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DEVELOPING A NATIONAL DISABILITY STRATEGY

BACKGROUND
The Australian Blindness Forum (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 organisations that serve around 500,000 people who are blind or vision impaired and the national consumer organisation, Blind Citizens Australia.

Members of the ABF are committed to assisting people who are blind or vision impaired to become and remain independent, valued and active members of the community.
The services provided by ABF members include:

· Adaptive technology

· Braille and computer training

· Counselling

· Employment services

· Equipment

· Guide dogs

· Independent living training

· Information in alternative formats to print

· Orientation and mobility

· Recreation

· Support for low vision

· Systemic advocacy and design advice, and
· Transport
The ABF have recognised the following as key areas for development for people who are blind or vision impaired and developed specific policies on these.

They are available from the ABF website 
· www.australianblindnessforum.org.au 

and include:

· Access to Equipment
· Access to Information

· Braille Literacy and Numeracy

· Education and Children’s Services
· Employment
· National Vision Loss Rehabilitation Services Plan

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.

The ABF is pleased to have the opportunity to comment on the development of a National Disability Strategy (Strategy). 

Note: 
Unless specifically stated otherwise, the term “government” used 
throughout refers to Commonwealth and/or State/Territory and local governments.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This response has been prepared to match the key areas of the National Disability Reform Agenda and to highlight the key issues for people who are blind or vision impaired.

The majority of people who are blind or vision impaired, unlike those with other disabilities whose needs are generally holistic and need services on an ongoing basis, require episodic services generally when something in their life changes, for instance death of a partner; further loss of vision; moving house; change of public transport route or employment.

Unfortunately, previous government policies and strategies have not recognised this difference and not funded key specialist support services, such as orientation and mobility or specialist equipment.

In addition, tiers of government, both nationally and locally have attempted to create universal assessment tools that do not assess the specific specialist supports required for a person who is blind or vision impaired.
In brief, our response recommends the following:
· The focus of the Strategy needs to be on the individual with the disability with the aim of optimising their quality of life, not on creating structures and barriers between levels of government, artificial eligibility criteria or categorising people based on a “one size fits all” model.

· The emphasis for disability planning in the majority of data collected is currently focused on the crisis in accommodation services and not on creating independence-focused models. Similarly, data for planning is only collected for historically government funded services. As a result, information is not available on either total disability services or unmet need.
· The Strategy needs to ensure that the Family-School partnership Framework incorporates the role of specialist providers in supporting children who are blind or vision impaired and their families.
· The Strategy must recognise the significant underemployment of people who are blind or vision impaired and ensure that changes are made to existing programs to improve access and suitability.

· The Strategy needs to increase the participation rate of people who are blind or vision impaired in vocational education and training courses.  This will include strategies to address access as well as the development of flexibility within courses to cater for the abilities of people who are blind or vision impaired.

· The Strategy needs to overcome the difficulty of accessing mainstream services by people with a disability resulting in isolation of the individual, duplication and a waste of valuable resources.

· Currently no tier of government funds specialist equipment to enable people who are blind or vision impaired to independently undertake a range of activities. This is inefficient and demeaning and leads to a dependency on personal care services.  The ABF recommends the creation of a National Equipment Scheme.
· The Strategy needs to introduce a minimum entitlement to specialist services for people who are blind or vision impaired, irrespective of their circumstances.

· A continuum of care/services needs to be created so that an individual is able to access a seamless service irrespective of entry point or funding source.

· The current Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA) is reactive and based on an individual’s ability and willingness to make a claim. Any claim tends to cause disruption to the individual and to be time prohibitive. The ABF believes that compliance with the standards under the DDA needs to be mandatory and the responsibility shifted to the individual or organisation seeking not to or refusing to comply with these standards to seek exceptions ie Access is a right not at the discretion of others.
· The Strategy needs to focus on the reduction of the impact of the disability rather than having to continually address the needs of an individual at a time of crisis. This will clearly benefit the individual by maintaining their independence and also reduce the costs to the community and government.

· The Strategy should require all future government purchases of services or materials to be accessible by people who are blind or vision impaired.

