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Editor’s Note

Blind Citizens Australia refers to our members as people who are blind or vision impaired. However, we respect the right of individual authors to use whatever language is most comfortable for them.

Editorial
By Jonathan Craig
Communication: The imparting or exchange of information, ideas or feelings.

It’s a theme that arises frequently in this edition of Blind Citizens News. Rikki Chaplin writes about how BCA’s new, fully accessible phone system has made his communication at work much easier. Gisele Mesnage talks about what we can learn from Lainey Feingold, whose innovative “Structured Negotiation” method has led to huge advocacy wins in the US.

Emma Bennison and Joana d’orey Novo both grapple with the way technology doesn’t always have the impacts we would initially expect on our communication. But as we say a fond farewell to SoundAbout, BCA's quarterly audio magazine, we can also reflect on the innovation and dedication with which leaders overcame the communication challenges of the past to bring us the information we needed.

In my last editorial, I wrote about my belief that communication, through stories and conversations, is the beating heart of our community. But now I want to look outward, to briefly examine the challenges of communicating our unique needs in a society where competing priorities and the constant push for progress make it harder than ever to consider marginal groups.

Since stories seem to be my obsession of late, I should probably tell one of my own. BCA has campaigned tirelessly in 2018 against the increasing adoption of inaccessible EFTPOS terminals. On these terminals, customers input their pin via a touch screen, but customers who are blind or vision impaired have no way of differentiating numbers by touch, and thus can’t input their PIN independently.

Recently, I encountered one of these for the first time, when paying for a doctor's appointment at a clinic I’d never attended before. The receptionist immediately understood the problem, and seemed more embarrassed than I was by our predicament. Rather than force me to disclose my PIN, she offered to conduct the transaction manually, as if I were paying by credit card over the phone.

This isn’t usually a suitable alternative, because it’s not available to all businesses, carries its own security risks, and takes much longer than an EFTPOS transaction. I agreed in this case, partly because I knew it would be memorably inconvenient for the business.

But mostly, it gave me a chance to talk more with the receptionist and her colleague. I explained that as far as I knew, there weren’t many functional advantages to touch screen terminals, and that they were introduced for aesthetic reasons. They both agreed, and promised to mention it to their manager.

I’m returning to the clinic soon, and will be interested to see whether anything has changed. But I was struck by the genuinely apologetic attitude of the women I spoke to. They seemed to understand how disempowering the situation felt for me, and suggested that the problem had only arisen because no one had thought of it until I arrived at the counter.

I’ve encountered a similar pattern again and again, a confounding combination of good will and bad awareness. I spoke to Martin Stewart for this issue about another advocacy win regarding the high capacity trains to be introduced in Victoria next year. Though I’m very happy to see them resolved, I was shocked that nobody else had thought of the significant issues he raised.

As I’ve said before, I believe the majority of Australians broadly want a more inclusive society, but don’t know where to begin. Maybe this is partly because those who haven’t encountered people who are blind or vision impaired, often don’t have any understanding of what our daily lives are like.

There’s proof of this in this issue’s letter to the editor, which describes some very negative misconceptions about living with blindness. While my personal experience suggests these attitudes are growing less common, I’m reminded, whenever I meet someone who’s utterly fascinated by a screenreader, that a lot of people are still surprised that I can even access the internet.

While I feel there’s a lot of good will at the personal level, I suspect the corporate and policy levels view minorities much more cynically. Businesses are encouraged to be inclusive when they see potential loyal consumers. Politicians are moved by potential votes. Helping minorities, for both, can often generate great, cheap, public relations victories.

But, for example, I believe we don’t have audio description on Australian TV, largely because the Minister for Communications doesn’t feel most Australians know what it is. It isn’t seen as a good investment, because the only votes it will win are ours, and those are not enough.

We often benefit profoundly from social and political progress. But as inaccessible EFTPOS, non-existent audio description, and ill-considered public transport all demonstrate, there are times when progress leaves us behind. As the rate of progress increases, more and more changes will be occurring simultaneously, making it increasingly difficult to catch the harmful ones in time.

This is why I believe raising awareness is so crucial. The more people understand how we overcome our barriers to access, the more support we’ll have for initiatives which help us remove them. The more we can encourage people to consider us as valuable participants in, and contributors to society, the more businesses and governments will be motivated to consider us when designing their products and policies.

This, to me, is the great communication challenge we now face. I think it’s profoundly important that we collectively ask ourselves how we can better inform people, at all levels, about what being a person who is blind or vision impaired is like in the 21st century.

One area where I feel there’s plenty of room for improvement, is our representation in the media. Whenever I see us on screen, I prepare for disappointment and frustration at another wasted opportunity. I enjoyed the "You Can’t Ask That" episode on living with blindness, and I feel we should be fighting for more forums like that where we can be our own ambassadors.

On a personal level, I really encourage readers who encounter something like inaccessible EFTPOS terminals to be careful when you communicate the problem. I know how upsetting and frustrating it can be, and I think it’s valuable to talk about those feelings, as I did.

But the person serving you usually didn’t choose to buy the touch screen terminal, and regardless, they probably feel bad about this situation. Blame is a hard burden to bare, and if you place it directly on their shoulders, they may try to shift or deflect it. Guilt can curdle, and become anger, but it can also turn into action. Which of these will help us more?

Ultimately, I don’t have answers to many of the questions I’ve raised here. My opinions and observations aren’t facts, and I’m happy to be proven wrong, or argued toward different conclusions.

But as an editor, I feel I have two key responsibilities. The first is to be a great listener. I’ll let you judge my success, but to the best of my ability, everything I’ve said here is based on what I’ve heard. The second is to ask great questions, the kind which will inspire readers and writers, and start conversations.

So let me pass these questions on to you. Let’s talk about whether, and if so why, many people still know so little about living with blindness. And let’s talk about the challenge of effectively communicating information about how we live, ideas about how our lives could be better, and how it feels when we aren’t heard. Let’s tackle, together, these big questions about how, through good communication, we can bring about positive change.

