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About Blind Citizens Australia
Blind Citizens Australia is the peak national consumer body of and for people who are blind or vision impaired. Our mission is to achieve equity and equality by our empowerment, by promoting positive community attitudes and by striving for high quality and accessible services which meet our needs. As the national peak body, we have over 3,000 members and 16 branches nationwide in metropolitan, regional and rural locations. Blind Citizens Australia is affiliated with 13 other organisations that represent the interests of Australians who are blind or vision impaired. 

Blind Citizens Australia advocates systemically on issues that impact on individuals who are blind or vision impaired and provides individual advocacy support for people who experience discrimination because of their vision impairment.  We also develop policy, work with all levels of **Government to improve the rights of people who are blind or vision impaired and provide information and peer support.
Blind Citizens Australia is a strong advocate on issues relating to disability services, and asserts that a person-centred approach to disability services in NSW has the potential to significantly improve the lives of many of our members. We have consulted widely with our membership on the proposed National Disability Insurance Scheme to ensure that people who are blind or vision impaired are not disadvantaged by changes to the provision of disability services. Likewise, Blind Citizens Australia greatly appreciates the opportunity to present the needs of our membership in regards to the NSW person centred approaches.

Introduction
Due to an ageing population, the number of Australians who are blind and vision impaired is steadily increasing and is estimated to have reach almost 800, 000 by the year 2020 (Vision 2020 and Access Economics, 2010)). New South Wales has been identified as the state with the largest concentration** population of individuals who are blind **or vision impaired. This presents NSW with the opportunity to lead the country in providing comprehensive, tailored services to meet the needs of individuals experiencing a disability.
A 2007 survey conducted by Australia’s leading service provider for blindness and vision impairment, Vision Australia, found that 63% of clients expressed a wish to work but were unemployed. Blind Citizens Australia proposes the over-representation of people with a vision impairment as unemployed is due in part to the gaps in service provision and support within the current service system.  It is our hope that the NSW Person Centred Approaches may pave the way to addressing some of these shortfalls.
Our vision for a person centred approach would ensure the following provisions:
· No Individual whose needs were covered under existing arrangements would miss out on receiving essential services required in order to lead full and independent lives.

· Services would be flexible in responding to individual needs, recognising that no two set of circumstances are the same.
· All New South Wales residents with a disability would have equal access to training, aids and equipment that would enhance independence, community participation and prospects for employment; regardless of geographic location.
1.
pERSONILISED pLANNING
1.1.
Who Undertakes Planning

Blind Citizens Australia recommends that individuals be involved in developing plans and given the opportunity to provide their own plan if they so desire. This will enable people to maintain their independence and remain empowered throughout the planning process. 

The level of involvement shared by families and carers in the planning process should be at the disgression of the individual. Should a person choose to have input from family members or carers, this should be valued, unless a person wishes to maintain full autonomy in the planning process.
In the event that a person did not have the desire or capacity to develop their own plan, Blind Citizens Australia proposes that an independent planner be available to assist in this process. This person should have a good knowledge of disability services and a true understanding of the issues that are faced by the people who will be accessing this scheme. 

1.2.
Support to Participate

Access to Information:

The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) requires that individuals experiencing a disability have equal access to goods and services including information. The Australian Government’s study into the Accessibility of the Portable Document Format for people with a disability (2010) stated that due to problems of accessibility, the Australian Government’s position recommending that alternative file formats be provided whenever PDF files are used should remain unchanged. A scheme which is designed to put people with a disability at the centre of decision making should acknowledge and respect the specific access needs of minority groups and put adequate measures in place to address them. At the grass roots level, this means making information available in Braille, large print and audio formats upon request and creating accessible electronic files in a Rich Text Format that can be accessed by a person using screen-reading software. 
The NSW State Government must acknowledge that PDF files are inaccessible to a large percentage of our target group and make a commitment towards providing either .doc, .rtf or .txt file versions available online as an alternative to PDF. This should be adopted as standard practice.

It is also important that our members who cannot read Braille or access a computer also have access to information on personalised planning. Due to the high number of Australians with a print disability, Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the NSW Government investigate the pheasability of setting up a telephone information line to answer questions regarding the scheme 
Service Information:

Our membership strongly recommends making information about the quality of disability-related services publically available. This may require developing a number of quality measures that would mean that services are allocated a star rating based on performance; allowing individuals to select the service that would best address their needs. Blind Citizens Australia affirms that this would encourage service providers to be competitive in their service provision and would lead to a subsequent boost in service quality.

1.3.
What should be included in a Plan?

Personal plans should take a holistic approach and look at the supports that a person would require in order to meet their goals; both specialised and mainstream. The plan should focus on achieving the best outcomes for the individual and should identify specific short-term and long-term goals, giving the individual the flexibility to participate in conversations regarding how these goals could best be achieved.

