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President’s Report

Greg Madson, President
With my first year as President now behind me I have a far greater understanding of the vast volume of work the organisation undertakes each year. Highlighted in this report is just a small sample of what has been achieved. I am pleased to introduce the 39th Annual Report of Blind Citizens Australia (BCA) for the year ended 30 June 2014. 

During the reporting period, BCA continued its key activities in peer support, information dissemination, individual and systemic advocacy, and advice to government and the community. 

It has been another productive year for our organisation. The highlights of the year were:

· The completion of the BCA Strategic Plan for 2014-2017 which provides direction for the priorities of the organisation;

· The compilation of a suite of transport-related policies outlining the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired when using, bus, aviation, tram and light rail, taxi and train services. These policies also made up a report for the Department of Social Services (DSS) focusing on the transport needs of people who are blind or vision impaired;

· Continued involvement in the inquiry into improving the employment of people with disability. Undertaking research on the interaction between Disability Employment Services and people who are blind or vision impaired; 

· Disseminating the Employment Policy Suite which had been compiled during the previous financial year;

· Involvement in a review of the 2013 Federal Election, and its use of an accessible voting process for people who are blind or vision impaired; 

· Working closely with the Australian Blindness Forum, Vision 2020 Australia and the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations to ensure that the voice of people who are blind or vision impaired was heard by Government;

· Liaising closely with the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network, Vision Australia and Media Access Australia in continuing the campaign for the introduction of a permanent AD TV service;

· Continuing our work with the cinema chains, as a member of the Accessible Cinemas Advisory Group, to ensure that audio description in our cinemas continues to roll out across Australia;

· Completing a submission on the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport Review 2012;

· Developing a set of toolkits for each state in Australia, the kits will provide useful local information for people who are blind or vision impaired in their state;

· Redesigning, building and launching a new BCA website. Giving us the ability to manage, maintain content, create on-line forms, integrate with social media, provide better download capability for our audio productions and monitor the use and security of the website;

· Reviewing the current BCA Constitution. This review has resulted in a complete revision of the Constitution to bring it into line with modern practices, to ensure that it accedes to the Charities Act 2013 and other legislative changes, to reflect current practices of the organisation, to reduce “red tape” where practicable, and to ensure where possible that the language used is easily understood;
· Undertaking a Branch review, collecting and correlating comment and developing a new set of branch guidelines;
· Participating in the stakeholder engagement and review of the National Disability Strategy. 

Finances 

Finance is not an easy issue in a not-for–profit organisation, but our dedicated Finance and Audit Committee members, Executive Officer and Bookkeeper Robyn McIntyre, have ensured that our organisation remains financially stable, has good financial processes in place, and is prudent in its budgeting. Once again, this year we have achieved a surplus with our 2013/14 budget.  

I would like to thank our Finance and Audit committee members, Bruce Ind, Bill Jolley, and Michael Sadhu for their valuable advice, insight and time.

Our Pre-Authorised Credit Card Program participants remain strong contributors to BCA, I would like to make special mention of their generosity and thank them for their ongoing support.

After receiving one of our appeal letters, we have had many kind supporters taking the trouble to donate. I would like to formally thank all those donors for their generous donations and support. I have taken on the responsibility of phoning each person who has made a significant donation in response to our appeal letters. During those conversations I have been gratified to hear that the work of BCA is appreciated.

Funding 

BCA receives annual funding from a range of sources including the Australian Government through the then Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (now the Department of Social Services), the Victorian Government through the Department of Human Services and the Department of Planning and Community Development, Vision Australia, the Royal Society for the Blind, the Jeffrey Blyth Foundation, other fundraising activities and donations from members and other supporters.   

With the change of government, has come a change in how advocacy will be funded into the future. From 1 January 2015 our Federal Government funding as we have known it will cease. There has been a Government move away from funding diagnostic specific Peaks, such as BCA, and a move towards funding cross disability Peaks.

The BCA Board and Executive Officer are focusing on other funding opportunities, with several grant proposals awaiting response and involvement in a Disability Consortium proposal through the “A Different Way of Working” funding round. More effort and resources towards diversifying our funding sources will be a prime focus of the BCA Board in the upcoming year.

Employees 

Rosemary Boyd has completed her first year as Executive Officer of BCA; her influence on the organisation over that first year has been remarkable. Rosemary’s strong focus on good process and procedure is providing a solid team orientated working environment that is producing outstanding effort from BCA’s employees and volunteers.

The working partnership between an Executive Officer and a President is crucially important; I have found working with Rosemary rewarding, energising and productive. I would like to take this opportunity to formally thank Rosemary for her contribution to the organisation. 

