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Introduction

The general situation of people with disabilities in the Austrian labour market and the measures devised to support them are comprehensively reviewed by Mr. Oliver Koenig in the report entitled ‘Employment of Disabled People in European countries: Austria'. Koenig is an Austrian member of The Academic Network of European Disability experts (ANED), established by the European Commission in 2008, to provide scientific support and advice for its disability policy Unit. His report (which can be consulted on the website of ANED (www.disability-europe.net) was based on data available up to November, 2009. The review of this report which we provide in Part One was criticised at a number of points in follow up correspondence with staff of AFB&PS. We are not in a position to reconcile these differences. We sincerely hope that our report may prove the occasion for doing so. To this end we reproduce anonymously in Appendix One the criticisms returned to us on an early draft of this report. In the meantime we make grateful acknowledgment to Mr. Koenig for his survey, which has proved indispensable to us for understanding the broad outline of the Austrian system of employment support for people with disabilities.
Part One
General Situation of People with Disabilities in the Austrian Labour Market

1 Unsatisfactory State of the Data
1.1.1 We begin by noting that Koenig was critical of the paucity of statistical data available on the situation of people with disabilities in the Austrian labour market and of the quality of the data which he had found.

1.1.2 People who acquire a disability in Austria are assessed for the purpose of establishing entitlement to disability benefits and services. According to Koenig, those who are assessed as 50% disabled are entitled to these benefits and services. This seems to be the occasion for issuing to such individuals the ‘disability card’ mentioned at various times by our witnesses. In 2008 94,383 people had acquired the legal status ‘severely disabled' of whom about 68% were employed (64%) or self-employed (4%). 68% of 94,383 is 64,180, which means that 30,203 people were not in employment. (See appendix 1)

1.1.3 According to Koenig, these statistics were not thought to reflect the total number of people who were disadvantaged in the labour market by disabilities. To obtain a more realistic picture, the Austrian Labour Market Service changed its definition of occupational disability, referring from that time on to people with health related placement restrictions. Koenig noted that, in terms of the new definition, 'In total 31,263 people with health related placement restrictions were registered in 2008 as being unemployed; of this group 3,870 (4.1%) belonged to the SD group. The remaining (27.9%) are not included in the official unemployment statistics and must probably be considered to be no longer seeking employment.' (See appendix 1)

1.1.4 As we have been at pains to point out in The Hidden Majority, the term 'unemployed' is used ambiguously if it includes people who are actively seeking work and those who are not, for whatever reason. We prefer to retain the term 'unemployed' for the former group and to designate the second by the term 'economically inactive'. It should be noted that Konig is well aware of the importance of the distinction, since he states that the 26,387 mentioned above 'must probably be considered to be no longer seeking employment.'

1.1.5 The report also noted that approximately 19.000 people (mainly with Intellectual disabilities) working in sheltered employment workshops were not included in the unemployment statistics.

1.1.6 It was, therefore, impossible to tell how many of the approximately 32,000 people with health related placement restrictions who were not in employment were seeking or not seeking work. The report assumed that most were not.

1.1.7 Due to the economic crisis with its general increase in unemployment, Koenig noted that the relative figure of people with health related placement restrictions decreased to 14,58% in August 2009. (We presume this means the number who are not seeking work, plus those who are, expressed as a percentage of the 'unemployed' in the population as a whole.) As the report pointed out, this percentage decrease masked the increase in the total number of people with health related placement restrictions who are not in employment, which stood in 2009 at 34,817. (See appendix 1)

1.1.8 Besides expressing general dissatisfaction with the statistical data bearing on employment of, and support for, people with disabilities in Austria, Koenig noted in particular that it possesses little in the way of significant explanatory power. He gave as the main reason for this the fact that most of the administrative authorities have different definitions of disability, depending on regulations concerning access to the diverse forms of services or benefits they are managing.

1.1.9 Furthermore, women with disabilities were under-represented in the statistics, 40% women as opposed to 60% men. People under the age of 30 were also under-represented, because of the unfavourable impact of registration on their chance of gaining employment. Under-represented also were people over 55 years of age, probably because they had taken early retirement from the labour force. (See appendix 1) 

1.1.9 Koenig's report has very little to say about the position of visually impaired people in the labour market. This is because (to quote his report:  'The available data does not distinguish different kinds of disability. Currently only the degree of disability classified in the medical eligibility application process for "severely disabled" status is regularly evaluated.'

1.1.10 Koenig summarises as follows the findings of a survey undertaken for the years 2004-06.

People with a physical disability (N= 15,751) 32%

People with a mental disability (N= 8,595) 18%

People with an intellectual disability (N= 8,652) 18.1%

People with a visual impairment (N = 1,968) 4.1%

People with a hearing impairment (N = 4,770) 10%

People with learning disability and/or social /emotional problems (18,551) 38.7%

People with Special Educational Needs (N = 13,394) 28%

1.1.11 Koenig is sharply critical of the extreme under-representation of people with intellectual disabilities. He attributes this to the fact that the assessment criteria of incapacity to work is based on an old fashioned medical model of disability. Those assessed as less than 50% disabled were deemed to be capable of work. People with intellectual disabilities were often so assessed. A related problem was that people with intellectual disabilities were often employed in forms of sheltered work for which they were paid only pocket money. This prevented them from showing up in the data as 'unemployed.

1.1.12 Finally Koenig stated that the situation of people with disabilities in ethnic minority groups required further research. According to the report they tended to be over-represented, due to special measures provided exclusively for them.

1.2 Employment Support for people with disabilities
1.2.1 The report showed that employment support for people with disabilities was the responsibility of many authorities with competencies and regulations operating both on federal and regional levels.

1.2.2 In the case of policies for vocational integration of people with disabilities, responsibilities resided with the following agencies:

· Public Employment Service (Arbeitsmarktservice: AMS (operating under the authority of the Federal Ministry of Economics and Labour (Bundesminsterium für Wirtschaft und Arbeit: BMWA)

· The Federal Social Welfare Office (Bundesamt für Soziales und Behindertenwesen: BASB: (operating under the authority of the Federal Ministry of Social Affairs and Consumer Protection (Bundesminsterium für Soziales und Konsumentenschutz: BMSK).

· The Social Departments of the nine Austrian provinces (Bundesländer).

1.2.3 At the level of central government, the main agency concerned with the employment of people with disabilities is the Federal Social Welfare Office , which is responsible for the operative regulation of employment agendas for people with disabilities and for the financing of support measures carried out under the Government's "Employment Offensive”, commenced in 2001. In 2008, according to its annual report, a total of €172.5 million were spent on active employment -related support measures for people with disabilities and a total of 57,699 support measures were carried out.

1.2.4 These support measures were as follows:

· Wage subsidies (16,135

· Mobility subsidies (8,653)

· Work place promotion (1,665)

· Arbeitsassistenz  (Employment Support) (10,319)

· 'Clearing' (Transition from School to Work ) (6,690)

· Upgrading of qualification projects (3,913)

· Integrative Vocational training (IBA) Programme (3,555)

· Employment projects (1,407)

· Personal assistance at work (282)

1.2.5 With new government legislation in 2008, the competencies of the former ministry of social affairs and consumer protection were expanded and they now include all employment related agendas (Bundesministerium für Arbeit, Soziales und Konsumentenschutz  (BMASK).

1.2.6 According to Koenig, the government's 'counter-offensive' was strengthened after its commencement in 2001 by several new measures such as:

· Clearing in 2001.

· Arbeitsassistenz  for young people in 2001.

· Integrative Vocational training (IBA) in 2003.

· Personal Assistance at work in 2004.

1.2.7 Koenig noted that, in the course of the implementation of the "Employment Offensive", the Austrian Government steadily widened their definition of disability with implications for who could gain access to support services. However, it was impossible in the existing state of data, to know the precise effect son people with disabilities. There was a suggestion in the report of a 'creaming' effect, whereby those nearest to the labour market, such as people in ethnic minority groups, had benefited disproportionately (See appendix 1).
1.2.8 Furthermore, people with disabilities who were assessed as "capable of working" were in general supported under the Disabled Persons Employment Act (DEA). The most important regulations within the DEA Were said to be:

· Employment quota obligation on companies with more than 25 employees/workers (for every 25 employees one "Benefited/registered disabled" person must be employed).

· Regulations concerning the quota compensation fee currently set at 220€) which must be paid by companies for each designated position that is not filled.

· The Compensation tax fund pays for, e.g., employment related support measures.

· The Definition and regulation on the application procedure to acquire official disabled status.

· Associated additional rights for this status (e.g. increased dismissal protection).

· Regulations concerning the "Integrative companies"-the wage employment part of Austria's Sheltered Employment sector.

1.2.9 In 2006 an Anti-discrimination Law (National law on equal treatment of disabled people was passed, which followed a year-long struggle by disability rights activists from the Austrian Independent Living Movement. After implementation, which removed several discriminatory passages from legislation, there is still disappointment that the Law in its current form does not meet the expectations of the Independent Living Movement. There were limitations to enforcement and the act was never invoked by the responsible authority.

1.2.10 Koenig went on to point out that, in 2009, the development of support for people with disabilities was in a state of flux. For example, Implementation of the National Reform programme of 2007 took account of The employment situation of people with disabilities, with a short descriptive passage about the support measures funded by the Federal Welfare Office and the Public Employment Service. In terms of the need for reform, the report briefly introduced two planned measures: a new consultancy service for companies and a "Disability flexicurity" pilot project.

1.2.11 Also in flux, when koenig wrote, was the process of ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities. During this process, the "National disability Law" (a law governing different competencies at national and federal level) was expanded with a paragraph indicating compliance with the rights stated in the UN Convention. Koenig commented: 'For this purpose a Monitoring Board has been set up. At present the Austrian government assumes that no larger changes will be needed to meet the standards set in the Convention, especially as in the (not yet) finished German translation of the Convention the key term INCLUSION will probably be replaced by Integration [which raises] different political and structural implications as a consequence.'

1.3 Koenig’s Evaluation of Employment Support for People with Disabilities
1.3.1 Koenig was very critical of the lack of data on several specific topics relating to the activity of people with disabilities in the Austrian labour market.

· Inadequate evidence for the occupations undertaken, either in the mainstream labour market or in sheltered employment.

· Sheltered employment, in Konig's opinion, deserved more critical scrutiny. Austria, he wrote, 'can be classified as operating a dual model of sheltered employment. Thus, there exists an employment based model, under national authority, and a therapeutic model under the respective authorities of the nine provinces. In comparative European studies (, only the Austrian employment model is mentioned … thus giving a misleading classification, especially as the population of users of Austria's "therapeutic model" are comparable to the population of sheltered workshop users in other European countries.

· Absence of indicators makes it impossible to show which sectors are more or less open to penetration by people with disabilities.

· From a gender perspective the criticism may be made that for people with disabilities the occupational segregation in "male" and "female" employment sectors is much more entrenched than for the general population.

· There is no statistical data about the average amount of hours worked by people with disabilities in comparison to non -disabled persons.

· A key problem for people with disabilities when seeking employment is the well-known "benefit trap", which can be found in most European countries that have financial benefit systems for people with disabilities. Compared to other countries, disability-related benefits in Austria are diverse and mainly not granted by one single authority. In combination, this system of "patchwork" benefits, each with different additional earning regulations, represents for many people an amount of money which is hard to obtain through competitive work in the open labour market. Additionally, the procedures for regaining access to these benefits after an unsuccessful employment attempt are not nationally regulated.

