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About us
Blind Citizens Australia is the peak national consumer body of and for people who are blind or vision impaired. Our mission is to achieve equity and equality by our empowerment, by promoting positive community attitudes and by striving for high quality and accessible services which meet our needs. As the national peak body, we have over 3100 individual members, 16 branches nationwide; in metropolitan, regional and rural locations. Blind Citizens Australia is also affiliated with 13 other organisations that represent the interests of Australians who are blind or vision impaired. 

Blind Citizens Australia has had a long standing interest in advocating for the telecommunication needs of people who are blind or vision impaired. Blind Citizens Australia administered TEDICORE (Telecommunications & Disability Consumer Representation) for many years, which aimed to advance and represent the interests of people with disabilities in relation to telecommunication issues and promote equity and accessibility. 

Blind Citizens Australia has made many submissions to the Department to inform the development and progress of access to telecommunications. We draw the Department’s attention to our submission in 2009 regarding the development of an Independent Disability Equipment Program and note that the outcomes of this Review are still pending. We call on the Australian Government to release the outcomes of this Review as a pressing priority. 

In addition to the points outlined in our submission below, Blind Citizens Australia refers the Department to submissions made by ACCAN (of which Blind Citizens Australia is a member) and the Australian DeafBlind Council. Both submissions make reference to the issues experienced by people with individual and/or dual sensory impairments. 

Response to the Terms of Reference

2. Build an understanding of what additional support would help people with disability, older Australians and people experiencing illness, to communicate through the use of telecommunication services. 

Whilst telecommunication access for people who are blind or vision impaired has improved in recent years, people who are blind or vision impaired still experience difficulties in a number of areas. 
Access to equipment

Home phones

With the rise of other forms of telecommunication, feedback to Blind Citizens Australia on the usability of home phones has declined. We are pleased that there is greater commercial availability of large button keypad phones for people with some usable sight.
Mobile phones and ‘smart’ phones
Many people who are blind or vision impaired who use mobile phone devices are reliant on products which contain one or more of the following features – large button keypad, large display, adjustable font size and/or phones compatible with Braille and/or screen reading software. There are currently no mobile phones which are available to people who are blind or vision impaired under the Disability Equipment Program (DEP). 
Recommendation 1: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Department consider the availability of mobile phones in the Disability Equipment Program, particularly for individuals on very low incomes. 
Recommendation 2: Blind Citizens Australia supports ACCAN’s recommendations (nos. 35 and 42) that the expanded independent disability equipment program have responsibility for funding of assistive technology which provides a functional equivalent to mainstream technology for people with disability and that this be subject to review upon the implementation of a National Disability Insurance Scheme.

Accessibility should be built into the design of a product, new services and equipment. Accessible ‘out of the box’ products have become more and more important with the release of products such as the Apple IPhone, which provides inbuilt screen reading software, text enlargement capabilities and intuitive functioning. These features not only benefit people who are blind or vision impaired but have been viewed as attractive features in the mainstream market. Whilst many people who are blind or vision impaired have chosen to use the IPhone due to its accessibility, we are aware that this is out of reach for a number of individuals on low incomes. 

Whilst Android has provided a cheaper and partly accessible alternative with the use of Code Factory’s mobile accessibility program, the compatibility between software and hardware poses issues. People who are blind or vision impaired are therefore forced to choose between a more expensive model (IPhone) with full functionality or a much cheaper model (Android) which presents much less in terms of full phone accessibility. The cost of data for downloads and live access to information on smart phones can also be a financial barrier.  
“With the advent of universal designed and accessible smart phones; over the past few years the world has opened up with a wide range of apps and technology that we as people who are blind have embraced.  From using a GPS to navigate with independence and confidence, to sitting at a restaurant table with friends and perusing the menu to make your choice for dinner. All these things can now be done on a phone. But, these are just a few things that can be done; there are many others we don’t even know we need, and will pop up in the near future. All these things need bandwidth; and it comes at a cost. The downside I see is the cost of staying connected.” Male member, WA.  
Recommendation 3: Blind Citizens Australia encourages the Australian Government to play a role in influencing the development of accessible phones. Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Australian Communications Media Authority (ACMA) encourage the implementation of universal design principles towards achieving accessibility through appropriate industry codes, and where necessary, that ACMA introduce standards to ensure accessibility. 