Our BCA National Office team have produced fantastic work throughout the year, supporting members, providing information in many formats, producing submissions, reports and policy advice, dealing with sometimes stressful phone conversations and generally supporting each other. I would like to thank all in the BCA National Office for their ongoing support.

With limited resources at hand, employees in the office cannot undertake all that is needed at all times; we rely on a wonderful group of volunteers who have supported and enhanced the work of our paid employees. This work involves answering the phones, conducting internet research to assist in our policy work, audio CD duplication, labelling and stuffing envelopes and the production and editing of SoundAbout and New Horizons. Many of our volunteers are blind or vision impaired and great examples of hard working, capable, employment ready people.

Communications

We communicate with our members via a range of media: 

· Blind Citizens News, our twice-yearly member newsletter is produced in large print, audio CD, Braille and electronic formats;

· Blind Citizens Update has become very popular, and is a new publication introduced this year, made available between Blind Citizens News issues, so members can access useful information throughout the year;

· SoundAbout, our quarterly audio magazine continues to be a favourite of many of our members. Current and past editions of SoundAbout can now be directly downloaded from the BCA website;
· New Horizons, our weekly radio program is broadcast across the Radio for the Print Handicapped Network and is recorded in the Vision Australia Radio studios. We are grateful to Vision Australia for allowing us to use their studios to produce the program and to RPH Australia for distributing the program across the network;

· Parent News is our national quarterly newsletter aimed at providing up-to-date information about key issues of interest to parents and the sharing of stories, strategies, tips and tricks by parents and people who are blind or vision impaired;
· The Women’s Branch publication Aspirations provides interesting articles, cooking information and recipes, and tips and tricks that might assist in reducing some barriers faced by women who are blind or vision impaired;

· BCA-L our email discussion list provides a forum for discussion and information dissemination;

· Our increased use of social media such as, Twitter, Facebook and Audioboo, has drawn many people and organisations towards BCA to take a closer look at what we do.

Taking over from Robyn Gaile, Rikki Chapman has settled in behind the New Horizons microphone and is producing some phenomenal shows. I would like to thank Robyn for her time with New Horizons.  Members, and others, appreciated Robyn’s interview style and presentation.

Branches

Most grass roots advocacy of BCA is conducted by our local branches. This work is a crucial part of our awareness program, ensuring the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired are          at the forefront of those who have responsibility for the built environment, transport, access to information and other aspects of being part of a community.  

I would like to thank all those members who give up their time to willingly participate in branch committees, focus groups, local council access committees and other points of interaction.  Throughout the year the Board, with Branch Presidents have been reviewing the branch structure of BCA and how it might be improved. New guidelines for branches are being finalised.  Providing options on how a branch might govern itself seems like a move that would suit some of our smaller branches with large geographic areas that find it difficult to meet on a regular basis and attract office bearers needed as per the current branch by-laws.
Board

The Board of Directors for the reporting period consisted of: 

· Greg Madson (President)

· Tony Starkey (Vice President) 
· Bruce Ind (Chair of the Finance and Audit Committee) 

· Cheryl Pascual (Previous past President)
· Barry Chapman (coordinating SoundAbout and New Horizons)

· Emma Bennison (governance and Arts Access advice)

· Stephen Belbin (Chair of NPDC)

· Erika Webb (Coordinating BCA social media presence)

· Anna Briggs (young blind citizens advice)

· Michael Sadhu (legal and governance advice)

I would like to take this opportunity to thank all Board members; members of the National Policy and Development Council; the Finance and Audit Committee; Branch Presidents and those members who sit on various state and national Committees for their ongoing support. All of these members give voluntarily of their time to provide assistance to the organisation and it is very much appreciated.

I commend this annual report to you; it is in no way a full reflection of the work carried out over the past year but a brief overview of the work of all who make up Blind Citizens Australia.

2013 National Convention 

Rosemary Boyd, Executive Officer

The theme for the 2013 National Convention held on Saturday 26 and Sunday 27 October was “Embracing Change – Making it Work for You”. One hundred and twenty six attendees met at the Bankstown Sports Club in Bankstown NSW, participating in a very interesting and diverse program whilst at the same time enjoying the company of fellow BCA members and friends.

Michael Simpson former BCA President provided the keynote address. Michael spoke from his own personal experience of “embracing change, making it work for me” in keeping with the theme of Convention. Following the keynote address, Convention attendees were able to recognise Maryanne Diamond for her wonderful contribution to the recently announced World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) Treaty and to hear from Martine Abel-Williamson from New Zealand about the World Blind Union Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Champions.  



Sessions included: a panel of speakers discussing the National Disability Insurance Scheme, two years on; an introduction to Advocacy: How to Walk the Walk and Talk the Talk; a presentation about enabling access for students with vision impairment; the launch of the new BCA website; and an interactive discussion about Networking in Social Situations.