· Again there is no statistical data available on public and private sector employment. The employment obligations regulated in the DEA are not fulfilled by private sector employers. In 2007 of 16,459 companies with an employment obligation, 3,744 companies (22.7%) fulfilled or exceeded their employment quotas. Public sector employment has, by 2008, reached its employment obligation quota. (see appendix 1)

· No statistical data is available concerning the number of people in training 'placements' as opposed to ‘real' paid jobs.

· Statistical data is also not available concerning work in the social economy and social firms. (see appendix 1)

· The development of the concept of Supported Employment in Austria, in the author's opinion, is symptomatic of the development of the support system for people with disabilities. The Arbeitsassistenz - being the Austrian Version of Supported Employment - has operated in Austria since 1992 and has received considerable development aid from the European Social Fund since the entry of Austria to the European Union in 1995. In 1999 the Arbeitsassistenz was legally anchored as the only support tool within the DEA, and in 2001 it was awarded the European Best Practice example in the annual Peer Review programme. With the implementation of the "Employment Offensive", however, the former holistic approach of the Arbeitsassistenz was split up into different measures. Consequently, elements that once were part of the Arbeitsassistenz (and are part of the Supported Employment concept) became separate programmes (such as Clearing and Job Coaching). Following evaluation of the Arbeitsassistenz  and country-wide implementation (with considerable regional differences), 2003 saw the beginning of an increased debate about quality issues after a dramatic increase in the placement quotas set by the funding authorities. Arbeitsassistenz, even in official statements by political representatives (Koenig 2007), is now considered to be a support and placement mechanism for people with disabilities perceived as "Jobready", which stands in diametrical opposition to the concept of Supported Employment. In actual practice, Arbeitsassistenz has moved far away from the concept of Supported Employment.

1.3.2 Koenig also offered many interesting comments on the development and operation of support services for people with disabilities.

· Reasonable accommodation in the workplace. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Consumer protection has set up a web-based Internet site with details about available assistive technologies. (Handynet database).
· Workplace adaptations can be funded through the Compensation Tax Fund and must be applied for at the respective regional office of the Federal Welfare Office.

· The legislative basis for the introduction of Personal Assistance at the workplace has been in force in Austria (again after large-scale political campaigning by disability rights organisations) since the beginning of 2004. These guidelines aim at securing a qualitative as well as a quantitative increase of participation in the general labour market and in vocational training of those people with disabilities who need personal support to structure their working lives in an independent and autonomous way.

· In 2004, the Federal Government provided € 3 millions in the framework of a package for economic growth. However, again there was no individual legal right to Personal Assistance. By 2004 about 150 people were using this personal assistance programme. Personal Assistance was provided by organisations run by and for people with disabilities that had evolved out of the disability rights movement. The Personal Assistance support model in Austria was not available to people with intellectual disabilities.

· Except for the Integrative Vocational training programme, through which job descriptions could be adapted to fit the qualification competencies of the individual with disabilities, employment contracts were firmly in the hands of the Social Partnership (labour and trade union representatives) and these were arranged every year in the collective bargaining agreement for every economic sector. Labour union representatives in particular were very reluctant to endorse flexible employment or wage formats for people with disabilities because they had concerns about the undermining of employment rights.

1.3.3 Finally the report took note of other activation policies current in 2009.

· Financial Incentives to work are funded both by the Public Employment Service and the Federal Welfare Office, and in some provinces by the respective social departments according to a subsidiary teacher. The main financial tools are Integration Incentives (usually granted for three years) with a decreasing amount of subsidy being paid each year (in 2005 there were 4,141 Integration Incentives) and wage subsidy incentives to balance the work loss performance of disabled people (in 2008 there were 16,135 wage subsidy incentives). Both financial incentive tools are modelled on the logic of decreasing payment.

· In Austria the Clearing Programme is mainly associated with these respective activation measures. Clearing assistance supports -young-people-with-special-needs-in-their-transition from school to work.

· In 2008, 8,635 Mobility subsidies were granted by the Federal Welfare Office to help with transport to work.

· In 2004 the Integrative Vocational training (IBA) was introduced to close the qualification gap for people with disabilities. Legally, it expanded Austria's model of "Dual apprenticeship Qualification" (company and vocational school), and is offered in two ways: A part qualification apprenticeship for people with cognitive disabilities who cannot achieve a full job description. A prolonged apprenticeship - for people who need more time to achieve full apprenticeship. Both formats are accompanied by a vocational qualification assistance offered by NGO`s. Due to different labour market conditions in the provinces of Austria (with rural areas having a stronger tradition of providing apprenticeship positions) and service providers with different integration philosophies, we currently see two forms of execution -either in the "classical" format where the apprentice works in a company and attends a vocational school, or in "out of the job" working sites plus vocational school (see appendix 1).
1.4. Koenig's Conclusions and Recommendations regarding people with disabilities
1.4.1 We reproduce this section of Koenig’s report verbatim:

1.4.2 The Austrian system of vocational integration and employment-related support is composed of a highly differentiated system of various mainly short term support measures, most of which were introduced following the implementation of the Austrian government's "Employment Offensive" in 2001. Following a steady widening of possible target groups, many of these (short term) support measures are now aimed towards people with disabilities who are perceived as "job-ready". For people with higher support needs, for the most part sheltered workshop facilities are the only option. Various commissioned research reports and evaluations have been conducted in the field, mainly by non-university based research institutes. Still we are largely lacking a critical discourse about the employment situation of people with disabilities in Austria as well as valid and sufficiently explanatory data to produce reliable analysis on whether and for whom the current system is and is not working. Therefore more research is needed. This situation can mainly be attributed to the complex interface of responsibilities (e.g. different definitions of disability and access criteria by the diverse players involved) within the Austrian legislative system. One central recommendation for positive change would be the removal of legal passages that result in unequal opportunities, such as the paragraph regarding "capability of work", especially in light of imminent ratification of the UN Convention. Positive changes especially need to occur in the diverse "federal disability laws" where the perspective should be focused on standardisation and an increase in opportunities in de-institutionalised settings. Internationally acclaimed and evidence based support tools such as "Supported Employment", "Person centred Planning" and "Personal Assistance" must be more widely adopted. Additionally, within the political policy making process there should be more transparency and solid participation of Self Advocacy Organisations which so far either have not occurred at all or have been tokenistic.

Part Two
Situation of Blind and Partially Sighted People In the Austrian Labour Market
2.1. Evidence Supplied By Department For Integration Of People With Disabilities, Federal Ministry Of Labour, Social Affairs And Consumer Protection (Bmask)
2.1.1 The evidence supplied by the Department generally corroborated the conclusions of Oliver Koenig regarding the situation of people with disabilities in the Austrian labour market and shed some light on the situation of blind and partially sighted people.

2.1.2 This department of the Federal Ministry of Labour is responsible, we were told, for the integration of people with disabilities into the labour force. The Responsibility is split, however, between federal and regional agencies. Regional agencies are responsible, for example, for social integration measures, such as delivery of social security benefits.

2.1.3 It remains the case, as Koenig stated, that severity of disability is assessed for employment purposes in percentage grades. Anyone assessed at 50% disability is considered 'severely disabled' and, when employed, counts towards fulfilment of the employer's liability under the quota scheme. Broadly, total and near total blindness constitute 'severe disability' (90-100%).

2.1.4 The assessment process is carried out by medical Doctors.

2.1.5 It should be noted that people who are assessed at less than 50% disabled on account of sight loss are in the newer category of health related placement restriction and can benefit from the employment support measures for which the Federal Ministry of Labour is responsible, such as adaptation of the workplace. (See appendix 1)

2.1.6 It is the aim of the Federal Ministry of Labour to enable people with disabilities to remain in, return to or gain employment for the first time. To this end anyone assessed as severely disabled is expected to undertake a process of rehabilitation. Award of disability pension is conditional on this. For blind people, however, this requirement is said to be 'theoretical' - they will not be forced to undertake rehabilitation or training. It should be noted, on the other hand, that a disability pension awarded early in life will not be very high since it is dependent on insurance contributions. This is said to constitute an incentive to undergo rehabilitation and training with a view to employment.

2.1.7 Evidence presented to us by the Federal Ministry of Labour broadly confirms Koenig's data on the employment of people with disabilities. Some 90,000 are involved in the quota system, more than two thirds of whom are in employment and one third of whom is economically inactive. It is known further that 62,000 people with disabilities benefited from financial subsidies in 2011, such as wage subsidies and provision of assistive technology.

2.1.8 But the Ministry has no statistics which show precisely how many people of working age are legally blind or partially sighted, nor how many are economically active/inactive.

2.1.9 The Ministry knows only how many legally blind people are part of the quota system. “We do not force anyone to get into the system – they could be blind and working and we would not know.”

2.1.10 It should be noted, in this connection, that the Austrian 'provinces' (länder) make their own assessments of sight loss. This is because they are responsible for awarding the disability compensation benefit known as 'long term care allowance' (ltca).

2.1.11 There is provision for assistance with travel to work. This is provided by the Federal Ministry, which is trying to work with the provinces to extend this assistance to leisure.

2.1.12 The Federal Ministry of Labour acknowledges that it would have to undertake research to analyse these data sets and work out how many people are supported in employment. (See appendix 1)

2.1.13 We asked how, in practice, anyone who begins to experience serious sight loss at work manages to reach the support services of the Ministry of Labour. The response of the Ministry was, broadly, that there are a number of incentives which bear upon the employer and the employee. The employer has an incentive to encourage the employee to apply for help since its reception allows him to count the employee for fulfilment of his/her quota obligation. In certain circumstances this will also entitle the employer to receipt of a wage subsidy for the employee, e.g. in cases where output is reduced by sight loss. The employee has an incentive to reach the services of the Ministry since he/she can then obtain funding for assistive equipment (See appendix 1).
2.1.14 The Ministry acknowledges, however, that practice does not always conform to these assumptions. Employers are not obliged to fulfil their quota of employees with disabilities. They can choose to pay the compensation fee instead. In the words of a Ministry official, “Quota and support at work are not completely aligned”. Evidence shows that public sector employers fulfil their quota more or less. In the private sector quota compliance is low [see stat below].
2.1.15 We asked what protection from dismissal (or from pressure to take early retirement) would be available to an employee undergoing serious sight loss at work. Our attention was drawn to the Federal anti-discrimination law. We were informed that a person with a disability can raise a complaint for adjudication by the Federal Social Welfare Office if they believe they have suffered discrimination. No employer is allowed to discriminate because of disability. We drew attention here to Oliver Koenig’s comment that 'the act was never invoked by the responsible authority'.’ (above, 1.2.9). In follow up correspondence with AFB&PS, we are informed that adjudication can be applied for at the branches of the Federal Social Welfare Office in the Austrian provinces. If an agreement cannot be reached the case is forwarded to the responsible court, e.g. labour court. (See appendix 1)

2.1.16 The Anti-Discrimination Law protects all employees with disabilities. If an employer wishes to dismiss a disabled person he has to obtain permission from the department of integration. If the department does not agree to dismissal it can help with incentives to make it easier for both sides. Employers know this and even believe they can never fire a disabled person.

2.1.17 The Federal Ministry of Labour currently spends 160m Euro per annum on employment support measures. These include, for example, a programme for improvement of qualifications, which is customised to the individual's needs. There is also a programme to help people find jobs, which tries to match employers' requirements with the job seekers' qualifications.

