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OPENING BY QUEENSLAND MINISTER FOR DISABILITY SERVICES AND MULTICULTURAL AFFAIRS

Chris Laine, ABF Director and Treasurer and Guide Dogs Queensland CEO, introduced the Honourable Annastacia Palaszczuk, Queensland Minister for Disability Services and Multicultural Affairs, and highlighted the Minister’s educational and political background and her current priorities:
· developing a framework for disability services in Queensland for the next ten years

· implementing the Cater reforms

· focusing on early intervention particularly for children with disability

· promoting multicultural partnerships and strengthening multiculturalism in Queensland
Minister Palaszczuk said there are 38,000 people in Queensland who are blind or vision impaired. She acknowledged the valuable work done by Guide Dogs Queensland, Vision Australia and the Queensland Braille Writing Association and stated that the Queensland Government provides $1.4 million in financial support to members of the ABF in Queensland.
The Minister said that the new Queensland Guide, Hearing and Assistance Dog Act (http://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/LEGISLTN/ACTS/2009/09AC004.pdf), will require assistance dogs to be certified and to pass a public access test to ensure they are safe and effective in a public place or public passenger vehicle, and able to be controlled by a handler in all situations. After raising the issue of accrediting assistance dogs at a recent CSDMC (Community and Disability Services’ Ministers Conference) meeting, she understands that all States/Territories are now considering similar legislation across Australia.
Queensland disability services are being reviewed to determine how they deliver services and how more people could be covered. For example, the deaf community in Townsville had had no translation service until $150,000, announced during Hearing Week, was allocated to the benefit of 100 people.

New accommodation to benefit ageing carers of people with disability is being built across Queensland with funds of $10 million but more is needed. HACC services will benefit from Commonwealth and State funds of $36 million.

The Minister congratulated the ‘Blue Skies’ initiative involving fifteen key community and advocacy groups (including Valmae Rose of NDS Queensland) that will lead to a departmental restructure plan being submitted to Cabinet for consideration. ‘Blue Skies’ (http://www.blue-skies.info/) is a visionary approach focusing on the treatment of people with disability rather just on government and its deficits.
REPORT OF THE ABF CHAIR
In speaking to his report (Attachment A), Andrew Daly drew attention to a number of items. He recommended that the existing Policy Subcommittees established last year continue to function in the current year, so that the process of policy development and preparation of submissions does not slow. He acknowledged the work of Margaret Verick and the distribution of the invaluable ABF/NDS Updates. 

As Chair of the Employment Subcommittee he is particularly concerned that Australia wide, 63 per cent of people who are blind or vision impaired are actively looking for work while 70 per cent are unemployed.

The Workshop on Wayfinding, hosted by The Royal Society for the Blind (RSB) in Adelaide on 25 September, resulted in a strategic plan being developed and distributed to participants and ABF members for comment.

The collection by RSB of national Emergency Bushfire Information, its transcription into accessible formats and placement on the ABF website was well received.
The Equipment Recycling Scheme for the WBU Asia Pacific Region, led by Australia, needs to be re-energised so that more equipment is made available for the benefit of more people in the region benefit. If agreed, each ABF member will be asked to donate a sum such as $150 to purchase plastic magnifiers for people such as Frances Gentle to distribute in the Pacific.

The ABF is unique as it brings together both service providers and consumers. The relationship with NDS is another coup that is working well under the memorandum of understanding, which is due to be renegotiated in 2010.


REPORTS FROM CHAIRS OF ABF POLICY SUBCOMMITTEES

Access to Equipment
Chris Laine reported that the Subcommittee had reviewed the Terms of Reference and agreed to continue to use them to guide its work. The ABF policy adopted by the Board had called for a solution by 2010. However, the National Disability Agreement aims to achieve a national ‘harmonised’ approach to the provision of equipment by the end of 2012. The Subcommittee believes that this timeframe is not acceptable and needs to be challenged by the ABF. Proposed amendments to the existing policy include making it more succinct and updating costs. 
Access to Information
Gerard Menses reported that the Subcommittee had refreshed its membership and the Terms of Reference. There is strong support for the establishment of a national repository to eradicate duplication and to ask for government funding for that purpose (as occurs in other countries). Another aim is to achieve greater consistency in the production of alternative formats and key standards. He emphasised it is important that the sector works together and gives consistent messages to government to bring this about.
Gerard thanked Helen Daniels of the Attorney-General’s Department for her work with the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO). He noted that the World Blind Union is pushing for a treaty with WIPO for access to content without breaching copyright rules.
Julie Rae, General Manager, Community Information Access with Vision Australia, has been appointed by IFLA (International Federation of Library Associations) as Chair of the Libraries Serving Persons with Print Disabilities (LPD) Section for two years. Copyright freedom is essential if a global library is to be created. The LPD Section is actively involved with the WBU and the IFLA Section on Copyright with relation to the current WIPO Treaty. Ron McCallum is the Rapporteur on the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability Committee. The Australian Human Rights Commissioner, Graeme Innes, is also taking up this issue.

