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President’s Update

My first six months as President have been extremely busy, sometimes challenging, but very rewarding. To dedicate the time needed to undertake the Presidency and its related responsibilities,                I decided to move to part-time work. With Rosemary Boyd, Executive Officer, having management of the organisation well in hand, that decision has allowed me to focus on improving good governance practice, and to work on our communication strategies.

Part of that governance improvement is succession planning.

To move towards addressing that, improving gender balance and

to have a youth perspective, the Directors have seconded Anna Briggs onto the BCA Board. Anna’s fresh input, and insight into the issues faced by her and other younger Blind Citizens, will be of great value. The experience I am sure will be rewarding for Anna, her fellow Board members and BCA.

BCA’s Strategic Plan for 2014-2017 is currently being finalised by the Board and will be distributed in the near future. This strategic plan will set down the direction, through clear goals and priorities, for the next few years.

The Governance Committee has finalised documents on Board confidentiality and a code of conduct; and the Committee has now turned its focus to reviewing the BCA Constitution, with some major work to be undertaken.

On the communications front, the new BCA website has given the organisation greater flexibility, allowing better coordination of message and information streams.  

The BCA social media footprint is growing daily with our use             of Twitter, Facebook and now with the new BCA Audioboo channel. Audioboo allows BCA members and others to record small audio clips and place them up on a dedicated channel. Access to these               clips also gives us an option to capture audio material that could be used in our other audio publications such as New Horizons and SoundAbout.  

In the short time we have had our channel we have had over 300 listeners. One of our audio clips – a part of the Lauren Henley interview of BCA members participating in the NDIS – was chosen by the Audioboo team to be featured on the front page of the Audioboo site. This in turn drew people and organisations from around the world to our Twitter feed. From that we have been receiving many new followers.

The new BCA website has already had over 7,000 views; we are now in control and able to quickly upload, edit, change or redesign parts, or even the whole website, as needed. This includes: audio, images and photos, on-line forms, and all content. Improved access

to site statistics and control of the site’s security are other features we have now that were not easy to access in the past.
Since the last BC News Robyn Gaile, our New Horizons presenter chose to hang up her microphone and move onto other activities. To find someone who would bring Robyn’s passion, expertise                 and professionalism to the role we asked for expressions of  interest from members, in the form of an audio clip. The task of             the selection group was not an easy one, with some fantastic candidates forwarding clips. After hours of deliberation, the selection group chose Rikki Chaplain to take that seat behind the

New Horizons microphone. I look forward to many enlightening episodes with Rikki in the studio.  

Greg Madson

Blind Citizens Australia National President

National Office Update

It gives me a great deal of pleasure to report that the staff team

in the office has remained unchanged since August 2013. The amount of work produced by such a small team for, and on behalf of, the members of BCA is amazing. Everyone is willing to assist each other by providing advice, proofreading documents, answering telephone and email queries, and with the publication and distribution of information, particularly when a large mail out is due.

Recently we commenced a lease on a new photocopier and although it works in a similar way to the old one, some of the features have been updated and so staff have spent some time in getting used to the various functions and establishing the correct settings. This photocopier has the facility to scan documents to traditional PDF files, as well as Word and audio files which is a great feature because screen reader users, and others, can read the scanned file immediately, and independently, instead of requiring someone else to convert the scanned PDF file first. 

Staff continue to represent the interest of members by attending a variety of forums and meetings; these include, but are not limited to: 
· Meetings of the Australian Blindness Forum;

· The AFDO Disability Sector Agenda Forum;

· Opening of the SEDA Kennels and Puppy Centre;

· Vision 2020 Australia strategic planning meeting and Parliamentary Friends Dinner;

· A Federal Department of Infrastructure Presentation;

· Focus Group Meetings on the Development of Disability Standards for Education – e-learning module for parents and communities;

· The AFDO Roundtable on Employment;

· Numerous information sessions regarding the NDIS;

· Various state public transport committees including those

related to the provision of taxi services;

· Both Federal and State Electoral Commission consumer representative committees; and

· The Disability Employment Consumer Engagement Forum.

As you can see, from this brief summary, our work covers very diverse and interesting opportunities on a regular basis. This is indicative of the breadth of knowledge required by staff so that they can continue to provide the most up-to-date information, and to deliver well founded advocacy services, for members. We all look forward to continuing this work into the future.  

Rosemary Boyd 

Executive Officer

News from the Women’s Special Interest Branch

The committee is working on our workshop presentation for all States and the forthcoming 2014 State Conventions/ Forums. We are currently searching for guest speakers, a task which is quite challenging.

Our topic this year is “Confidence Building In Small Social Gatherings”. This follows on from the National Convention last year, where “networking” was a featured topic. 
Speakers at the Convention talked about socialising in the office – providing not only insights into mixing in a crowd, but also doing this whilst at the same time using a white cane or dog guide, and holding a glass and plate of food; one presenter talked about his effective technique of walking towards a group with his hand extended, and then introducing himself.

But how do we women, and less confident men, mix with friends of friends at a small gathering in a private home, outside on the patio or around the swimming pool? One does not wish to be “parked” and rely on people to come to us. We want to circulate and interact with as many people as we can. How do we manage this? What about moving in such an environment with a dog guide in tow? 

We hope to have presenters who can give us strategies to achieve better results than we may be having right now. We intend to have questions and answers at the end to ensure as many people as possible gain useful ideas for their next social outings.

