Presentation to the 

National Disability Ethnic Alliance

15th Birthday Celebrations

The Positioning of People from Non English Speaking Backgrounds in the Disability Rights Movement
I would like to begin by acknowledging the traditional owners of the land on which we are gathered the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin Nation. I pay my respect to their elders past and present and to all other elders gathered here to today.

Happy Birthday NEDA. Twenty five years of advocating for the rights of people with disability from non English backgrounds is indeed a cause of celebration.

The makeup of our country both before and after colonisation has been one of diversity. Diversity in cultures, people and in languages. In precolonial times it was estimated that there were 250 aboriginal languages across Australia. Over the last 223 of colonisation there have been many waves of immigration from all over the world. Much of this has been from countries where English is not spoken. Whist it is acknowledged that post World War 11 saw large numbers of people migrating the reality is that people who did not speak English as their first language were coming to Australia in significant numbers in both the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Of course the White Australia policy tried to stop this. At the same time genocidal policies of assimilation aimed at aboriginal peoples tried to stamp out Aboriginal cultures. Despite these blights on Australia history we are a country that is truly diverse and much enriched by this.

Now I would like to pose the question Does the Disability Rights Movement reflect this diversity. If you look at the composition of Disabled Persons Organisations and advocacy groups the answer is clearly no. The majority of these organisations not only have a dominance of people from Anglo backgrounds in their membership and governance structures but also their advocacy work largely does not reach out to people from non English speaking backgrounds. On the board of my own organisation there is only one board member who comes from a non English speaking background and she represents NEDA. As AFDO’s board consists of nominations from our organisational members it is clearly the case that people from non English speaking backgrounds are not coming through the ranks of our members.
If you did an audit of both the membership and management structures of not only AFDO members but all DPO’s and advocacy organisations then the results would be very similar except of course for those groups that have been established specifically to advocate for the rights of nesb people.

The modern disability rights movement began during the 1970’s. After over thirty years the lack of representation of people from nesb 
backgrounds is abysmal. Over the years organisations such as NEDA have developed in response to both the underrepresentation of advocacy for people with disabilities from nes backgrounds as well as the lack of supports that people receive.

It is time that other DPO’s and advocacy organisations redressed this imbalance by truly including people from nes backgrounds. And I don’t mean by appointing 1 or 2 people to the governance structure but rather ensuring the composition of membership and governance as well as both individual and systemic advocacy work statistically reflect either the number of people within Australia as a whole or from the local area.
Why has this happened?

There are many reasons that this situation has occurred.

· Information

· Dominance of anglo culture

· Racist attitudes

· Lack of cultural awareness

· The belief that generalist advocacy covers everyone

· The belief that specialist supports are the best

· Lack of resources for advocacy groups where they have become reactive and only respond to those who knock on the door

· Doorkeepers that restrict people with disabilities from nes backgrounds engaging outside of their community

· Lack of leadership training
People with disabilities from nesb communities must be actively engaged in the disability rights movement. But how to achieve this is the question. The answer is not only about providing more information or doing cultural awareness training. Although these things are important we need to move beyond these early solutions. We must make sure that not only our organisations but also what we are advocating for are relevant to different cultural groups. And the only way to do this is by having people with disabilities from nes backgrounds involved in all discussions and all decisions.
One of the biggest campaigns that has occurred over recent times is the campaign for a National Disability Insurance Scheme. 

The NDIS has the capacity to deliver transformational change in the lives of people with disability. We know that people from nes backgrounds are woefully underrepresented in receiving disability supports. I believe that one of the reasons for this is that our present support system is based on the belief that one size fits all. AFDO is hopeful that  the NDIS will be based on the individual. That supports will be organised according to what the individual needs and be shaped to fit in with each persons culture, beliefs, interests and community. But for this to happen people from nesb communities must be involved in the debate.
What is the way forward?
· All advocacy groups and DPO’s should audit their constituencies and provide targets in their business/strategic plans to increase involvement

· Advocacy groups to lobby for service providers and government to undertake similar audits 

· Advocacy groups to do outreach work to different communities 

· Provide focussed leadership training for people with disabilities from nes backgrounds

· NEDA to assist DPO’s and advocacy groups in building their capacity

· Multicultural organisations to include people with disabilities in their advocacy and government structures

In conclusion it is time that the Disability Rights movement reflected the diversity of Australian society. It is everyone’s responsibility to make this happen.

9

