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What is social inclusion and what are some of the key leadership challenges to being a truly inclusive society?  

Social inclusion has become a household word, it must now appear on most organizations websites, it appears in most government policy statements and strategies. 
The research undertaken by the Australian Institute of Family Studies says
· It involves the lack or denial of resources, rights, goods and services, and 

· the inability to participate in the normal relationships and activities, available to the majority of people in society, whether in economic, social, cultural, or political arenas.

· It affects both the quality of life of individuals and the equity and cohesion of society as a whole. (Hayes)

I’m going to talk about it from a perspective of people with disabilities in particular.   I will focus particularly on attitudes and social participation and Allan will talk more from the perspective of employment and education. 

So what about community participation for people with disabilities?  

Going by the Shut Out report recently released by the National People with Disabilities and Carer Council its more about not being able to participate rather than being able to get involved; of feeling excluded than rather than included.  
More than half the submissions to the National Disability Strategy (56 per cent) discussed the experience of exclusion and the impact of negative social attitudes on the lives of people with disabilities and their families, friends and carers. One person expressed it very powerfully

“In a society where the values that predominate are power and wealth, physical prowess and beauty, intelligence, competition, autonomy and self-control, many people with a disability are marginalised and devalued. It could well be that many people are fearful about engaging with and including people who live with a disability as a result of a lack of knowledge, and that people with a disability are treated as ‘the other’ rather than involved.” 
I don’t think too many people would argue with that. There is a wealth of opinion and research which indicates that people with disabilities are amongst the most excluded group of people in the society.  
 Bill Shorten talks of disability as being the last frontier of civil rights to be addressed.  He talks of the fact that more than 30 per cent of households with a person with a disability live on less than half the median income and that economists believe that the impact of disability amounts to around 30 per cent of household income. That is severe poverty. He talks about a problem that is so accepted and entrenched in our society that we fail to see that at its most fundamental it is an infringement of human rights and dignity.
Some people with disabilities are doubly and triply stigmatized by layers of discrimination against them: as indigenous Australians, or because they are Muslim, or because they are women, or unemployed, or because they are gay or lesbian or transgender or because they are Asian Australians or newly arrived refugees… the layering of disadvantage goes on and on.  

Our own work at VWDN has researched the impact of violence on women with disabilities and the current failure of government policy to respond to violence against women with disabilities. Nationally and internationally there is an almost unanimous consensus among researchers that women identified as having a 'disability' experience violence and abuse at a much greater rate than the rest of the population.   Why is this so?  Social exclusion is an important factor in contributing to violence against people with disabilities.
Women with disabilities more often than not:-

· live in a state of poverty and are dependent on government payments
· are offered limited access to education, 

· experience a lack of choice in housing and transport, 

· may be dependent on others for self-care, 

· lack access to appropriate information on rights, 

· live restricted social lives and experience social isolation. 

It is this deprivation of experience, opportunity, social and political discrimination that renders women with disabilities more vulnerable to violence rather than any actual experience of any ‘impairment’.  
What does my vision for a socially inclusive society look like?

It would have at its heart a deep and real RESPECT for all people regardless of their background, ability, race or sexuality. 

A community that values all its members. That provides opportunities for them to express their potential, their skills and vision. To be creative and involved.

That provides real education opportunities and real employment opportunities

We would see people with disabilities in the media and in the arts as a matter of course – as actors, journalists, opinion leaders.   Political analysis would take account of the views of people with disabilities and articles featuring people with disabilities wouldn’t just focus on the individual “triumphing over adversity” or pity for the poor unfortunate who is doing it hard because of their individual “handicap”.

We would have a community where all people are free of systematic discrimination, violence and abuse.

We would have a legal system that took account of all citizens needs and right to be taken seriously and believed.

A community where there are strong social supports.
We would have housing designed to accommodate everyone or easily adapted and a taxation system that subsidized tenants as much as it subsidized home owners.
If we had a really inclusive community we would have buildings (shops, cinemas, restaurants, function rooms, meeting rooms) that everyone could get into. 

We would have trams and buses and trains that everyone could access now not in 25 years time. 

We would have signs that everyone could understand. 

We would information provided in different ways for different communication styles.

We would have schools, kindergartens and child care centres that accepted all kids

Migration policies that allowed people in regardless of their disability 

We would have employers who wanted diversity skills and interests in their workforce.