Our sessions are generally run concurrently with other workshops and go for about an hour, to an hour and a half. Please come and support our Women’s Branch Workshop. Our project for 2014 and beyond is to “Reach Out to Regional and Rural Women”. We have produced a flyer which we intend to send to towns with libraries, CWA’s or women’s health centres, radio stations, and so on.           We hope to encourage women with vision loss to join us and gain peer support and friendship. 
As many will not have computer access, we plan to compile an  MP3 disk “Women Connect” four times a year, with relevant information from the various email lists to which we belong. We            will also encourage questions that we can put to our membership on email lists, for solutions and for support, and include these responses in our later MP3 disks.

There have to be many women isolated by distance and by their sight loss who will gain from this contact.

We are still offering our “Scales Away” audio cookbooks. The MP3 version is $30.00, the memory stick is now again available at $20.00, and the electronic zipped version is $20.00. If you would like to purchase a copy, please contact me see below for further details.

Our two email lists are quiet now as I write this report, but are there for peer support and information. The BCA Women Talk and the VIP Grandparents lists are moderated by Jenny Dawson.

Jenny Dawson is also Editor of the Aspirations magazine we produce once or twice a year and which remains very popular with our members.

If you would like to experience a committee meeting, without joining the committee, we will shortly be inviting women as guests to listen in, and to pass on any ideas too.

Our committee for 2013-2015:

· President:
Karen Passmore WA

· Vice President:

Lisa Hayes NSW

· Secretary:

Joyce Jones QLD.

· Treasurer:

Joan Richardson SA

· NPDC Rep:

Julie Sutherland SA

· SoundAbout Rep:

Janene Sadhu VIC.

· Committee Member:

Cathy Horner NSW

Due to other commitments, Nihal Iscel has resigned from the Committee. Thank you Nihal for your contribution to BCA’s Women’s Special Interest Branch.
Karen Passmore

Email: nwb@bca.org.au or telephone the BCA National Office:
1800 033 660

Advocacy Snapshot 

Accessibility of McDonald’s Ticketing System

A member of Blind Citizens Australia phoned the National Office with concerns that a McDonald’s restaurant in New South Wales had introduced a new ticket numbering system for in-store ordering and dining. He had made a verbal complaint to the restaurant manager at the time, who told him that the system was being rolled out across Australia and that there was nothing they could do to change it.

The individual wanted to speak to an advocate at BCA about the impact that this change would have on people who are blind or vision impaired. He explained that he had been presented with a print ticket with a number which he could not read, but the number

also appears on a screen to indicate that a meal is ready, which

he could not see. Due to the fact that the numbers were not announced verbally, he had no way of knowing that his meal was ready.

The individual did not wish to lodge a formal complaint of disability discrimination about this issue, but did give some feedback to the advocate about changes he would like to see implemented.

The advocate called McDonald’s Head Office and asked to speak with someone about the issues being faced by people who are blind and vision impaired, and any reasonable alternatives they were planning to offer to people in place of this inaccessible system. The advocate was referred to McDonald’s legal counsel to discuss the matter, and the advocate was encouraged to communicate any concerns they had in writing with the legal team.

In order to receive feedback quickly, the advocate used the BCA email list to ask if any other members had feedback about the new ticket system, or any other concerns they had about access and inclusion in McDonald’s restaurants. Blind Citizen's Australia received a number of complaints via phone and email about the new ticketing system being implemented in McDonald’s stores around Australia.

There were a number of issues faced by people who are blind or vision impaired when accessing McDonald’s restaurants, such as the inaccessible nature of the ticketing system and the fact that alternative options for in-store ordering are included in staff training manuals but are not promoted or publicised to people with disabilities. 
McDonald’s Australia has not updated its disability action plan since 2004; having such a plan would assist in allocating tasks, planning for change and consulting with consumers before systemic changes are implemented. 

All issues reported to BCA (as well as a recommendation for each issue), are currently being drafted by the BCA advocate for the McDonald’s Australia legal counsel.

New BCA Resources for Members

On our new and improved website, you’ll find a link to a page containing a range of advocacy resources that can be used by our members. These resources can also be obtained from the National Office upon request and are designed to assist people to become better self-advocates in their local community. We will be adding to this growing list of resources over time, but we would like to take this opportunity to tell you about just a few of them.

 

Hospital Resources

Over the past 12 months we have received an increasing number  of complaints from people who have had very negative experiences in hospital due to staff lacking a basic awareness of how to interact with someone who is blind or vision impaired. In response to this issue, we have developed a fact sheet which can be distributed to hospital staff, outlining some basic strategies that should be kept in mind when treating a patient who is blind or vision impaired.

We will be developing a broader communication strategy to ensure that this message reaches its target audience in a timely manner, however we would like to encourage interested branches and members to use this tool, along with the accompanying fact sheet on how to guide a person who is blind or vision impaired to communicate with hospital staff in their local community.

 

If you, or someone you know, is expecting a stay in hospital, you can also obtain a laminated sign from the BCA National Office upon request, which can be placed above your bed during your stay.         The sign clearly explains that you are a person who is blind or vision impaired and lists a few basic things that all staff entering the room need to keep in mind when communicating with you.

Guide to Using the DDA

We have all come up against some form of discrimination due to the fact that we are blind or vision impaired, but what can we do about it? 
The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) can be extremely useful in helping you pursue a matter and work towards resolving it. Of course, legislation can be a complex and scary thing, so it isn’t always easy to know where to start. In response to this problem, we’ve developed a resource to talk you through the process of using the DDA; whether it be to pursue a matter informally, or

by going down the path of lodging a formal complaint with the Australian Human Rights Commission (which is not nearly as complex as it sounds). This guide has everything you need to start tackling issues on your own, so give us a call now and request a copy in your preferred format!