Correction
The article “Domestic Violence: Notes from the Womentalks Teleconference” written by Vicki Alipasinopoulos for the July issue of Blind Citizens News was incorrectly titled.

No notes are ever compiled from Women's Branch teleconferences about this topic and all information discussed is treated as strictly confidential. The title of Vicki's article should have read: “Violence and Abuse against Women who are Blind or Vision Impaired”.

Letter to the Editor

Dear Editor

Several weeks ago I encountered an upsetting incident on our train. I had entered with my Seeing Eye Dog and sat down with her at my feet as usual. An elderly woman next to me suddenly started talking loudly about her neighbour’s grandson being diagnosed as blind, and how terrible that was.

She went on to tell us that there was no future for such a child, what a burden he would be with no prospects in his life. She was very upset for her neighbours who didn’t deserve such a grandchild. Sitting there I felt quite a useless human being. I was not able to interrupt this woman at all and just hoped, in time, she would stop.

As it happens, she suddenly stated that the boy would not even play any sports, would he? I had to concentrate then and replied “Oh, actually he can play cricket, goal ball, or swish; he can go tandem cycling, horse riding, sailing, swimming and play any sports that are part of the Paralympics.” There was finally silence and I realised I had shut her up.

Normally, I can speak quite easily with people, and I can dispel any negative attitudes with my knowledge of how we complete tasks, etc. But this woman did not allow me to say anything, and she had the attitude that she knew all about blindness.

I felt very disappointed and unhappy as I left the train. Her tirade had made me feel less than my usual happy and confident self.

Regards,

Karen, in Perth
Thank you, Karen, for writing about your unpleasant experience. It reminds me of some of my own encounters with people who aren’t well-educated about what living with blindness is really like.

I feel like they’re becoming less frequent over time, but whenever these encounters happen, I, like you, leave them feeling unsettled. They’re disquieting, I think, because we’re left wondering how many people look at us with pity as we pass in the street. How many people like the lady on the train never have their misconceptions challenged?

Your response to her misguided monologue was eloquent and measured. It’s easy to take these things very personally, and react aggressively as a result. I would encourage others in your situation to understand that absence of awareness doesn’t imply the presence of malice. If we correct people clearly, but kindly, I find they often respond very well, and become eager to learn.

I’m very interested in strategies others have used to deal with similar experiences. Tell us how you respond to encounters like the one Karen described, by submitting your own letter to the editor, or getting in touch via phone, Facebook or Twitter.

Report from the CEO

By Emma Bennison
As always, a lot has been happening at BCA. I want to give you a summary and then offer some reflections on a recent personal highlight. 

The BCA board and senior staff met face-to-face in July. The meeting coincided with the launch of the NSW/ACT State Division. A key element was a review of BCA’s strategic plan. Good progress was made, and consultation with our members and key stakeholders will now take place, to refine our strategic direction over the next two years.
Guide Dogs Australia’s National Policy Advisor, Jaci Armstrong, provided us with practical insights into how we can ensure our engagement with Ministers and politicians is as effective as possible in achieving positive advocacy outcomes. We also resolved to formalise a well-being strategy to actively provide support to our organisation's leaders, aspiring leaders and staff.

State and National Conventions were also on our agenda. We confirmed that our National Convention will be held in Hobart from 29 March to 1 April 2019. You can find some preliminary information about the Convention elsewhere in this edition.

The organisation’s commitment to Aboriginal people was also reaffirmed. In particular, the importance of continuing the work commenced by BCA and First Peoples Disability Network as part of the first Aboriginal Blind Persons Gathering in 2017. The gathering highlighted the unnecessary burdens on the lives of Aboriginal Australians, and the unique challenges they experience in accessing the NDIS and My Aged Care, public transport and appropriate services and disability diagnoses, particularly in regional and rural areas.

Whilst on the subject of ensuring we reach marginalized communities, we have taken another important step recently, by adding a language translation feature to our website. The language feature is located at the very top of the webpage (on all pages) and is accessed via a dropdown menu. We welcome your feedback on the new feature, and hope to continue improving the ways we communicate with people from non-English speaking backgrounds.

We have had a number of staffing changes of late. We said a reluctant farewell to Lauren Henley, our Policy and advocacy Manager. We also said a temporary good-bye to our NSW/ACT Coordinator, Krystel Malcolm, who is now on maternity leave. On behalf of members and staff, we congratulate Krystel and her husband Nemoy on the birth of their new baby boy, Nathan.

Angela Jaeschke has stepped into the role of Acting Policy and Advocacy Manager, and Sally Aurisch is Acting as NSW/ACT Coordinator. Finally, our NSW/ACT Administration Officer, Melea OConnell, has moved on to pursue new opportunities. We are currently recruiting for a new Project Officer and a new NSW/ACT Administration Officer, so watch this space.

So now, some reflections on my personal highlight. On the 24th of July, a conference hosted by the Australian Human Rights Commission marked the launch of a major project looking at the intersection of technology and Human Rights, and the release of a discussion paper that will direct consultations over the next two years.

I was honoured to be invited to join Disability Discrimination Commissioner, Alastair McEwin, and CEO of the Centre for Inclusive Design, Dr Manisha Amin, on a panel discussing the impact of emerging and future technologies on people with disability.

Amongst other things, I took every possible opportunity to highlight the fact that Australia lags behind other OECD countries in relation to audio description. I also talked about the fact that when touch screen devices and other new technologies are developed in consultation with people who are blind or vision impaired from the design phase, they can be very accessible. 
But too often, we are either completely forgotten, or not consulted until the testing phase, when it is too late to make significant hardware changes.
Further, I suggested that one of the most effective ways to ensure people with disability are not excluded from technological development is to employ them in technology companies. Another key area we discussed was the effectiveness of the disability Discrimination Act in relation to improving access to technology.

The panel agreed that the legislation had been effective to some extent, and that we are very fortunate to have the DDA, but that it requires reform. I made the point that the system relies on people with disability to prove discrimination, and that process can be time-consuming and exhausting.

