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President’s Report 

Cheryl Pascual 
I am pleased to introduce the 35th Annual Report of Blind Citizens Australia (BCA) for the year ended 30 June 2010.  During the reporting period, BCA has worked diligently on our key activities of peer support, information dissemination, individual advocacy, systemic advocacy and advice to Government and the community.

It has been a busy and productive year for our organisation.  The highlights of the year were:-

· Achieving an agreement with the four major cinema chains to roll out audio description in cinemas on 242 cinema screens by the end of 2014;

· Successfully advocated for the right of people who are blind or vision impaired to cast a secret, independent and verifiable vote at federal elections. This resulted in a change to the Electoral Act on 17 June 2010 giving the authority to the Australian Electoral Commission to put in place a system of accessible voting;
· Recognition of BCA as a source of authoritative and quality advice on issues affecting blind people as evidenced by an invitation to present evidence to the joint-standing committee Inquiry into the Migration Treatment of Disability; 
· Substantial advocacy on behalf of people who are blind or vision impaired in relation to electoral reform, electronic access to media and a National Broadband Network, public transport access, and access to premises;

· Conducting a well attended National Convention in Brisbane which achieved 31 first time attendees; and

· Extensively consulting with our members to develop an access to health policy. 
These significant achievements are due mainly to the collective effort of directors, our National Policy Development Council, BCA members and our dedicated and hard-working staff.  I hope you will read this report, and by doing so, appreciate the tremendous amount of work conducted by BCA on behalf of Australians who are blind or vision impaired.

Finances

Bruce Ind, Chair of our Finance and Audit Committee, and the National Office through Robyn Gaile, have worked hard to ensure that our organisation is financially stable. I thank all our members and supporters who have made financial donations to BCA during the year.  I also thank blindness agencies such as Vision Australia and Guide Dogs Victoria who have financially supported us over a number of years 

In addition to financial support, blindness agencies and individuals have provided much in-kind support over the year.  This practical help is very much appreciated.
BCA Board

During the reporting period, a postal ballot was held to fill three vacant Director positions. Stephen Belbin, Greg Madson and Vaughan Roles were elected to the Board at the 2009 Annual General Meeting.  
Laurie Grovenor was not re-elected to the Board. However, the Board has subsequently appointed Laurie as the Chair of our rural issues committee. 

On behalf of our members I thank Laurie for her contribution as a Board member and her continuing active participation in BCA.

The members of the Board are: Cheryl Pascual (President), Greg Madson (Vice President), Bruce Ind (Chair of Finance & Audit Committee), David Blyth (Immediate past-President), Barry Chapman (Chair of Soundabout committee), Renee Williamson (Deputy Chair of NPDC), Stephen Belbin (Chair of External Representation Committee) and Vaughan Roles (Chair of Fundraising Committee). 

The Board meets monthly by teleconference and holds two face-to-face meetings each year. 

National Policy and Development Council (NPDC)

The NPDC consists of all Board members, a representative from each State or Territory that has more than 50 full members, a representative from the National Womens’ Branch, and a representative of organisational members. The NPDC has responsibility for guiding the development of BCA policies.

At the 2009 AGM, Katrina Stewart and Bill McKennariey were elected as the Queensland and New South Wales representatives respectively. As there was no nomination for the vacant Victorian NPDC representative, Leah Hobson was subsequently co-opted to fill the vacant position. 

NPDC representatives, in addition to the Board, are: Leah Hobson (Vic), Julie Sutherland (SA), Erika Webb (WA), Katrina Stewart (QLD), Bill McKennariey (NSW), Peter Granleese (ACT) and Robert Altamore.  
When I look back over the year past, I recall with pride our 2009 National Convention held in Brisbane. The Convention commenced with a welcome function hosted by the Brisbane Branch. Seventy of us, all blind or vision impaired except for Rick Scheeren, who was in a wheelchair being pushed by Vicki, his totally blind wife, made our way down Albert Street for four blocks. Some of us using white canes, others using dog guides and many of us linked together two, three or four abreast. We sent a powerful message to the Brisbane Community about the ability of people who are blind or vision impaired to move around safely and independently. 

Our National Convention was opened by the honourable Bill Shorten, Parliamentary Secretary for Disabilities. He spoke about blindness being an information disability and clearly demonstrated a genuine understanding of the systemic barriers which continue to impede the full participation of people who are blind or vision impaired in the community. 
Dr Marc Maurer, from the National Federation of the Blind in the United States, delivered the keynote address and challenged our perceptions about the limitations of blindness.   All our National Convention proceedings are available as an audio download from our website or you can contact the National Office and request an audio CD copy to be sent to you. I encourage you to do so. 

At Convention Dinner, the David Blyth Award and BCA Certificates of Appreciation were awarded. Barry Chapman received the David Blyth award for 2009 for his many years of providing advocacy at a local level in Sydney through his active involvement on various Sydney disability advisory bodies and public transport access committees. He has also assisted our members and the wider community to remain informed about matters affecting people who are blind or vision impaired through his role as the webmaster for the BCA website. He has also been the Chair of our Soundabout committee for the past three years. 

Erika Webb from Western Australia and Lee Smith from New South Wales were awarded the BCA Certificates of Appreciation for their long-standing encouragement and support of our members through advocacy and information dissemination at a branch and email distribution list level. I congratulate Barry, Erika and Lee for their outstanding commitment to BCA. 