2.1.18 These programmes are typically delivered through contracts with private sector companies which specialise in finding work for people with disabilities (See appendix 1). 

2.1.19 In Vienna, Linz and Graz, there are offices of Arbeitsassistenz providing specialist employment support services for blind and partially sighted people. These are delivered through contracts with private sector companies and the Austrian federation of the blind and Partially Sighted who work specifically with blind job seekers. The Department of Integration considers the expertise of these providers when it negotiates contracts.

2.1.20 Koenig emphasised the importance of age as a cause of economic inactivity. The Ministry of Labour funds two new programmes focusing on this as it relates to people with disabilities: first, transition from school to work (formerly called ‘Clearing’, now 'Youth Coaching '); second, a programme for keeping people longer in work in a healthy way - which may be designated by the English term 'active aging'.

2.1.21Youth Coaching starts with people at age 15, who reach the end of compulsory schooling and do not know what to do next. School teachers are asked to highlight students for the programme. The young people and their parents are contacted with a view to providing counselling and assessment of their strengths and weaknesses. Concrete recommendations will then be made, leading to a very intense phase, 'when we work for 6 months with them to agree a development plan'.

2.1.22 The Youth Coaching programme was started ten years ago with 160 clients. It now has 10,000. This year (2012) it will include all youth who are not on a clear path to employment qualifications. Nobody aged 15-17 years should be without any plan for qualifications or school.

2.1.23 The Youth Coaching programme is also delivered under contract and is delivered typically by qualified teachers, psychologists, etc.

2.1.24 Under the active aging programme a brochure is sent to everyone who has been absent from work on sick leave for more than 6 weeks. Such people can be traced in the records of health insurance. Those so contacted are Offered counselling on the basis of what they need e.g. rehabilitation advice.

2.1.25 Overall the Ministry has a budget of 160m Euros to help people into the labour market. This budget covers all job seekers. There are no separate numbers for people with disabilities.

2.2. Evidence Supplied by the Federal Social Welfare Office (Basb)
2.2.1 The Federal Social Welfare Office works under the aegis of the Federal Ministry of Labour to support people with disabilities in the labour market. The scope of its operations is federal and it has offices in each region (Land), and is able to do regional work. Its concern with vocational rehabilitation began with war victims. Today the focus is on civilians, who have difficulty finding or keeping a job due to impairments.

2.2.2 The legal basis of its activities is the employment quota. Compensation fees paid by employers who do not comply with quota contribute to the funds available for The Social Welfare Office to spend. These amounted to 90m euro last year. There are other sources of these funds besides compensation fees, notably the European Social Fund and the ‘Employment offensive’. With these additions the total budget available to the Office amounts to 180m Euro and This represents the basic budget for vocational rehabilitation.

2.2.3 At one time the only employment support provided by this Office was wage subsidies for the employer, but since joining the European Union (EU) it has developed a coherent system of employment activation measures. These may be itemised as follows:

2.2.4 Support at work arbeitsassistenz

2.2.5 The Social Welfare Office contracts with non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to employ specialist staff who can help people with disabilities to obtain employment. These contracting organisations target either pan-disability or groups of people with particular disabilities. The former method is common In the country, but in the cities the aim is to specialise. Thus for the support of blind and partially sighted people the Office contracts with the Austrian Federation of the Blind and Partially Sighted. The Office funds all staff and direct office costs. Contracts last for one year and are renewable. Targets are set for each year. These include number of clients to reach and support, number of clients getting and keeping jobs. (See appendix 1) 

2.2.6 Under the contract, one member of staff is expected to support 30 clients per annum and 50% of these clients are expected to gain and keep employment.

2.2.7 Once again the question of quantity and quality of data was identified as an issue. “Data is our big problem,” we were told. “In Vienna we reach about 300 people per annum with the arbeitsassistenz  service and related programmes. IF we include All supported employment measures, such as Youth Coaching,  etc., we reach about 300 per annum.” The Office Assumes more blind and partially sighted people live in Vienna than in the country, perhaps about 33% in Vienna and 66% in the country. As already stated, NGOs in the country offer services on a pan-disability basis, so the service may not be as specialised there. In response to our direct question, staff of the Social Welfare Office estimated that these services may reach 50% of people with disabilities who are economically inactive. For blind and partially sighted people the percentage may be higher. For young people the situation is improving as there are better opportunities for education and qualifications (See appendix 1).
2.2.8 On the issue of social barriers to employment, staff of the Social Welfare Office commented on the 'benefit trap'. Until very recently it was easy in Austria to obtain a disability pension on account of blindness. New legislation is in place to change this. Commencing in 2014, instead of pension there will be a “rehabilitation benefit” for people under 50]

2.2.9 Under the regulation of ltca blind people qualify for level 4, which is 664 euros per month and when this is added to the social security pension it amounts to ‘a living income’.

2.2.10 We asked directly if staff of the Social Welfare Office believe there is involuntary economic inactivity among blind and partially sighted people. After some hesitation and discussion among themselves, they said there was not, at least not in Vienna, where a lot of qualification measures are on offer, and employment projects for blind and partially sighted people delivered through SEBUS, which has good in house training facilities. In support of this view they offered the evidence that If a firm says it wishes to hire someone with serious sight loss, the contracted NGO has a problem finding anyone who wants to undertake the process of qualification and apply for the job. Staff believed they knew this from close contact with the Austrian federation of the Blind and partially Sighted, who can reach their own members with employment information (See appendix 1).
2.2.11 We persisted in asking how staff could be sure that these services were attractive to people who are distant from the labour market. Staff responded that the level of qualification aimed at can be very low. The actual training covers different areas of skills - traditional handicraft e.g. brush making there are also courses in massage, office skills at all levels. In addition there are courses in basic skills. Such courses are especially appropriate for some young people, and include improvement of writing, reading and numeracy, as well as basic personal skills such as getting used to good timekeeping or developing communication skills) something like English 'O-level' is offered as the most basic educational qualification, followed up with some vocational training. Preparatory training (which can be on an individual basis) is also available to help people reach the level at which the risk of failing to obtain these qualifications is minimise. In other words, staff believe that an appropriate range of employment training is available to suit all blind and partially sighted people who are economically inactive. What is important, they added, is that such people should want to work (see appendix 1).
2.2.12 It was emphasised by staff that the foregoing refers very much to Vienna. There is no organisation exactly like SEBUS elsewhere in Austria, though the Office of Social Welfare operates in Graz in a similar way to Vienna, in partnership with another NGO.

2.2.13 We were told that blind and partially sighted people from all over Austria can use the Viennese service. They do not have to pay for training, but do have to pay for accommodation. In such cases there is sometimes a possibility of financial assistance from the Federal Social Welfare Office. In other cases people pay for themselves.

2.2.14 We noted the emphasis which staff of the Social Welfare Office placed on individual propensity to work.  “It is important that the person has a basic motivation to work,” we were told.   We have no doubt that propensity to work can play an important part in a successful outcome for a blind or partially sighted job seeker. On the other hand, institutional barriers may frustrate it. In our first report
, we offered evidence from the United Kingdom as to the kind of institutional barriers which make economic inactivity inevitable for some blind and partially sighted people. For example, UK evidence strongly suggests that the absence of an intermediate labour market (in Austria commonly called ‘the second labour market) excludes many people with complex needs who could work in appropriate situations such as social firms
. Other UK research shows that about 50% of blind and partially sighted people who are economically inactive would like to be employed, yet the official employment services ‘either do not reach them at all or have failed to help them’ when they do
. Staff, in response to this evidence, agreed that such barriers exist in Austria, but added in follow up correspondence:  “We just don’t think that there is a hidden majority. Such a conclusion seems premature, given the admission that the Ministry has no statistical data to back it up. (above, 2.1.8, 2.2.7)

2.2.15 Another kind of institutional barrier is generally known as the ‘benefit trap’. With this in mind, we asked about possible rigidities in the regulations for social security benefits, the possibility of flexible apportionment of benefits with wages and the effect of the policy of wage subsidy mentioned by Koenig. (See appendix 1)

2.2.16 Staff of the Social Welfare Office responded that there is no system of flexible payments in Austria. You are either in waged employment, or you are out,”. We were told. Nevertheless there are signs of some interest in flexible payments. They have been experimented with as support for people with mental health problems who can work for 20 hours. There is also a project in which a person with schizophrenia can start work, lose their pension, and if the illness returns and they must leave the job, they can return easily to the previous level of pension. This experimental project was for 30 people, and around a quarter of them had success in retaining employment.

2.2.17 Such experiments, however, are seen as problematic by the Austrian labour Unions, as Koenig noted (above, 1.3.2E)] (See appendix 1).
2.2.18 Wage subsidy raises questions for the Social Welfare Office. There were formerly 3 types administered by the Social Welfare Office:

· For the first year of employment. The Labour Market Service has taken responsibility for this.

· The Social Welfare Office still provides subsidy for people already employed who cannot reach 100% of normal output and can pay up to 700 euro per month to the employer to compensate for this. This subsidy lasts for a year and can be re-applied for every year.

· If a firm is threatened with economic collapse, the Social Welfare Office can subsidise jobs up to a maximum of 3 years. The circumstances required to invoke this measure are that the employer reports a necessity to lay off a person with disability in order to avoid collapse, and the possibility that subsidy will avert these outcomes. In general staff see wage subsidy as an additional tool but believe the main strategy should be giving support through people and assistive technology. This is the thinking behind the Arbeitsassistenz programme and we find employers are keen on it.'

2.2.19 Turning to the intermediate labour market (usually called in Austria the 'second labour market'), staff of the Social Welfare Office informed us that there are no social firms which they finance completely, but they sponsor somewhat comparable firms in Vienna. These are Café Noir, Four Senses and Dialogue in the Dark. Support is also provided for a massage institute, and 2 shops selling brushes. The financial support is given for blind and partially sighted people who are employed in these enterprises. A total of 50 such people are permanently employed and the Office considers that wage subsidy is appropriate in these cases.

2.2.20 It should be noted that employees can stay in these firms and are not expected to progress into mainstream.

2.2.21 The Office is also heavily involved in support for suppliers of assistive technology for blind and partially sighted people. It procures their equipment to support blind and partially sighted people at work and they in turn employ twelve blind and partially sighted people.

2.2.22 We drew attention to the activity of the new workers' cooperative in Warsaw
 and asked if there were any such in Austria. Staff of the Office mentioned the Massage Institute, which Belongs to the Viennese branch of the Austrian federation of the blind and Partially Sighted. “It's like a cooperative,” they said.

2.2.23 We also mentioned the call centre run by the Warsaw Cooperative
. We were informed that call centres were formerly popular as an outlet for blind and partially sighted people in Austria, but it was found that people were not happy in those jobs. Consequently telephone training courses for blind and partially sighted people have been discontinued, though individualised training, customised to the job, will be provided to anyone who can get a job in a call centre.

2.2.24 The following were cited as jobs done by blind and partially sighted people in Vienna:

· The biggest number is in ICT, at different levels
· Massage and physiotherapy 

· Brush making is carried on for the open market. There are too qualified producers in small workshops run by institutions linked with blind people’s organisations
· Professional work includes Lawyers, teachers, social workers, financial services, college lecturers, civil servants
· Some people are self-employed.

