abf
ABN 47 125 036 857

All correspondence to: C/- Locked Bag 3002   Deakin West   ACT   2600

Phone: 02 6283 3214   Fax: 02 6281 3488

Web: http://www.australianblindnessforum.org.au 

ABF UPDATE December 2011
This Update covers the ABF Member Forum 2011 and AGM
Please note the next Member Forum will be held on 21 March 2012.  
Put it in your calendar!
The Australian Blindness Forum Annual Member Forum was held in Canberra on Wednesday 23 November at the National Disability Services office.  It was a very successful day, and great to catch up with everyone and hear from all speakers.  Thank you to everyone who attended.  
There was very good contributions to the discussions, and interesting questions to the speakers.  The feedback has been very positive which is a reflection of the range of speakers to the important topics and events that are occurring right now.  There was a lot of information to cover, and, as always, more time for questions in always wanted.  
The following is a brief overview of the day.  
The Keynote Speech was given by Senator The Hon Jan McLucas, Parliamentary Secretary for Disabilities and Carers.   Senator McLucas’ message was “Don’t underestimate the importance of the NDIS”.  She advised organisations to consider the potential of a new system, and to keep informed and engaged in the development stages of the NDIS.  Senator McLucas said that investing early to prevent being left behind as the disability environment changes will be important.  
Senator McLucas advised that there is a specific group working within FaHCSIA on the NDIS, and also a group with the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet.  Under COAG (Council of Australian Governments) a sub-committee called the Select Council has been formed to address the NDIS.  The Select Council includes all state and territory treasurers, and Australian Treasurer Wayne Swan; and all state and territory Disability Ministers, and the Minister for Disabilities, now Jenny Macklin (as of Monday 12 December).  This arrangement is to ensure that all state and territory government’s are engaged.
Senator McLucas also made mention of the nomination the night before for Michael Simpson, for Lifelong Achievement at the Disability Awards.  We send him our Congratulations!

Senator Gary Humphries  from the Coalition attended and provided us with their view.  Senator Humphries was very knowledgeable on disability issues, and advised of the Coalition’s support for change and an NDIS type model.  He advised that their policies for people with a disability have included a Student’s Card to the value of $20,000 to students with a disability, funding to schools and colleges including to the new Victorian School for Blind and Vision Impaired, and funding to improve facilities in Libraries for people with a vision impairment.  

Dr Ken Baker, CEO of National Disability Services

Ken provided a detailed view of the government environment in Australia for people with a disability.  The important developments are:

· the National Disability Insurance Scheme.  The benefits of NDIS to ABF are its breadth and scope.  The NDIS is part of a whole of Government recognition that the sector needs to change.  It is a major reform but there is still a long way to go.  It is in early stages and while there is in-principle support, there has been no state sign off yet.  

· the Not For Profit Reform Agenda.  The aim of the Reform is to increase productivity and participation.

· the National Disability Strategy, is a whole of Government Strategy to ensuring people with a disability are able to participate and are included in Government and community.

Ken noted the National Broadband Network and its possibilities for the sector in providing significant infrastructure which, if it can be accessed and afforded, could be a significant enabler in social participation and employment.

Nick Hartland, Group Manager, Disability Long Term Care and Support Group, Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA)
Nick Hartland has been appointed Head of the unit putting together detail on the NDIS.  The Disability Long-Term Care and Support Taskforce was established to take forward the detailed analysis and policy development required for an NDIS-type model.  

Nick’s presentation stated there were lots of questions still to be answered.  Key issues for consultation on Block Funding is both supported and not supported within the sector.  The tool box for assessment and assessment processes are significant issues, he said.  He admitted to being ‘kept awake at night’ mulling over the issues.  

Karen Wilson, General Manager, Disability and Carers Policy Branch, FaHCSIA
Ms Wilson spoke on the National Disability Strategy and its 10 year plan and to ‘drive future reforms in mainstream and specialist disability service systems to improve outcomes for people with disability, their families and carers.  It represents a commitment by all levels of government, industry and the community to a unified, national approach to policy and program development. This new approach will assist in addressing the challenges faced by people with disability, both now and into the future.’  

The policy developments are focused around six key outcomes which are:

· Inclusive and accessible communities

· Rights protection, justice and legislation

· Economic security 

· Personal and community support

· Learning and skills 

· Health and wellbeing

Karen said the implementation is yet to begin, but it is a proactive Strategy with all governments (state and territory) behind it.  

Professor David Cullen, Principal Adviser, Aged Care Reform, Ageing and Aged Care Division, FaHCSIA
Professor Cullen highlighted the many challenges facing the aged care sector and provided an overview of the outcomes of the Productivity Commission’s report into Aged Care.  The key challenges being the ageing population; older people find the aged care system complex and difficult to access and navigate; the system is fragmented and has gaps in services; poor linkages with the health system; and workforce pressures.  

The Government is currently preparing its response to the report into Aged Care and is guided by:

1. Access to quality care and support

2. Consumer choice and control

3. Financial sustainability; and 

4. Quality care from a skilled workforce.

Professor Cullen acknowledged that people with low vision are an issue in aged care, and there is much debate about the difference between over 65 and under 65 year olds, and the transition of funding and/or services.  Those with high support needs are addressed in aged care.  People aging in place, for example a person with a disability in a support home, will be able to remain in that place and the cost transfers to Aged Care and the process is unchanged.  

