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New Horizons Podcast
In May 2026, Blind Citizens Australia restarted our popular weekly radio show and podcast. New Horizons is a weekly 15-minute program featuring conversations on topics that matter to people who are blind or vision impaired. Hosted by Steve Richardson, the show shares information, experiences and perspectives from across our community.
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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.
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This edition of BC News explores advocacy, independence, community and the importance of ensuring people who are blind and vision impaired remain central to decisions that affect our lives. Across these articles, a clear theme emerges - meaningful inclusion depends on lived experience being recognised, valued and heard.
We begin with two perspectives on the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) and the broader conversation around disability support in Australia. Helen Freris reflects on the risks of applying narrow functional-capacity frameworks to blindness and low vision, arguing that many barriers arise not from individual limitation, but from inaccessible systems and environments. Stephanie Peebles then reframes public discussions about the Scheme itself, highlighting the NDIS not simply as a cost, but as a major social and economic contributor that supports employment, independence, regional communities and workforce participation across Australia.
Questions of visibility and representation continue in Aasha Rose and Jodie Lea Martire’s article on braille literacy and advocacy. Their research reveals a striking reality: Australia still does not know how many braille readers there are. They explore the consequences of this statistical invisibility for education, policy, resourcing and long-term advocacy, while calling for stronger consultation with braille readers and better national data collection to ensure braille remains visible and protected.
In a creative personal reflection, Annette Leishman captures the emotional complexity of navigating public spaces as a person who is blind. Through humour, frustration and vulnerability, she explores the misunderstandings, unsolicited comments and constant social scrutiny that can accompany everyday independence. Her story also reminds us of the impact genuine kindness and thoughtful support can have.
This edition also celebrates the history and continuing importance of Blind Citizens Australia itself. Stephen Jolley reflects on the organisation’s beginnings in 1975 and the remarkable changes across 50 years of advocacy, technology and community building. Dr Graeme Innes AM continues this reflection by examining the role BCA conventions have played in fostering mentorship and connection across generations of Australians who are blind or vision impaired. Together, these articles remind us that progress happens when people with lived experience are given the opportunity to shape the systems and conversations that affect their lives.
Finally, Martin Stewart reflects on the importance of reaching out for support and connection. Drawing on his own experience of seeking help for hearing loss, he explores how self-advocacy often begins with asking questions and engaging with community. His piece reminds us that empowerment is not about struggling alone but about accessing the knowledge and support that allow people to participate fully in life.
Thank you to all contributors for sharing their experiences and perspectives so openly. We hope these articles encourage readers to continue building connections, asking questions and advocating for accessible, inclusive communities where Australians who are blind or vision impaired can thrive.
We hope you enjoy this edition.


[bookmark: _Toc232511415]NDIS Changes: some reflections - by Helen Freris
While some NDIS supports are designed to build participant capacity with the long‑term aim of reducing support needs, this assumption cannot be universally applied to blindness‑related supports. Many tasks and environments are inherently visual, and no amount of capacity building can remove the need for assistance in navigating visual information. For people who are blind or have low vision, support provision - not capacity building - is often the only effective mechanism for equitable participation.
As the NDIS shifts its eligibility and planning framework toward a stronger focus on functional capacity, blind and low‑vision participants face an unfair burden. They are required to undergo detailed scrutiny of their daily lives, with assessments that attempt to quantify their ability to function across multiple domains. This approach risks overlooking the broader reality: a participant’s functional capacity is significantly shaped by society’s functional incapacity to provide accessible environments, information, and systems.
NDIS supports frequently fill these gaps, not because of individual deficits, but because accessibility has not been meaningfully embedded across government, business, and community settings. Greater investment in accessibility and universal design could reduce unnecessary reliance on the NDIS by addressing these systemic barriers at their source.
It is important to reinforce that the nature of vision impairment must be central to support planning. Blindness‑related supports exist primarily to bridge gaps created by visual content, environments, and tasks. These supports may be routine or episodic, with needs fluctuating depending on the stability of a person’s vision. Both forms of support are equally valuable in enabling safe, confident navigation of a visually complex world. 
Assessment tools and algorithms, however, are limited by their design. They often struggle to account for nuance, context, and the lived experience of blindness, and they inevitably reflect the biases of their creators. While the NDIA has stated that assessments will continue to be conducted by “real people,” it remains unclear how much authority these assessors will have to challenge or override system‑generated determinations.
Efforts to reduce NDIS costs must also acknowledge that these costs do not disappear when removed from the Scheme - they simply shift elsewhere. In the absence of adequate supports, the burden falls on other service systems, or more commonly, on the participant and their informal networks. The existence of natural supports cannot be assumed, nor should reliance on them be treated as an obligation. Over‑reliance risks reinforcing power imbalances, straining relationships, and ultimately diminishing a participant’s wellbeing. When supports are withdrawn or restricted, the internalised cost to the participant can manifest as increased stress, reduced independence, and poorer mental health, placing further pressure on already stretched health systems.
The broader discourse surrounding the NDIS reflects a troubling power imbalance. People with disabilities are often overlooked until the cost of their supports becomes a point of public debate, at which point they are framed as burdensome or unsustainable. While both government and the disability sector acknowledge that structural reform is needed, people with disabilities remain the strongest advocates for a sustainable, ethical, and accountable NDIS - one that preserves choice and control while ensuring long‑term viability. In this context, it is important that BCA’s advocacy highlights the commitment of blind and low‑vision Australians to co‑designing an effective, meaningful NDIS in partnership with other disability groups, the NDIA, and government representatives.

The positioning of people with blindness and low vision as active contributors to this co-design process and to society as a whole cannot be underrated. By far the majority of people with blindness and low vision actively contribute to their communities to society as neighbours, volunteers, workers and citizens. Some of us are taxpayers, and substantially more of us would be with reduced structural barriers to employment.