 

Blind Citizens Tool Kits

NSW members may recall the launch of the NSW Blind Citizens Tool Kit back in 2012, to provide NSW members with information about the full range of benefits, concessions and entitlements that are available to them. We’ve steadily been working towards developing an equivalent tool kit for all other states and territories and are proud to announce the release of the new, revamped NSW Blind Citizens Tool Kit, and the first editions of the Victorian Blind Citizens Tool Kit and South Australian Blind Citizens Tool Kit. We have already commenced work on tool kits for the remaining states and territories, so stay tuned!

 

Lauren Henley
National Policy Officer

Disability Employment Services Consumer Engagement Strategy

As mentioned in the last edition of BC News and BCA Update, BCA, along with 14 other consumer groups across Australia, received funding from the Australian Government to undertake a project which focuses on improving links to Disability Employment Services (DES). The Government aims to use the individualised care and support services provided within the National Disability Insurance Agency to make significant gains to workforce participation for people with disability. This project aims at collecting data and information which will inform the future composition and operation of DES.

Thank you to all who have provided feedback, either by completing the survey or providing feedback via telephone or branch meetings.

From your feedback, an overwhelming concern of members is that their experience with DES provides them with limited work choices.  

Members have also indicated they believe that there are many types of employment open to them, particularly with the ever increasing use of technology in the workplace, yet they are still being pigeonholed towards call centre work or other similar repetitive administrative tasks. 
As well, the local DES, sometimes does not have the capacity

to provide a service to people who are blind or vision impaired because either their computers are not accessible, or the software itself used for job-searching is not, for example available as text aloud, or with enlarged fonts. This is a concern for the job seeker

as well as the DES staff. Another major concern is that staff at the local DES, do not seem to have much understanding of how to assist people who are blind or vision impaired with their job searching.

Rosemary Boyd and I attended a meeting in Canberra in April with the Department of Social Services and representatives from the other 14 other peak consumer groups to share our mid-term outcomes. It was interesting to hear how much in common the positive aspects and the concerns regarding DES were, amongst the group in attendance. The final report will be submitted to the Department in July. 

Sue Hastie

Project Officer
NDIS: How Does it Actually Work?

We’ve told you a lot about the policy-related aspects of the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) already, but let’s get down to business and see how the process of opting into the scheme actually works for potential participants.

 

Eligibility

The first step is testing your eligibility, which involves an assessment to see whether or not you face barriers in any of the following four areas of daily living:
· Communication

· Mobility

· Self-care

· Self-management

 

Everyone’s set of circumstances is different, but for someone who is blind or vision impaired, a few examples of such barriers might include:
· difficulty accessing information

· difficulty accessing transport to different parts of the community

· difficulty with home and garden maintenance

· difficulty accessing recreational activities

 
If you are assessed as being ineligible for the scheme and feel that this decision is not fair, you can appeal the decision through the National Disability Insurance Agency (NDIA) to ask that it be reviewed. If the matter cannot be resolved through the NDIA, it can

then be advanced to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal where an independent decision will be made.

 

The Planning Process

Once it has been determined that you are eligible for the scheme, you will be invited to sit down with a planner who is employed by the NDIA. The planner’s role is to assist you to develop a plan that will outline the types of “reasonable and necessary” services and supports that you wish to use your individualised funding to purchase. This process can be completed over multiple visits and can be conducted in your home, in an office of the National Disability Insurance Agency or in another setting that is convenient for you. You can choose to have a friend or family member participate in the planning process with you, or opt to undertake planning independently. If you wish to have a member of staff from a blindness agency assist you in the planning process, however, you will need to ask the National Disability Insurance Agency for a “specialist assessment”.

 

Developing Your Statement of Goals and Aspirations

The first part of the planning process involves establishing a statement of goals and aspirations which will help to guide the establishment of your personal plan. The statement of goals and aspirations provides the foundation for the subsequent statement

of supports which will be developed by you and your planner. It needs to outline your goals, objectives and aspirations, as well as information about your personal and environmental context; such as living arrangements, informal and other community supports and level of social and economic participation.

You will receive further information about how to develop your statement prior to undertaking the process and will be able to seek assistance with developing your statement if you so desire. The statement does not have to be written down by you and can be provided in any form; if provided in a form other than writing, the planner will need to record the statement and seek your confirmation that it is true and accurate.

 

Developing Your Statement of Supports

While your Statement of Goals and Aspirations will be prepared by you, your Statement of Supports will be prepared by your planner with your input and will then need to be formally approved. In developing the Statement of Supports, the planner will:
· Consider strengths, capacity, circumstances and context;
· Assess activity limitations, participation restrictions and support needs arising from your disability;
· Assess risks and safeguards; 

· Relate support needs to your Statement of Goals and Aspirations.

 

Examples of some of the supports that have been provided to participants who are blind or vision impaired already have included:
· Taxi transport

· Garden Maintenance

· Cleaning

· Adaptive technology, including iPhones, text-to-speech software, talking barcode readers, scanning software etc. 

· Appliances to assist with cooking

· Assistance with dog guide expenses; including food and veterinary bills

 

If there is a support that you deem to be crucial in allowing you to be able to achieve your goals and aspirations and this is shown to be “reasonable and necessary”, it should be accommodated in your Statement of Supports. If, however, this does not happen and you feel as though you have been treated unfairly, you should appeal the decision and ask that it be reviewed. Before proceeding with a formal review, you are encouraged to ask the individual responsible for not including this support for you to reconsider their decision; especially if you think an important matter was overlooked, or new information has come to light. 