Gerard thanked Julie Rae for chairing recent Subcommittee meetings and advised that he has stepped down from the Subcommittee and the ABF Board.

Access to Premises

Margaret Verick reported that the Subcommittee’s first task was to prepare a detailed submission to the Inquiry on the Draft Disability (Access to Premises – Buildings) Standards. She paid tribute to the significant expertise of the Subcommittee members – Margaret Brown, Jane Bryce, Bashir Ebrahim, Jeremy Hill, Caroline Lewis, Robyn McKenzie, Jennifer Moon and Tony Starkey – that had enabled the detailed, technical submission to be made. 
The Inquiry report findings in relation to wayfinding were unsatisfactory and lead to the ABF Workshop on Wayfinding hosted by RSB in Adelaide on 25 September.

The Subcommittee then prepared submissions on the Harmonisation of Disability Parking Scheme in Australia and the Draft Guideline for Assessing Compliance of Bus Stops with the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport 2002. It had been decided to delay the development of an ABF policy on Access to Premises to focus on making these submissions.
Braille Literacy and Numeracy
Michael Simpson, who had chaired recent Subcommittee meetings in Gerard Menses’s absence, advised that the Subcommittee has now established links with Round Table on Information Access for People with Print Disabilities and the Australian Braille Authority. The policy had been revised and adopted by the Board in Mary 2009.
Education and Children’s Services
Jan North reported that the Subcommittee had met a few times and rewritten the policy to align it with similar other policies, including SPEVI’s, so that a consistent voice can be taken to government. The Board is yet to consider the revised policy.
Employment
Andrew Daly reported that the Subcommittee had focused on the analysis of information from DEEWR regarding both the participation and placement rates within Job Services Australia (JSA) of people who are blind or vision impaired. As a result of the significant disparity within Australia, the Subcommittee developed a strategy which included:

· Commencement of the creation of an information brochure (Step) for students leaving secondary school

· Details of all secondary school career counsellors for the ABF website

· An application for funding to DEEWR as a joint venture with NDS to create an electronic information resource on the ABF website to assist generic JSA members and people who are blind or vision impaired
· Letters to all relevant federal and state ministers seeking information on current policies and strategies to employ people who are blind or vision impaired in the public sector

· Abstracts of presentations to both the NDS and ACE employment conferences (due to late lodgement, they were not accepted but can be presented in time next year)
National Vision Loss Rehabilitation Services Strategy
Andrew Daly reported that the Subcommittee had met once, when Dennis Moir chaired the meeting in his absence. Letters had been written to Minister Jenny Macklin and Parliamentary Secretary Bill Shorten seeking information on progress of the strategy by the Department’s working party. Responses to both letters are still awaited. The Chair recommended that the current Subcommittee continue.
ABF AND NDS WORKING TOGETHER ON NATIONAL ISSUES
The Chair welcomed Dr Ken Baker, NDS Chief Executive. Dr Baker said that the relationship between NDS and the ABF was working well, particularly as it allows the ABF to position its issues within the larger and very complex policy agenda.
Sector reform
The key message is that there are promising signs of national progress but there’s a long way to go. Fundamental reform is needed and the disability sector needs to develop a coherent voice based on good research. He highlighted:
· The Productivity Commission released a report on the not-for-profit (NFP) sector reform agenda yesterday seeking responses by end November 2009. 
· Although the sector contributed $43 billion to GDP in 2006-07 it is largely unrecognised and unheard by government.

· The report recommends reviewing tax concessions and fringe benefits (Henry Review) against the claims of ‘unfair advantage’ from the for-profit sector and ‘rorting’ by employees in public hospitals.
· The report calls for an integrated approach to reform that builds knowledge systems; establishes clearer governance and accountability and a single registration and tax endorsement point; social innovation through a government fund that matches NFP funds; relationship with government tailored to type of service delivered; establishes a central agency in Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet for NFP engagement that has a vision for the future.

· Workforce shortages and OHS issues also present challenges.
· Dr Rhonda Galbally, in her recent address to the National Press Club on behalf of the National People with Disability and Carer Council, focused on the report ‘Shut Out’ and its powerful stories of the lives of people with disability that resulted from consultation with 2500 people and 700 written submissions.