Lived experience of disability is essential to shaping a system that is fair, functional, and genuinely inclusive.
[bookmark: _Toc232511416]NDIS - The Positive Cost: The $50 Billion Service Industry Australia Built on Purpose - by Stephanie Peebles
Every time the NDIS appears in the news, the headline is usually the same: “The NDIS costs Australia $50 billion.” That number is often framed as a warning. A burden. A problem to solve. But what if we looked at it another way? What if we said:
The NDIS has created a $50 billion Australian service industry built on purpose. Because that is also true.
The NDIS is not simply government spending disappearing into a void. It is wages, businesses, jobs, training, transport, housing demand, economic participation and independence. It is one of the largest social and economic reforms Australia has ever created, and unlike many industries we subsidise, this one exists specifically to improve people’s lives. That is something worth celebrating.
Before the NDIS began in 2013, much of the disability support system was fragmented, underfunded and heavily reliant on unpaid carers, charity and luck. Today, the NDIS supports more than half a million Australians directly, while also creating opportunities for families, carers, workers and communities right across the country. In the process, it has effectively built an entirely new economic sector.
Today, around 325,000 workers are employed in NDIS-related roles. That includes disability support workers, allied health professionals, plan managers, therapists, drivers, cleaners, administrators, trainers and countless small business operators. The disability workforce has become one of the major engines of employment growth in Australia. In fact, reports in 2024 suggested that almost one in three new jobs created nationally were linked to NDIS-related sectors such as disability support, social care and allied health. That’s extraordinary!
We regularly accept government investment in mining, defence, construction, aviation and manufacturing because we understand those industries create jobs, skills and economic activity. We call that “nation building.” Why, should the NDIS be viewed differently?
The NDIS creates jobs too and not just in big cities. It creates employment in regional towns where people can now find meaningful work locally instead of relocating. It helps diversify local economies and builds more resilient communities. Every provider that opens creates demand for offices, vehicles, fuel, training, technology and housing. Every support worker spends wages in local shops and businesses. Every dollar circulates.
The NDIS has also become an important workforce opportunity for women. Disability support, care and allied health are female-dominated industries, with many roles offering flexible or part-time work arrangements that suit parents, carers and people returning to the workforce. Three in four workers in the sector are part-time or casual.
For many women, especially in regional areas, the NDIS has created employment pathways that simply did not exist before. And then there are carers.
Historically, carers had employment rates around 30 percentage points lower than the national average because caring responsibilities made full-time work difficult or impossible. The NDIS has changed that for many families by providing practical supports that allow carers to return to work, increase their hours or stay connected to employment.
That means more income tax revenue, reduced welfare dependence and greater household spending power. The same is true for participants themselves.
The NDIS was designed not only to provide support, but to increase independence and participation. And the numbers show this is happening. Workforce participation among participants aged 15-24 has more than doubled, rising from 10% to 22%. Half of all parents and carers now report paid employment. More participants are engaging in community activities, and more report having greater choice and control in their lives.
These are not abstract statistics. They represent real people building lives on their own terms. Employment matters because income creates options. It gives people more control over where they live, how they spend their time and what goals they pursue. It builds dignity, confidence and connection.
That applies equally to NDIS participants and to the hundreds of thousands of Australians employed because of the scheme.
Of course, the NDIS costs money. But it is also generating economic activity on a massive scale. Even a rough calculation tells an interesting story. If 325,000 NDIS workers earn an average salary of $75,000 per year, and each pays approximately $15,000 annually in income tax and Medicare contributions, that alone represents close to a $5 million returned to government revenue every year. And that does not include:
additional tax paid by carers returning to work,
participants entering employment,
increased consumer spending,
reduced pressure on health systems,
or the long-term economic benefits of greater independence and social participation.
In other words, the NDIS is not just a cost centre. It is also an economic contributor.
More importantly, it reflects something deeper about who we are as a country. Australia built an industry around the idea that people with disability deserve opportunity, inclusion and support. We created jobs not from extracting resources from the ground, but from investing in human potential. That should make us proud.
There are conversations to be had about sustainability, quality and accountability. Every large system should be scrutinised and improved. But the public conversation cannot only focus on the price tag while ignoring the enormous social and economic return for all Australians.
When we hear “The NDIS costs $50 billion” perhaps the response should be:
“The NDIS has created a $50 billion economic sector employing hundreds of thousands of Australians, driving national job growth, supporting carers back into work, increasing workforce participation for people with disability, and strengthening local communities across the country.”
That sounds less like a burden and much more like nation building.
[bookmark: _Toc232511417]Braille Readers: out of sight, out of mind? - by Aasha Rose and Jodie Lea Martire
Author details
Aasha Rose is a braille teacher and PhD candidate whose research focuses on braille literacy and its relationship to life outcomes.
Jodie Lea Martire is a writer, editor, translator, and PhD candidate researching publishing in minority languages (including braille as a minority writing system).
As sighted researchers, Jodie and Aasha have undertaken extensive research in partnership with braille readers and writers across Australia. One fundamental question remains unanswered: How many braillists are there in Australia? Aasha and Jodie see themselves as allies of the braille-reading community: we share these thoughts as a way of sharing our knowledge and hopefully strengthening the community’s capacity for self-advocacy.
How many braillists are there in Australia?
As researchers, one of the first things we do to learn about a research topic is look for statistics. In this case, statistics about braille readers in Australia. We both found, heartbreakingly, that there are no statistics to be had: not from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, not from education departments, not from braille or blindness organisations. (Even the stats for Australians with blindness and low vision are notoriously wobbly!) The latest informed estimate Jodie could find was from Beverley Johnson’s 1986 study, Braille Reading Trends in Australia: A Report Prepared for the National Library of Australia. Johnson estimated there were 250 braille-reading students and around 830 adults at that time.
