with disabilities who are also aboriginal, members of a visible minority, women and/or
resident in rural or remote communities

clearly defining an optimal partnership between government, the disability
community, and Alberta’s employers related to employment supports; in section A you
state that this new framework is intended to build on existing community capacities, but the
policy appears to address only government roles and initiatives and is silent on how
government intends to help sustain and build community capacity

adding detail; the disability community has witnessed many policies that are full of the right
generalities, but fall short when it comes to implementation - the policy framework needs
more depth and ‘meat’ if it is to be credible, general goals without the details that suggest
implementation strategies inspire cynicism.
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Recommendation 1:  Utilize the opportunity of a new policy framework to clarify basic

assumptions and understandings about employment for persons
with disabilities.

This document also contains a number of constructive comments specific to each section of the draft policy
framework. There is a constant need to educate decision-makers and the public about the basic issues facing
persons with disabilities in Alberta. We would be remiss in not taking this opportunity to add a page
summarizing basic assumptions and understandings.  The following notes suggest possible content:

4 persons with disabilities want to contribute both socially and economically to their communities - this

contribution will be commensurate with their abilities and could involve full-time, part-time and/or
volunteer/work experience roles

persons with disabilities face many challenges, hurdles and obstacles when striving for employment -
related to access to the supports necessary to function in the community (e.g. to get to work), to
access to the disability supports they need to find and maintain employment, and to the employer
understanding of related issues and their understanding of their duty to accommodate

¢ persons with disabilities are an untapped resource, their potential has been underutilized and this will
become critical in the years ahead as projected labour market shortages become Alberta’s reality

the economic benefits of workforce participation by persons with disabilities are immense - any
investment in supporting the process of preparing for, gaining and maintaining employment is

compensated many times over (combination of financial support no longer required and tax
contributions made by the ‘new’ employee)

the ‘power of work’ goes far beyond the economic advantages: social adjustment and reintegration
into the community is facilitated, a sense of confidence and belonging develops, the workplace is

‘humanized’ and demonstrates our commitment to full citizenship, previously untapped potential is
released

the process of helping a person with a disability prepare for employment is highly dependent on special
efforts by their families, communities, disability organizations and governments related to:

- disability specific counselling and rehabilitation to help the individual accommodate to their
situation and develop realistic, yet aggressive plans for community reintegration and
employment

- the availability of a range of disability supports that ‘level the playing field’ and allow the
individual to function to their potential, to move about their community, and to participate fully in
the social, economic and political fabric of their society

- reduction of systemic barriers to participation often related to limited understanding of ability
and an undue focus on disability

achievement of the highest educational level attainable; studies repeatedly indicate a strong

correlation between educational attainment and labour force participation for persons with
disabilities

¢+ employment support for persons with disabilities requires an integrated and mature partnership
between governments, the disability community and its organizations, the employer and educational

institutions;  government must be viewed as the catalyst for the more direct supportive efforts of the
community.
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Recommendation 2:  That mention be made of the FULL POLICY CONTEXT of the policy
framework to encourage consistency with related commitments.

Section B of the policy framework makes reference to:

¢ a link with the objectives and strategies identified in People and Prosperity and
¢ the objective of a cross-department policy platform and guiding principles that will be established and
underlie the further development of employment supports for Albertans with disabilities.

We would respectfully assume that the policy platform referred to in the second point above is indeed this
policy framework (‘Investing in Employment Supports for Persons with Disabilities in Alberta’). If not, then any
additional work intended should be included prior to finalization (e.g. some of the strategies and actions
suggested in accompanying documents).

We would also suggests adding a section entitled ‘Policy Context’ which makes reference to the following:

4 Alberta’s commitment to ‘IN UNISON - a Canadian Approach to Disability Issues’, endorsed by the
Federal, Provincial and Territorial Ministers responsible for social services

the desire to work closely with the Employabilities Council to monitor and update the policy

14 the desire to link with, and achieve consistency with, Alberta’s Disability Strategy - coordinated by
the Premier's Council on the Status of Persons with Disabilities

¢ the link with Alberta’s Human Rights and Citizenship Act to ensure that the policy framework goes
far enough to protect the basic rights accorded to all Albertan’s

¢ the intent to translate these general policies (in policy framework) into more specific commitments in
the context of each participating department’s Business Plan.

