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ABOUT THE AUSTRALIAN BLINDNESS FORUM (ABF)
The ABF was formed in 1992 and, in 2007, was registered as an Australian public company limited by guarantee. It is funded through the contributions of its members, which are the major Australian agencies that serve around 500,000 people who are blind or vision impaired and the national consumer organisation, Blind Citizens Australia.

Members of the ABF, reflecting the Australian Government’s policy, are committed to assisting people who are blind or vision impaired to become and remain independent, valued and active members of the community.

The main purposes of the ABF are to:
· Encourage exchange of information between members
· Exert influence on Government policy development

· Enable blindness sector representation both nationally and internationally

· Enable Australia to facilitate its membership of the World Blind Union

· Encourage and promote the development and equity of the level of services throughout Australasia

Contact:

Margaret Verick
Australian Blindness Forum

Locked Bag 3002 DEAKIN WEST ACT 2600

Phone: 02 6283 3214

Email: margaret.verick@nds.org.au
Web: http://www.australianblindnessforum.org.au 
BACKGROUND TO THE POLICY
Purpose
To address the barriers faced by people who are blind or vision impaired in becoming and remaining an integral part of the Australian community.
Target population
It is estimated that there are around 500,000 Australians who are vision impaired including 50,000 who are blind, 4,000 of whom have a form of deafblindness. The total is estimated to increase to nearly 800,000 by 2024.

Environment
The ABF strongly supports the Australian Government’s view that every person in Australia has the fundamental right to live as independently as possible within the community. Presently, many people who are blind or vision impaired are unable to do that due to the barriers they face in accessing non-vocational aids and appliances.

Across Australia, members of the ABF are providing rehabilitation programs for people who are blind or vision impaired. The success of these programs is often compromised by the inability of individuals to obtain the necessary aids and appliances they need to independently access and utilise information. This is directly as a result of their inability to fund the purchase of the aids and appliances, considerably diminishing the value of these extremely important training programs.

For those fortunate enough to obtain paid employment (currently only 30% of working age people who are blind or vision impaired
), they are able to seek funding under the Australian Government’s Workplace Modifications Scheme for the use of equipment in their place of employment. There is no other scheme available for those who are unemployed, pursuing training, tertiary education, doing voluntary work, or who are retired. 
Many people who are blind or vision impaired are denied employment opportunities because they cannot purchase the equipment they need to hone their skills to reach a level of competency necessary for full or part time work.

Without some form of assistance, the inequalities that currently exist for people who are blind or vision impaired will be exacerbated by the constant challenge of technological change which relies on access to appropriate equipment.  Increasingly, they will face relegation to an isolated under-class within the community, rather than developing skills and gaining independence. The greater independence within the community achieved by people who are blind or vision impaired, the more chance they have of benefiting from the Government’s belief in ‘a fair go for all Australians’. 

Children who are blind or vision impaired are particularly ‘at risk’ if they do not have access to assistive technologies.  The ABF Policy on Education and Children’s Services clearly states 

Children who are blind or vision impaired are faced with the reality and extreme disadvantage of not being able to learn formally, informally and incidentally through direct observation. This means that learning for children who are blind or vision impaired must be structured and sequential to ensure that key concepts and experiences are not missed at critical stages of human development and social milestones.  

Assistive technology (including adaptive technology) is essential throughout infancy, childhood and adolescence so that children who are blind or vision impaired are able to keep pace functionally, socially, and academically with their sighted peers.  Assistive technology must be available in the home from the earliest possible stage so that children who are blind or vision impaired have access to equipment that will support age appropriate development and participation in the typical routines of the home.  Equipment and aids must be in place before the child approaches key transition points of childhood and adolescence eg transitioning to playgroup, to kindergarten, to primary school, to high school, to college, to tertiary study and to work.  Children who are blind or vision impaired also need access to assistive technology for use in the community to participate in social, leisure and recreation activities in age appropriate ways with their sighted peers.  Inadequate access to vital assistive technologies will compound the social and functional disadvantage caused by blindness and vision impairment. 

Unmet Need 

The greatest emphasis of the unmet need for disability services has been on accommodation support and respite care. However, for the majority of people who are blind or vision impaired, the priority area of unmet need is access to equipment that enables them to offset the effects of their disability and live independently in the community. (Appendix A)

People who are blind or vision impaired are currently unable to obtain equipment through any State Government funded equipment schemes, such as PADP.