1. Service Benchmarks
Previous government strategies have failed to acknowledge and address the individual needs of people with disability, particularly people who are blind or vision impaired. This failure is demonstrated by the shortfall and inconsistencies in the quantum and quality of disability services across Australia.

The current definition of eligibility for disability services is based partly on age, which serves to create barriers to access services and is based on a model for accommodation services, rather than services that promote independence.

For people who are blind or vision impaired another significant issue is the “one size fits all” nature of past strategies. This is exemplified by the National Minimum Data Set (NMDS), which gathers information primarily around people who require intensive or holistic care. As a result of this approach, government subsequently creates its strategies based on misleading data and without regard to those requiring episodic services such as those delivered by the members of the ABF. 

In addition, from the ABF’s perspective there is little evidence to indicate that there has been a shift away from the crisis management approach that has previously been the norm in the disability industry towards a planned, strategic and transparent approach to the funding and delivery of disability services. An example of this is the fact that, if government does not fund a particular service, then no statistics are collated regarding the level of need or demand for that service. This is a particularly disappointing approach given the potential benefits of early intervention strategies and the many opportunities to adopt new technology that could substantially improve the quality of life for people who are blind or vision impaired.

Within South Australia, for instance, funds to the blind or vision impaired sector total less than 3 per cent of the State Disability Budget. This figure is arbitrarily determined. The ABF believes that there is a need for funds under the Strategy to be linked to particular disability sectors. To do this requires the establishment of consistent and agreed benchmarks based on meaningful data.

The need to create more appropriate and consistent funding becomes vital as the ABF believes that by the year 2020 the number of people who are blind or vision impaired will almost double. Accordingly, the ABF believes that, irrespective of the funding source or location, people who are blind or vision impaired should have an entitlement based on a national benchmark to a minimum level of services based on their assessed need.
2. Disability Services Quality Standards

The ABF is a strong supporter of external audit by accredited auditors of compliance with the Disability Services Standards. It also believes that the Strategy should include incentives for all disability providers to introduce or maintain a system for continuous improvement. However, members of the ABF report frustration at the number of audits imposed by government that in effect replicate each other.

Accordingly, the ABF recommends that the Strategy incorporate a single government system of audit that is recognised and acceptable to all tiers of government. This will eliminate the duplication that will be created if funding for disability services becomes a divided government responsibility based on age.

The creation of a single auditing template and system to be effective also requires ongoing review of the appropriateness of the Disability Services Standards under the Disability Services Act 1986.

3. Service Planning
As noted above, previous Government strategies have not:

· Focused on meeting individual needs but rather on “one size fits all” assessment and delivery models

· Created reliable data on unmet need, effectiveness of funding or best practice

However, current and previous government funding and planning strategies have been:

· Inflexible and not amended to meet changing demographics. In the case of people who are blind or vision impaired, to meet the assessed needs of both those who are ageing with severe vision loss and those acquiring severe vision loss later in life
· Given the crisis nature of the way the disability sector has had to operate there has been little or no investment in innovation and, traditionally, innovation and efficiency has been penalised
· Lack of any genuine level of indexation for funding agreements resulting in the inability to trial and embrace better systems of service delivery and even maintaining the status quo for current services
· The short-term nature of current funding contracts results in the inability of service providers to create career pathways for staff and invest in infrastructure

· People who are blind or vision impaired face ongoing isolation in the community through a lack of access to specialist equipment and mainstream services, including government.  For instance, access to Government information in their format of choice is limited or delayed.  An example is the recent Taxpack which was available to all sighted Australians on the 1st July, but not to people who are blind or vision impaired in their format of choice until late September.
ABF clients face similar difficulties in sourcing health information, voting or even accessing information on what’s on in the community.

· The ABF believes that people who are blind or vision impaired have a valuable contribution to make to the community and are valued employees.  The ability for this participation is severely restricted by the fact that where services, systems and products are designed there is no consultation or thought given to inclusiveness.  Indeed, generally this is viewed as an expensive optional “add on”.
For the majority of designers this approach will only change if this is a requirement of their client base.  The ABF therefore recommends to Government as the largest purchaser of products and systems in Australia that it introduce procurement policies to ensure that these products and services are accessible by the whole community.

