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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

It seems like ages since I last wrote one of these. Lockdown affected our sense of time in fascinating ways. Many of us have struggled with insomnia, exacerbated by anxiety and the change of routine. Others have been shocked by how exhausting staying home can be.

It reminds me of the way I felt in the many hours I've spent in hospital waiting rooms, preparing for some verdict, or the absence of one. It's the tension of having your fate in the balance. Whatever else some of us have been juggling along with this uncertainty, I think our whole society just spent some time in the waiting room.

New Horizons host Vaughn Bennison and I both initially felt our respective channels wouldn't have anything to say about the pandemic that others couldn't say better. But the topic seems to have an almost inescapable gravity. It's just like the way waiting room conversations always orbit the same subject matter. "What will the doctor say this time? I wonder where he could have been all day. Will she offer anything new, or will I leave here with nothing to show from all this sitting around?"

When the present is paused, we are somehow compelled to make bets about the future. But difficult and tiresome as the process can feel, I don't believe it's as fruitless as you might think.  We may not feel we have a choice but to worry about what’s ahead of us, but in some ways, we might be able to make it better than what’s behind.

I'm not denying the difficulty and disruption we've all been enduring. But this crisis has also challenged and inspired people in unprecedented ways. As we emerge, blinking, into a new day, I hope we can keep up the community spirit and work together to turn yesterday's trials into today's targets.

One thing I hope lockdown has defeated forever is society's long-held reticence around communication tech. Many of us who've endured punishingly long public transport journeys are now in a much better position to request working at least partially from home.

Telehealth consultations, too, are an incredibly positive development, and not just because you can avoid those waiting rooms. I feel we'll much less frequently need to arrive at high-stakes appointments flustered and exhausted after navigating a complex hospital or unfamiliar roads.

In her piece last year on the National Policy Council’s new and timely healthcare policy, Fiona Woods described the medical profession's unwillingness to provide correspondence digitally due to security concerns. In my personal interactions, I've seen that change utterly in the last two months, and I hope that will prove true generally as well. 

But the most important impact of this time, which is harder to quantify, and is potentially game-changing, is around empathy. The needs and difficulties of people with disability have rarely received such frequent media coverage. BCA's online Happy Hours should go down in history not just for uniting our community, but also for drawing mainstream attention to the ways in which we're facing the same fears, and feeling the same loneliness, as everyone else.

But we've also recognised, as a society, that COVID-19 has impacted different people in different ways. A recent story on The Project highlighted the unique challenges physical distancing presents for people who are blind or vision impaired. It is far more difficult to judge how far you are from someone else, or in some cases, even to know another person is present. 

BCA has been doing brilliant advocacy around this issue, with their " #BeThatPerson" campaign, designed to encourage us to get back into the community, and show others how they can best assist us. Many of my friends hope this will result in fewer terrifying incidents where they're grabbed by well-meaning strangers.

One of the things I've been doing during my own period of self-isolation is catching up on all the TV I've missed. Much as I've enjoyed how much described content is now available on various streaming platforms, in a time like this there's nothing more satisfying than knowing you're watching the same thing, at the same time, as everyone else.

The arrival of Audio Description on free-to-air TV couldn't have come at a better time. Watching live, described programs meant more to me when I came to understand that it was a victory more than two decades in the making. That story is told in this issue's feature essay, and though it reveals the difficulty of the battle, and the work that still needs doing, it also reminds us that frustrating and arduous as it can feel, advocacy works. 

Though parts of our Eye to the Future program have been necessarily put on hold, I love the recently launched website, which you can also read about later this issue. Of course, at the moment there are fewer jobs than ever, but again this is a great chance for us to think about how we can create a more inclusive job market.

So all in all, as tough as this year has been for everyone so far, I believe that by making the best of what we’ve been dealt, we can build something better than what we had before. In your very near future is the rest of this issue. As usual, I hope you enjoy it. Until we meet again, stay well, and stay safe.

