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Summary of our work in 2012


Current Blind Citizens Australia Policies 

· Employment Policy Suite (available late December 2012)

· White Cane Policy

· Pedestrian Safety Policy

· Audible Traffic Signals Policy

· Safer Streets – A guide to public access advocacy for people who are blind or vision impaired

· Silent Vehicles position statement

· Access to health services by people who are blind or vision impaired

· Hospital Policy

· Library Services Policy

· Getting the Message – Information in Accessible Formats: Who needs it and how to provide it (2nd edition)

· Education Policy

· Jury Service Position Statement

· Information Access Advocacy Guidelines – 8 steps to web accessibility

· Accessible Household Appliance Policy 

Note that Blind Citizens Australia has a number of other policies which are pending review for re-release. 

Strategic national consultation

· Australian Electoral Commission and six meetings with members of the Federal Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters (JSCEM) regarding accessible voting for the 2013 Federal election

· Australian Cinemas Advisory Group (ACAG) to improve cinema access through the provision of audio description (AD)

· Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy – inclusion of talking set top boxes within the Household Assistance Scheme (HAS) and the trial of audio description on ABC1 

· National Disability Insurance Scheme – extensive engagement and work with the blindness and disability sectors to ensure that blindness is included within an NDIS

· Australian Standards – work on the AS1428 suite to improve access for people who are blind or vision impaired 

· Australia Post Accessibility Action Plan

· Extensive representation on Federal Government working groups (public transport and employment) to provide expert advice as a representative of the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations (AFDO) 

· Information technology access and employment of people who are blind or vision impaired

· Meetings with the disability employment sector regarding employment issues experienced by our members

· Meetings with Parliamentary Secretary for Disabilities and Carers, Jan McLucas and Shadow Minister for Disabilities, Carers and the Voluntary Sector, Mitch Fifield

· Strategic work with the Australian Blindness Forum and Vision 2020 Australia, including representation on a number of working groups and committees
· Extensive state based consultation in NSW and Victoria on issues including voting, public transport, infrastructure, road safety and Centrelink issues. 

Forums, events and training

· Our Courageous Connections consultations which included 13 forums and 6 teleconferences over four months. In total, we spoke with 211 people across Australia. 

· Forums to increase awareness about the NDIS – 7 forums. 

· Teleconferences to evaluate the trial of audio description on ABC1 – 4 teleconferences

· Delivery of consumer training to the Indonesian Blind Union

· Self-defence training to Victorian members (funded by the City of Melbourne)

· Audio Description in cinemas launch event in Melbourne 

· Administrative support and tailored presentations at our State Conventions across Australia


Submissions and reports

· Draft National Standards for Disability Services

· Broadcasting Services Act (Improved Access to Services) Bill

· Therapeutic Goods Administration Medicine Labelling and Packaging Inquiry

· National Disability Insurance Scheme - Eligibility and Reasonable and Necessary Supports

· Australian Law Reform Commission Copyright and the Digital Economy

· Significant input to Australian Communications Consumer Action Network’s (ACCAN) submission on IT Pricing
· Significant input to Australian Federation of Disability Organisations on a proposed NDIS implementation policy and the National Disability Strategy Action Plan

· NSW Living Life My Way

· NSW Review of the Aids and Equipment Program

· NSW Mobility Parking Permit Scheme

· Transport for NSW Draft Disability Action Plan 2012-2017

· Victorian Taxi Industry Inquiry

· Member and internal review of the BCA National Policy and Development Council 

Presentations and articles

· Roundtable on Information Access:  From policy to popcorn: the consumer led push for audio description
· Able Australia Deafblind Advocacy group – empowering consumers who are deafblind through consumer advocacy

· Parliament House, Vision 2020 Australia Parliamentary Friends Dinner: ‘The National Disability Insurance Scheme and our key asks’ presented by Robyn Gaile, 18 June 2012 

· Ramp Up, ABC Online: See No Evil – not without audio description written by Robyn Gaile and Jessica Zammit
· Radio National, program Life Matters: Interview with Lauren Henley about the trial of audio description on ABC1 and her own life experiences, aired 17 October 2012

· Disability Rights Blog (online): ‘How audio description changed my world’ written by Lauren Henley, 24 October 2012
· World Blind Union presentations: ‘Audio Description on Television in Australia’ and ‘Personal Perspective of Low Vision” both written by Robyn Gaile and presented by Helen Freris at the WBU Assembly

Campaigns

· Media access: audio description on ABC1

· Media access: Increased access to cinema through audio description

· Media access: Talking set top boxes and their inclusion in the Household Assistance Scheme

· Accessible voting campaign

· Improving audible announcements – point in time diary campaign in Victoria.

Resources

· NSW Blind Citizens Toolkit

· Summary of Federal Budget announcements

· Summary of implications of the More Support for Students with Disabilities Initiative by state and territory.
Letters to the Editor
Dear Editor, 

In 1980, the Olympics were held in Moscow, Russia. However, the Paralympics were held in Holland, because the Russians refused to accept them. The reason given was that they were 

contrary to the health of the common man – in other words, they were not normal. I suggest that this viewpoint is at the root of all opposition to disability. 

Regards, Leo Braun

Editor’s note: Thanks Leo for this contribution – it is easy to forget how far much of the world has come in its thinking about people with disability. There is an article in this edition of News which reflects on the Australian Disability Discrimination Act over the last 20 years which was inspired by your contribution which I encourage members to read.  
To the Editor, 

Copyright still remains a big issue for people who are blind or vision impaired. For me, it’s about access to music and study materials in accessible formats. What progress has been made toward the adoption of the WIPO treaty for improved access for people who are blind?
Cheers, Rikki Chaplin

Editor’s note: Australia recently provided its official support to the WIPO Treaty on Copyright which is welcome news. At the time of writing, WIPO is set to meet in Geneva, with Maryanne Diamond representing Australia and attending in her capacity as WBU President. On a local front, BCA has just made a submission to the Australian Law Reform Commission’s Inquiry into Copyright and the Digital Economy. We hope to have more to report in the July edition of News but also keep an ear out for upcoming editions of New Horizons! 