· ‘Who Cares?’ the report of an inquiry into better support for carers, detailed a broken and broke service system.
· COAG working group is considering streamlining legislation such as fundraising acts
· The National Compact will go to Cabinet before the end of 2009 for high level principles to be signed off

· National Roundtable of Nonprofit Organisations (http://www.nonprofitroundtable.org.au//AM/Template.cfm?Section=Home1) has credibility but no resources or staff and is aiming to revamp its structure 

National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS)
The ‘big idea’ pushed by NDS over a number of years is the entitlement of people with disability to receive long-term support under a proposed NDIS (http://www.ndis.org.au/), an idea that is as big as Medicare and superannuation. The NDIS has already gained support from diverse sectors: The Australian; Australian Medical Association; ACTU; Australian Labor Party; Tasmanian Liberals, Labor and Greens; National People with Disability and Carer Council; state government officials; Alan Jones. While there’s no guarantee of success, there are good signs. The next step will see the Australian Government seek Cabinet approval to commission a feasibility study over the next eighteen months. Issues papers are expected to be released for community response. The aim is to seek community support, not debate a new tax. At the NDS 2009 CEO Meeting, a campaign framework will be presented.

National Disability Strategy (NDS)
This is still under development and requires a whole of government (Commonwealth, States and Territories) approach that takes into account the rights of people with disability and their access to services. A reference group consists of officials from all governments and the National People with Disability and Carer Council. Key risks are the NDS being watered down because of a tight 2010-2011 federal budget and the possibility the Commonwealth may hand the NDS’s development to state and territories, which not may deliver what is needed.
Employment

The Australian Government’s National Mental Health and Disability Employment Strategy, which incorporates six principles and various actions, provides a good platform but more has to be done.  
The Australian Government, when it recently announced the final model for the new Disability Employment Services and details of purchasing arrangements, released an information paper on Invitation to Treat (ITT) (http://www.workplace.gov.au/workplace/Publications/Purchasing/DisabilityEmploymentServices(DES)/InvitationtoTreat.htm). The objective of the ITT is to minimise disruption and uncertainty for participants and employers currently accessing services from DEN providers. The Disability Employment Services ITT gives all DEN providers the opportunity to offer to deliver Program B services under the Disability Employment Services Deed 2010–2012 without the need to tender. NDS considers this to be a good move. However, there are significant risks in moving clients to new services; replacing a service provider is no guarantee that the relationship between a new provider and employees can be rebuilt. At the end of the three-year contract there is no guarantee that government will go to tender. It is considered that those providers with less than three stars will have to lift their game and peak bodies will provide some support to their members to do this. Under the Star Rating System it is considered unfair that benchmarks keep changing and these are being reviewed. A new emphasis on technical assistance is expected.

It was acknowledged that it becomes difficult for people from a low incidence group such as blindness and vision impairment when employment services are broken down into types.
Pension

The increase in pensions in the last federal budget came into effect on 1 July 2009 along with a taper rate change from 40 to 50 cents. Work bonuses to compensate are denied recipients of the DSP and Carer Payment. NDS has written to the Commonwealth about its concerns but has not yet received a response.
National Disability Agreement (NDA)

The first five-year NDA, signed in December 2008, is a significant improvement on the CSTDA. One priority area relates to the provision of assistive technology equipment in recognition of the complete inadequacy of existing schemes. The Australian Government is moving to a nationally harmonised scheme by 2012 but there has been little movement to date. NDS has developed a set of principles to guide the reform.
There is slow progress on the reform of the Print Disability Services Program.

In September, the Australian Government agreed on an interim draft for the quality accreditation of service providers. One feature is independent monitoring and accreditation by a quality assurance system.
A National Disability Workforce Strategy is being developed by the University of Sydney. NDS has been pushing for this for some time and has a representative on the reference group. Minimum qualifications are an issue – NDS has now finalised its position.

NDS Sensory Disability Forum
The disability sector needs to speak with a united voice as division is seen as weakness by governments. The sector can still have robust debate before agreeing on a consistent approach. The Sensory Disability Forum on 16 September brought together representatives of the vision, hearing and speech communication sectors to explore common issues. Recurrent themes that emerged were access to information, assistive technology and education. Continuing to meet periodically to put common views on agreed issues was strongly supported by participants.

WHAT’S HAPPENING WITH COPYRIGHT?