Letter to the Editor: On Happy Hours

Over the last few weeks, I have taken advantage of the (almost) daily Happy Hour Zoom sessions hosted by BCA. While I went into it with few friends - I felt that blind birds of a feather should  flock together,  that I would strike up some friendships, and I would be able to express feelings and attitudes about this strange, new, weird world that we’re living in as well as provide emotional support to people with similar challenges. 

A key concept expressed by people like myself who work &/or study at home was that in some regards life hasn’t changed monumentally - but small, subtle differences outside of home, made living a bit more challenging. Some of these challenges include not being able to take (small) kids out to parks, libraries, museums, shops or on play dates. It was good to express feelings of frustration with people who understood.

There have been a lot of fun workshop-type Happy Hours that I’ve enjoyed participating in as well, such as trivia nights, discussion on the AIRA app (which I think is great), health and fitness advice and study &/or work from home strategies. 

I hope this is an initiative that outlasts the COVID-19 outbreak because it’s a great way for blind and vision impaired people across Australia to link up and talk about specific and interesting topics - although it’s only for an hour.

Peter Gordon

***

Thank you, Peter, for such a concise summary of what makes our Happy Hours great. I can definitely confirm that, though they may not be as frequent in future, they’re here to stay. They are an example of the incredible creativity, community and compassion difficult times can inspire, and yours is just one of many reflections on the comfort they’ve provided in the last couple of months.

You wrote about how you enjoyed talking to people who understood the challenges you were facing. I think that’s exactly why peer support is so important, not just in times of crisis, but whenever we’re working to overcome any problem. Like you, I worked from home before, during and after lockdown. In some ways nothing changed, and in some ways everything did. I know I am a more empathetic person than I was earlier this year. I believe we have, as you said, flocked together, to talk and listen, to learn and support one another. That’s the kind of change I can get behind.

The 25 Year Battle for #TV4All

By Jonathan Craig

When BCA CEO Emma Bennison first heard Audio Description (AD) was coming to Australian free-to-air TV, she was on leave, watching a described TV show with her parents. She'd checked her email out of habit, expecting nothing new so near to the end of a busy year. "I read it, and I just kind of gasped, but didn't actually say anything."

Eventually, she had to pause Netflix and tell her Mum and Dad what she'd seen. Then she leapt into action, working through the afternoon with BCA staff and members on our announcement of the news. After 25 years of campaigning by BCA and other blindness organisations, the federal government had provided implementation funding for AD on the ABC and SBS.

Though the arrival of the programming was six months away, the surprise victory was a great Christmas present. But Emma struggled to celebrate it for weeks, and she says she wasn't alone in that. "I think a lot of us just didn't believe it for quite a long time."

Emma had been advocating for AD since she’d first joined the BCA board. At that time, 23 complainants had taken the ABC to the Human Rights Commission. Emma was one of the board members who attended the conciliation sessions, and what she experienced there left her feeling utterly despondent. "I had almost been reduced to tears on so many occasions, in terms of just trying every possible argument, trying to appeal to them on a moral level, on a social level, and just not succeeding."

A Human Rights Issue

Despite a fear that their efforts could be futile, she, BCA President John Simpson, and many others, have remained utterly dedicated to the cause through years of setbacks. They've been driven by BCA members, for whom this has been a clear priority. But they've also been spurred on by a knowledge that AD is a human right.

Article 30 of the United Nations' Convention on the Rights of Persons with a Disability, to which Australia is a signatory, says that governments should recognise our right to "enjoy access to television programmes, films, theatre and other cultural activities, in accessible formats".

Emma sees this as a vital part of our inclusion in society. "The arts and entertainment underpin all aspects of our social fabric,” she said. “And if we ever needed an example of that, we need only look at what people are doing while they're in lockdown."

John Simpson agrees that last night’s TV is still a big part of today's water cooler conversations, and if we can't watch that TV properly, we aren't able to discuss it with our colleagues or friends. "Without Audio Description," he said, "people who are blind or vision impaired are excluded from a lot of that social interaction."