2.2.25 We observed in passing that Austria is a large territory with a relatively small population of some 8.5 millions and asked if the Social Welfare Office saw the small population as an advantage, in that providers know each other well and can provide 'joined up' service for their clients. Staff agreed that there were such advantages. Support services for people with disabilities do not have a long history, they noted. When they began some fifteen years ago, there was a limited number of NGOs with relevant expertise. It proved possible to grow these services in the cities and extend them to the country. On account of the large territory and the provinces with thin population, however, this process is not yet complete.

2.2.26 We were informed that there are firms which offer Transitional working places for people with disabilities, based on funding jobs for a limited period of time. None of these however specialise in visual impairment.

2.2.27 Returning to the question of people who are distant from the labour market, we asked what provision is available for people who need more intensive help. Staff of the Office agreed that lack of support exists. They said “We try to reach out not through employment but through training.” In Vienna this takes the form of qualification support, which can be undertaken by people who receive ltca and disability pension, which cover their costs of living. The qualification is not necessarily limited to formal teaching. Sometimes a firm is interested in employing someone but wants to be sure that he/she can work. Within the qualification course that individual may get specific training followed by time on the job. This functions as a kind of trial.

2.2.28 More generally, the Office noted the absence of a developed second labour market in Austria. Any policy aimed at its development would have to address 2 basic questions: first, who will pay for it? in Austria there are different institutions and different areas of government which could be responsible. At present there are a few projects in different departments, but there is no overarching policy to draw everyone together.

2.2.29 The second question is whether such provision may raise problems for the EU commitment to free trade, because a second labour market requires protected firms to have privileged rights to contracts.

2.2.30 We asked if the cost of a life on benefits was not greater than the cost of providing employment in a second labour market. Staff of the Office agreed, but pointed out that it is not responsible for paying social security benefits.

Part Three
Employment Services for Blind and Partially Sighted People in Austria
Evidence of the Austrian Federation of the Blind and Partially Sighted
3.1. The Employment Support Service (Arbeitsassistenz)
3.1.1 The Austrian Federation of the Blind and partially Sighted (AFB&PS) is the main NGO contracting with the Federal Ministry of Labour to deliver employment support services (Arbeitsassistenz ) to blind and partially sighted people in the provinces of Vienna, Lower Austria and Burgenland. For this purpose a Team of 9 qualified specialist staff has been built up. Evidence was provided to us by one of the team members, who is a university graduate in psychology, with a qualification and experience in engineering. She has herself been partially sighted for several years. Other members of the team have degrees in social work and counselling and yet others are qualified to provide technical advice and training. Four staff are responsible for Vienna and two for Lower Austria. They sometimes deliver services in Burgenland.

3.1.2. In two other provinces other NGOs are contracted to deliver specialised employment services. In Upper Austria the NGO has two staff situated in Linz. Similarly, in the province of Styria, the NGO has three staff situated in Graz). The staff of these two provincial services all have university degrees.

3.1.3 Staff of arbeitsassistenz are trained 'on the job' to understand issues of visual impairment, supplemented by some formal courses.

3.1.4 Arbeitsassistenz can be separated into four strands of work:

· Finding work, training or education;

· Job coaching (supporting client and employer);

· Technical assistance (which itself can be separated into two strands, a) for employment and b) for private use. The latter is considered equally important with the former, since clients need to have equipment at home to practice their skills and use the internet.)

· Youth coaching (formerly called 'Clearing'), which is available to clients aged 14 to 24 years.

3.1.5 The youth coaching programme includes:

· improving education qualifications;

· developing career ideas;

· developing self-esteem;

· improving social skills;

· personal development;

· work experience (to strengthen the work habit, gain understanding of the impact of visual impairment on work and try out assistive technologies ).

3.1.6 AFB&PS also employs two qualified instructors of mobility and independent living skills, and four social workers, who liaise closely with the employment support team.

3.2.7 There are 3 sources of funding for these employment services:

· Federal Ministry for Social Affairs, which funds all services
· The Labour Market Service
· The social fund for Vienna, which covers assistive equipment for people such as school pupils, college students and retired people.

3.1.8 As already noted, the compensation fee payable for non-compliance with quota provides the Federal Ministry for Social Welfare with funds which are used to provide support in employment.

3.2.9 We asked the team member to describe the scope and impact of their work. She offered the following as a common scenario:-:-

3.1.10 If a person develops serious sight loss at work it is likely that they will leave their job. The protection afforded theoretically by anti-discrimination legislation often does not work in practice, because the person is under stress due to impending sight loss and is prone to give up. It is believed, moreover, that the majority of such people do not know of AFB&PS or its employment services.

3.1.11 The arbeitsassistenz team identified a number of circumstances which prevent People who are experiencing serious sight loss from contacting them.

· Eye doctors commonly fail to refer patients to them.

· Information sent to people after 6 weeks sick leave (above, 2.1.24) is not very helpful, i.e. not specific enough.

· People who are on sick leave are not registered at the Public Employment Service, and Health Insurance does not refer blind or partially sighted people to AFB&PS  employment support services. Because people who are still employed are not Job Seekers.

· In general the team think their working relationship with the Public Employment Service is excellent. However, the Public Employment Service can refer visually impaired people to them only if the person tells them of their eye condition and their disability.

3.1.12 Another problem arises from the requirement of a 50% disability assessment before the public Employment agency can fund delivery of arbeitsassistenz through AFB&PS. we were told of an accountant who experienced sight loss during her working career. She was assessed at 40%, so that AFB&PS was unable to provide services to support her, even though she needed assistive technology to do her job. As a result the public employment agency had to refer her to another NGO, which had no specialist services for blind or partially sighted people. This NGO advised her to leave her job and train as a masseur, even though she could, in the opinion of AFB&PS, have remained in her job with appropriate support.

3.1.13 With this kind of example before them, the AFB&PS team has been working hard to promote their service to the public employment agency to improve the rate of referral. Currently this collaboration is working very well and staff of the public employment agency refer all blind and partially sighted job seekers in Vienna to AFB&PS.

3.1.14 Another issue is particularly relevant to young blind and partially sighted people. They do not always turn to the public employment agency to seek employment support. The AFB&PS team member, in contradistinction to the Teacher of the Education Institute (see appendix 2) thinks mainstream children receive more information about employment services and are more equipped with relevant social skills. However she also echoed the Principal's view that Things work really well in mainstream if parent support is robust. Once again she is critical of eye doctors, holding that many do not help the parents or the patient to understand the functional implications of the eye condition. They also fail sometimes to direct them to stores which sell appropriate assistive technology.

3.1.15 The team member echoed Koenig's criticism of the divided responsibility for employment services in Austria. For each client the Arbeitsassistenz team must write to all the agencies to request funding for different elements of support required. 'This is highly bureaucratic,' she commented. 'The agencies do not share information with each other.’ At the core of the problem is the fact that each agency has to operate according to its own criteria and rules, depending on who is funding the project. If the criteria for funding specific areas are not in alignment or agreement then a person can get caught in between two or more agencies and receive either no funding or only partial funding, because one agencies decision is based on another agencies decision. This can frustrate timely intervention, which is often critical to success. It is vital that Arbeitsassistenz liaise between the agencies to achieve agreement from everyone in order to get, for instance, rehabilitation measures and training, vocational schooling, or technical equipment for the client.

3.1.16 The view expressed in the previous paragraph calls in question the response to the view we hazarded above (2.2.25) that services are often ‘joined up) Austria is a country with a small population.

3.1.17 Arbeitsassistenz holds that, if a person experiencing sight loss at work does make early contact with the impairment specific employment service of AFB&PS &PS, the chance that they will retain their job is very good (always provided the client is well motivated and the employer is willing. Many retain their jobs. If it turns out that such a person cannot do so, then the AFB&PS team works with the employer and the employee to find another job within the company. Again the success rate here is very high.

3.1.18 By way of illustration, the team member told us of a professional musician, a violinist, who played in a well-known orchestra. He experienced sight-loss due to macular degeneration. He contacted the Arbeitsassistenz team at AFB&PS. Although he had not yet been assessed, arbeitsassistenz estimated that his disability would be assessed at more than 50%. Accordingly he was taken on for support services. It became apparent that he could not continue as a player in the orchestra, as no technical equipment could help him read the notes. The Director of the orchestra, in cooperation with Arbeitsassistenz, created a totally new job in the orchestra for this client, who could then be supported by appropriate technical equipment. The orchestra company even offered to allow him to work part time for a period, so he could reintegrate himself slowly into the new work-life, gradually increasing to full-time activity after a few months.]    

3.1.19 Another scenario presented to us compared the situation of those who have never been in employment. Here success, in the view of the AFB&PS team, depends on the individual wanting to work, possessing the requisite intelligence and responding constructively to counselling and other support services. There are cases of people who are intelligent, but do not want to work. They are thought to be almost impossible to help into employment. This problem can be encountered at all ages and is found among youth. We were told of one client who is qualified for employment and socially skilled, but is unwilling to undergo mobility training. We commented that such cases are recognisable from experience in other countries, but there is another side to this question. It is difficult to lay all the blame at the door of the client if social barriers, such as the ‘benefit trap], make it very difficult for people with serious sight loss to enter the labour market.

3.1.20 With institutional barriers in mind we raised the question of provision for people with complex needs. As already mentioned, (above, 2.2.14) there is evidence from the UK that people with additional impairments, People with intellectual difficulties, and older people find it very difficult to reach mainstream employment, even when they evince a propensity to work.
3.1.21 The team member told us that There are different employment support services in arbeitsassistenz for different needs and impairments. ‘If we have a person with a visual impairment and for instance a psychiatric diagnosis, then we work together with the employment support services specialized in working with people with psychiatric diagnosis.’ 

3.1.22 This led us to a more general discussion of institutional barriers to employment for such people in Austria and the criticisms outlined by Koenig. In follow up correspondence the arbeitsassistenz team member asked what exactly was meant by ‘institutional barriers?’ By way of answer to her own question she instances ‘A typical case’ a child is reported as visually impaired by eye doctor’s, but neither the child nor her parents understand the consequences of the visual impairment, because the eye doctor does not refer family on to any agency or network. The child then goes to a mainstream school, but because she is not assessed and does not have a disability card, no support services are offered in school. The school staff fail to do anything about this. Meanwhile the parents are unwilling to acknowledge the visual impairment. School is therefore not very enjoyable for the child. On leving school as a visually impaired adult she finds Employment difficult to keep, always losing a job after a few months. The employers never know about the eye condition and the visual impairment. The eye doctor still does not provide any information about AFB&PS, Ministry of Social Welfare or any other agencies that could be of help. She therefore takes to staying at home for almost 10 years with parents, does nothing and receives no support from anywhere. In these circumstances she goes blind and becomes clinically depressed. Still there are no referrals to sight loss agencies, e.g. by the psychiatrist. On the other hand, medication is prescribed to treat the depression and the family still does not acknowledged nor address the issue of blindness. The team member commented:  ‘This is my personal view of institutional barriers at their worst and unfortunately it is a true story. There is a happy ending, however. The blind person met a stranger in a coffee house who brought her to the AFB&PS Arbeitsassistenz in Vienna. We supported her for over 3 years. In those three years she obtained a disability card assessed at 100%, received disability benefits, mobility training, life skills training, braille training, technical equipment training, and one year of office manager skills training as well as therapeutic sessions. After this the Arbeitsassistenz gave support in submitting job applications. She was invited for interview by two companies and was hired by one of them. The Arbeitsassistenz continued the support on the job so that a smooth transition into employment in a large company was achieved. She is still working there and has a close relationship to the Arbeitsassistenz, even though we no longer support her officially. We can always find time for a phone conversation and she is continuously willing to learn new skills in order to live a full and independent life as a blind person.’