During the course of Convention, attendees were able to choose from a variety of concurrent sessions which included: Living with Vision and Hearing Loss or Echolocation: Seeing with Sound; and Arts Access and Recreation or Accessible First Aid. As well, members were able to contribute to the work of BCA through providing comments about the future of BCA’s Branches and options for reform as well as more generally sharing their views regarding the future role and direction of BCA in the session entitled “Have Your Say”.

During the Convention Dinner, the 2013 David Blyth Award was awarded to Maryanne Diamond in recognition of her outstanding contribution to improve the quality of life of people who are blind and vision impaired in Australia and throughout the world. It was also announced that a Certificate of Appreciation would be presented to Ivan Petersen in appreciation of his voluntary contribution in monitoring, developing, and reviewing Australian Standards relating to access to the built environment for people with disabilities and his continued advocacy for persons who are blind and vision impaired for over twenty years. 

In recognising the success of this Convention, I would like to thank our very generous sponsors: The Department of Social Services, Vision Australia, the Royal Society for the Blind, Guide Dogs NSW/ACT, Media Access Australia, Quantum Reading Learning Vision, Pacific Vision Australia, HumanWare, Angoves Winery and Nestlé for their financial and in-kind support. I would also like to thank Michael Kelly of Maktrack Audio and his assistant Angus Spence who provided the audio and streaming for the event, as well as Stephen Jolley and Robyn Gaile who generously provided their time to manage the voiceovers and additional interviews which were aired across the RPH Network.  

In conclusion I would like to express our thanks to the Sydney Branch who hosted the Convention Welcome event and to all members of the Convention Planning Committee led by Barry Chapman for their contribution to such a successful Convention.

National Policy Officer Report

Lauren Henley 
The work of the National Policy Officer encompasses many and varied themes related to issues pertaining directly to Australians who are blind or vision impaired. In compiling this report I would like to acknowledge the contribution of my predecessor Jessica Zammit who left BCA to take on a role with AFDO in September 2013. My report also includes work undertaken by Jessica prior to her departure. 

A summary of the main areas of national policy work undertaken during the year, follow. 
Accessible Voting

The Australian Electoral Commission’s Blind and Low Vision Telephone Assisted Voting Service, which was trialled during the 2013 Federal Election, allowed people who are blind or vision impaired to cast their vote over the telephone from anywhere in Australia or overseas in the two weeks leading up to, or on, Election Day. Electors who wished to vote using the service were required to communicate their vote to a human operator, with a second person present to confirm that the vote had been accurately recorded.

Prior to the election, we hosted six teleconferences for members and non-members to provide them with information about the process for telephone-assisted voting. Information was also provided to BCA members in alternate format and via radio interviews. 

We collected extensive feedback from members following the election, putting out a call for comments in the December 2013 edition of Blind Citizens News. This feedback helped to inform our submission to the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters, providing comment as part of the inquiry into the conduct of the 2013 Federal Election.

Many members were satisfied with the way in which they were able to cast their vote using the telephone assisted voting service; with a number of people explaining how empowered they felt at being able to cast their vote, without the assistance of friends or family, from the comfort of their own home. This resulted in a total of 2832 people casting their vote using telephone assisted voting – a record high. During the 2010 Federal Election, telephone assisted voting was provided at 126 locations around Australia for use during the early voting period and on Election Day, with a total of just 410 people having utilised the service.

Although the telephone-assisted voting service did meet the needs of some members, others felt that it did not present them with the opportunity to cast a vote that was 100 per cent secret, independent and verifiable. This resulted in a number of people not utilising telephone assisted voting, as they had reservations about a system which required them to communicate their vote to a stranger over the phone, with no way of personally verifying the outcome.

While an automated system is required to ensure a vote that is 100 per cent secret, independent and verifiable, we recognise that there may be older Australians or individuals with learning or cognitive difficulties that may actually find it more useful to speak to someone in real time. For this reason, we have recommended that the following three options be made available for use by people who are blind or vision impaired for the 2016 and subsequent federal elections:
· The option of casting a vote securely over the internet, using an interface that is fully screen reader accessible;

· The option of casting a vote over the telephone using automated key prompts; 

· The option of casting a vote over the telephone by speaking to an AEC staff member.

In response to our submission in early 2014, we were asked to appear at a public hearing of the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters in April, in conjunction with Vision Australia, to communicate the experiences of electors who are blind or vision impaired. The Joint Standing Committee is now investigating options for electronic voting, based on the iVote system that was first used during the NSW State Election in 2011.

We continue to represent the needs of Australians who are blind or vision impaired on the Australian Electoral Commission’s Disability Advisory Committee and Blind and Low Vision Working Group, the Victorian Electoral Access Advisory Group and the NSW Equal Access to Democracy Reference Group. We have also commenced broader work to advocate for remote voting options to be made available for state and local government elections to ensure national consistency.

