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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, 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 on social inclusion, 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
This Policy requires all publishers, broadcasters and producers of live and static events to provide equitable access to their content
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 of Australians who are blind or vision impaired is estimated to increase to nearly 800,000 by 2024.

Environment
It is currently estimated that only 3 in every 1,000 printed documents
 are available in an accessible format for people who are blind or vision impaired. With Australia’s ageing population, the number of people requiring access to information and materials in alternative formats will continue to grow.

Changing technologies include:

· The introduction of digital recording and storage systems, and

· The ability to transmit and reformat digital information electronically.

Unmet Need 

Children and young people who are blind or vision impaired are often disadvantaged in the existing school system because of the lack of timely access to school text and other materials in alternative formats. 

Many people who are blind or vision impaired and who do not have easy access to information and materials necessary for their education, training, employment and independent living experience a profound sense of personal frustration because they cannot achieve their full potential in life. As a result they are often left with little choice but to rely on long-term welfare.

The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 currently is a ‘claims based’ process and does not specifically refer to access to information. National disability standards on access to information by people with disability could be developed as has already occurred with transport and education.

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 10 years, people who are blind or vision impaired will have the same access to information and library materials, in their preferred format, as do all Australians.
KEY PRINCIPLES 

The ABF and its member organisations believe that, in accordance with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the 1986 Disability Services Act, the 1992 Disability Discrimination Act and basic human rights, people who are blind or vision impaired are entitled to the same access to information and materials as all Australians.

Equitable access to information and materials is vital to the acquisition of literacy and numeracy and to the ability to participate in recreation, community activities, education and training, employment and daily living.

Changing technology has made equitable access to information and materials attainable in a timely manner. To optimise the benefits of this, there is a need for legislative, technological and financial barriers to information access to be overcome.
1. Independent participation

That people who are blind or vision impaired are able to independently access, source and utilise facilities, technologies, systems and information to enable their equal participation as Australian citizens.

People who are blind or vision impaired face many barriers in independently accessing information and materials. These barriers include physical facilities, inaccessible websites and a lack of materials in alternative formats.
Solutions
The Australian, State/Territory and local governments (Government) adopt a policy which includes the following:

· Amend the Disability Discrimination Act to include the positive obligation for information and materials to be easily accessed so that it is not a ‘claims based’ process but a requirement for all information and material providers

· All new Government produced, sponsored or funded materials are available in alternative formats and made available simultaneously with print publications and accessible through a single Government access point

· All new Government produced, sponsored or funded materials are available in alternative formats and made available simultaneously with print publications and accessible through a single Government access point.

· All interfaces where people who are blind or vision impaired access information and materials, including facilities, libraries, websites and new technologies including digital television and radio enable independent participation by people who are blind or vision impaired.

· Government fund the creation of an online resource and information service for designers and providers to ensure that the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired are considered in the creation of any product or system.

2. Availability of information and materials
That people who are blind or vision impaired are entitled to have the same independent access to the same choice and selection of information and materials in their preferred format, as does every other Australian, at the same cost as the printed publication and at the same time as the printed publication.
People who are blind or vision impaired currently have very limited access to information or materials in their format of choice. This is caused by a lack of Government and community strategies to ensure that all information is created in an accessible format.  

The ABF is very much aware of the need to keep the balance between the rights of authors to earn an income form their intellectual property and the rights of people who are blind or vision impaired to access information. However, the ABF believes that Copyright laws should be further strengthened to ensure right of access for people who are blind or have low vision.
Solutions

To create equitable access to information and materials, this policy requires Government to:

· Amend Copyright legislation and create a statutory legal deposit scheme for all information and materials similar to that in the National Instructional Materials Accessibility Standard in the United States of America
. At the minimum, all publishers are required to deposit a digital text file to the repository.
· Create a register of accessible formats produced to facilitate access to content from accessible format producers. 

· Create a single interface to enable eligible users to register to access information and material in their format of choice. 

· All future Government funding for projects, services or programs have a contractual requirement that all information created is available in alternative formats and a copy stored in the legal deposit and available to all registered users.

· All providers of information and materials undertake to only add new materials that are available in alternative formats and agree to the creation of a strategy for the conversion of existing materials into alternative formats.

· Require an open source non-proprietary standard compliant with W3C
 standards to be established for the creation of accessible formats by producers and publishers. The standard should be consistent with the position of the global blindness community.   

3. Delivery Channels

That people who are blind or vision impaired have access to information and materials in their format of choice at the same time and at no greater cost as for all Australians.

