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OPENING
The Chair, Andrew Daly, welcomed members and guests to the 2010 ABF Members’ Forum.

Robyn Gaile, Executive Officer of Blind Citizens Australia, welcomed everyone to Ross House.

CHAIR’S REPORT

The Chair, Andrew Daly, in tabling his report, thanked the current Directors for their support: David Blyth, Dan English, Chris Laine and Tony Starkey (who had filled the casual vacancy created by the resignation of Michael Simpson). 

He also thanked Margaret Verick for her role as ABF Project Officer over many years and welcomed Annemarie Ashton to the replacement role of ABF Policy Officer.
Currently, the ABF has nine members and five associates.

In reporting on the year just completed, the Chair commented on some highlights.
· Circulation of regular ABF/NDS updates and Politicians’ Newsletters

· Completion of a range of submissions

· Continued advocacy to the Commonwealth Government to introduce a national equipment scheme

· Renegotiation of the MOU with National Disability Services

· Discussion with Visionary (UK) to create an information-sharing agreement

· Activities of both the Employment and Access Committees

The Chair noted that ABF members continued to contribute in meaningful ways to the World Blind Union, including through:

· Participation in Committees

· Attendance at the recent Regional Assembly in Tokyo, Japan

· Creation of a Survey of Employment in the Asia-Pacific Region

· Continued support of the Recycled Equipment Scheme

POLICY OFFICER’S REPORT

Annemarie Ashton, in tabling her first Policy Officer report, mentioned:
· Submissions were made in response to the Application for Exemption under DDA Section 55: Cinema captioning and audio description; Senate Community Affairs References Committee Inquiry into Planning Options and Services for People Ageing with a Disability; Productivity Commission Inquiry into Caring for Older Australians; and Productivity Commission Inquiry into Disability Care and Support
· Representation of the ABF on a number of working and reference groups: Aviation Access Working Group; Blind Voting Reference Group; Blind Voting Standards Working Group; and ACT Electoral Commission Disability Voting Reference Group

· Communication to members and the wider community continued through the ABF/NDS Updates and Politicians’ Newsletters

· Participation in the 8th National DeafBlind Conference; NDS/ABF Sensory Forum; ACCAN’s Cyber-Security Roundtable for People with Disabilities

· Contribution to NDS policy development including National Standards for Disability Services and Breaking the Cycle of Disadvantage

· The ABF Subcommittees on Access to Premises and Education and Children’s Services were active during the year.

Work in progress includes:

· Finalising the novation of the WBU funding contract

· Seeking inclusion of the ABF in the National Framework for Low Vision and Rehabilitation

· Continuing development of a work placement scheme at FaHCSIA and DEEWR for young people with blindness or vision impairment

· Submitting policy paper on digital radio

· Participating in forums and conferences as needed

· Updating policies and information on the ABF website
COMMITTEE ACTIVITY UPDATE
Reports were tabled by the Chairs of the Access to Premises and Employment Committees.

Access to Premises

Tony Starkey thanked his fellow Committee members and reported that, following the Access Forum, an action plan was developed to include ‘wayfinding’ within the Access to Premises Standards, including a large and detailed submission. The Committee has worked through the action plan and achieved:
· Creation of an ABF policy on Access to Premises

· A standard definition of wayfinding

· Membership of Standards Australia ME64 Committee, which monitors the AS and Z 1428 suite of standards

· Agreement by SAI Global to make the 1428 suite of standards fully accessible, a long-term goal of the sector, and work is in progress to create the accessible version of the standard
· Standards Australia has also now agreed to create a ‘wayfinding’ standard – the ABF Access to Premises Subcommittee will act as a reference point in its development
Employment

Andrew Daly thanked his fellow Committee members and reported that the Committee successfully introduced a number of initiatives, including:
· Launch of the Employment Portal on the ABF website, which includes information on services and support available for people who are blind or vision impaired as well as sections for school counsellors, parents and employers;
· Mail-out to school counsellors across Australia about the website (http://www.australianblindnessforum.org.au/Committees/Employment/EmploymentInfoPack.html) and providing details of the local ABF member; and
· Attendance and presentations at ‘Job Network’ conferences including NDS and ACE.

