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Submission by the Synod of Victoria and Tasmania, Uniting Church in Australia to the Next steps in Supported Employment: Consultation on the way forward discussion paper 
22 June 2025
The Synod of Victoria and Tasmania, Uniting Church in Australia, welcomes the opportunity to make a submission in response to the Next steps in Supported Employment: consultation on the way forward discussion paper. 
The Synod has sought to be inclusive of people with a disability, seeking to improve its response over time. Our position in response to the discussion paper is informed by the resolutions adopted by the meetings of representatives of the Synod and our National Assembly. The resolutions are contained in the Appendix. 
1. Is there any other existing work that is missing from the table at Appendix 3?

The National Autism Strategy 2025-2031 should be acknowledged and linked to the new inclusive employment ecosystem. The strategy states in its Economic Inclusion Commitments: 
6. Increase meaningful employment opportunities (including business ownership, self-employment, and entrepreneurship and social enterprises) for Autistic people.

The Jobs and Skills Australia Strategic Plan 2024–2027 should also be referenced, as the priorities listed under “Outcome 1 Fostering inclusive participation in the 2025–26 Work Plan” do not meaningfully address inclusion for people with disability or those with high support needs.  

Data continues to show that people with disability are excluded from education and labour force participation at a much higher rate than their peers without disability:

· Over half of people with disability (56.1%) were employed, compared with 82.3% of people without disability.

· One-third (33.4%) were employed full-time, compared with more than half (57.9%) of those without disability.

2. What is your ideal future state for the supported employment sector and

employment of people with disability with high support needs?

The ideal future state for the supported employment sector and employment of people with disability and high support needs would be that the system is flexible to cater to the variety of needs. It should maximise the opportunities for people with disability to engage in employment opportunities that allow them to flourish, while ensuring their safety from abuse and exploitation in the workplace.

The Article 27 of the UN of the CRPD states that: 
States Parties recognize the right of persons with disabilities to work, on an equal basis with others; this includes the right to the opportunity to gain a living by work freely chosen or accepted in a labour market and work environment that is open, inclusive and accessible to persons with disabilities. States Parties shall safeguard and promote the realization of the right to work, including for those who acquire a disability during the course of employment, by taking appropriate steps, including through legislation. 

Moreover, the UN CRPD/C/GC/8: General comment No. 8 (9 September,2022) on the right of persons with disabilities to work and employment affirms that: 
Ableism is the foundation of the medical and charity models of disability that leads to social prejudice, inequality and discrimination against persons with disabilities, as it underpins legislation, policies and practices such as segregated employment, for example “sheltered workshops” and can result in involuntary participation in the informal economy.

In line with the above and given that Australia is a signatory to the UN CRPD and to meet its obligations, we strongly believe there should be a staged transition to end that part of supported employment provision which does not offer meaningful work or skill development catered to the capabilities of people with disability. 

People with disability remain more vulnerable to abuse and exploitation in the workplace. For example, the 2022 Australian Human Rights Commission’s (AHRC) national survey on sexual harassment in workplaces asked people aged 15 and over about their experiences of sexual harassment in workplaces in the previous 5 years. The AHRC included behaviours more commonly associated with sexual violence in their definition of harassment, for example, rape or sexual assault, and determined disability through self-identification.
Nearly half (48%) of people with disability had been sexually harassed in their workplace in the previous 5 years (compared with 32% of people without disability) with:

· over half (54%) of women with disability and nearly 2 in 5 (38%) men with disability; and,
· an increase since 2018 (44% of people with disability, with 52% of women and 35% of men with disability).
A survey conducted by Global Disability Inclusion at the start of 2024 found 77% of people with disability had experienced being bullied, harassed or demeaned in the workplace because of their disability, the way they learn or communicate. Further, 58% reported that it happened all the time.
 

A study by Cardiff and Plymouth universities found that employees with physical or mental disabilities were twice as likely to be physically attacked at work.


Another issue identified with supported employment in the form of ADEs for people with disability with high support needs is that they have not been given choice and control when this option is presented as the only one. More research and training are needed concerning options such as customised employment, open employment and self-employment for people with high support needs, which may already fall within the activities of the Centre for Inclusive Employment. 

