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Workbridge working together

As an organisation that assists people with disabilities into employment, Workbridge has a role to play both in the wider implementation of the New Zealand Disability Strategy and specifically in Pathways to Inclusion launched in September 2001.  

The primary focus of 'Pathways' is on providing genuine employment opportunities and improving vocational services that help people participate in their communities in other ways.  The vision for disabled people is to have the employment that they want - in real jobs for real money.  Workbridge has always been committed to this vision with its mission statement 'to enable people with disabilities to participate and experience equal opportunities in the labour market'.

We must continually review the way we provide our services and continue to increase job opportunities for people who want to use our services.  We have been able to improve access to our services through a variety of means from internet services to video calling, particularly for deaf clients.  These are important tools to assist people, but for many it is talking to our staff that helps them to gain employment, and therefore, training and upskilling our staff is critical to continue to provide quality services.

Workbridge is looking forward to expanding our services into rural and provincial areas this year.  This is made possible through the Government's commitment in 'Pathways' to provide opportunities to access services for all people with disabilities, not just those in major cities in New Zealand.

Workbridge also does not exist in isolation from the wider disability and provider sector.  One of the opportunities this year is to collaborate with IHC and CCS in delivering transition services to rural areas.  We will continue to work in partnership with other organisations to provide better, easier employment outcomes for people with disabilities.

Any limitations which impairments might cause to disabled people in employment are far less than the limitation of vision and expectation that disabled people face from the rest of the community - including employers when it comes to job opportunities. 
Employers will always be the third leg of the answer to providing employment outcomes.  Those employers that do employ people with disabilities find that, like any other employee, they have a person committed to using their skills and abilities to get the job done.  Workbridge At Work provides an opportunity to talk with some of those employers and share their stories.

Although we talk about people with disabilities and disabled people, in reality we are talking about people who sing and dance, are raising families and are generally trying to live ordinary lives with real jobs, like anyone else.

Progress made on journey along Pathways to Inclusion  
Significant progress has been made on the New Zealand Disability Strategy since it was launched in April 2001, says Disability Issues Minister Ruth Dyson.
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"Pathways to Inclusion" is an important part of the strategy, giving a new direction for vocational services, aimed at achieving greater participation of people with disabilities in employment and communities.

The changes are being phased in over five years. The planned repeal of the Disabled Persons Employment Promotion Act 1960 (DPEP Act) is part of the commitment. The Act treats people with disabilities unfairly by giving sheltered workshops a blanket exemption from minimum wage and holidays legislation.

Ms Dyson recently introduced to Parliament a Bill to repeal the Act, which will remove a significant barrier to people with disabilities working in sheltered workshops. About 3000 people with disabilities participate in more than 260 sheltered workshops throughout the country. 

"This is a significant and long-awaited change, which recognises the human rights of people with disabilities, and the Government's commitment to create a fully-inclusive society," says Ms Dyson.

The Bill has had its first reading and is now with the Social Services Select Committee, which has received public submissions. Government agencies have already begun working with providers to make the transition to the new environment, says Ms Dyson.  

To support this work and the Pathways to Inclusion vision, new funding is becoming available in stages, with new funding of $2.35 million from July 2003, rising to more than $9 million this year and nearly $12 million next year.  This money is being used to improve the ability of the vocational services sector to support people with disabilities into employment and community participation. 

Workbridge chief executive Ruth Harrison says the Bill is a significant cornerstone of Pathways to Inclusion and represents a critical milestone.

As well as employment, the ability to participate in the community is critically important for a sense of inclusion. While for some people this is achieved through work, for others it is through community-based activities, education and training.

"The development of community participation services is continuing slowly.  Importantly people are beginning to realise that it is not an exercise of putting people through a gate marked either employment or community participation, but can be a combination of both that provides participation and inclusion in society," says Ms Harrison.

The efforts will only succeed if there is a mindshift at all levels - among communities, employers, service providers, families/whanau and people with disabilities themselves.

"The challenge for us all is to stop judging people by what they can't do, and start valuing what they can do," says Ms Dyson.