In closing, the Board met in May 2010 to conduct a review of our 2008/2011 Strategic Plan. We received some funding from the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs to hire an external facilitator. As the review took place in Sydney, we invited the Presidents of the Sydney and Newcastle, branches and the Chair and Executive Officer of the Association of Blind Citizens of NSW, to participate in the review. 
The day proved to be most successful and highlighted the need for BCA to forge stronger links with like-minded organisations such as the Association for the Blind of NSW to better advocate for the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired. 
Executive Officers Summary 
Robyn Gaile 
Introduction 

BCA has once again enjoyed a very busy 12 months.  We have worked hard to achieve success in our major campaigns and strategic priorities. 
Staff

We experienced a couple of staff changes in the National Office during the year. At the end of June 2010, staff included:

Robyn Gaile 
Executive Officer

Wayne Hawkins 
National Policy Officer and NSW Advocacy & Information Officer

Jody Holdback 
National Advocacy Officer

Jessica Zammit 
Victorian Advocacy and Information Officer

The administration team consisted of:

Faye Baxter and Suzanne Taylor, and 
Robyn McIntyre, our Bookkeeper.  
In October 2009, Peter Ohlson, Administration Assistant Trainee, left us and was replaced by Suzanne Taylor in January 2010. 
In May 2010, Wayne Hawkins, resigned and was replaced in the National Policy Officer role by Jessica Zammit in July 2010, and in September 2010, Lauren Henley took on the role of NSW Advocacy and Information Officer. 
Also in September 2010, Joy Yeardsley became our new Victorian Advocacy and Information Officer. 
We wish Peter and Wayne well in their future endeavours and welcome Suzanne, Lauren and Joy to the team. 
Volunteers 
During the year the National Office was supported by a fine group of volunteers who supported and enhanced the work of our paid staff. This work involves answering the phones, conducting internet research to assist in our policy work, audio CD duplication, labeling and stuffing envelopes and putting together Soundabout and New Horizons. 

Many of our volunteers are blind or vision impaired. So we certainly are sending out the message that people who are blind or vision impaired can be productive and prolific when it comes to hard work! 
Our staff and volunteers are a friendly, dedicated and capable group of people.  I am pleased to be part of such a terrific team. 

Activities 

The five key activities undertaken by BCA to achieve our objectives are unchanged.  They are: individual advocacy, systemic advocacy, information dissemination, peer support, and consultation.  These services are provided to BCA members as well as all Australians who are blind or vision impaired.  The advocacy matters undertaken during the reporting period include: dealing with Centrelink, employment recruitment and job maintenance, migration, access to information and provision of bills and statements in accessible formats.  

The national advocacy and Victorian advocacy reports provided later in this report will further outline the nature of the advocacy undertaken during the period. 

With regard to policy, we responded to 15 Government discussion and consultation papers, achieved tremendous success with our electoral matters and audio description in cinemas campaigns, presented evidence at the joint-standing committee Inquiry into migration treatment of disability, developed a new access to health policy, updated several of our existing policies, attended the federal Community Cabinet and met with Senator Steven Conroy, Minister for Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, and actively participated in the Australian Blindness Forum, Vision 2020 and the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations. 

A significant achievement for BCA has been the success of our campaign to have audio description in cinemas. In June 2010, the major four cinema chains announced that they will commence a roll out of audio description and captioning on 24 cinema screens by the end of 2010, with a final number of 242 screens by the end of 2014. The success of this campaign has been largely due to the ongoing work of BCA staff past and present, our members, other blindness and deafness specific organizations, the Australian Human Rights Commission and the championing of the honourable Bill Shorten, Parliamentary Secretary for Disabilities. 
The Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs has funded the development of an Accessible Cinemas Advisory Group which will meet with the major cinema CEO’s to ensure that the specific customer service needs of people who are blind or vision impaired, deaf or hearing impaired are met during the four year roll out period. I am pleased to report that I will be representing BCA on that group. 
Reports from several staff appear later in this Annual Report and I encourage you to read them. I trust that they will allow you to gain an appreciation of the enormous amount of work undertaken by BCA during the last year.

BCA has links with a number of external organisations and places on many committees and working parties to ensure the needs and views of people who are blind or vision impaired are represented.  A complete list of these appear later in this report along with the names of our representatives.

Our work at an international level continues with the World Blind Union (WBU). Cheryl Pascual and I represent Australia as delegates to the World Blind Union both at a regional and international level.  
BCA continues to support the Papua New Guinea Blind Union by paying their annual membership fee as a special member of the WBU. 

Our Overseas and Cultural Branch, headed up by Ivan Malloy, continues to support the education of children who are blind or vision impaired in Sri Lanka. Refer to his report later in this report for more information. 
Communications
BCA communicates with our members and the blindness field through a variety of media.
New Horizons

Fifty two editions of New Horizons were produced in the reporting period. 
The program is produced and presented by a team of volunteers each week. Our audio producer over the year was Michael Kelly and Scott Nixon performed the role of National Presenter. 

New Horizons was produced at the Vision Australia radio studio in Kooyong. The program was also available for download from our website. 
BCA News

As per our usual practice, we produced two editions of BCA News, our member newsletter, during the year. BCA News is available in large print, Braille, audio, email and computer disk formats.  

Soundabout 

Our audio magazine Soundabout was produced quarterly and was distributed to 1987 members nationally. Sue Hastie presented the magazine, along with other state specific presenters Marian Jones, Peter Greco and Scott Nixon, and audio producer Michael Kelly along with producers Barry Chapman and Phillip Vandapeer. 

Dale Simpson from Information Alternatives, after 19 years of providing sound engineering for Soundabout, hung up his headphones  for the last time in February 2010. We thank Dale for his long-standing commitment to producing a quality audio magazine for us.
BCA Email list

The BCA-L discussion list continued to operate for members over the last year. The purpose of this list is to provide a forum for discussion and information sharing on issues important to members who are blind or vision impaired. The list currently has 191 subscribers.  

BCA website

The BCA website was managed and kept up-to-date by Barry Chapman who does an excellent job providing a well-resourced web site. In February 2010, we received assistance from the University of Melbourne final year IT students to re-develop our website. Whilst the work is still ongoing, we have a more professional and user-friendly website in place. 

I would like to take this opportunity to thank all those who support BCA in the National Office, NSW and Adelaide Offices and at the State and branch level providing their expertise in a range of tasks, from labeling envelopes, formatting braille, copying newsletters, answering telephones, entering data, recording interviews, copying audio CD’s, developing submissions etc. Your efforts and time commitment are much appreciated.

Finances

Under the leadership of Bruce Ind and the Finance & Audit Committee, I am pleased to report our books are in order and are regularly reviewed. Robyn McIntyre, our Bookkeeper, does an outstanding job of maintaining our financial records. This year we are able to deliver a surplus on our budget of $7,485. Refer to the 2009/2010 Financial Report for more detailed information. 

We appreciate the support from our members through our regular member Appeals and Pre-Authorised Credit Card Program. 

