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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
· To develop a policy in support of the National Vision Loss Rehabilitation Services Plan (the Plan)
· To have the Plan included in the negotiations for the next Commonwealth State/Territory Disability Agreement (CSTDA)

Target population
It is estimated that there are around 500,000 Australians who have vision impairment including 50,000 who are blind, 4,000 of whom have a form of deafblindness:

· The prevalence of vision loss trebles with each decade over the age of 40, increasing dramatically in the last decades of life;

· Data show a higher use of social services and admission to nursing homes for people with vision loss; and
· The most prevalent causes of blindness and low vision in Australia are the age-related degenerative eye diseases Macular Degeneration, Glaucoma and Cataract.

Severe and permanent vision loss can occur at any stage in a person’s life. However, unlike some other disabilities, the service responses will be episodic in nature and intensity and needed when there are changes in a person’s life, for instance when changing accommodation, employment, loss of further sight or death of a partner. With appropriate and early intervention, a person who is blind will not require ongoing personal care or other holistic support.

Environment
The ABF supports governments’ entering into a fourth CSTDA. As a member of National Disability Services (NDS), the ABF strongly supports the focus and recommended changes to the next CSTDA in NDS’s Position Paper, ‘Turning Principles into Policy – Proposals to Improve the Commonwealth State/Territory Disability Agreement’.

In addition, the ABF believes that there are particular areas of interest to the blindness sector that require further emphasis because of their great potential to bring about an improved quality of life for people who are blind.

· A National Vision Loss Rehabilitation Services Plan is required to complement  the existing National Eye Health Plan, for the rehabilitation of people with vision loss  and ensure a continuum of care between health and rehabilitation sectors
· A centralised framework which includes families, educators, therapists and service providers to optimise the independence and potential of every child who is blind or vision impaired
 
· A national coordinated plan for the provision of assistive technology
· A national approach to ensure people who are blind or vision impaired have the equality of access to employment
· Improved interfaces between service systems for people who are ageing
· More equitable contributions by governments to the Print Disability Services Program

In July 2004, the Australian Health Ministers’ Conference (AHMC) agreed on the need to develop a National Eye Health Plan for Australia to promote eye health and reduce the incidence of avoidable blindness. This initiative represents Australia’s response to the World Health Assembly (WHA) resolution WHA 56.26 on the elimination of avoidable blindness in member countries.

In November 2005, the ‘National Framework for Action to Promote Eye Health and Prevent Avoidable Blindness and Vision Loss’ (the Framework) was endorsed by the AHMC. During the consultation period for the Framework, considerable concern was expressed that it only addressed part of the issue of vision loss and ignored non-treatable or non-preventable eye disease. The issue of vision loss rehabilitation was then referred to the meeting of Community and Disability Services’ Ministers.

Vision 2020 Australia
, the South Australian Department of Families and Communities and members of the Australian Blindness Forum instigated a process of discussion across government and the low vision and rehabilitation sector with a view to the development of a complementary strategy to the Framework. The goal of such a strategy is to ensure that people who are blind or vision impaired are provided with every opportunity to independently participate fully in the community, and that there established referral pathways between primary health care providers and low vision and rehabilitation support services.
Rehabilitation and support services include early intervention; orientation and mobility training; independent living skills; vocational training and placement; recreation; technology; counselling; mentoring and peer support; and information and library services. All of these services need to be available as part of a continuum of care in conjunction with the primary health sector.
In May 2006, Vision 2020 Australia provided a Low Vision and Rehabilitation Submission to the Community and Disability Services’ Ministers’ Conference.
 Two recommendations were made in this submission:
1. Establishment of a CSDMC working group or other forum to:

a. Map the current provision and funding of low vision and rehabilitation services across all states and territories, and

b. Consult with the low vision and rehabilitation sector toward the development of a complementary strategy to the National Framework

2. The inclusion of low vision and rehabilitation initiatives in the 2007-2012 Commonwealth State/Territory Disability Agreement to support the implementation of a complementary strategy.