Helen Daniels, Assistant Secretary, Copyright and Classification Policy in the Attorney-General’s Department (A-G’s), gave an update on Australia’s involvement with the development of the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) Treaty that aims to increase access for people who are blind or vision impaired. She outlined the unusual circumstances in which the proposed treaty was brought to WIPO (tabled in May by three South American countries). While there has been limited discussion, in Australia and New Zealand there will consultation with key stakeholders including authors and the blindness sector. It needs to be kept in mind that the Treaty is focused on developing countries rather than Australia where copyright law is ahead of many countries.
The Treaty will set copyright standards that balance the rights of performers, broadcasters and publishers while allowing easier access for people with vision loss. The new world of copyright created by the Treaty is already raising concern that options may be limited. Countries will be asked to provide national exceptions, which already exist in Australia. Questions include: how to define coverage; impact on copyright owner; cross-border responsibility; relationship between copyright and contract; and how the Treaty will work.
There’s some curiosity why vision loss has been chosen for particular attention rather than hearing impairment or intellectual disability. Helen said A-G’s were first addressing vision loss as it is convinced about the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired and want to address those in existing law.
A-G’s do not have the full picture of how copyright access works in Australia: 

· Does sharing occur across states and territories? 

· What changes would need to be made to allow this to happen? 

· Are current exceptions well set in the light of changing technology?

In the second decade Asia and Pacific Decade of Disabled Persons, access to information in the Pacific region is still a major issue. The ABF asked that A-G’s considers how Australian can achieve a flow-on effect to that region.

Helen will write to the ABF formally with a link to the last draft of the WIPO report.

ATO UPDATE: ARE PEOPLE WHO ARE BLIND OR VISION IMPAIRED GETTING THE TAX PACK ON TIME?

Trish Maluta, Director of the ATO’s Public Coordination, Marketing and Education, Micro Enterprises and Individuals, talked about the development of audio versions and why they arrive later than the standard Tax Pack. The process for the ATO to develop the audio Tax Pack includes a partnership with Vision Australia and the efforts of 30 ATO staff in Canberra, Hobart and Brisbane, plus others. 
Depending on the federal budget handed down in May, information may have to be changed in any one year, giving the ATO only a few weeks to update the standard Tax Pack before it is ready for printing and distribution to taxpayers on 1 July. Even minimal changes can have flow-on effects across many pages so each has to be checked to ensure the information is legally and technically sound so no inaccuracies exist. Once the paper products are ready, the challenge is to turn those hundreds of pages of material into the spoken word. Audio scripts are developed and checked for legal and technical soundness. Once editing has been done, the script goes to Vision Australia for recording in August. The recording is returned to the ATO for comparison with the written script and further checking by legal and technical experts. The aim is to get clearance by end August for production and, this year, the audio version was ready for distribution by 11 September. 

The ATO is aware that uptake of audio versions has been low but is not sure why this is so. Last year, while people who received the audio version late were given an extended deadline for lodging returns, the ATO is aiming to deliver the audio version at the same time as print. The ATO is now considering a different process after first speeding up its website and production of the paper content. It may be possible to make the Tax Pack information less specific to a particular year. The ATO will look at further developments two years into the current program, particularly investigating new technology that would circumvent the current lengthy process.
KEY ISSUES FROM MEMBERS

Snapshot of Australia’s World Leading MD Awareness Campaign

Julie Heraghty, CEO of Macular Degeneration Foundation (MDF) formed in 2001, said that Australia is acknowledged as a world leader in raising awareness of MD. Although MD is the leading cause of blindness and severe vision loss in Australia and affects 25 to 30 million people over 50 years of age in the western world, the awareness of the disease in Australia had been dangerously low. However, recent significant research indicated a massive increase in the Australian public’s awareness of MD over the last two years by 53 per cent from 47 per cent in February 2007 to 72 per cent in September 2009. At the start of this year’s worldwide (age-related) MD Week from 19 to 27 September, the MDF’s Galaxy poll has placed Australia as a world leader in public awareness of the disease (http://www.maculardegeneration.com.au/aus_aware_md_soars.aspx). 
More than 58 per cent of those aged 50 years and over have had their macula checked in the past two years, which has increased by 75 per cent since February 2007. Optometrists across the country are reporting that the MDF awareness campaign is driving those at-risk of MD not only to have their eyes tested but also to ask about their macula – a significant result.

Following the overwhelming success of the Vision Van’s 2008 and 2009 tours (http://www.maculardegeneration.com.au/vision_van_aus_tour_3.aspx), MDF will roll out a third. The Vision Van is a mobile screening unit providing free tests for AMD to people aged 50 and over.
Neurological Vision Loss

Margaret Brown, Manager of Community Services at Royal Society for the Blind of SA said that neurological vision loss is the ‘third wave’ of vision loss and people affected become inefficient and slow and miss objects on the affected side. Currently
· 27,000 Australians are hospitalised with traumatic brain injury

· 52,000 with a diagnosis of stroke

· 15,163 with other non-traumatic Acquired Brain Injury 

· 30 per cent have an associated vision loss

· Homonymous Hemianopia is the medical term for a type of partial blindness resulting in a loss of vision in the same visual field of both eyes
Strategies for assessment included:

· Confrontation testing

· The Rivermead Behavioural Inattention Test (BIT) 