 

If you are unable to resolve a matter informally, you can request an internal review by writing to the CEO of the NDIA, by requesting a review orally at an NDIA office, by phoning 1800 800 110 or by emailing feedback@ndis.gov.au. This request must be made within three months of you receiving notice of the decision. At the time

of asking for a review, you should also explain why you think the decision is incorrect. Once your request has been received, the CEO will ask an NDIA staff member who was not involved in the original decision to review the matter. If you are still unhappy after

the first review, you can seek a further review by the NDIA, or you can ask for a review to be undertaken by the Administrative Appeals Tribunal.
Managing Your Funds

Each individual will be able to choose how much responsibility they would like to take in the management of their supports. You will have the option of managing your funding yourself, or you can choose to have all or part of your funding managed for you.

 

If you are self-managing funding of the supports in your plan you can choose to receive your supports from registered providers, as well as providers who are not registered with the NDIS. If choosing to manage your own funding, you will be responsible for:
· sourcing and arranging your supports; 

· making payments to your chosen providers, including ensuring that providers receive their payment on time; 

· managing your plan expenditure, including submitting “My Plan Purchases” forms to the NDIA; and
keeping records of all your plan purchases and providing these

to the NDIA.

If you choose to have a registered plan management provider manage some or all of your funds for you, they are able to handle financial intermediary activities such as:
· the organising of providers and their payment;

· the processing of expense claims;

· the development of monthly statements for participants;

· claiming from the NDIA.

 

While it may sound daunting, funding management is not intended to be a burdensome process and the NDIA will ensure that you have adequate information and support available to assist you in having your funding managed in a way that works for you.

 

Having Your Plan Reviewed

As we all know, people’s needs are not static and can change suddenly and drastically. So what if the plan that has been developed for you is no longer working?

 

If your circumstances change, or if you do not believe that the Statement of Supports that has been developed in your plan is allowing you to be able to achieve your goals and aspirations, you can contact the NDIA and request that your plan be reviewed. Your plan will also be reviewed periodically by the NDIA to ensure that your needs are being met.

 
How the NDIS Affects Your Other Supports

When you register to receive support from the NDIA, this then alerts Centrelink that the NDIA is responsible for accommodating your transport-related needs, so they will cease payment of your Mobility Allowance. In practice, nobody should be worse off under this arrangement, as people should have access to a greater number of transport options. If you were to get a taxi, for example, you would continue to use your half-fare subsidy and would either send the receipt for the remainder of the fare to the NDIA so that they are able to reimburse you, or have it arranged so that your local taxi company is able to invoice the NDIA directly for this trip. If you were not eligible for half price taxi travel but were a registered participant of the NDIS, the agency would cover the full cost of the trip.  

 

While you will not continue to receive Mobility Allowance once opting into the NDIS, your eligibility for other income supports, such as the Disability Support Pension (blind) and Health Care Card, will not be affected in any way.

Lauren Henley
National Policy Officer
The Difference Between the Age Pension (blind) and the Disability Support Pension (blind)

We published an article on this topic back in 2012, but thought it might be useful to revisit it given the increasing number of pension-related enquiries we have recently received in the National Office.

If you are currently receiving the DSP (blind), you will have the option of either remaining on this payment, or transferring to the Age Pension (blind) once you turn 65. Both the DSP (blind) and the Age Pension (blind) are paid at the same rate and follow the same income and assets test free status. At retirement age, however, both pensions are considered as taxable payments. The DSP (blind) is also considered as income when calculating for additional supplements such as rent assistance, Worker’s Compensation or Third Party damages. 


The Pensioner Education Supplement and Education Entry Payment are available to those on the DSP (blind) but not to those on the Age Pension (blind). These payments will affect those who choose to study in a secondary or tertiary course at an educational institution approved by the Australian Government. Incentive Allowances (payment for those receiving sheltered employment allowances) are also only available to those on the DSP (blind). 

Regardless of which pension you are on, you will still be able to access the mobility allowance. If you complete a minimum of 15 hours of work-related activities in a week, however, you will receive a higher rate of allowance under the DSP (blind) than the Age Pension (blind).
The length of portability also varies depending on which payment you are receiving; with portability referring to the amount of time an individual can be absent from Australia without their payments being suspended. A portability period of up to six weeks applies to individuals on the DSP (blind), while those on the Age Pension (blind) can travel overseas for up to 6 months while still receiving their pension. Should an individual return to Australia after the specified time period, their pension will be suspended and subsequently cancelled.


Unlike those on the Age Pension (blind), however, individuals on the DSP (blind) are able to apply for indefinite portability. Indefinite portability; meaning that they are able to be absent from Australia for an unspecified period of time and will still continue to receive payments. As blindness is considered a manifest disability, individuals on the DSP (blind) may be eligible for indefinite portability without the need for a Job Capacity Assessment. If 
you wish to apply for indefinite portability, you will need to contact Centrelink’s International Service (ph: 131 673) well in advance of your departure from Australia.
We hope that this article has provided you with enough information to be able to choose the payment that will best meet your needs. If you do not wish to be transferred to the Age Pension (blind) once reaching retirement age, you should contact Centrelink’s Disability and Carer’s Line on (ph: 132 717). If this change has happened automatically, you can appeal the cancellation of the DSP (blind). An individual has 13 weeks from the day advised of the cancellation to lodge the appeal.

Thai Nguyen

Advocacy and Policy Officer

Accessible Voting: Where Are We Now?

Although some time has now passed since the trial of telephone-assisted voting, this is still a very hot topic at the National Office. Back in December, the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters announced an inquiry into the conduct of the 2013 Federal Election. We saw this as another opportunity to promote the

needs of electors who are blind or vision impaired and prepared

a submission to the inquiry; making particular recommendations regarding the future of accessible voting in Australia.

 

We would like to thank all of our readers who took the time to provide us with their feedback on telephone-assisted voting, following the article that we published in the December 2013 edition

of Blind Citizens News. This feedback has helped shape our position on this matter and it is our hope that our recommendations truly reflect the needs of the wider membership.