Audio Description Campaign

In July 2013, Blind Citizens Australia lodged 21 complaints of disability discrimination with the Australian Human Rights Commission against the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), for its failure to provide television content that is fully accessible. This had increased to a total of 29 complaints by June 2014. The complaints against the ABC are part of Blind Citizens Australia’s broader campaign advocating for legislated targets for audio description on Australian television. The Broadcasting Services Act has included targets for captioning for people who are deaf or hearing impaired for years, with all free to air and subscription television networks being required to comply with these targets. From 1 July 2014, these targets are set to increase further, with all networks being required to deliver 18 hours of captioned content per day. Sadly though, the Broadcasting Services Act still fails to include any reference to audio description.

To get the ball rolling, it is important to get a service up and running that is able to demonstrate that an ongoing audio description service can be provided effectively, so that the Government will see sense in legislating. We believe that the ABC, as Australia’s national broadcaster, should be leading the way on this issue; as it is an entity funded by the Australian Government to provide a service for all Australians.

In 2014, we worked to advance progress with this campaign by meeting with the Australian Communications and Media Authority, as well as a technical advisor to Communications Minister, Malcolm Turnbull to discuss a proposal for provisions pertaining to audio description to be enshrined in the Broadcasting Services Act. At the time of writing this report, we had been advised that the ABC was in discussions with the Australian Government about the ongoing costs and technicalities involved with delivering a permanent service. Further to this, the 29 complaints lodged with the Australian Human Rights Commission will proceed to conciliation at the Australian Human Rights Commission in Sydney.

We remain committed to this campaign and are determined to see minimum targets for audio description introduced in Australia, so that Australians who are blind or vision impaired can enjoy access to the same level of entertainment that is experienced in many other nations. We have devised a number of additional strategies to help us advance this issue moving forward and will also be looking at options for targeting other television networks in the coming months.

Blind Citizens Australia would like to thank each of the complainants that have been involved in this campaign from the beginning, as well as our partner organisations, Media Access Australia, Vision Australia and the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN). The working group that has been established, consisting of representatives from Blind Citizens Australia and each of these organisations, has allowed us to share expertise, strategies and resources as we work towards this common goal.

Employment

We have continued to promote and disseminate our Employment Policy Suite, which was launched in December 2012. This suite of documents has been of great assistance to members wishing to address specific issues directly with employers, or disability employment services. In late 2013, we presented our Employment Policy Suite at the Disability Employment Conference in Adelaide; which brought together over 400 Disability Employment professionals and other specialists to discuss issues and strategies relating to the employment of people with disabilities.

BCA, along with 14 other consumer groups across Australia, also received funding from the Australian Government to undertake the Disability Employment Services Consumer Engagement Project. This project focused on building the knowledge of Disability Employment Services with BCA members, and providing feedback to the Government regarding members’ experiences with these employment services. This project was intended to help inform the future composition and operation of Disability Employment Services. 

Based on consumer feedback and informed through individual advocacy cases that have come through Blind Citizens Australia, we have found inaccessible software systems used within the workplace to be one of the single greatest barriers to employment for people who are blind or vision impaired. At present, information and communications technology (ICT) that is purchased by government departments is not required to incorporate universal design principles. This has led to indirect discrimination against many people with disability including those working in, or seeking employment in government agencies. 

Traditionally, employees with disability have relied on the Employment Assistance Fund (previously known as the Workplace Modifications Scheme) to provide solutions to government systems that are largely inaccessible. 

In some cases, it can take several months for equipment that is provided under the Employment Assistance Fund to arrive. Maintaining employment in the meantime can be stressful and challenging as the individual’s ability to carry out their work role is limited without access to appropriate adaptive equipment. 

We raised this matter with the National Disability Insurance Agency in early 2013 and consequently, were advised that the agency had amended their procurement policies to ensure that all information and communications systems that were purchased for use by staff within the agency would be accessible to screen reading and magnification software.
We have partnered with the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network to work towards addressing this issue more broadly and have also started to include recommendations pertaining to public procurement in all of our submissions to government. As an example, this matter was raised in our 2014 submission to the Department of Education on the Review of the National Curriculum and will also feature in our submission to the draft report from the 2012 review of the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport, as well as several submissions targeted towards the Victorian State Government.

We have established contact with a representative of the Department of Social Services who has taken a keen interest in this issue and indicated that there may be scope for the Department to address it in the near future. We plan to tackle this matter jointly with the Department of Social Services and the Disability Discrimination commissioner in the coming months.

Hybrid and Electric Vehicles

Subject to recent research and international trends, in early 2014 we amended our position statement on silent vehicles to make recommendations around the adoption of standards to mandate the inclusion of sound-emitting devices on all quiet vehicles sold within Australia. This position statement was presented to key representatives of the Joint Standing Committee on Transport and Infrastructure, who we met with in Canberra in March.