· Neuro Vision Technology Scanning Device

· Mobility Walk

Dynamic training focused on progression of environments:
· Quiet indoor 

· Semi structured

· Complex changing 

Department of Health and Ageing funding, commencing in 2007, enabled a single-blind randomised controlled trial of two groups, one offered standard intervention and the other NVT visual scanning therapy. Research partners with RSB are Neuro Vision Technology; Dr Celia Chen, Neuro – Ophthalmologist MBBS, MPH, FRANCO; Eye Consultants SA; and Department of Rehabilitation and Aged Care, Repatriation General Hospital. Results of the trial will be available January 2010.
Guide Dog and Puppy Educator Research

Chris Muldoon, Manager of RSB Guide Dog Services (RSBGDS), said that RSBGDS is the newest member of the International Federation of Guide Dog Schools. It has a small breeding program with 6 brood bitches, 5 stud dogs and 34 pups on scheme. The RSBGDS has trained 30 clients in the last 3.5 years and has a 6-month waiting list. The RSBGDS is committed to research to improve the quality of dogs and its service to clients. The RSBGDS in conjunction with the University of Adelaide is currently undertaking three pieces of academic research: 


1) Behavioural and physiological methods of predicting future success in RSB Guide Dog puppies – the aim of the research is to create a more accurate and early assessment of RSB Guide Dog Service puppies based on observing and determining correlations between physiological stress indicators and temperament in dogs.
2) A study exploring the relationship between attachment (human-animal-bond) and RSB Guide Dog puppy educators’ health to increase understanding of the relationship between companion animals and human health 
3) Depression and Guide Dog Mobility – blindness and vision loss are not the only effects on a person diagnosed with a having a functional loss of sight or blindness. There is, along with the loss of sight, an associated and consequent loss of independence and mobility. 
Finding a Way Forward for Wayfinding

Bashir Ebrahim, Manager Rehabilitation Services of Guide Dogs Queensland, reported on the ABF Workshop on Wayfinding hosted by RSB in Adelaide on 25 September. Members of the ABF Access to Premises Policy Subcommittee attended, along with others from the blindness sector, Standards Australia, Australian Human Rights Commission, TransAdelaide and Ross Sands Architects. The term ‘wayfinding’ was first coined in 1960 and is about universal design, not just signage and lifts.
The workshop agreed on the following definitions: 

· Wayfinding is the system which enables a person to proceed safely and independently through an environment from one point to another, in a dignified manner. It was noted that a wayfinding system must: define start and finish points; confirm present location and direction; identify potential hazards; and facilitate / enable safe escape in an emergency.
· A continuous path of travel of travel is an uninterrupted, detectable path of travel to, from or within a building, providing access to all required facilities.
Participants agreed that ABF / ABF Access Committee is the most appropriate body to lobby on the identified issues in line with the following aim and goals.
Aim:
· To ensure that people who are blind or vision impaired are able to independently and with dignity, safely orientate and navigate through built environments.
Goals:
· To advocate for the inclusion of wayfinding in the Access to Premises Standards, the Building Code of Australia and associated Australian Standards.

· Amend and enhance the current standards, including lighting, signage and luminance contrast, to include the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired.

· Identify and validate best practice in design for accessible premises for people who are blind or vision impaired.

· Create an information resource for stakeholders on both the legal requirements and best practice in design for people who are blind or vision impaired.

Notes of the Workshop on Wayfinding and the draft Wayfinding Strategy are available on request.
INTERNATIONAL

Report on World Blind Union (WBU)
Maryanne Diamond, President of the WBU, gave an update on the global work of the WBU. The resolutions of the Strategic Plan 2005–2008 adopted at all past general assemblies and the work that was in progress in the previous term plus other issues from a range of sources have been reviewed.
A pyramid ‘vision’ structure focuses on achievements over the next twenty years as well as the current strategic planning cycle of four years. The long-term, twenty-year vision is ‘a community where people who are blind or partially sighted are empowered to participate on an equal basis in any aspect of life they choose’. The plan has three strategic priorities and one enabling priority. 
The short-term, four-year vision has three parts that aim to move the WBU towards the realisation of its long term-vision:

1. That the WBU is recognised as the authentic voice representing blind and partially sighted persons at the international level.

2. That WBU members at all levels have the capacity and capability to deliver their programs.

3. That the WBU is recognised as an international source of information in matters related to vision impairment.

The bi-monthly E-Bulletin is the main vehicle for providing members and interested people with an update on the WBU’s work.  