But it's about more than just keeping up with MasterChef, though that's important too. AD has incredible educational value. It can teach blind children to understand visual concepts and give adults an easy way to learn about politics or geography. It can verbalise information in documentary or news programs which is usually offered in on-screen text, some of which could even save lives.

As a young performer, Emma used AD of opera to learn about the visual aspects of the art form. "And as parents, people really struggle if they can't have conversations, particularly with young children, about what those children are watching on TV."

"Those are not insignificant things. They link back to employment. They link back to education. They link back to parenting, all of which, I think all of us would say, are critical issues."

Despite all this, until now, Australia has been the only OECD country not to have AD on free-to-air TV. So why has AD taken so much longer to arrive here, when it has been commonplace for years in the US, the UK, and even New Zealand?

Looking Back

The first ever recorded instance of AD might have been a screening of the film Bulldog Drummond in 1929. “An interlocutor explained the visual sequences for the blind when the dialogue was momentarily halted,” explained a report in the New York Times. “Those without eyesight seemed to enjoy the performance, especially the humorous parts, and there was prolonged applause at the end of the film.”

In Australia, AD had its genesis in live theatre, and tours of museums and art galleries. This was inspired by the pioneering work of Dr Margret Pfanstiehl, of the Metropolitan Washington Ear. When Dr Pfanstiehl and the Ear worked with PBS to organise description of their American Playhouse programs, 3RPH and the Association for the Blind in Melbourne were eager to replicate her work.

This began in 1983, with live description of Tennis matches, broadcast on 3RPH and other stations. Often employing former ABC commentators for their expertise, these broadcasts featured ball-by-ball explanations of the game, interspersed with the usual TV commentary.

As BCA President John Simpson explained, this then led to live broadcast description of popular Australian drama series, particularly from the Nine network. "The radio station could rebroadcast the mix of the broadcast sound and its own AD, and it would still be in sync with the vision of the television program. That's really where AD on Australian television started," he said.

This service, while never available nationally, was popular with listeners. It was only halted by a technical issue. As RPH moved toward satellite transmission to simplify moving content from one market to another, it became impossible to keep their broadcast synchronised with the TV picture. That meant this form of AD wasn’t viable for a person watching with their family.

By the mid-90s, digital TV was also on the horizon, which would further exacerbate the delay problem. 
But the extra broadcast bandwidth in the digital spectrum offered new ways to transmit AD, which were being tested with promising results elsewhere. BCA took the view that the introduction of digital TV would be a great opportunity for broadcasters to introduce AD on free-to-air TV at the lowest possible cost.

Many of you will be well aware of the assumption that because TV is an inherently visual medium, people who are blind or vision impaired don't engage with it. Several surveys have proven this to be false, including one by the American Foundation for the Blind, which showed that 96 per cent of people who are blind or have a substantial vision impairment watch TV frequently.

This key statistic helped BCA successfully apply for grant funding, which was used to produce a research report, released in 1999, called "When a Word is Worth a Thousand Pictures”. The report profiled blind or vision impaired television users and described in simple terms what a good AD service should look like.

But the most important aspect of the research was an investigation into the deprivation people who are blind or vision impaired experience when watching undescribed TV. They asked participants who were blind, or vision impaired to describe what they thought was happening, and what information was provided, in excerpts from dramas, documentaries, and advertisements.

"We measured that, and came up with a score, a percentage rating, and presented that as a level of deprivation that the blind and vision impaired audience experienced as against a fully sighted audience, and particularly the intention of the program producers or advertisers."

This research was well-received, and Simpson says it's still well-known 20 years later. But for various reasons, though digital TV started broadcasting in 2001, it initially had a very low adoption rate, and was only available in capital cities. No commercial organisation would invest in a technical solution for an obsolete system, so it was clear that we would have to wait a little longer for our moment.

A Changing Landscape

But in that time, we could do a lot more to address one of the biggest arguments networks have used against providing AD - the cost of creating the description tracks. In the mid-2000s, Graeme Innes, who was the Disability Discrimination Commissioner at the time, organised a public inquiry where representatives from the industry and from the blindness sector met to negotiate for better provision of AD on home entertainment DVDS, which of course largely replicated content which was also broadcast on television.