A planning model which measures a person’s goals and disability-related needs comparatively against those of another individual with the same disability would significantly compromise the notion of a person centred system. We suggest instead a model which factors in a person’s individual set of circumstances, acknowledging that no two peoples’ needs are the same, regardless of disability. 
There are many factors which may alter the needs of an individual who is blind or vision impaired such as their level of remaining vision, the age at which vision loss occurred, their level of access to appropriate services and their existing support networks; a person centred approach could take these variables into account when developing the best plan to support the individual’s expressed aims.  
Essential Supports for Different Life Stages:

Blind Citizens Australia recognises that there are different types of supports that are required at different stages throughout an individual’s life.   One such example is education. It is essential that people with no or reduced vision have the necessary equipment and accommodations made to participate equally within education. Suitable supports for this life period may include, but should not be limited to, adaptive software for the computer such as JAWS for Windows or Zoom Text and a portable note taking device which will allow the individual to be independent in the learning environment. Where a person has identified that they are a Braille user, this should be encouraged and supported in providing the individual with the relevant technology to support their individual needs, such as a portable Braille note taker.

We feel that it is imperative, however, that the focus remains on identifying what are significant life stages, rather than what the support solutions should be in order to address individual needs. Some other important life stages include the transition from primary to secondary school, entry into university, transition to work and leaving home. Life stages should be used to flag post the system and should trigger a reassessment, to ensure that plans do not remain static and can accommodate a person’s evolving disability-related needs.

Episodic Supports:

People who are blind or vision impaired have very different support needs to most people with disability. It is important to consider that a number of the specialist services that are accessed by people who are blind or vision impaired, such as orientation and mobility, are accessed episodically rather than on a pre-determined and ongoing basis. For example, a person who has been successful in gaining employment will need orientation and mobility training to get to their new workplace. This will require a specific number of sessions, meaning that the individual may not be required to access the service again until they need to learn how to get to a new destination some time later. The way in which episodic supports would be included in personal plans requires careful consideration, as there is no way for an individual to pinpoint the exact times that they will require support. The scheme must be flexible to ensure that the episodic, but very necessary needs of people with sensory impairments are not missed or under prioritised. 

1.4.
Administration, quality and pricing

Pricing:

Blind Citizens Australia does not support a fee-for-service model for the planning process. As the planning process will be a standard requirement for all people with disability requiring services or supports, it should be provided free of charge so as not to further burden an already disadvantaged group of people.

Eligibility:

While allowing instant eligibility for persons in receipt of the Disability Support Pension (DSP) will reduce red tape burdens both for the state and for the individual, Blind Citizens Australia does not feel that DSP status should be the only means of determining a person’s eligibility for the scheme. 

Current arrangements under the Social Security Act 1991 (Cth) prevent a person from accessing DSP in the event that they have been on workers compensation prior to acquiring their disability. This anomaly has left many people with permanent disability without the resources to fund their disability-related needs. To ensure that these people do not fall through the cracks, we recommend that eligibility may also be assessed by a general practitioner, using the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health.

Quality:

There need to be strict measures in place to ensure the quality of personal plans as these plans will form the basis of an individual’s support package. In the event that a person has developed their own plan, this should be subject to approval by a separate entity to ensure the individuals has included all of the appropriate supports available to them, as has been recommended for the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS). This process should also include an appeals mechanism. 

There should be a number of sample plans available to individuals wishing to undertake personal planning to assist them in the drafting process; as the concept itself will be unfamiliar to many people.

A high priority in providing a quality service that produces positive outcomes is having strategic measures in place to ensure that complaints regarding the planning process can be reviewed objectively. We believe that a person should reserve the right to have their plan reviewed if they are concerned that the plan is not meeting their needs. This is crucial in ensuring that individuals do not miss out on receiving appropriate services for a prolonged period of time.

2.
Personalised Funding

2.1.
What Needs to Change?

A number of our members have stated that the current system simply ignores people who are blind or vision impaired; limiting their access to vital services which could assist them in leading full and more independent lives and increase their level of civic participation. Personalised funding would see a shift in the types of support that could be accessed by a person who is blind or vision impaired and would allow them a greater deal of flexibility and choice in the specific services that they receive; whether they be specialist or mainstream. This scheme may also have the potential to change services offered through the market forces of which services were chosen.
2.2.
Use of Personalised Funding

Accountability:

Blind Citizens Australia believes that any person who is blind or vision impaired should have the choice of accessing personalised funding, providing that there is an effective mechanism in place to ensure that the individual is accountable for the spending of these funds. We recommend using Medicare as an intermediary between the individual and the service sector, to ensure that funds are being spent on reasonable supports.
Whilst it is important that reporting requirements are not so arduous that they might serve as a disincentive for people to access services, we feel that there should be some reporting requirements in place to account for the spending of personalised funds. 
Personalised funding should be able to be used for all of an individual’s support related requirements. For people who are blind or vision impaired, these areas may include, but should not be limited to:
· Transport

· Household maintenance (cleaning, gardening etc)

· Aids and equipment

· Disability-specific services (orientation and mobility training , adaptive technology training, Braille training etc)

In accordance with the productivity commission’s recommendations on the National Disability Insurance Scheme, the NSW scheme should also have the flexibility to recognise and cover innovative supports. 