One way to estimate how many braille readers there are, is via the borrower numbers from Australia’s three braille libraries (Vision Australia, VisAbility and Braille House). From Jodie’s research, Vision Australia has around 600 braille patrons; VisAbility knows of around 70 braille readers in Western Australia; and Braille House delivers its original quarterly magazines to 85 adult and 27 child borrowers. There will be overlaps in these figures as borrowers can belong to more than one library, but they indicate Australia has more than 700 braille readers at the moment. (This is from an article co-authored with Amanda Acutt, coming out later in 2026. Jodie will be sharing it with BCA.)
Lies, damned lies, and statistics
The lie here is that there are no statistics. We know that service organisations have statistics of the braille users they work with, and education departments need to know how many Teachers of Vision Impaired (TVIs) are teaching braille to how many students. Privacy and confidentiality concerns would make these figures difficult to share, but it shouldn’t be impossible when it comes to providing support for a minority (braille readers) within a minority (blind and vision impaired people) within a minority (disabled people).
The damned lie is this cliché: “If you don’t measure it, it doesn’t matter”. None of us want that to be true for braille!
And as for the statistics – well, why do they matter? Good statistics could tell us more than just how many braille readers there are. They could define who is reading contracted or uncontracted braille, and thus what kind of braille should be provided in government documents and braille libraries. They could indicate if people use braille to read the floors in lifts, label jars, read a novel or analyse computer code – and thus the braille levels which education needs to teach. They could tell us if there were geographical differences (between numbers of readers and their braille levels) in Queensland and South Australian schools, for example – which could tell us about the requirements for different teaching practices, teacher training levels and resource provision.
Reliable, credible figures would offer vital information to braille advocates. The information could be verified, data collection could be repeated regularly so it is possible to compare against historical benchmarks, and a shared baseline could create the foundation for research-based, systematic advocacy work.
Good statistics would tell us more about what our braille education system looks like – and what the blindness community wants it to look like. Knowing how many students would benefit from learning braille could guide teacher recruitment and training, curriculum planning, resource development and distribution, technological infrastructure, and research-informed decisions (e.g., where in NSW do embossers need to be provided and maintained?).
At a societal level, we would know what braille services were present, missing, wanted – in terms of braille signage, or braille training and support services for those who lose their vision later in life, or creating employment pathways for blind and low-vision braille transcribers and proofers to make the braille materials that the broader community needs.
We cannot overstate how fundamental it is to have good statistics. Statistics are a way of seeing reality in detail, and the reality of braille is not something that is being looked at closely enough. We believe that collecting statistics on Australia’s braille readers is a key step to undertaking meaningful advocacy to improve access to and availability of braille, and we were so pleased to hear it spoken of at the BCA Inform session in March this year.
Missed opportunities
The Disability Royal Commission (DRC), established in 2019, was informed by thousands of submissions and testimonies from people with disabilities, families, and professionals. The Commission heard that students with disability do not always receive the adjustments they require, that individualised support is lacking, curricula can be inflexible and inaccessible, and teacher capacity is frequently insufficient. The Commission made 15 recommendations aimed at building a more inclusive education system. And yet, for those of us who work with, research, and advocate alongside braillists, something was missing. The DRC made specific recommendations for D/deaf children including specialist professional development for educators, the employment of lead practitioners, and the provision of skilled and qualified Auslan interpreters. Neither blindness nor braille was specifically mentioned. We suggest that this reflects a deep structural issue: Deaf communities and Auslan users are counted, tracked and documented in ways that braillists are not. The number of Auslan users in schools is known; interpreter demand can be forecast; workplace shortages can be modelled. Braillists, by contrast, remain statistically invisible. What continues to trouble us, however, is not the Commission’s silence on braille, but the sector’s response to it.
While BCA and other blindness organisations examined and welcomed the Government’s response to the DRC, the absence of specific recommendations passed largely without challenge. This represents a profound missed opportunity for blindness organisations and braille advocacy groups to ensure that clear, actionable, braille-specific recommendations were included. By failing to seize the moment, we allowed a dangerous old misconception to persist: braille is niche, outdated, or relevant only to a handful of students.
What the DRC revealed, perhaps unintentionally, is not a failure of education systems, but a fragmentation within blindness advocacy itself. This lack of visibility at a policy level has flow-on effects well known to braillists: lack of support, advocacy, representation and access. Looking beyond Australia makes this gap even more apparent. The Braillists Foundation, established in the United Kingdom in 2020, was formed by braillists, for braillists and with braillists. Its mission is simply, “More braille!” Under braillists’ leadership, the foundation exemplifies solidarity rather than charity. It fosters community-led advocacy and resource development, empowering the braille community through representation, expertise and shared ownership.
Drawing on our research and ongoing conversations with braillists across education, employment and community settings, we believe the next phase of advocacy can deliberately build the visibility of braille across the life course of braille users. Capturing braille use in data ensures it is planned for, resourced and protected. Braille support can then be expected and coherently delivered throughout education and support systems.
We propose these three advocacy priorities as an initial step.
Data is collected through the AEDC in a child’s first year of formal schooling and is an opportunity for early intervention. If braille use or the need for tactile literacy were recognised early, families and educators could better plan braille instruction before literacy gaps emerge.
Data currently collected through the NCCD each year does not explicitly capture braille use. We argue that braille can be documented in this existing data collection process. This would support resourcing, equipment and curriculum implications throughout a child’s schooling.