Other initiatives being pursued by the Employment Committee include:

· Agreement to enable Australians who are blind or vision impaired to access the American Foundation for the Blind ‘Career Connect’ website;

· Negotiations with FaHCSIA and DEEWR to pilot a work experience program for young people who are blind or vision impaired to undertake work experience (5 work experience places each year in each State); and
· Discussion with DEEWR to ensure that barriers to employment within the Commonwealth Government are removed and job application processes are made accessible.
Members raised the following issues and concerns:

· The electronic application forms and job advertisements are not always accessible

· How the ABF can work with the Job Access Program – case managers to find and retain employment; the ABF’s role in educating employers
· Workplace Modifications Scheme – gaps in coordinating employment and equipment provision in some States; allocation of more than $5000, needs assessment by Job Access Program but assessors’ understanding of blindness and vision impairment varies considerably

Members considered the following issues need to be addressed if the Workplace Modifications Scheme is to improve:
· Identification of equipment suitable to the person’s needs

· Training to use the equipment

· Training of assessors be available
· Review of what is funded – presently software is funded but not a laptop; costs of specialist equipment such as a Portable Braille Notetaker costs more than $15,000; Jaws and Laptops cost around $1500 each,
· For a person to be ‘job ready’ equipment and skills to use it need to be in place at the start of the employment 
Other Committees

The other ABF Committees are Access to Equipment; Access to Information; Braille; Education and Children’s Services; and National Low Vision Rehabilitation Strategy. Annemarie Ashton tabled a summary of the activities of some of those Subcommittees.
· Access to Equipment: The Committee has continued to advocate for the National Disability Strategy timetable to be accelerated prior to its 2012 projected date. In addition, the ABF has suggested that, given current national inequity of access to equipment for people who are blind or vision impaired, a pilot project be commenced. A commitment has been sought from the Hon Jan McLucas regarding access to equipment.
· Access to Information: A change to legislation on the legal repository scheme continues to be sought. In particular, the ABF is asking that accessible material needs should be automatically available as it is for materials identified as culturally significant.
· The ABF had raised with the ATO the continuing inequity because of the late provision of accessible tax information to people who are blind or vision impaired. As a result this year the Tax Pack was available six weeks earlier than in 2009. The ATO has committed to refining their protocols to ensure that equal access will happen in the future.
· National Low Vision Rehabilitation Strategy: Representation to be involved in the introduction and development of the National Low Vision Rehabilitation Strategy underway within FaHCSIA continues to be sought
STATEMENT ADDRESSING THE FORUM

The ABF was pleased that, although the Parliamentary Secretary for Disabilities and Carers, Senator Jan McLucas, was unable to attend the Forum, she had provided a statement to be read out on her behalf (Attachment ‘A)’. In particular, she acknowledged that the support and advocacy the ABF, the national peak body representing the blindness sector, offers people who are blind or vision impaired is fundamental to helping them overcome the many barriers they encounter in their day to day lives.
In her statement she made particular mention of the following Australian Government’s initiatives.
National Disability Strategy: The ten-year plan to improve the lives of people with disability, their families and carers aims to create an inclusive society that enables them to enjoy the same opportunities, freedoms and conveniences as any other Australia.
Eye health: The endorsement of the National Framework for Action to Promote Eye Health and Prevent Avoidable Blindness and Vision Loss, a blueprint of the nationally coordinated action, is underpinned by the Eye Health Initiative

Education: A more flexible approach to the use of the National Secondary Computer Fund has ensured schools are able to purchase computer equipment that best suits the needs of students with disability, including those who are blind or vision impaired.

AUSTRALIA’S RESPONSE TO THE CONVENTION ON THE RIGHTS OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITY AND ENGAGING WITH GOVERNMENT
The address from Stephen Fox, Principal Legal Officer, Disability Discrimination Section of the Attorney-General’s Department, and Anne O’Rourke from the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (Attachment ‘B’) focused on Australia’s response to the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Convention), particularly:
· Placing high importance on improving the human rights of people with disability, Australia acceded to the Convention 

· Nominating and supporting the candidacy and re-election of Professor Ron McCallum as a member of the Convention committee 