The fact that 95 per cent of printed materials are not accessible to people who are blind or vision impaired was the catalyst for the WBU to launch the Right to Read campaign in 2008 as one measure to address this situation. In partnership with other organisations, the WBU has taken the lead role in advocating with the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) to adopt a treaty which would dramatically improve access to published material. A number of WBU members from many countries have been involved in this effort. Negotiations with country delegations are ongoing. 
The IFLA Libraries for the Print Disabled and DAISY Consortium have joined forces to develop the Global Library Project. This project aims to identify how content can be shared, collected and accessed by library clients. The Global Library is about sharing works in progress so duplication is reduced and authorised library members who have print disabilities being able to find and immediately get accessible information.  
The second project, the WIPO Trusted Intermediaries’ initiative, recognises the information age has created unprecedented opportunities to acquire electronic content from many sources, including existing digital content in many different types of libraries. The proposed pilot project will test cross-border exchange of in-copyright materials among trusted intermediaries.
Maryanne paid tribute to Australia’s major contributions to the work of the WBU since its establishment and within the organisations that preceded it. David Blyth held the positions of President in this region and the world body. People such as Hugh Jeffrey, Bill Jolley, June Ashmore, John Wilson and John Cook to name a few have had involvements in various aspects of the work. For Australia to have a second world president in only 24 years recognises the way Australians are viewed at the international level. Maryanne appreciated the support she received from a number of sources including BCA and Vision Australia.
The CRPD and its Optional Protocol (http://www.un.org/disabilities/) were adopted on 13 December 2006 at the United Nations Headquarters in New York, and was opened for signature on 30 March 2007 and received the highest number of signatories to a UN Convention on its opening day in history. It is the first comprehensive human rights treaty of the 21st century and is the first human rights convention to be opened for signature by regional integration organisations. The Convention entered into force on 3 May 2008.

Australia ratified the Convention July 2008 and has now acceded to the Optional Protocol. The Monitoring Committee was established late in 2008 and Ron McCallum was one of the twelve elected members, five of whom are blind. 

During September this year the second meeting of States Parties was held in New York. The formal meeting focused on what is happening in countries to sign and ratify the convention as no country has reported against the CRPD to date. The Australian government held a side event focusing on disability and youth. This provided the opportunity for Parliamentary Secretary Bob McMullan to talk about the Development for All Strategy launched in November 2009 and how Australia has taken up the international cooperation in its plan in line with Article 32. The WBU’s treaty with WIPO is another example of international cooperation, an activity which demonstrates the intent of Article 32. 
Currently, Professor Ron McCallum, the General Rapporteur, is attending the second meeting of the CRPD Monitoring Committee in Geneva.
Update on Activities in the Pacific
Frances Gentle, Lecturer in Vision Impairment, RIDBC Renwick Centre and Pacific Chairperson of ICEVI said that RIDBC has contributed to education of children with vision impairments in the Pacific region during 2009. In Samoa, RIDBC has helped with the
a) Development of the National Inclusive Education Plan for Students with Vision Impairments; and 

b) Development of the joint RIDBC-ICEE pilot train-the-trainer project proposal for trainer in vision screening training, to be delivered to a target group of 20 Samoan educators. RIDBC and ICEE have jointly applied for Australian Government funding for this project through the Vision2020 Australian Blindness Initiative (ABI). 

In the Fiji Islands, RIDBC is supporting the work of ICEVI Pacific in implementing the EFA-VI global campaign in the Fiji Islands. Fiji is the first focus country in the Pacific to receive comprehensive support in implementing the EFA-VI campaign. In October 2008, RIDBC and Vision Australia partnered with ICEVI in hosting the Fiji EFA-VI Forum in Suva Fiji. The major outcomes of the Forum were the establishment of the Fiji EFA-VI National Task Force and the development of the Fiji EFA-VI National Plan 2009-2011. 
ICEVI will be hosting its 13th World Conference in Jomtien in Thailand from 9 to 13 August 2010. Professor Jill Keeffe of CERA is Chairperson of the Program Committee and information about the conference is available on the ICEVI website http://www.icevi.org/13thWC/. The closing date for abstract submissions is 31 October 2009.

WBU Asia-Pacific Activities

Dr Kevin Murfitt, Chair of Vision Australia, Treasurer of World Blind Union Asia-Pacific and Chair of WBU Pacific-Oceania Sub-region referred to his report in the World Blind Union-Asia Pacific (WBU-AP) Pacific-Oceania Sub-region Update of September 2009. He said the Sub-region’s key event each year was the Pacific Disability Forum Conference, this year held in April in Vanuatu.