 

So what do we say about accessible voting? The “iVote” system that was used during the 2011 NSW State Election is currently              the only system in Australia which is considered by our members

to be 100 per cent secret, independent and verifiable. This system provided the elector with the option to cast their vote either online

or over the telephone and did not involve a third party physically recording the vote. Instead, the process for telephone voting was similar to that used for phone banking, using prompts that had been pre-recorded in human speech. It is this platform that we would like to see the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) work towards for the 2016, and subsequent federal elections, with one minor alteration.

 

Although an automated telephone system is required to ensure a vote that is 100 per cent secret, independent and verifiable, we recognise that there may be older Australians or individuals with learning or cognitive difficulties that may actually find it more useful to speak to someone in real time. 
For this reason, in our submission, we recommended that the following three options be made available for use by people who are blind or vision impaired for the 2016 and subsequent Federal Elections:

 

· The option of casting a vote securely over the internet, using an interface that is fully screen reader accessible;

· The option of casting a vote over the telephone using automated key prompts; 

· The option of casting a vote over the telephone by speaking to an AEC staff member.

 

Additionally, in future years, we believe that it is important that these options be extended to all people with disabilities and not be isolated to people who are blind or vision impaired. Especially for people who are confined to a wheelchair, it can be a difficult task to find a wheelchair accessible polling centre within close proximity. The availability of remote voting would eliminate many of these barriers and make the electoral process more inclusive overall; 
also making accessible voting a more financially viable option for the Federal Government.

 

In response to our submission, we were asked to appear at a public hearing of the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters in April, in conjunction with Vision Australia. We will also be presenting at a meeting of the Australian Electoral Commission’s Disability Advisory Committee this month, where we will continue to promote the needs of electors who are blind or vision impaired.

 

For a full list of BCA’s recommendations pertaining to accessible voting, download a copy of our submission from the BCA website, or contact the National Office to request a copy in your preferred format.

Lauren Henley

National Policy Officer
The Road to a Safer Quiet Vehicle

The use of hybrid and electric cars and motorbikes on Australian roads has been steadily increasing over the past few years, due to growing public concern regarding climate change and fuel scarcity. Although these vehicles may present significant environmental benefits, they also severely compromise the safety of pedestrians; particularly those who are blind or vision impaired. Hybrid vehicles operate on a fuel-powered engine when travelling above 32 kilometers per hour, reverting to a virtually silent electric motor when idling or traveling at slower speeds. Electric cars pose an even greater risk; operating silently regardless of speed.

 

This issue has started to gain momentum internationally, as evidence of the strong correlation between pedestrian accidents and hybrid and electric vehicles starts to mount. 
In response to a 2009 technical report which indicated that hybrid and electric vehicles were twice as likely to be involved in a pedestrian accident, than vehicles fitted with an internal combustion engine, the United States Government has introduced legislation which requires all hybrid and electric vehicles sold within the United States to be equipped with a sound-emitting device to alert pedestrians to their presence. 

 

Further to this research, we recently updated our position statement on silent vehicles to make recommendations around the adoption of standards which would mandate the inclusion of sound-emitting devices on all quiet vehicles sold within Australia.

This position statement was presented to key representatives of the

Joint Standing Committee on Transport and Infrastructure, who we met with in Canberra back in March.
At this meeting, we were briefed on work that is currently being undertaken by an informal working group of the United Nations World Forum for Harmonization of Vehicle Regulations, to develop a global technical regulation for quiet road transport vehicles. The regulation, if adopted, will mandate the inclusion of sound-emitting devices in all hybrid and electric vehicles.

At this stage, the draft regulation is intended to be put before the World Forum for Harmonization of Vehicle Regulations in mid-2015.

Given that this matter has full support of the world’s leading car manufacturers, we are hopeful that the regulation will be adopted by the forum in a timely manner and subsequently that relevant Australian legislation will follow shortly thereafter.

Lauren Henley
National Policy Officer
FlashSonar Training with Daniel Kish

A review introduced by BCA member Ramona Mandy, with further commentary by BCA member Rachel Keyte.

Autumn in Melbourne this year started really well for me. The 1st of March was a beautifully sunny day, (with the temperature comfortably placed in the high 20s), and I was attending a very informative and interesting workshop on FlashSonar. The workshop was conducted by international trainer Daniel Kish (who hails from America). I learnt so much and gained a new skill, from someone who many of us would, ordinarily, not have access to – my thanks to BCA for hosting this event.

The workshop was based on a particular type of echolocation called FlashSonar. Many vision impaired people would be familiar with, and indeed use echolocation; the process of using sound echoes from objects around us to perceive our environment.
Passive echolocation is the perception of surrounding objects based on the sounds that are reflected off them, produced by noises in the environment such as passing traffic, wind and footsteps. Active echolocation on the other hand, involves deliberately making a sound which is targeted in such a way that allows the noise to bounce off surrounding objects, producing a range of echoes. FlashSonar is a form of active echolocation which requires the use of sounds that are crisp and consistent, and generated at a volume which will allow the individual to be able

to gather information from the echoes generated.

The term FlashSonar was coined by Daniel Kish. He is an expert in human echolocation and is the first totally blind person to be a legally certified Orientation and Mobility Specialist.  

Now that I’ve given you a bit of background about Daniel and FlashSonar, I’d like to hand over to fellow workshop participant, Rachel Keyte who will talk us through what happened on the day:
The first part of the workshop was spent with Daniel telling us of             his background; why, how and when he developed his echolocation skill as a small child and what echolocation and FlashSonar actually are. 
He went on to explain how he was able to independently ride bikes and participate in other childhood activities with ease.