Internet considerations now and into the future 

The introduction of the National Broadband Network will lead more Australians to explore using the internet in their own home. This, in turn, raises the issue of the affordability of technology, particularly to purchase a computer, software which enables screen reading or text enlargement and hardware such as large screen monitors or Braille output devices. There is no internet related equipment currently available under the DEP. 

Recommendation 4: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Department include internet related equipment within the DEP. 

In addition, the developments in technology are leading to new convergence with common household devices, such as fridges and televisions that enable direct access to the Internet. While there is great potential, Blind Citizens Australia is concerned that the accessibility and incorporation of universal design access principles will only be considered as an afterthought, as is often the case with the development of new products. This could, in turn, render these technologies inaccessible to people who are blind or vision impaired who could directly benefit from the ease of use which these products could offer. We refer the Department to Blind Citizens Australia Accessible Household Appliance Policy which is attached as Appendix A. 

Recommendation 5: Blind Citizens Australia recommends the incorporation of universal design access principles in the development of household products which are internet enabled. 

The responsibilities and obligations of manufacturers of such devices requires further consideration and investigation. Convergence of media, more generally, also needs to be monitored and addressed, to ensure that people with disabilities are not further disadvantaged now and into the future. 
Government procurement policies

In line with the above, it is imperative that Government procurement of hardware and software is fully accessible.  

Recommendation 6: Blind Citizens Australia recommends the development of an inclusive Australian Government public procurement policy, which is modelled on Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act in United States. 
Section 508 requires that accessibility for people with disabilities is actively considered and catered for when the Federal Government develops, procures, maintains and uses products. 
Information access
Information access, by far, remains one of the most significant issues experienced by people who are blind or vision impaired. These problems extend across the telecommunication industry and include inaccessible product information (such as phone specifications and plans) as well as:

· Contracts provided in inaccessible formats or ‘summarised’ by providers who are reluctant or unwilling to read a full contract audibly or provide an accessible copy. This has flow on implications on the ability of an individual to provide informed consent and the confidence to sign/witness documents which are inaccessible.

Recommendation 7: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that an accessible copy of the terms and conditions stipulated in contracts should be provided to individuals prior to finalising a contract. This could take the form of an audio recording for contracts agreed by phone. 
“I’ve been told that I am now in a 24 month contract. This was sold to me over the phone. I really didn’t understand the contract and it was hard when they were talking to me on the phone. I am legally blind and just can’t afford this contract. I just want out.” BCA advocacy matter in Victoria for a member with dual sensory impairment.  

“A Telstra sales person rang presenting a range of new products and plans I could be given. The permission statements are rattled off, there is no chance or little anyway to stop the salesperson mid-spiel to ask questions and then before you know where you are, you are being asked to say yes to a product or plan. It is very unsatisfactory and I now just hope I haven't locked myself into something I don't need or can't access and which will cost me hundreds of dollars to get out of. If I have I suppose I will just have to cop it sweet and pay to get out of an inaccessible contract.” Female member, Queensland. 
· Access to directory information: Whilst people with print disabilities are able to access the Telstra Disability Helpline (12551) free of charge, this service is a Telstra service only requiring consumers to have a Telstra account. Whilst Optus does provide a 1800 freecall number to access Telstra’s 1223 service, this service does not provide equivalent access as callers must know the business name and address that they are seeking, rather than receive assistance to locate a business in their area. Whilst other fee based services do exist, people who are blind or vision impaired often feel bound to Telstra to receive the directory assistance they require. This has significant implications on consumer choice, with people unable to choose between other low cost providers. 
· A further issue relates to Call Connect; whilst individuals with dexterity issues have their fee waived to access this service, this fee waiver does not apply to people with print disabilities who may be unable to write down a phone number.

Recommendation 8: Blind Citizens Australia supports ACCAN’s recommendation (no. 42) that a free directory call connect service be provided as part of an expanded National Relay Service for all consumers with disability, older Australians, or people experiencing illness. 