By doing so designers and producers will have no option, given one of their major customers requires this but to incorporate inclusive design into all products and systems.  It is the ABF’s view that good design in signage, lighting etc, is a good design for all in any event and will boost productivity in the workplace.

Accordingly the ABF believes the Strategy should be 

· Flexible and reward innovation

· Provide a longer-term certainty for service providers through proper indexation and longer-term funding agreements
· Ensure that people who are blind or vision impaired are able to independently access mainstream services
· Require that all government services and products are accessible and that this requirement be included in all procurement contracts

4. Building People Centred Service Delivery
The specialist nature of services available from ABF members to people who are blind or vision impaired is based solely on an individual’s needs. However, where people who are blind or vision impaired are disadvantaged is when they attempt to access either generic disability services or mainstream services.

The barriers in doing so include:

· Lack of available information on the service in their format of choice
· Inability to navigate and find the location

· Inaccessible premises

· Inaccessible websites

· Public transport issues

Accordingly the ABF believes the Strategy should require all Government services and products to create strategies to address each of the above to enable independent access by people who are blind or vision impaired.

The focus on crisis management also needs to change and additional funds applied to enable support at a time of change for a person who is blind or vision impaired.
This will require Government investment in creating a continuum of care and ensuring the availability of specialist rehabilitation services.
The ABF is aware that consideration is being given by the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) to reallocate HACC funding between the States and Territories based on age.
The ABF supports the aim to simplify the service systems for people with disability and others and asks that their underpinning principles focus on:
· Continuity of care for clients, which is responsive to changing needs

· Simple access to services

· Seamless transition of care for clients between government and service providers
· Simplified accountability of governments to the community

· Reform of roles and responsibilities that should be budget-neutral for both levels of government, and

· Creation of an aged care system and national disability service system for community and residential care

Whilst acknowledging that specialist services cannot be replicated in a generic or mainstream setting, the ABF believes that the Strategy needs to invest in the education of generic and mainstream providers in the need for accessible information, premises and services to make them available to people who are blind or vision impaired.
5.  Early Intervention and Prevention

The ABF believes that the word “prevention” used in this context should be changed to focus on the “reduction of the impact of the disability”.  The issues noted below are linked, for instance, without appropriate training a person who is blind or vision impaired will struggle to find optimum employment.
Children and Young People

The ABF welcomes the Commonwealth Government’s recently announced Family-School Partnerships Framework. However, it is concerning that the announcement did not refer to the critical role that specialist disability services perform in assisting students who are blind or vision impaired and their families to establish a foundation for learning in the home that complements the school approach. For example, students who are blind or vision impaired, in conjunction with families, need to receive additional specialist supports from the earliest possible age if they are to acquire skills such as orientation and mobility, social interaction and independent living.
Without these skills, they are at high risk of isolation, long-term unemployment, high levels of dependency on their families and the community and potential mental health issues. Students who are blind or have low vision can only develop literacy and numeracy by first acquiring Braille skills through specialist support. Assistive technology has not replaced Braille but enables more efficient reading and writing of the code.
The ABF supports the Australian Government’s development of a national framework with quality standards for early childhood education and care as long as they are inclusive and provide the basis for children who are blind or vision impaired to develop the learning skills that will enable them to reach their potential in academic and social performance throughout their childhood. Quality standards should clearly refer to children with disability and recognise their need to be referred to and access other services, such as specialist disability services for early intervention and assistive equipment.

The recently announced specialised early intervention and child care services for children with autism should be the basis for developing an approach to the effective inclusion of children with other disabilities, particularly those who are blind or vision impaired, Deaf or hearing impaired.

