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Campaign Briefing - Autumn 09
Blind and partially sighted people retain and gain employment

1. Background
In the UK only one in three blind and partially sighted people is in employment. This figure compares poorly with overall employment figures for the disabled population, where half of all people of working age are in employment. There are significant challenges we need to address:

· At present some 1000 people a year lose their employment due to the onset of sight loss. 

· A person on Incapacity Benefit for two years or more is more likely to die than gain employment. 

· On present trends by 2020 there will be only 300,000 unskilled jobs in the labour market yet there may be as many as 650,000 unqualified disabled people.

2. What are we campaigning for? 

RNIB's campaign to increase the employment rate is based upon a three-pronged approach: 

· Improving individual support to blind and partially sighted people so they can get into work;
· Removing the institutional barriers to work and;
· Creating a diverse and increased number of job opportunities through supported employment.
3. What is RNIB doing this year?

Improving individual support

· Disability Employment Services

The Government funds a number of specialist disability employment services. These services are currently being reviewed and the Government is expected to announce the future direction and some of the detail in October 2008. The Government has stated its intention to replace the 'Job Introduction Scheme', 'Work Step' and 'Work Preparation' with a single programme based upon three elements:

· Getting a job (for those close to the open labour market);

· Help for those requiring up to two years support; and 

· Finally, assistance for those requiring longer term support. 

The Government is committed to a pan-disability approach for all of its funded programmes. 

RNIB wishes to: 

Secure the Government's commitment to providing tailored individual support. This should include specific measures arising from a job seeker's sight loss reflected in new plans for disability employment services (for example through funding an impairment specific work experience programme).

· Access to Work

Access to Work is a Government funded support programme that assesses an individual's employment needs and funds a package of support measures. These measures could include any or all of the following: reasonable adjustments to their work environment, travel to or within work, specialist equipment or assistive technology, support workers and any miscellaneous items e.g. training.  Access to Work is only available to those with an offer of paid employment.

RNIB wishes to:

See the Access to Work programme extended to allow its provisions extended to those doing voluntary work.

· Employment retention

At present some 1000 people a year lose their employment due to the onset of sight loss. Once these people adjust to their new circumstances and in some cases acquire new skills it is often difficult for them to re-enter the labour market. 

RNIB wishes to:

Secure enhanced legal protection for newly disabled employees or those whose existing condition deteriorates. This protection would take the form of entitlement to an assessment to assess their capabilities. This assessment may potentially trigger a period of rehabilitation allowing the person to adjust to their new life circumstances and acquire new skills prior to returning to their job or possibly a new job in which some tasks have been allocated to other people and new tasks allocated to them. This entitlement is known as employment retention.

Removing the institutional barriers 

Research carried out for RNIB's "work focus" pilots demonstrates the scale and number of possible barriers faced by blind and partially sighted job seekers in securing employment. For a person with sight loss to move from unemployment and into work it may be necessary to: 1) gain a reserve of confidence and sufficient motivation, 2) learn about jobs being available, 3) obtain an application form in an accessible format such as braille, 4) have the autonomy to determine the means of doing the job as long as it meets the desired outcomes, 5) overcome the negative perceptions of employers, 6) travel to an interview, 7) demonstrate their ability in an interview situation and finally obtain Access to Work support.

RNIB wishes to:

Secure Government funding for projects that remove each of these barriers (for example an audio job searching service).

Use supported employment as a vehicle to create jobs  

On present trends by 2020 there will be only 300,000 unskilled jobs in the labour market yet there may be as many as 650,000 unqualified disabled people. Whilst blind and partially sighted people as a group are better qualified than the general population there is a considerable gap between the number who are very well qualified and those with no qualifications. There is a close correlation between qualifications and success in obtaining a job. Consequently there is a need for projects that create employment for disabled people who possess few qualifications.

Supported employment was initiated as a form of employment for those furthest from the open labour market (for example those seriously disabled people returning from the war). Supported employment traditionally centred on the Government providing financial compensation to employers for the reduced productivity of disabled people: typically operating at about 70% of their able-bodied counterparts. 
There are now many models of supported employment and these range from Government (e.g. Remploy) or local authority owned factories (e.g. Newco) predominantly in the manufacturing sector to Social Firms. A Social Firm is a privately owned business (e.g. Six Mary's Place in Edinburgh) employing a minimum of 25% disabled people and deriving the bulk of its profits from producing goods and services for the market. There are currently 151 Social Firms employing some 1652 people of whom 52% are disabled people: the majority of whom have a mental health condition.

RNIB wishes to:

Intervene to increase the size of the Social Firm sector in the interests of employing more blind and partially sighted people.  
· Hire Vision campaign

Hire Vision is RNIB's national employment campaign. The campaign has two key objectives:

· To get Government, employers and the public to become RNIB 'adjusters' by intervening to facilitate the employment of a person with sight loss and;

· To get employers to turn existing and profitable businesses into Social Firms and thus create new employment opportunities for blind and partially sighted people.

4. For more information:

For more detailed information about our work in this area please contact:

Philip J Connolly, Employment Campaigns Officer - 0207 391 3266
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