Traditionally, information and materials in alternative formats, where available, have been generally distributed through audio tape, Braille paper or large print.  New digital technologies and the Internet provide opportunities to create and transmit information and materials in a timely and cost effective manner.

The ABF is committed to consumer choice and believes that people who are blind or vision impaired will access materials in a number of ways including through the postal service.  However, for those who choose to access their information and materials through digital technology and the Internet, there is a cost that is not required of other Australians. This includes the cost of adaptive software and Internet access fees.

The combination of the use of the Internet for distribution and independent access through adaptive software will provide significantly increased access to information and materials, increased independence and community participation and substantial long term savings in public expenditure.

Solutions

That Government:

· Creates a scheme (similar to the Postal Concessions for the Blind) to enable people who are blind or vision impaired to access and download information and materials

· Creates a scheme to provide adaptive software to enable people who are blind or vision impaired to independently access information and materials

· Creates a network of community electronic distribution kiosks to enable people who are blind or vision impaired to access or download information and materials

· In accordance with the Australian Government’s e-Government strategy, which aims to make government more open and inclusive of its citizens, makes available training in accessing and utilising these new technologies

4. Equipment

That where people who are blind or vision impaired require specialist or modified equipment to access information and materials that this be available at no cost. It is for the individual to choose what equipment they wish to use.

While many blindness agencies and consumer groups have advocated for and worked with equipment and system designers to ensure that they are inclusive of people who are blind or vision impaired, the majority of commercially available equipment is inaccessible. As a result people, if they are able to afford to do so, are required to rely on generally higher cost specialist equipment or the retro fitting of commercially available equipment. In many instances people are unable to afford to do either and therefore have no independent access.

Solutions

· That where mainstream equipment is inaccessible to people who are blind or vision impaired and where modifications are required or there is a need for a specialist solution that Government fund the additional costs associated with the disability.

· In order to encourage inclusive design that Government adopt a procurement policy that any equipment, software systems or facilities purchased, rented or leased are accessible to people who are blind or vision impaired.
NEXT STEPS

Australian Government Commitments
· Appropriate amendments to the Copyright Act and Disability Discrimination Act are drafted.
· A statutory digital text file repository is developed.
· The investigation into access to electronic media by people who are Deaf or hearing impaired, expanded to include people who are blind or vision impaired, proceeds. This investigation is urgent as governments continue to provide information on DVD for ‘all’ Australian families that is inaccessible by people who are blind or vision impaired.

· An online resource and information service for designers and providers of materials is created.
What will ABF Member Organisations Do?
Believing strongly that access to information and materials is integral to maximising opportunities for people who are blind or vision impaired to participate in all aspects of life, ABF member organisations will:

· Increase efforts to assist people to access alternative formats

· Provide advice and support to government, business and the community on access to alternative formats 
· Assist people to access existing equipment grant and funding programs where they may be eligible

DEFINITIONS 

Information and materials refers to all forms of media including print, Internet, radio, television, live performances and cultural, sporting and artistic events for the purpose of, but not limited to, literacy, recreation, community participation, education, employment and daily living.

Alternative formats are those that enable a person who is blind or vision impaired to access written materials, for example, audio, large print, Braille and electronic media and audio description.

REFERENCES

The following ABF policies relate to this policy:

· Access to Equipment

· Braille Literacy and Numeracy

· Education and Children’s Services

· Employment

· National Vision Loss Rehabilitation Services Plan
� Clear Insight, The Economic Impact and Cost of Vision Loss in Australia, an Overview, Access Economics for Eye Research Australia, 2004


� Library Services Policy, Blind Citizens Australia, January 2006


� As discussed in the Productivity Commission Inquiry Report, Review of the Disability Discrimination Act, 2004


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.nichcy.org/reauth/NIMAS.pdf" ��http://www.nichcy.org/reauth/NIMAS.pdf� and � HYPERLINK "http://www.nimac.us/" ��http://www.nimac.us/� 


� World Wide Web Consortium � HYPERLINK "http://www.w3.org/" ��http://www.w3.org/� 


� Most recent examples are the DVDs ‘Raising Children’ (Australian Government’s Raising Children Network � HYPERLINK "http://raisingchildren.net.au/" ��http://raisingchildren.net.au/�) and ‘Keys to Living Together: Then we were three’ (FaHCSIA – print version at � HYPERLINK "http://www.facsia.gov.au/internet/facsinternet.nsf/vIA/families-keys_to_living_together/$file/keys_newparents.pdf" ��http://www.facsia.gov.au/internet/facsinternet.nsf/vIA/families-keys_to_living_together/$file/keys_newparents.pdf�)
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