Factoring in the Cost of Adaptive Technologies:

Blind Citizens Australia Sees this scheme as having the potential to bridge a significant gap that exists in the current system and ensure that people who are blind or vision impaired are provided with the tools that are required for them to lead full and independent lives. Access to information is a key challenge that is faced by our membership, which greatly limits the development of core skills that may assist in gaining employment and support a person’s level of participation in the community.
Braille is fundamental to developing literacy skills in the lives of people who are blind, particularly for individuals who experience a vision impairment from birth or early years. It is the only true way in which a person who is blind is able to read and write; making it crucial in the development and sustainability of literacy skills. Unfortunately, access to Braille is not guaranteed due to the specialist teaching skills required and the high cost associated with aids and equipment. A Perkins Brailler is the equivalent of a sighted person’s pen and paper and allows a person to be able to read and write. This basic tool, however currently retails for $1290.00, with the special Braille paper it requires costing $50.00 per ream. Electronic Braille devices, on the other hand, while opening many new opportunities for the few individuals who can afford them can cost as much as a new car. 
Additionally, with a shift towards computer technology, people who are blind or vision impaired have the potential to be able to access more information than has been previously possible. But this too, is met by significant cost barriers. Jaws for Windows, the most widely used screen-reading software used by people who are blind both in employment, in education and in daily living costs over $1500.00 and requires additional payments for each subsequent software upgrade. Under the current system, this software, along with other aids and equipment such as electronic Braille devices are only fully funded when a person is employed, leaving a significant gap in terms of skill development and access to information to assist in daily living.

In setting budgets for personalised funding, it is important that the high cost of adaptive technologies is not overlooked; as a failure to take these items into account will prevent this scheme from adequately meeting the needs of many people with a disability.

2.3.
Making Personalised Funding Work

Fair access to funding:

As identified in section 1.3, fair access to funding should be assessed based on an individual’s needs rather than assuming a one size fits all approach. An individual’s needs are not just those that are obvious. Much like we have argued in our NDIS submission, episodic needs and supports that are likely to be needed long term and supports to increase a person’s independence need to be considered. These considerations should extend beyond what is currently funded through programs. The Person Centred Approach to planning should also take into account that not all people with the same conditions will need the exact same supports; as presented in our submission on the NDIS.  We have noted that  the level of support required depends on when the person has  lost their sight, their level of competence and comfort in using adaptive technology, their confidence, levels of rehabilitation that a person may need to become fully independent (which could be more or less than their peers) and so on. 

In regards to funding, it is also important that the funding allows provisions for future costs: funding that remains static means that people with disability often become worse off due to the rising costs of living and the need to access services which are now more expensive. The State Government needs to consider financial modelling which enables people with a disability to maintain a dignified existence now and into the future. It is also important that funding is allocated within government budgets as a relatively growing but fixed fixture to ensure some security for people with disability during difficult national and international financial periods. 

Geographical differences:

It is important that resources are directed to regional and rural areas so that people are not disadvantaged based on their geographic location.  Service planners must take into consideration a region’s population and demographics as some regions may have a higher level of need due to an ageing population of people with disability, as compared to others. More integration between local networks and agencies is imperative to map and address areas of unmet need. It is imperative that there is more collaboration with consumer network and peak bodies within regional areas to address areas of unmet need and to develop local, tailored solutions to problems. 

Quality and equity

The establishment of nationally consistent standards for quality and accreditation is important. This ensures that people near the border of states are not subjected to undue bureaucracy and that there is a known baseline of service for people with disability irrespective of where a person lives. Equity of access is harder – some people may need more service than others, rather than equal levels of service. There needs to be stronger consumer feedback mechanisms to Government which are transparent and include consultation with peak consumer bodies to ensure that services are meeting the needs of people with disabilities and are of a suitable quality.
2.4.
Support to Manage Personalised Funding

Budgeting:

Whilst we believe that all people who are blind or vision impaired should have the option of accessing personalised funding, it is important to understand that a certain level of support will be required, especially in the early stages, to assist a person with a disability in managing personalised support. This could take the form of budgeting advice from a financial advisor; however this service should not come at an additional cost to the individual but instead should be a service that is offered to the individual following their eligibility for personalised funding being approved.
Access to information:

As identified in section 1.2, having accurate and up-to-date information about the scheme in a range of formats is necessary to support people to understand the new processes that the scheme presents and the different elements that encompass it. As this scheme is largely unprecedented in Australia, it is important to make professional advice available to the general public via phone and or internet to answer any questions that may emerge as the scheme unfolds.