Somewhat fortuitously as it turned out, on the morning of the conference, I discovered that the lift in my hotel featured neither braille nor large print numbers. I was able to use a new technology called Aira to quickly locate the button I needed and get to the conference. For those unfamiliar with Aira, it is a new remote visual interpreting technology which connects people who are blind or vision impaired with trained agents via their smart phone. Agents can provide immediate description via the phone’s camera, or via a camera mounted on a pair of glasses.
This story perfectly demonstrated how new technology has the potential to revolutionise the lives of people who are blind or vision impaired, providing it is affordable and accessible. But such technology, I pointed out, also has the potential to make us complacent in our advocacy efforts. For instance, if I can complete an inaccessible PDF form with the help of a service like Aira, will I be less likely to contact the content creator to request an accessible version?

I hypothesized that it would have the opposite effect. I reflected on how significantly my stress levels have been reduced as a result of being able to access sighted assistance when and where I needed it, leaving me with more time and energy to advocate for change. I also reflected on the significant positive shift I had noticed in relation to people’s attitudes towards me when using this technology while travelling, and my belief that over time, it has the potential to positively impact on public perceptions of people who are blind or vision impaired. I certainly hope that is the case.

The panel session was recorded for the ABC’s “Big Ideas” program, which you can play or download online. Perhaps listening to it will inspire you to offer your perspective on how technology is impacting on your human rights for the next issue of Blind Citizens News.

I look forward to reading your contributions, and to continuing these conversations with some of you at the upcoming NSW/ACT State Convention.
Closing the Gap on Melbourne’s Trains
By Jonathan Craig

In June 2019, the Victorian government will begin the roll-out of 65 new high capacity trains on the Cranbourne and Pakenham lines, with plans to introduce more if they prove successful. BCA and other organisations were consulted during the procurement process, and as a result, we recognised four critical design flaws in a prototype train.

We’re very pleased to report that those flaws won’t appear in the new trains when they’re introduced next year. BCA was represented by Martin Stewart, who energetically and eloquently lobbied for the correction of the errors he discovered. This consultation process has resulted in a historic advocacy victory, and a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for Martin.

When he visited the prototype, Martin found electrical maintenance cabinets under many of the priority seats, filling the space which would be safest for dog guides. Because high capacity trains have fewer seats and encourage passengers to stand, floor-to-ceiling poles were installed in the middle of every carriage, directly in line with each door, where people who are blind or vision impaired could easily collide with them.

On Melbourne trains, doors don’t open automatically. Another problem Martin found was that the button which opens the doors gave no tactile feedback. At a busy station, it would be difficult to hear the door sliding open, and the audio feedback couldn’t be heard in a loud carriage.

Working with Guide Dogs Victoria and Vision Australia, Martin was able to explain all of these issues, and as a result, all of them have been resolved. The audible feedback when doors are opened will now be loud enough for any station. There will no longer be maintenance cabinets under the priority seats. And in collaboration with another advocacy group, All Aboard, Martin negotiated a compromise, where four of the seven carriages on each train will no longer include hazardous poles.

But the fourth issue Martin found was especially personal to him. In the prototype, Martin discovered a large gap between each of the train’s carriages. This was an error that could cause serious injury or death. Communicating the problem would prove challenging, but Martin had a secret weapon. A story.

He was the ideal advocate to demonstrate the terrible impact such a design flaw could have. In 2002, he lost an arm and a leg, when he stepped into a gap between two carriages, assuming it was a doorway. “My disadvantage was my advantage in this particular lobby effort,” Martin said. “I was able to represent the stark truth and reality of not getting it right.”

To fill that gap, Martin had to get personal. At one meeting, frustrated by slow progress and determined to defend his community from the trauma he’d suffered, he deliberately removed his artificial leg. “I said this will be the result. And then I touched my arm. Here’s another one.”

Martin’s dramatic approach certainly did have an impact. At a recent stakeholder meeting, Michael Dunn, Assistant Director of governance and reporting for the project, announced that all the new high capacity trains would have “gangway gap barriers” built in, to prevent passengers from falling between carriages.

Dunn also told Martin that this protective feature would be included in all future Melbourne trains. That moment was the absolution he’d waited 16 years to find. “Yesterday was the most satisfying advocacy day that I have ever had,” he told us after that meeting.
Martin believes the memorable story of a dangerous design flaw, discovered just in time, has inspired a cultural change that will last forever. “If the current staff are replaced,” he explained, “what’s not replaced is the culture, because the culture of inclusion is already there. So cultural change is really important. But that can only happen if good history is created.”

During the negotiation process, Martin painted a picture of a collaborative victory. It wouldn’t just be a win for the people who might have endured discomfort and serious danger. Public Transport Victoria and the High Capacity Trains Consortium could proudly say they took steps to protect and include all their passengers. “Let’s agree now to work on a solution,” he said, “so I am happy, and what we’ve spoken about is put into action, so you’ll be happy that you’ve done it as well. In other words, let’s create good history, together.”
The history they’ve made sets an example other governments can learn from. Queensland Rail recently procured 75 New Generation Rollingstock trains which are currently in operation, despite dangerous access issues. These trains must now be retrofitted, at significant extra cost to tax-payers.
An inquiry is investigating how these flaws weren’t recognised earlier. In BCA’s submission, we recommended that procurement processes should prioritise disability access, and include broad consultation with disability groups at the design stage. “Queensland didn’t consult,” Martin said. “Victoria has. And therefore we had the opportunity to create these changes, which have now been agreed to, and are going to happen.”
Meanwhile, BCA is very happy to celebrate this success, and congratulate everyone involved in this consultation process. For Martin and his family, it means more than most of us can imagine. “Ever since February the 4th, 2002,” he said, “I have desperately wanted my lived traumatic experience to have meaning, to achieve something for myself and our community. From yesterday, and forever, it has.”
Come to BCA’s 2019 National Convention

By Anna Briggs

It has been less than a year since our last National Convention, but we’ve decided to bring the next one forward slightly for a couple of reasons. Firstly, the success of our 2017 National Convention was motivating for many, and told us that members don’t want to wait a whole two years to get together. We will also be trialing holding the event at a different time of year, in response to several recommendations we’ve received from you over the years. 

