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Message from the CEO  
 
It is my pleasure to present the Australia Council’s Disability Action Plan for 2014–16.

Australian artists and companies are recognised internationally in both the arts and disability 
fields – pushing boundaries and inventing new and exciting artistic forms. We acknowledge the 
significant contribution that artists with disability make to Australia’s cultural landscape and believe 
that all Australians should have the right to enjoy, participate in and contribute to the arts1.This plan 
reinforces our commitment to these areas and also an aspiration to enable equal and full access to 
our funding programs.  

In a much broader sense, this is a pivotal moment in terms of government action to support people 
with disability. Following several years of discussion and planning, on 1 July 2013 the first stage of the 
National Disability Insurance Scheme was rolled out. The National Disability Insurance Scheme is the 
new way of providing individualised support for people with permanent and significant disability, their 
families and carers.  
 
The Australia Council is committed to playing its own part in this time of change. It is fortuitous 
that the Disability Action Plan coincides with an exciting period in our organisation’s history with a 
significant reform process currently underway. This provides a perfect opportunity for us to embed the 
intent of this plan into our organisation’s core business and culture.  

We aspire to be a disability confident organisation and a leader that demonstrates best practice in 
this area. This plan builds on the Australia Council’s previous work in this area and represents further 
advancement in thinking and actions. It outlines a range of principles and actions we have committed 
to over the next triennium. The focus areas are Leadership, Accessibility and Arts Practice. 

I’d like to acknowledge the artists, artsworkers and staff members who contributed to the 
development of this plan throughout our consultation process. While publishing this plan represents 
a significant milestone, we also have a commitment to engaging in further discussions across this 
important area. A continuing and responsive dialogue with the arts and disability sectors will play a 
critical role in realising the aspirations outlined in this plan.
 
Tony Grybowski  
Chief Executive Officer 
Australia Council for the Arts

‘Art functions within human experience in many ways, but far too often the human experience of disability 
is appropriated or absent. It is time to defy current conventions and create the conditions for people with 
disability to thrive in the arts in Australia.’
Gaelle Mellis, disabled artist and 2012 Creative Australia Fellow
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Take up thy bed and Walk, Gaelle Mellis 2012 
Presented by Vitalstatistic, Photo credit: Heath Britton
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Introduction   
Australia Council for the Arts 
The Australia Council is the Australian Government’s principal arts funding and advisory body. The 
Australia Council’s mission is to support the creation, presentation and appreciation of distinctive 
cultural works by providing assistance to Australian artists and making their works accessible to the 
public. The Australia Council plays a crucial role in supporting artists and arts organisations to create 
and present their work, improve and develop their skills, and tour and promote their work to wider 
audiences. It also develops new audiences for the arts nationally and internationally, and promotes 
an appreciation of the value of the arts to Australians. The Council’s national focus reflects the culture 
and creativity of both regional and urban communities and honours its statutory obligation to ensure 
access to, and participation in, the arts by all Australians. The Council’s overarching guiding principle 
is the support of artistic excellence through the arm’s length, peer review of grants to artists and arts 
organisations. The Australia Council invested over $174.8 million in artists and arts organisations 
across Australia in 2012–13. This funding enabled artists to create 8,856 new works in 2012–13 and 
to present, perform, publish or exhibit 7,034 new works. 
 

The Cultural Engagement Framework
In 2007, the Australia Council announced the Cultural Engagement Framework (CEF) which 
encompasses a range of policies, strategies and programs aimed at ensuring equity of access to 
the Council’s grants and initiatives. The guiding principles of the CEF are diversity, dialogue, artistic 
excellence, inclusiveness, belonging, community building and identity. The focus of the CEF is on five 
specific cohorts: 

•	 People with disability
•	 Indigenous Australians
•	 Cultural diversity
•	 Young people 
•	 Regional 

 
In December 2010, the Australia Council decided that responsibility for delivering the CEF should be 
shared across all sections of the organisation, championed and led by the Executive team and the 
CEO. Executive team members continue to be assigned responsibility for each of the CEF areas and 
the CEO has overarching responsibility.