3.1.23 The arbeitsassistenz team member went on to say that, In this case, it is easy to see (a) the institutional barriers; (b) what is meant by not being ‘job ready’; (c) how Success was achieved by the support service’ being flexible and creative; And (d) the individual being fully committed. The person in this case has been cured of her depression and her medication was stopped.

3.1.24  Case studies like the foregoing are impressive and instructive, but they do not speak to the type of institutional barrier we had in mind when we raised the question. We had in mind the problems of the second labour market in Austria mentioned by Koenig, e.g. the issue of therapeutic work (above, 1.1.11). The Austrian government, we were informed, funds a number of such Projects, which are considered appropriate to people with complex needs, such as gardening and laundry. The arbeitsassistenz team member agreed that this is not employment, since people exist on their benefits and no salary is paid for the work done.

3.1.25 In follow up correspondence the team member has added the following comments. ‘There are two issues with ‘therapeutic work’. First, there aren’t many appropriate projects for blind and partially sighted people who could participate in the second labour market. Such projects should provide work that is simplified, with lots of social support around and less performance stress. Moreover, in order to participate in the Austrian second labour market, the participants receive no wages, only pocket money and a part or all of their disability benefits is taken to fund the projects. This means that the money is at the end of the month either the same or even less for the person when they participate in a project. The advantage gained is that the project supports them in learning new skills, integrating into a social group and sustaining a regular work-life.  Sometimes, after 2 or 3 years, such experience may enable such people to progress into mainstream employment, but this is not at present an aim of these projects in Austria.’

3.1.26 The team member went on:  The second issue is that the combination of disability benefits and social security benefits for blind and partially sighted people is quite generous in Austria, and that people who have very little education or vocational/social skills would not earn this through employment. This may be the real reason for the existence of the ‘Hidden majority’ because why would I participate in a project where I end up having less money and still have to ‘do something’ Monday to Friday. The same goes for working in the first labour market, because as soon as I have an income many additional benefits, except the disability benefit, get cut. Ultimately, a person has to really see the long-term goal and benefit of employment and that there are other benefits in participating actively in either the economic labour market or in projects supporting second labour market activities.
3.1.27 This comment touches upon the question, already discussed,  of the 'benefit trap' and the legal bar in Austria to flexible payments, i.e. partly benefit, partly salary (above 1.3.2E, 2.2.16). In follow up correspondence the team member pointed out that there are wide gaps in the Austrian benefit system. A lot of people with visual impairment do not receive disability benefits, either because the eye doctor’s report does not support them or because the agency responsible for paying the benefits makes an adverse assessment. It should be noted that, if a visually impaired person happens to have a partner who has an income, then they do not receive social security benefits. In this case, the team member added, there is a need and more motivation to find work in the first labour market, or to participate in the second labour market where they may receive the social security benefits. 

3.1.28 We commented that we had found it frustrating throughout our study visit that every question as to statistical data bearing on economic inactivity was met with the answer 'We do not know'. The team member’s response was a surprise. AFB&PS  keeps statistics and reports them twice per annum. They have relevant data for Vienna and Lower Austria for the past 10 years. Her colleagues in Upper Austria, Burgenland and Styria also gather and retain data in the same standardised form. For example, they record not only success in getting a job, but also whether it is sustained over a given period. If the job is not sustained for that period it cannot be recorded as a success.

3.1.29 There are some qualifications to be added to the above. Very able blind and partially sighted people often find employment by themselves and therefore do not show up in the statistics of AFB&PS nor of the public employment agency. It can also happen that some people find employment so quickly that they do not have time to register with the employment agency.

3.1.30 By way of illustration the team member offered the following list of types of data retained by AFB&PS:

· Jobs obtained and sustained for 3 months from beginning of employment;

· Security i.e. job sustained for 6 months from beginning of employment]

· Job Coaching for 6 months after beginning intervention;

· Youth Coaching, 3 levels of Youth coaching, depending on how many hours;

· Qualifications obtained, either retraining for a different occupation, or in a specific skill e.g. information processing by computer with synthesised speech ‘

· Work training, e.g. a job trial for 3 months (or 6 months in the case of youth), with salary paid by the employment agency and at No risk to the company; 

· People who receive invalidity benefit after assessment as incapable of work by the social insurance agency; 

· Others, e.g. clients who received guidance and information, but could not be taken on for support services, as they do not fit our criteria, i.e. not assessed as 50% disabled, not registered to live in Vienna as the main residence, not ‘job ready’ (e.g. if they are on long-term sick leave). But please note, that a person not ‘job ready’ also often receives support in the form of conversations and, connecting them with appropriate agencies and people. We can help people on sick leave in certain circumstances, e.g. if he/she knows that the sick leave will end in 3 months.

3.1.32 The team member explained that the Federal Ministry sets the criteria which the NGO, as a contracting agency, must achieve in each category of support service. Currently the annual quotas for Vienna are:

· Employment Assistance - 10 people
· Job Coaching -12 people
· Youth Coaching - 20 people in Level I, 5 people in level II, 5 people in level III

· Technical Assistance - 80 people

3.1.33 In 2011 the team in Vienna delivered ‘active support’ to 100 blind and partially sighted people (65 male, 35 female) of whom 20 people found and kept employment in the first labour market. In addition, 61 people received guidance and ‘inactive’ support’. These could not be taken on formally for long term support services, but some received support informally, i.e. they could not be mentioned in the statistics.

3.1.34 The criticism made by Koenig (above section 4) should be recalled here:  ‘The Austrian system of vocational integration and employment-related support is composed of a highly differentiated system of various mainly short term support measures, most of which were introduced following the implementation of the Austrian government's "Employment Offensive" in 2001. Following a steady widening of possible target groups, many of these (short term) support measures are now aimed towards people with disabilities who are perceived as "job-ready". For people with higher support needs, for the most part sheltered workshop facilities are the only option.’ The following information supplied in follow up correspondence by the team member would appear to justify this criticism. She observed that a few people have approached AFB&PS  employment support who have been on invalidity pension. People are awarded invalidity pension on the ground of their inability to work and are therefore not entitled to employment support services funded by government. AFB&PS finds that Supporting them is very difficult. Any company taking them on would receive no wage subsidy. Access technology cannot be paid for with government money. If such a job seeker should find and accept employment, he/she would lose the right to invalidity pension and, if the employment does not work out, they then are left to deal with the financial hardship. This is what is meant by ‘the benefit trap’.

3.1.35 Another group of job seekers whom AFB&ps finds difficult or impossible to help comprises those who already receive a good living income. Such people are often interested only in positions which yield a good salary and very good working conditions. They feel that employment should improve their lives, both financially and socially. As the team member observes, ‘This can be a challenging task to fulfil.’

3.1.36 We noted that we had received little data in detail about rehabilitation centres. Throughout this interview at AFB&PS the concept of vocational rehabilitation seemed to comprise the employment support services offered under Arbeitsassistenz. Was the rehabilitation centre not favoured, we wondered. The team member pointed out that the biggest rehabilitation centre is in Linz. It is very expensive and it is not considered helpful to send people there if they live in Vienna. After all AFB&PS  can give them more appropriate mobility training in Vienna. AFB&PS, we were told, favours customised rehabilitation programmes delivered in the client's own area. 'We employ social workers, mobility trainers, peer support, and run a centre for development of skills such as braille and assistive technology.', the team member added.

3.1.37 Summing up in correspondence, the team member said:  ‘Arbeitsassistenz is there to support anyone with a visual impairment and a disability card (50% or more disability) who is looking for employment and wants to participate in the economic workforce. As the Arbeitsassistenz has four different projects, we can assist people in a broad range of tasks relating to a successful employment outcome. Because the team of the Arbeitsassistenz works in cooperation with Sebus, the mobility trainers, Social Workers and a psychotherapist, with the Hilfsgemeinschaft agency
 and the two companies that sell assistive technnology , a visually impaired person has access to a high level of support.’ Crucial to success, she added, is the client’s commitment to work. ‘Generally speaking,] if they don't want to work it's very difficult to support them as assistance is often rebutted and not accepted. It is important to acknowledge that social barriers exist in Austria as they exist in other parts of the world. However, each individual is imbedded within a social context and when factors such as family support and structure, psychological and emotional makeup are healthy then the person’s participation in education and employment are greatly enhanced.]  "If people are firmly committed, we can help them either to find work, or keep it, or to adjust to new challenges such as sight loss, new colleagues at the work place, new tasks, new technology, different work location, etc. Individual responsibility and capability play a vital role in achieving integration and a successful educational and employment outcome.’

3.2. Evidence of Sebus
3.2.1 SEBUS is the in house employment training service of AFB&PS. It is 100% funded by the federal Welfare Office. Its aim is to train adults to find and keep employment in the ‘first labour market'. Training can be provided, for example, in business studies, languages, brush making, massage, bicycle maintenance and repair. It can take 18 months or it can be shorter, customised to the client's requirements.

3.2.2 For a customised course the client must secure funding to cover e.g. hire of external trainers. Arbeitsassistenz and SEBUS staff spend a lot of their time organizing and securing funding for clients so they can participate in courses or training, as the costs of a course are covered by several agencies. In addition, each agency wants to know if and how much the other one pays and Sebus and Arbeitsassistenz often have to mediate and liaise between all the agencies involved.] 

3.2.3 SEBUS's contract with the Federal Ministry of Welfare requires them to generate income from training courses. This is because the Ministry wants other departments such as the labour market office to pay for some services. The social welfare would deduct from their contribution the amount of income generated. Their income target is 40%.

3.2.4 When SEBUS has arranged with the labour market office to pay for certain elements of courses, it goes ahead with their delivery. They are usually provided for two-five clients. Customised courses for individual clients can be provided if really necessary.

3.2.5 SEBUS is funded by the Viennese office of the Federal Ministry to support people from the city. Supporting people from other areas could be a problem. Usually the budget is not sufficient to fund the mobility training for people further away. If client can get funding from a local organisation provision can be made. SEBUS would like to have an 'open door' policy but the restriction is funding.

3.2.6 We asked if blind and partially sighted people outside Vienna complained about this and were told there is some discussion within AFB&PS  membership because SEBUS is under the auspices of AFB&PS.

3.2.7 The extent of SEBUS operations varies a lot. On average, over a year there are 80 participants. ICT courses are among the most popular. There are never more than eight people on one course.

3.2.8 Besides offering training courses, SEBUS can help clients to complete their mandatory education. This need arises when people leave school after completing compulsory education without obtaining the ‘grade 8 certificate’ of successful completion. Such people cannot participate in any further programme of education or vocational training  for which the ‘grade 8 certificate’  is a prerequisite. SEBUS offers such people an individualized program to achieve their Grade 8 certificate.)

3.2.9 We observed that there appears to be an element of speculation in the work of SEBUS. The Social Welfare Office sets an annual target for the number of people taking courses. It is sometimes difficult to set a standard that suits all clients who need training. If no-one turns up the course is postponed.