Job Club leads to real employment opportunities
Many people attending the Job Club programme have been offered jobs following the courses, Workbridge Job Club trainer Denise Samuel says.

For example, Pacificare Trust, a mental health service provider in South Auckland, is due to run another Job Club mid-year, after "fantastic" results were achieved at their last one, says Denise. Eight or nine Pacificare Trust clients enrolled in the Job Club in November last year. After the eight-day intensive programme, more than half were placed in various areas of employment.

The programme includes updating or creating CVs, interview techniques, looking at employment barriers and other job-hunting skills. 

Job Club points out the different employment options available and builds their confidence, says Denise.  At the end of the eight days, everyone is feeling motivated and a lot more confident to face job interviews.

Many start with part-time jobs, taking one step at a time, says Denise. Job Club participants have found such jobs in a range of different areas.

Pacificare Trust developed three small business opportunities to coincide with the Job Club programme, to help their clients get employment experience. These included a cleaning service, a paper delivery service and a Laundromat.

The last Job Club with Pacificare included eight Maori and Pacific Island high school students with a variety of illnesses, physical and mental disabilities. 

Lesieli Nanai from Pacificare Trust says Job Club provides opportunities for clients to learn how to assert themselves when looking for jobs. 

"They learn to have confidence in themselves and it also helps with their self esteem. It is a great avenue to encourage those who have not been successful in obtaining a job. It gives them hope that they can achieve their goals to work to earn real money for real work, despite their disabilities."

After the last Job Club, all the participants expressed interest in getting into full- or part-time jobs, she says. One is now working as a part-time cleaner, one at a laundromat, one is a casual worker at a factory in East Tamaki, another became a client representative on a Pacificare management committee, and another is self-employed, making and selling art and crafts. 

Pacificare is looking forward to more Job Clubs in future, says Lesieli. "We want our clients to have skills to deal with customers and to remain calm when pressured. We think Job Club is able to provide these tools for our clients to prepare them for the workforce."

A Job Club run with the Tongan Methodist Social Services in Grey Lynn in February was also very successful, says Denise. Most of the participants were middle-aged Pacific People with conditions like diabetes and heart disease. 

"The outcome after eight days was exceptional," she says.  "They were motivated and amply prepared to re-approach former employers, and were positive enough to try new vacancies and even start their own businesses... there was no stopping them."

Harry rides the Big Reds
Harry Bowring is "a real bus nut", say his work colleagues. So working at Christchurch's Red Bus Company is his dream job.

Workbridge Employment Consultant Debbie Nairn arranged a two-week work trial for Harry at the bus company in April. It worked out so well that he has a full-time permanent job there and is paid a normal wage, at $10.50 an hour.

Harry works from 7am to 3pm Monday to Saturday, cleaning the buses. Because of his disability, Harry is unable to reach above shoulder height, so The Red Bus Company gives him specific tasks that are suitable for him.

Harry, 54, has a genetic disorder which affects his hips, legs, face, speech and hands, and a slight intellectual disability. He spent 20 years at Templeton Hospital before seeking employment.

Debbie says Harry did several work trials before finding his current job. In June 2000, he was employed in a Task Force Green temporary position at the Christchurch City Council Parks and Waterways Unit for eight hours per week. He also worked on summer litter patrol at the New Brighton Beach. But he wanted a full-time job.

"Harry was made to feel very welcome at The Red Bus Company," says Debbie. "He's been included in all the workplace barbeques and all the staff, from the young teenagers to the older ones, all talk to him. Harry now understands what it is like to have full inclusion in the workplace and he is very happy with the job."

The Red Bus Company Operations Manager Layne Sefton says Harry has fitted in very well.  "He's a very personable chap. He always says hello to everyone and he gets along with the drivers pretty well."

Supervisor Dave Parsons says Harry is part of a team working in the bus grooming area and he has specific tasks, such as cleaning the drivers' cabs. 

"He's independent and he does it his own way. It's a challenge because drivers are messy creatures and there are about 200 buses coming and going during each working day."

Harry has got to know quite a few of the 350 drivers and likes to join in the social engagements, Dave says.

"He belongs to the social club and goes on the company outings. Even if he's a cleaner, he's a Red Bus employee just like everyone else."