By now in the UK, seven out of ten of the most popular home entertainment releases were audio described. The case they made wasn't about creating more content but making sure that description tracks were included on the Australian releases of movies and TV shows whenever they were available. They also successfully negotiated for the AD emblem to appear on the jackets of releases which included description. This was a major victory, because it made it possible for people who needed it to purchase mainstream products, and access them in an inclusive way.

Following the UK, which had led the way in 2003, AD arrived on TV in the US in 2010, and New Zealand in 2011. When major cinemas transitioned to digital delivery, the federal government provided subsidies to help them offer AD on major releases. And the Australian Film Corporation introduced a requirement that all productions which received AFC funding needed to include a description track.

As Australia completed its transition from analogue to digital TV, there was no real shortage of described content, and several organisations producing it on a sound commercial footing. "And in fact, for many years," Simpson pointed out, "Australian TV series, including both Neighbours and Home and Away, have been audio described for the overseas market, but of course weren't available in the Australian context."

In 2011, BCA members made an anti-discrimination complaint against the ABC, for failing to provide appropriate access to their content. This ultimately resulted in the first trial of AD broadcast on TV, conducted over 13 weeks in 2012 on the ABC.

BCA, in collaboration with other representatives in the sector, produced a report evaluating the trial. It concluded that though the content itself was well-received, many potential viewers were never aware of it, and others couldn't access it thanks to technical difficulties, and the fact that some people still only had analogue TVs. 

When the ABC showed no signs of following up on the trial, BCA launched a second complaint against them. In 2015, they took another approach with a second trial of AD via their iView catch-up service. While this trial was also praised by many viewers, technical problems were again frustrating for others, and those who didn’t have fast internet connections or smartphones couldn’t access the trial at all.

In the same month as the iView trial began, Netflix, which had just launched in Australia, released Marvel's Daredevil, a TV show about a blind superhero. Realising that a program representing a minority which members of that group couldn't access might create a PR backlash, they used Daredevil to pilot provision of AD.

This move was so widely praised that they quickly promised to deliver more described content. Other streaming services, like Stan, Prime Video, and Disney Plus, followed in their footsteps, resulting in an unprecedented wealth of audio described content at our fingertips.

The federal government's position at the time was that broadcasters should fund AD out of their existing budgets. To this end, in 2017, Communications Minister Mitch Fifield established an AD Working Group, gathering representatives from the broadcast industry and the blindness sector, including BCA, to work on a solution for AD on TV.

But while they brought a lot more described content, video on demand services had also brought a lot more competition for traditional television. 
All television networks now had to fight harder for their audience, and the ABC and SBS, who were most likely to lead the charge, were suffering severe funding cuts. They argued that since they were now in "survival mode", they couldn't afford to implement AD.

A New Approach

BCA now decided to attack the problem from a new angle. In the age of binge-watching, if people knew we loved TV as much as they did, they would probably be upset that we were being denied that right. Emma Bennison explained that one of the biggest problems with advocating for AD is that many people have no idea what it is, or even that it exists. 

"I've often made the comparison with captioning," Emma said, "where everyone walks through the airport, and they see the captions on the television, and therefore they're constantly reminded of captions, and they even use them quite extensively. But people don't have that same awareness of AD, because you have to turn it on, and they don't see it as being helpful to them."

Will McRostie had never heard of AD until 2013, when a colleague asked him if he wanted to give it a try. He now works for Description Victoria, which provides live, professional quality AD for theatre and arts performance. When people ask him "what do you do", he knows the next half hour of conversation is locked in.

His experience proves that when people do find out about AD, they usually become allies to the cause. "Either they just never think about blind people, or their presumption would be that it's impossible for blind people to engage effectively with visual media," he said. "So, to hear that there is a methodology for creating that access, people in general become very fascinated by that."