The Pacific Disability Forum (PDF) is the peak body representing organisations of persons with disabilities in the Pacific region. PDF was established in 2004, and its current membership consists of approximately 34 full and associate member organisations including: Australia, Cook Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, Kiribati, New Caledonia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu, as well as representatives from Timor-Leste, development partners, regional and international organisations such as the International Council for the Education of persons with Vision Impairment (ICEVI). World Blind Union Pacific-Oceania Sub-region is a full member.
Kevin was elected to the PDF Executive Committee for two years, which will assist the WBU to gain better access.
The Australian Human Rights Commission and the PDF have partnered to visit ten Pacific countries about the CRPD.

Robyn McKenzie, Daniel Stubbs and Kevin assisted the PNG Blind Union to become an organisation and it is now seeking full membership of WBU.

The Equipment Recycling Scheme is on the ABF website, maintained by RSB. ABF members are encouraged to give support to this initiative.

Along with the Danish Association for the Blind, Kevin went to Mongolia for an evaluation workshop on projects and to Laos to raise awareness of White Cane Day. Further projects are being encouraged in both countries and WBU-AP has submitted three projects for consideration, including attendance of representatives of Mongolia and Laos at the next WBU-AP conference in Japan on 29 to 31 October 2010.

LOOKING AHEAD

Developing the Next Strategic Plan

The ABF Chair asked for ideas for further goals for the new Board to consider as part of a review of the current plan. He said if agreed at in the Forum, ABF members will be invited to support the purchase of plastic magnifiers for distribution in the Pacific made by each contributing $150.

Action: ABF Chair to draft a letter to ABF members seeking their contribution for the purchase of plastic magnifiers for the Pacific
The Australian Government has set a deadline for the national harmonisation of aids and equipment schemes as the end of 2012. Members agreed that this deadline was unacceptable and further representations for a change should be made.

Action: The Access to Equipment Subcommittee to develop a case to put to government for an earlier deadline than 2012 for the national harmonisation of aids and equipment schemes
Goal 1, Encourage exchange of information between members: While the regular monthly ABF/NDS Updates, Politicians’ Newsletter and links to members from the ABF website assist to raise the ABF profile, its status needs to be further emphasised to blindness agencies and the wider community. For example, each member’s website could have a link to the ABF website. The ABF website will be expanded to include more information, such as Emergency Bushfire Information, posted during the year in response to the Victorian Bushfires. 
Action: The new Board to consider strengthening Goal 1

Goal 4, Enable Australia to facilitate its membership of the World Blind Union: BCA appoints two delegates and the other two delegates elected by the ABF must have the financial support of their member organisation. The ABF membership fees help to meet the cost of the annual membership of USD8000 and it is up to the Board to consider the level of fees each year. The ABF appreciated Vision Australia’s commitment to contribute USD6000 for the membership fee each year during the 2008-2012 term. 
Historically, the ABF does not provide delegates with a list of issues to raise at WBU meetings and assemblies. It was suggested that the ABF could hold a forum for that purpose. The Chair said that Australia should be given opportunities to be involved in WBU Committees. WBU Reports are sent through the WBU Board to inform delegates.
Action: 

· The ABF formalise processes for involvement with WBU and distribution of WBU information 

· ABF hold a forum (in six months) leading to the mid-term Assembly

· Seek further comment from members after the next ABF Board meeting

Goal 5, Encourage and promote the development and equity of the level of services throughout Australasia: Access to information for students is a major issue, even more so when they move interstate, and should be identified under this goal. One action could be the inclusion on the ABF website of information about services and schools in each state.
Action: Develop a process to collect information about services and schools in relation to students who are blind or vision impaired for inclusion on the ABF website
Goal 6, Membership: The current ABF membership needs to be retained as well as identifying why some members moved on and recruitment of new members.
Action: Follow up with members that have not renewed and invite other organisations to become members
ABF Annual General Meeting
The minutes of this meeting are recorded separately.
NOTE: The ABF Chair’s Report follows as Attachment A. The reports listed below are available on request.
· Minister Annastacia Palaszczuk: speech notes

· Chris Laine: Chair of the Access to Equipment Policy Subcommittee, 
· Margaret Verick: Chair of the Access to Premises Policy Subcommittee

· Andrew Daly: Chair of the Employment Policy Subcommittee

· Andrew Daly: Chair of the National Vision Loss Rehabilitation Services Plan Policy Subcommittee

· Maryanne Diamond: Report on World Blind Union and Update on UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability

· Margaret Brown: Neurological Vision Loss

· Chris Muldoon: Guide Dog and Puppy Educator Research

· Bashir Ebrahim: Finding a Way Forward for Wayfinding; Notes of Workshop and Draft Access to Premises Strategy
· Frances Gentle: Update on Activities in the Pacific

· Dr Kevin Murfitt: World Blind Union-Asia Pacific (WBU-AP) Pacific-Oceania Sub-region Update September 2009
Attachment A
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AUSTRALIAN BLINDNESS FORUM (ABF)

CHAIRMAN’S REPORT

October 2009

I am pleased to report on the achievements of the ABF over the past twelve months, I believe as a group we have initiated and contributed to a number of Government and Community initiatives on behalf of people who are blind or vision impaired.