We got onto speaking about his life as an adult and how his skill has led to a career which allows him to teach other people around the world how to use echolocation. The countries he has visited are well into the double figures and although he requests the "meet and assist" service at all airports, he likes to be as independent as he can when it comes to walking through airports, locating various places of interests himself, , such as restaurants for example. He explained that instead of asking someone to help rescue his luggage from the carousel, he prefers to find it himself by using touch. I was very inspired to hear this as I've travelled overseas a number of times on my own, having the "meet and assist"  to help me with every step of the way; perhaps, when I next travel, I can  learn to be a bit more independent when attempting to locate my bags.

Then, of course, the part of the workshop I was waiting for: instruction on how to achieve a “tongue click”, not just any tongue click as some people may assume, but a tongue click that’s got to be short and very sharp. I'm sad to say that I didn't ever really achieve good results on the day; I sounded more like "Skippy" however, I was assured that with practice, I'd get it right.

Anyway, I pushed on as it was still important to see how much this could help me.

The next part of the morning was spent looking at a few different canes that Daniel owned and brought with him. Most of these, sadly, were not available in Australia at the time, however, as a few of us had dog guides, the idea was for us to use them when we went outside exploring our surrounding with our newly acquired skills. Daniel showed us all a cane technique that is different from what has been taught to us, as for him, this technique works better.

After lunch, we set off outside to put our recently learnt skills into practice. Despite Daniel having only been to Melbourne a few times, he certainly knew his way around. We walked up past Federation Square, trekking into the trees to echo locate and hear the different sounds that would bounce back to us at different intervals. The group was asked to detect gaps in between the trees, walls and steps. Even though I didn't have the perfect click, I could see the potential for me – when I did perfect it.

We concluded the course at about five, very tired – but we learnt a lot. I'm pleased to report, that a little over a month after the course, with lots and lots of practice, my tongue click has very much improved and I can more consistently use it – still not 100 per cent, but improving every day.
Editor’s Note:

Ramona Mandy has published an extended article on her experience of FlashSonar. To obtain a copy, please visit the BCA website, or phone the National Office to request a copy in your preferred format.
Daniel Kish has founded his own organisation to help promote awareness of echolocation. You can visit his website at:  www.worldaccessfortheblind.org
Choosing Activities: What Comes First?

Contributed by BCA member, Meredith Prane

I recently read a post on the BCA Women’s Branch List asking for activity ideas for someone who is losing their vision. This got me thinking about the activities I do in my own life and I realised I chose them because of who I am as a person, not because I have a vision impairment.

I have Leber’s optic atrophy which developed when I was 17 and

I am legally blind. So, I personally believe, that when looking for ways to occupy your time, the best strategy is not to pick an activity that you can do with a vision impairment, but to pick activities you really want to do and enjoy, and find new strategies for doing them. Occupational Therapists can be very good at coming up with solutions to help you do things you enjoy doing in a new way. Otherwise, work out the parts of the activity you can do yourself and the bits you now need help with and find a friend who enjoys the same activity so they can help out with the tricky bits.

Personally, I love learning to play instruments, going to see live music, walking, learning to read braille, cooking and yoga. I find most yoga teachers are very good at giving very clear instructions so I don’t need to see to be able to do the poses correctly. I always explain that I have a vision impairment to the teacher, so they will keep an eye out for me. This is true for dance classes as well.

It is always a bit scary and daunting going to any new class for the first time, but I make sure I get there early to explain my needs to the teacher and also whoever is beside me, so they’ll understand if

I need to ask for help during the class. I find most people are more than happy to help if you are very clear about what it is you need.

I love learning new things so I’m always really glad I pushed myself a bit to go along to a dance or yoga or music class and feel proud that I got out of my comfort zone and succeeded. I find it’s always worth pushing through that bit of nervousness and stress, because if you go prepared, it usually works out fine.

It can be really tough feeling like you are losing skills, but it can be fun and exciting finding new ways to do the old things you’ve always loved doing, as well as learning new things you’ve always wanted to try. 

Here is a list of some of the activities I have done with a vision impairment:
· violin lessons

· yoga classes

· belly dance classes

· flamenco classes

· Spanish classes

· attended music festivals interstate with another friend who is legally blind

· wine appreciation classes

· Thai cooking classes

I also enjoy many recreational activities at home, including playing my guitar, gardening, cooking, reading audio books, playing scrabble, practising meditation with guided meditation CDs and listening to the radio.
Have fun keeping active everyone!

CAPTCHA – What You Can Do

Have you ever found yourself unable to sign-up for an online service, unable to order tickets online or contact an organisation because they have an inaccessible CAPTCHA on their website? 
CAPTCHA tests are boxes containing squiggly letters and numbers which you must decipher in order to continue on a website.

ACCAN, in alliance with a number of Australian disability organisations, is campaigning to have inaccessible CAPTCHAs removed from websites and replaced with accessible security options.

What You Can Do

If you want to let an organisation or business know that the CAPTCHA on their website is inaccessible, send our CAPTCHA letter requesting that they remove the inaccessible CAPTCHA and replace it with an accessible alternative. The good news for these organisations is that we've already listed some accessible alternatives that they can use.
Published by the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) on Monday, 28 April 2014
https://accan.org.au/news-items/hot-issues/781-captcha-what-you-can-do 

Accessing Audio Described DVDs on a Mac Computer

By BCA member, Phillip Chalker

I was recently very excited to discover that I could play audio described DVDs on my Apple computer. After inserting a DVD into my MacBook Pro and expecting my wife to have to help me turn on the audio description, I was shocked to find that I was actually able to do this independently, without having to rely on sighted assistance.