In the UK, where Will received training, he says awareness of AD is much higher. But he felt that's probably because it was already on broadcast TV there. 
When you Google it, the first auto-complete suggestion is "how do I turn AD off"? "I think people in those countries where it is on broadcast television sit on their remotes, and suddenly this voice starts playing."

BCA's #TV4All campaign tackled the awareness problem head on with short videos designed to be spread on social media, demonstrating description, and offering an easy way to help. By entering your postcode, you could easily send either a pre-written or personalised email to your local MP. 

Emma had been hoping for years to create such a system, to simplify the advocacy process. "We kind of managed to kill two birds with one stone," she said, “and I have no doubt that we'll use that mechanism again in the future."

The campaign also highlighted personal stories, like that of BCA member Sally Aurisch, who described her own experience of deprivation and social exclusion. "I'm left feeling like that annoying friend that has to ask, 'what just happened', or 'who just shot who', so that I can figure out what's going on in the show," she explained in one video.

This work was spearheaded by BCA's Social Media Manager, Kathie Elliott. "She understood innately how we needed to get the general public to understand what AD was and why it was important," Emma said.

"And I think that's a classic example of where having a sighted person on staff was incredibly helpful to us, because she would come to me and say look, from the perspective of the public, this is what they want to see, and this is what we need to do."

#TV4All launched on the 3rd of December 2018, the International Day of People with Disability. Over the following year, AD received unprecedented coverage in Australian media, including stories on the ABC, SBS and the Project.

To mark the same date last year, Emma was asked again to discuss AD, at a lunch for the department of Communications and the Arts. As always, she delivered an incredibly compelling argument, explaining in simple terms how important inclusion is to our place in society.

Nonetheless, she never expected, only weeks later, to hear that finally, the government had decided to fund the provision of description. "You could have knocked me over with a feather," she said.

Looking Ahead

Though she can't take all the credit, to be able to make that announcement was thrilling for Emma. "You don't get many wins in a role like this," she said. "And for all our policy and advocacy staff particularly, I think we all took a lot from it. We got a big boost. It just gave us that impetus to keep pushing a lot of the other things that we're pushing."

Clearly, broadcasters have learned a lot from the long road behind us. The ABC and SBS have both enthusiastically publicised the arrival of AD on their social media. And much like the AD emblem for home entertainment, described programs will be marked by an AD symbol in TV guides, and proceeded by an audible chime in broadcasts.

But BCA has much more work ahead. John Simpson points out that just as in the previous trials, some users will still face technical obstacles. For example, activating AD can often only be achieved with sighted assistance.

John also points out that AD is only available on newer TVs. "If you consider that there's a higher proportion of the blind and vision impaired population in the lower socio-economic groups income wise, then the reverse applies in terms of the likelihood of them being able to receive the AD."

Emma agreed that systems and processes need to be put in place to assist people who can't use the service. "There's work to be done to ensure people have equal access," she said, "because it's a human right.”

Of course, #TV4All has not been fully achieved yet. While 14 hours per week of content on the ABC and SBS is a great step in the right direction, they only account for 20 per cent of the viewing market. And this implementation funding doesn't guarantee that AD will be here to stay, through changes of government, continuing budget cuts or economic crises.

Australian free-to-air broadcasters are legally required to provide closed captioning on all TV programs broadcast between 6 AM and midnight. While AD has a legal mandate in many other countries, no such requirement exists here. "I think the most important piece of advocacy work that BCA has to continue is to ensure that the provision of AD is secured through legislation," John said.

One way we can encourage this is simply by using the service. If we can show broadcasters, politicians, and the public that we're enjoying AD, Emma says it will become extremely difficult to take it away.

"If I could ask one thing of people who are reading Blind Citizens News," she said, "it would be to provide as much feedback to the networks as possible. Watch as much audio described content as you possibly can. Because it is numbers that make the difference.”

Watching TV seems like one of the easiest advocacy methods ever. And it’s a great way to celebrate this victory. With an understanding of the many barriers, setbacks and difficulties they faced, we can also celebrate the creativity and determination of all the people who brought it about, from pioneers in the US, to volunteers for 3RPH and other stations, to the BCA members, staff, and other tireless campaigners who refused to give up. The story of this 25 year long battle is a timely reminder that however slow it may feel, advocacy works.