3. What additional actions do you consider necessary to increase the employment of people with high support needs in open/inclusive settings?

· Connecting employment of people with high support needs with Vocational Education to increase employment in open and inclusive settings.

The provision of diverse and flexible learning pathways in vocational education is essential to promoting equity and inclusion. One recent initiative worth examining is the introduction of the Disability Transition Support Officer (DTSO) role within Victorian TAFEs, launched in June 2024.
 
Although this initiative has been in place for just twelve months, it offers valuable insights into effective practices, resourcing needs, implementation challenges, and measurable outcomes. These insights can inform consideration of a potential national rollout, fostering greater consistency in support for students with high support needs as they transition into open and inclusive educational environments.

Currently, the DTSO role is limited to supporting students with disability transitioning directly from secondary education—including specialist and alternative schooling—into vocational education. However, further analysis is needed to determine how this support can be extended to students who did not complete secondary school or have experienced significant gaps in their education and are now seeking to pursue vocational learning opportunities.

It will be important to identify and address both vocational and non-vocational barriers to inclusive employment options for people with high support needs.
The NDIS provider, Alkari in Box Hill also provides participants with supported pathways to undertake vocational education at Box Hill TAFE, as an existing model of assisting people with disability to access vocational training.
· Set targets to track progress rather than focusing solely on the final outcome.

Progressive targets are a crucial part of the strategy in improving employment outcomes for people with high support needs in open and inclusive settings across Australia. Rather than focusing solely on the end goal of increased employment rates, establishing interim benchmarks enables organisations and the Government to measure incremental progress, identify gaps in implementation, adjust supports accordingly and provide support in all steps of the process. 
· Expand funding through the Disability Employment Fund (EAF) to advance inclusive employment pathways.

The Disability Employment Fund has played a critical role in facilitating access to open employment and self-employment for people with disability. Proposed changes to eligibility criteria—extending support to individuals with high support needs transitioning from supported employment into inclusive work settings—represent a necessary and positive development.
This enhanced flexibility would also enable the Fund to support employers who are committed to inclusive recruitment practices, including those offering work experience placements or employment opportunities to individuals with disability. Furthermore, expanding the scope of the Employment Assistance Fund (EAF) beyond traditional workplace modifications to include support for job readiness and pre-employment preparation will help address the diverse and complex needs of people requiring high levels of support.

4. The Royal Commission recommended the development of a Plan or Roadmap to guide further reform in the supported employment sector. What would you like to see included in such a plan?

As stated in the response for question 2, our preferred option is for the Australian Government to phase out supported employment that does not provide meaningful work or skill development for people with disability. The supported employment sector should provide meaningful opportunities for participants to flourish, be catered to their abilities and ability to learn and protect them from abuse and exploitation. 

Some ideas for the roadmap:

· Investment in industry-specific pilot projects: Trial wage subsidy increases in sectors with high disability employment potential, such as hospitality, retail, and technology.

· Investment and support for customised employment projects. 

· Provide financial incentives for businesses that hire and retain workers with high support needs, such as government subsidies to support new business sustainable models with inclusive employment in mind. 

· Expand training programs to equip workers with high support needs with skills for higher-paying roles.

· Strengthening collaboration between specialist service providers, businesses, and government levels. There are already examples of local governments working with local providers to promote new initiatives.

5. How could the sector best increase wages for people with disability while avoiding job losses?

a. Are there examples that currently exist that can be leveraged?

· Australian Human Rights Commission IncludeAbility Project: A national disability employment initiative that successfully placed workers with disabilities in mainstream roles with award wages. Employers were provided with tools, expert knowledge, and support, leading to 80% of participants securing ongoing employment.

· Autism and Agriculture Program: The program is an example of how customised employment and person-centred approaches to employment can benefit both employers and employees with disabilities. 
 

Sweden has moved away from subminimum wages for employees with disabilities, instead promoting equal pay for equal work. The Swedish Government emphasises inclusive employment policies and does not permit subminimum wages. Workers with disabilities are entitled to the same minimum wage protections as others, supported by strong social welfare systems.

6. Do you see a role for workplaces which provide specialised employment opportunities for people with disability in the future?