Educational data alone is not enough: braille data must be gathered for the whole Australian population. Including even a small number of questions in the National Census would represent a significant shift. These might be: “What reading and writing system do you primarily use?” “What is your preferred medium for important information?” (braille, audio, large print, digital text, other). “If you use braille, do you primarily use contracted or uncontracted braille?”
Such questions would not only acknowledge braillists’ existence but would also generate long-overdue evidence about how, where and by whom braille is used. All these statistics matter for planning, communication, employment support, public information, and technology development.
Thoughts for the braille community
We know that valuable work on maintaining braille and providing braille resources is being done by existing organisations: the Australian Braille Authority (ABA), the Round Table on Information Access for People with Print Disabilities, TVI organisations SPEVI and ICEVI, and the three braille libraries mentioned earlier. We have connected with these organisations in different ways on our research paths. But even after 2 or 3 years on our separate projects, we only know some of what’s happening in braille circles in Australia. We would love to learn more about:
Who is consulting braille readers as a group, regardless of the service organisations they may be connected to? This would be important for establishing braille readers as an independent community, a constituency, a group with shared needs, concerns and perhaps opinions that could be presented in advocacy work. This could help improve sector-wide responses to braillists’ tech needs, reading options and circumstances as a specialist reading community.
Are braillists’ voices and experiences being gathered, both widely and regularly? This could strengthen the community of braille readers, as well as provide consistent information and updates on how easy and accessible it is for readers to access braille tech and texts. This ongoing data collection is invaluable for advocacy work (and researchers, of course!) to know what has or hasn’t improved over time, and to help guide the most important needs for braille advocates to address next.
Are occasions being made to bring braille users together? We know that BCA has just launched its Braille Enthusiasts Peer Group (yay!) but are other opportunities also available? Could time be made at the next Round Table conference or BCA Convention to bring braille readers together in person?
How are braillists’ experiences being used to direct advocacy? Who is collecting their stories, noticing the common threads, identifying areas where lobbying could bring the most beneficial changes to this specialist group?
Who is advocating for supporting and strengthening braille as an essential reading and writing system in Australia? Our research has told us that braille is of fundamental importance for braille readers. Is this the role of BCA, the ABA, the Round Table, etc., or a combination of existing bodies?
Who is representing braille readers in explaining and justifying the vital importance and lifelong value of braille to the NDIS and the education sector (federal and state)? We’ve all heard the anecdotes of NDIS case workers, schools and teaching assistants not understanding the life-changing importance of access to braille education and materials. We also understand that the best people to speak for blind and low-vision people are representatives from the community itself. We can imagine how powerful it would be to have “own voices” advocates from the blindness community expressing the importance of braille to major service and education organisations. These spokespeople could be lived-experience advocates for how crucial braille is for education, independence and autonomy, perhaps using the extra information gathered from their community (as suggested above). We could see them delivering workshops or presentations to high-level managers of the NDIS or Education Departments, urging them to authorise and support access to braille throughout their organisations (and avoid those terrible stories that we all know about). Would this be a suitable task for BCA and/or the ABA?
We look forward to hearing your thoughts on this article, and to seeing how BCA and its committed members can strengthen the situation for braille readers of all ages. Please contact us if we can help: Aasha Rose (aasha.rose@adelaide.edu.au) and Jodie Martire (j.martire@student.uq.edu.au).
[bookmark: _Toc232511418]Was I Being Paranoid? - by Annette Leishman
Ever had one of those days when it feels like everyone is staring at you? If you’re sighted, it’s not a feeling – you know. You can see when all the eyes are locked onto you. And it won’t take you long to figure out why.  Generally, these eyeing-off situations fall into two categories – for most people anyway.
Firstly, the things you can’t change. Defacing your face slots in here nicely. And let’s be honest. You went all radical because you want to be ogled at anyway. This category covers things like that fresh tattoo of a Sydney funnel web spider sprawled across your entire face, or the ambitious geometric pattern you had shaved into your scalp, or – going full on Chopper Read and lopping off your own ears.
Then there are the things you can change. Like the soft, downy hairs around the sides of your face that have (temporarily) turned jet black because you tried a DIY hair dye job, or a serious makeup malfunction where you got heavy handed with the blush and ended up looking like you just ran the world’s toughest half marathon. Or, worst of all, a rogue booger clinging to your philtrum – defying gravity, good hygiene, and your last attempt at using a tissue.
But then, there’s a third category-one reserved only to those with low or no vision. Here, you don’t see; you simply sense.
I know, I know. You’re probably thinking, Isn’t this discrimination against the fully sighted?
Of course not.  If you’re blind, you don’t have staring capabilities and you certainly don’t qualify for the first two categories – the full-on stare categories. You are the spectacle – whether you like it or not.  The moment you step outside, people stare. And why wouldn’t they? They have guilt-free, unlimited access to unsolicited staring.
Today was one of those days when I should’ve cancelled my appointment and stayed home, with my head buried under my pillow—the only way to be 100 percent sure no one was staring at me. But no. Instead, I decided to take a tram into Melbourne’s CBD, to see if I could get around without human support and get to that all-important appointment. Just me and my best friend, my trusty white cane.
Now, I can hear you asking, What’s a white cane?
Well, it’s time to put on my teacher pants and clear this up.
A white cane is a mobility aid that helps people with little or no vision navigate their world. It looks like a long metal stick that is usually white with a black or red handle. It has a ball on the other end that is used to scan the ground surfaces.
Well – no. The ball does not have eyes in it.
But can you believe this? It also serves as an identifier, signalling to others that the user is blind. In fact, the white cane is an internationally recognised symbol of blindness. Despite that, so many people still have no idea what a white cane is?
Sounds simple, right? Have I lost anyone yet?
No? Well done. Now - just to clarify what a white cane is not.
A white cane is not a tent pole
It is not a walking stick.
It is not a golf club.