Conclusion

Under the leadership of Cheryl Pascual, our National President, we have worked hard to encourage Australians who are blind or vision impaired to be part of BCA and to be part of the work we undertake.

Thank you to the staff, Board members, NPDC members, branches and all associated with BCA.  Without you, we could not achieve anything.

I am pleased to commend this Annual Report for the year 2009/2010 of BCA to you.

National Policy Officer Report

During the reporting period of 1 July 2009 to 30 June 2010, Blind Citizens Australia made the following submissions to Government:

· Appearance before the Joint Standing Committee on Migration

· Harmonisation of the Disability Parking Permit Schemes 

· ACCC RediATM submission

· Free TV Australia Commercial Television Industry Code of Practice

· Department of Finance and Deregulation PDF Accessibility Testing Consultation

· Joint Standing Committee on Migration: Inquiry into Immigration Treatment of Disability
· Australian Electoral Reform Green Paper

· Attorney General on World Intellectual Property Organisation: World Blind Union Treaty
· Social Inclusion Compact

· Department of Broadband Communications and the Digital Economy (DBCDE) - Content and access: The future of program standards and captioning requirements on digital television multi-channels

· DBCDE - Access to Electronic Media for the Hearing and Vision Impaired

· NSW Legislative Council Inquiry into the provision of education to students with a disability or special needs

· Accessible Rail Code of Practice

· National Curriculum Consultation

· Victorian Electoral Matters Committee: Parliamentary Inquiry into the functions and administration of voting centres 
Inquiry into Migration and Disability


The Inquiry into Migration and Disability sought comment on the effects on the Health Requirement of the Migration Act 1958, particularly for migrants and refugees with a disability. Our submission drew attention to the direct and indirect discrimination experienced by migrants and refugees which was supported by case studies, including the story of Dr Siyad Abdi. BCA made 4 recommendations which were 

1. A full application of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA) to the Migration Act Health Assessment to remove the potential for discrimination;

2. Consideration of the contributions each individual can make to the Australian community during assessment;

3. Improved consistency, transparency and administrative fairness
4. Withdrawal of the interpretive declaration on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD) regarding the health requirements for potential migrants and refugees with disability. 
Disabled Parking Permit Scheme


In July 2009, the department of Families,  Housing, Community Service and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) called for submissions and held public forums on the harmonisation of the various state and local disability parking permit schemes in Australia. Due to the short turn around for comment, details of the FaHCSIA forums and information about how to make individual submissions were promoted to our members via our email lists and VIP-L, with feedback encouraged. Only a handful of comments were received by BCA during this period.   


Closer to the date of submission, a division emerged within the blindness community on whether people with legal blindness should be automatically eligible for a mobility parking permit. Some of our members expressed the importance of parking permits to counteract poor environmental access, such as wayfinding in carparks, extra space to unload and load dog guides and to enable people to receive sighted guide to their destination. Others, including the majority of our member elected Board of Directors and NPDC, felt that a parking permit was most crucially needed by those who have a profound mobility restriction, such as the inability to walk, who have no choice but to return home if an accessible parking bay is not available. Whilst the issues raised above were recognised in our submission, the predominant view led by our Board was that legal blindness alone should not be considered as a sole criteria for eligibility.  


This position was challenged by some of our members as not reflecting the full range of views of people who are blind or vision impaired. As a result of the feedback received from members, amendments were made to how our submissions and policies are informed, with a greater emphasis on promoting consultation phases early and through as many mechanisms as possible. Submissions made by Blind Citizens Australia are informed by member engagement and comments on key issues. The lack of member engagement at the outset of the harmonisation submission was one of the major factors which led to dissatisfaction with our submission. We encourage members to tell us what you think on key issues so we can ensure that we are in the best position to advocate on what matters most.


In June 2010, State disability ministers endorsed the eligibility criteria, which at this stage, includes legal blindness, the concession provisions and proposed timeline of the harmonisation scheme. This scheme has now been referred to the Australian Transport Council for its endorsement. We will keep members informed of its progress. 
Access to Media


As outlined above, BCA made two submissions to Department of Broadband Communications and the Digital Economy (DBCDE) regarding media access. Our recommendations included that:
· audio description is included in the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 to the same level and extent as captioning

· all publicly funded Australian programming be fully audio described

· all digital multi-channel broadcasters be required to meet their obligations under the DDA before being granted additional licences to broadcast new channels

· Percentage quotas be established for Australian films and TV content released on DVD, with all Australian films produced with Government funding to include access features

· There be an accessibility standard which all commercial downloadable audio-visual content on the internet is required to meet and;

· digital media equipment to be accessible.

National Curriculum


In May 2010, the Government sought feedback on the development of a national education curriculum to ensure that all students have the same chance to succeed academically. BCA’s submission focused on the issues facing children who are blind or vision impaired, including appropriate early childhood education, the role of Braille literacy, the recognition and inclusion of other compensatory skills such as daily living and mobility, access to educational resources and assessments in accessible formats, the role of assistive technology and need for reasonable accommodations. It is unclear whether a national curriculum will be established, as this is largely dependent on the priorities of the new Government. 


All of our submissions are available on our website www.bca.org.au and in accessible formats by calling the National Office. 

Campaigns

Electronically Assisted Voting


Our campaign for electronic assisted voting has been one of our most successful this year, with people who are blind or vision impaired well on their way to being able to cast a secret, independent and verifiable vote. 


The preferred model, pending legislative approval, will allow people who are blind or vision impaired to pre-register, receive a personal identification number (PIN) and vote by telephone. The voting process will be similar to the automated system used in the 2007 trial in that all prompts and responses will be made using the telephone keypad, the votes will be electronically stored and then after completion, the ballot will be forwarded to the respective divisional office for counting.


However, in order to reach this goal there will be at most two interim steps in the preceding Federal elections. In the 2010 election the votes will be cast using a phone at a divisional office, recorded by a specially trained call centre operator and scrutinised by a second operator. The completed ballot will then be forwarded to the respective divisional office for counting; whilst it is recognised that this is not a satisfactory model long term, it is a vital first step in the process to securing a completely secret vote and takes into account the short turnaround between the calling of the election and the casting of votes. It is essential that our members support this stage to ensure future government commitment to continue our hard work so far. More information is available in the December 2009 edition of Blind Citizens News. 

