10

[image: image1.jpg]



Blind Citizens Update 

February 2015
Contact Us

Blind Citizens Australia

Ross House

Level 3, 247-251 Flinders Lane

Melbourne VIC 3000

Telephone: 1800 033 660 (free call) or 03 9654 1400

Email: bca@bca.org.au

Fax: (03) 9650 3200

Web: www.bca.org.au

From the President

Blind Citizens Australia has faced some major challenges in recent months, which I have detailed for you in this report, however I can assure you that our Board and staff are working very hard to overcome these setbacks. 

Funding: 

For many years we have received a substantial proportion of our operating funds from the Australian Government, through a grant that has been administered most recently by the Department of Social Services (DSS).  In May last year, DSS advised that they were changing funding arrangements for a wide range of community organisations, including all of the peak representative disability organisations. 

In short, the only possible way in which BCA could continue to receive Commonwealth money was through the establishment of a consortium of similar organisations lead by the Australian Federation of Disability organisations (AFDO).   While the BCA Board was most concerned with this turn of events, we enjoy a close working relationship with AFDO, so were a willing contributor to the development of a consortium and funding application.   Unfortunately we were advised in late December that the AFDO Consortium bid was not successful.  As a result none of the peak consumer disability specific organisations will receive further DSS funding.  BCA’s current funding agreement with the Department will conclude at the end of February 2015.  
While BCA is fortunate to have some reserve funds that will allow us to sustain our current operations for some months, we need to look to a future where our secured funding from major sources will drop from around $450,000 per year to approximately $260,000.  

Executive Officer: 

In early December we faced another setback when Rosemary Boyd advised the Board that she was resigning from the position of Executive Officer.  Rosemary joined us in mid 2013 and made a major contribution to our policy and advocacy work, and to the management of our National office.  On behalf of the Board I want to acknowledge Rosemary’s contribution to BCA and wish her well in the future.  

We have also lost the services of other staff members in the last few months.  Sharyl Brockett who was appointed to the Advocacy team in September left us during her three month probationary period; Anna Volpe, Administration officer’s contract concluded at the end of December, and our long serving book keeper Robyn McIntyre and project officer Sue Hastie both decided that it was time for a change and have moved on to new challenges.  Both Robyn and Sue have made significant contributions to BCA and again I thank them for their work and wish them well in the future.
With no Executive Officer and other staff vacancies, our remaining staff of Hanna Mazzeo, Rikki Chaplin and Samantha Marsh have done an outstanding job in keeping the BCA office functioning over the December / January period.  The Board greatly appreciates the manner in which all have managed the extra workload and the complications that result from the current situation.  
On behalf of all Directors, I want to acknowledge the support we have had from John Simpson, who offered his voluntary support as Acting Administrator over this difficult period. 

Where to now?
With the outlook of reduced Federal Government funding, and the need to recruit and support a new Executive Officer, the Board has a heavy and difficult workload ahead of it.  It is clear that the future will be somewhat different than anticipated for BCA and we all need to turn our attention to the duel questions of what do we want from our organisation? and; what contribution can we make to achieve this outcome?  

Over recent weeks our Directors have appreciated the support offered by many of those who have previously led our organisation.  A joint meeting of current Directors and former senior leaders was held in January at which discussions commenced around four key questions: 

1. What if anything can we do to restore funding from the Commonwealth? 

2. What other funding opportunities can we explore? 

3. In the event that BCA must function with reduced funding how should the organisation approach restructuring? 

4. What can past senior office holders do to support the Board in these matters? 

As a result of these discussions, and the Board’s deliberations, the following actions have been put in place: 

· A recruitment Committee has been established to review the Executive Officer’s Position Description and recruitment material; and to manage the process of appointing an Executive Officer. 

· A submission will be prepared for a Senate Enquiry into the Department of Social Service’s management of the community organisations’ funding process.

· Work is continuing with AFDO to explore alternative funding sources for the proposed service consortium. 

· Other Government and non-government grant opportunities are being explored to at least partly offset the funding loss. 

· We are initiating discussions with a range of funded peak community organisations that will need to address the needs of people who are blind or have low vision among their constituencies, to explore ways in which we may be able to assist them on a fee for service basis. 

· We are exploring opportunities to share resources with other organisations with a view to cost savings and efficiency gains. 

· We are investigating the feasibility of bringing together representatives from across BCA for a summit to discuss the question of our structure and functioning. 

· In the past BCA has benefited from managing funded projects for the broader disability consumer community.  We are looking for similar opportunities that would contribute to our overall sustainability.   

There are major challenges ahead for our Board and staff however, I remain confident that with the support so willingly offered by many of our former leaders we can face these challenges head on.   Our ability to lead BCA to a sustainable future where we can again assert our position as the National representative voice of blind and vision impaired Australians is largely dependent on the commitment and practical support that we receive from members across the country.  