From the Executive Officer
Robyn Gaile
Friday 14 December marks my last day with BCA. I have enjoyed my six years here and found the work tremendously rewarding and satisfying. In that time, we have seen a progressive stabilising of our finances. This is due in great part to a very conscientious Finance and Audit committee and our outstanding bookkeeper Robyn McIntyre.

I'm pleased to say that for the first time, after much lobbying, we achieved a three year contract with the Australian Government through the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs. Our current contract to provide a national secretariat and develop and comment on policy is secure until mid 2014. 

As I reflect on the work and achievements of BCA for the year, I am reminded of this quote from Helen Keller, the powerful champion and advocate for people who are deafblind - “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed citizens can change the world”. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has. 

I agree wholeheartedly with Ms Keller's statement. The beauty of organisations such as BCA lies in our membership and branches. We are a small organisation. However we are well structured and designed to provide a mechanism to ensure that we represent the wants, needs and perspectives of people who are blind or vision impaired. When we meet with Government and our funding bodies we are often commended for our level of organisation.


Our national and state conventions are an excellent way that the Board can hear from our members to learn about what is important to them. And of course they provide an opportunity for us to gain much needed and valued peer support. 
Having attended all five BCA state Conventions this year, along with our National President Cheryl Pascual, I have never been more proud of the work of BCA.


Each State Convention was organised by a committee of local members and every one of them was uplifting, thought provoking and full of powerful information. In WA, I was particularly struck by the employment panel very ably chaired by BCWA President Deanne Ferris. There was a great deal of very frank discussion from the floor about the need for strong self advocacy skills when you are a job seeker who is blind or vision impaired.


At the QLD Convention, the representative from the Department of Premier and Cabinet who spoke at the NDIS session got a bit of a hammering about the announcement to cap the Taxi Subsidy Scheme (TSS) to a mere $400 a year. Subsequent to Convention, and thanks to a massive action from all corners of the disability sector, that decision has been put on hold while the QLD Government conducts a formal review of the TSS program. Our President is sitting on that review committee along with other consumer representatives. 

In QLD, there was also an extremely revealing session about dealing with hearing loss when you are blind or vision impaired. Each speaker was very open about the process of hearing loss and what it felt like and they each gave useful tips and strategies for managing hearing loss.


At the Victorian Convention, the sessions on wayfinding, travel and the bionic eye received the most positive feedback. However, it was the impromptu efforts of Young Blind Citizens Victoria members, who propelled us into the era of social media. They were able to give real time feedback via Facebook and SMS texting from people listening into proceedings over 

our live internet streaming.


At the NSW/ACT convention, we were all blown away by Disability Discrimination Commissioner Graeme Innes’ keynote address. The Convention theme was about advocacy. The entire program was structured to motivate us to exercise our advocacy muscles. Members Joana D'Orey Novo and Dan Stubbs delivered an excellent session on practical ways to construct advocacy campaigns.


I was particularly struck by the session on the stigma often associated with blindness, and how we can act via our branches to challenge this stigma. We also launched the NSW self advocacy tool kit during Convention. You can hear more about the kit later in this newsletter. Our aim is that a similar kit will be developed for all states.


The final Convention in South Australia was the icing on the cake. Cher Nicholson's keynote address set the tone for the weekend about the power of advocating for our needs as compared to others doing for us what they believe is in our best interest. You can hear more from Cher later in this edition of News.


We held formal sessions on the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) at each of the Conventions. This allowed members to hear from the designers and planners of the NDIS at a federal and state level. We also worked with the National Disability and Carer Alliance to deliver less formal question and answer sessions on the implementation of the scheme, with our feedback passed to Minister Macklin and other key decision makers. You can read more about the NDIS later on in News. Many of the Convention sessions were recorded and we have been presenting some of the recordings on New Horizons, our weekly program. You can download the recordings from our website or call us to obtain an audio CD copy of the files.

To conclude, I'd like to thank the Board for giving me the opportunity to be your Executive Officer for the past six years. I have gained many skills and I have been honoured to work with a fabulous team of staff and volunteers.

Our new Executive Officer, Richard McCann started with us on Monday 26 November.  At the time of writing this report, I have not yet met Richard so I can't give you any gossip or first impressions. I welcome Richard to the role and wish him and you all the best.


By the way, I will be staying on as the presenter of New Horizons. This is a volunteer role which has been held by Scott Nixon for most of the past four years. Scott recently left the program to more actively pursue paid work. I thank Scott for his time with us. Check out the New Horizons schedule towards the end of News to find out when the program is on near you. Our members in Bundaberg, Queensland can now hear us on Coral Coast FM.


Thank you for all your well wishes and I'll see you at National Convention next year at the Bankstown Sports Club in NSW on the weekend of 19 and 20 October!
Launched! Blind Citizens Australia NSW Toolkit!

The NSW Blind Citizens Toolkit, launched at the recent NSW / ACT State Convention held in Coffs Harbour, is a comprehensive guide to the benefits, concessions and entitlements that are available to a person who is blind or vision impaired living in NSW. The kit includes information on financial support, information for parents and for students, transport entitlements, home and living, aids and equipment, health and wellbeing, leisure and advocacy and legal support. A list of BCA's policies and what they cover is also included. 

This resource was developed in response to growing concerns from members who had not been made aware of the various benefits that were available to them at the time of accessing services. The NSW toolkit is the first of its kind and it is our hope that we will be able to develop toolkits for all other states and territories in the future.

To access a copy of the toolkit in your preferred format, or to get involved in developing a toolkit for your state, call the National Office. 