In 1996, a national review of the (then) Commonwealth/State Disability Agreement equipment schemes operating concluded that availability, access and equity, administration and funding issues continued to beleaguer the distribution of equipment. Provision of communication equipment was also noted as a significant problem.

In 2003, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare report on the use of aids and the role of the environment
 included the concerns expressed by the ABF that people who are blind experienced difficulty in obtaining communication equipment. The report noted that the absence of a program that consistently provides appropriate communication equipment has led to the ABF’s proposal for a Commonwealth-funded National Equipment Subsidy Scheme.

In 2007, the Senate Inquiry into the Commonwealth State/Territory Disability Agreement recommended that the Commonwealth, State and Territory governments implement a national equipment strategy as part of the next CSTDA.
 To date, no progress has been made to achieve this.
Current state based provision of assistive technology to children who are blind or vision impaired is ad hoc and inequitable.  Families of children who are blind or vision impaired who move from one state to another are forced to be reassessed (often an extensive process with strict timelines and conditions) because assessment for equipment is not accepted across state borders. 
AIMS OF THE POLICY
Value Statement

People who are blind or vision impaired are respected as individuals and are entitled to the same rights as all Australians.

Desired Outcomes and Timeframe
That within two years, people who are blind or vision impaired will have access to a National Equipment Scheme under Commonwealth, State and Territory funding arrangements that will enable them to purchase the equipment they need. 
KEY PRINCIPLES 
The aim of the National Equipment Scheme for People who are Blind or Vision Impaired proposed by the ABF (Appendix B) is to assist people with the purchase of vital equipment that will mean the difference between them functioning as independently as possible or being heavily reliant on support mechanisms within the community. 
Being independent includes the ability to access information as freely as possible. The Australian Government has already acknowledged this need to independently access information for people who are Deaf or hearing impaired with the creation of the scheme that provides hearing aids (currently valued at around $120 million).

A magnifier for a person who is vision impaired meets exactly the same need as a hearing aid for a person with a hearing impairment. The need for a magnifier has been recognised by the Department of Veterans’ Affairs, which currently provides this piece of equipment to its constituents who are vision Impaired.

The proposed National Equipment Scheme for People who are Blind or Vision Impaired offers a more equitable, unified and sustainable approach to the provision of assistive technology to people. People will be assessed through a national process that will enable them (their family in the case of children) to access equipment regardless of where they live in Australia (or if they change states). They will then be free to access equipment from a certified agency that will meet their (or their child’s) requirements.  
SOLUTION

An ongoing National Equipment Scheme for People who are Blind or Vision Impaired is funded and created to assist with the purchase of vital aids and appliances. Assistance through such a Scheme will enable people who are blind or vision impaired to achieve greater independence and, as a result, lessen the costs of supporting them in the community. This Scheme would mirror the Australian Government’s highly successful Workplace Modifications Scheme, which has been so effective in helping people with a disability to obtain meaningful employment.

The initial cost of a National Equipment Scheme for People who are Blind or Vision Impaired should not exceed six million dollars ($6,000,000) per annum. 

Given the degenerative nature of many eye conditions, which may see a person’s sight change rapidly, and the relatively small cost of equipment such as hand-held magnifiers, the ABF proposes that a person should only be able to apply for a maximum subsidy of $10,000 in any three (3) year period. In addition, the ABF believes it is appropriate that discretion be available to a designated Commonwealth Officer that in exceptional circumstances, for instance where multiple disabilities including blindness may exist, this maximum can be exceeded and, if financial circumstances preclude a person from making a co-payment, the co-payment can be waived. The ABF believes that, for the sake of efficiency, any equipment costing less than $100 should be excluded from this scheme.

The proposed Scheme has a precedent in the Australian Government Hearing Services Program. The proposal is also consistent with features A, B and C of the Participation Model in the Final Report of the Welfare Reform Reference Group ‘Participation Support for a More Equitable Society (July 2000) and with recommendations A5, A9, B1 (third dot point), B7 and C1 (second dot point) of the McClure Report.
NEXT STEPS

Australian Government Commitment

A National Equipment Scheme for People who are Blind or Vision Impaired is funded and implemented, in collaboration with States and Territories, to enable people who are blind or vision impaired to obtain the vital aids and appliances they need
What Will ABF Member Organisations Do?

Continue to assist people who are blind or vision impaired to identify and access the most appropriate aids and appliances that will enable them to live as independently as possible.

APPENDICES
A: Case Studies

B: Proposed National Equipment Scheme for People who are Blind or Vision Impaired
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