I will write again soon to keep you informed of our progress and the ways in which you can contribute to our future. 

In the mean time please feel free to contact any of the Directors with your ideas, questions or concerns.
Their contact details can be found on the BCA website www.bca.org.au or by calling the National Office on 03 9654 1400.

Regards to all,
Greg Madson 

President.      

AFDO Media Release

23 December 2014

‘Disability Peaks Forced to Close Doors on People with Disability’ said Matthew Wright, Chief Executive Officer of the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations and spokesperson for the disability peaks

 

Ten peak organisations run by people with disability will be left with no choice but to either close their doors or reduce services, with seven organisations subject to drastic funding cuts by outgoing Minister for Social Services, Kevin Andrews. 

 

Together the disability peak bodies represent over 90% of Australians with disability and 83% of the identified disability groups in Australia. The organisations have over 200,000 supporters, including 140 organisations, consumer groups, service providers and carer associations.

 

“Organisations with over 200 combined years of expertise will be forced to shut their doors in three months time - leaving people who are blind, deaf, hearing impaired, people with intellectual disability, people with brain injury, people with autism and people with physical disabilities with no voice and no specialist representation”, said spokesperson Mr Matthew Wright. 

 

“This expertise cannot be replicated. Once it’s lost, it’s lost. Our organisations have actively engaged in the Government’s workforce agenda, however this decision leaves our 200,000 constituents with a disability and their 140 supportive organisations out in the cold.

 

We believe that this decision, which reflects a misunderstanding of people with disability, will have significant ramifications on the ability of the Government to successfully implement reform for people with disability, including changes to income support and real efforts to increase economic participation. 

 

Without specific representation, people with disability will be vulnerable to adverse outcomes in these areas and more. 

This morning we requested an urgent meeting with incoming Minister Scott Morrison to discuss the decision before the voice of people with disability is irreversibly impacted”, said Mr Wright. 

 

Consumer organisations that have been defunded or not funded to represent the specialist voice of people with disability under Department of Social Services contracts include: 

 

Australian Federation of Disability Organisations
Autism Aspergers Advocacy Australia
Blind Citizens Australia
Brain Injury Australia
Deaf Australia
Deafness Forum of Australia
Down Syndrome Australia 
National Council on Intellectual Disability
Physical Disability Australia and;
Short Statured People of Australia.
  

BCA 2015 National Convention  
Saturday 10th – Sunday 11th October 2015

Blind Citizens Australia (BCA) 40th Anniversary National Convention is only 8 months away! BCA’s National convention, held bi-annually, provides the opportunity for people who are blind and vision impaired to hear from a range of interesting and informative presenters, to share ideas and to catch up with old and new friends. 
This year's theme "Looking forward - Looking Back”: Celebrating Blind Citizens Australia is sure to be BCA’s best convention yet.

Held in the beautiful city of Perth, this year’s Convention Dinner will have the theme ‘Ruby’, to celebrate our 40th year, with all attendees encouraged to wear shades of red to celebrate the occasion. 
Express your interest today
At this early stage, the National Office and the coordinating committee are calling for expressions of interest to attend this special 40th anniversary convention. 
You can express your interest now by calling the National Office on 03 9654 1400 or by emailing bca@bca.org.au with the subject heading ‘EOI convention’.  Once registrations open, we will inform all members of all the details via the next edition of BC News and via the BCA website. Stay tuned! 

Venue details

Date:  
Saturday 10 – Sunday 11 October 2015

Venue:
Mercure Perth Hotel

10 Irwin Street, Perth WA 6000

Phone: 08 9326 7000

Email:  H1754@accor.com 
Website:  http://mercureperth.com.au 
Accommodation is booked directly with the Mercure.  BCA has booked a set number of rooms, please quote Blind Citizens Australia National Convention at the time of book to receive a discount.

Friday, Saturday and Sunday Nights $149.00 Per night, Monday – Thursday Nights $249.00 per night (subject to change without notice).  

Full buffet breakfast $20.00 per person (reduced from 35)  

Accommodation is available at other locations nearby.

Getting There

Airline Contact Phone Numbers

Qantas: 13 13 13

Jetstar: 131 583

Virgin Australia: 13 67 89

Tiger Airways: 02 8073 3421 and 03 9034 3733

Train journeys to Perth – Great Sothern Rail

The GSR Indian Pacific departs Adelaide for Perth on Thursdays (arrival on Saturdays) and Saturdays (arrival on Tuesdays).

The GSR Indian Pacific departs Sydney for Perth on Wednesdays (arrival on Saturdays) and Sundays (arrival on Tuesdays).

The GSR Melbourne Overlanders departs and arrivals on Tuesdays and Saturdays to Adelaide.