BCA Employment Policy Suite

We are very pleased to announce that the BCA Employment Policy suite has been finalised and will be launched at the Blind Citizens Australia end of year party on Tuesday 11 December. 

Our final suite includes policies on recruitment, guidelines for employers about how to successfully work with and integrate people who are blind or vision impaired in the workplace, strategies for people who are blind or vision impaired to maintain employment, guidelines for Disability Employment Service providers (this is particularly crucial in light of recent reforms to DES tenders) and policies directed to the Australian Government to improve the employment of people who are blind or vision impaired at all levels of government and to meet the obligations of national and international instruments. 

We will shortly be making the policy suite available in a range of formats – just call the National Office to obtain your copy. We encourage members to use this policy as your very own resource and to promote this in your travels.

2012 Onkyo prize winner – Lee Mules

Blind Citizens Australia would like to congratulate Lee Mules of Queensland who has been awarded a Fine Work prize of US $300 for her contribution to the Onkyo Braille Essay Contest. Lee wrote an essay on “what it means to be blind with Braille and mobility aids”. 

In her essay, Lee shares her story of being struck by a potentially deadly disease, and as a result, being unable to walk and becoming completely deaf and blind. As Lee put it, “at the age of 43, I now had to learn how to live a completely different life”. Her essay focuses on her perseverance to learn Braille in an isolated farming community in far north QLD and how mobile Braille technology has, and will continue, to open up her world. Well done Lee on a brilliant essay and on your win. 

It’s as Easy as ABC – AD on TV update
Lauren Henley
As many of our members will be aware, a technical trial of audio description (AD) took place on ABC1 between August and November this year allowing Australians who are blind or vision impaired to experience proper access to television for the very first time. The AD service was embraced with enthusiasm and many members have communicated the sadness they felt when considering that the service would eventually be switched off. 

The desire of people who are blind or vision impaired to have access to a permanent AD service on television led to the “It’s as Easy as ABC” campaign; a joint initiative of Blind Citizens Australia, Vision Australia and the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN). This campaign resulted in 30,000 postcards being distributed to the Minister for Communications, Senator Stephen Conroy and ABC’s Managing Director, Mark Scott asking that the AD service remain switched on following the trial end date.

Although the AD service was switched off on 4 November, the postcard campaign was a huge success and has shown decision makers that there is a strong demand for AD on TV. In conversations with us and other stakeholders following the trial, the Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy (DBCDE) has indicated a strong commitment towards AD on television and understands the role that this service plays in increasing social inclusion for people who are blind or vision impaired. 

While all parties involved have agreed that the delivery of the AD service was extremely successful, several technical issues arose for consumers during the trial, such as loss of the main audio track and the inability to record content on ABC1. The Australian Government needs to ensure that an AD service is going to be sustainable, so it is important for these issues to be addressed prior to any future implementation. Ironing out these problems in advance will also prevent commercial television networks from using technical issues as an excuse not to deliver an audio description service in the future.

The Australian Government is currently awaiting the release of a technical report from the ABC which will shed further light on the issues that arose as a result of the trial. Once this report has been received, DBCDE will begin to explore options for resolving these issues and will engage with the blindness sector to discuss the future pathway to introducing a permanent audio description service on Australian television. 

The sector working group responsible for launching the “It’s as Easy as ABC” campaign will be drafting its own report to provide feedback to the Australian Government on the trial from a consumer perspective and advocate for the introduction of minimum targets for audio description on television. Blind Citizens Australia will be responsible for drafting this report and will be drawing on the extensive feedback that was provided by members who participated in our AD teleconferences in late October and early November, as well as feedback that has been provided via email. Thank you to all of our members who have supported this campaign and who have provided feedback.
Deciding between the DSP (Blind) and Age Pension (Blind)
Thai Nguyen

Editor’s note: The National Office regularly receives calls from BCA members seeking advice about whether to stay on the DSP Blind or move over to the Age Pension Blind. The following article includes the most up to date information we have at hand, including reforms as a result of the 2012 Federal budget. As always, we recommend that you contact Centrelink for the most up to date information and to obtain information based on personal circumstances.   


When an individual on the Disability Support Pension (DSP Blind) reaches retirement age, they will qualify for the Age Pension (Blind). Just because you qualify does not mean that you need to transition across.

Both the DSP (Blind) and the Age Pension (Blind) are paid at the same rate and have the same income and assets test free status. At retirement age, both pensions are considered as taxable payments. Note, that the DSP (Blind) is not considered as a taxable payment at working age, but is considered as income when calculating for additional supplements such as rent assistance, worker’s compensation or third party damages. 

Individuals who receive the DSP (Blind) can choose not to change over to the Age Pension (Blind) at retirement age. Individuals can choose to opt for either pension after considering the main differences between the two: supplementary payments and portability of the pensions. 

The Pensioner Education Supplement (PES) 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). Mobility Allowance is available to both pensions however the rate of payment is higher for those on the DSP (Blind) if they complete 15 hours or more of work related activities a week. 

Portability is the amount of time an individual can be out of Australia without payments being suspended. For those on the DSP (Blind), the amount of time is up to 6 weeks (as effective from 1 January 2013) while those on the Age Pension (Blind) can travel overseas for up to 6 months while receiving their pension. The pension will be suspended and subsequently cancelled should an individual return to Australia after the provided time period. 

From 1 July 2012, individuals on the DSP (Blind) are able to apply for ‘indefinite portability’. Indefinite portability means that an individual is able to be absent from Australia for an undetermined amount of time and continue to receive payments.  

