SMEs, disability and diversity
By Debra Perry, Senior Specialist in Vocational Rehabilitation, ILO Subregional Office for East Asia

In many countries small and medium-sized companies are the main source of jobs for disabled persons. Yet small employers often lack the knowledge, resources and technical support that may be available to large corporations with dedicated human resource departments. Members of the Disability in the Workplace: Challenges faced by Small and Medium Sized Enterprises panel, one of two sessions addressing disability issues at the 2006 Global Compact Policy Dialogue (www.policydialogue2006.org), addressed this situation and offered some concrete and practical solutions. 
Partnership, working together to foster inclusion and the business case were major themes of all the panel members. 

 “The main problem that many disabled people face in the workplace is the reactions of other people, who can be hesitant to interact with them,” said Léonie Watson, opening the discussion. Ms Watson is blind and had the Accessibility Research Programme at a Nomensa (www.nomensa.com). Having become disabled as an adult, she said her disability derailed her confidence. When the time came to return to work the prospect was daunting. But, Ms Watson admitted she had it easier than most because, as a favour, she agreed to review a website for its ease of accessibility for blind users. As a result she was offered a job with UK-based Nomensa. She was therefore able to avoid the demoralizing experience that many disabled job seekers face, of repeated rejections based on their disability before their skills are recognized or other issues overcome. 

Ms. Watson, who works with many small and large companies, says smaller businesses in particular are fearful of the costs related to IT adjustments. While many jobs do not require any adaptations for a disabled person to do them, others do and the costs vary depending on the type of job and the person’s disability. For visually impaired people in office or IT positions these tools include screen readers, screen modifiers or talking fax machines. Since these devices level the playing field for people with certain types of disabilities, and can mean the difference between work and dependency, many countries, including the UK, have policies and legislation to reimburse the company or the individual for costs related to purchasing such devices. No doubt these measures are a real help for small businesses who want to access diverse employees.  
Meghamalie Aliwihare of the Employers Federation of Ceylon (EFC) and its Employers Network on Disability described what the Network has done to assist SMEs and Sri Lanka’s larger businesses with their disability diversity challenges.
The EFC’s Network has a long list of ways to help its members with disability issues and to promote the training and hiring of workers with disabilities. This includes providing disability awareness training, collecting and publicising good practice examples, sponsoring job fairs that bring employers and disabled job seekers together, developing a database of disabled job seekers, training disabled job seekers in interview skills, IT, and English language. Recently the EFC developed a Code of Good Practice on Managing Disability Issues in the Workplace. 
The EFC has learned the value of partnership by joining forces with a UK-based NGO, Motivation Trust and the Sri Lankan government’s Department of Social Welfare, as well as by tapping the expertise of its members. For example the Nestle Company recently joined the Network and launched a major media campaign to bring the issue of disability to public attention. 
In collaboration with the ILO’s Factory Improvement Programme (www.ilofip.org), the EFC has brought disability awareness training to 10 factories that are now beginning to hire disabled workers.  

The Network’s Chairman, Mr. Shriyantha Perera, is the Chief Executive Officer of ID Lanka Limited, Sri Lanka’s second largest producer and distributor of alcoholic beverages.  The company has 269 employees; 4.5 per cent of them are people with disabilities and the company plans to hire more. 
Like many SMEs who decide to hire disabled persons, ID Lanka had difficulty finding both disabled job seekers and the technical and support services needed to include them in the workplace. The Employers’ Network job fairs solved the first problem and its partnering organizations helped with the second. 

Mr Perera acknowledged there is a “feel good factor” to hiring disabled workers, but also a very real business case. His data show that:      

· The productivity of the disabled employees is above that of the average worker.

· The overall productivity of the entire workforce has improved after hiring disabled workers.

· Disabled workers seem more committed and willing to work. They are model employees.

· Their attendance and punctuality is better than the norm.

Dave Parr of the Trade Union Congress (TUC) offered another perspective on helping SMEs, based on the TUC’s Champions@Work project (www.disabilitychampions.com).
 During its five-day training programme union representatives learn about disability management issues and return to the workplace more able to advocate and represent the rights and needs of disabled workers, including ways of making reasonable accommodations that can enhance productivity. “While some SMEs are fearful of trade unions, this programme can be a benefit in helping to change the work environment for disabled persons,” he said. 
Champions are trained by the TUC as part of its regular training initiative, meaning the employer does not incur any direct costs but can realize direct benefits. Champions can provide disability awareness training within the companies and they also help avoid costly and stressful grievance procedures by intervening on disability issues. Since many workers are more comfortable going to their union representative when disability-related problems arise, training champions makes good sense.  Additionally, with union membership in the UK currently seven million and the number of disabled persons at 10 million, Mr Parr sees disabled workers as a target group for increasing membership. 
. The Dialogue, held in London from 6-7 October had a theme of Combating Discrimination and Promoting Equality in the Workplace.  