No Strings Attached Theatre of Disability performers in Sons & Mothers by Alirio Zavarce.   
L-R Richard Samai (partially hidden), Damien Turbin, Duncan Luke, Alirio Zavarce, Kym Mackenzie, Ryan Rowland.Sarah Walker

Courtesy of (name of the organization/person who has
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Future directions
In December 2011, it was announced that a Review of the Australia Council would be undertaken 
to ‘establish a clearly expressed mandate for the Australia Council that allows it to be responsive, 
innovative and relevant in the 21st century policy and arts environment’. The Review was also asked 
to look at an improved governance and administrative model for the Australia Council. In May 2012 
the Review of the Australia Council was released and has led to significant structural and strategic 
change, including a $75.3 million increase in funding over four years in order for the Australia Council 
to implement these reforms. This funding was confirmed in the 2013–14 Federal Budget, seeing 
the Australia Council’s annual appropriation approach $223 million over the forward estimates. On 
1 July 2013 the new Australia Council Act 2013 commenced, outlining the functions of the Australia 
Council. 

Following on from these sweeping reforms, the Australia Council is going through a significant and 
exciting period of change and renewal. The development of a five year strategic plan is currently 
underway to deliver a long-term vision for the Australia Council. A comprehensive review of all grants 
is being undertaken to introduce a new, streamlined and more strategically responsive model for 
the Australia Council’s grants program in 2015. A new peer assessment panel structure is being 
progressively implemented to provide more flexibility to establish panels with diverse expertise 
and representation to respond to changes in art form practice. Sector Strategy Panels have been 
established to provide advice to the Australia Council Board on sector specific strategy. Finally, 
additional funding is being used to support excellence in existing artform area budgets and to meet 
funding gaps in priority policy areas. Each of these initiatives also presents an opportunity for the 
Australia Council to incorporate policies, strategies and programs to ensure equity of access to the 
Council’s funding through the Cultural Engagement Framework. 

Left to Right: Danielle Bergman, Brenden Borellin, Georgia Knoll, Sam Miller, Tony Moore, Matthew Deane.  
Photographer: Steve Mayer-Miller 
Image Courtesy of Crossroads Arts
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Disability Action Plan  
 
What is a Disability Action Plan?
According to the Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) of Australia, a Disability Action Plan 
(DAP) is a way for organisations to plan the elimination, as far as possible, of disability discrimination 
from the provision of its goods, services and facilities. 

Developing and implementing a DAP is a voluntary, proactive approach for organisations to comply 
with the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) and to make organisations or events as accessible, 
welcoming and inclusive as possible. 

The best DAPs are the ones that make sure every single team member is involved in identifying and 
removing access barriers. They cover all the different ways that people with disability could engage 
with an organisation: as audiences, staff members, volunteers, trustees, artists or participants. They 
include details on how each of those areas could be made more accessible, when it will happen, and 
who is responsible for getting it done 2. 

 
Disability and Accessibility 

Vision 
Our vision is to be a disability confident and competent organisation.

The Australia Council for the Arts strives to be a leading innovator in the area of disability and 
accessibility. We are dedicated to supporting artists and artsworkers with disability to access the 
full resources available through the Australia Council. We will implement innovative good practice in 
accessibility throughout our programs and initiatives.

Principles 
We are committed to the following principles:

•	 A person-centred approach to service delivery
•	 Ensuring accessibility is part of business as usual
•	 Working in partnership with disability arts organisations and artists to improve access 

across the arts sector
•	 Increasing funding opportunities for artists with disability, 
•	 Raising the profile of disability arts in Australia.

Super Discount, Brian Tilley and David Woods 2013 
Photo credit: Jeff Busby, Image Courtesy of Back to Back Theatre
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Goals   

Our plan focuses on the following three goals:

•	 Leadership 
There are some strong leaders with disability who work within the arts and disability, 
Disability Arts and Deaf Arts spaces. The Australia Council acknowledge current leaders 
and will provide further opportunities and encouragement to people with disability to fulfill 
their potential as future leaders, to contribute both within and beyond the arts and disability 
sector. 
 