To qualify for indefinite portability, a person must have a severe impairment (20 points or more on one DSP impairment table), the level of impairment must be permanent (will last for at least five years) and the person must have no future work capacity. If a person meets the current “manifest” provisions, they will be deemed to meet the requirements to be granted indefinite portability. Blindness is considered as a manifest disability, with manifest disabilities treated differently to other disabilities recognised under DSP eligibility. People on the DSP (Blind) will be eligible for indefinite portability without the need for a Job Capacity Assessment. To apply for indefinite portability, individuals should contact Centrelink’s International Service on 131 673 well in advance of departure from Australia.  
If you do not want to be changed to the Age Pension (Blind), contact Centrelink’s Disability and Carers Line on 132 717 prior to reaching retirement age. If the 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 an appeal. 

An NDIS – getting down to the nuts and bolts 

Jessica Zammit
As highlighted in Robyn Gaile’s Executive Officer’s report, Blind Citizens Australia have been busy hosting forums about the NDIS over the last few months which have sparked avid discussion amongst our members. While numerous questions have been raised about the types of supports that would be offered and whether the NDIS will really change the opportunities available to people who are blind or vision impaired, one question dominated all forums - what is meant by insurance when it comes to the NDIS? 

Social insurance – does this mean I have to get an insurance policy?
The easy answer is no. While the word ‘insurance’ features in the name of the scheme, it is social insurance, rather than individual private insurance, that is being talked about. A social insurance model takes the approach that the total cost of disability services and supports should be shared across the Australian community, rather than by each person taking out their own insurance ‘just in case’. 

This approach ensures that people can access the disability related supports that they need equitably irrespective of whether they were born with a disability, had an accident, or acquired their disability later in life. As with our Medicare system, there is no insurance premium to get the public medical attention that you need – but there is a guarantee that irrespective of your life circumstances, you will be supported. This is what is meant when the NDIS is talked about. 

To ensure that the scheme remains financially sustainable, insurance principles – such as estimating how much it will cost to provide reasonable and necessary supports across a person’s lifetime, promoting efficiency in how resources are used and maximising economic and social benefits – are key factors in designing the scheme. 

Developments with the NDIS Since our last update, there has been some significant progress in the development of the NDIS. Five launch sites – pilot sites which will test how an NDIS will work in practice – have been confirmed. In South Australia, the focus of the launch will be children with disability aged between 0-14, with Tasmania focusing on youth aged between 15-24. The Hunter region in NSW, Barwon region in Victoria and the ACT will also host launch sites covering all people with disability who are eligible for NDIS support.

So who will be eligible? Recently, the Federal Government released a draft paper, produced with the agreement and input of the States and Territories, which proposed definitions of eligibility and the term ‘reasonable and necessary’ supports. The paper recommended that eligibility should cover Australian citizens and residents who have a permanent disability which impacts on their functioning and people with permanent disabilities who would benefit from early supports to alleviate the effects of their disability. BCA, in discussions with FaHCSIA and Parliamentary Secretary Jan McLucas, has received assurance that people who are blind or vision impaired would qualify under the proposed eligibility criteria. The proposed age cut-off of 65 to enter an NDIS, however, remains unchanged at this stage. BCA’s response to the draft definitions is available from our website or by calling the National Office.

Importantly, the Federal Government has indicated that the draft NDIS legislation will be tabled in Parliament late this year. This gives the disability sector a very small window of opportunity to provide expert comment. BCA has met with FaHCSIA to discuss the content of the draft legislation and will be working closely with AFDO, other disability peaks and the blindness sector to inform the final version. 

The Federal Government is encouraging ongoing feedback from people with disability to inform the continual development of the NDIS and is promoting an online portal called Your Say (yoursay.ndis.gov.au). A number of questions have been posed specifically to people with disability, with the current online forum focusing on what should be considered when developing an individual plan with the NDIS. Each online forum is open for approximately four weeks. If you haven’t posted your contribution to a forum yet, we encourage you to do so. For those without internet access, you may wish to contact the NDIS enquiry line on 1800 800 110 to find out how you can get involved. 

Finally, the National Disability Insurance Agency has been established and is seeking expressions of interest from people with disability for a variety of paid positions commencing mid 2013. We encourage our members to consider applying to ensure that blindness specific expertise is reflected in the NDIS workforce. More information about the progress of the NDIS can be accessed from www.ndis.gov.au or 1800 800 110.

Medication – do you know what you are taking?
Jessica Zammit

Clear, accessible information on medication is critical to ensure that the right medication is being taken at the right dosage and at the right time. The Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA) recently undertook an inquiry into reforms for medicine labelling and packaging which Blind Citizens Australia made a submission to.   

As part of the Inquiry, the TGA put forward a number of proposals to improve access to printed information on medication, including increasing the size and prominence of the name of the active ingredient and placing this directly below the brand name in a larger font than what is currently used. A number of proposals were also made regarding font style, size, sentence casing, use of different colours to identify between the brand and the active ingredient and a proposed standardised information format for all medicine boxes to ensure that consumers can make informed decisions irrespective of the brand of medication.  
 

Whilst these proposals would benefit many consumers, the proposals do not address the information needs of the vast majority of our members – a point very strongly made in our submission.

In our response to the Inquiry, BCA recommended that information about how to use each medication, dosage, expiry date and other key information, including pack inserts/patient information leaflets, must be available in other accessible formats. As rightly noted by one of our members, “it has always seemed ludicrous to me as someone who has used eye drops since birth that the info sheet for eye drops which are used by people with problematic vision is so small and virtually inaccessible.” BCA recommended that pack inserts should duplicate the information contained on medicine packs, particularly as medicine packs will largely remain inaccessible to the vast majority of people who are blind or vision impaired even after reforms have been adopted. 

In the European Union (EU), it is mandatory that the patient information leaflet is supplied in a format that is suitable to patients who are blind or vision impaired. The different formats that may be requested include Braille, large print, audio formats (including cassette, audio CD and DAISY formats), CD-ROMs and text files by email and delivery over the phone (audio recordings of leaflets with an ordering facility). 