The ABC and SBS both offer schedules of which programs are audio described, as well as instructions about how to access the service. To find this and other useful info, and to learn about BCA’s next steps, visit bca.org.au/adontv. Recorded information regarding scheduled programs containing AD are available via BCA's telephone system which can be accessed by calling us on 1800 033 660. 

From the President 
By John A Simpson AM

INFORM, CONNECT, EMPOWER: These are the three simple words that best describe the commitment BCA makes to all of those in our community who are blind or vision impaired.

As I write, it is early May, and I am reflecting on how these simple commitments have been implemented in recent months as the world around us has changed with the onset of the Coronavirus Pandemic. While I appreciate that COVID-19 has made life particularly difficult for many in the community who are blind or vision impaired, I am also extremely proud of the ways in which BCA has been able to act swiftly to modify our activities to meet your needs as members and friends of the organisation.

Elsewhere in this edition of Blind Citizens News, you will read more about the changes we have made and the ways in which we have been able to provide support at an individual level, and to represent the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired to Government, the corporate sector and wider community. However, I want to take this opportunity to express my heart-felt thanks to our staff, Directors and the leaders of our various branches for the ways in which they have committed themselves to ensuring that BCA has adapted quickly to this fast-changing world.

I also want to congratulate and thank our members for the ways in which you have engaged with the organisation over these last few months. Your willingness to share openly your concerns and frustrations at this time; and your offerings of positive suggestions and solutions to the many challenges we have all faced, have provided the motivation that our staff and leaders have drawn on in their efforts to deliver on BCA’s commitment.

By the time you read this, the world around us will have changed again with a lessening of social isolation, and hopefully increased government and community understanding of the particular needs we have as people who are blind or vision impaired. As BCA is an agile and progressive organisation, with strong support from its members; well-managed resources; and the hard-earned respect of government and the wider community, I am confident that we are well-placed to apply the lessons of this time of crisis to our longer-term development and outreach.

In particular the innovative ways in which we now “connect” with our members; the traditional and more recent mechanisms that we use to “inform” our stakeholders and our tireless efforts to “empower” people who are blind or vision impaired through individual and systemic advocacy, leadership training and mentoring will provide a solid platform from which we can ensure that BCA continues as the true national voice of our community.

While our Board and staff have maintained a focus on meeting the short-term needs of our members in recent months, I want to assure you that we have not lost sight of the longer-term direction of our organisation. As the immediacy of the Coronavirus Pandemic recedes, we are committed to doubling our efforts to connect, inform and empower the community we serve. I, along with all Directors and staff, take this opportunity to wish you, our members, good health and happiness in the days of limited social contact and community engagement that are still before us. We can be assured that BCA will be there to support us all, in both the short and long term.    

COVID-19: Turning Challenges into Opportunities
By Emma Bennison

The question I have most frequently been asked throughout the COVID-19 period relates to how BCA has managed to be so agile and to adapt so quickly. The obvious answer is that our organisation is very fortunate that the decision we made three years ago to provide all staff with the option to work remotely has stood us in good stead. 
We were already experienced in the use of Zoom; those of us leading teams already understood how to manage and support staff to thrive and be productive from a distance; we had the equipment and systems in place and had implemented strategies to diminish the effects of isolation for our staff. It is on this strong foundation that we have been able to build.

But while remote working has put us ahead of the game, there has been more to it than that. Several of my personal experiences influenced my leadership during this period. First, everyone I spoke to in the lead up to the restrictions being introduced was experiencing the developing crisis very differently, both practically and emotionally. For some, life was continuing as normal. For others, purchasing essential supplies and catching public transport were proving difficult. So, I resolved that we should avoid reliance on a single fix or strategy which would not work for everyone.