Harry loves watching the activity at the depot, says Dave. "He's a bus nut!"

Harry happily admits it. "I really like it here," he says.

And after a hard day's work, he even gets to enjoy the company service - going home on the bus.

Disabled workers star at East Coast sawmill

When John Gardner set up a sawmill on the East Coast in 1992, one of his first employees was through Workbridge.

Joe Spring still works at the Double J Smallwoods mill in Gisborne, in fact he's now the mill manager. 

Gisborne Workbridge Employment Consultant Glyn Jones says that since 1992, John Gardner has employed 19 Workbridge clients. 

"That's our best record. And while some of the staff are seasonal, a good proportion of the staff who have come through us have stayed there," he says.

The feedback from Workbridge clients there has all been good, says Glyn. "He's a good boss and the pay rates are good for this area."

John Gardner says he was surprised when Glyn told him how many Workbridge clients he'd had. But he wasn't at all surprised at how well the disabled employees have worked out. Sometimes, he says, they have an advantage - for instance, anyone totally deaf doesn't have to wear earmuffs!

At the moment, Double J Smallwoods has five employees gained through Workbridge and three other disabled staff, out of about 14 in total.

Manager Joe Spring worked in a number of mills "in the old dipping days", says John, and as a result he became chemically sensitive. Any contact with chemically-treated timber and he immediately comes out in blisters. "We're a chemical-free set up here so it suits him well."

Other employees include Kahu Broughton, who is almost entirely deaf and has been a saw operator there since 2000.  Eddie Munro, who joined in March last year, is profoundly deaf and they use sign language together. "Kahu translates for Eddie and he's also teaching some of the guys to sign," says John.

The training was particularly intense for the deaf workers, he says.  "Initially there were some communication difficulties that had to be overcome, but everyone persevered and we got through." 

John has had experience with a disability himself. He had to have 13 months off work with a broken neck. "I'm very lucky to be walking."

No, it wasn't a sawmill accident. His then 2-1/2 year old son was jumping on the couch when he landed on his dad and sent his chin to the floor. 

"I'm well aware of what disabilities can do to you," he says. "We were employing disabled people before that though. We can work with anyone who is willing to work around their disability. We've had some who have treated their disability as a disability and they didn't last long."

Video calling now available
The Video Calling Project, developed to improve the accessibility of Workbridge and Work and Income services to Deaf or hearing-impaired clients, is now available nationwide.

Video calling allows for a qualified New Zealand Sign Language Interpreter to interpret the interview for both the client and the interviewer through the use of closed-circuit television.  

Workbridge chief executive Ruth Harrison says the technology is not intended to replace the preferred option of face-to-face interviews with an interpreter present in the room. Many Deaf people have been waiting for up to two weeks to access services.  However, a shortage of qualified New Zealand Sign Language interpreters means one is not always available, so the technology is an effective alternative.

New interpreters are being employed by Workbridge to provide the service. The New Zealand Sign Language Bill has now been introduced into Parliament and sign language is expected to become the third official language of this country.

Demonstrations of the equipment are available at Workbridge offices around the country (www.workbridge.co.nz). Please note that offices in Wanganui and Greymouth need 24 hours' notice.

New videos explain how Workbridge works
Five new videos are now available about Workbridge services.

The videos were developed as part of our commitment to increase access for people with disabilities, particularly for Deaf or hearing-impaired clients.

The videos cover:

Job Preparation

 Job Search Strategies

Seeking Employment

Maintaining Employment

Support Funds.

Each video presents the information using three mediums: sign language, plain English bullet points and voice-over. This allows clients to access information, undertake tasks and work more effectively with our staff using a medium that is specifically designed to meet the needs of the Deaf community. 
We have worked with our clients, staff and interpreters to ensure that the information is accurate and understandable.

For instance, the Support Funds video covers information regarding the three training and employment Support Funds available for people with disabilities in New Zealand: Training Support, Job Support and Self Start.

Clients working with one of our employment consultants can view the videos, controlling the speed at which they receive information, and with the advantage of being able to see it as many times as necessary before moving onto the next step.  From there they can discuss their needs with their Employment Consultant. Having the information themselves means that they are in more control and understand the Funds much better.

