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About Blind Citizens Australia: Who we are and why we say what we say
Blind Citizens Australia is unique in that our organisation is solely made up of and represents people who are blind or vision impaired. All of our Board of Directors, our committees and our Executive Officer are required by our Constitution to be a person who is blind or vision impaired. Many of our staff are also vision impaired. We have over 3000 members around Australia who are all people who experience blindness – whether they be a parent, professional, job seeker, volunteer or student. This is why we are best placed to comment on the specialist needs of people who are blind or vision impaired. 

We are driven by our mission to achieve equity and equality by our empowerment, by promoting positive community attitudes and by striving for high quality and accessible services which meet our needs.
The National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS)
Blind Citizens Australia maintains that the NDIS is an important reform for people with severe and profound disability who have missed out on the full inclusion that they deserve. Blind Citizens Australia, whilst optimistic about the possibilities of an NDIS, continues to be concerned that the NDIS will not fully include people who are blind or vision impaired and may not meet the full specialist needs and the non optional costs of blindness that people who are blind experience. 

What is critical for people who are blind or vision impaired?

· That people with a significant vision impairment will be eligible for a funded individualised NDIS package with access to the full range of disability related supports that they need. Eligibility should not rest on medical criteria alone.
· The provision of equivalent access to supports for people with a significant vision impairment aged over Age Pension age (within or outside of the NDIS). Age should not preclude access to the supports that people who are blind need. 
· The continued provision of specialist supports outside of Tier 3 for people who are vision impaired who are not eligible for NDIS support. 
· A requirement that there will be proportional representation of people who are legally blind during the four trial launches of the NDIS in 2013, followed by a comprehensive assessment of how the NDIS, in its trial implementation, meets the non optional costs of blindness.
· That the unique consumer perspective of people who are blind or vision impaired will be actively sought, and heard, during the planning of the NDIS, specifically in the areas of eligibility and assessment which are our areas of greatest concern.
What are the non optional costs of blindness?

These are the costs, as a direct result of blindness, which people who are blind regularly meet from their own incomes to participate in the ordinary everyday activities of family and community life. Ageing can have a compounding impact on the non optional costs of blindness. Some of these non optional costs are: 
· Living or renting a residence closer to public transport to enable social inclusion, increased independence and to lessen the cost of private transport such as taxis. This means higher rent or home purchase prices. 

· Ongoing costs of mobility aids, such as GPS technology, mobile phones with speech output, white canes and dog guides

· Adaptive technology costs (including the initial purchase of equipment, ongoing licensing, servicing of equipment and training and support). There is currently no state or territory government program which funds aids and equipment for people who are blind or vision impaired. Some of these costs are:

Screen reading software 

$1300 to $2000

Screen enlargement software

$450-$1000

GPS device 



$1650

Braille notetaking device 

$8750 (excluding necessary accessories) 

Other non optional costs include the increased taxi costs of living in a ‘cheaper’ but more geographically distant suburb, the full range of technology, including accessible household devices, that a person who is blind needs and the costs of home maintenance that cannot be completed by people who are blind. 
People who are blind or vision impaired are unlikely to categorise themselves as having core activity limitations with mobility, self care and communication. But poor access to economically viable transport options, difficulty completing tasks associated with daily living and poor access to appropriate technology are significant barriers to participation. The above non optional costs of blindness, and many others, are reasonable and necessary and need to be included in the development of the supports covered by an NDIS. 
Ensuring that assessment tools look at the specific needs of people who are blind or vision impaired 
Some of the needs of people who are blind can be episodic and are not easily captured using current assessment tools. Current assessment tools often ask questions about a person’s physical capacity but may not take into account the specific restrictions that a person with a severe vision impairment may have. For example, the assessment process needs to consider that some visual conditions can be more difficult to manage in certain circumstances – such as light sensitivity and night blindness – and that people may be above a visual acuity but still need assistance. 

The assessment process must involve professionals familiar with blindness, include suitable self assessment tools and allow for flexibility in where, when and how assessments and reassessments are undertaken. The assessment process should not undermine a person’s self determination of when and how often the person needs to access services. 
What types of supports do people who are blind or vision impaired need? 
Often, people who are blind or vision impaired require supports which are short term in nature, such as orientation and mobility training. Longer term supports tend to be required at regular intervals rather than on a daily basis, such as home help or ongoing employment assistance. People who are blind or vision impaired need:
· Choice of and access to aids, technology and equipment – such as screen reading technology, magnification software, Braille technology, low vision aids and accessible mainstream technology. This includes ongoing maintenance, licensing and one to one and/or group training. 
· Access to high quality employment support to increase meaningful employment opportunities – 63% of people of workforce age are unemployed or underemployed

· Development of independent daily living and life skills – getting around safely, living independently such as cooking and attending to tasks around the home, reading amongst others. The time it takes to teach these skills and the intensiveness of support varies from person to person.  

· Accessible information transcription in a range of formats – large print, Braille, audio and e-text of books and consumer information 

· Peer support which is vital for information sharing and emotional support

· Access to home assistance programs that can help with shopping, reading mail, door to door transport and home maintenance and cleaning. 

· Training in Braille to improve literacy and employment outcomes
· Orientation and mobility training using an aid of a person’s choosing, which may include a white cane, dog guide or piece of technology

· Access to timely counselling services – people who are blind or vision impaired are between two and five times more likely to experience depression. This can result in less effective use of vision, less contact with blindness service providers and higher incidences of depression in their partner.
· Access to health, fitness and leisure options which are accessible and targeted to the interests and age of the person, rather than simply what’s on offer.

· Access to highly qualified and trained specialist staff with the training and experience in the specific issues experienced by people who are blind or vision impaired, including but not limited to occupational therapy, orthoptists, orientation and mobility instructors and trainers of adaptive technology.
· Access to high quality independent advocacy support.
MORE INFORMATION:

April 2011 – Submission to the Productivity Commission’s Inquiry into Disability Care and Support
August 2010 – Initial Submission to the Productivity Commission 
contact us:
Blind Citizens Australia

Ross House, Level 3, 247-251 Flinders Lane, Melbourne VIC 3000

Telephone:
(03) 9654 1400

Email:

jessica.zammit@bca.org.au  

Website: 
www.bca.org.au 
This statement is available in large print, audio, Braille and in electronic formats for access by people who are blind or vision impaired.[image: image2.png]
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