I believe that the unique positioning of ABF within National Disability Services (NDS) continues to provide a positive image to the Federal Government and other stakeholders and that this model works extremely well. It provides both access and support to ABF from the largest Australian Disability peak body, enables ABF to influence NDS internal policies as well as the ability for ABF to raise separately issues specific to vision impairment.

The Directors created the ABF’s inaugural Strategic Plan which was adopted in March 2009 of which I have copies available here today.  I hope that the new Board will review and continue to formally prepare a Strategic Plan and use this to continue to build on this year’s achievements.

The Policy Committees have been active and well supported with participation from members and I would recommend to the new Board that in order to continue with the momentum created that tenure of these Committees be extended and their membership expanded.

Margaret Verick has continued her invaluable ABF updates which members have advised that, whilst a lot of work, are invaluable in keeping them abreast of developments both Nationally and Internationally.

Whilst the following list is not exhaustive they represent some of the activities conducted by ABF during the past twelve months:

Strategic Plan
I have distributed copies today of the Strategic Plan together with a summary of actions taken.  I would draw your attention to the following specific initiatives:

· Creation of Access to Premises Committee.

· Introduction of Politician’s Newsletter.

· Creation of specific Management Policies including the creation and reviewing of Committees and Policies and responding to requests to information.

· Expanding the ABF’s influence.  This has included the creation of an initial member’s involvement register in other bodies and successful application for membership of the Aged Related Macular Degeneration Alliance International.  As you will note in the report from the Access Sub Committee there is a recommendation that ABF be represented on selected Australian Standards Committees dealing with access.

· Recruitment of new members which this year has included the introduction of an ABF Associate category which has resulted in the following organisations joining ABF.  On behalf of all ABF members I welcome their participation and I hope that they benefit from their involvement.

· RPH

· Australian Deaf/Blind Association

· Canberra Blind Society

· The conduct of research into the participation levels of people who are blind or vision impaired within Job Services Australia and relative placement rates.  (This is further noted in the report of the Employment Sub Committee)

Submissions
The ABF made Submissions to the following:
· Amendments to the Federal Government seeking support of changes to the World Intellectual Property Organisation, Copyright Treaty

· Joint Standing Committee on Electoral matters and follow up actions as a result of the report of this Committee

· Development of a National Disability Strategy

· Print Disability Review

· Access to Premises – Buildings Standards

· National Disability Parking Scheme

· Bus Stops–DDA Transport

Initiatives
Whilst individual Chairs of the Committees will report to you on their specific activities, a few of the highlights are:

· Raising the issues of participation of people who are blind or vision impaired in Job Services funded programs 

· Creation of the Access Committee and as a result of the ABF submission and response to the Access to Premises Senate Standing Committee, a National Wayfinding Workshop was held and a plan developed to seek the amendment of building standards for people who are blind or vision impaired. 

· As a result of the devastating Bush fires in Victoria last year the ABF took the initiative and transcribed and included the Country Fire Service (South Australia) information on its website in an accessible format.

ABF Participation
The ABF has been invited to participate in the following Forums and Reference Groups.  This is in addition to the input Margaret Verick has into NDS Policy Development and numerous Committees.

· Aviation Access Working Group

· Digital Television Switchover Taskforce Consumer Reference Group

· Australian Electoral Commission Reference Group

International
The ABF, through its support and activities of the WBU, has supported WBU activities including:

· Secured federal financial support for Mrs Maryanne Diamond, underwriting her travel costs following her election as President of the WBU.

· Attendance of ABF Delegates to the WBU to attend the 6th WBU General Assembly in Geneva.  A Report of which was circulated.

· Continue the development the Equipment Recycling Scheme to the WBU.

The Future
As a representative of both consumer and service providers and with its unique alignment with NDS I believe the above demonstrates the important role of ABF.  It should be noted that the arrangement with NDS will need to be renegotiated prior to July 2010.

Whilst it will be the new Board to decide specific future initiatives I believe the creation of the inaugural Strategic Plan created a template that guided our actions over the year and I would recommend that this process be continued.  In addition to the ongoing Committee work there is also a need to collate and report using information from members with regard to the Australian Government’s compliance with the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of People with a Disability.  In particular this should be used as a tool to obtain equity of access to, for instance information, employment and equipment.

Finally I would like to thank my fellow Directors and the participants of the Policy Committees, Mrs Margaret Verick and Dr Ken Baker, Executive Director, National Disability Services, for their assistance and support. 
ANDREW DALY

Chairperson
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