AUSTRALIAN BLINDNESS FORUM and 

NATIONAL DISABILITY SERVICES 

ABF/NDS UPDATE SPECIAL ISSUE:
2010 ABF MEMBERS’ FORUM 
A strong representation of ABF members and associates plus guest speakers attended the 2010 ABF Members’ Forum in Melbourne on 10 November. Below is a summary – a more detailed report will shortly appear on the ABF website http://www.australianblindnessforum.org.au/. 
The highlights of the day were
1. Message from Senator Jan McLucas, Parliamentary Secretary for Disabilities and Carers
2. National Update from Ken Baker, Chief Executive of National Disability Services

3. Australia’s Response to the UN Convention from Stephen Fox, Principal Legal Officer, Disability Discrimination Section of the Attorney-General’s Department and Anne O’Rourke of FaHCSIA

4. Discussion on Strengthening Sector Voice on Low Vision through Strategic Alliance

5. About ‘My Eye Health’ Program from Jennifer Cottrell of RSB SA
6. World Blind Union updates from Maryanne Diamond and Kevin Murfitt
7. ABF Chair, ABF Policy Officer and ABF Committee reports
1. Message from Senator Jan McLucas

The ABF was pleased that, although she was unable to attend the Forum, Senator McLucas sent an address to be read on her behalf. In particular, she acknowledged the valuable support and advocacy that the ABF, the national peak body representing the blindness sector, offers people who are blind or vision impaired.

Senator McLucas’s statement highlighted the ten-year plan that is the National Disability Strategy, eye health and education.

2. National Update
Dr Ken Baker said there were clear mutual benefits from National Disability Services and the ABF working closely together. There were some issues that would need particular attention in the year ahead.
· Disability Support Pension: changes are not expected in the next Federal Budget; a greater emphasis on functionality rather than medical assessment is needed; impairment tables need to be aligned to the new Disability Standards
· National Disability Strategy: a tangible measurement of progress is needed
· National Disability Insurance Scheme: issues to be addressed include entitlement, level of support, level of intervention; national campaign to raise awareness
· Pay Equity Case: recognition of need to attract and retain staff; limitations of government funding and changing levels of required skills 
· Research and Development: $10 million allocated to R&D under the National Disability Agreement (Ken Baker is on the steering committee providing advice to relevant ministers)
3. Australia and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability
The Australian Government had placed a high importance on the human rights of people with disability in acceding to the Convention. Australia also nominated and supported the candidacy and re-election of Professor Ron McCallum as a member of the Convention Committee. The Australian Human Rights Commission had been given the legal authority to independently review and monitor the Convention’s implementation. In determining the Government’s monitoring mechanisms, ideas and inputs from the disability sector would be appreciated. 

Australia’s first report under the Convention had been delayed by the Federal Election – it’s now due to be finalised for Ministerial approval and lodgment by the end of this year.

The National Disability Strategy will underpin the Convention’s incorporation into policies and programs as well as providing a 10-year national framework to improve the lives of people with disability, their families and carers.

The National Disability Strategy is on the agenda for the next COAG meeting in February 2011. Once the strategy is accepted, implementation will occur in the first six months; peak bodies will be included in the consultation process. A high level report on the strategy is to be delivered bi-annually.

ABF members took the opportunity to raise a number of issues, including:

· Outcome of the review of the accessible public transport standards is long overdue

· Access to low vision aids and technology is a big problem – a national audit is needed

· Links between school and work needs to be given greater importance
· huge disparity between states in developing O&M and life skills is a concern
· People in their 30s and 40s are a lost generation

· Significance of 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
4. Strengthening the Sector Voice on Low Vision through Strategic Alliance

To strengthen the sector voice, there needs to be:
· a rehabilitation focus around disability rather than health
· a standard around rehabilitation for people with vision loss

· increased understanding of the disability and blindness sectors

Members asked that an ABF delegation take these issues to FaHCSIA.
5. About ‘My Eye Health’ Program

Jennifer Cottrell reported on this joint initiative of the Royal Society for the Blind of SA, Freemasons Foundation and the Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Ophthalmology (S.A.) and Sight For All. The aim of the 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 preventing vision loss.
6. World Blind Union Updates
In giving a wrap-up of the year, WBU President, Maryanne Diamond spoke about the WBU treaty; employment; partnerships; braille and capacity building.
In May 2009, three WBU members (Brazil, Ecuador, Paraguay) tabled a treaty at the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) Standing Committee on Copyright and Related Rights. Under copyright law, books created into alternate format under exceptions in one country cannot be shared with another country. This is unacceptable in a world where only 5 per cent of published works in alternate formats is available in developed countries and only 1 per cent in developing countries. The WBU is working constructively with rights holders on a range of issues, including the provision of well structured digital master files. The WBU will include regular reports on this work in its E-bulletins (http://www.worldblindunion.org/en/home847b.html?id=43&nivel=2). 