Yes, there is a clear and evolving role for specialised employment settings in Australia’s future workforce landscape—particularly for people with disability who require ongoing, high-level support to engage in meaningful work. These workplaces must be reimagined to align with contemporary expectations of inclusion, choice, and economic participation, while providing protection from abuse and exploitation.

What should these workplaces look like?

· Person-centred: Workplaces must prioritise the preferences, skills and aspirations of people with disability. This includes offering opportunities for skill development, real wages and pathways to open employment where possible. The workplaces must ensure the safety of participants from abuse and exploitation by employers and co-workers.
· Co-designed and accountable: People with disability, their families, and advocates must be involved in designing and evaluating these workplaces. Transparent reporting and continuous improvement should be embedded in their operations.

· Flexible and innovative: Business models should be financially sustainable and adaptable, with pricing structures that reflect the full cost of inputs. The models should include fair wages, while offering meaningful roles tailored to individual strengths.

· Continuous evaluation: Monitor progress and outcomes to strengthen confidence among individuals with high support needs, while regularly reviewing funding allocations and training initiatives to ensure long-term sustainability.
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Appendix: Resolutions of Uniting Church bodies relevant to people with disability
Resolution of the Uniting Church in Australia National Assembly meeting

The 2018 meeting of hundreds of Uniting Church representatives from across Australia adopted the following resolution:

The Assembly resolved: 

18.18.01 to adopt the following ‘Statement of Access and Welcome’ as a starting point for further conversation and action regarding justice and equality for people with disability as it provides a basis for the Assembly and Synods to develop their particular response to this matter. In accordance with the Uniting Church Basis of Union, the Church is a fellowship of reconciliation, “a body within which the diverse gifts of its members are used for the building up of the whole, an instrument through which Christ may work, and bear witness to himself” (Paragraph 3). In light of this, the Uniting Church affirms that: 

(a) Christ is most fully present when all people in the Body are unconditionally accepted as people of worth. All people are created in the image of God, including people with disability; 

(b) along with all members, the faith, gifts, hopes and dreams of people with disability are to be valued and honoured; and 

(c) God is a God of justice and peace who seeks reconciliation amongst all people. 

In seeking to be a community of reconciliation, the Uniting Church acknowledges that for many people with disability its life and faith has not always borne witness to this vision. The Uniting Church seeks: 

(a) to embody a community life that in its theology and practice is accessible to all people; 

(b) to ensure that within its own life, people with disability are treated justly and have their hopes and rights realised; and 

(c) to advocate for justice and equality for people with disability in the wider community. 

18.18.02 to request the Standing Committee to develop disability access guidelines for use at all events and activities overseen by the Assembly and to encourage each Synod to develop similar disability access guidelines for use at Synod events and meetings; 

18.18.03 to encourage each Synod to develop Disability Action Plans in accordance with the federal Disability Discrimination Act 1992, with the aim of eliminating access barriers pertaining to: 

(i) Attitude/Theology and access and welcome; 

(ii) Communication; and 

(iii) Physical Environment. 

18.18.04 to request the appropriate Standing Committee to arrange for the development of an appropriate liturgical response that acknowledges the historical exclusion experienced by many people with disability.
Resolutions of the meetings of the Synod of Victoria and Tasmania

The 1998 meeting of hundreds of representatives of the Synod from across Victoria passed the following resolution:

98.5.4.5
The Synod resolved:
In keeping with the spirit of resolutions made in the International Year of Disability Persons, and in the light of the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) (Cwth: 1992):

(a) To affirm its commitment to creating a Church that is for all people with disabilities (as defined in the DDA) and in all aspects of its life, free from discrimination.

(b) To appoint a Task Group to develop and implement an Action Plan under the DDA in compliance with Section 61 of that Act. The initial phase would be to undertake an audit of current practices within the life of the Church that may discriminate (including unintentionally) against people with a disability, including, but not limited to, physical or sensory barriers, informational or attitudinal barriers, and any other elements of proclamation, teaching, fellowship or service.  

(c) That the Standing Committee be asked to appoint members of the Task Group.

(d) That the Task Group report to the 1999 Synod with its recommendations, including financial and staffing implications and a schedule of action.