· Under the Convention’s Article 33, designating FaHCSIA and the Attorney-General’s Department as the focal points within government for implementation of the Convention.
· Providing the Australian Human Rights commission with the legal authority to independently review and monitor implementation under Article 33
· Working through mechanisms to involve civil society in the monitoring process: ideas and input from the sector would be appreciated
· Providing a draft of Australia’s first report under the Convention for NGOs’ comments earlier this year (the report has been delayed by the Federal Election and is now due to be finalised for Ministerial approval and lodgement before the end of the year)
The National Disability Strategy will not only underpin the Convention’s incorporation into policies and programs, it will provide a 10-year national framework to improve the lives of people with disability, their families and carers as well as 
· The basis for the required coordination mechanism for the implementation of the Convention within government to facilitate related action in different sectors and at different levels across the six theme areas of: Rights, Justice and Legislation; Access; Learning and Employment; Economic Security; Health and Wellbeing; and Personal and Community Life.

· The process of its establishment, which is part of the COAG architecture, has put disability on the agenda of many government departments.

· Renegotiation of national agreements and partnerships has been the impetus for people with disability to be taken into account. The ABF should identify its position under the agreement and take the opportunity to participate in consultation.

The National Disability Strategy consultation report, ‘Shut Out: The Experience of People with Disabilities and their Families in Australia’, has helped governments identify the issues being faced and guiding the development of solutions.

The National Disability Strategy is on the agenda for the next COAG meeting in February 2011. Once the strategy is accepted, early implementation will take place in the first six months and peak bodies will be included in the consultation process. A high level report on the strategy is to be delivered bi-annually. The reporting on the strategy will be aligned with reporting under the Convention.

The Articles of the Convention will be mapped against the National Disability Strategy. The assistance of the sector in identifying issues of importance will be needed.

In addition, the Australian Government is addressing:

· Improving Internet access through adoption of the WCAG 2.0 accessibility guidelines for all Government websites and encouraging users to lodge non-compliance reports;
· Reviewing the National Education Agreement – details to be available soon;
· Reviewing the Disability Standards for Education under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 this year;

· Attorney-General’s Department interacting with WIPO regarding copyright exceptions for people who are blind or vision impaired;
· Continuing to support and progress the work of the Aviation Access Working Group under the Department of Infrastructure and Transport;
· Implementing the Disability (Access to Premises-Buildings) Standards 2010 in the States and Territories so that they are ready to apply building law consistently with the Standards from 1 May 2011; 
· Establishing accessible communities, promised in the Federal Election, for example, to improve access to digital content in public libraries; access to cinemas; development of local government guides and application of universal design principles; and
· Consolidating anti-discrimination law providing opportunities for the disability sector

The following points were made by ABF members:
· The outcome of the review of the standards for accessible public transport is long overdue (the Government recognises the delay – ‘the review report is with the Minister; an announcement is hopeful in the near future’)

· Access to low vision aids and technology is a big problem – Macular Degeneration Foundation has conducted its own audit, but a national one is needed
· Access to premises – ABF members should release their staff to participate in the work being undertaken
· Discrimination of people with vision loss seeking to immigrate to Australia (‘the recommendations of the recent Senate review are with government and a response is being prepared – however, although the government does not accept the view that it is in breach of human rights, the Senate Committee recommended changes in the processes and criteria for assessments’)

Members also drew attention to:

· The importance of the links between school and work;

· The huge disparity between States particularly in relation to O&M skills and the lack of focus on developing life skills;

· The lost generation – people in their 30s and 40s; and

· Loss of sight later in life.

In response to a member’s question, FaHCSIA’s top three priorities were identified as:
1. National Disability Strategy – the Productivity Commission inquiry

2. Realising priority areas within the National Disability Agreement

3. Disability Support Pension and related issues
	
	
	


NATIONAL UPDATE: NATIONAL DISABILITY STRATEGY, NDIS AND EQUAL REMUNERATION CASE
Dr Ken Baker, Chief Executive of National Disability Services, was pleased to reiterate the mutual benefits of National Disability Services and the Australian Blindness Forum working closely together.

He said there was tension in the disability sector, particularly over the tendency for governments and their programs to develop generic policy that loses sight of specific issues and needs.