I sat back and waited until the computer loaded the DVD which in this case, was a film called “Did you Hear about the Morgans?” The film loaded through the program DVD viewer which comes with all Apple computers.

After the DVD began to play, I pushed the space bar button while having VoiceOver on, which paused the movie so I could just hear what VoiceOver was saying. I then pushed the VoiceOver keys along with the letter “M”, which took me up to the menu. I scrolled along the menus until I came to a tab saying “feature”, where I was presented with a pull down menu, which I accessed by using the down arrow and VoiceOver keys. I kept moving down the menu until I came to a submenu labelled “Audio”, which listed a number of different audio tracks, which were included on the DVD; one of which was: “English for the Vision Impaired”. After selecting this option, I restarted the movie and was shocked to find that I had been successful in turning on audio description. I now watch audio described movies on my Mac all the time and wanted to share this trick with other people who are blind or vision impaired. 
Happy viewing everyone!

Editor’s Note:

Phillip has also recorded a podcast to talk members through the process of playing an audio described DVD on the Mac. If you would like a copy of this recording, please contact us at the National Office.

Qantas Improves In-flight Accessibility

Australia’s national airline has drastically improved the experience of flying for blind and vision impaired passengers by making the devices used on domestic flights to view in-flight entertainment accessible. Qantas uses Apple iPads for its Q-Streaming system on 17 domestic routes. Until recently, the iPad’s extensive accessibility features were unable to be turned on. This meant that although iPads include screen readers and other assistive technologies, passengers with disabilities were unable to use them.

Following feedback from customers and potential customers, Qantas has now unlocked the iPad’s VoiceOver screen reader.
Passenger David Woodbridge, who is blind, was delighted to discover yesterday that not only did VoiceOver work on his flight from Melbourne to Sydney but that the in-flight entertainment menu was accessible. Woodbridge was able to watch videos, read flight information and listen to the radio completely independently.

In his blog post about the experience Woodbridge wrote: “Qantas needs to be congratulated, and as far as I am concerned, it would not have happened unless the actual device being used was able to be fully accessible, which of course the iPad is.”

The Disability Discrimination Commissioner Graeme Innes, also a screen reader user, echoed Woodbridge’s sentiment: “I am pleased

that Qantas has made its Q streaming system available to everyone, not just people who don't need to use a screen reader. With a device such as the iPad, which is already very accessible, it is good to see that Qantas has taken advantage of that.”

Qantas has an ongoing commitment to accessibility and offers closed captions on its safety videos and many in-flight movies.

Legislation put in place in the US is also having an influence. Over the next two years, all airlines flying to the United States including Qantas, Jetstar and Air New Zealand must ensure their booking systems and check-in kiosks meet accessibility requirements set by the US Government.
Published by Media Access Australia on Wednesday,

2 April 2014 http://www.mediaaccess.org.au/latest_news/video/qantas-improves-in-flight-accessibility
Dog Guide Handlers Australia 2014 Conference.

Dog Guide Handlers Australia (DGHA) is a national association which provides a voice for Australians who are blind or vision impaired, and who are dog guide handlers. It is an independent association of dog guide handlers, and is not affiliated with any dog guide school.

DGHA strives to foster, represent, promote, enhance and protect the interests of Australians who are blind or vision impaired, and who are dog guide handlers. It draws on the experiences and varied knowledge of its members, to provide peer support, advocacy and information to dog guide users throughout Australia.

The first ever Dog Guide Handlers Australia Conference will be held at the Grand Chifley Hotel in Adelaide on Saturday 6 and Sunday 7 September 2014. Interested participants will need to arrange their own accommodation at the Grand Chifley. Alternatively accommodation may be available at the Chifley on South Terrace or Country Comfort which is also located on South Terrace. The conference venue is across the road from the Parklands, which has plenty of grass for dog guide toileting.

Further details about the Conference will be released in the coming months. For further information, contact DGHA President, Greg Madson on 0408 396 333, send an email to dgha@dgha.org.au,

or visit the DGHA website at www.dgha.org.au.

Are You Missing Out?

Concession Stamps – Australia Post
If you have a Federal Government concession card, you may be eligible for reduced rates on domestic stamps, and other offers, which include: a free booklet of five concession stamps, the ability to purchase up to 50 concession stamps per year, a discount on mail hold and mail redirection, and a free MyPost concession card and digital mailbox.

The following Australian Federal Government concession cards are accepted as proof of eligibility for the scheme:
· Pensioner Concession Card

· Health Care Card

· Commonwealth Seniors

Health Card

· Department of Veterans' Affairs Card

· Veterans' Repatriation Health Card

You can visit or phone your local post office for further information, or download an application form from:
http://auspost.com.au/parcels-mail/mypost-concession-account.html
While we’re on the topic of Australia Post, we thought you might be interested to know that Blind Citizens Australia President, Greg Madson recently featured in a news item on “The Wire” (a daily current affairs program broadcast exclusively on Community and Indigenous radio stations around Australia), where he spoke about the need for Australia Post to improve the accessibility of its parcel pick-up cards. If you are interested you may wish to view The Wire’s website for the full story: http://www.thewire.org.au/
Perils of Parcel Pick-Up: Removing Barriers to Access   

Although the queues can be a pain, collecting a parcel from the post office is a relatively simple matter, unless you are a person who is blind or vision impaired. The little card that the postman leaves in the letterbox has no tactile features to distinguish it from junk mail. It’s often the case that people who are blind or vision impaired are unaware a parcel is waiting for them at the post office.