BCA Policies and Position Statements


In conjunction with the member elected BCA National Policy and Development Council (NPDC), the following BCA policies have been updated: 

· BCA Pedestrian Safety Policy

· BCA Audible Traffic Signals Policy

· Information Access Advocacy Guidelines: Eight Steps to Web Accessibility and 

· BCA Education Policy


The NPDC has developed a plan to review the remaining BCA Public Policies to ensure that our policies remain relevant and reflect the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired. These policies will be made available in accessible formats in the next financial year to stakeholders and organisations to ensure the continuation of our strategic advocacy and to support the self advocacy efforts of our branches and members. 

National Advocacy Officer Report

Individual complaints

During the reporting period, BCA supported 61 individual complaints, with a number of them needing immediate attention. The nature of the cases included, but were not limited to: 

· Access to information; 

· Access to the built environment;

· Employment;

· Access for and of dog guide users;

· Welfare

In addition to these individual advocacy cases, we dealt with 37 disability discrimination complaints lodged with the Australian Human Rights Commission. 

Systemic Advocacy 

The National Advocacy Service dealt with a number of systemic matters, the majority of these matters are still ongoing. They consist of: 

· Copyright and the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO). In 2008, the World Blind Union put forward a treaty to WIPO regarding the removal of international borders concerning copyright for people who have a print disability. BCA has continued to work with the Australian Government in order for Australia to support this treaty that ensures the ongoing provision of printed material in an alternative format is provided with continuing ease and at a comparable price. 

Airlines 

Input was requested and given to Virgin Blue in regard to a review of their independent travel criteria section in the Special Needs and Assistance Policy.  
Social Security Appeals Tribunal (SSAT)
Discussions were undertaken with the SSAT regarding accessible information for people who are blind or vision impaired during their hearing process. 

Submissions 

World Intellectual Property Organisation treaty 

In 2009 Blind Citizens Australia lodged a submission in favour of the International treaty on copyright for people who are blind or vision impaired. 

Blind Citizens Australia believes the opening up of national and international borders for copyright material will allow millions of people who are blind or vision impaired across the world to participate on a greater level in all areas of education, employment, recreational, civil and community participation.

Village Road Show, Greater Union Organisation, The Hoyts Corporation and Reading cinema chains application for temporary exemption against audio description and Captioning. 

This year on 28 October 2009, the major cinema chains applied for a temporary exemption against complaints pertaining to audio description and captioning for a two and a half year period in order for them to roll out audio description and captioning features in 35 cinemas. 

Blind Citizens Australia’s submission fundamentally accepted the proposal but raised issues for further consideration, such as: 

· Number of head sets per cinema;
· Maintenance of head sets;

· Number of screenings per week;

· Size of auditorium for maximum screening;
· A subsequent time table to increase the number of cinemas;
· Forms of advertising;

The application was denied by the Australian Human Rights Commission on 29 April, 2010. Many reasons were given, however, of most interest to Blind Citizens Australia’s members was the detrimental impact to people who are blind or vision impaired of the major cinemas not making audio description available in cinemas. 


 “It’s our turn now!” 

During the reporting period BCA ran a campaign about audio description access for people who are blind or vision impaired. 

The campaign objectives of “It’s our turn now” were to promote awareness and provision of audio description in media outlets such as cinema, television, DVD and digital radio. 

The postcard campaign directed at Peter Garrett, Minister for Heritage, Environment and the Arts saw 8,000 postcards distributed by 30 November 2009. 

Blind Citizens Australia accepted an offer made by the cinema chains to install each of their 132 cinema complexes’ with at least one accessible screen by the year 2014. 

Work on this campaign has moved from cinema to DVD and free to air television.

Victorian Advocacy and information Report 

The Victorian Advocacy & Information Officer is the only position within BCA to provide direct advocacy and support to Victorians. This role is jointly funded by the Victorian Department of Human Services (DHS) and the Department of Planning and Community Development (DPCD) and receives advice from the State Advisory Committee, a committee of BCA members who represent youth, older people in metropolitan and rural areas, BCA branches, dual disability and women amongst other portfolios.

Individual Advocacy

Individual Advocacy was provided to 31 people; a further 35 people received specialist self advocacy advice. In excess of 400 calls were taken this year by our administration staff to help resolve less complex issues, such as referrals for non blindness related issues and information to self advocate. The issues raised to BCA were similar to those in 2008-2009, with a strong focus on access to goods and services, particularly accessible information, resolving Centrelink issues, employment and dog guide issues. There was also an increase in parental complaints regarding their children’s education. 

Two matters progressed to higher channels; a complaint about audible announcements on board trains was taken to the Australian Human Rights Commission. This matter was not resolved. The second matter, relating to the refusal to grant Disability Support Pension (DSP) (Blind) to a person because of compensation for an unrelated spinal injury, progressed to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal. This matter was resolved with an out of court settlement. 


Systemic Advocacy Outcomes

Government and agency working groups

· BCA/Victorian Taxi Directorate (VTD) auspiced group to address acceptance of dog guides in taxis. Representation on the Disabled Persons Taxi Advisory Committee, with the development of a sub group focusing on improvements to driver training and to examine the feasibility of talking taxi meters.  

· Cross blindness agency pedestrian signal working group

· Ministerial Public Transport Access Committee

· Victorian Council Of Social Service Transport and Disadvantage Working Group

· Victorian Electoral Commission’s (VEC) Disability Advisory Group, including accessibility planning for the upcoming Victorian election

Direct consultation and submissions

· Australian Tax Office – information accessibility

· Centrelink Disability Action Plan

· Work with the Disability Discrimination Legal Service regarding the adequacy of education for children with a disability. 

· Railway station upgrades – high level consultation on the North Melbourne, Footscray and Kooyong stations upgrades, including wayfinding, signage and TGSI installations. 

· Continued development of the Myki public transport ticketing system, including accessibility considerations. 

· Access consultation – continued advocacy on audible announcements on board trams and trains including to the Deputy Director of Transport and CEOs of Metro Trains and Yarra Trams, tram accessibility and input into the development of a Department Communication Strategy to ensure commuters are made aware of network changes as they happen.  

