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BLIND CITIZENS AUSTRALIA PARENT NEWS – Jan/Feb 2011
Welcome to a new decade and the first national edition of Parent News! This edition includes a whole range of tid-bits to help you be better informed about what’s happening locally and around Australia. 
Education – now’s the time to speak up 
Now is an opportune time to get the Government’s attention on the quality of education for students who are blind or vision impaired of all ages.  
The Disability Standards for Education (DSE) were created in 2005. These standards, created under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 protect the rights of people with a disability to access all elements of education - from enrolment to participation, curriculum development, accreditation and delivery and student support services. People who assist a person with a disability to access education – such as a parent – are also protected under the Standards. This means that a support person should not be treated less favourably because they have assisted a person with a disability. 
The Hon Peter Garrett MP, Minister for School Education, has formally announced that a review of the DSE will take place. The review is due to conclude during 2011. In reviewing the effectiveness of the Standards, the Review will look at whether the Standards:

· have provided clarity and specificity for education and training providers and for students with disability and their families in relation to their rights and requirements under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992
· have assisted people with disability to access and participate in education & training opportunities on the same basis as those without disability 
· have assisted in eliminating discrimination (including harassment and victimisation) of people with disability in education and training 
· have promoted recognition and acceptance in the community of the principle that people with disability have the same fundamental rights as the rest of the community 
· are compatible with Australia’s current education & training system. 
Source: www.deewr.gov.au 

A discussion paper is expected to be released soon. Blind Citizens Australia will be making a submission to this review, so we encourage you to tell us what is working well, what’s not working and what needs to change to improve educational outcomes for students who are blind or vision impaired. We also very much encourage parents and people with an interest in education to make their own submissions. The contact for this project is Jessica Zammit on 1800 033 660 or jessica.zammit@bca.org.au.
Blind Citizens Australia is planning to hold in person and phone consultations to hear directly from people and students about their experiences. The location and timing of these forums will hopefully be announced in the coming weeks. If you are interested in getting involved, please contact us. Interested in our views on education? Blind Citizens Australia’s Education Policy is available from www.bca.org.au or can be requested by calling our National Office.
Proposed Commissioner for Children and Young People

The Federal Senate Legal and Constitutional Committee recently called for submissions about a proposed Commonwealth Commissioner for Children and Young People. This private bill made by Greens Senator Sarah Hanson Young, follows long term calls by children’s organisations to establish a Commissioner to protect and promote the rights of children, review existing laws and propose new policies. An additional proposed role is to promote public education programs and ensure strong investment in early childhood development.
It is proposed that the Commissioner will advocate at a national level for the needs, views and rights of people below the age of 18 and have coverage of all children, irrespective of whether they are an Australian resident or citizen. 
Blind Citizens Australia has made a submission supporting this proposal which highlights some of the core rights that need to be protected, with a specific focus on education. Our submission is up on our homepage www.bca.org.au or you can call the National office to request a copy. There is also more information about the proposed role of a Commissioner on the Australian Human Rights Commission website www.humanrights.gov.au.

Heard of the National Disability Insurance Scheme? What is it?
The National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) is an idea for a new way to fund supports for people with disability in Australia. At the moment, disability supports, such as rehabilitation services, are not always available consistently for people with disability. While most people who are blind or vision impaired can access free services through their local blindness agency, people with other disabilities face problems. This is also true for people who are blind or vision impaired in regional and rural areas where there may be less choice and longer waits to access the same services. 
In 2008, a number of major service providers called on the Federal government to look into the development of a no-fault, national system of insurance which could cover the needs of people with a disability who are born or acquire a severe or profound disability before the age of 65. In 2010, the Productivity Commission was approached by the Federal Government to undertake a formal inquiry into Disability Care and Support. The inquiry sought submissions on the feasibility, costs and benefits of replacing the current system of disability services with a new national disability care and support scheme which ideally would be better coordinated and enable a person with a disability to choose the services they best meet their needs. 
Blind Citizens Australia held in person consultations and teleconferences around Australia in July and August 2010. These forums focused on what an NDIS might mean for people who are blind or vision impaired. Many of our members told us about the need for better access to employment services, life skills training, peer support, counselling and adaptive equipment for people of all ages, not just those who are employed. Our members were also concerned that children are not getting the full support they need to succeed academically and beyond school.
Our membership were, however, somewhat divided as to whether to support an NDIS. A major concern of participants was that the introduction of an NDIS might affect the income and assets test free nature of the Disability Support Pension (Blind). This view has also been raised by others. The aim of the NDIS is to address disability related needs that are over and above the costs of everyday living. 
Most of our forum and phone participants did support the idea of an NDIS, specifically around supports (such as adaptive equipment) which might be funded. People also felt that the NDIS might provide better control and choice if individualised funding was given to allow people to prioritise their needs. 