Therefore, the 2019 National Convention will be held in Hobart from Friday 29 March to Monday 1 April.

A Very Special Venue
We are excited to be partnering with The Old Woolstore, a historic building in the heart of Hobart, to host the convention proceedings as well as our accommodation. The venue is full of character while also being accessible. It is centrally located, close to cafes, restaurants, shops, entertainment, and other accommodation options. And less than 20 minutes from the airport! 

The Old Woolstore has a mixture of accommodation types which you can book at the following rates using the code “BCA”:

· Hotel room - $170 per night

· 1 bed apartment - $205 per night

· 2 bed apartment (sleeps 4) - $270 per night

This means there are more options for those who wish to share accommodation or prepare their own meals while attending convention.
The Program

The BCA Board has approved a new approach to the development of the Convention program to be piloted, which will see members having a greater level of input into the content of the program. Keep an eye on our communication channels to learn more about this in the coming months. 

There will be workshops on the Friday afternoon, followed by more formal convention sessions on the Saturday and Sunday. We will also be arranging sightseeing options and additional workshops on the Monday for those who wish to stay a little longer.   

A Family Friendly Convention
We want to make conventions as inclusive as possible, which in this case means ensuring that partners and children have activity options available to them while Convention sessions are taking place.

This may include:

· Having volunteers dedicated to supervise youngsters for different activities,
· Providing a child care service 
If you have any feedback about this, or further suggestions, please feel free to get in touch.

Lainey Feingold Presents at A11y Camp in Melbourne

By Gisele Mesnage
Disability rights advocates everywhere are pushing to make the digital world accessible to everyone. In the US, campaigns for talking ATMs, accessible websites and mobile apps, talking prescription labels, audio description, and accessible health care and financial information have all benefited from an approach pioneered and developed by Lainey Feingold and like-minded colleagues, entitled “Structured Negotiation”.
Structured Negotiation is an alternative dispute resolution process with a powerful track record. Without lawsuits, the Law Office of Lainey Feingold and others have used the method for more than 20 years to negotiate comprehensive agreements with some of the largest organisations in the United States. Bank of America, Major League Baseball and the City and County of San Francisco have all participated in Structured Negotiation. Developed to resolve civil rights claims of blind people, the method has application to a wide variety of civil claims where parties seek collaboration and solution over conflict and expense.
Lainey Feingold has worked in disability rights since 1992, and opened her own law office in 1996, from where she represents people with disabilities seeking full participation in all society has to offer. Her principal work is with the blind and vision impaired community on technology and information access issues, including web and mobile accessibility.
Lainey has won multiple awards for her work, and is a frequent and highly regarded speaker and trainer at conferences, webinars, law school classes, and other programs and events.  It was a long wait for us down under in Australia to hear her speak in person. It first happened on 14 November 2017 at an event co-hosted by the Digital Gap Initiative (DGI), the Public Interest Advocacy Centre (PIAC) and the Australian Human Rights Centre (now renamed the Disability Innovation Institute).
The talk was held at Ashurst, a prestigious legal firm, located at Martin Place, in the heart of Sydney’s CBD. The hall was packed to capacity with advocates, lawyers, and business and government sector reps. There was an indescribable buzz in the atmosphere.

Lainey talked about her book and about her work. She has such a down-to-earth and genial way of delivering her message. The audience was captivated, and asked many questions. Some of her key points were that structured negotiation and good legislation go hand in hand; and that patience is indispensable in the quest for change. 
Lainey is coming back to Australia, and will be one of an impressive line of speakers at the A11y Camp to be held in Melbourne from the 17th to the 19th of October 2018. Lainey will be presenting a conference keynote and also holding a workshop at the camp. We know a lot of people in Australia will really be looking forward to her visit – make sure you don’t miss out.

For further information please visit the A11y event registration site. Lainey will also be hosting a workshop in Sydney, but details were not available at the time of publication. Please email gisele@digitalgap.org if you would like to be kept updated about the Sydney event.  Details will also be posted on the BCA list when they become available.

In 2016, the American Bar Association published Lainey’s book, Structured Negotiation, A Winning Alternative to Lawsuits. It is available in print and accessible digital formats. You can buy it from the ABA, Amazon or Bookshare. 
Life Hacks Coming to Blind Citizens News

By Susan Thompson
Those of you who have attended conventions in recent years will know that some of the most popular sessions have been those offering tips and tricks for living, where people share their own solutions to the everyday challenges we all face as people who are blind or vision impaired. More recently the sessions have been titled “Life Hacks” to give them a more modern image.

Many of these segments have been recorded and are in our audio archives. They have also been available online and we are now going to bring them to more of our members, through a regular feature in Blind Citizens News.

Whether we are totally blind, have some useful vision, or are parents with vision impaired children striving to be independent, we all face challenges living with vision impairment which the power of peer support can lessen. By drawing on the experience of three generations of our community, we hope to create, over time, a valuable toolkit for tackling the problems which sighted people overcome without thought.
Whether it is labelling or mowing the lawn, putting on makeup or changing a baby’s nappy, travelling overseas or dealing with those pesky situations where well-meaning people are less than helpful, we want to gather our collective wisdom for all to learn and benefit from.

How will it work?

You submit questions about daily tasks in which you’d like some advice, by emailing bca@bca.org.au with the subject line of “Question for Life Hacks”. Likewise, those with great tips to share can send an email to the same address with the subject line “Tip for Life Hacks”.

Each issue of Blind Citizens News will feature highlights of the questions and answers we have received. We’ll also let you know how you can look at those ideas which didn’t feature.

No question is too trivial, and no tip too menial. Whether your tip is a manual solution, a way of organizing, a gadget or a high-tech solution, if it works for you, it is worth sharing. To get things started, here’s a tip from yours truly:

How can I peel potatoes and sweet potatoes without leaving some of the skin?