Employment

Australia’s unemployment rate is the lowest for more than 30 years, but people with disability have hardly shared in this jobs growth. While the general workforce participation rate of the non-disabled has risen to over 80 per cent, the rate of people with disability has remained static at around 53 per cent. Nearly 70 per cent of people who are blind or vision impaired are not in paid employment and over 60 per cent of people who want a job are unemployed.
The ABF recommends the Strategy focus on:
· Increasing the employment rate of people with disability, including those who are blind or vision impaired

· Ensuring all job seekers who are blind or vision impaired, and employers, have access to a specialist disability employment service with an understanding of the impact of severe or total vision loss
· Uncapping the Disability Employment Network (DEN) so that it can assist all eligible people with disability who require specialist support to find and maintain employment

· Increasing the capacity of Disability Employment Service (DES) providers within the referral process
· Ensuring that any assessment tool used to assess priority, eligibility and level of support is not generic but assesses the specific disability and actual need.
· Keeping DEN and VRS (Vocational Rehabilitation Service) programs separate and removing the ‘cap’ from both programs and, in the interest of administrative simplicity, combining the capped and uncapped programs within both DEN and VRS, making each a single stream program

· Aligning the proposed, single streamed program structure for DEN services to the current uncapped two year program with the addition of an employment maintenance phase triggered by 26 weeks of employment. 
· Setting the DMI (Disability Maintenance Instrument) as a proportion of the DPI (Disability Pre-employment Instrument) determined level, with the need for ongoing support being demonstrated by evidence gathered during the support history of the client
· The Strategy needs to encourage employers to investigate “job” design and ways of optimising the specific skills of people who are blind or vision impaired rather than focusing on tasks that require sight, ie requirement for a driving licence.
 

Skills Development

People who are blind or vision impaired face additional barriers in becoming aware of and accessing information on training available, courses, materials etc.  In addition to be successful they require access to specialist equipment and training.  Courses and training also need to be flexible enough to cater for the abilities of people who are blind or vision impaired and not persecute them for their disability.

The current vocational education and training (VET) participation rate of people with disability, including those who are blind or vision impaired, is the lowest of all disadvantaged groups. An increase in participation would boost the employment and career prospects of people with disability and help alleviate Australia’s skills shortage. Targets for people with disability should be set within the additional training places and apprenticeships under the ‘Skilling Australia’ initiative.

Assistive Technology
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 equipment they need to independently participate in the community.
Assistive technology (including adaptive technology) is essential, for instance it enables children who are blind or vision impaired to keep pace functionally, socially, and academically with their sighted peers. Assistive technology must be available in the home from the earliest possible stage and must be in place before the child approaches key transition points of childhood and adolescence.
Similarly people who are blind or vision impaired throughout their life will require Assistive technology to undertake a range of tasks independently.  At the current time funding is available for instance for a person to attend an individual’s home to read their mail, which is costly, demeaning and an invasion of privacy, however no funds are available to purchase a single piece of equipment to enable a person to do this independently.
After a number of submissions, the ABF welcomes the Australian Government’s recent commitment to deliver national consistency in the provision of assistive technology under the new National Disability Agreement. Given that assistive technology has previously been excluded from negotiations for disability agreements, this is a great step forward. 
A national approach needs to make assistive technology available to all who need it and governments need to increase expenditure to do that. However, a national approach will deliver efficiency savings from the streamlining of administration and the exercise of collective purchasing power. More broadly, by enabling people with disability, including those who are blind or vision impaired to be more productive at work and more independent in the home, an increased investment in assistive technology will deliver long term economic benefits.
6. Workforce Capacity
Workforce capacity presents complex challenges for organisations that provide supports to people who are blind or vision impaired. The ABF supports the development of a broad-based qualification at Certificates III and IV across the disability, home and community care and aged care sectors. Broad-based qualifications should include core competencies across the three sectors, with mandatory electives and clusters of skill sets to reflect sector-specific requirements. 

The construction of a National Workforce Plan to identify workforce requirements over the next 10-20 years, national career pathways and strategies for retention and skills growth need to be a priority for the next National Disability Agreement. To offset the lack of national workforce data, the ABF welcomes the national community services workforce survey and census to be undertaken by the National Institute of Labour Studies.
As noted above, the ability of service providers to offer genuine career paths within the disability industry is reduced by the level of ongoing uncertainty in employment and lack of awareness amongst potential employers of the careers available within the disability sector.
Given the projected increase in the number of people with a disability as a result of the ageing process, in order to reduce duplication and stress for the person with a disability and optimise the use of specialist service providers, it is recommended that training on the impact, ways of assisting and available services be incorporated into:

· Allied health courses, and

· Mainstream providers, for instance, doctors, teachers and the service industry.