It is not a metal detector
And it’s not for playing fetch with a dog. Got it?
So, when you see someone using one of these contraptions, you won’t need to ask any ridiculous questions.
But before we move on, let’s discuss the most important thing, how do you use it?
Using a white cane is quite simple. You hold the cane in front of your body, gripping the handle lightly in the palm of your dominant hand. That allows you to swing it gently in a side-to-side motion covering the width of your body.
Now let’s break it down. What is the purpose of the cane?
A cane can detect changes in ground surfaces, enabling the user to avoid obstacles like rocks, potholes, staircases, and curbs. It’s like having a second pair of eyes sweeping the ground ahead.
Excellent. And there’s one other great feature.
Most white canes fold up, snapping into something about a quarter of their original size. This means you can put it in your bag when you go out for dinner…
Anyway, before I got sidetracked, I was sitting in the tram when, suddenly, there was a loud bang. The tram shuddered and lurched forward before coming to a complete stop.
People were shouting. Mostly men’s voices. ‘What’s going on? What just happened? Is anyone hurt? Idiot driver. No, no, not the tram driver.? The idiot in the car.  Overtook us on the left. Got stuck on the track. Then the tram hit the car.  Did anyone check the tram driver? Yeah, says he’s OK. Seems a bit dazed. Must be OK. Said the police were on the way. Everyone’s OK mate. Let’s get outta here then’. With that, people started pushing forward to get out. Except me. I felt trapped like a fly in a glass jar.
As I got closer to the exit, I heard a gentle kind voice with an Indian accent say, ‘You OK, Ma’am?’
‘Yes, I am. Thanks. But - but what happened?’
‘Car drive on tracks in front of tram. No time to stop. Very, very sorry.’
He apologised profusely, as though it was his fault.
I realised the kind voice belonged to the tram driver. ‘Where are we?’
‘Bourke Street, Ma’am,’ he said. ‘Where do you need to go?’
‘Flinders Street, to the station,’ I said.
He offered his arm and guided me towards the tram door. But then his phone rang and interrupted this touching moment of kindness.
‘Police, ma’am. Gotta take the call.’
I was on my own again.
I stepped out of the tram in Bourke Street. Cane first to assess the depth from the tram step to footpath. I looked up - yep, all eyes are on me. I couldn’t see them, but I knew. I could feel all those eyes staring, glaring at me. Every head turned in my direction.
Was I being paranoid? Probably. But still...
‘Are you blind, mate?’ asked a stranger.
Great. More help at hand. I thought he was going to guide me through the swarm of pedestrians.
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘That’s why I’m using the cane.’
‘Really, you don’t have blind-looking eyes,’ he said.
‘Oh, what do blind-looking eyes even look like?’ I asked.
‘Well, you know... googly?’
‘Googly?’ I echoed. ‘Ah well, sorry, mate, no googly eyes. But I am blind.”
‘That’s not what I mean,’ he insisted. ‘You just don’t look blind.’
‘Thank you,’ I said out loud. My inner voice said, you don’t look stupid.
And then, I guess he continued with his day looking out for his next vulnerable victim, while I battled my way through the crowds.
Was I being paranoid? Probably. But still...
Making my way up Bourke Street, I felt like the eyes of a million of pedestrians were piercing my body. It was painful. It was scary. Why was I doing this? Oh, I remember now. I just want to be independent.
‘You can’t be independent if you’ve lost your sight’, sang a chorus of sopranos filling the air.
Ignore them. Ignore them. Keep going. Ignore them.
I continued until I could hear the brutal noises emitting from a busy train station. Delays, arrivals, and departures announcements. Chatter. pigeons cooing. Suitcases rolling along the hard concrete floor. Trains whooshing in and out of the station. The beeping and clicking of commuters tapping on and going through the turnstiles. People coughing and sneezing all over each other. Were they wearing masks?
I felt overwhelmed by the noise. But I was here. At Flinders Street Station.
Suddenly, out of nowhere, someone tripped over my cane just as I was about to step into the bowels of the station.
Male. Angry. Probably middle-aged, but clearly not hurt. He sounded like he was overweight by the way he huffed, puffed, and snapped, ‘If you didn’t stick your walking stick right out in front like that, you wouldn’t trip people up.’
‘Thank you,’ I said out loud. My inner voice said, Oh, that’s a great technique-idiot. Watch where you’re going next time.
But of course, he would’ve seen me. After all, doesn’t everyone stare at the blind person? Don’t some people test to see how much they can see by obstructing them on purpose?
I wanted to shout and scream. But then the police would’ve come and handcuffed me and thrown me in remand. Or the paramedics might have rushed in and given me a shot of something to sedate me.  And all the onlookers would be staring and getting their faces in front of the Channel 9 TV news cameras.
And one of the many TV news reporters would say to an onlooker, ‘Do you know what happened here?’.

‘Well, it was crazy. It was all over her walking stick. She had it poking out too far. The poor man in the suit tripped over it. And then he spoke to her. Not in an aggressive way. I didn’t hear the exact words but he was probably asking if SHE was OK. The next minute she was screaming and hollering. It was so loud it echoed through the station.’
A couple of big fat tears rolled down my face. People were staring. I could feel their eyes glaring at me now. I wouldn’t give anyone the pleasure of seeing me cry. I brushed the tears away with the back of my hand.
Was I being paranoid? Probably. But still...
I couldn’t move, feeling as if I were planted in a block of concrete for what seemed like an eternity. But it was probably no more than five seconds before a hoarse male voice, seemingly directed towards at me, jolted me back to reality.
‘Are you OK, Madam. I’m Frank. Metro Trains Customer Service.’
My head did its usual swing from side to side and up and down - the thing it does when I can’t figure out where someone is.
Frank realised.  ‘I’m standing in front of you.’