· Australian Standards - work to improve AS1428 suite which provides built environment standards for people who are blind, including work with ABF on wayfinding. 

· City of Melbourne – support for the development of accessible street signage, consultation on the redesign of Swanston Street and input on the Disability Action Plan

· Input on BCA national submissions and assistance to branches with project work, including comments on council policies. 

Conference Presentations & Public Talks

· National Deafblind Conference: The not so lucky country: deaf blindness in Australia 

· Strengthening Advocacy Conference: Developing an advocacy campaign that packs a punch

· SPEVI Conference: Disability Standards for Education – what do they mean for us and our students?

· Presentations to low vision groups, international student classes and government departments. 
· Regular interviews on New Horizons and information via Soundabout, Blind Citizens News and email lists.

Forums

This year’s forum focused on the experiences of people who are deafblind when using public transport. This forum was held on two occasions due to a severe weather interruption during the first forum. Delegates were asked to outline their issues when using public transport, to share their strategies to get around safely and independently and to outline what changes were needed to make transport use easier. Access to timely information, communication and the need for disability specific awareness training were the most significant issues to emerge, similar to the results of the 2007 BCA Public Transport forums. A report was released in early 2010 to senior transport representatives for their action.    

Initiatives

Victorian Member Survey
A member survey was conducted in late 2009 to assist the Melbourne Branch to gather information about what members would like in a branch. The survey collected information on whether meetings should be localised and gathered demographic details. This survey was administered by volunteers, with 293 members or 43% of all Victorian members who could be contacted, completing the survey. The results, which were collated in 2010, indicated that 76% of those interviewed would attend a branch meeting if it was held in their municipality. These results will be further analysed by the Melbourne Branch and the Victorian Advocacy & Information Officer (VAIO) in 2010-2011 to determine how to improve BCA contact on a local level. 

Seeing It Our Way

In 2009, BCA received funding from the City of Melbourne to run ‘Seeing It Our Way’, in conjunction with International Day of Persons with Disabilities. This project, targeted at Grade 5 and 6 students, aimed to break down stereotypes and put forward positive images of blindness. Six members of BCA were selected to deliver presentations and receive tailored training to improve their public speaking, confidence and representation skills. 

This project, led by Amy Baillie and supervised by the VAIO, delivered 7 presentations to Grade 5 and 6 students in 3 primary schools in the City of Melbourne. The presentations focused on blindness, allowed students to ask direct questions of the speakers and to learn sighted guide. Each student was provided with an information kit, with resources to extend their learning. The feedback received from the students and schools was overwhelmingly positive. We hope to run this project again with the support of the City of Melbourne in 2010-2011.  

BCA brochures in 10 languages – audio and large print

This project was completed in late 2009 with our general brochure now available in Arabic, Cantonese, Mandarin, Vietnamese, Greek, Italian, Croatian, Macedonian, Russian and Turkish. The brochures were promoted at cultural specific meetings and during a number of language radio programs. Special thanks go to the Victorian Multicultural Commission for their financial support of this project.  

BCA Membership 

Full Members – 2,717
Eighteen years or over, permanent residents of Australia and classified as legally blind or have visual acuity of 6/18 or less.

Junior Members - 18

Under the age of eighteen years, permanent residents of Australia and classified as legally blind or have visual acuity of 6/18 or less.

Associate Members - 280
Persons who identify with the aims of the organisation, but who are ineligible to be Full Members.

Total : 3015
Branch Reports
This report represents a brief summary of the activities of BCA branches compiled from the President’s Report from branches which were submitted to the National Office.  

The provision of advocacy support, opportunities for peer support and social interaction and information dissemination within the constraints of very limited resources on an entirely voluntary basis is the hallmark of each report.  

Blind Citizens WA Report 

Prepared by Greg Madson

President, Blind Citizens WA 

It has been a continuing honour to lead Blind Citizens WA another year closer towards a historical milestone.  Next year BCWA will turn 50!  

Advocacy in WA

In 2009 BCWA commenced a collaborative project with Integrated Tourism Services on improving travel options for people who are blind or vision impaired.  

A focus group of BCWA members assisted George Booth in gathering information he needed to design a trip catering for the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired. 

In February, 25 travelers set out on a purpose designed trip to Singapore.  All enjoyed the experience; a fantastic success.  

A trip to New Zealand in April 2011 is now being organised.

BCWA Supporting its Members:

Our membership continues to grow, currently sitting around 265.  By the end of our 50th year BCWA hopes to be close to 300 members.  

Sadly this year we lost a truly inspirational member and a dear personal friend; Steve Watters suddenly past away in June.  Attending Steve’s memorial service were community members from all walks of life; all celebrating a life that was lived to the full, despite many barriers thrown in Steve’s path.

During the last year we have had 4 well attended general meetings; our much enjoyed state forum and over 50 members and volunteers turning out for our Christmas party.

BCWA is represented on 23 disability related committees and bodies:

Erika Webb’s work representing WA on the BCA National Policy and Development Council has been greatly appreciated.  WA’s Jenny Dawson has also been doing great things on the NPDC representing the BCA Women’s Branch.

Our Advocacy/Administration officer - Kerry Cameron has given us another great year of support; we really wouldn’t be able to do a fraction of what we do without Kerry’s skills.

BCWA Executive team 2009/10

Dee Ferris

Senior Vice President 

Ray Kerwin

Junior Vice President 

Gloria Worgan

Secretary

Peter Johnson

Treasurer

Ron Fisher

Committee Member

Tammy Kearny
Committee Member 

Paul Bell


Committee member

Adelaide Branch Report 

Prepared by Stefan Slucki, Adelaide Branch President 

The Branch and Committee Membership
The Committee consists of Chelsea Bartlett, David Lee, Julie Sutherland, Emma Taylor and Michele Thredgold (Vice-President) with President Stefan Slucki acting as Secretary and Tony Starkey serving as Treasurer of the Branch.

The Branch currently has just under one hundred and eighty members.

Manner of Operation
For the reporting period, the Committee resolved to divide activities into two categories:
· Branch Committee business meetings which are held via teleconference, and,
· Branch general meetings of an information/social nature which are held at present quarterly in a publicly advertised non-agency location. 


During the 2009/2010 year, branch meetings were held on a Saturday afternoon at the Kings Bar, King William Street Adelaide.