3.2.10 Blind and partially sighted people are referred to these courses by the Arbeitsassistenz service and also by the labour market service. One problem has been that Labour market service staff are generalists. They used not to see the benefits of SEBUS's impairment specific training so SEBUS now seeks to promote itself to the labour market service and to restructure their courses according to its requirements.

3.2.11 We asked what prevented SEBUS from obtaining increased funding from government. One problem, we were told, is the mixed nature of its message. We stress that blind people can be independent, yet we also have to stress that they need help. Another problem is that blind and partially sighted people are a small group among those with disabilities and information about them becomes diluted and even lost as issues of provision pass further up the hierarchy.

3.2.12 Another problem is finding young people with visual impairment. Speaking generally, they do not join the Austrian Federation - so it is difficult to target them with information about SEBUS.

3.2.13 It has been difficult to obtain funding for training in 'social skills'. There is need for this and SEBUS is trying to include it in other courses because a separate course on social skills would not be funded since it cannot be linked directly to labour market penetration.

3.2.14 It should be noted that SEBUS's goal is not to get people into work. The objective set by the social welfare office is to give vocational training that strengthens the client's chances in the first labour market. What happens after the course is not SEBUS responsibility.

3.2.15 Nevertheless, SEBUS takes an interest in this. It has good informal links with Arbeitsassistenz and so gets relevant information. It has also started to contact companies directly with the message: "we have this training and would you be interested in hiring someone who graduates from it?

3.2.16 SEBUS also can develop customised courses to train people to meet specific vacancies offered by employers.

3.2.17 We sought the views of the head of SEBUS on employment protection. Her response was mixed:  "not black and white: some need it, for others it is not necessary." Yet she cited the example of a country where this type of law was abolished and all the disabled people were fired. She would favour a less strict law so that people can see disabled people as part of the working population without stigmatisation, but thinks that without strict laws this would not happen.

Part Four
Evidence of Dr. Marcus Wolf, President of Austrian Federation of the Blind and Partially Sighted
4.1 AFB&PS was founded in 1946. Today it claims to represent the interests of about 318,000 blind and partially sighted people in Austria.

4.2 The governing board of AFB&PS  is made up entirely of blind and partially sighted men and women, who are elected by the membership. Besides the head office in Vienna, there are federated AFB&PS  branches in seven provinces of Austria.

4.3 The English version of the website of AFB&PS  states that ‘the main concern of our federation’s head office is to develop intensive lobbying activities in order to allow blind and partially sighted people to live an independent and self-determined life.’ It further states that 'the main concern of our federation's head office is to develop intensive lobbying activities in order to allow blind and partially sighted people to live an independent and self-determined life.' The website instances campaigns which the head office has recently undertaken. These include environmental issues, such as shared surfaces and almost silent electric cars. Another high profile concern is said to be the implementation of European Union directives aimed at extending rights to all people with disabilities. "Our vision is an inclusive Europe,’ the website states. It is not acceptable that blind and visually impaired persons should be any longer relegated to the position of petitioners. They should be an integrative part of our society in a Europe which is accessible for all!"

4.4 It seems to us remarkable that    the website makes no reference to a campaign on any issue related to employment. It does go on to mention the employment service, SEBUS, already described in this report. (above, 1.1.11) But it does not make clear that employment support services are not evenly distributed over Austria. We asked Dr. Wolf if members ever complained about this form of postcode lottery. He acknowledged that he has received some complaints and feels that there is scope for AFB&PS  to be more active in campaigning on employment issues.

4.5 We agree and would respectfully suggest that employment should figure on the AFB&PS  website as a campaigning issue and not merely as a service. To that end we offer, in part five below,  a list of issues which the evidence in this report has highlighted.
Part Five
Evaluation of Employment Services for Blind And Partially Sighted People in Austria
5.1 It will be recalled that Oliver Koenig’s report offered the following critical comments on employment services for people with disabilities in Austria (above 6.4):

· The system of support is ‘highly differentiated’ [and consists of ‘mainly short term’ measures.

· Following the implementation of the Austrian government's "Employment Offensive" in 2001, there has been ‘a steady widening of possible target groups’ and this has led to concentration of support on ‘people with disabilities who are perceived as "job-ready".

· ‘For people with higher support needs, for the most part sheltered workshop facilities are the only option.’

· Despite ‘Various commissioned research reports and evaluations … we are largely lacking a critical discourse about the employment situation of people with disabilities in Austria as well as valid and sufficiently explanatory data to produce reliable analysis on whether and for whom the current system is and is not working.’

· ‘This situation can mainly be attributed to the complex interface of responsibilities (e.g.. different definitions of disability and access criteria by the diverse players involved) within the Austrian legislative system. One central recommendation for positive change would be the removal of legal passages that result in unequal opportunities, such as the paragraph regarding "capability of work", especially in light of imminent ratification of the UN Convention.’

· ‘Positive changes’ are ‘especially needed in diverse ‘"federal disability laws" where the perspective should be focussed on standardisation and an increase in opportunities in deinstitutionalised settings.’

· ‘Internationally acclaimed and evidence based support tools such as "Supported Employment", "Person centred Planning" and "Personal Assistance" must be more widely adopted.’

· ‘Within the political policy making process there should be more transparency and solid participation of Self Advocacy Organisations which so far either have not occurred at all or have been tokenistic.

5.2 Much of the evidence presented to us for this report, confirms Koenig’s observations, both positive and negative, regarding the Austrian system.

5.3 We agree that the support services run by AFB&PS  for Vienna, Lower Austria and the Burgenland constitute exemplary good practice and deserve the international aclaim they have attracted (above, 1.3.1) We also record here the opinion of AFB&PS staff, that the same judgment applies to the employment support services for blind and partially sighted people offered by other NGOs in Styria and Upper Austria, which operate at the same high level. In our view such Examples of good practice include:

· The impairment specific services for blind and partially sighted people delivered under the Arbeitsassistenz programme (3.1)

· The efforts made to offer training in 'social skills' along with other employment services, despite the inability of the Federal Ministry to fund a separate course (3.2.13).

· Work to promote these services to the mainstream labour market service, so as to improve the rate of referral (3.1.13.)

· The policy of providing customised rehabilitation programmes in the client's own area (3.1.36.

5.4 We must stress, however, that it would be misleading to cite these undoubted achievements selectively in order to present the Austrian system in a highly favourable light. In our opinion they should be balanced by reference to evidence in this report which confirms that Koenig’s general criticisms affect blind and partially sighted people who wish to work in paid employment. This evidence bears, for example, on the following issues:

5.5 Lack of a rights based approach to provision of employment services. We were given evidence that AFB&Ps, despite its best efforts, cannot deliver employment support services to the same standard in all parts of Austria. Services seem to be less impairment-specific the further one moves from Vienna, Lower Austria and the Burgenland (2.2.25 et seq.). People often fail to obtain funding because responsibility is fragmented (3.2.5). It also seems that people who have been economically inactive for a long time find it difficult to obtain employment support (3.1.34)

5.7 Discrimination against people who undergo sight loss. This appears to be institutionalised in a number of settings:  pressure on people to take early retirement; failure of eye doctors to inform patients of the employment services; failure of labour market service to give people appropriate advice about the employment potential (3.1.11 et seq.). Such practices prevent the effective operation of anti-discrimination legislation for protection against dismissal. It should be noted, however, that we received evidence which contradicts Koenig’s claim that the law is not enforced by the responsible authority (1.2.9).

5.8 Regarding the ‘second labour market’ We were given evidence that there is little provision that is accessible to blind and partially sighted people. Attention should be paid to the evidence regarding social firms in the UK and elsewhere, presented in our first report
.
5.9 Regarding the ‘benefit trap’ and flexible payments, it seems clear to us that the economic activity of people with complex needs would be improved by the introduction of rules allowing for the flexible combination of social security benefits and payment for work done in employment. There is clearly more than a little interest in this possibility in Austria. We were informed of this by the officials of the Federal Ministry of Labour. (2).2.15 et seq.). No doubt AFB&PS  could raise awareness of the question in collaboration with what Koenig calls ‘the independent living movement’ (1.2.9). Clearly the movement has to talk the matter through carefully with the Austrian labour unions if further progress is to be made (1.3.2E).

Part Six
Postscript on Statistical Data
6.1 Finally we return to Koenig’s opening criticism:  the lack of ‘valid and sufficiently explanatory data’ (1.1.1 et seq.).  Officials of the Ministry were unable to provide such basic data as the total number of legally blind people of working age. Without such data it was simply impossible to know if there is a hidden majority of economically inactive blind and partially sighted people in Austria and impossible to place confidence in official statements of disbelief. (above, 2.2.14)

6.2 Just as worrying was the remark that information about blind and partially sighted people and the labour market becomes ‘diluted and even lost as issues of provision pass further up the hierarchy (3.2.11. Evidence from the Federal Ministry of Labour seems to corroborate this ‘case of the vanishing statistics’ (2.1.1 et seq.).
6.3 When the final draft of this report was almost complete we received from AFB&PS a copy of the final report of a ‘VISkiLab’ Project, funded by the EU, which looked into the training and employment situation of blind and partially sighted people in Slovenia, Italy and Austria. The report cites the findings of a 1995 ‘microcensus’ survey of people with physical impairments
. 7,800 Austrians were found to be partially sighted; 4,600 totally blind. Of the 7,800 partially sighted people, 5,300 were said to be ‘retired’ and 800 were ‘employed’. We find it strange that neither the Federal Ministry of Labour nor the Federal Social Welfare Office mentioned these data to us. Perhaps they felt that 1995 was too distant for them to be of any value and certainly they are far more sketchy than we could wish. At the very least, however, they place a question mark over the comment of the Federal Social Welfare Office that “We just don’t think that there is a hidden majority (above 2.2.14). 80 partially sighted people in employment out of 5.300 is 15.09%. There would have to have been an almost incredible improvement since 1995 for this figure to have been transformed into a majority. Although the Microcensus revealed no corresponding rate for totally blind people, it was, in our judgment, unlikely to have been higher than that of people with partial sight. We are, therefore, strongly inclined to believe that there is a hidden majority of economically inactive people among the blind and partially sighted population of Austria.
6.4 In conclusion, it seems obvious to us that good statistical data is the fertiliser that fosters the healthy growth of analysis and policy. With all due respect, we feel constrained to say that the Federal Ministries of Labour and Social Welfare have to do more than produce, year after year, budgets for the same services. It must review them at regular intervals to see whether they are still fit for purpose and to initiate the process which creative policy development requires. We were presented with evidence that AFB&PS  keeps standardised records, for Vienna, Lower Austria and the Burgenland (4.4.22), which could form part of the groundwork for such a review.  The Microcensus survey would need to be repeated on an improved basis so as to disclose accurate rates of economic inactivity, analysed by age and gender. We think it should be the common aim of government officials, officers and staff of AFB&PS to carry out such a review with the minimum of delay. This should be done as part of the monitoring of the application of the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities.
Appendix One
N.B. In this appendix the numbering of paragraphs corresponds to the numbering in the main body of the report.

1 Unsatisfactory State of the Data
1.1.2 People who acquire a disability … social security Benefits

Witness comment: two points: 1. social security benefits are not the same as disability related benefits. Social security benefits are for everyone, with or without disability. 2. Disability related benefits are assessed according to the kind and degree of disability. Example for visually impaired people: generally no one with 50 - 60 % disability qualifies for disability related benefits. 70 – 80 % may get level III, people with 90 – 100% disability generally get level IV. However it always depends on the kind and degree of disability, hence the percentage alone is not used for criteria, but the diagnosis AND the report from the eye doctors! If the doctors report is not written clearly or does not include all the criteria’s set by the agency assessing the reports a person may not get disability related benefits or the wrong level. Doctors and ophthalmologists are not aware of this. 