Further, it was disappointing that the TGA Inquiry did not reference the inclusion of Braille or tactile markings on medicine packs and small containers, particularly in light of the significant developments which have occurred internationally. Again, in the EU, it has been mandatory in 25 member states to include Braille on all EU pharmaceutical packaging since 2005, with full compliance required by October 2010. Braille is required for the name of the medicine, appropriate strength (where more than one strength is available) and the dose form (where more than one dose is available). 

This requirement applies to all medicinal products for human use which will be handled by patients, including complementary medicines. The British Standards Institute has developed the standard specific for Braille labelling of medication which sets out the requirements and provides guidelines. 

In May 2009, the International Association of Diecutting and Diemaking in the US announced "Can-Am Braille", a set of guidelines and recommendations for the use of Braille on packaging in the US and Canada. In July 2012, President Obama signed into law the Food and Drug Administration Safety and Innovation Act. The Act includes provisions that “establish national best practices for retail and other pharmacies to use in providing accessible prescription drug labelling to customers with vision loss”. According to the American Federation of the Blind, this includes proper dosage, the name of the medication and accompanying information about possible side effects. 

While we are aware of a small number of medications in Australia that voluntarily include Braille on the medicine pack, it is clear that this number needs to increase.  
Another issue noted in our submission is the difficulty for people who are blind or vision impaired to correctly identify between day and night formulations and medications which are distributed in a race track format, such as the oral contraceptive. One option, which requires further consideration and evaluation before implementation, is the use of tactile markings on blister packs which differentiate between sugar pills and standard pills for the oral contraceptive and the incorporation of a tactile dot on the underside of the cells containing night time formulations for day/night tablets. 

Blind Citizens Australia has also advocated that the Australian Register for Therapeutic Goods (ARTG) is extended. The ARTG currently includes the product name, ingredients, sponsor and manufacturer details of registered medication. We have recommended that the register should also include downloadable patient information leaflets which are available in a Word format. With over 70% of people who are blind or vision impaired aged over 70, other mechanisms in addition to an online database should also be considered. Many of our older members who provided input to our submission noted that a 1800 phone line would be useful, where pack inserts could be read audibly over the phone. 

Much more work needs be done here in Australia to guarantee equitable access to medication information by people who are blind or vision impaired. This is one of many issues that BCA and its members need to continue to advocate on. To access a copy of our full submission to the TGA, please contact the National Office or visit www.bca.org.au. 
Telephone Directory Assistance: what are my options as a person who is blind?
Frank Nowlan
The two major carriers, Telstra and Optus, both offer free access to their customers who cannot access a print directory but they each do it in somewhat different ways.

Telstra - Telstra has what it calls its "Directory Assistance Helpline” for customers with disability to access national directory information. The Helpline is a free call from both fixed and mobile telephone services irrespective of where you call from in Australia. Note though that the Helpline does not connect you directly to the number you have requested.

To be eligible, the applicant must have a disability and be unable to use, hold or read a printed telephone directory, be unable to use the standard Directory Assistance service and be a Telstra customer (landline or mobile) or be an associate of a Telstra customer (such as a spouse, member of household or employee) and user of the Telstra customer's telephone service.

The Helpline is a separate service from its directory assistance service which is available to all fixed line customers. Although Telstra's "1223" Directory Assistance is free to all its customers, the Directory Assistance Helpline has some worthwhile advantages, for example, operators will give out street addresses as well as phone and fax numbers. Additionally, you can ask for two numbers with one call. The operators on the Helpline are very well trained, and in my experience, will go out of their way to be helpful. I once even had an operator give me details of all the pizza establishments in a certain area. This is probably going a little further than they are obliged to so I can't guarantee that it will always happen, but it is typical of the friendly and helpful attitude you find using the Helpline.

Optus - Optus does not have a separate directory assistance service for customers with a print disability. Instead, it offers its normal directory assistance service at no cost – other customers pay a charge. Although Optus' service is staffed off-shore, I have found its operators to be fast, efficient and courteous. They will also give you street addresses upon request. 

Other things worth knowing One difference between the Telstra and Optus directory assistance services is that Telstra’s is portable, that is, it enables you to use it from any Telstra fixed or mobile service. When calling, all you have to do is provide your name so that the operator can match it against the list of eligible customers. In the case of Optus, it is only accessible from a number attached 

to a service held by the applicant. This number can be either a fixed or mobile service number however if you have both, you can use either to access the free directory assistance. 

How to register 
Neither Telstra nor Optus require evidence of an applicant's inability to use a print directory over and above their own statement as to the nature of their disability preventing them from accessing a print directory. 

For Telstra, you will need to complete a simple application form which asks for the applicant’s contact details, information regarding the difficulty you experience in using the standard services offered, ie. “I cannot read the telephone book and am unable to use the standard Directory Assistance Service” and a signature stating that you meet the eligibility criteria. To obtain a form or for more information, call freecall
1800 068 424. 

If you are an Optus customer, you do not have to complete a form. Simply call 133 937, then choose the "General enquiries" option and say that you wish to apply for the free operator assisted call service for customers with disability. 
You will be asked questions to confirm that you are eligible and within the next two days or so you will be provided with a 1800 number which will give you free access to Optus Directory Assistance. 

Other Telcos
Internode provides a free directory assistance service for all its fixed line customers.

TPG charges a premium rate for its Directory Assistance but the charge includes a "through connect" which can be handy in some situations.  

Vodafone does not have a fixed phone service but do have a directory assistance service available on their mobile service which is fee based. Unfortunately there is no service specific to people with a print disability. 

Dodo does have a fixed phone service however I have been told that they do not have a directory assistance service. Readers interested in joining Dodo may wish to verify this directly with the provider prior to joining. 

It goes without saying that directory assistance services are of particular importance to blind and vision impaired phone users and access to those services is of great value to us. Having had experience of Telstra and Optus' free directory assistance services, I would recommend them both.