Activities
We held two general Branch meetings with another planned for November 2010.  In April 2010, we discussed and fed back comments on the Access to Health Services draft policy to the NPDC.  In June, National Advocacy Officer, Jody Holdback, presented on audio description. This included viewing part of an audio-described movie on DVD.  

Our August 2010 AGM will be held as part of the State Convention which has, as its theme, “in partnership we can achieve:  one plus one equals …”. 

The committee has busied itself with continued pursuit of how best to advocate for the reform of the taxi-voucher scheme; resumed investigation of the funding of support-services for blind and vision-impaired clients receiving brokerage services; begun thinking about ways to be involved in helping host the 2011 National Convention of BCA; support the lodging of a submission promoting independent voting for people who are blind or vision impaired in South Australian State elections at a parliamentary enquiry into the recent State election; proposed several resolutions for adoption at the upcoming Annual General Meeting of the Branch to be held on August 28th.

The current balance of the Branch bank account is $1,505.06. Thanks is offered to those who contributed donations which have been fed back to the Branch via the National Office.

Geelong & Districts Branch Report 

Prepared by Rick Kakol   President

This report covers the period July 1, 2009 to June 30, 2010. It was a pleasure to work with the Committee over the last year. We worked hard and can be proud of our achievements.

Committee
Bob Curry was Acting President leading up to the AGM. The Geelong & Districts Branch fourth AGM was held at the Bush Inn Hotel on September 10, 2009. 
The new committee was elected as follows:

President Rick Kakol, Vice President Bob Curry, Secretary Bob Claffey, Treasurer David Blaik, General Committee members Ernie Drew, Jenny Baltetsch and Dianne Ashworth. In October David Blaik resigned from the Committee, and subsequently Ernie Drew was confirmed as treasurer. The Committee met monthly during the year except when a quarterly branch meeting was held.

Branch Meetings
The Bush Inn Hotel was used as the venue for all meetings. Our quarterly meetings were generally well attended. The April Committee Meeting was attended by two staff members from Vision Australia Geelong, and cooperation between BCA and VA was discussed. Two officers from the City of Greater Geelong (CoGG) attended the May Quarterly Branch Meeting, and use of public walkways was covered, including tactile ground surface indicators, and accessible street signage. From this meeting a close relationship with CoGG was forged, leading to a Working Party being established to plan an event for International White Cane Day in 2010.

Communication with Members
The Committee has continued to produce a quarterly newsletter. Initially this newsletter was available via email or in hard copy, but thanks to a partnership with Vision Australia Geelong the newsletter is now available on audio CD. The newsletter is called *Out of Sight Geelong!* Items of interest are regularly sent to all members who have email. After agreements with VicRoads, CoGG, the Department of Transport, and local bus companies, the Branch email tree is used to alert members of footpath works, road works, and changes to bus routes or timetables.

Social Activities
The Branch has a Social Committee which is comprised of Jenny Baltetsch and Dianne Ashworth. They organized many social outings throughout the year. Highlights included the Christmas Function held at Cats which was attended by twenty-nine people, and the annual wineries tour in April. However, other social activities were poorly attended.

A new innovation introduced by the Branch Committee during the year was the concept of the Policy, Pizza and Plonk night. This has a strong social component, as well as creating an opportunity for local members to contribute to BCA policies. The first of these nights was held on January 14 and focused on BCA's hospital policy.

Involvement in the Community
· Geelong MP Ian Trezise was guest speaker at the Branch's AGM and spoke about silent vehicles. He subsequently raised this topic in State Parliament and mentioned the Branch.

· The Branch held a walk on White Cane Day with several members in attendance. The walk attracted media attention, with an article appearing in the local paper. The walk ended up at City Hall with the Mayor in attendance.

· The Branch made a written submission to CoGG on their proposed charter for the shared use of recreational pathways.

· Liberal Party candidate for Geelong in the 2010 state election Alastair Thomson sought out the Branch, and he was invited to a Committee Meeting to listen to the concerns of blind and vision impaired people in Geelong.

Summary
The committee has worked hard to improve the lives of blind and vision impaired people in the Geelong region. Committee members have lobbied Government agencies, and have provided feedback to various community organizations. However, the participation of other members has been poor, and new blood is needed if the branch is to remain viable in the future







Newcastle/Hunter Branch

Prepared by Lauren Henley

President 

Committee members:

Lauren Henley - President

Stephen Belbin - Vice President/Treasurer

Mark Walters - Public Relations Officer

Ian Waller - Community Awareness Officer

Bruce McAllister - Consulting Committee Member

The Branch draws its members from three local Government areas: Lake Macquarie, Newcastle and Maitland. Meetings are held bimonthly, with social events being organized for the alternate months. At present, the branch consists of around 20 active members.

The month of December saw the completion of the Sensory Garden Project which was the result of a partnership between the Newcastle/Hunter Branch and Newcastle Council’s Community Greening Centre. The official opening of the garden provided an opportunity to promote BCA in the Newcastle Community and thank Council staff for their efforts.

We have celebrated success after the operations manager at a nearby shopping centre agreed to meet with us to discuss strategies which would make access easier for people who are blind or vision impaired. We enlisted the help of a staff member from Guide Dogs NSW to accompany us at this meeting. As a result, management will be taking steps to address the access issues which have been identified by branch members.

After it had been identified that many Branch members had not been provided with information regarding entitlements such as the Disability Support Pension Blind and M40 Taxi Vouchers when accessing services from Vision Australia, it was suggested that a checklist system be implemented in the Newcastle Office to assist staff in ensuring such information is provided in future. We commend Newcastle Team Manager, Mark Walters’ commitment to improving services for clients, and thank him for his time in developing and implementing this resource. 

Several of our members have played an instrumental role in establishing a NSW special interest youth group for young people aged 18 to 30 who are blind or have low vision. The group will provide a forum for young people to socialize, compare notes and discuss issues which may be more relevant to their age group. The Newcastle/Hunter branch will continue to support this project in the next financial year.

We will continue to embrace the benefits which social events offer our members, and provide opportunities for members to partake in sporting and other recreational activities. Recreational activities enjoyed by the branch this financial year have included picnics at the sensory garden and a bus tour of some of the vineyards in the Hunter Valley.