Please contact your local Workbridge office if you wish to view any of the videos.

Diverse examples of diversity
Employing people often overlooked as potential employees - such as migrants, older people and people with a disability - brings positive advantages to New Zealand businesses that outweigh any difficulties.

That's been the finding of a joint Department of Labour/EEO Trust project, PeoplePower - Successful diversity at work.  It found many great examples of diversity in the workforce after gathering New Zealand business case studies.  

The project aims at informing employers of the reality of increasing diversity in the workforce and of the business benefits discovered by New Zealand firms, Department of Labour project manager Helen Kennard says.  Disability issues have featured in many of the case studies.  

"The obvious business benefits of finding the right skills for the job have come through loud and clear," says Helen.  "The case studies have emphasised that disability is no barrier to high performance.  In the case of a 
Deaf, one-armed man who works for a horticultural contracting business, only a modification to 
his wheelbarrow was necessary for him to perform all his tasks at a high level."

Other employers found unexpected benefits, she says. For example, two deaf people were able to be placed in the noisiest part of a factory, which was a threat to the safety of hearing people but no barrier to the two colleagues who communicated effectively in sign language.  

Yet more employers found experience of disability essential to the performance of their company, such as the mental health consulting firm who say "You have to be mad to work here".

The PeoplePower project is releasing the business case studies, to show the way for other businesses.  A selection of the case studies will be published in late August and launched along with a web-based resource of all 60 case studies collected.  

To be on the mailing list for the publication please email mailbox@lmpg.dol.govt.nz

All-Brites all right with us
Workbridge is working with IHC in the Hawkes Bay to help people get work.

Employment Consultant Lee Nattrass says the local Workbridge office has had success in placing IHC clients into various jobs.

For instance, local recycling plant All-Brites has been a big supporter and often approaches them with vacancies, she says.  "It's working well. We've all been very happy."

All-Brites manager Mutu Ngarimu says the plant has three Workbridge employees at the moment and has a history of employing disabled people.

"We're a locally owned company and we like to promote local people in the workforce," he says. "We've used Workbridge and the IHC for a number of years and they're excellent."

The business involves picking up kerbside recycling materials, such as paper, cardboard, plastic, glass and tin. There is also a large depot where the public can drop off the material. About 40 people are employed in total.

One of the Workbridge clients, who was referred a few months ago, works inside cleaning.  Workbridge and IHC are sharing the cost of providing a part-time support person to go on site and support two other men with Downs Syndrome who have been working in the yard for about a year.  The work suits Shaun and Mark,  who enjoy it, and keeping recycled materials under control can have its own challenges.

"It can be a big job," Mutu says. "You can imagine the paper and everything flying around when there's a big gust of wind."

The three also enjoy socialising with the other staff at breaks and lunchtimes, he says.

"They're good team players. They get on well with everyone and are very hard-working.  We think it's neat to have different people here in our workforce."

Workbridge services expand 


Workbridge services are expanding into rural and provincial areas.

Staff numbers have increased by about 25 since the beginning of the year and we propose to extend our services into more rural areas.

More staff means more Workbridge services and better job results for people with disabilities.

An additional contract from Work and Income recently meant we were able to employ an extra 10 Employment Consultants to increase services from our existing offices. The new staff - based in Auckland, Hamilton, Bay of Plenty, Hawkes Bay, Manawatu, Wellington and the West Coast - are already on board.

Another 15 staff across the country were recruited earlier in the year after approval from the Ministry of Social Development for extra consultants to extend our services into rural areas where there is currently limited service or none at all. These include Kerikeri in the Bay of Islands, Whakatane, Motueka, Oamaru and Alexandra.

This also resulted in two more managers - Carolyn Wagner in the new Central South hub, which opened in Hornby in July, and a new manager in Hamilton; Grant Salisbury.

The expansion recognises the efforts we are making with clients and the positive results. The challenge is to keep the quality of our services at such a consistently high level.

WHANGAREI                       Phone 09-430 2120
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CHRISTCHURCH                 Phone 03-377 2188
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