Recommendation 3:  That the policy framework adopt an OUTCOMES APPROACH that
focuses on the ultimate difference that these policies and goals
intend to make on the employment options and successes of
Albertans with disabilities - and commit to development of an
accountability framework that allows regular reporting to the 17% of
Albertans living with disabilities and their families.

Section B contains the ‘Objectives of the Framework for Employment Supports’. Mention is made of a cross-
department platform and guiding principles; a strengthened cooperative, interdepartmental approach; the
objectives and strategies identified in ‘People and Prosperity’: and an evaluation and accountability approach to
measure program and service success. While each of these ‘objectives’ is important and must be preserved
in the document, they are generally internal, bureaucratic and self-supporting. They fail dramatically to address
the outcomes desired by the community and in no way suggest the ‘person centred approach’ heralded later in
the document.

We would respectfully suggest including a selection from the following sources in section B:

IN UNISON Policy * widespread understanding and application of the concept of accommodation
Directions L4 measures that provide more assistance to offset work-related disability costs
* greater support for community economic development and self-employment
for persons with disabilities
* enhanced employability through better access to education, training and

transition mechanisms
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"IN UNISON
Objectives

ALBERTA’S
DISABILITY
STRATEGY

Outcomes

Outcome-like
comments
already in the
POLICY
FRAMEWORK
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to reduce reliance on income support programs

to promote access to the training programs available to all Canadians

to increase the availability of work-related supports

to encourage employers to make appropriate job/workplace accommodation
to promote work and volunteer opportunities for persons with disabilities.

Albertans with disabilities will have access to the employment and career
opportunities required to reach for and achieve their full potential

Persons with disabilities will have choices regarding employment options
Persons with disabilities will have the support required to access a range of
employment opportunities and to progress along a chosen career path
Persons with disabilities will be valued members of Alberta’s workforce.

Albertan’s with disabilities will have the help they need to meet their
employment goals (section A and section B)

To effectively assist individuals with disabilities to participate in the workforce
(section B)

Persons with disabilities will have opportunities to participate in economic
activities and have access to supports that enable that participation (section C)
Adequate and effective in-home and community supports will be in place as a
foundation for employment supports (section C).

Persons with disabilities can participate in the labour market as equal citizens
(section D)

Improved cohesiveness of Alberta’s employment supports (section A).

The goals in section E could well be elevated to the status of a vision or set of

visionary outcomes for the policy framework - we envision and commit to working
towards a future in which:

L 4
¢
14

Albertans with disabilities receive adequate supports which are effective in
helping them to maintain employment and build careers.

Albertans with disabilities have the skills, knowledge and attitudes necessary
to gain employment

Albertans with disabilities find and obtain employment in accordance with their
abilities.

We would recommend supplementing this list to add:

¢

Alberta’s employers lead the nation in their efforts to employ persons with
disabilities and the adoption of best or effective practices in facilitating and
supporting employment opportunities for persons with disabilities

Systemic barriers to employment for persons with disabilities have been
removed.

Adoption of this outcome or results-oriented approach to the policy framework would, of course, require
strengthening of section F3 (Systematic Evaluation, Monitoring and Accountability’) to endorse the overall
monitoring of social indicators related to employment for persons with disabilities as well as the more program-
specific, outputs suggested in the policy framework and accompanying papers. We must be able to monitor
overall changes in the employment status of persons with disabilities if we are to know if our collective efforts

are succeeding.

Disability services and programs must follow the lead of the health field with its new emphasis on and
commitment to development of outcome indicators and measurement tools that speak to both quality and
quality of service and to the ultimate benefit to the consumer. A commitment to the monitoring and
transparent reporting of the client or consumer impact that was achieved would strengthen the ESFD policy

framework considerably.
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