Contrary to conventional practice, don’t wash the potatoes first. This way there is a more distinct difference in texture between the peeled and unpeeled potato. Then peel with a common vegetable/potato peeler, going around in a top to bottom approach, rather than a circular approach. This way you can avoid peeling off too much of the vegetable, because you can reposition the peeler with each stroke. After you have gone all the way round, you can easily find the missed unpeeled spots, which feel dirty in contrast.
We look forward to receiving your questions and tips for the next edition of Blind Citizens News.
Important Announcements from our National Women’s Branch

By Janene Sadhu, NWB President

AGM

The Annual General Meeting of the National Women’s Branch will take place on Saturday, 3rd November, 2018 at 11am EST. The meeting will be conducted via teleconference, at the cost of a call to Melbourne on your current phone plan. If you would like to attend the meeting, please let me (Janene) know by contacting me on the details at the end of these announcements.

Womentalks

Our Womentalks teleconference in July looked at how we communicate with, and take care of the children in our lives. Thank you to the mums, grandmothers, aunts and those who listened in to learn, who participated in this informative discussion.

In September, we looked at dealing with an emergency. I’m sure those who joined in this discussion learnt some valuable tips to employ should the occasion ever arise.

Final Womentalks for 2018:

November: Thursday 29th 8pm Melbourne time - Living by Ourselves
Julie Sutherland will be hosting this Womentalks, so please let her know on sutjy003@mymail.unisa.edu.au, or leave a message for Julie via the BCA office for a call back if you’d like to join in.
Aspirations

Rowena and Vicki did a fine job editing their first edition of our Aspirations magazine. The next issue, with a travel theme, will be out in a few months, so get ready for some more great reading.

This magazine is sent to all National Women's Branch members and is one of the benefits of being a member of BCA’s largest, and only national branch. If you are not a member but would like to be, it will only cost you $10 to join, which can be paid by contacting BCA.

Diana Braun Aspirations Award

This prestigious award, honouring an Australian woman considered to be an outstanding role model within our community, will be presented at the BCA National Convention in Hobart in March 2019. Information about how to nominate someone for this award will be distributed in the near future.

Feedback

We always welcome your feedback.

Please contact me:

Janene Sadhu, NWB President

Phone: (03) 9853 1051, or leave a message via the BCA office for me to call you.

Email: nwb@bca.org.au
I may talk to you at our AGM on the 3rd of November.

In the Scheme of Things

By Kristin Nuske
Editor’s Note

Kristin Nuske has worked for BCA since February this year, providing support and advice to Victorians who are challenged by aspects of dealing with the NDIS or My Aged Care. More recently, she has begun providing support to members nationwide.

This support includes, but is not limited to, accessing information regarding the Scheme or My Aged Care, and whether someone could consider accessing, or may be eligible for either. Here, she discusses some of the challenges faced by members she has been assisting with NDIS planning and participation. A future article will explore issues relating to My Aged Care in similar detail.

***

In March this year, I attended a panel discussion at the State Library as part of the Bold Series presented by Latrobe University. The panel broadly examined the NDIS since its roll out began in the Geelong trial site in 2013.

The conversation brought to my attention some of the roadblocks which are preventing the scheme from delivering on its promises. A lady in the audience raised a point, based on her experience as a Support Coordinator. She stated that in the time that she had worked at the organisation she represented, they had received more than 80 plans. It wasn’t clear whether a Local Area Coordinator or an NDIS planner facilitated them, but every one of those plans required a review.

In my role at BCA, I have seen a similar trend. Many of the members who I have had contact with share their experiences, most of which have warranted complaints. These complaints range from difficulties accessing information, to disappointment with their allocated Planner in their first meeting.

Accessing information seems to be a challenge for many of us. When I called the NDIA and asked for information to be provided in large print, I was told that the request was emailed to the print department while I waited on the telephone. Four months later, the information has still not arrived.

If you have made a request to either the NDIS or My Aged Care for information in an alternative format, and it has been responded to positively and swiftly, or you have not been treated as you expect and/or not provided with accessible information, please let us know of your experience.

The NDIS has, for many reasons, not approved items or reasonable and necessary supports once a plan has been prepared. Once complaints which relate to not funding supports have been made final through a “review of a reviewable decision” process, they may be brought to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal, (AAT).

Sara Dingold from Disability Services Consulting recently wrote that as of March this year, some 757 cases have been referred to the AAT. This assures further delays for participants trying to activate their planned supports. An investigation by the Commonwealth Ombudsman into the nature and number of reviews by the NDIA found that as of February, it was dealing with about 8,100 reviews and receiving about 620 new review requests per week.
Assistive technology and equipment are funding areas that have impacted many people who are blind or vision impaired. Assistive technology specialists or occupational therapists are generally relied upon to help select the most appropriate pieces of equipment, and provide quotes and a report outlining why these items are reasonable and necessary according to the NDIS Act.

One of our members, Liz, after quotes for her items had been submitted, was shocked by a comment from her occupational therapist. “I was told to expect not to hear for three to four months whether the items were to be approved,” she said.

In fact, one of the items, a pair of prescription sunglasses, was not approved because the NDIS claimed that this was an everyday item. How is this so, when Liz experiences extreme glare and visual disruption resulting from her vision impairment?

Liz contacted BCA to see if we could provide some support to her, as she felt aspects of her experience since she has become an NDIS participant needed some attention. “Although it can be daunting to speak up,” she said, “it is worth doing in order to create a better system.” At this point, the issues Liz raised in a complaint, care of her MP, have not yet been responded to or resolved by a delegate from the NDIA.

Another person contacted me recently who is now in his second year as a participant. His gripe is that he continues to wait after almost a year to have items approved. After 18 months this gentleman has only accessed transport from his plan. This is largely due to the reporting by the Assistive Technology Specialist not satisfying the NDIA's reporting and supportive evidence requirements.
One last issue, and general complaint, relates to the language and context used in important documents such as a person’s individual plan. The assumption is that one can understand the ideas presented, and what dollars relate to the various supports one requires. This is indeed not the case for Liz. “The language that was presented in my plan I believe is a barrier to being able to move forward with implementing my supports,” she said.