In most developed countries, the unemployment rate of people who are blind or have low vision is around 70 per cent but it is more than 90 per cent in developing countries. The WBU plans to collect stories about successfully employed people; employers; good employment programs; successful peer or mentoring programs and good practice micro credit programs.
The WBU works in partnership with other significant bodies. With Maryanne Diamond and Penny Hartin on the advisory body, the Hadley School for the Blind in the US is offering a master’s level qualification as a distance education course for people who are blind around the world. Ten people will participate in the first year.
Vision Alliance 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.

The WBU 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. 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 is another WBU focus that aims to find ways to share resources and continuously build the capacity of individuals and organisations across regions. Work is also underway on how the WBU should respond to emergency and natural disasters and their impact on people who are blind or vision impaired.

A new interactive WBU website will be launched soon. In the meantime, go to http://www.worldblindunion.org/en/. 

Kevin Murfitt, Chair of the WBU Pacific-Oceania Subregion, reported that the WBU-AP held its Mid-term General Assembly in Chiba, Japan on 31 October this year. At its conclusion, the WBU-AP Chiba Statement was released calling upon, among other things, for 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
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.
7. Reports from the ABF Chair and ABF Policy Officer

Andrew Daly thanked his fellow Directors on the ABF Board: David Blyth, Dan English, Chris Laine and Tony Starkey.  In reporting on the year, 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 to Premises Committees

ABF members continued to contribute to the work of the WBU 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

Annemarie Ashton, ABF Policy Officer, reported on the range of submissions made; representation on a number of working and reference groups; communication to members; participation in conferences; contribution to NDS policy development and ABF Committee activities.

Andrew Daly, chair of the Employment Committee, reported that achievements included the launch of the Employment Portal on the ABF website (http://www.australianblindnessforum.org.au/Committees/Employment/EmploymentInfoPack.html); mail-out to school counsellors across Australia about the website and details of the local ABF member; and attendance at Job Network conferences.

Other initiatives being pursued include:

· Agreement for Australians to access the American Foundation for the Blind ‘Career Connect’ website;

· Approval for a pilot a work experience program for young people who are blind or vision impaired; and

· Reducing barrier to employment within the Commonwealth Government
Tony Starkey, chair of the Access to Premises Committee, reported that following the Access Forum, the Committee had worked on including ‘wayfinding’ within the Access to Premises Standards; created a standard definition of ‘wayfinding’; achieved membership of Standards Australia ME64 Committee; agreement by SAI Global to make the 1428 suite of standards fully accessible; and agreement with Standards Australia to create a ‘wayfinding’ standard.
- End Notes

Getting more information on issues in the ABF/NDS Update: Unless otherwise stated, please contact the ABF by emailing Tony Starkey at tstarkey@rsb.org.au 
Reproducing information from the ABF/NDS Update: Anyone may reproduce any of the information in this Update, with appropriate acknowledgement of the source. 

About AUSTRALIAN BLINDNESS FORUM http://www.australianblindnessforum.org.au 
Australian Blindness Forum (ABF) was first formed as an unincorporated body in 1992, funded only by its members. In April 2007, the ABF became an Australian public company limited by guarantee, funded by its members and governed by a board of directors. The purpose of the ABF is to operate as a peak body representing the blindness sector for the benefit of people who are blind or vision impaired. To contact the ABF, email Tony Starkey at TStarkey@rsb.org.au.
About NATIONAL DISABILTY SERVICES http://www.nds.org.au 
National Disability Services (NDS) is the national industry association for disability services, representing over 650 not-for-profit organizations. Collectively, NDS’ members operate several thousand services for Australians with all types of disability. NDS’s members range in size from small support groups to large multi-service organizations, and are located in every State and Territory across Australia.
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