Expressed wish vs best interest – are you really making your own decisions?
Cher Nicholson, Project Co-ordinator and Senior Practitioner for the Office of the Public Advocate, SA. 

Editor’s note: Cher presented the keynote address at the recent SA State Convention which explored these themes. How well do current blindness services meet your expressed wish? Cher, a BCA member contributes the following thought-provoking piece to this edition of News. 

Sometimes we are fooled into thinking that we are in control. I would like to discuss some provocative ideas about why we sometimes get that feeling that we are being manipulated when we are deciding things in our own life.

We as people with disabilities (PWD) believe in social inclusion but does that fit with our networks and communities? We believe in equal rights, fundamental rights that mean we make our own decisions about our own lives.

In wanting to be part of the community and having equal rights we also lose some of our independence because when we make decisions we need to consider others. The questions that this poses for us is when we are making decisions for ourselves, are we doing this as expressing our wishes or are we being advised and sometimes pressured to decide things in our best interest? My question then is ‘Whose best interest is the decision serving and is there a place for our expressed wish and what we want?’

There have been many studies that support the view that PWD have the majority of their decisions undertaken in their best interest and in many cases without even being consulted. People around us think they know what is best for us and our view is ignored or subjugated to a hidden place.

It is also true to say that the networks around us both formal and informal are happy to not interfere with our decisions until the networks do not agree with what we have decided. These unpopular decisions are when those around us with good intent think they know what is better for us and they take over and discount our decisions.
In the professional arena that is when words like “duty of care” and “Occupational Health & Safety” creep in. In our informal relationships with family and friends we find advice, rescuing and knowing better coming into play. In both cases, to justify their interference with our wishes.  

As PWD our capacity to make decisions specific and general is questioned. Our control of our lives is robbed, sometimes never to be recovered. Alternatively, we temporarily regain our decision making until the next decision that we want to make that others do not agree with and the circle starts again and our past “bad” decision is proof to others that we are incapable.

Expressed Wish decisions or what we want in our own lives is OK when people agree with that decision but not OK when those around us think differently and want what they think needs to happen rather than what we wish. They support their way by saying that we are not aware of the risks and that our way is the wrong way.

PWD should have “dignity of risk” just like everyone else but often due to our position in society and sometimes our own acceptance of this external control, PWD accept no risks in their lives and live sheltered isolated existences due to Best Interest imposed by others.

I would like to suggest that all of us will need a mixture of Expressed Wish and Best Interest decisions in our lives. All of us have relationships and by joining with others it will at times be necessary to consider what is in the best interest of our group rather than our expressed wish.

Locating a talking ATM near you 

Thai Nguyen
‘Talking’ automated teller machines (ATMs) are those that provide audible instructions so that people who are unable to read an ATM screen can independently use the machine. While most customers rely on the visual display to complete transactions, a talking ATM provides an independent, private and accessible option for people who are blind or vision impaired to complete their banking, without needing to rely on the assistance of another person. 

All audible information is delivered privately through a standard headphone jack on the face of the machine using pre-recorded sound files or through text-to-speech software. To use the machine, individuals need to plug a standard headset into the jack and can then hear instructions such as "press 1 for withdrawal", "press 2 for deposit." There is an audible orientation for first time users, and audible information describing the location of features such as the number keypad, deposit slot and card slot. 

Bank of Queensland supply audio enabled ATMs on its entire branch-based network throughout Australia. 

ANZ, Bank of Melbourne, Commonwealth Bank, National Australia Bank, St George and Westpac all have a specific ‘audio enabled’ search criteria in their online search engines to make it easier to locate your nearest audio enabled ATM. 

Contact details for each bank are located in the directory of contact details located at the end of this edition of Blind Citizens News.  

Suncorp Metway Limited also supply audible ATMs but do not yet have specific ‘audio enabled’ search criteria on their online search engine. 

Some bank institutions do not have their own ATM networks and are under the rediATM network. The rediATM network provides customers of each partner financial institution use of any rediATM without being charged a direct fee. rediATM is partnered with over 100 financial institutions (for a full list, please visit www.rediatm.com.au). However, there is no specific ‘audio enabled’ search criteria on their online search engine. 
For further information regarding audible ATMs or if you have difficulty locating your nearest audio enabled ATM, please contact your banking institution. 

Also, if you find that the audio ATM you have looked up is not audio enabled when you arrive, please call the relevant bank and inform them. This will also help to reinforce to the institution the importance of talking ATMs for our membership. 
Reflecting on the DDA 20 years on 

Jessica Zammit

As I sat down to think about what I would write in this article, I reflected on Leo Braun’s Letter to the Editor in this edition of News and the blatant discrimination experienced by talented athletes with a disability for simply having an impairment. This got me thinking about our own levels of discrimination in Australia and how we have fared in the last 20 years.

For those who aren’t aware, we are about to celebrate a pretty significant milestone – the 20th anniversary of the Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act. While many might see this as just another piece of legislation, its effect on the lives of many thousands of Australians with disability has been profound. Graeme Innes, Australia’s Disability Discrimination Commissioner, recently made a speech at the 3rd Annual National Disability Summit titled “The DDA: 20 Years On: Successes, Lessons and Future Directions”. In that speech, Commissioner Innes noted that “the DDA was not conceived solely as a means of providing redress for individual instances of discrimination, important as that is, but as part of a strategy to increase economic and social participation and opportunity for people with disability”. 

As Commissioner Innes rightly notes, there have been some areas of definite achievement as a direct result of the introduction of the DDA – the implementation of public transport standards which has significantly improved the accessibility of transport (even though we still have a somewhat bumpy bus ride to go); the inclusion of disability access within the standard telephone service; improvements in information access, particularly for captioning on television for people who are Deaf which is now embedded in legislation and the development (finally) of standards which increase access to buildings by people with disability which is flowing into hundreds of thousands of building and development decisions. The development of the Access to Premises standards potentially will enable us to include standards on wayfinding which will significantly improve our access to the built environment.

