
Roundtable Discussion on the NDIS

FECCA’s Disability Advisory Committee held a roundtable discussion
on 27th February 2015 in Melbourne with the participation of a number
of representatives from government and non-government sectors.  The
focus of this meeting was to discuss engagement of people from
culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds in the National
Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS/the Scheme).  The discussion
focussed on the current structure of NDIS and engagement strategies of
CALD people in the NDIS.

The NDIS is one of the most important social support schemes in recent
times.  However, this is an evolving process and there are some
lacunas in the system when it comes to the application of the NDIS,
especially with regard to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities and CALD communities.  Two major issues were raised
during the discussion, namely, those pertaining to the structure of the
NDIS, and issues in relation to engagement of CALD communities.  It
was discussed that the issues faced by CALD communities with regards
to the NDIS are similar to those experienced by Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander communities.

The structure of NDIS

One of the gaps in the NDIS trial is the lack of representation of CALD
people with disability.  The trial sites selected by the National Disability
Insurance Agency (NDIA/the Agency) do not adequately represent the
diversity of the Australian population.  This is more evident in trial sites
such as Hunter Valley (NSW), Barwon (VIC), and Tasmania, where the
representation of CALD people with disability is minimal.  Thus, it is
arduous to understand the difficulties and issues that are faced by the
CALD communities in engaging with the NDIS.  This lack of proper and
meaningful involvement of CALD people at trial stage could potentially
result in minimal engagement of CALD communities in July 2016 when
the NDIS is rolled out nationally, as well as cause financial and resource
management difficulties in the long run.  Limited involvement of CALD
communities in the decision making process of NDIS was also
discussed, along with the lack of understanding and knowledge about
the NDIS among CALD communities.

In States or Territories where there are similar programs to the NDIS
there is a general inclination towards the State Government program.
For example, in Western Australia, the State Government is operating
‘NDIS My Way’ in Cockburn and Kwinana and the Commonwealth
Government the NDIS model in Perth Hills.  It was contended that the
inclination is more towards the State Government project as it is more
engaging and responsive to the needs of the stakeholders, especially
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CALD communities.  One of the main issues in choosing a state based
model is that it could be inflexible in certain instances.  The concern
here is for people in one state engaged in a state based NDIS model
who wish to settle or travel outside the state.  Under a national scheme,
the support model chosen by the recipient would be flexible to
accommodate changing circumstances.  Thus, it would be more
advantageous for people to engage with the Commonwealth
Government NDIS.

Another important concern with regard to the structure is the
terminology used in the planning process and legislation.  For example,
the word ‘self’ would have different connotations in different
communities, where ‘self’ would also mean family or a family member.
The NDIS structure should be robust and flexible at the same time to
accommodate these cultural aspects of each individual.  Concepts such
as ‘family’, ‘individual’, etc. vary according to the beliefs of each
community, therefore, definitions of such terms in legislation and
regulations should allow for some flexibility, to reflect the non-western
ideologies.  In view of these factors, there needs to be a shift in the
NDIS focus from ‘process’ to ‘people’ as the Scheme is about fulfilling
the needs of individuals.

Coordination and collaboration among government service providers
are critical for the sustainable structuring of the NDIS.  Since the NDIS
will be built on and draw assistance from the existing disability support
schemes of the States and Territories, the information and knowledge of
the previous and current service providers will be invaluable in
delivering services to the CALD communities.  The organisations
working with the communities at the grass root level have a thorough
understanding of diversity and needs of the CALD communities.
Therefore, it is imperative for the NDIA to devise a plan to engage these
organisations.  However, in engaging with community organisations,
NDIA should also ensure that all practical endeavours are made to
engage the communities that are not prevalent in certain parts of
Australia.

With the national implementation of the NDIS next year, the workforce
of NDIA and the service providers are bound increase by a considerable
margin.  It is important to ensure that the NDIA workforce understands
the concepts and degrees of disability, and is reflective of the Australian
cultural diversity as far as possible.  All necessary steps and
precautions should be taken to ensure that those who are employed in
the process have been properly trained and understand different types
and degrees of disabilities as well as cultural sensitivities.  NDIA’s main
responsibilities also include ensuring that services are rendered by
people who are qualified to do such work.
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People with disability are inherently more vulnerable to be subjected to
duress and undue influence.  This risk is even higher when it comes to
people from CALD backgrounds as these people may not be able to
understand or exercise their rights and advocate for themselves.  In
view of the structure of the NDIS, there is a risk that people who are
more articulate and have a better understanding about rules and
regulations will be able to obtain a better outcome from the Scheme,
whereas those who are not familiar with the NDIS or understand the
processes will not get the same benefit.  This will create a system
where a group of people will be further disadvantaged and their voices
may not be heard in the decision making process.