At this meeting, we were briefed on work that is currently being undertaken by an informal working group of the United Nations World Forum for Harmonization of Vehicle Regulations, to develop a global technical regulation for quiet road transport vehicles. The regulation, if adopted, will mandate the inclusion of sound-emitting devices in all hybrid and electric vehicles. The draft regulation is intended to be put before the World Forum for Harmonization of Vehicle Regulations in mid-2015.

Given that this matter has full support of the world’s leading car manufacturers, we are hopeful that the regulation will be adopted by the forum in a timely manner and subsequently that relevant Australian legislation will follow shortly thereafter.

National Disability Insurance Scheme

On July 1 2013, the scheme commenced its launch in Barwon (Victoria), the Hunter (NSW), South Australia (for children aged 0-6 only), and in Tasmania (for young people aged 16 to 35 only). Each of the launch sites has had a role to play in identifying problems with the scheme so that these can be addressed through the National Disability Insurance Agency in a timely manner, so that they do not impact upon the future rollout of the scheme. To this end, we have been carefully monitoring issues arising in the launch sites to ensure that in the future, the NDIS fully meets the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired.

We have had positive feedback from BCA members who are currently accessing a package of supports under the scheme, who have indicated that they now have access to a greater range of supports than was possible under previous arrangements; greatly increasing their level of independence and social participation. In particular, the NDIS has proven effective in addressing a significant area of unmet need – which is access to adaptive technology. This is crucial in providing an individual with a means of independently accessing and recording information however under previous arrangements, it was only fully funded when someone was actively looking for, or in, employment.

We have also undertaken efforts to ensure that members understand how the scheme works and what sort of supports they can ask for prior to rollout in their area. At our National Convention in October 2013 we featured a panel discussion on the National Disability Insurance Scheme which enabled us to address questions that had been sent in by members in advance, as well as questions that were taken from the floor throughout the session. The discussion was chaired by Disability Discrimination Commissioner, Graeme Innes and included input from representatives of the National Disability Insurance Agency, the Australian Blindness Forum, Guide Dogs NSW/ACT and Vision Australia.

Throughout the year, we interviewed several scheme participants who are blind or vision impaired to ask them about various aspects of the scheme and how it was working for them. These recordings were incorporated into our weekly radio program, New Horizons, were placed on the website for download, and were also made available to members on data disc upon request. Further to this,         we continue to provide information about various elements of the scheme and progress with the rollout through our regular publications, such as Blind Citizens News.

From 1 July 2014, the NDIS will commence across the ACT, the Barkly Region of the Northern Territory and the Perth Hills area of Western Australia. Roll out of the full scheme in NSW, Victoria, Queensland, South Australia, Tasmania, the ACT and the Northern Territory will commence progressively from July 2016. Blind Citizens Australia will continue to be a strong voice on the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired in this process.

Public Transport

In May 2013, we prepared a submission to the 2012 review of the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport; which was informed by extensive consumer feedback. The draft report of the review, which had been informed by submissions from transport operators and providers, the disability sector and community members, was publicly released by the Department of Infrastructure and Regional Development on 9 May 2014. Blind Citizens Australia has commenced work on its response to the draft report and, in particular, has made strong recommendations around the need for stricter reporting, for the introduction of financial sanctions for non-compliance with certain requirements (such as the carriage of assistance animals), and clearer targets for the provision of audible announcements on-board public transport.

This year, we also received funding from the Department of Social Services to develop a suite of policy documents covering each major mode of public transport. This body of work has now been completed and includes a separate policy document for aviation, bus, taxi, train and tram/light rail. These documents were informed through the extensive consumer feedback that was collected during the initial phase of the 2012 review of the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport, through feedback from the National Policy and Development Council and through industry standards governing access to public transport for people with a disability. The documents include recommendations on how to ensure an accessible and customer-service-driven experience for passengers who are blind or vision impaired; and will allow Blind Citizens Australia staff and members to be more targeted in the way they use public policy to help inform their own work with transport providers.

In the coming year, we will be working to establish a communication strategy to coordinate the dissemination of these documents. While we intend to include a policy document on ferry services in the near future, we do not feel that we have enough consumer feedback on the use of ferries to properly inform our position at this point in time.

Other Work

In addition to our broader policy work over the past 12 months, we have prepared a Submission to the Australian Dental Association to help inform its revised Disability Action Plan, a Submission to the Department of Education on the review of the national curriculum and a Report on progress on the implementation of the National Disability Strategy 2010-2020. We also continue to work closely with the Australian Blindness Forum, Vision 2020 Australia, Vision Australia and the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations (AFDO) on key submission topics, to ensure that the needs of Australians who are blind or vision impaired are effectively communicated to government.