There have also been significant improvements for people who are blind which we shouldn’t forget or dismiss. From the formal recognition of the partnership between a person who is blind and their dog guide to the formal recognition of Braille as an important literacy tool in the Disability Standards for Education, the DDA has helped to make participation in everyday life a reality for countless people. 

Of course, there are still many areas where we cannot rest on our laurels. As Commissioner Innes points out, employment, which was the initial motivation of the DDA, is still the largest area for complaints under the DDA. A recent report from the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) Reform Council confirmed what we already know – that almost half of people with disability in Australia live in poverty or near poverty, with the median gross weekly income for people with disability aged over 15 years about half the median earnings of people without disability. Labour force participation rates for people with disability remain significantly lower than for people without disability, and have not improved since 2003. 

However governments and major players are beginning to recognise the economic opportunities that people with disability can bring to the table. The Australian Network on Disability issued a report in May this year which estimated a $43 billion increase in Australia's GDP by reducing the employment participation gap by one third; a conservative and achievable target. This projected economic increase, however, is only as good as the commitment to give people with a disability a fair go in workplaces across Australia, something which we are pushing in our employment policy suite. 

As Commissioner Innes not so subtly puts it, governments in general, and the National Disability Insurance Agency who will administer the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) in particular, “need to eat their own dog food”.

“Governments cannot continue to try to sell to the private sector the benefits of employing people with disability, and not do it themselves. The drop in the employment levels in the Commonwealth public service in the last fifteen years - from 6.5 percent to 3 percent - can only be described as shameful. Governments need to set a much better example…We are so far behind on employment of people with disability that the only way to redress the balance is to set some quotas or targets (in the private sector). There is a very strong case for the National Disability Insurance Agency to take a lead in this area.”

We are now moving into a new climate – one where an NDIS could improve the level of participation – and therefore opportunities for employment – for people with disability. We are also about to witness a change to the DDA, with the Attorney General’s department announcing the release of the National Human Rights and Anti Discrimination Bill, which is yet to be passed in Parliament. If passed, this new Act will provide consolidated protection to people who experience discrimination on the basis of disability, age, gender and/or race.
This could help to address the multi-levelled discrimination which women with disability and people of CALD backgrounds regularly experience. 

In closing, it can be easy to nit pick about the effectiveness of the DDA as a piece of law. Sure, there are weaknesses with the DDA, such as enforcement of outcomes and monitoring mechanisms, but no legislation is without fault or failure. If nothing, the DDA has given people with disability presence within the community, with systemic changes, such as the ones highlighted above leading to greater levels of access. Yes, there is still a long way to go but we have achieved far more than we often give credit for. When I think about the pride and support that everyday Australians across the country showed towards our paralympians and reflect back on Leo’s letter, I realise just how much closer we are to the inclusion we have been fighting for. 

Article: After 20 years of darkness, a flash of hope 
Source: The Australian, written by Andrew Colley, 31 August 2012

Editor’s note: BCA hosted a session on the bionic eye at the 2012 Victorian State Convention. To obtain a copy of the audio recording of this very interesting session, just call the National Office!

They were just flickers of light; nothing more than shapeless blobs and lines. But for Dianne Ashworth, Australia's first bionic eye recipient, they meant she might regain sight that had been lost for decades. 

After being legally blind for more than 20 years, those flashes were what Ms Ashworth saw when researchers from Bionic Vision Australia activated a small device surgically attached to the back of her left eye.

And while she was excited to see again, Ms Ashworth said she was more ecstatic for the research team working around her.

"I know a lot of people might not understand that, and I wouldn't have understood it either before living 20 years without sight, but to be a part of all that happiness around me was just amazing," she said in a video prepared by BVA.

The breakthrough was the first successful test of a bionic eye implant by Australian researchers.

Ms Ashworth, who lost her sight in her 20s, is one of three who have had the implants. Hers was the first to be tested, following an operation in June.

BVA describes the implant as a "pre-bionic eye"; an early prototype of what could eventually restore sight for people with degenerative eye conditions. BVA chairman David Penington, the former chairman of bionic ear manufacturer Cochlear, said it expected to implant advanced bionic devices, capable of providing useful sight, within 18 months.

The implant electrically stimulates the retina using input from an external camera-like device.

Ms Ashworth's implant has 90 electrodes but BVA aimed to test a device with 1000 before commercialising the technology.

The implants could help about 50 to 60 per cent of blind people who have common conditions such as macular degeneration.

But the project has not been without challenges. BVA is running out of funding and playing catch-up to a US-based company that has secured a licence to sell its bionic eye in Europe.

BVA has been relying on a federal grant of $42 million that runs out next year but the project still has at least 18 months to run. Professor Penington said BVA was appealing to both sides of government for support: 

"We're very tight for all that we want to achieve by the end of 2013."
 
News from the Women’s Branch 

Karen Passmore

It has been a successful year overall for the Women’s branch, particularly our creative writing sessions which were held in conjunction with a number of BCA State conventions across Australia. The State Forum in WA in July and the QLD State Convention held at the end of September were great successes and the Women’s branch members were very happy with their selection of a creative writing workshop. QLD even went as far as having both a book/short story/poetry writing session and a music writing session, and at the end of the whole event provided a song sung by Rikki Chaplin and a poem compiled jointly by participants being read out. This poem we hope to feature in our next Aspirations edition. Victoria also held an excellent session at the Geelong convention which was well attended. 


Our audio cookbook continues to gain support and we have sold some 47 versions. If you are interested, we still have a few memory sticks @ $20 each; electronic zipped versions going for $20 each; Mp3 and Daisy versions for $30 each. A really good buy with 670 pages worth of recipes and information covering a wide range of topics.

Our two email lists – the womentalk and the VIP Grandparents, continue to run smoothly with differing topics discussed and support given.