The point was made that a person should be assessed as a “person with a disability” not as a “person aged 66”, as the services are the same and it is discriminatory to arbitrarily change an entitlement based solely on age.
Professor Greg Leigh, Director, Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children (RIDBC), Renwick Centre for Research and Professional Education.

Professor Leigh’s role at RIDBC is wide-ranging and he spoke with experience as Conjoint Professor of Special Education, and as Director of the Centre for Special Education and Disability Studies at the University of Newcastle.  Professor Leigh has been publicised widely in the field of special education.   He highlighted that

RIDBC Library has significant holdings in sensory disability and is very accessible.  
He is very supportive of Teacher Education on disability issues, and he sees enormous potential and interest in developing teachers’ skills in disability education.

The University of Newcastle has a focus on teacher education, and offers a Master of Special Education which includes vision impairment, orientation and mobility and hearing impairment.  

Professor Leigh said that RIDBC is happy to collaborate with any groups to assist spreading the knowledge.  

He also advised that the Australian Childhood Vision Impairment Register has now been running for 2 years.  There are 585 on the register, most in the 7 - 13 year age group.  This will provide good data and research material.  

Mark Radcliffe, Business Development Manager, Everyone Counts.

Mark has had a career in technology management and business development, and he wrote the feasibility report for the NSW Electoral Commission that led to approval in NSW Parliament of the legislation and required funding to enable accessible Internet and telephone voting to be offered to voters who were blind, with low vision or other disabilities, or who were not able to get to a polling station (such as defence personnel on deployment).  It was successful, and in March 2011, 46,864 Internet and telephone votes were made using the ‘iVote System’ in NSW.  

Mark demonstrated the internet system, which involves registering and then entering a PIN and iVote number, then following audio instructions which are easy to follow.  In the NSW election, 95% users of ‘iVote’ used the internet, and 5% voted by telephone.  The demographics showed that people of all ages used iVote, from 90 year olds to 18 year olds.  

Some other states and the Australian Electoral Commission have used an electronic voting system, and variations are used overseas in countries such as Estonia, Brazil, India, and Switzerland and some trials in other countries.  
The challenge now is for each state, territory and the Commonwealth to introduce legislation and allocate funding for accessible voting.  Everyone counts believe it costs approximately $3 - $4 million for a trial, but not much more to implement.   More information at www.everyonecounts.com.au
Duncan McIntyre, Assistant Secretary, Consumer Policy and Post, Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy

Mr McIntyre’s role covers a range of telecommunications consumer issues, and he raised the Media Access Review, which the government is implementing currently.  This includes the audio descriptions and captioning in cinemas.  They are also working with the ABC (television) who are providing 14 hours per week of audio descriptions which will/is being trialled in December.  They also work on the Digital Business Website, which is to assist small to medium enterprises to access online information, and how to make their website accessible.  

Kevin Murfitt, World Blind Union – Asia Pacific
Kevin provided an update of activities as the delegate to the World Blind Union – Asia Pacific Board and Policy Council.  
There has been a good deal of activity in the Asia Pacifc region, and the WBU-AP website is up and running.  It is at http://wbuap.org
Kevin asked that people visit the website and provide feedback on its usability and suggestions as to how to make the website a "living" instrument for the sharing of knowledge and experiences.

The WBU-AP continues to do work in Papua New Guinea and the Philippines.   The  WBU-AP Equipment recycling Web Site is still operational and continues to provide low tech products to Asia-Pacific countries for free (website address is www.rsb.org/wbu ).   Kevin’s full report can be found on the ABF website.  
The next Member Forum will be held on 21 March 2011.  Put it in your diary!

The ABF 2011 AGM was held following the Member Forum.   Briefly, the Chairman’s Report from Andrew Daly was presented by Dan English in Andrew’s absence.  Andrew’s term as Chair ended, and he was thanked for his time and considerable contribution to the role.  The Report can be found in full on the ABF Website.  The Financial Report was presented and accepted.  
Two positions on the Board were available for nomination and Dan English and Tony Starkey re-nominated and were re-elected unopposed.  David Blythe’s term finished, and Jane Bryce proposed a motion of thanks for David’s valuable contribution over many years to the ABF and to the blindness sector.  

On 1 December the ABF Board met, and Tony Starkey was elected Chair, and Cheryl Pascual is Deputy Chair.  Bruce Ind became the Board Member from BCA, as per the Constitution.   Congratulations to all concerned.  
We wish everyone a very happy Christmas and New Year, and a safe holiday period.  

We look forward to a proactive and productive 2012!   

End Notes

Getting more information on issues in the ABF/NDS Update: Unless otherwise stated, please contact Gabrielle Mullen at gabrielle.mullen@nds.org.au phone
02 6283 3214.
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.  The Policy Advisor (Australian Blindness Forum) is located at the ABF registered office, 33 Thesiger Court, Deakin ACT 2600 – contact Gabrielle Mullen, email gabrielle.mullen@nds.org.au, phone 02 6283 3214. 

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 organisations. Collectively, NDS’s 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 organisations, and are located in every State and Territory across Australia.
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