3.
Personalised Service Delivery

3.1.
What Needs to Change
Historically, the level of Government funding to blindness rehabilitative services has been poor when compared to funding for the physical and intellectual disability sectors. The numbers of people experiencing blindness has also traditionally been smaller than other sectors. As such, people who are blind or vision impaired have been reliant on charitable donations to access the services that they need. While most people who are blind or vision impaired currently receive free or low cost access to specialist services irrespective of the severity of their vision impairment or their age, timely service access is dependent on agency waiting lists, geographic boundaries and resources.
Our members believe that the current service system needs to be more responsive to client demand, especially when considering the needs of people living in rural areas. For this particular client group, it is not uncommon for an individual wishing to undertake adaptive technology training to wait in excess of eight weeks before an assessment of their needs can be carried out.

While some of our members are able to access Home and Community Care (HAAC) to assist with cleaning, transport etc, the high demand for these services has resulted in people who are blind or vision impaired being given a low priority rating. Not having access to these essential supports which may help a person to live independently may limit their level of community participation and force them to rely on other people to complete some tasks; which can be detrimental to their mental wellbeing and sense of independence.
As previously outlined, aids and equipment are fully funded only once a person has gained employment. This arrangement fails to recognise the importance of building adaptive technology skills to assist in the transition to work and the many benefits that technology can present for a person both in education and in daily living. Blind Citizens Australia believes that the many life opportunities that result from adequate access to aids and equipment should be available to all people who are blind or vision impaired; not just those who have the financial means of accessing it.
3.2.
Implications for the Service Sector

It is Blind Citizen’s Australia’s understanding that a shift to a personalised planning model would result in block funding provided to service organisations by the Department of Aging, Disability and Home Care (ADHC) being phased out. It is our fear that this may detrimentally affect the sustainability of specialist services in favour of more generalised services. In addition, the way in which clients may be impacted by this shift requires careful consideration. Under the current system, any person who is blind or vision impaired can access ADHC funded services within Vision Australia free of charge. If core services were no longer block funded but instead rely on the funding received when individuals utilise the service, we wish to ask what guarantee there would be to ensure that all individuals currently eligible to receive services would also be eligible to receive personalised funding.
3.3.
Who Provides Services and Supports

It is our fear that the current specialist services offered could be eroded by the introduction of generalist providers with limited knowledge of vision impairment and unqualified professionals offering very niche services. Whilst we acknowledge that this scheme has the potential to positively reduce barriers for service providers; we feel that there still needs to be a system in place to allow for the strict regulation of service providers, to ensure that workers are properly trained in the roles in which they are working and that services are of a high standard. Blind Citizens Australia recommends that all services be subject to independent periodic audits to ensure that they are operating in accordance with sector legislation, including the Disability Services Act 1986 (Cth)
Closing Comments:

Blind Citizens Australia, along with its members believes that if implemented correctly, this scheme has the potential to significantly enhance the lives of many News South Wales Residents who are blind or vision impaired. We feel that the following points are important to keep in mind when laying the foundations for this or any future scheme:
· Access to information is a basic right and is vital in communicating information about the scheme to its participants. Information should be made available in accessible electronic format on all websites and in Braille, large print and audio recording upon request.

· The cost of blindness is often underestimated and a failure to properly factor in the true cost of blindness will leave the scheme ill-equip to meet the needs of its participants. In particular, the cost of aids and equipment should be considered.

· The process for personalised planning and the reporting requirements that are placed upon individuals should not be so arduous that they serve as a disincentive to access important and necessary supports.
· There should be effective complaint and review mechanisms in place to ensure that people are not left with plans that are not meeting their needs for a prolonged period of time.

· The sector must maintain strict auditing of all disability service providers to ensure that staff are qualified and are providing services in accordance with sector legislation, such as the Disability Services Act 1986 (Cth).
· Innovative supports should be encouraged, where a person can identify that a support is reasonable and necessary.
After the first round of consultations, Blind Citizens Australia’s key concerns are as follows:

· How the episodic, but very necessary needs of people who are blind or vision impaired could be factored into the planning process.

· The question of who would be eligible for personalised funding and whether or not this would lead to any individual whose needs are met under current arrangements failing to meet the eligibility criteria for the new scheme
· The possibility that individuals with similar disability types would have their needs measured comparatively. Compromising the notion of a person-centred system.

We thank the Department for providing us with the opportunity to convey the needs of our members through this submission. In addition, we urge the Department to participate in open discussion with key stakeholders and undertake further consultation prior to the scheme being finalised; to ensure that the scheme will best serve the needs of the people for which it is intended.
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