For instance, if a person who is blind is in hospital, a specialist blindness agency should not be required to provide basic support, eg reading a dinner menu or describing the environment the person is in.  This needs to be a basic part of educational training.
Accordingly the ABF believes that the Strategy needs to:
· Move to longer term funding agreements with meaningful indexation.

· The current Fringe Benefits Exemption Cap be increased from $30,000 grossed up amount to $40,000 (annually indexed) as an incentive for people to enter the disability sector.
· Allocate funds to raise the profile and highlight the benefits to people working in the disability sector.

· Introduce education in allied courses such as Occupational Therapy, Nursing etc with regard to the impact of vision loss, how to assist a person who is blind or vision impaired and referral pathways

· Allocate funds for the education of generic providers with regards to blindness and vision impairment. 

7.  National Consistency 

The Strategy needs to encourage a continuum of care so that people who are blind or vision impaired are able to access a seamless service irrespective of entry point, geographical location or funding source.

Currently for disability services there are mixed levels of co-operation between the primary medical sector and the disability sector.  This is particularly concerning given that most disabilities will be detected by the primary medical sector in the first instance.
The disconnect between the two sectors results in an early loss of independence, early institutionalisation or reliance on family or personal care services and continues the cycle of crisis management.

In South Australia a genuine continuum of care exists between the RSB, Low Vision Centre and all Ophthalmologists in South Australia.  This is not currently reflected nationally and the ABF believes it is a model that can be transferred elsewhere.
The Strategy needs to focus on the creation of this continuum and the ABF recommends the adoption and inclusion of the National Vision Loss Rehabilitation Strategy which is currently being discussed at COAG. 

In addition the ABF believes that every blind or vision impaired Australian, irrespective of their geographical location, age or social status has a right to access to a minimum level of specialist services and equipment in their community.

This is consistent with the United Nations Convention on Rights for people with Disabilities of which Australia is a signatory.

Again at the current time as a result of levels of Government funding, access to fundraising constituencies and a range of other factors services for people who are blind or vision impaired vary markedly. 

The above should be supported by:

Social Inclusion

The ABF welcomes the Australian Government’s commitment to address the social exclusion of disadvantaged people and asks that the disadvantage that results from disability forms an integral part of the Social Inclusion Agenda.
However the ABF’s concerns are that in South Australia where a similar model exists, the Social Inclusion Board has no power to initiate or investigate issues which it may feel are important.  Indeed the Social Inclusion Board in South Australia is restricted to investigating and reporting only on issues nominated by the South Australian Government.

The ABF does not believe that this is a genuine model for investigating and improving Social Inclusion and any Commonwealth Social Inclusion Board should be able to:

· Initiate and investigate issues of Social Exclusion, and

· Have powers to direct Statutory Authorities to change or amend practices and policies

Access to Information

It is currently estimated that in Australia 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 and the corresponding increasing prevalence of vision loss, the number of people requiring access to information and materials in alternative formats will continue to grow.

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.

As discussed above, access to information is reliant on equitable and affordable access to equipment.

The DDA, a 'claims based' process, does not specifically refer to access to information and national access to information standards, as has already occurred with transport and education, do not exist.

The Strategy should include a focus on the need to:

· Make appropriate amendments to the Copyright Act and Disability Discrimination Act 1992 so that copyright holders/service providers are not able to block or restrict access to information

· Develop a statutory digital text file repository

· Create an online resource and information service for designers and providers of materials

· Act on the investigation into access to electronic media by people who are Deaf or hearing impaired, blind or vision impaired to ensure that all government materials developed for the information of the Australian population include captioning and audio description

Human Rights

Australia’s ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (the Convention) this year reflects the government’s commitment to the Convention’s potential to achieve fundamental structural changes that redress the social disadvantage experienced by people with disability, including those who are blind or vision impaired. 

The ratification by itself of the Convention, however, is not enough to deliver the changes that are required to enable all people with disability to experience the rights, dignity and freedoms experienced by other Australians. This will only be achieved by governments undertaking extensive reviews and reforms of legislation, regulations, policies, design standards and, importantly, disability service funding levels.
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