Our AGM was held on 17 November and was well attended. Our current committee has been elected for a two year term, but more people would enhance our small group. We are still very keen to have at least one representative from Victoria, but would welcome new members Australia wide. 
If you would like to join the Women’s branch, a one off payment of $10 is all that we require.

At our first meeting after the AGM, we hope to plan a project for 2013 and one that is perhaps not as complex as the audio cookbook which has had its fair share of problems.

I take this opportunity together with my committee to wish you and your family a very Merry Christmas and a happy and safe New Year 2013.
Tips and Tricks
One handed dog guide handling
Ross de Vent
You may have seen an email I wrote in September 2012 to the BCA email list regarding guide dog mobility. I suffered a stroke when I was five and now I effectively have to do everything with no sight and only one fully functional side of my body. I can still walk, but have a severely weakened right arm and leg and do everything with one hand.

I am a competent cane user. But I have the mentality of a guide dog handler. Qesta and I were a team for about fourteen months in 2003-5. She ruptured her anterior cruciate ligament and was retired. As soon as Qesta was injured, I realised I would need to go back to the cane full-time for a while. I remember the first walk I did with the cane was pretty scary – I really wasn’t used to it anymore. Now Qesta lives the high life with my parents. Fortunately I still get patting rights!!

The decision making process of going ahead with guide dog mobility has been interesting to say the least. But now I have made the decision, it is full steam ahead. I have spent a few days at Guide Dogs Victoria working with a very good trainee dog called Darcy. The purpose was to look at the issues especially to do with my right hand not working. GDV has assessed me as being ready to be trained with a guide dog. I have a few strategies in place already, but I would like to improve upon these. The strategies include:


Utilising two leashes: There is no problem with utilising a usual leash in conjunction with a modified leash. This would mean attaching two leashes to the collar. The usual leash is still useful to do short, long and medium leash. I can still hold this leash when I am working the dog. A modified leash clips to a d-ring attached to my pants where a belt buckle would be near my left hip. This means I can let go of the harness and usual leash when I need to use my left hand and the dog is still attached. For storage, I will take a little backpack with me to store things like toileting bags.

Now to relieving. The problem comes when doing up the bag as it is difficult to hold the handles in a manner that it will be tied up. So again, utilising my right hand as a pivot, I attach one handle of the bag to a device which is on my right hand. Then I can easily do up the bag manipulating one handle with the other. 

A work in progress is the toileting harness. I have trouble doing it up after it is fitted. My instructor suggested putting it on beforehand and then sliding it round the dog to fit it in place.

Dog control and trust is vital. A dog guide owner told me recently she ensures she knows where the dog’s head is at all times. For the first few months he was told to stop sniffing every time he started and now he ignores almost anything.

Doors are always a problem. Obviously the goal is not to have the door come back onto the dog. Something I have learnt recently is to open the
door with my left hand and then healing the dog through while turning around in the door space.

So I am wondering if you have other strategies I have not thought of that I can use? I’ve found that sharing our experiences can make a huge difference in how to get around successfully as a person who is blind. 

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 Friday 3 May 2013. 
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 BCA National Office at the mailing address provided at the start of this newsletter.

Donations to BCA

We would like to thank all members who have generously donated to BCA recently. If you would like to make a donation to BCA 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 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 

Lauren Henley, Sydney Office

02 9744 9844

lauren.henley@bca.org.au 
Centrelink
Applying for Indefinite Portability:
International Service Line 
131 673

Changing from the DSP (Blind) to the Age Pension (Blind):
Disability, Sickness and Carers Line
132 717

National Disability Insurance Scheme
yoursay.ndis.gov.au
www.ndis.gov.au
1800 800 110

Telstra Disability Access Helpline
Freecall 1800 068 424 

Optus Directory Assistance for customers with a disability
133 937 
Banks and audible ATMs

ANZ
www.anz.com/australia/aboutanz/anzservices/anzlocator/
Phone enquiries: 13 13 14
Bank of Melbourne
www.bankofmelbourne.com. au/locator
Phone enquiries: 13 22 66

Commonwealth Bank www.commbank.com.au/ locateus/default.asp
Phone enquiries: 13 22 21

National Australia Bank
http://ols.nab.com.au/location-web/search.do?S_KWCID=SEAEL 
Phone enquiries: 13 22 65

rediATM
www.rediatm.com.au/
St George Bank
www.nowwhere.com.au/StGeorgeBank/Locator/default.aspx  Phone enquiries: 13 22 66 
Westpac Banking Corporation
www.westpac.com.au/locateus/ 
Phone enquiries: 132 032

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 Robyn Gaile each week to hear the latest news, views and information about BCA 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 PC with a sound card and a media player such as Windows Media Player, Real Player or Winamp. Log on to the BCA 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 each 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 BCA.

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 267 of New Horizons.

New Horizons Radio Broadcast Schedule

· Adelaide, 5RPH 1197AM and on RPH Adelaide digital 
Times: 9.15 PM Wednesday
Repeated 6.00 PM Friday 

Also on digital (Iris) 

10.30 AM Friday, 
repeated at 6.30 PM
2.30AM 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 Thursday

· Canberra, 1RPH 1125AM
Wagga Wagga 89.5FM
Junee 99.5 FM
Times: 9.15 AM Tuesday; 


Repeated 8.00 PM on Tuesday and again at 9.30 AM on Saturday

· Coral Coast, 94.7 FM
Time: 4.30pm Saturday

· Hobart, 7RPH 864 AM Launceston, 106.9FM
Devonport 96.1FM
Times: 2.15 PM Saturday;
Repeated 3.00 PM Monday

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


RPH Warragul, 93.5 FM
RPH Warrnambool, 94.5 FM 


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 100.5 FM
Newcastle/Lower Hunter 100.5 FM
Times: 3.00 PM Thursday;
Repeated 2.00 PM Saturday
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