The last time I travelled, in mid-March, an airline staff member told me that Hobart airport would have very limited flights by the end of that week. Halfway through my stay in an almost deserted hotel, they began restricting entry to guests only. The day after I returned to Tasmania, the state borders closed, which meant I could not visit family in Brisbane for an indefinite period. These experiences reminded me how unnerving it can be to feel isolated, trapped and disempowered, even though others were far worse off than me. In addition, several people closely associated with our organisation were tested for COVID-19 early on, which made the situation feel even more real.

So as a result, at the centre of our response have been our people - members and all Australians who are blind or vision impaired, staff, volunteers and representatives of our partner organisations. Through our member Happy Hours, support for our local branches, our free membership offer, increased internal and external communication to all our stakeholders and the provision of additional leave and flexible work arrangements, we have put people first.

We have also taken a “business as usual” approach to provide reassurance that we have not gone away and remain committed to delivering on the organisation’s mission. 
Our existing remote working arrangements have certainly made this much easier. While we have been forced to postpone or make changes to some of our projects, our individual advocacy service, our systemic advocacy and campaign work, project delivery and peer support have continued.

We have listened openly and acted swiftly to implement new ideas. Members and staff have been empowered to reflect and contribute in a supportive, open and welcoming environment. We have given ourselves permission to fail, which has enabled us to innovate quickly and remain responsive to the suggestions of our members and stakeholders.

It is difficult to reflect on this period without acknowledging the extraordinary advantage that being an organisation led by people who are blind or vision impaired affords us. Our board members are all people who are blind or vision impaired, as well as 75 per cent of staff, myself and one of our two senior managers included. Many of our staff also have lived experience of disability. This has given us immediate and timely access to a diverse group of people, the majority of whom are people with disability. There proposed solutions are informed by their personal experiences and those of their networks. Very few national disability organisations in Australia can say the same.

So, while none of the above strategies are new to our organisation, we have been in a strong position to hone them during these unprecedented times. I am incredibly proud of and thankful to our Board, Staff and the many members who have volunteered time and expertise during this period. I look forward to seeing BCA retain and grow many of the innovations we have put in place as we move beyond COVID-19.

Report from the National Policy Council

By Fiona Woods

The National Policy Council (NPC) has been working to finalise our revised Healthcare Policy. We are preparing materials for training health professionals and others to be used by people who are blind or vision impaired attending hospitals. Resources for use in other contexts will follow and we are devising strategies to improve the accessibility of public screening programs. The knowledge gained through consultation around the Healthcare policy has been invaluable in helping BCA to design and advocate for the resources we all need to keep ourselves safe and get the care we need during the COVID-19 pandemic.

If you live in Brisbane, Adelaide, Darwin or other big cities competing for tourist dollars, you might have heard your city elders promoting the fun and excitement to be enjoyed by hiring an e-scooter or e-bike. If you are a person who is blind or vision impaired, it is likely that your response was one of dismay; yet another threat to the safety of already hyper-vigilant pedestrians.

These vehicles pose obvious risks due to their silent approach, their lack of warning sounds, the fact that they can pass on either side and the likelihood that they are travelling at speed.  They can also become hazards when dumped by their users. Perhaps needless to say, they pose as many risks to their riders, due to the frequent irresponsibility of users and the fact that they often travel faster than is apparent.

The NPC has been working on a Position Statement on e-scooters and e-bikes, which can be used to influence State governments and their local authorities to prioritise the safety of all pedestrians. Although such hiring schemes are inactive at present, they are likely to become attractive when our cities are again able to accept interstate and international visitors. The Position Statement will complement our recent Position Statement on Silent Vehicles. BCA has a Pedestrian Safety policy, of which these will form part, and we will look to modernize it in the future.

For the remainder of the year, the NPC will focus on a policy on education for Australians who are blind or vision impaired. This is another huge topic, which will cover a variety of contexts and settings. Recent events have highlighted many difficulties experienced by students and their parents in accessing schools’ online platforms. They’ve also drawn attention to the particular needs of students who are blind or vision impaired, and the importance of their access to methods and materials which enable them to learn. We will be looking for examples of education being delivered well and achieving genuine inclusion.