The Australia Council aspires to be a leader in the area of disability, arts and accessibility 
practices. We appreciate diversity and acknowledge the value of the representation of 
people with disability in leadership positions, across our workforce, governance and in 
our stakeholder groups. We are committed to removing barriers that people with disability 
face when accessing opportunities. We aim to be an example of good practice for other 
organisations to follow in terms of how we engage with people with disability and benefit 
from their expertise. 

•	 Accessibility 
People with disability have rights to equal access and the Australia Council is committed 
to improving access across all areas of our organisation. As we embark on a significant 
period of change across our organisation, this is an opportune time to consider accessibility 
in the re-design of our funding structures, systems and processes, building space, human 
resources and communications approach. Over the next three years, we will be particularly 
focused on improving the following forms of access: physical, intellectual, attitudinal and 
communications. 

•	 Arts Practice 
Australia is proud of our recognised artists with disability who are regularly invited to perform 
on the world stage. Our artists and companies are acknowledged locally, nationally and 
internationally as leaders in both the arts and disability fields across a range of different 
areas of artform practice. We are conscious of the different types of disability arts practices 
and how disability may influence work. The artistic resources, cultural capital and potential 
of artists with disability need to be fostered and unleashed to further contribute to 
Australia’s cultural narrative. We aim to assist in doing this by increasing access to funding 
opportunities and awareness raising through promotion and advocacy.

“Disability” results from the interaction between persons with impairments, conditions or illnesses 
and the environmental and attitudinal barriers they face. Such impairments, conditions or illnesses 
may be permanent, temporary, intermittent or imputed, and include those that are physical, sensory, 
psychosocial, neurological, medical or intellectual.    
 
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
13 December 2006
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Data Profile 

The Social Model of disability distinguishes between the impairment of the person (the condition, 
illness or loss/lack of function) and disability (the barriers and discrimination created by society). 
These barriers are seen as being the disabling factor which prevent or limit opportunities, for example; 
attitudes/discrimination and physical environment. Disability may be permanent or temporary, and is 
often not visible. 
 
Mental health is included in this definition, however, not everyone who is diagnosed with a mental 
health condition identifies as having disability. According to the latest ABS National Health Survey 3, 
of the 1.8 million people of working age with mental illness in Australia, less than half (43 percent) 
reported having a disability.  
 
The term ‘disability’ can also include deaf or hard of hearing people. The Deaf community may not 
always identify as having disability or impairment, and may identify as part of a cultural and linguistic 
group with their first language being Auslan (Australian Sign Language)4.  
 
Language and Terminology5 
It is recommended to use ‘person with disability’ to recognise that disability is one aspect of a 
person’s life and does not determine who they are.

The word ‘disability’ in its Social Model context means that someone has been disabled by barriers 
or discrimination, not by their impairments. The term comes from a position of putting the person 
first and is the one most commonly used in Australia. It is also similar to the term used in the UN 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

Other terms commonly used in Australia include: ‘disabled people’, ‘people experiencing disability’ 
and ‘people living with disability’. All of these also use the words ‘disabled’ or ‘disability’ to refer to 
barriers instead of impairments. It is not recommended to use the terms ‘person with a disability’ 
or ‘person with disabilities’, because these may imply a certain number of impairments rather than 
focussing on barriers. 

Disability Arts is artwork made by people with disability that comes from an experience of being 
disabled and that has references to disability. Not all artists with disability make work about this 
experience, and not all choose to identify with the Disability Art movement. Arts and Disability is 
a much bigger field that includes people with disability in all areas of the arts. The Disability Arts 
movement is a small but important part of this.

There is significant overlap between the Arts and Disability and Arts and Health sectors, but a number 
of key differences as well. Disability is just one aspect of the arts and health mandate, and arts 
activities that improve health are just one part of the arts and disability remit. The end product of Arts 
and Health work is health and wellbeing. The end product of Arts and Disability work is access and 
inclusion.