Despite all the problems I’ve described, the overall impression I drew from the panel I attended in March was that the NDIS is a good policy, and we need to remain optimistic. On the surface there is a will and a want to see the NDIS deliver the supports that individuals may need to live the best life that they can.

NDIA CEO Rob De Luca has acknowledged some of the inconsistencies in the delivery of the scheme. “We realise that improvements are still needed to make sure that the participant experience is consistently positive,” he wrote in a recent report.

In an effort to address problems like those described here, De Luca has committed to consulting with a number of service providers, and met in September with BCA’s CEO, Emma Bennison. This meeting represents an encouraging step in the right direction.

We agree there is no smooth sailing, but many bumps in the road. It is only the courage and persistence of many voices that will create a system that can be benchmarked across the world.

Editor’s Note

Don’t forget that as well as assistance for Victorians, Kristin can now offer telephone assistance with accessing the NDIS or My Aged Care to people who are blind or vision impaired nationally. For further information or to discuss the sorts of assistance that can be provided, please call BCA on 1800 033 660, or email kristin.nuske@bca.org.au.

NSW/ACT State Division Update

By Joana d’Orey Novo
For those who don’t know me yet, I am the Chair of BCA’s NSW/ACT State Division. You may recall that the Division was formed when Blind Citizens NSW and BCA consolidated in late 2017. So what has the Division been up to?

In February, members of the Division committee, NSW and ACT Board members and BCA staff met for a Division planning day. It was a really exciting day, as we explored the Division’s potential and what we thought was important for the Division to do. Community and belonging were two very strong threads throughout the day. Times are changing and we are progressively losing the physical spaces that gave many of us a sense of belonging, history and community.

Technology seems to offer us exciting new ways of reaching out to each other through social media, online meetings and streaming of events. However, not everyone finds community and belonging online.

A couple of projects sprung out of these early reflections; the Legacy Project and Spring into Action. History is an important part of belonging. The Legacy Project will result in a podcast series recording the history of blindness advocacy in NSW and the ACT. After all, between BCA and Blind Citizens NSW, there are 150 years of advocacy, representation and community!

On the 14th of July, BCA officially launched the NSW/ACT Division in Newcastle. Approximately 40 members, blindness agency representatives and guests attended the launch in person, and another 25 or so joined us online. Michael Simpson, former BCA President and Vision Australia’s General Manager, NSW and ACT, launched the Division and reflected on the long and proud histories of BCA and Blind Citizens NSW. You can listen to his speech on episode 563 of BCA’s weekly radio program and podcast, New Horizons, available for download from BCA's website.

We also celebrated our new partnership with Guide Dogs NSW/ACT, and noted that we now have formal partnerships in place with three of Australia's major blindness agencies: Guide Dogs NSW/ACT, Guide Dogs Victoria and Vision Australia.

So what is Spring into Action, you ask? Well, the plan is to have a few weeks in Spring when Division members and branches get together to celebrate our wonderful community. On the 27th and 28th of October 2018, we will hold our first convention as a Division in Newcastle. The theme for Convention is “Enjoying Our State: Living the good life in NSW and the ACT”.

Sessions will cover a range of topics, such as hacks that make our lives a bit easier, new technology, experiences of attending camp, developments in banking and the relationship between technology and human rights.

As always, there will be an opportunity to check out the latest tech in our tech expo and for those feeling particularly tribal, we will be having a drumming circle. To find out more about the program and register to attend, visit our website, or call BCA on 1800 033 660.

A number of events are taking place across NSW and the ACT as part of Spring into Action, including:

· On 18th September 2018, the Tweed Valley Branch organised an audio-described tour of the Regional Art Gallery. 

· On 10th October 2018, the ACT Branch is hosting a Taxi Transport Forum, where participants will have an opportunity to hear from, and ask questions of, the regulator. 

· On the 27th and 28th October 2018, members of the Newcastle and Hunter Branch not attending convention, will meet at a local venue to listen to the live stream.

If you want to find out more about these events, or would like to host or organise an event, you can contact your branch or BCA on 1800 033 660.

Can A New Phone System Really Be Revolutionary?

by Rikki Chaplin
It’s a pretty safe bet to say that my colleagues are getting a bit tired of my enthusiasm about the new phone system we’ve recently installed. I can’t blame them, but rest assured that my excitement is well founded.

If you’ve called the BCA office lately, you will have noticed the options the new system presents when your call is answered. The ability to provide these options is a great step forward for members, but I want to tell you about what it’s like to use the system as a staff member. Because it’s entirely accessible, it offers new possibilities not just for staff, but for all of us, even outside BCA.

The Smart UC computer and smartphone applications are a bit like Skype, but with the extra capabilities one would expect to find in any phone system used in an office. Calls can be transferred between staff no matter where they are throughout Australia, and there is capacity for group calls and text chat. Each staff member has a direct line and a voicemail facility.

Voice messages can be emailed to staff, so that they are very easily accessed and even saved if need be. I discovered recently what an advantage this is, when I received a call giving me some positive feedback. Recording of feedback from our members is crucial, so that we can report to funding bodies and other interested stakeholders. As it is in audio form, it can easily be sent to others, or even used in promotional materials. The variety of possibilities that this feature opens up is endless.

Traditionally, office phone systems have not been as accessible as they should be. Phones often have to be labelled or marked to make them more accessible for people who are blind or vision impaired. With the introduction of the computer application however, these steps are a thing of the past. It is of course possible to use a handset as part of the system, but not necessary.

The computer application works very well when using the Jaws or NVDA screenreaders. Calls can be answered easily, even if you are working on another task. Transferring between staff is easy, particularly once extension numbers are memorised. You can even call a staff member to see if they are available to take the call being transferred beforehand if you wish to, all from the convenience of your laptop.