As always, if you would like to contribute your thoughts on any aspect of the NPC’s work, please contact me or your State or territory representative via the BCA office, or email us at npc@bca.org.au.

An Eye to the Future of Employment Project Update

By Naomi barber

We’re excited to announce that as part of BCA’s Eye to the Future of Employment project, we’ve recently launched a website, eyetothefuture.com.au, dedicated to supporting people who are seeking employment or navigating a career change and those looking to hire people who are blind or vision impaired.

The site has been designed with accessible features and blindness specific resources that can assist in career planning, developing your resume, preparing for an interview, understanding workplace culture and much more. It also has a section dedicated to employers and recruiters to assist in making both recruitment and workplaces accessible. 

On the site you’ll also find videos showcasing the everyday routines of workers who are blind or vision impaired. These personal stories of real people in the job market are a great way to demonstrate our capabilities as employees, as well as offering inspiration for those of us thinking about our career paths. 

As always, we would love to hear your feedback on the site, and answer some of your work-related questions and share the answers on the website. You can send your questions to bca@bca.org.au.

We have also created a Facebook page to facilitate discussion around employment and share relevant information. If you would like to join in a work chat or look at some of the additional articles and resources we have developed, you can join our Facebook group.

https://www.facebook.com/EyeToTheFutureBCA/
Earlier in the year, we established Internship opportunities for people who are blind or vision impaired. We developed relationships and agreements with partner organisations, and just as they were to commence, we were hit with a series of unexpected challenges thanks to the pandemic. Unfortunately, we needed to pause this component of the project. After consultation with our funding body, we have been provided a project extension and are eager to revisit the Internships in the not too distant future.

So, while we wait to further those Internship opportunities, we welcome you to access our website and hope you find it helpful in your employment or career development. Don’t forget to check out the employment videos that highlight some of the successes of our members in employment.

http://eyetothefuture.com.au/
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 National Disability Insurance Agency (NDIA), the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) Victoria, the Department of Social Services, Vision Australia, the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations, Guide Dogs Victoria, Guide Dogs Queensland, Guide Dogs NSW, 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.

Submit Your Writing to Blind Citizens News
The Editor welcomes your submissions for Blind Citizens News. Submissions for the next edition close on Friday, 7th August 2020. 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

To find out more about BCA’s next steps with Audio Description, visit bca.org.au/adontv. Recorded information regarding scheduled programs containing AD are available via BCA's telephone system which can be accessed by calling us on 1800 033 660. 

Further information on the Eye to the Future of Employment Project

Contact: Naomi Barber

Email: naomi.barber@bca.or.gau
National Women's Branch (including Womentalks)
Contact: Janene Sadhu
Email: nwb@bca.org.au
National Women’s Branch (Aspirations Magazine)
Contact: Carmel Jolley

Email: carmeljolley@bigpond.com
National Policy Council

Contact: Fiona Woods

Email: npc@bca.org.au
NSW/ACT State Division

Contact: Graeme Innes
Email: graeme@graemeinnes.com
NDIS / NDIA

Phone: 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

South Australia

Adelaide, 5RPH 1197AM and on RPH Adelaide digital 

Times: 9.15pm Wednesday; Repeated 6.00pm Friday

Queensland

Brisbane, 4RPH 1296AM

Times: 2.00pm Thursday; Repeated 8.15pm, Repeated 7.30am Sunday. 

NSW and ACT

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

Canberra, 1RPH 1125AM Times: Tuesday 9.15am: Repeated 8.00pm.
Junee 99.5FM Times: This is a relay of 1RPH 
Tasmania

Hobart, Print Radio Tasmania 864AM

Launceston, 106.9FM

Devonport, 96.1FM

Week 1 Times: 8.45pm Wednesday, repeated 6.45 Thursday

Week 2 Times:  6.15pm Saturday

Victoria
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 882AM

Times: 4.30pm Wednesday; Repeated 6.30pm Sunday

Western Australia
Perth, 6RPH 990AM

Times:  4.30pm Wednesday: Repeated 6.30pm Sundays
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