The 2010 meeting of the Synod representatives passed the following resolution:

10.7.10.2.6
The Synod resolved:

While acknowledging that a balance needs to be struck between freedom to practise religious beliefs and the right not to be discriminated against in relation to certain characteristics in the areas of employment, education, provision of goods and services, and accommodation; and notwithstanding the Uniting Church’s support for religious liberty, its support for UN human rights treaties through the National Assembly Resolution Dignity in Humanity: Recognising Christ in Every Person 2006, and Synod resolution 93.5.1.1-3(c),

(a)
(i) To support the UN Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial 
 Discrimination in its assertion that “any doctrine of superiority based on racial  differentiation is scientifically false, morally condemnable, socially unjust and dangerous” and therefore to oppose all forms of harmful racial discrimination and all laws that legalise harmful racial discrimination, even when such discrimination is religiously motivated;


(ii) To recognise that all people are created in the image of God and therefore to oppose all forms of harmful discrimination against people with disabilities, even when religiously motivated, except where not discriminating would place unreasonable costs on a body to accommodate such persons and, in the area of employment, where a person with a disability is unable to fulfil the genuine inherent requirements of the role;


(iii) While noting that the current polity of the Uniting Church would not allow discrimination in ordination in any of the areas below, to oppose harmful discrimination and laws that accommodate harmful discrimination in education, clubs and club membership, sport, provision of goods and services, local government, accommodation, employment and employment-related areas, excluding ordination, on the grounds of:

· age

· breastfeeding

· industrial activity

· status as a carer

· physical features

· political belief or activity

· parental status

· pregnancy

· gender identity

· marital status

· sex

· sexual orientation

even where such discrimination is religiously motivated. The only exception to this opposition to discrimination on the above grounds is in the area of employment where, as a result of one of the above characteristics, the person is unable to fulfil the inherent requirements of the role.

(b)To write to the Victorian and Tasmanian Attorneys General and Shadow Attorneys General to inform them of this resolution.

(c)To ask the Justice and International Mission Unit to keep these matters under review and report to future Synods.

The 2022 Synod meeting adopted the following resolution:

The Synod resolved:

1) To support the full implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in Australia.

2) To call on the Victorian Government to:

a) Amend the Victorian Disability Act to 

i) recognise the right of people with disabilities to spiritual expression, and this be referenced in all Victorian State Disability Action Plans;

ii) ensure that the Victorian Government will provide essential supports to people with disabilities where the National Disability Insurance Scheme fails to deliver such supports; 

iii) establish a Victorian Commissioner for Disability Inclusion who: 

(1) oversees compliance with the state disability plan and disability action plans; 

(2) has a duty to support, advocate for, and promote the rights and well-being of people with disability across Victoria, like the functions of the Commissioner for Children and Young People and the Victorian Commissioner for LGBTIQ+ Communities; and 

(3) upholds the rights of all people with disability in Victoria, in line with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities;

iv) require all organisations that receive funding from the Victorian Government above a reasonable threshold should be required to have a meaningful disability action plan;

v) ensure that any use of restrictive practices be a last resort in response to the risk of harm to the person with disability or others. The use of restrictive practices should also comply with the human rights principles contained within the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities and the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment; 

vi) create an offence to hinder, obstruct, intimidate or threaten a Community Visitor carrying out their functions; and

vii) allow designated people on the Community Visitors program to be able to visit all forms of accommodation that the National Disability Insurance Agency has introduced, accommodation provided by the Transport Accident Commission and all accommodation that is connected or managed by, or on behalf of, a disability service provider.

b) Develop Minimum Accessibility Standards for mainstream services with guidance to Victorian businesses on how to improve their inclusivity. The Standards should be backed by a complaint mechanism. An education program should be conducted in the Victorian community on accessibility; 

c) Establish a central register of disability residential properties that Community Visitors are able to inspect;

d) Establish a Disability Deaths Registrar modelled on the State Coroner’s Victorian Suicide Register and accompanying review;

e) Ensure people with disabilities leaving prison are provided with appropriate transitional planning for post-release, including direct referrals to disability services, housing and other funded in-community supports.

3) To write to the Victorian Premier, the Minister for Disability, Ageing and Carers, the Leader of the Opposition and the Shadow Minister for Disability, Ageing and Carers to inform them of this resolution.
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