Have I upset this dude as well, I thought.
‘Oh, hi,’ I said cautiously.
‘Do you need some help?’ he asked. Finally, I had got the attention of someone who understood. A person who cared.
‘That would be great,’ I said. ‘I need to find the Cranbourne platform’.
‘Take a wing,’ he said, chuckling at the joke he just cracked.
I liked this dude. Friendly, funny and smart. He had probably done some vision loss awareness training on the job.
He offered his elbow and guided me to the Tactile Ground Surface Indicators aka TGSIs.
I know. I know. I hear you. What are the TGSIs?
It was time to put on my teacher pants again.
I’m guessing most of you don’t have a clue what the TGSIs are, judging by the groups of people blocking them - standing on them, walking along them, and hanging out on them. And even meeting their friends on them.
I once heard a conversation that went like this.
‘Oh, where should we meet?’
‘Let’s all meet on the yellow bumpy dots at the foot of the escalator near Hungry Jacks at Southern Cross Station.’
For goodness’ sake people, there’s got to be a thousand other places you could meet around this great big city.
Now about the fancy name. No need to get caught up on that. Most people just call them ‘those bumpy things’ that you find lurking in train stations, shopping centres, around the streets, over railway crossings, at the tops and bottoms of stairs…
But most importantly, they were designed to help vision impaired individuals avoid hazards. And give them a bit of confidence and independence when going about their business.
Got it?
I’m not so sure. Let’s go over that point again.
Now what do they look like?
Well, done. Great observation. Some of them DO look like giant LEGO pieces. Or bumpy dots. Take your pick. Both answers are correct. Let’s call these ones ‘tactiles’. They come in lots of bright colours, but mostly bright yellow or orange and warn people to stop.
Have you observed any other types of TGSIs?
Exactly! Let’s call these ‘directionals’ because they provide directions to a specific location. They are usually long, made of small bars, and often lead to train platforms.
Frank continued, ‘Walk along the directionals. At the end, turn left onto the tactiles. The tactiles are in front of the lift. The lift only goes down one floor. When you exit the lift, you’ll be on the Cranbourne platform.’ he said.
I took Frank’s advice and walked along to the platform, following the directionals.
‘Watch out!’, someone shouted. Possibly a teenager.
Was he shouting at me? How could I know? I had every right to be on the directionals. But it felt like he was hurtling towards me - maybe on a skateboard or something. Terror gripped me. I stepped off the safety of the directionals and into a sea of cranky crocodiles.
That’s when I became disoriented. Why was everyone looking at me? The rude dude at the tram, the huffy, puffy, snappy guy at the station, the self-obsessed teenager.
Was I being paranoid? Probably. But still...
As I kept walking, someone suddenly overtook me from the side, completely swiping my cane out of my hand. It rolled across the smooth, hard, polished concrete floor of the station. I dropped to my knees, sweeping my palms over the ground, desperately trying to find it. Finally, a kind woman tapped me on the shoulder.
‘I’ve got it love,’ she said. ‘I saw what happened. People are in such a rush these days.’
Maybe Mr Huffy Puffy Snappy was right after all. But what would he know.
Finally, I got to the station and found a seat.
‘Excuse me please. What time’s the next train?’ I asked a woman sitting next to me. She smelt strongly of a very expensive brand of perfume.  A peachy aroma. Maybe Chanel or something like that.
‘Er, 2:15’, ‘another five minutes yet,’ she said in a sultry, swanky voice.
I wondered why she was waiting for a train with the plebs. Surely, she’d have a Mustang or Porsche parked outside her double story town house, that she zipped around the city in.
I just wanted to sit quietly and wait, but she was one of those annoying chatty types. You love them. Or hate them. I’m of the latter persuasion.
I could feel her staring at me, and once it dawned on her that I was blind, she began speaking slower and louder.
‘Where are you going today?’ she enquired, carefully enunciating each word, and raising the volume of her voice.
‘I’ve got an appointment at Kensington at the Vision Australia office’, I said.
‘Oh, you’re on the Cranbourne platform, love’ she said.
‘Yes, that’s right’, I said, beaming with pride, saying goodbye to poor paranoid me and welcoming clever confident me.
‘But Kensington is on the Craigieburn line,’ she said.
Overwhelmed and vulnerable. I stood up and walked away, squeezing my eyelids together to stop the flood of tears that had started streaming down my face. And naturally, everyone was staring at me.
Was I being paranoid? No, not at all…
[bookmark: _Toc232511419]A Small Matter of 50 Years - by Stephen Jolley
A little while ago I was asked to reflect on our wonderful gathering in June 2025. I was invited to compare this 50th Anniversary event with the original modest assembly, three months following a small meeting to ‘bounce the ball’ in March 1975.
The elder statesman of the group was 57-year-old Hugh Jeffrey. That meeting was chaired by an already outstanding leader in our community, 40-year-old David Blyth. The feisty, passionate and high achieving Philis Gration was there. Amongst the energetic young brigade was 21-year-old Bill Jolley. We resolved at that meeting to form The National Federation of Blind Citizens (Australia), NFBCA. The first convention took place in Melbourne 13 weeks later on June 7, 1975. More on that shortly.
So, the 50th Anniversary BCA Convention held from June 13 to 15, 2025 was an outstanding success. The venue was the Novotel Glen Waverley, which lived up to its reputation of excellence for accessible facilities, prime location and dedication to ensuring an inclusive experience for all attendees with more than 20 accompanied by dog guides.
There were sessions reflecting upon the 50-year history of our organisation, considering current challenges such as making the best use of the NDIS and harnessing that friend or foe - artificial intelligence, affectionately known as AI. There were a couple of hypothetical sessions to trigger the imagination. All, packaged in a wonderful Melbourne setting, with 48 hours of camaraderie, work and play. No need to detail all the business sessions, you can find them on YouTube, safely residing on the BCA channel. Amazingly, we had no idea in 1975 of that extraordinary audio capability being possible.