Contact Reservations – Great Southern Rail for up to date information:  Phone: 1800 703 357 (In Australia)

Distance from Perth Domestic Airport to Mercure in Irwin Street Perth to drive 18 km, 25 minutes. The cost is roughly $31 to $47 by Taxi without Taxi Subsidy.

For more information, please contact the Convention Planning Committee Chairperson Erika Webb on 08 9401 6078 or erikaweb@yahoo.com.au 
For the most up to date information, visit the BCA National Convention page on the website: http://wordpress.bca.org.au/bca-2015-national-convention/ or like us on facebook https://www.facebook.com/BlindCitizensAustralia 
Ferry and Hydrofoil Travel – Seeking Your Feedback
As many members would be aware, BCA developed a suite of policies on the subject of public transport and its various forms in 2014. One form of transport which was not included in this suite however was ferries and hydrofoils. A decision was made by the NPDC not to include a policy on this form of transport due to the small amount of information available at the time regarding the experiences of people who are blind or vision impaired using ferries and hydrofoils on a regular basis.

This policy is one that does need to be included in our transport policy suite, if access to all forms of public transport is to be monitored and improved. We are therefore sending out a call for feedback, regardless of whether you use ferries and hydrofoils regularly or infrequently. While we can base a certain amount of the policy on the principles of those policies already released, each form of transport has its unique challenges which need to be acknowledged, and guidelines should be provided so that difficulties can be overcome and solutions implemented.

If you would like to provide feedback on your experiences in using ferries or hydrofoils, please feel free to contact either Rikki Chaplin or Hanna Mazzeo at the BCA National office on 9654 1400 or email your feedback to bca@bca.org.au with the heading “ferry and hydrofoil feedback” . Your assistance in bringing the ferry and hydrofoil policy to fruition would be very valuable and greatly appreciated.


University of Queensland – Sensory Substitution Technology
Would you like to be involved in a new study at the University of Queensland? 

They are looking for vision impaired individuals who are considered legally blind (either since birth or recently blind) t assist with their study. You must be between the ages of 18 and 40.

The study will test a new electro-tactile sensory substitution device that translates video images into tactile images that can be felt on the tongue. In the study, participants will be asked to hold the tactile display sensor to their tongue and to discriminate simple objects that are presented to the video camera. The sensor is about the size of a chocolate bar, but flatter, and participants can adjust the activation to their individual comfort levels. Previous research has shown that the activation on the tongue first feels like champagne bubbles but is later translated into meaningful representations, at which stage the sensor does not evoke any particular sensations anymore.

In the present study, they want to test whether, and to what extent the device will enable participants to distinguish between different household objects. Participants will first be asked to use this sensor over the course of multiple training sessions, and then asked to localize or identify objects. We are looking for participants who would be interested in shorter periods of testing (1 – 3 sessions), as well as participants who are keen to be involved on a longer-term basis (over several months, or even longer).

Your participation will provide an important contribution to basic scientific research, and help scientists to understand how the brain interprets new sensory inputs. For your participation you will be reimbursed for your travel expenses and receive $20 per hour for all sessions.

If you would like to be involved in this project, or if you would be interested to learn more about this project, please contact program administrator Hayley Jach on 0434 391 068 or h.jach@uq.edu.au.  


Disability Support Pension: New Portability Rules

From 1 January 2015, DSP customers can be paid outside Australia for a temporary absence of, or number of absences totalling 4 weeks (28 days) in a rolling 12 month period. They can also travel outside Australia and be paid under the approved reason portability provisions, up to a maximum of 4 weeks.

Days paid DSP while outside Australia are included in the 4 weeks, regardless of the reason for absence.
Days paid DSP outside Australia before 1 January 2015 are not included in the 4 weeks.
Prior to 1 January 2015 DSP customers could be paid for a temporary absence of 6 weeks.
A transitional provision allows customers who booked and paid before 14 May 2014 for travel outside Australia commencing on or after 1 January 2015 and returning before 1 January 2016 to be paid under the pre 1 January 2015 DSP portability provisions.
For more information, and to discuss your specific circumstances, please contact the Department of Human Services International Services Line on 13 16 73.



Airline Carrier Announces New Policy for Disabled Passengers

Australian airline, Virgin Australia, has made significant changes to its policies to make it easier for people with a disability to access lower airfares, in a move welcomed by the Public Interest Advocacy Centre.

As part of the change, people travelling with a carer can now make flight bookings by phone up to 331 days in advance at the internet discount rate, without the requirement to enter their carer’s name at the time of booking.

The move comes following the resolution of a complaint to the Anti-Discrimination Board of NSW.

A spokesperson from Virgin Australia said the airline was continually looking at ways to improve. 

"We are committed to ensuring our guests with special access requirements have the best possible travel experience. The safety and comfort of our guests is our number one priority."
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