Disability Support Pension (DSP)
· Cost is an issue – there are 770,000 recipients

· Need for savings and reduction of growth rate

· Changes are not expected in the next Federal Budget

· There is always a risk that the no-means test for people who are blind or vision impaired will be removed
· There are 22 impairment tables, for example for vision, intellectual disability, lower limb dysfunction, upper limb dysfunction, which focus on medical and functional assessment

· The strong medical focus is a problem although greater emphasis on functionality is expected

· The impairment tables need to be aligned to the new Disability Standards
· Aids and equipment and assistive technology – the inconsistent and problematic supply around Australia is unfair and there is a lack of equity in access to assessment

· There is too much emphasis on squeezing people off the DSP and not enough on improving people’s participation in the workforce 

National Disability Strategy

This big policy development offers a whole of government approach but a tangible measurement of progress is needed.

National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS)
There are two levels of activity: development of policy and development of the campaign.

Policy

It is now accepted across government that the current system is beyond further patching up. It is not intended to extend the current system but to start afresh. The Productivity Commission report on the NDIS is expected by February 2011.

The issues to be addressed include: 

· Entitlement, for example, definitions, level of entitlement

· Level of support , for example, intensive, early intervention

· Level of intervention – this will not focus on the costs of ordinary life but on the need to purchase specialist supports, for example, covering the gap between a domestic and a commercial washer for a person with incontinence

Campaign

· A professional, comprehensive, sustained campaign is under development
· The National Director, John Della Bosca, is consultative, passionate and strategic and is guided by his consultative committee, which comprises representatives from AFDO, Carers Australia, NDS and other key organisations

· Risks of the campaign include achieving resonance outside of the sector; commissioning national polling and focus groups; current low ranking of 12 in the public mind needs to be upgraded to 3

· Evidence of receptivity in the public to the concept, that is, recognition that people with disability are not getting a fair go; when explained in simple terms, two out of three people agree that the NDIS sounds like a good thing
· John Della Bosca will launch the campaign strategy at the NDS CEO Meeting in December 2010

· Tripartisan support will be sought in the next Federal Election campaign

Pay Equity Case
· Broad employer support has been obtained for the need to attract and retain staff; recognition of limitations of government funding; and recognition of changing level of skills needed in the sector.

· The timeline for the case to be heard has been extended due to the wealth of evidence.
· Commissioners have made site visits
· Once a decision is made, there will be a six-month period before implementation

· Anomalies exist because of the  past process of ‘cutting and pasting’ awards

Research and Development

Historically, there has been very low investment in R&D in the disability sector. What was done occurred in isolation and with minimum consultation. Now, under the National Disability Agreement, there will be $10 million available to carry out R&D. Ken Baker is a member of the steering committee that will provide advice on R&D to the relevant Ministers.

STRENGTHENING THE SECTOR VOICE ON LOW VISION THROUGH STRATEGIC ALLIANCE
Dr Ken Baker and Annemarie Ashton facilitated the discussion. The issues identified by ABF members were:
· Need for rehabilitation focus around disability rather than health

· Need for a standard around rehabilitation for people with vision loss

· Need for increased understanding of disability and blindness sectors

In relation to Vision 2020, the following views were expressed:

· No formal process for consultation
· Insufficient policies that are member validated

· Medical model dominance

· Focus on ‘burden of blindness and cost to community’

· Disability focus has to be about care not cure

· Need to include transition into and out of rehabilitation process

· Rehabilitation is considered the end process in the medical model, whereas it is an early intervention focus for the disability sector
· Need more systematic education of eye specialists

· Need a stronger focus on the continuum of care – rehabilitation should be connected with medical

· Member consultative process should be established
· Need cross-sectoral approaches

· Division of peaks presents the risk of ‘divide and conquer’

· Low vision working group – the ABF should be a participant

An ABF delegation to FaHCSIA should take place. This should be followed by meetings targeting discussion with state representatives.
MY EYE HEALTH PROGRAM

Jennifer Cottrell, Community Educator of the Royal Society for the Blind of SA, reported on the program.
The Royal Society for the Blind, the Freemasons Foundation, the Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Ophthalmology and Sight For All joined together to make this education dream a reality. The My Eye Health Program is an important eye health initiative for the community as it draws on a combination of expertise and manpower, enabling extensive reach into both regional and isolated areas of South Australia and the Northern Territory. 
The aim of the My Eye Health Program is to educate and create awareness in the general community, aged care providers/facilities, allied health professionals, general medical practitioners and school students about:

· Eye health and prevention of vision loss
· Eye care services availability
· Referral pathways

· Skills transfer to the allied health sector and local government

· Management and rehabilitation strategies for chronic vision loss
The program aims to raise awareness of:

· Lifestyle risk factors for preventable vision loss, such as sunlight exposure, smoking

· Eye check-ups with an optometrist every two years

· Referral pathways, and
· Rehabilitation services available.