The Branch has decided to establish a quarterly newsletter to keep members up-to-date on Branch activities and provide information on items of interest such as technology and audio description. The newsletter, entitled “Insight”, will be a major development for the branch; enabling us to reach those members who may be unable to attend meetings. Staff at the Newcastle Office of Vision Australia, have been generous in offering their assistance to produce audio copies of the newsletter.

Another of our goals for the next financial year is to research whether or not it is feasible to establish an annual award which could be presented to a client of Vision Australia at the annual Making a Difference Awards. This project has the potential to significantly boost membership, as it would provide us with an annual opportunity to speak to current Vision Australia clients about BCA.

Overseas and Cultural Branch Report 

Prepared by Ivan Malloy 

In 2009-2010, the Overseas and Cultural Branch raised approximately $5000, with the bulk of these funds supporting people who are blind in Sri Lanka.

Funds were provided to the Council for the Blind to continue a Scholarships Fund to support students to return to high school or complete further education. These funds specifically support students who have been left with no other choice but to leave school early to help support their families. The scholarship fund works by investing the money donated and using the interest to provide parents a few thousand rupees a month to keep children in school and support the livelihood of the family. The scholarship fund was established 8 years ago, with five children assisted each year. 
Two schools, the Ratmalana School for the Blind in Columbo and Tangalle School for the Blind, in the south of Columbo, have also received support from the Branch. Funds collected by the Branch have led to rewiring of Ratmalana where 250 students live and study. Tangalle has received long term support from the branch, with the building of a new dormitory three years ago and the installation of a further 15 bunks this year to cater for more children. 
The Branch is sad to report that they are no longer able to send Braille paper overseas, as Kodak has stopped supplying paper. This project concluded in June this year after 22 successful years, with an average of 700 packs of paper sent overseas each year. Cassette tapes, equipment such as folding white canes and spectacles continue to be sent overseas to improve the independence of people who are blind. 

BCA Women’s Branch Report

Prepared by Jenny Dawson 

Branch President 

The Women’s branch had an interesting few months following National Convention last year.  Our AGM was held during convention and I was re-elected President for a second term.  Also elected on the day were Patricia Stillman (QLD), Joyce Jones (QLD), Julie Sutherland (SA) and Karen Passmore (WA).  Because there were no more nominations a motion was proposed that the Committee would co-opt two more Committee members.  Valerie Mudie (SA) and Janene Sadhu (VIC) were both co-opted, but unfortunately both have subsequently had to resign due to work, family and health reasons.  We have now been successful in co-opting Vicki Alipasinopoulos (VIC) and Lisa Hayes (NSW).

Due to some financial administrative issues the 2008-2009 financial audit was not completed for the AGM.  I am pleased to say that the audit has now been completed and will be published in the next issue of Aspirations.

With regard to Aspirations, our Branch Newsletter, there has not been an issue produced since 2008 and as President and Editor I take full responsibility for that.  Unfortunately Christine Simpson, who edited Aspirations from 2003 was unable to devote enough time to the task due to heavy work commitments.  We fully intend to resume the production of Aspirations in the near future but we are still working out some of the logistics of recording and mail outs.  I thank all our members for their patience.
I mentioned that Christine Simpson is no longer editing Aspirations and I would like to take this opportunity to sincerely thank Christine, for all her hard work and dedication in producing Aspirations to such a high standard, during her time as Editor.

Finally I would like to mention that the Branch will still be producing a recipe book in time for the 2011 convention in Adelaide so watch out for that one.

Organisational Members Reports 
BCA enjoys a relationship with 13 organisational members. This report includes reports from two of our organisational members. For a full list of all our organisational members, refer to the list at the conclusion of this report. 
Association of Blind Citizens of NSW
Prepared by Sondra Wibberley,

Association President.

The past year has been a busy one for the Association’s Management Committee and staff who have continued the challenging work of providing much-needed services to members and others with a vision impairment resident in NSW and the ACT. These services include: peer support; computer skills training; craft activities; access to Braille and audio library materials; and a sewing service. During this period the Association has also launched a bequest program, conducted a fundraising walk, held market day mornings and our annual fete to assist our fundraising efforts. Additionally, we have acquired important computerised equipment needed to produce our newsletter and other material associated with the organisation’s work, carried out repairs and maintenance to our ageing Shirley House premises and continued with important policy and procedural development activities needed to comply with NSW Government funding requirements.

Over the past year we have continued implementation of important communication initiatives including: maintenance of our website; and production of our multi-format newsletter which provides members with a choice in how they wish to access and read this publication which contains a broad range of information from blindness-specific and community sources.

2010 marks an important milestone in the Association’s history – our centenary year. To commemorate this we held a barbecue for members and supporters, hosted a centenary dinner and are in the process of drawing on archival information from the State Library of NSW regarding the Association’s work over the last century.

Representatives of the Association’s Management have begun working with Blind Citizens Australia Board of representatives and its Executive Officer to develop a Memorandum of Understanding between the governing bodies of both organisations. It is hoped this work will culminate in the establishment of a strong partnership between both the Association and BCA for the ultimate benefit of people who are blind or vision impaired.

A shortage of human and financial resources continues to frustrate the Association’s efforts to carry out its important work. However, we must continue our efforts in order to shape the Association’s strategic direction over the coming years which will inform our work and, ultimately, improve both the range and quality of services and support available to our members.

Retina Australia (Qld) Inc (RAQ)
RAQ has enjoyed a busy year since hosting our National Congress in Brisbane in October, 2009. The Congress showcased the amazingly dedicated team of researchers in Australia working towards a treatment for inherited retinal blindness. It reinforced the importance of groups such as ours in supporting research and in providing information and support to members in Brisbane and in regional Queensland. 