As someone who has a hearing impairment in addition to being totally blind, I have found the integration of the phone into my laptop to be a real game changer. When the phone rings, I no longer have to take my headphones off, scramble madly for the handset, switch my hearing aids to telecoil mode and hopefully answer the call before it goes to message bank. I use a USB microphone which connects to my laptop and which has a headphone jack and volume control for monitoring. The speech from my screenreader and the phone come directly through my headphones. Using this system, I have more volume than I will ever need.

For the first time, I can seamlessly access my email or any other document while I have somebody on the phone, without having to juggle multiple sets of headphones, or multiple programs on my hearing aids in order to multi-task. Because everything is operated from the computer, everything is simultaneously accessible using the one device. If I have a braille display attached to the computer, I can even access information from the computer’s screen with braille while on the phone if I wish to.

My excitement about the advantages I have outlined goes beyond the fact that as an employee, it makes me more efficient personally. It seems that for the first time, we have created a system which finally puts us on an equal footing to our sighted peers who work in the fast paced environments that have often proven so challenging for people who are blind or vision impaired.

At least 58% of people who are blind or vision impaired are unemployed. Many of us do have the requisite skills to work in environments which have traditionally posed accessibility challenges. Many more will be able to acquire the necessary skills, once it is realised that the removal of accessibility barriers will drastically improve employment prospects. 

For the first time, we have a system which will enable employers to witness the fact that if the barriers to accessibility are removed, we can be as productive and efficient as employees with sight. The challenge now is for this system to be marketed and promoted to employers.

The installation of a fully accessible phone system by the peak body representing people who are blind or vision impaired is therefore a monumental achievement, and one which could prove to be extremely important in promoting our value as people who are blind or vision impaired to employers in a variety of fields.

This achievement is the result of hundreds of hours of research, frustration, but above all, tenacity on the part of our CEO and our administration staff. The addition of the new phone system is one of a number of innovations which will make BCA a truly dynamic and flexible organisation. It has allowed staff to be located throughout Australia and easily contactable by members, a goal we have not been able to reach before.

While on the surface, the phone system is little more than a sensible advancement in BCA’s technology infrastructure, for people who are blind or vision impaired, it truly is proof that if products and services are designed with accessibility at the forefront of their development, equality can absolutely be achieved for all.

My sincere thanks and congratulations go to our CEO, Emma Bennison, for never giving up, and for making such a huge improvement to our workplace, and hopefully, the prospects of many others who are still seeking that elusive job.

National Policy Council Report

By Fiona Woods
The National Policy Council (NPC) has, as usual, been busy. As I discussed in my last report, we have been working on a policy which outlines what we expect from the agencies which provide services to people who are blind or vision impaired. By the time you are reading this, we will have prepared a background paper and a series of consultation questions.

Our consultation will be national. It will be accessible to all members, using a variety of consultation methods. It addresses a series of specific focus areas, to be covered by the resulting policy. We will be seeking input into these areas from actual and potential users of the relevant services, rather than airing individual grievances, which can be more effectively dealt with through other avenues.

Our aim is to arrive at a consensus of the majority of members. The policy will be sensitive to the diversity of blind and vision impaired individuals and to the agencies which serve us. We will be consulting you over the next two months in as many forms as possible. Hopefully you will be bombarded by invitations to contribute, but if you are not, or if you prefer to be proactive, you can contact us via phone (the BCA office can give contact information for each NPC member). You can use the BCA text messaging service to contact us, and you can email your thoughts to npc@bca.org.au.

We will also be holding a series of teleconferences, invitations to which will be publicised soon. What we want from our blindness service agencies is a large, important and fascinating question and we want input from as many of you, our members, as possible.

Whilst designing this paper and process, we have also been considering the issue of Mobility Parking permits. We are currently drafting a position statement, which will form part of our Pedestrian Safety Policy Suite. This will reflect BCA's current view that people who are blind or vision impaired should be automatically eligible for such permits, if they choose to apply for them. Where possible, we will work for this criterion to be consistent in all states, which unfortunately is not the case now.

Elections will soon be held for several positions on the NPC. We will be looking for representatives from Western Australia, New South Wales, Victoria and the ACT.  I would like to thank those who have fulfilled these roles over the past two years for their commitment to establishing the NPC as a working and meaningful part of BCA. Position descriptions are available on the BCA website.  If you would like to discuss how the NPC works or anything related to BCA's policy work, please get in touch with your State representative or a Board member.

We have recently been pleased to welcome Andrew Webster from the ACT. Other members include:

· Myself, Helen Frerris and Lynne Davis, who represent the Board;

· Steve Richardson, Queensland;

· Jennifer Parry, New South Wales;

· Martin Stewart, Victoria;

· David Squirrel, South Australia;

· Doug McGinn, Tasmania;

· Greg Madson, Western Australia;

· Julie Sutherland, who represents the National Women's Branch.

We look forward to hearing and reading your opinions over the next few months.

Farewell to SoundAbout
By John Simpson

Since 1992, BCA has produced SoundAbout, an audio magazine containing interviews and information of interest to our members. For nearly thirty years, SoundAbout has provided local, state-specific and nationally significant information which has informed, entertained and challenged its listeners.

At this point in our organisation’s development though, we acknowledge that use of technology among people who are blind or vision impaired has become more widespread, and avenues for receiving information are increasing. So at its face-to-face meeting held in July, the board made the difficult but necessary decision to discontinue SoundAbout in its current form while we consider next steps.

Steve Richardson, who has been involved in the production and coordination of SoundAbout since the mid 90’s offers this reflection:

“SoundAbout was introduced in the 1990s as a way to share state-based information with members. Rather than being presented from the perspective of the national office, these audio newsletters were a presentation of various branches of BCA. The world wide web was only in its infancy, and communication over long distance was still sometimes unreliable and expensive. So members often relied on the very important information provided by local branches about their upcoming activities, advocacy, or state government changes that might affect blind and vision impaired people.

It was felt that a radio-style format magazine, featuring interviews with key people around the organization would be a more informal and friendly way to disseminate information to members. It was also a great training ground for those interested in developing interview and presentation skills, and learning the fine art of editing and producing a recorded program.