The NDIS is more about ‘dignity of risk’ which is embedded in the
concept of ‘choice and control’ for people with disability, as opposed to
a system of welfare and protection.  These choices would include
obtaining services that are peculiar to different cultures and societies.
Therefore, the NDIS cannot portrait a picture of multitude of choices and
fail to have the proper services in place or not have the capacity to cater
for the needs of the recipients.

It is vital to have proper oversight and support mechanisms in place,
and ensure that these services are available for people from all
backgrounds.  The oversight processes should also be capable of
recognising and understanding ‘undue influence’ within a cultural
framework.  For instance, involvement of family members would amount
to overly influencing the decision of the recipient in some societies, and
could be an accepted norm in some other cultures.  Hence, there
should be space to interpret these concepts in a more culturally
appropriate manner.

Engagement of CALD Communities

In view of limited engagement of CALD communities in the NDIS during
the initial stages, it is difficult to draw inferences as to what areas need
more funding and/or allocation of resources.  It is clear that NDIS
cannot be a generic system where the NDIA can adopt a one hat fits all
policy.  The staff of NDIA should have a clearer understanding about
the diversity of communities they work in.

Language barrier is another reason for the minimal participation of
CALD communities in the NDIS.  Currently the NDIS cater for a limited
number of mainstream languages.  However, when this is implemented
across Australia, it will be necessary to have materials in all languages
and have appropriate translating and interpreting services to cater for
the needs of the CALD communities.  As mentioned above, it is
important that the NDIA staff and the service providers represent the
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cultural diversity of Australian society, and understand and are able to
appreciate the values of other cultures.  This in return would encourage
engagement of CALD communities.

The other important aspect is engaging CALD communities by using the
most appropriate and effective communication mechanisms.  Each
community will have different ways of communicating with its members.
Engaging communities through the existing community networks such
as prayer groups, advertising in ethnic media (newspapers, radio, etc.),
and when translating materials to other languages, using informal
terminology to make the concepts easier to comprehend are some
strategies that can be adopted by the NDIA.

Another major barrier for CALD people with disability is social stigma,
fears and attitudes towards disability.  In particular, people who have
been subjected persecution or faced mental or physical trauma before
arriving in Australia would be reluctant to come forward and engage
with the NDIS.  Creating role models among ethnic communities would
be one method of overcoming these barriers.  People would better
understand the system if a person they can relate to or identify with
spoke about their experiences and how the NDIS assisted them to
achieve their goals in life.

It is also important for the NDIA to engage communities through current
networks, such as multicultural and settlement sector organisations, to
reach out to new and emerging communities as people are more
comfortable to work with organisations or individuals they are familiar
with.  NDIA should invest more time and resources to identify and
engage the communities that are currently not benefitting from the
NDIS.

Recommendations

 Take necessary measures to increase the participation of CALD
communities in the NDIS trials to better understand the issues
and flaws in the NDIS as a whole before the national roll out in
July 2016, including through allocation of sufficient resources for
engagement, education, equity of access and experience (such
as catering for the ‘choices’ made by CALD participants), and
workforce and service provider training in cultural competency.

 Ensure that the NDIS is more ‘person’ oriented and less
‘process’ oriented and that legislation, rules and regulations are
not too stringent and flexible enough to be interpreted in a
manner that accommodates cultural sensitivities.

 Establish oversight and accountability mechanisms within the
NDIS and implement these in a culturally appropriate and
effective manner.
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 Use appropriate communication mechanisms to reach out to
CALD communities and educate CALD communities through
community leaders.  Any such communication should be
adequately supported through appropriate interpreting and
translating services.

 Education strategies should include those aimed at alleviating
stigma around disability and mental illnesses, including through
educating CALD communities about the misconceptions with
regard to disability in order to change their attitudes.

 Engage with the currently operating government and non-
government programs and stakeholders to raise awareness
about the NDIS and increase engagement of CALD
communities.