REPORT ON WORLD BLIND UNION AND UPDATE
The WBU President, Maryanne Diamond focused on three areas: progress against the strategic plan 2009-2012; work which requires commitment beyond the current term; and how regions and national members can effectively work together at all levels.

WIPO Treaty
It is unacceptable that less than 5 per cent of published works is available in alternate formats in developed countries and only 1 per cent in developing countries. Under copyright law, books created into alternate format under exceptions in one country cannot be shared with another country.
In May 2009, Brazil, Ecuador and Paraguay tabled a treaty at the World Intellectual Property Organisation Standing Committee on Copyright and Related Rights, known as the WBU treaty. 
Binding legal norms are needed to ensure (among other things) that there are exceptions for print disabled people in all countries; and any book made because of an exception can be shared with another country without legal obstacles.

The WIPO Stakeholder Platform was hastily proposed by rights holder organisations – a tactic to try to draw attention away from the treaty and give rights owners the chance to raise their objections.
An individual making an accessible book thanks to a national copyright exception does not need a Stakeholder Platform but does need to have a national copyright exception to be on the right side of the law. That’s covered by the treaty. The WBU is working constructively with rights holders on lots of issues including the provision of well structured digital master files; and turning on the text-to-Stakeholder Platform on e-book readers.
The Stakeholder Platform is not likely to prove or disprove the need for a treaty; it will take years to get to what’s already the status quo – this is not acceptable. The WBU will include regular reports on this work in its E-bulletins (http://www.worldblindunion.org/en/home847b.html?id=43&nivel=2). 
Employment Initiative
In most developed countries, the unemployment rate of people who are blind or have low vision is around 70 per cent, while in developing countries it is more than 90 per cent.

The WBU has developed a plan for four initial activities:

· Collect stories of successfully employed people as well as stories from employers

· Gather examples of good employment programs

· Collect successful peer or mentoring programs in employment

· Collect examples of good practice micro credit programs, both mainstream and those for people who are blind or vision impaired.

These stories and examples will be shared the WBU website and in presentations, submissions and other strategic opportunities. The WBU is working to gain speaking roles in employment conferences, such as the International Labour Organisation, private, government and corporate.
Partnerships
The Hadley School for the Blind in the US is offering a distance education course for people who are blind around the world (http://www.hadley.edu/showCourses.asp?courseid=EMP-101). It is a Master’s level qualification with ten participants in the first year. Both Maryanne Diamond and Penny Hartin are on the advisory body.
Vision Alliance – This is an initiative of ICEVI (International Council for Education of People with Visual Impairments), IAPB (International Agency for the Prevention of Blindness) and WBU to create greater synergy and collaboration between the three organisations at the global, regional and national levels for improving their programs in the areas of:
· Developing mechanisms to assure a systematic exchange of information 

· Identifying common areas of mutual concern for joint advocacy

· Creating common platforms where stakeholders such as parents, persons with vision impairment, voluntary organisations, educators and eye health providers can cooperatively plan comprehensive services

Braille
The WBU has established a World Braille Council with representation from all regions, major language groups, producers of Braille, developers of software such as Duxbury, Braille codes and Braille users. The Council has a number of small working groups on, for example, standards, working with libraries for print disabilities, development of the third edition of the World Braille User’s Guide and the promotion of Braille.
World Congress Braille21 (http://www.braille21.net/) will be held in Leipzig, Germany from 27 to 30 September 2011. Its focus will be the relevance of Braille in the Twenty-first Century and production, promotion, equipment and teaching.
Capacity Building
The WBU brings together its regional presidents and representatives from international development agencies to work on ways to share resources, continuously build the capacity of individuals and organisations and identify and establish partners with other organisations in development. Work is also underway on how the WBU should respond to emergency and natural disasters and their impact on people who are blind or have low vision and their organisations.
The WBU has a number of scholarships available to individuals in developing countries: the Hermione Grant Calhoun scholarship for women; the Barbara Margerin Literacy scholarship for women; the Pedro Zurita youth fund; and the Arne Husker development fund. Guidelines and application forms are on the WBU website (http://www.worldblindunion.org).