Unmet Need
While the Framework covers all people who are blind or vision impaired it makes no distinction between preventable and non-preventable eye disease in its information and statistics. Further, although it does recognise the need for referral pathways and a continuum of care, it does not provide an action plan to address this requirement, because it is outside the scope of its Health charter.  The development of the Plan addresses this shortfall.
AIMS OF THE POLICY
Value Statement
People who are blind, vision impaired or deafblind are respected as individuals who have the same rights as all Australians to independently participate fully in the community.
Desired Outcomes and Timeframe
That within one year, a comprehensive National Vision Loss Rehabilitation Services Plan is developed as a complementary strategy to the National Eye Health Plan and to incorporate the initiatives required to support this Plan into the 2007-2012 CSTDA
KEY PRINCIPLES 
While low vision and rehabilitation were not specifically addressed in the Framework, the importance of linking with low vision and rehabilitation services was recognised, including the need to:

· Improve early detection of vision loss by establishing appropriate referral pathways

· Provide access to low vision services as part of the continuum of eye care programs

· Provide access to eye health care services in rural and remote communities

· Raise public awareness of the range of low vision and eye health care services

· Develop pathways including referrals to available vision rehabilitation or low vision services

· Involve people with, or at risk of developing, low vision and blindness in significant service design and delivery decisions
SOLUTIONS
The background paper prepared for Commonwealth and State/Territory Disability Services Ministers in 2006 asked for an initial period of five years and proposed:

· Specific initiatives are implemented in conjunction with the National Eye Health Plan to raise the awareness of blindness, its functional impact, treatments, referral and available rehabilitation services
· Primary health care providers are aware of and refer to appropriately resourced low vision and rehabilitation services as part of a continuum of care
· The needs of people with vision loss are considered in the provision and development of all government services
· A minimum level of access to low vision and rehabilitation services is available to every person who is blind in Australia, irrespective of their geographic location, demographic or special needs
· Specialist assistive technology is available for people with vision loss, similar to the availability of a hearing aid or pair of spectacles
· Specialist transport services and concessions are available to all people with vision loss and that these services and concessions are recognised in all Australian States and Territories
· Digital technologies are introduced to enable equitable access to information for people with vision loss
· Strategies are developed and implemented in consultation with people of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander background to create culturally appropriate low vision and rehabilitation services
· The planning and delivery for future low vision and rehabilitation services is based on objective data and best practice
· Sufficient resources are allocated to enable all key outcomes to be attained within the life of the Plan
The Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaCSIA) and Department of Health and Ageing (DoHA) convened a Working Group (the CDSMC Committee) in response to these representations, and the first meeting of the Working Group convened to clarify areas of responsibility for low vision and rehabilitation, was held on 21 September 2007. 
NEXT STEPS

Australian Government Commitments
Include the National Framework for Low Vision and Rehabilitation Services Plan in the negotiations for the next Commonwealth State/Territory Disability Agreement (CSTDA)
What will ABF Do?
In conjunction with NDS, ABF will work with the CDSMC Committee and other stakeholders to establish the Plan.

What Will ABF Member Organisations Do?
· ABF member organisations will participate actively in the Vision 2020 Australia Low Vision Working Group to provide input and expert advice and assist in the mapping of the current provision and funding of low vision and rehabilitation services across all states and territories.
· ABF member organisations will make representations totheir respective State/Territory Government Departments with responsibility for Families, Community Health and Disability Services to provide input through their Representatives of the CDSMC Committee, to ensure the timely and effective development of the Plan and its inclusion in the CSTDA for 2007-2012.
· ABF member organisations will participate in the National Eye Health Initiative (NEHI) Grants Program in conjunction with other stakeholders to implement projects designed to address the action items of the Framework which impact on the vision loss rehabilitation services sector.
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The following ABF policies also relate to this policy:

· Access to Information
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· Education and Children’s Services
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