· Inaccessible websites provided by telecommunication companies, with inconsistent compliance with W3C 2.0 accessibility. Problems include information in PDF format only, sites which do not offer or support increased font size or too much visual information with no text based or accessible equivalent. 
Recommendation 9: Blind Citizens Australia recommends the development of accessible resources which allow consumers to review comparable products. 
As an example, the GARI project (www.amta.org.au) aims to provide detailed information on the specific features of mobile phones. Promotion and co-location of such resources is important to enable well informed consumer choice. 
Recommendation 10: Blind Citizens Australia maintains that equivalent access to printed information must be available to all consumers with a print disability, irrespective of the telecommunication provider they choose to use. This is particularly important in light of our ageing population. 
Proof of identification

“I went to purchase a mobile phone and presented my pension card, medicare card, my companion card and then my change of name from Births, Deaths and Marriages to try and prove who I am. My passport is well out of date so what other choices of ID do I have?”. Member, Victoria

The request for a drivers licence as proof of identification has become more and more common. This presents an issue for people who are blind or vision impaired who are unable to drive. The portability of identification also presents an issue, with many people who are blind or vision impaired expressing reluctance to carry valuable personal identification at all times. 
Recommendation 11: Blind Citizens Australia maintains that it is imperative that other forms of identification, including identification such as the Blind Citizens Australia Identity Card, continue to be accepted to ensure that people who are blind or vision impaired are not denied access purely on the basis of limited access to identification. 
Knowledge of disability by telecommunication providers

A continuing barrier is insufficient knowledge of call centre and telecommunication outlet staff of the equipment and services available to, and suitable for, people with a range of disabilities. This also extends to the availability of plans and the training available to consumers to use services and specialised equipment. 
Recommendation 12: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that telecommunication staff are made aware of their customer assistance obligations to people with disability under the Telecommunications Code of Practice.
The availability of publicly available personalised training to learn how to use a company’s products has increased. However, the availability and willingness to deliver this training to people who are blind or vision impaired has been met with some success and some resistance.  

As an example, Apple commercially offers classes to new Apple users to learn how to most effectively use their new device. A number of people who are blind or vision impaired have tried to access these training classes. Some individuals have noted that Apple staff are not consistently aware of how to access or use the accessibility features, which impacts on the knowledge that can be passed to the consumer. In some instances, we are aware of people who are blind or vision impaired teaching staff how to use the technology. A number of members have noted that they have had to advocate strongly to receive the training in the first place or have had to negotiate a time for training which has been convenient for the store, but inconvenient for the user. Commercially available training must be inclusive of people with disabilities. 
Recommendations 13: Blind Citizens Australia supports ACCAN’s recommendation (no. 44) that funding be provided for a ‘one stop shop’ that provides consumer information and consumer training for telecommunications solutions that meet the needs of people with disability, older Australians and people experiencing illness.  
Awareness of consumer protections

For the most part, members appear satisfied with the Telecommunication Industry Ombudsman (TIO) and its processes to resolve complaints. We are however concerned that individuals are less aware of the Telecommunications Code of Practice. 
Recommendation 14: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Telecommunications Code of Practice is better publicised to ensure that consumers, particularly those with disabilities, can self advocate and are well informed of their legal rights. 
Recommendation 15: Blind Citizens Australia also recommends that the Australian Human Rights Commission consider working with the TIO to compare trends in complaints that involve people with disabilities and telecommunications in order to work to address systemic barriers. 
Recommendation 16: Blind Citizens Australia advocates for more transparent consumer mechanisms by companies such as Telstra and Optus (particularly around the appeals process if a customer is told that they are ineligible to receive equipment) and by smaller commercial providers who may not have disability action plans or strategies in place to meet the needs of people with disabilities. 

One key area of concern is the lack of transparency regarding cooling off periods. We are aware of a number of individuals who have not been informed of this provision at the time of signing a new contract. 
3. There are many times when the government would like to contact people who have problems communicating and cannot use telephones 

a. Should the government maintain a voluntary register of people wanting to be contacted for these sorts of reasons?

Blind Citizens Australia does not object to the development of a voluntary register. We recommend that the availability of such a register is well publicised, with information made available in accessible formats. We also recommend that consumers with disabilities are informed that the information they provide will be treated in accordance with privacy legislation and used only for the purpose for which it is given. We advocate that those who choose to join the Register are informed of their right to “opt out” of the Register without any penalty and at a time of their choosing. 
Appendix A: Blind Citizens Australia Accessible Household Appliance Policy

Appendix B: Summary of recommendations
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