Away from the business sessions there was plenty to do as participants reunited with old acquaintances and made new ones. This activity was highlighted by the Convention dinner on the Saturday night including the traditional presentation of the David Blyth Award. The recipient was John Machin, a tireless worker in those early days laying the foundation for the culture of sound recording and preservation of BCA Conventions. John’s loyalty and commitment over the 50 years is a striking example of the lifelong service of many in our organisation.
The success of the event would not have been possible without the tireless efforts of the BCA staff and volunteers, led by CEO Deb Deshayes and President at the time, Vaughn Bennison.
Not surprisingly, the contrast between last year’s grand event and the modest first convention in 1975 is worth contemplating. Last year the program, venue documentation and much more was produced in the format of choice encompassing large print, Braille, audio or electronic distribution. In 1975, large print program with resolutions for consideration were typed and duplicated. The braille manually transcribed via a Perkins Brailler to paper. The paper was placed under individual sheets of plastic, baked to suck up the dot impressions in a process known as thermoform.
Attendees predominantly from Melbourne, met in a meeting room at the Association for the Blind at Kooyong numbering around 40 people. The dinner was a modest event at a nearby Chinese restaurant in Hawthorn. There was interest from our friends in NSW over what was happening and it took only two years for them to host the first convention outside Melbourne in Sydney.
It is reasonable to assume BCA was established to address a long-time appetite amongst blind and vision impaired Australians to have the opportunity to drive the availability and coordination of services. It was extremely rare for anyone from our community to serve as a director or in senior management of a blindness service provision organisation. Our workers and professionals were organised in their separate entities, but there was no broad based single united vehicle for individual participation and influence. So, a national federation was formed and with limited numbers and few resources, got stuck into the work.
High on the agenda in those initial days, was the challenge to break down those barriers which were keeping blind people out of board rooms and away from senior management. There were other burning issues too, such as how best to take advantage of the opportunities the introduction of community radio might bring for access to print content and as a platform for a public voice. The quest for pedestrian safety was another motivating factor, leading eventually to the introduction of audible traffic signals around the country. Social security support, enhancing education and employment opportunities, like today, were high on people’s minds.
There was a fire there that may not be so prevalent today. So much is perceived to be in place. Perhaps there is no longer the clarity for many, that we need to collaborate and organise to get things done.
The reality is that the work is not done. What will there be for us, in the future NDIS into the coming decades? How do we maintain a strong presence in the ever-changing work environment?
Clearly, there isn’t the need to seek out issues, but the responsibility to identify what is significant at any time and address it to ensure that our community is not squeezed out but can take advantage of emerging opportunities.

Perhaps in 50 years’ time we will reflect on debates over:
A swing to government and non-profit support from loving and companionable, highly competent dog guides to the impeccable guidance and more cost-effective electronic mobility aids.
The matter of blind people having the option to hold a license to operate a fully autonomous driverless vehicle?
It is even not too far-fetched to contemplate a situation where the government and not-for-profit organisations might decline support for families where genetic advanced analysis established that the children they choose to bring into the world, will be born with a significant disability. A bundle of issues there.
So, in the coming decades, agendas will change but not the need to be organised. Who would have thought 50 years ago that much of our attention would be given over to adequate access to a phenomenon called the internet.
As time rolls on, the way we do things will continue to evolve. The rise of the online setting of Zoom and later Microsoft Teams was a boon in the COVID days and still is a useful vehicle for getting much done. Internet-connected people from anywhere in the country ‘can be in the room’. For our own personal well-being though, the full in person environment must be our priority for major gatherings. It has been wonderful to fulfill the dream of the early days of taking the event beyond the venue through internet and radio. However, this is no substitute for the fellowship outside business sessions, of physical embrace, sharing a drink and having a good yarn that an in-person event brings.
The BCA Convention of 2025 was a wonderful occasion. We were able to celebrate 50 years of foundation, growth and making a difference for blind and vision impaired Australians. In addition, we were able to celebrate the return of the in-person gathering, after a COVID triggered hiatus. Well done to all who put the convention of 2025 together and to each participant who attended making it an outstanding event.
[bookmark: _Toc232511420]50 Years of Gold: a BCA Convention reflection   -       by Dr Graeme Innes AM
I attended my first BCA Convention in Sydney in my very early 20s. They have been a golden thread throughout my life ever since.
When I think about the mentors I have had throughout my life most of them have been blind. That's no coincidence. I am constantly benefitting from the awareness of the achievements of many others who do things that I thought as a blind person I could not do. Through their demonstrable achievements, and their willingness to share their knowledge, my life has been a success.
Being a husband and a dad, being a lawyer and a senior public servant, being a mentor and guide to many others. I could not have done these things without other blind people.
And most of the blind people I met were through BCA conventions. Once held in hotels around the country, where many of us travelled by train because it was less expensive, and reported on in hard copy braille and large print through our magazine BUFF. 
This magazine, an acronym for Blind Unity, Fellowship and Fulfillment, was the conduit for information outside conventions. As well as our radio programme New Horizons.
These days it's the internet – BC News arrives in a digital file, our radio programme is also now a podcast, and social media shares our immediate news.
But the thread which runs through it all is the chance for blind people to gather in conventions. Whether it's to hone our speaking and debating skills, share and receive encouragement about our challenges through life, or get a quick tip on a new iPhone app, there's nothing like doing it face-to-face.
The two key differences BCA has to most other blindness organisations are; first, that we are blind people speaking for ourselves, not service providers speaking on our behalf. And second, that we have the chance to share our knowledge with others who, due to our lived experience, have the first-hand knowledge themselves.