Our focus this year, through the efforts of our vice president, Jan MacLean, has been to contact as many of our regional members as possible. We have been able to get together with groups in Hervey Bay and in Rockhampton and hope to be able to get out to other areas. For our Brisbane members we have had some great social events including a tour of Old Government House and a bus trip out to Lake Wyvenhoe where we enjoyed an information session by SEQ Water and a barbecue on the banks of the lake. Our monthly coffee mornings at the Brisbane City Library have been well attended and we have enjoyed some interesting speakers and even had Jan Power take us on a tour of the Farmers’ Markets. 
The Annual General Meeting in September is an opportunity to meet with, and report to, members on the current state of our Association and news from the National Organisation (Retina Australia). With the support of state organisations, Retina Australia has successfully funded the inherited retinal disease register and DNA bank, making genetic material available to researchers worldwide. Discussion presently centres around the next stage of the project which aims to sequence the DNA. 
Our quarterly newsletter is the way we keep in touch with all our members on a regular basis and in the latest spring edition we were able to report on the exciting developments in international research. We are also able to keep members up to date with what is happening with other vision impairment service providers. Of course, email is becoming a much more immediate form of contact and more and more people are using it. 
With all that we do, the Management Committee and volunteers are focused on our mission statement:  

To provide information and the opportunity of support to people and families affected by inherited retinal dystrophies and, with the support of the Australian community, to raise funds to finance scientific research into the causes, prevention and cure of retinitis pigmentosa and other retinal dystrophies.

Organisational Members of BCA. 

Organisational Members Class (A)  

1. Association of Blind Citizens NSW

2. Blind Workers Union of SA

3. Blind Workers Union of Victoria

4. Retina Australia 

5. Retina Australia (NSW)

6. Retina Australia (Qld) Inc

7. Retina Australia (VIC) Inc

8. SA Association of & for Blind Citizens Inc.
 Organisational Members Class (B)  

1. Able Australia Services

2. Deafblind Association of NSW

3. RPH Australia

4. Senswide Services

5. Statewide Vision Resource Centre

Criteria – As stipulated in BCA’s Constitution

Organisation Class A 
 8

Incorporated organisations within Australia where the membership and governing body comprise a majority of blind persons or the parents of blind children under the age of 18 years, or which have a substantial involvement in representing the interests of persons with vision or print disabilities from the consumer perspective.

Organisation Class B 
5

Incorporated organisations which identify with the aims of Blind Citizens Australia but which are ineligible as Class A Organisational Members.

External Representation
Robyn Gaile 
We continue to be active in organisations outside BCA.  Either we have representation in our own right or members take part in various activities as individuals.  A list of involvements in external bodies follows at the end of this section.

We have continued to be involved in co-coordinating bodies in the blindness field, including: Round Table on Information Access for People with Print Disabilities, Australian Blindness Forum and Vision 2020. 

Our responsibility is to represent people who are blind or vision impaired.  In so doing, we believe it is critical to be part of other organisations: to receive information from them, to give advice to them and to ensure that when they speak out or develop policies on blindness or disability related matters, they conform to our views.  We have enjoyed productive working relations with many external bodies, and we value the contacts we have made and the information and advice we have received.

Blind Citizens Australia is a member of the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN), and the Australian Federation of Disability Organizations (AFDO). 
We have continued to work with, advise and receive information from our members on various bodies, even though they do not necessarily directly represent BCA.  We believe that it is important that people who are blind or vision impaired in representative positions have strong links with other people who are blind or vision impaired, and we encourage our members to be involved in their own right in the wider community sector.

Telecommunications

In 2009-2010, Frank Nowlan continued to represent BCA on telecommunications matters in a number of key forums. These included the Telstra Disability Forum, the Optus Consumer Liaison Forum and the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network. 

Australian Blindness Forum (ABF)
During the 2009-2010 financial year, David Blyth was the BCA representative on the ABF Board. The ABF is a collective composed of Australia’s major blindness service provision agencies and BCA. 
It is a function of the ABF to appoint the Australian delegates to the World Blind Union General Assembly. The four Australian delegates are Cheryl Pascual(National President of BCA), Robyn Gaile (Executive Officer of BCA), Kevin Murfitt (Chair of Vision Australia) and Andrew Daly (Executive Director of Royal Society for the Blind). 

Australian Braille Authority (ABA) 
William Jolley is the BCA representative on the ABA. 

The ABA oversees the development and maintenance of Braille codes and specifications used in Australia. 
Australian Electoral Commission (AEC)

Wayne Hawkins was the BCA representative on the AEC disability reference group. Robyn Gaile replaced Wayne when he resigned from BCA in May 2010. 
One of the key issues worked on by the group this year was the matter of accessible voting for people who are blind or vision impaired. 

Vision 2020 Advocacy Network

Vision 2020 is a national organisation which is part of an international network dedicated to eye health and rehabilitation for people who experience vision loss. Its aims are health promotion, vision loss rehabilitation, eye research, professional assistance and community support.

The advocacy network has worked to develop key advocacy messages and priorities for government relations.

Robyn Gaile represented BCA on the Vision 2020 low vision and rehabilitation working group. 

Australian Federation of Disability Organisations (AFDO)

AFDO is a member based organisation for all consumer based disability advocacy organisations in Australia. It aims to provide a clear voice to Government about the needs of people with disabilities. Cheryl Pascual, BCA Director, was the BCA representative on the AFDO Board during 2009-2010. 

Roundtable on Information Access For People With A Print Disability 

Sue Hastie was the BCA representative for this body. The Roundtable exists to ensure that the needs of people with a print disability in Australia and New Zealand are met. The Roundtable produces a range of guidelines regarding the production of materials in alternative formats. They also hold an annual conference. 
Standards Australia ME64 Committee

Ivan Peterson and Jessica Zammit represented BCA on the Standards Australia ME64 Committee. This committee is responsible for monitoring, developing and reviewing Australian standards relating to access to the built environment for people with disabilities. 

BCA Contact Details

Blind Citizens Australia

Ross House

Level 3

247 - 251 Flinders Lane

MELBOURNE VIC 3000

Phone:  (03) 9654 1400

Toll Free:  1800 033 660

TTY:  (03) 9639 1728

Fax:  (03) 9650 3200

E-mail: bca@bca.org.au
Robyn Gaile
Executive Officer

Jody Holdback
National Advocacy Officer

Jessica Zammit
National Policy Officer 
Lauren Henley
NSW Advocacy & Information Officer 

Joy Yeardsley
Victorian Advocacy & Information Officer

Faye Baxter
Administration & Memberships Officer

Suzanne Taylor
Administration Assistant 

Robyn McIntyre
Bookkeeper
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