Identification and Disclosure6 

We respect that it is a personal choice whether or not to identify as a person with disability, and also 
to whom, when and how a person may choose to disclose this information. We are developing an 
organisational culture and environment where people with disability feel comfortable that they will 
not be treated less favourably if they choose to disclose this information. This factor influences our 
statistics regarding numbers of applicants, panel members and staff with disability that we engage 
with and it is therefore difficult to reflect this information with precise accuracy.
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Disability in Australian Society7 

•	 Almost 1 in 5 Australians experience a disability, that’s around 4 million people.
•	 Fifty four percent of people with disability (aged 15 to 64) participate in the Australian 

labour force, in comparison with 83 percent of people without disability. This is an issue 
that needs to be addressed. 

•	 The likelihood of conditions that cause disability increases with age; currently 52 percent of 
people aged 60 years and over have disability.

 
In the Arts8:

•	 Fifty five percent of people with disability working in the arts are self-employed.
•	 Ten percent of practising professional artists identify with having a disability9.
•	 Approximately 60 percent of arts and cultural organisations report that they have  

interviewed and appointed a person with disability for a job. 
•	 Less than 40 percent of cultural organisations currently have a Disability Action Plan (DAP) 

or Disability Access Inclusion Plan (DAIP).

Rudely Interrupted 
Photo credit: Chrissie Francie
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Context  
National Arts and Disability Strategy10 
In 2009 the Cultural Ministers Council agreed on a National Arts and Disability Strategy (NADS) to 
improve access and participation in cultural and arts activities by people with disability. 
Ministers agreed on four priority areas for action. These are:

•	 Addressing barriers to access and participation
•	 Supporting artistic and cultural practice amongst those with a disability
•	 Developing audiences for disability arts companies and individual artists and
•	 Improving policy development and planning within governments. 

A review of the first three years of the NADS was undertaken recently and was discussed by the 
Meeting of Cultural Ministers in November 2013. A report on this review will be available shortly on 
the Meeting of Cultural Ministers website. 

National Disability Strategy10 
The Council of Australian Governments has released a National Disability Strategy 2010–2020 (NDS)
to ensure that people with disability maximise their potential and participate as equal citizens in 
Australia. 

The purpose of the NDS is to:

•	 establish a high level policy framework to give coherence to, and guide government 
activity across mainstream and disability-specific areas of public policy 

•	 drive improved performance of mainstream services in delivering outcomes for people with 
disability 

•	 give visibility to disability issues and ensure they are included in the development and 
implementation of all public policy that impacts on people with disability

•	 provide national leadership toward greater inclusion of people with disability.

Photo credit: Tralala Blip live at Liquid Architecture
Courtesy of Tralala Blip

http://www.cmc.gov.au/publications
http://www.facs.gov.au/sa/disability


11

National Disability Insurance Scheme11 
The National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) is a new national scheme designed to help 
improve disability services and provide greater control and decision making to people with disability 
in Australia. The roll out of this scheme commenced in July 2013 in four selected locations across 
Australia, which will provide experience and evidence to inform the future implementation nationally. 
 
The NDIS will include a comprehensive information and referral service to help people with disability 
who need access to mainstream, disability and community support. For people who have a 
permanent disability that impacts on their life, the scheme will provide long term, high quality support. 
 
It will also include intensive early intervention, particularly where there is good evidence it will 
substantially improve or arrest a decline in functioning. People will be able to decide for themselves 
how to manage their care and support, and choose how they want to manage their supports 
 
The level of individual funding and support will be directly related to addressing the impact of a 
disability on that person’s functioning in key areas of life. An eligible person would be funded on an 
annual basis to purchase services, aids and equipment from a variety of providers. As a person’s 
circumstances or condition changes, they will be able to apply to have their funded plan adjusted 
accordingly.  
It will be particularly interesting to watch the roll out of the NDIS as it relates to people in an arts context.	