Text continues: In 2008 94,383 people had acquired the legal status ‘severely disabled' …

Witness comment:  I disagree with the label ‘severely’. People in Austria who are assessed and have a disability card/status are thought of as people having a disability and are eligible for support services, such as special needs education, employment support services, subsidies for companies, just to name a few. However, they are not considered severely disabled.
Text continues:  of whom about 68% were employed (64%) or self-employed (4%). 

68% of 94,383 is 64,180, which means that 30,203 people were not in employment.

Witness comment: which source of statistics are used here? ALL age groups are included in the 94,383 people who have acquired a disability card /status. To assume that all these people should be in employment or are looking for employment is misleading, as small children, school age children, students, people in various education/rehabilitation measures, retired people, people on disability pension etc. are all part of this group.
1.1.3 The authors of the present report cannot make sense of the statistics in this quotation from Koenig's report. 26,387 is not 27.9% of 31,263. According to our calculations it is 84.4%. Furthermore, what is the relationship between the '31,263 people with health related placement restrictions' and the 30,203 people assessed as 'severely disabled' who were not in employment? Clearly they cannot simply be aggregated since 3,870 of the health related placement restrictions group were severely disabled.

Witness comment: No, this makes no sense. Issue with this: 1. Not everyone seeking employment is registered with the Austria Labour Market Service. (Clarify: Is this the same as ‘AMS – Public Employment Service?)  2. Many people who have a disability card (assessed with 50% plus disability) AND are registered at the Austrian Labour Market Service DO NOT mention their disability card to the Austrian Labour Market Service. Hence, it would be very difficult to obtain accurate data. 3. People as assessed as having ‘health related placement restrictions’ includes everyone that may have health related issues but are not considered disabled. People with a disability card may be placed into this group, but people from the ‘hrpr’ are not automatically placed into the ‘disability card holder group’. 4. Not everyone having a disability card is looking for employment or is at the age of needing employment. 
1.1.7Due to the economic crisis … decreased to 14,58% [Authors:  There is something wrong with this figure] …   As the report pointed out… stood in 2009 at 34,817. [Authors:  We do not understand this]

Witness comment:  I don’t have the report where König got the numbers from, I assume that it is correct that the number of people with hrpr decreased in the economic crisis assumingly for 2 reasons: 1. Public Employment Service (AMS) sends people on to Social Security Services once financial contribution from the Public Employment Service have been exhausted. If people do not find employment or can’t take part in educational course (for instance have exhausted their budget for courses) then Public Employment Service unregisters people. As a result the statistics from the Public Employment Service shows a decrease of unemployed people, and in this case people with hrpr may be affected more than other groups. 2.Once people are on Social Security Benefits they may not return to  the  Public Employment Service to register again as they have had no positive results anyway, hence, they do not show up in the statistics as looking for work.
1.1.9 Furthermore, women with disabilities were under-represented … their chance of gaining employment.

Witness comment: please clarify. Why are people under the age of 30 unfavourably impacted in their registration? Can’t support this.  One interpretation could be that they are in educational or vocational training and hence are not available for employment.  OR: people under the age of 30 are overrepresented in the statistics because of experiencing more disadvantages in gaining employment.

1.2.7 … There was a suggestion in the report … ethnic minority groups, had benefited disproportionately.

Witness comment:  please clarify. Why are people in ethnic minority groups nearest to the labour market? Do they experience a higher level of unemployment due to their immigrant status and/ or because of their language barrier and their lack of educational and vocational training?
1.3.1 … (G) Again there is no statistical data … … reached its employment obligation quota.

Witness comment:  I think those numbers are outdated and that the private sector also has a much higher percentage. If needed I could do some research and find out the percentages for 2011?
Text continues: (H) No statistical data is available … as opposed to ‘real' paid jobs.

Witness comment:  please clarify. What is meant by ‘training placement’.  Everyone that is in a ‘real‘ job gets paid by the company. If a person gets paid by the Public Employment Service while trying out a position in a company, then statistics are available.
 (I) Statistical data is also not available … … moved far away from the concept of Supported Employment.

Witness comment:  Reference? Where does König get this from? What does he mean by ‘far away from the concept of….’. In order to make sense of this statement I would first need  a description of what Supported Employment should be doing and then what it is doing that is ‘far away’ from its concept. Seems an opinion and not a statement based on proper research.
1.3.3 

 … (D)  In 2004 the Integrative Vocational training (IBA) … or in "out of the job" working sites plus vocational school.

Witness comment: Please note that in Austria visually impaired youth do not have access to hardly any regular apprenticeship schools. Educational support for special needs children/students is only provided as long as a child/youth attends the compulsory school years, which is Grade 1 – 9). Anything thereafter is not regulated and is up to each individual school! This means that many students with disabilities are having a hard time accessing higher public education systems, such as Grade 10 to 12 or 13, vocation schools, apprenticeship schools, colleges, university, etc.) This is a major issue in the legislation. This lack of legislation leads to unequal opportunities for people with disabilities as this ONE aspect influences their chances on getting higher (better) schooling and hence access to better employment opportunities. This information will hopefully explain why SEBUS and other ‘special-needs’ schools and rehabilitative measures play such an important role to provide services for additional education, because the public school system is not easily accessible to people with disabilities. This does not mean that people with a disability between 50-100% cannot achieve Grade 12 graduation or attend university. It means that they are totally dependent on the attitude and goodwill of individual schools, their principles as well as their teachers and professors. That is a lot of “dependency on others” in order to achieve a successful education. Often students (and parents) are achieving this with a very high personal investment and cost (and I don’t mean financial cost)]

2.1.5 It should be noted … such as adaptation of the workplace.

Witness comment: please clarify. As far as I know, the Ministry of Social Affairs pays work related and school related equipment only to people with 50% plus on their disability card assessment and also only after my colleague has written a positive assessment and approval of the equipment needed (for Vienna).  In the provinces Lower Austria, Upper Austria and Styria the Arbeitsassistenz also has to write a statement of approval and send this to the appropriate Ministry Department in their representative province. 

2.1.12 The Federal Ministry of Labour acknowledges … how many people are supported in employment.

Authors comment:  why are there no plans for such research?

Witness comment:  All Arbeitsassistenz groups in Austria have to keep careful statistics of how many people they support, what kind of support, for how long, etc. We have to send all our statistical analysis inclusive a report to the Ministry of Social Affairs twice a year – 6 months (half-year) report and analysis and year-end report and statistical analysis. All projects funded by the Ministry of Social Affairs are carefully monitored, hence they depend on statistics in order to decide which projects are worthy of funding and which ones are not achieving their agendas and goals. I would think the question is “Who has all the statistics and are they analysed according to individual projects, or as an overview for each province, or for Austria as a whole? Would be worth asking.

2.1.13 We asked how, in practice, … … obtain funding for assistive equipment.

Witness comment:  only if the company employs more than 25 people. [In certain circumstances this will also entitle the employer to receipt of a wage subsidy for the employee, e.g. in cases where output is reduced by sight loss. The employee has an incentive to reach the services of the Ministry since he/she can then obtain funding for assistive equipment. Assistive Equipment for visually impaired people gets assessed by employers of the Arbeitsassistenz, who are technically trained and experienced, at least in the provinces Vienna, Lower Austria, Upper Austria, and Styria in cooperation with the employer and the companies who sell assistive equipment. Employee of the Arbeitsassistenz have to write a report of approval or disapproval of technical equipment requested according to the need and requirement for the work to be done and the specific eye condition of the individual. Again, careful statistics are recorded.] 

2.1.15 We asked what protection from dismissal … adjudication by the Federal Social Welfare Office if they believe they have suffered discrimination. 

Witness comment: This is a little bit more complicated than as stated here. In order to have dismissal protection, a person has to be assessed to have 50% or more disability. Second, they have to apply for a document that states that they belong to the group of “protected employee” (in Austria called ‘Feststellungsbescheid’. Only with this statement do they count towards a company’s quota. If for instance a person has a disability card but not a ‘protected employment statement, the company is ‘out of luck’. A person does not have to have this statement in order to work. Many in fact do not have it. Yes, with this statement, a person with a disability has dismissal protection from work. This means only if the employee does not agree to being dismissed then the company and the employee have a hearing at the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. Dr. Erwin Buchinger is the appointed lawyer for people with disabilities and is responsible for sorting out all employment related issues, this may be mobbing on the work place, dismissal related matters, areas of inequality or unequal access in the labour market and many more agendas. His department is responsible for all 9 provinces, but the highest need is most likely in Vienna. (Please note, as of 2011 the dismissal protection has been changed to a more complicated system.)

2.1.15 We were unclear whether this protection applies only … … comes into play only after a person has been employed for 4 years in the same company

Witness comment:  this in incorrect information, this ONLY applies to people who already have a ‘Feststellungsbescheid’ and got a new employment contract with a new company after 1.1.2011. People who got a new employment contract after 1.1.2011 but did not have a ‘Feststellungsbescheid’ and request this statement after they signed the employment contract have dismissal protection after 6 months of employment. [Personal comment: This new regulation makes really no sense but is unfortunately quite typical and representative for other new regulations that are constantly put into place].

2.1.18 In Vienna, Linz and Graz, there are offices of Arbeitsassistenz providing specialist employment support services for blind and partially sighted people. These are delivered through contracts with private sector companies and the Austrian federation of the blind and Partially Sighted who work specifically with blind job seekers. The Department of Integration considers the expertise of these providers when it negotiates contracts, but is unable to say how their staff are trained.

Witness comment:  correction, The offices of the Arbeitsassistenz specialized for visually impaired and blind people are in Vienna, Linz and Graz, they are responsible for the provinces Vienna, Lower Austria, Upper Austria and Styria. As of 2012 Carinthia also has a specialized person for visually impaired and blind people. Please note, that the employees of the Arbeitsassistenz are mobile, especially in the provinces Lower Austria (Vienna), Upper Austria (Linz), Styria (Graz) and are responsible for the whole region. The Arbeitsassistenz for Lower Austria also includes at times individual situations in Burgenland. These are delivered through contracts with private sector companies and the Austrian federation of the visually impaired and blind who work specifically with visually impaired and blind job seekers. The Department of Integration considers the expertise of these providers when it negotiates contracts, but is unable to say how their staff are trained. All Arbeitsassistenz employees (Vienna, Lower Austria, Upper Austria, Styria, Carinthia) have a degree in Social Work or university degree, generally speaking in education, psychology, counselling, sociology, etc.) 

2.2.5 The Social Welfare Office contracts … … getting and keeping jobs.

Witness comment:  not entirely correct. This applies only to Vienna and the contract is with the Austrian Federation of the Blind and Partially Sighted, responsible for the provincial region Vienna, Lower Austria and Burgenland (www.braille.at). Not to be confused with the Austrian Federation of the Blind and Partially Sighted, responsible for Austria (www.oebsv.at). I am sorry, this must be very confusing. Hence, in order to find information about the Arbeitsassistenz in Vienna and Lower Austria on the internet a person has to go to the responsible province. To make this more confusing, the Arbeitsassistenz from Upper Austria (Linz) is integrated in the largest rehabilitation centre for blind and partially sighted people called BBRZ. The Arbeitsassistenz in Styria (Graz) is located within the specialized schooling and education centre for blind and partially sighted people, the Odilien Institute.

