By Andrew Zeiger

istorically, people with disabilities in the United States
have had low levels of labor market participation and high
unemployment levels. Starting in 1982, the AHTA began
receiving federal grant funding to improve employment and train-
ing opportunities in horticulture careers for the disabled through an
innovative job development and job creation program (Davis, 1992).

Census data from the 1980s indicated that the labor participation
rate of the 13.4 million Americans with disabilities was 31.6%,
compared to 78.9% among the 142.2 million Americans without
a disability. Additionally, only 18.2% of the 13.4 million Americans
with disabilities were employed full time. A 1980's Louis Harris
Poll, which surveyed people with disabilities, indicated that over
two-thirds of respondents said they would like to find work (Int. Ctr.
For Disabled, 1987). When asked about barriers to employment, re-
spondents mentioned employer attitudes, lack of appropriate jobs,
insufficient education and training, lack of accessible transporta-
tion, and lack of necessary equipment or devices.

In response to these barriers, the AHTA employment programs
were designed to provide education and support specifically to
the horticulture industry. In total, five employment projects were
grant-funded and completed. The first program, entitled Horticul-
ture Hiring the Disabled (HHD), established educational materials
as well as national and regional advisory councils composed of
leaders across the horticulture industry. Project HIRE, the second
program, created marketing materials to employ workers with dis-
abilities. Project Plantwork was then established to demonstrate
how incentives such as employer wage subsidies and personnel
assistance could facilitate employment. Project HHD-Transitions
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was established to demonstrate a model for how young adults with
developmental disabilities could be prepared for employment. The
last program, Project Access, created an industry-based matching
and screening process to employ Social Security Disability Insur-
ance beneficiaries within the horticulture industry.

The AHTA employment projects ran between 1982 and 1998 and
resulted in the placement of 2269 people with disabilities within the
horticulture industry. The projects demonstrated that the horticul-
ture industry offers many job opportunities for people with disabil-
ities and that horticulture employers are receptive to hiring people
with disabilities.
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