ET and Friends, Digby E Webster 
Photo credit: Will Taylor 



12

Plan Development 

In developing the Disability Action Plan 2014-2016, we aimed to build upon the achievements of 
the Australia Council for the Arts in this area as a result of the Arts and Disability Action Plan 2011-
2013. The 2014-2016 Plan was developed in consultation with internal and external stakeholders, 
including the Australia Council’s Access Champions group (a collection of advocates drawn from staff 
across our organisation), leaders in the arts and disability sectors, and contractors with legislative and 
technical expertise. The consultation identified remaining access barriers and explored current trends 
and best practice in the area of disability and access.

Internal consultation 
From September to October 2013, the Access Champions group organised three one-hour 
lunchtime panel session with leading artists, artsworkers and industry experts to gather ideas and 
raise awareness amongst staff of good practice in arts and disability in Australia and globally. Each 
panel session focused on one of the three broad themes underpinning the Disability and Accessibility 
Action Plan 2014-2016 – Leadership, Accessibility and Arts Practice. The sessions were facilitated 
by Disability Coordinator, Morwenna Collett and overseen by the CEO, Tony Grybowski, who is the 
Executive Team Champion overseeing the Disability Action Plan. Sessions were filmed and will be 
uploaded to the Australia Council’s website. Following the panel sessions, the Access Champions 
group met with panelists to workshop ideas raised in the discussion and develop content for the 
Disability Action Plan. Panelists were to provide feedback in a ‘critical friend’ capacity to advise the 
Australia Council on its Disability Action Plan. 

•	 Session 1 – Leadership 
Panelists: Emma Bennison, Arts Access Australia; Gaelle Mellis, Creative Australia Fellow. 

•	 Session 2 – Accessibility 
Panelists: Lisa Herrod, Inclusive UX; Alex Jones, Al Media; Bruce Maguire, Vision Australia; Jenny 
Spinak, Sydney Opera House. 

•	 Session 3 – Arts Practice 
Panelists: Michelle Ryan, Restless Dance Theatre; Siena Balakrishnan, Milk Crate Theatre; Alice 
Nash, Back to Back Theatre; Scott Trevelyan, Willowbank Studio. 

A fourth internal workshop for the Access Champions group was held in early October to finalise 
the content of the Disability Action Plan 2014-2016. Participants were asked to nominate their 
priority actions for each of the three themes – Leadership, Accessibility and Arts Practice. Activities 
that centred on communications, service delivery, funding opportunities and promotion of the arts 
emerged as consistent actions across the Access Champions group.
 
External consultation
The Australia Council for the Arts is a part of the National Arts and Disability Strategy Working Group 
and has been engaged in ongoing consultation with representatives from all states and territories 
with regard to the implementation of this Strategy. In the course of developing the Disability Action 
Plan 2014-2016, members of staff attended events such as the International Convening of Thought 
Leaders in Theatre, Dance, Disability, Education and Inclusion (September 2012, Washington DC) the 
Arts Activated Conference (October 2012, Sydney), the Arts and Disability Meeting Place organised 
by Arts Access Australia (June 2013, Hobart) and Arts Access Victoria’s Beyond Tolerance Forum 
(July 2013, Melbourne). At these events, we networked with the sector and presented on our work in 
the arts and disability space. Most importantly, at these events, we listened to artists and artsworkers, 
and heard leaders talk about the achievements and opportunities for growth in the arts and disability 
sector.
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Legislation and standards
In developing this plan, we also reviewed the relevant legislation and Australian and international 
standards concerning disability and accessibility. Australian and international legislation outlines 
specific responsibilities and duties that directly impact the Australia Council’s mandate and 
operations, as well as the many arts organisations and artists we support, including:

•	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2006
•	 Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) 1992
•	 Commonwealth Disability Discrimination and other Human Rights Legislation Amendment 

Bill 2009
•	 National Mental Health and Disability Employment Strategy 2009
•	 Disability (Access to Premises – Buildings) Standards 2010
•	 National Arts and Disability Strategy 2009
•	 National Disability Strategy 2010-2020
•	 World Wide Web Consortium (W3C)’s Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG)
•	 NSW Anti-Discrimination Act 1977
•	 NSW Disability Service Act 1993
•	 Other Australian state and territory legislations that apply to artists, arts organisations and 

projects that are supported by the Australia Council

We also considered good practice examples as exemplified by the Arts Council England, Canada 
Council, Creative New Zealand and Sydney Opera House.We would like to sincerely thank all those 
who took part in the consultation and plan development process. The Australia Council for the Arts 
will continue to build strong relationships and work collaboratively with our partners in the arts and 
disability sectors throughout the life of this plan. 