Author comment:  Yes this is confusing, at least for us. We wonder if it confuses or even deters visually impaired job seekers in Austria.

2.2.7 Once again the question of quantity and quality of data was identified … better opportunities for education and qualifications.

Witness comment:  Can you clarify this in more detail please? What kind of opportunities for education and qualifications? What is offered where? Why is it better for youth? In which provinces? Information is too general to make sense.

2.2.10 We asked directly if staff of the Social Welfare Office believe … … who can reach their own members with employment information.

Witness comment:  this is true, there are times we cannot find qualified people for positions, but there are other factors that come into play very often. The information that the ‘Austrian Federation of the Blind and partially sighted can reach their own members’ has to be looked at more carefully. First, for instance; the clients at the Arbeitsassistenz do not have to be members of the Austrian Federation of the Blind and partially sighted and are often not members. Again, our criterion states that people have to have a disability card with 50% or more; however, the Austrian Federation of the Blind and Partially Sighted has a different criterion of who can be a member, based strictly on the eye condition. Hence many people who are looking for work are not members of the AFB.  Also, membership is voluntary and especially young people or people with immigrant status choose often not to be members.
2.2.11 We persisted in asking how staff could be sure that these services were attractive to people who are distant from the labour market. Staff responded that the level of qualification aimed at can be very low. The actual training covers different areas of skills - traditional handicraft e.g. brush making there are also courses in massage, office skills at all levels. In addition there are courses in basic skills. Such courses are especially appropriate for some young people, and include improvement of writing, reading and numeracy, as well as basic personal skills such as getting used to good timekeeping or developing communication skills, something like English 'O-level' is offered as the most basic educational qualification, followed up with some vocational training. Preparatory training (which can be on an individual basis) is also available to help people reach the level at which the risk of failing to obtain these qualifications is minimised. In other words, staff believe that an appropriate range of employment training is available to suit all blind and partially sighted people who are economically inactive.

Witness comment:  would question ‘to suit’ ALL blind and partially sighted people. The offer at SEBUS is very good, but it does not by far suit all blind and partially sighted people. What is important, they added, is that such people should want to work. (For further discussion, see below)
2.2.15 With this in mind, we asked about possible rigidities in the regulations for social security benefits, the possibility of flexible apportionment of benefits with wages and the effect of the policy of wage subsidy mentioned by Koenig. Relevant here also is the structure of the secondary labour market.

2.2.17 Such experiments, however, are seen as problematic by the Austrian labour Unions, as Koenig noted. (see above)
Appendix Two 
1. In a report of this scope it is not possible to give a fully documented account of the educational system for blind and partially sighted children in Austria. At the same time the topic is clearly related to the employment chances of young blind and partially sighted people. For this reason we were grateful for the opportunity to interview a teacher in the Federal Education Institute for the Blind, who kindly shared with us his extensive knowledge as a pedagogue and his long experience, both as pupil and teacher, in various educational establishments, both special and mainstream.

2. The Education Institute for the Blind in Vienna was founded in 1804, which makes it the oldest school for the blind in Austria and the second oldest establishment in the world which combined education with industrial training. There have been many changes since those times, but the school still provides education and vocational training. There are kindergarten, primary and secondary departments with provision for residence of pupils. Training Besides the formal curriculum, pupils receive instruction in mobility and other independent living skills. These courses are delivered through all media of access to information, appropriate to blindness or low vision. Three main courses are offered in the vocational training department: telephone switchboard operating (augmented with office skills); Business Studies (3 year course); and basket making. The Institute has plans to create a school of music but funding has not yet been obtained for this.

3. There are 150 pupils undergoing compulsory education in the school. 

4. Only about 40% of the children in the school today could be said to be 'simply blind'. The others have additional impairments and complex needs. Like other children they have to begin schooling at six years of age but, since their educational development must be different, they are taught in special units.

5. There are also pupils who do not have German as their first language. They are given extra tuition in German to help them catch up. 

6. In Vienna there is a school for deafblind children and there is close co-operation between the Education Institute and this school. So that some of its students go there for additional training.

7. There are other special schools for blind and partially sighted people in Austria. At Innsbruck there is a school for twenty pupils). At Linz [check] there is provision for blind and hearing impaired children. At Graz there is a school for blind children and a separate establishment for vocational training. There is also at Graz a special school with provides for some mainstream inclusion. Only the Education Institute at Vienna is supported by the federal ministry of education. The others are supported by the provinces.

8. In Austria, the parents of blind and partially sighted children choose between mainstream and special schooling. At present there is some uncertainty about the future, since it is not known how the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities will impact on the Austrian system. Austria did not negotiate an additional protocol to ensure the continuation of special educational provision.

9. Turning specifically to the relationship between education and employment, compulsory education begins at six years of age and ends at fourteen. Students then choose between vocational training and another year of education. At this point careers guidance is given formally to help students decide.

10. The Institute does not have a team which tries to find jobs for the students, but much help is provided informally. Tutors know which sectors are best to find work. They are thus able to give advice and arrange work experience. In the business school and telephone switchboard course, students must undertake work experience.

11. People who encounter serious sight loss after the age of compulsory education can attend the Education Institute for vocational training. There is one other vocational training centre for blind and partially sighted people in Austria, situated at Linz.

12. At the end of compulsory education, 30% of students in the school try to take the 'Matura'. Those who pass can go to university. There most study to enter a profession, of which interpreter and law are most commonly pursued.

13. The remaining 70% find jobs in offices and hospitals. 

14. The business school of the Education Institute was set up in 2000. Since then, forty students have completed commercial courses and only 3 or 4 have no job at present. Telephone switchboard operating is much harder and perhaps 50% who train for it get jobs in that line. The remainder may get jobs in enterprises like Dialogue in the Dark.

15. In Austria there are organisations which provide occupations for people with complex needs. It has not been found easy to obtain places in them for students leaving the Education Institute. The school trains them in basket making, but these organisations produce no baskets.

16. Most of these organisations provide what is known as 'life care'. People who need 24-hour care receive the highest rate of ltca. Organisations which can provide this level of care receive a person's ltca and allow only pocket money to the resident. 

17. Since Austria has provided mainstream education which can be chosen by the parents of blind and partially sighted children in preference to special provision. There are approximately 200 students in special schools and perhaps over 300 in mainstream.

18. In various ways, the Education Institute supports blind and partially sighted children in mainstream education. For example, it has recently developed a common standard for the production of digital school books. It also provides courses to train peripatetic teaching assistants for blind and partially sighted children in mainstream schools. They teach ICT skills and Braille to these pupils. The Education Institute is concerned to improve the quality of this assistance and therefore offers each year a 2 day course for peripatetic teaching assistants. Such courses cover, for example, use of Windows 7, etc.

19. The Education Institute also provides educational resources for mainstream children in accessible formats.

20. We listened carefully to the views of the Teacher concerning the employment chances of blind and partially sighted students educated in mainstream schools. In his opinion it is harder for those in mainstream to progress into a good job than it is for those attending special schools. In support of this view he pointed out that many mainstream pupils come to the Education Institute for vocational training as there is none for them in the mainstream sector.

21. He also stated that it would be easier for a student from the Education Institute to go on to university education, because the pupils had more support. He contrasted unfavourably the support given to blind and partially sighted children in mainstream education with that provided in the special school. Support from a teaching assistant in mainstream ranges from ten hours In primary school, to four hours between ages ten to 14, dropping to one or two hours after 14. By contrast, the Education Institute has well trained teachers of the blind, who are experts in supporting VI pupils.

22. The formal curriculum apart, there is, in the teacher’s opinion, a Difference between the special school and mainstream as regards the attainments of the children in social or life skills. Mainstream, he said, can do education but only the special school does both.

23. The teacher was at pains to stress his personal experience as a pupil in both sectors. His primary education was in the special school, followed by education in mainstream at secondary and university level. On this basis he thinks it is easier for a partially sighted child to 'hide' in mainstream school, teachers will not push them due to their low expectations. He cited an example of a qualified teaching assistant who asserted that a blind child would be unable to communicate by email.

24. We realise that such evidence may be challenged as anecdotal and springing from an interested defender of special provision. We have reported it here as an example of similarly anecdotal criticisms that are commonly made against mainstream education for blind and sighted children in countries where it exists. The Principal’s views were partially rebutted, though not without areas of common agreement, by other evidence presented to us.

25. There was agreement, for instance, with the Principal’s view that, if a blind child who has the support of a well-functioning family and possesses good cognitive skills, it does not matter whether he/she is educated in a mainstream or a special school. Such children do well in any good school. There was disagreement, however, with his view that mainstream schooling must be in every respect an inferior choice for children who do not enter with these advantages. [Above, 3.1.14]
This report is supported by the European Union Programme for Employment and Social Solidarity - PROGRESS (2007-2013). 

This programme is implemented by the European Commission. It was established to financially support the implementation of the objectives of the European Union in the employment, social affairs and equal opportunities area, and thereby contribute to the achievement of the Europe 2020 Strategy goals in these fields. 

The seven-year Programme targets all stakeholders who can help shape the development of appropriate and effective employment and social legislation and policies, across the EU-27, EFTA-EEA and EU candidate and pre-candidate countries.

For more information see:  http://ec.europa.eu/progress
The information contained in this publication does not necessarily reflect the position or opinion of the European Commission.
� We are now informed that it is now called the Federal Ministry of Economy, Family and Youth.





� According to our latest information both the Public Employment Service (Arbeitsmarktservice: AMS) and the Federal Social Welfare Office (Bundesamt für Sozialesund Behindertenwesen: BASB) are now operating under the authority of the Federal Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs and Consumer Protection (Bundesministerium für Arbeit, Soziales und Konsumentenschutz: BMASK) which is the former Federal Ministry of Social Affairs and Consumer Protection. The Federal Ministry of Economics and Labour (Bundesminsterium für Wirtschaft und Arbeit: BMWA) is now the Federal Ministry of Economy, Family and Youth (Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft, Familie und Jugend: BMWFJ).


� We are now informed that the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities was adopted on 9 July 2008 by the Austrian National Council and approved on 25 July by the Federal Council. Membership of the monitoring board comprises four representatives from organisations of disabled persons, one representative from a human rights NPO, one representative from a development cooperation NPO and one representative from academia. Germany, Liechtenstein, Austria and Switzerland do indeed use the term “integration” instead of “inclusion” in the German translation.]


� The Hidden Majority:  Economic Inactivity Among Blind and Partialy Sighted People in Sweden, Germany and Romania (2009 can be downloaded at


� HYPERLINK "http://www.euroblind.org/media/employment/The_Hidden_Majority.doc" �http://www.euroblind.org/media/employment/The_Hidden_Majority.doc�. This report is hereafter cited as THM.


� THM, 1.3.6 et seq.


� THM, 1.4, esp. 1.4.6


� THM in Poland, 5.5.1 et seq.)


� Ibid., 5.5.8.


� The (Austrian Association in Support of the Blind and Visually Impaired - www.hilfsgemeinschaft.at.


� See note 4 above.


� Österreichisches Statistisches Zentralamt (1998) Mikrozensus, Issue 1276).
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