Blind Citizens Australia continues to provide consultation on the needs of Australians who are blind or vision impaired through its involvement in a number of state and national working groups and through seeking meetings with federal Ministers, shadow Ministers and their advisors on topics such as accessible voting, public procurement, audio description and education.
Presentations delivered this financial year have included involvement in a number of sessions at BCA’s National Convention in October 2013; involvement in a panel discussion hosted by Vision 2020 at a Parliamentary Friends for Eye Health Dinner in Canberra; the provision of evidence at a public hearing hosted by the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Access and involvement in a side event hosted by the Australian youth delegation to the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities at the United Nations headquarters in New York.

In particular, my involvement in the Australian youth delegation to the Conference of States Parties to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities provided Blind Citizens Australia with a unique opportunity to raise its profile on an international platform and learn from other organisations working in the field about tips and strategies that can help to inform systemic advocacy and policy work.

Victorian Advocacy and Policy Report

Thai Nguyen 

The Victorian Advocacy and Policy Officer position is jointly funded by the Department of Human Services North and West Metropolitan Region and the Office of Disability, Department of Planning and Community Development.

Individual Advocacy

Individual advocacy support was provided to 67 people over the last year. This includes the provision of specialist advocacy advice or information that allowed individuals to perform effective self-advocacy. Information was provided to individuals through member email lists, other networks and through the BCA website.

The issues that have been raised throughout the last year revolved primarily around education, employment, access to the built environment, public transport, and information. The majority of complaints were resolved independently of a third party dispute resolution process. 
Victorian complaints that went to a dispute resolution body or the Australian Human Rights Commission included:

· A goods and services issue with a postal service where an individual who is blind was unable to have his passport photo taken as he did not meet the photo requirements (his eyes were “not opened” and he is unable to help that due to his eye condition). The individual was sent to another store and needed to pay for an extra certificate from the pharmacist stating he was someone with a vision impairment;
· An airline issue where a member was told that he was prohibited from travelling independently because of their policy which required him to be accompanied by a carer;
· Another airline issue where an individual was unhappy with the inaccessible inflight entertainment system;
· A third airline issue where the airline requested an individual pay for an extra seat for her guide dog;
· A goods and services issue where a cinema did not offer any way for people who are blind or vision impaired to be able to find out through a telephone conversation which movie sessions carried audio description; and
· An employment issue where an individual was employed in a job for years on a contract before his employer changed aspects of his job, advertised his role and hired another individual, rendering him unemployed. 

Systemic Advocacy

There were several systemic advocacy activities undertaken during the reporting period which included participation in committees and working groups, meetings with government departments and organisations, submissions and presentations, direct consultations, attendance at forums, and communications with members.

The following areas were addressed this year: 

Accessible Information 

Blind Citizens Australia provided feedback about the information access needs of people who are blind or vision impaired in the health literacy and consumer health information workshop run by the Department of Health. 

Blind Citizens Australia attended a meeting with Australian Federation of Disability Organisations (AFDO) and the City of Yarra regarding the purchasing of accessible software for employees who are blind or vision impaired. 

Accessible Voting

Blind Citizens Australia sits on the Electoral Access Advisory Group facilitated by the Victorian Electoral Commission (VEC). A meeting was attended this year to provide feedback into the VEC’s rollout of “super accessibility centres” for the 2014 Victorian state election.

Education

Blind Citizens Australia sits on the Disability Stakeholder Reference Group run by the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development. Meetings were held in relation to the impact of the National Disability Insurance Scheme, the National Count of Students with Disabilities to inform funding schemes for student supports, and the eLearning resource being developed by the Education Institute at the University of Canberra to train teachers and parents about the Disability Standards of Education. A tertiary education workshop was held in partnership with Vision Australia to educate university students about their rights in education and in developing their self-advocacy skills.

Goods and Services 

Blind Citizens Australia participated in a Victims Support Agency Forum held by Victoria Police and the Magistrates’ Court of Victoria regarding the accessibility of policing services and supporting people with disabilities who are victims of crime. 

Blind Citizens Australia provided input into AFDO’s submission to Australia Post about the accessibility of postal services. The submission, “The Performance of Australia Post and Licensed Post Offices”, was sent to the Senate Standing Committee Inquiry regarding postal services. 