We would have a community that celebrated everyone’s different sexuality and different bodies, different minds, different cultures because we valued the richness and interest that comes from diversity.

What are the challenges in achieving social inclusion?
High McKay points to the challenge of consumption – our obsession with home renovations, house and garden, reality TV to escape from the reality of violence, unemployment, war.  
Housing crisis: mortgage rates and rent which is making housing for low income families so very difficult. We have strong planning and property development at the moment to address the housing crisis but that can mean we don’t have careful planning for community inclusion and it means it’s hard to negotiate for particular groups such as better universal design of affordable housing.

Today most Australians live with job insecurity which makes us more inward focused on our own patch.

We are in a hurry - everything has to be done today. We are all so revved up we can’t stop and have a focused and reflective discussion. We have to respond to emails, texts, blogging etc. are we moving away from a place based community?

Life is gaining more complexity which means finding solutions is complex too.

Where does this leave people with disabilities? Are those who are socially excluded in the too hard basket? The answer is clearly yes.
Opportunities
On the other hand I think there are real opportunities. We all have a yearning for something that elevates us beyond this.  It is a universal desire to dream of how we can create a better world.  
I think that we are looking for leaders that can activate our better selves and to show us a way to work together. 
How do we get there?

We all need to positively reinforce each other’s good work. To take inspiration and share practical strategies. We cannot afford to be islands we need to think of ourselves as a community. We need to acquire an inclusive frame of mind.

When I think of great leaders who have been able to do this, who have fought for civil rights. 
I think of Nelson Mandela who was able to find a place for both the blacks oppressed under apartheid, and their oppressors who had so effectively overseen the years of segregation in a new South Africa.  

I think of Faith Bandler and others like her who fought and campaigned for the right of aboriginal Australians to vote those who fought for land rights and cultural recognition and who continue to fight today for indigenous rights. 
I think of Elizabeth Hastings the first Disability Discrimination Commissioner who wrote and spoke so powerfully on disability rights in Australia and who in 1998 said “If people with a disability do not have access to transport, accommodation, work, education and information we will continue to be dependent on community services and government payments. We will continue to experience ourselves as living on the edge of our society, as being of less worth than other human beings - and our society will continue to have that perception of us.”  

We need to the inspiration of such visionaries to show us whats possible and to keep our passion alive and reject the pressure for overt consumption that encourages us to be obsessed with acquisition of things rather than the value of individuals.  
I take heart from Australia ratifying the Convention and the optional protocol on the Rights of person with a disability. This convention covers all aspects of life and community living and we can use this to highlight our rights as citizens and to draw attention to the violation of these rights.  

Its great to see a push for the Disability Insurance Scheme but we need to drive it to make sure that it reaches all of the people it needs to reach. We need to lobby for it to be as well resourced as it needs to be.

It fantastic that there is a new national working party that is looking at universal design standards for new houses that will mean people with disabilities and older people have a place to live and to be able to visit friends and relatives. I know that we will need to overcome the power of the developers who don’t want to invest the small extra amount required.

We must support a National disability strategy that really does require all portfolios of government to consider their responsibility to all population groups.  We need to place a social inclusion lens over all new government policy to explore its impact on people with disabilities and other disadvantaged populations. We must argue for better research and collection of statistics which tell us how we are going on social inclusion targets.
We all need to keep playing our part as part of the long journey toward a just and inclusive society. Victorian women with disabilities network works to support women with disabilities in mentoring each other; in providing mutual support to represent our issues and our rights. In garnering our different skills and using them to be visible in the debates. And we work with research partners to gain the evidence we need to put our case. Leadership Plus is providing excellent opportunities for people with disabilities to develop and express their leadership skills and to find ways to join the movement of people with disabilities advocating for their rights.
The other day I went to the local pool, the Altona swimming pool. I went into the accessible change room and transferred into the plastic wheelchair that goes into the water down the ramp. I wheeled into the water and swam across till I found an empty lane. I battled the waves created by the kids at the pool party jumping on the inflatable. I felt really good for getting my half hour of exercise that didn’t wreck my joints with repetitive wheeling. And I thought ‘yes this is an example of inclusion’ – No need for anyone to come with me or help me into the water, just being able to go to my pool and have a swim along with everyone else.  Such a simple thing but it’s the first time that my local pool has been available to me – and that has come as a result of the many people with disabilities who said we demand to have access to the local community.  I thank them for that.

We have to keep making these simple little things happen in all spheres of life.