Our conventions are the perfect vehicle for both. May they long and regularly continue.
[bookmark: _Toc232511421]The Power of Reaching Out - by Martin Stewart
Reaching out for advice, knowledge or information is one of the most powerful acts of self-empowerment any of us can take. Yet for many people, including those of us in the blind and vision-impaired community, it can feel like one of the hardest steps.
There can be hesitation, pride, uncertainty or even fear of being judged. As an advocate for Blind Citizens Australia, I want to encourage people to see asking for support not as a weakness but as a vital and courageous step toward independence, confidence, and connection.
For a long time, I personally struggled with this idea. While my advocacy work has always centred on encouraging others to speak up, there was a period in my own life where I didn’t follow that advice. I lived with poor hearing for far too long, quietly adapting, making do, and convincing myself that it wasn’t serious enough to address. Conversations became harder, social situations more tiring, and day-to-day interactions increasingly frustrating. Still, I hesitated. I told myself I could manage, that it wasn’t urgent or that seeking help would somehow diminish my independence.
Now looking back, I realise that this reluctance actually limited my independence rather than protected it. By not reaching out, I was cutting myself off from solutions that could have significantly improved my quality of life. It wasn’t until I finally decided to ask for advice from professionals as well as people with lived experience, that things began to change. That simple act of reaching out opened the door to information, options and ultimately a solution I wish I had embraced much earlier.
Through those conversations, I learned about modern hearing technology, what to expect and how to choose something that would suit my needs. The result was transformative. I recently purchased a high-quality set of hearing aids that dramatically improved my ability to engage with the world. Conversations became clearer, social interactions more enjoyable, and the daily strain I had grown used to had begun to fade. Most importantly I felt reconnected, not just to sound, but to people.
This experience reinforced something I have long believed but had not fully applied to myself. Empowerment does not come from struggling alone. It comes from having the courage to seek out the knowledge and support that helps us thrive. Whether it is navigating vision loss, exploring assistive technology or managing other aspects of life, reaching out allows us to make informed decisions and regain control over our circumstances.
For members of the blind and vision-impaired community, this message is especially important. We live in a world that is often not designed with accessibility in mind. There are physical, technological and social barriers that can make everyday life more complex. But there is also a wealth of shared experience within our community. When we reach out to one another, we tap into that collective knowledge. We learn from those who have faced similar challenges and we discover solutions we may not have found on our own.
There is also a powerful sense of connection that comes from this process. Isolation can sometimes creep in when we feel we have to manage everything independently. But when we ask a question, share a concern or seek advice, we open the door to community. We build relationships, strengthen networks and remind ourselves that we are not alone in our experiences.
Importantly, asking for advice also strengthens our ability to advocate for ourselves and for others. The more informed we are, the better equipped we are to make decisions, to demand accessible services and to contribute meaningfully to conversations about inclusion. Advocacy is not just about speaking out - it is also about being informed, connected and confident in the knowledge we bring forward.
My experience with hearing loss taught me that the hardest step to come forward to others is the one you perhaps should have first made. But it also taught me that this step can lead to outcomes far beyond what you might expect. What begins as a simple question can become a positive turning point.
So, I encourage everyone, especially within our Blind Citizens Australia community, don’t wait as long as I did. If something isn’t working, if you are unsure or if you simply want to know more, reach out.
Ask the question. Start the conversation. You never know what doors it might open.
[bookmark: _Toc95981106][bookmark: _Toc112937250]Empowerment is not about having all the answers. It is about knowing you are allowed to seek them and trusting that, together, we can find them.


[bookmark: _Toc232511422]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.
[bookmark: _Toc20819524][bookmark: _Toc34813373][bookmark: _Toc35268649][bookmark: _Toc44431133][bookmark: _Toc95981107][bookmark: _Toc112937251][bookmark: _Toc232511423]How to Make a Complaint About BCA
Any member, 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 BCA.
[bookmark: _Toc20819525][bookmark: _Toc34813374][bookmark: _Toc35268650][bookmark: _Toc44431134][bookmark: _Toc95981108][bookmark: _Toc112937252][bookmark: _Toc232511424]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 beneficiary. And the Shirley Fund, which now sits with the Jeffrey Blyth Foundation following the merger of BCNSW with BCA.
We would also like to acknowledge our funding partners:  the Federal Department of Health, Disability and Ageing (DHDA), the National Disability Insurance Agency, the Department of Communities and Justice (DCJ) NSW; the Department of Families, Fairness and Housing (DFFH) Victoria, DHDA via the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations (AFDO), Vision Australia, Guide Dogs Australia, Guide Dogs NSW/ACT, EverAbility, and our generous members and BCA Backers.
[bookmark: _Toc20819526][bookmark: _Toc34813375][bookmark: _Toc35268651][bookmark: _Toc44431135]If you would like to make a donation to Blind Citizens Australia, you can call 1800 033 660 and use your credit card. You can also donate online https://www.givenow.com.au/blindcitizensaustralia. All donations over $2 are tax deductible.
[bookmark: _Toc95981109][bookmark: _Toc112937253][bookmark: _Toc232511425][bookmark: _Int_ZkGBJT7x]Submit Your Writing to Blind Citizens News
[bookmark: _Toc20819528][bookmark: _Toc34813377][bookmark: _Toc35268653][bookmark: _Toc44431137]The Editor welcomes your submissions for Blind Citizens News. Submissions for the next edition close on Friday 24th October 2026.   Contributions can be sent to bcnews@bca.org.au or to our postal address.  Contributions can be submitted in electronic format, braille, print, or audio CD.  For any other format please contact the BCA Office on 1800 033 660. 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.
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