Transport

Blind Citizens Australia attended several meetings and forums with transport operators regarding transport issues affecting people who are blind or vision impaired. This year meetings were held with: 

· Yarra Trams regarding audible announcements updates, web accessibility and new accessible services such as the communication boards and screens at tram stops. Blind Citizens Australia also sits on Yarra Trams disability reference group to provide recommendations to improve the accessibility of tram services for people who are blind or vision impaired;
· Public Transport Victoria regarding the new communication boards that are being trialled at train stations to provide information about service delays and the redesign of the “myki” colour schemes;
· Victorian Taxi Services Commission regarding taxi reform updates, the new price notification system, advertising guidelines, talking taxi meters and the new knowledge test that new drivers are required to undertake prior to being registered. Blind Citizens Australia sits on the Disabled Persons Taxi Advisory Committee (DPTAC) facilitated by the Victorian Taxi Services Commission. Blind Citizens Australia also provided a submission to the Draft Taxi Industry Inquiry regarding the new Price Notification System; 

· VicRoads to provide feedback on their Pedestrian Cycling Action Plan and the issues faced with the introduction of Segways in the Melbourne CBD;
· The Department of Infrastructure and Transport to provide input into their research in better understanding the role of the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport 2002 in the Melbourne transport system;
· V/line during their accessibility forum held to discuss issues for people with disabilities using V/line services; 

· Australasian Railway Association providing input into their events planning for international day for people with disabilities. 

Government and Agency Working Groups and Committees

· Disabled Persons Taxi Advisory Committee (DPTAC) facilitated by the Victorian Taxi Services Commission 

· Disability Stakeholder Reference Group facilitated by the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development

· Electoral Access Advisory Group facilitated by the Victorian Electoral Commission.

· Yarra Trams Disability Reference group

Other forums attended 

Victorian Council of Social Services Social Inclusion Forum

Communication Resource Centre Open Day advertising different communication tools.
Other submissions 

Victorian Parliament's Family and Community Development Committee's Inquiry into Social inclusion and Victorians with a disability.
All States Advocacy and Policy Report

Hanna Mazzeo
Having joined the BCA team in August 2013, my role primarily focuses on NSW and the ACT, but includes all Australian States and Territories. I work with members and non-members on individual advocacy, policy development and information services, which is reflected in the statistics within this section of the report. 

Individual Advocacy
Individual advocacy and information services were provided to a total of 119 individuals across every State and Territory in Australia (excluding Victoria), and 1 individual who was overseas this financial year. This included 25 individual advocacy cases in NSW alone, which was an increase of 11.4 per cent on the previous financial year. 

General Enquiry Topics – Most Commonly Received
· Centrelink enquiries including the difference between disability support pension and the aged pension blind, indefinite portability requirements, jobs in jeopardy and other issues;
· Inaccessible information;
· Dog guide access (including in public swimming pools, school buses and on airlines);
· Disability awareness in workplaces;
· International travel, airlines, travel insurance and immigration;
· Pedestrian safety and other local Council issues;
· Impacts of the Federal Budget on pensions and proposed changes to the welfare system in general;
· Public transport, community transport, and wayfinding;
· Adaptive technology including accessible mobile phones;
· General benefits and entitlements for people who are blind or vision impaired.

Nature of Advocacy Cases 

During the year, I have dealt with cases involving an RSL club; one involving Centrelink and the Department of Immigration; neighbourhood fencing laws (including inaccessible neighbour fencing contracts); audible announcements on public transport; access to services issues with a fast food chain; dog guide access; discriminatory conditions within contracts of a pawn broking store; disability awareness in workplaces; public transport; pedestrian safety; and inaccessible information. 

Meetings and Forums
Accessible Transport Advisory Committee (NSW)

BCA Board member Barry Chapman sits on the NSW Accessible Transport Advisory Committee (ATAC). Meetings are held quarterly.

Australian Bank Notes 

BCA met with Vision Australia and the mother of a 12-year-old boy who has lodged a DDA complaint with the Australian Human Rights Commission in a bid to add tactile markings to the upcoming reprint of Australia’s banknotes so that they’re equally and independently accessible for people who are blind.

The mother had started a petition on “change.org”, which had almost 55,000 signatures, calling for the Treasurer and the Reserve Bank of Australia to make these changes so that her son could be more independent, and distinguish which note was which, without the assistance of a second device such as a BCA cash test card or iPhone.

International Day of People with a Disability (IDPWD) 
The BCA advocacy team had a stall at Federation Square, along with Blind Sports Victoria, to celebrate International Day of People with a Disability and to promote BCA’s services.

New South Wales Electoral Commission (NSWEC)
BCA, Vision Australia and Association of Blind Citizens NSW were involved in a consultation with the NSWEC to discuss a range of elements related to iVote for the 2015 NSW State Election. 

BCA is also part of the NSWEC Equal Access to Democracy Disability Reference Group which reviewed their disability action plan this year.

Texpo

BCA had a stall at both the Victorian and NSW Texpo exhibitions this financial year. Texpo is an annual event organised by Vision Australia which showcases the latest in products and services that can assist people who are blind or vision impaired.