Members originally received their quarterly SoundAbout on cassette, and I remember one of the important announcements I had to make as the presenter of SoundAbout Queensland, was to remind listeners to make sure their cassette was fully rewound when finished with, and to turn over the address label before sending back. We actually had to produce two parts in those days, a “Side A” and a “Side B”, and these had to be well organised and precisely timed to around 43 minutes.”

On behalf of members, board and staff, I extend my heartfelt gratitude to the dedicated team of members who have researched information, sourced and conducted interviews and edited the production to ensure that SoundAbout has been produced professionally and on time for nearly 30 years. In particular, I want to pay tribute to the creator of the SoundAbout concept, Stephen Jolley, and to acknowledge the contribution of Dale Simpson, who produced the magazine over many years. The production of an audio magazine is a time-consuming process, and requires a significant and ongoing commitment. We thank all those who have given up their time and energy to consistently provide us with relevant and helpful information.

We will now take the time to reflect on what our current communications channels offer, and where the gaps are, so we can ensure that the current information needs of people who are blind or vision impaired continue to be met. In the mean-time, a reminder that we continue to produce our weekly radio program and podcast, “New Horizons”, this publication, “Blind Citizens News", our E-mail list, “BCA-L”, our website, and social media feeds.

We welcome your feedback on what you would like us to consider, whether it be a new communications channel, or content suggestions for our current offerings. So whether or not you are a BCA member, please get in touch and share your thoughts with us.

Feedback for BCA


Do you have any compliments, suggestions or concerns you wanted to let BCA know about? You can do this anonymously by going to our website www.bca.org.au/feedback and completing a feedback form or you can call the BCA Office toll free on 1800 033 660.  Your feedback will be used to improve our services to better meet the needs of our membership.

How to Make a Complaint About BCA


Any member, client, volunteer, or their advocate, can lodge a complaint about the services provided by BCA. Complaints can be made in the following ways:

Phone: 
1800 033 660

Email:
bca@bca.org.au

Website: 
www.bca.org.au/feedback 

Post:
Blind Citizens Australia, Level 3, Ross House



247 – 251 Flinders Lane, Melbourne, Vic 3000

If there are complaints of a serious nature, the Chief Executive Officer will ask that the complaint be put in writing. 

Complaints will be recorded in accordance with the requirements for complaints management outlined by The Office of Disability Services Commissioner. Member and client privacy will be respected and protected in relation to the recording, management and resolution of the complaint. For a full copy of BCA’s complaints policy, please go to our website www.bca.org.au/feedback or call the office.
Funding and Donations for BCA

BCA would like to acknowledge the generous work of the Jeffrey Blyth Foundation. The Foundation was formed in 1995 with BCA being the primary beneficiary.

We would also like to acknowledge our funding partners: The Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) Victoria, Vision Australia, the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations, Guide Dogs Victoria, and our generous members.

If you would like to make a donation to Blind Citizens Australia, you can call the Office on 1800 033 660, and use your credit card. You can also donate online using the “Donate Tab” on the BCA Website. All donations over $2 are tax deductible.

How to Submit to Blind Citizens News

The Editor welcomes your submissions for Blind Citizens News. The deadline for contributions for the next edition is Friday, the 9th of November, 2018. Contributions can be submitted in Braille, print, audio CD or electronic format (in Word in Arial 16-point font).

Send emails to bca@bca.org.au and write “Blind Citizens News Submission” in the subject line. For all other format contributions, please send the document to the BCA Office.

Submissions should be between 500 and 1200 words in length. Submissions cannot be made anonymously, and the Editor must be made aware of any conflict of interest which may be relevant to the author’s work.
Directory of Contact Details

National Women’s Branch (regarding AGM and feedback)
Contact: Janene Sadhu
Email: nwb@bca.org.au
National Women’s Branch (regarding Domestic Violence)

Contact: Vicki Alipasinopoulos

Email: lola1@optusnet.com.au
Phone: 0432 332 115

National Women’s Branch (regarding November Womentalks)

Contact: Julie Sutherland

Email: sutjy003@mymail.unisa.edu.au
National Policy Council (regarding Service Provider Policy)
Email: npc@bca.org.au
NDIS and My Aged Care
For assistance with accessing the NDIS or My Aged Care, please call the BCA office, or email our Support Linkages Officer, Kristin Nuske.
Email: kristin.nuske@bca.org.au
To find out when you will be able to access the NDIS, contact the National Disability Insurance Agency on 1800 800 110.
My Aged Care Contact Centre

Phone:  1800 200 422

Information about co-payments for Home Care Packages

To find out how much you might be required to contribute, contact the

Department of Fees and Charges within the Department of Human

Services (Centrelink) on 1800 227 475.  

New Horizons Radio Broadcast Schedule

Adelaide, 5RPH 1197AM and on RPH Adelaide digital 

Times: 9.15am Wednesday; Repeated 6.00pm Friday

Also on Iris which is a linked digital radio station

Times: 10.30am Friday; Repeated at 6.30pm, 10.45am Sunday; Repeated at 6.45pm,

Brisbane, 4RPH 1296AM

Times: 1.30pm Thursday; Repeated 8.00pm
Canberra, 1RPH 1125AM

Wagga Wagga 89.5FM

Junee 99.5FM

Times: 9.15am Tuesday; 

Repeated 8.00pm and again at 9.30am on Saturday

Coral Coast, 94.7FM

Time: 4.30pm Saturday

Hobart, 7RPH 864AM

Launceston, 106.9FM

Devonport, 96.1FM

Times: 11.30am Thursday; Repeated 9.45pm Wednesday

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

Times: 4.30pm Wednesday; Repeated 6.30pm Sunday

Sydney, 2RPH 1224AM

Sydney East 100.5FM

Newcastle/Lower Hunter 100.5FM

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

Perth, 6RPH 990AM

Times:  4.30pm Wednesday: Repeated 6.30pm Sundays
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