BCA is aware that disability advocates are calling for a redesign of the notice cards through the Senate Inquiry into the performance of Australia Post. 
We will keep you posted (no pun intended).
BCA State Forums

As most of you will know, 2014 is a state convention year – but this year we’ve decided to do things a little differently. Branches in each state have been given flexibility in how they wished to approach state conventions and have been given the option of hosting either a one or two day forum in a location of their choosing. While many of the details are still being finalised, here is what we know so far:

Victoria, including National AGM

Date: Saturday 4 October

Location: Melbourne CBD.

New South Wales and Australian Capital Territory

Date: Saturday 11 and Sunday 12 October
Location: Travelodge Newcastle Hotel
Theme: Achieving your goals and aspirations
Queensland

Date: Saturday 18 and Sunday 19 October 

Location: still to be confirmed

South Australia

Date: still to be confirmed

Location: still to be confirmed

Western Australia

Date: Saturday 12 July

Location: Maylands Autumn Centre, 55 Ninth Avenue, Maylands.

For further information about any of the above events, please visit the BCA website or contact us at the National Office.

How to Send Your Contribution to                              Blind Citizens News

Your contributions to Blind Citizens News are welcome. The deadline for contributions for the next edition is Thursday 16 October 2014. Contributions may be submitted in Braille, print,

audio CD or electronic format (in Word in Arial 16 point font).

Send email contributions to bca@bca.org.au and make sure you write “Blind Citizens News contribution” in the subject line. For all other format contributions, please send the document to the National Office at the mailing address provided at the end of this magazine.

Donations to BCA

We would like to thank all members who have generously donated to Blind Citizens Australia recently. If you would like to make a donation to Blind Citizens Australia but find it difficult filling out forms, you may like to call the National Office on 1800 033 660 and donate over the phone using your credit card.
Directory of Contact Details

Can’t locate the phone number or email mentioned in an article in this edition of News? Here they all are for you.

Blind Citizens Australia National Office

1800 033 660

bca@bca.org.au 

www.bca.org.au

BCA National Women’s Branch

nwb@bca.org.au

Administrative Appeals Tribunal

1300 366 700

aatweb@aat.gov.au

www.aat.gov.au

Australian Electoral Commission

13 23 26

www.aec.gov.au

Australia Post

13 76 78                  
www.auspost.com.au

Centrelink Disability

and Carer’s Line

13 27 17

Centrelink International

Service Line

13 16 73
Dog Guide Handlers Australia

0408 396 333 
dgha@dgha.org.au
www.dgha.org.au

National Disability

Insurance Agency

1800 800 110

feedback@ndis.gov.au

www.ndis.gov.au

Vision Australia

1300 847 466

info@visionaustralia.org

www.visionaustralia.org

World Access for the Blind

www.worldaccessfortheblind.org

Tune into New Horizons

Have you been listening to New Horizons, our weekly radio program? It is broadcast on RPH stations throughout Australia and is available on a range of community radio stations.
Join Rikki Chaplain each week to hear the latest news, views and information about Blind Citizens Australia and other relevant information for people who are blind or vision impaired. New Horizons broadcast times and RPH station details are provided below.
You can also listen to New Horizons over the Internet; you will need a computer with a sound card and a media player such as Windows Media Player, Real Player or Winmap. Log onto the Blind Citizens Australia website at: www.bca.org.au and click on the “Listen to New Horizons” link. You can also listen to New Horizons on ACB Radio Main Stream every Thursday.

Blind Citizens Australia thanks:

Audio-Read for providing web space for storage of the New Horizons programs. Audio-Read are developers of a secure digital multicast system and patented portable Audio Navigator for the delivery and playback of digital audio.

New Horizons is recorded in the studios of Vision Australia Radio

in Kooyong, Victoria. We thank Vision Australia for generously providing studio time and resources to Blind Citizens Australia.               By the way, did you know that all of us involved in putting the program together are blind or vision impaired? At the time of  putting this edition of Blind Citizens News together, we have just recorded program 348 of New Horizons.

New Horizons Radio Broadcast Schedule

· Adelaide, 5RPH 1197AM and on RPH Adelaide digital 

Times: 9.15 PM Wednesday; Repeated 6.00PM Friday

Also of digital (Iris)

Times: 10.30 AM Friday; Repeated at 6.30 PM, 2.30 AM on Saturday, 10.45 AM Sunday; Repeated at 6.45 PM,  2.45 AM on Monday

· Brisbane, 4RPH 1296AM

Times: 1.30 PM Thursday; Repeated 8.00 PM

· Canberra, 1RPH 1125AM

Wagga Wagga 89.5FM

Junee 99.5FM

Times: 9.15 AM Tuesday; 
Repeated 8.00 PM and again at 9.30 AM on Saturday

· Coral Coast, 94.7FM

Time: 4.30 PM Saturday
· Hobart, 7RPH 864AM

Launceston, 106.9FM

Devonport, 96.1FM

Times: 2.15 PM Saturday; Repeated 3.00 PM Monday

· Melbourne, 3RPH 1179AM and Vision Australia Radio regional stations; RPH Albury, 101.7FM, RPH Bendigo, 88.7FM, RPH Geelong, 99.5FM, RPH Mildura, 107.5FM, RPH Shepparton, 100.1FM, RPH Warragul, 93.5FM, RPH Warrnambool, 94.5FM

Times: 4.45 PM Wednesday; Repeated 6.30 PM Sunday

· Perth, 6RPH 990AM

Times: 10.30 AM Friday; Repeated 6.30 PM Sunday

· Sydney, 2RPH 1224AM

Sydney East 100.5FM

Newcastle/Lower Hunter 100.5FM

Times: 3.00 PM Thursday; Repeated Saturday 2.00 PM; no Saturday repeat for Newcastle/Lower Hunter