Kyra Krymton, Restless Dance Theatre 
Photo credit: Sam Oyster 
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Past Achievements  
The previous iteration of this Plan, the Arts and Disability Action Plan 2011-2013, focused on the 
following areas: 

•	 Fostering a workplace culture that is responsive and inclusive of people with disability 
•	 Taking a leadership role in increasing awareness of artists and disability issues 
•	 Improving access to our programs, services and built environment for people with disability
•	 Improving the Australia Council’s communications and promotions relating to arts and 

disability  

Key highlights of the 2011–13 plan included:
•	 The establishment of an Access Champions group, which is a group of staff advocates who 

are vital to the development and implementation of the Disability Action Plans and represent 
all sections of Council and approximately 20% of total staff. 

•	 Showcasing the professional achievements of artists with disability through a partnership 
with Accessible Arts NSW to deliver a multi-artform exhibition and series of artist talks, 
entitled Practice in Motion. This was curated by Jennifer Stockins, took place in the Australia 
Council’s Rover Thomas Auditorium in Surry Hills between September-December 2012 and 
was part of the artistic program of the Arts Activated Conference 2012.

•	 Increasing access to government funding to artists with disability through the provision 
of funding to Arts Access Australia to establish the Cultivate program in 2011, which 
supported professional development activity for artists with disability. 

•	 Undertaking accessibility audits of both our website and online grants system, and 
commenced implementing the recommendations 

•	 Participating in national and international events such as the International Convening of 
Thought Leaders in Theatre, Dance, Disability, Education and Inclusion (September 2012, 
Washington DC) the Arts Activated Conference (October 2012, Sydney), the Arts and 
Disability Meeting Place organised by Arts Access Australia (June 2013, Hobart) and Arts 
Access Victoria’s Beyond Tolerance Forum (July 2013, Melbourne). 

For further information, please see the Arts and Disability Action Plan 2011-2013 report, which will be 
published on the Australia Council’s website by 31 December 2013 at  
www.australiacouncil.gov.au/about/strategies-policies/cultural_engagement_framework/disability

Monitoring and Review  
This Disability Action Plan will be lodged with the Australian Human Rights Commission to increase its 
public availability and provide an example that other organisations may follow.

The Plan’s implementation will be monitored and supported by the Disability Executive Team 
Champion, the Disability Coordinator, and the Access Champions group. The delivery of the plan will 
be undertaken by staff across all areas of the Australia Council. 

The CEO will ensure that progress towards the outcomes in the plan are reviewed and reported on 
through regular updates to the Australia Council Board, a yearly update in the Annual Report and the 
publication of an annual progress report on implementation to date

Feedback from our clients, staff and arts and disability organisations we work with will also be used to 
inform the success of the plan’s outcomes. 

The plan will be available on our website in a range of different formats, including MS Word and audio 
file versions. Alternative formats are available on request. Please contact our Communications team 
to discuss your specific requirements. 

Email   comms@australiacouncil.gov.au 
Telephone  +61 (0)2 9215 9199 or Toll Free 1800 226 912

 

http://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/about/strategies-policies/cultural_engagement_framework/disability
mailto:comms@australiacouncil.gov.au
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Outcome Areas 
This Plan has prioritised strategies and actions that are realistic and achievable in our current resource 
and operating environments, while offering the greatest benefits to people with disability. Through the 
delivery of these actions, there will be flow on benefits to all Australians in general, in and outside our 
organisation. 

We are focusing our actions on three key goal areas – Leadership, Accessibility and Arts Practice.

The initiatives contained in the plan will deliver benefits for everyone as well as demonstrate to the 
community that improving accessibility and experiences for people with disability is an ongoing 
organisational commitment. 
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