Many people with a disability are in favour of an NDIS particularly if the scheme can provide meaningful choice in the services that can be accessed. In total, 605 submissions were made to the Productivity Commission. A campaign calling for the implementation of an NDIS has been developed which can be accessed at  
everyaustraliancounts.com.au. 
Jessica Zammit, our National Policy Officer, recently interviewed John Della Bosca, NDIS Campaign Director, for our New Horizons Program. This interview is available to listen to on our website. An article about the key findings from our consultations has also been published in the December edition of Blind Citizens News. Our complete submission and quick fact sheet about the NDIS can be accessed from our website or by contacting us. 
Blind Citizens Australia is now waiting for the release of the Productivity Commission’s Draft Report. This report will include recommendations to the Federal Government about how to proceed with an NDIS, based on the submissions received. Shortly after its release, Blind Citizens Australia will be undertaking a second round of consultations to gauge what our members feel are the most pressing issues which have or have not been addressed in the report. The results of these forums will form the basis of our next submission. Stay tuned to Parent News and our email lists for further updates as we have them.      

Tax Rebates for Adaptive Technology

Source: Australian Braillenote Update, November to December 2010

Every student with or without a disability may be eligible for a rebate by the Australian Tax Office under the "education tax rebate". See the conditions on the ATO website link to the "Education Tax Refund"
www.educationtaxrefund.gov.au/what-can-i-claim.html


The ATO has also advised that the cost of some equipment designed for people who are vision impaired is now eligible for the medical expenses rebate. The rebate means that 20% of all eligible expenses above $1,250 can be claimed. Approved products include a talking computer, reading system and CCTVs, provided they have been prescribed by a medical doctor, optician or optometrist. Consult your tax pack for details.
BCA White Cane Policy – tell us what you think
Our National Policy and Development Council (NPDC), a committee of Blind Citizens Australia, develops policy positions on a range of issues which are important to people who are blind or vision impaired. The NPDC has just released a policy about the use of white canes by people with a vision impairment. You can view the draft policy on our homepage www.bca.org.au or receive a copy by calling our National Office. We welcome your comments by 25 February, 2011.

Keen to travel?

Australia for All (www.australiaforall.com) is touted as a national one stop shop for accessible tourism in Australia and overseas. The site, developed by a person with personal experience of disability, is also BrowseAloud enabled.
Speaking up for yourself or your child – some tips

Getting the confidence to speak up when something isn’t right can be difficult. Here are some basic tips to keep in mind:

1. Try to stay calm. It is okay to feel upset but you will be more effective if everyone is calm when discussing what has happened and what needs to change. 

2. Know your topic and points of discussion before you meet or speak with the person you have a complaint with. 

3. Make a list of the issues you would like to discuss beforehand. 
4. It is helpful to keep notes about the actions you have taken to try to resolve the issue – this can come in handy if you want to make a more formal complaint later on. 

5. Think carefully about the situation and the outcomes you are seeking.  Are you seeking an apology or does something need to change?
6. If you cannot change the situation yourself, talk to a person who may be able to help you, such as a friend or an advocacy organisation like us. 
Blind Citizens Australia has a document called ‘What is Advocacy?’ which provides more tips and information. Copies can be obtained by calling our National Office.
Fashionable Eye for the Blind Guy or Girl
Want tips about how to become fashion savvy from those in the know? Dawson Ko, who is vision impaired, runs www.fashionableeye.com, a magazine and website offering articles from skilled writers, both with and without a vision impairment. The accessible site includes key fashion trends for the season, how to purchase fashion on a tight budget, dressing for success and little odds and ends to keep you on track. Well worth the visit!
Get the word out!

We want to ensure that all parents around Australia know that we are around to provide advocacy support and information. Photocopy this newsletter and drop one off at your local school and at your optometrist/ophthalmologist’s office, email this to colleagues and friends and give a copy to people you know, such as visiting teachers and aides, who may not be on email to spread the word. We are happy to provide Parent News in large print, email, on audio CD, as a data CD or in Braille. 
Who is Blind Citizens Australia?

Blind Citizens Australia (BCA) 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. We have region and special interest branches around Australia and over 3000 members nationwide.  

We provide individual advocacy to everyday Australians who are experiencing unfair treatment because of their blindness. We also develop systemic advocacy campaigns on issues such as audio description in cinemas and the right to cast a secret, independent and accessible vote at State and Federal elections and develop policy on a range of issues including employment, education, access to media & much more! 

Contact us
Ross House, Level 3, 247-251 Flinders Lane, Melbourne Vic 3000

Phone: 1800 033 660   Fax: (03)9650 3200
Email: bca@bca.org.au 
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