The WBU Secretariat has added a new staff member, Sarah Smith as Communications and Fund Development Manager.

The next General Assembly will be in 2012 – the Executive will decide on the host and dates shortly.
The WBU will soon launch its new website and it will be interactive rather than passive.

Work Beyond 2012

The WBU’s work will focus on:

· Employment

· Right to Read – access to published works

· Partnerships

· Information sharing

· Capacity building

· Braille – access, affordability (production, equipment, teaching, materials)
· Education for children in conjunction with ICEVI

Working Together
The WBU seeks representatives from regions to its various committees and working group. Australian representatives currently involved include: Robyn Gaile on the regional low vision network; Andrew Daly on the regional employment committee; Kevin Murfitt on the regional board; Kenny Johab on the WBU technology working groups.
WORLD BLIND UNION PACIFIC-OCEANIA SUB-REGION REPORT

The goal of WBU Asia-Pacific Region is to develop a quadrennial plan in line with the WBU’s global goals. This will include promoting regional ‘buddying’ of organisations and increasing the recognition for the ABF equipment recycling scheme.

The Chair of the Pacific-Oceania Subregion, Dr Kevin Murfitt, reported on some of the highlights of its work. The sub-region consists of Australia, New Zealand, Fiji and two special members, Papua New Guinea and Samoa.

The WBU-AP held its Mid-term General Assembly in Chiba, Japan on 31 October this year. At the conclusion of the assembly, the WBU-AP Chiba Statement was released. In particular, the statement called upon all countries in the Asia-Pacific region to:

· Take timely steps to ratify, implement and monitor the UN Convention
· Recognise that unemployment and economic inactivity lead to social exclusion of people who are blind or vision impaired
· Affirm the outcome of the Youth Forum

· Identify strategies being developed that will empower women who are blind
A CD is being made of the papers and proceedings of the Mid-term General Assembly and a copy will be sent to the ABF. 

Many challenges have to be faced in the Pacific-Oceania subregion including small islands/nations; scattered populations; poverty; lack of access to equipment and technology and lack of human rights.

DANIDA, the Danish International Development Organisation-funded projects in Mongolia and Laos have been expanded to employ a regional coordinator to communicate successful development to the rest of the Asia-Pacific region. More in-country development, like the DANIDA project, is needed and Australia and New Zealand are contributing to this through AusAID and NZAID.
The Pacific Development Forum (PDF, http://www.pacificdisability.org/), established over five years ago as a representative and advocacy organisation, has over 25 Pacific country members of DPOs (disabled persons organisations). The PDF has a conference every two years (members are assisted to attend) – the next is in Auckland, New Zealand in April 2011.
Future Activities

A WBU Pacific-Oceania Sub-regional workshop will be held prior to the 2011 Biennial Conference of the South Pacific Educators in Vision Impairment (SPEVI) in Sydney from 16 to 21 January. Issues will include the need for more word-of-mouth promotion of the equipment recycling website to access and traffic increase.
INPUT TOWARDS THE NEXT ABF STRATEGIC PLAN

A sheet containing the following questions was distributed to attendees:

· In 2010 what has changed for the ABF in the political environment; in the wider disability sector; regarding consumers; for service providers?

· What changes (if any) need to be made to the purpose, mission and values of the ABF?

· What changes (if any) need to be made to the goals of the ABF?

· What are the strengths of the ABF?

· What are the weaknesses of the ABF?

· What are the risks which need to be managed?

· What opportunities need to be prioritised?

· What would you like the ABF to do for members in 2011 and 2012?
Five responses were returned, collated and given to the ABF Board of Directors for consideration.

The fourth Annual General Meeting closed the 2010 ABF Members’ Forum.
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