Wayfinding
BCA advocacy and policy staff met with a representative from the University of NSW regarding the SIMO Project: mobility and location information systems designed for people who are blind or vision impaired. 

Why Self Advocacy Matters Forum

In November the BCA advocates attended this forum which provided an opportunity to hear about developments in self advocacy across Victoria. The forum focused on the way self advocacy works at a number of levels: to empower people, to change and strengthen the disability support system, and to build more inclusive communities.

Projects 

BCA Compliments, Suggestions and Complaint Form
The advocacy team developed an evaluation survey using “SurveyMonkey”, which is used to understand what the organisation does well and what could be improved. The survey can be completed online via the BCA website or over the phone by calling the National Office.

Toolkits
As of 30th June 2014, draft toolkits have been produced for Queensland, the Australian Capital Territory, Tasmania, Victoria and South Australia, with a revised version of the New South Wales toolkit also being completed. 

All of the draft toolkits have been sent to Branch Presidents in their respective states for feedback, to ensure the information is correct and that no detail is missed. 

Final toolkits will be available to all members via the BCA website, or alternative formats upon request, by the end of 2014.

BCA Membership 

During the 2013-2014 financial year the membership comprised 3028 individual members and 8 organisational members. The breakdown of this membership is as follows.

Full Members: 2814
Eighteen years or over, permanent residents of Australia and classified as legally blind or having visual acuity of 6/18 or less.

Junior Members: 5

Under the age of eighteen years, permanent residents of Australia and classified as legally blind or having visual acuity of 6/18 or less.

Associate Members: 209
Persons who identify with the aims of the organisation, but who are ineligible to be Full Members.

Organisational Members Class (A): 4  

Incorporated organisations within Australia where the membership and governing body comprise a majority of blind persons or the parents of blind children under the age of 18 years, or which have a substantial involvement in representing the interests of persons with vision or print disabilities from the consumer perspective.

· Association of Blind Citizens of NSW

· Blind Workers Union of Victoria

· Retina Australia 

· Retina Australia (VIC) Inc.
Organisational Members Class (B): 4 

Incorporated organisations which identify with the aims of
Blind Citizens Australia but which are ineligible as Class A Organizational Members.
· Deafblind Association of NSW

· RPH Australia

· SensWide Services

· Statewide Vision Resource Centre 

External Representation
Rosemary Boyd, Executive Officer
We continue to be active in organisations beyond BCA, in order to represent Australians who are blind or vision impaired. In so doing, we believe it is critical to liaise with other organisations to receive information, to give advice and ensure that when these organisations speak out, or develop policies on blindness or disability related matters, they incorporate our views. We have enjoyed productive working relations with many external bodies, and we value the contacts we have made and the information and advice we have received.

Accessible Cinemas Advisory Group (ACAG)

Lauren Henley represented BCA on this group. The purpose                of ACAG is to advise the Parliamentary Secretary for Disability             and the four major cinema chains on matters impacting on the            roll out of accessible cinema for people with vision and hearing impairments. Although it was envisaged that the roll out plan would be completed in 2014, there is still a long way to go, particularly with the education of cinema staff and provision for ongoing education about accessible cinema through the induction process of new cinema staff.

Australian Blindness Forum (ABF)

During the 2013-2014 financial year, Greg Madson and Rosemary Boyd were the BCA representatives on the ABF Board. The ABF             is an association of many of Australia’s major blindness service provision agencies with BCA being the national consumer representative organisation. 

It is a function of the ABF to appoint the Australian delegates to the World Blind Union General Assembly. The four Australian delegates during this year were: Greg Madson (BCA President), Rosemary Boyd (BCA Executive Officer), Kevin Murfitt (Chair of Vision Australia) and Andrew Daly (Executive Director of Royal Society for the Blind). 
Erika Webb represented BCA on the Access to the Built Environment and Transport Committee; Stephen Belbin and Rosemary Boyd on the NDIS, Employment and Education Committees and Greg Madson on the Information Access Committee of the ABF.

Australian Braille Authority (ABA)
This committee is a subcommittee of the Round Table on Information Access for People with Print Disabilities and is Australia’s representative on the International Council on English Braille. Bill Jolley is the BCA delegate to this committee and continues to provide advice on technical issues related to the use of Braille, in great detail, and with extreme clarity.

Australian Electoral Commission (AEC)

Rosemary Boyd was the BCA representative on the AEC Disability Reference Group. The core focus of this group in the financial year was the provision and analysis of an alternative form of voting, namely a telephone voting system, for people who are blind or vision impaired at the Federal Election, the Griffith By-Election and the WA Senate Election. 

The main feedback provided to the AEC was that:

· Voters who used the system were mostly positive about it; 

· The service, though an improvement on the 2010 Federal Election voting option, is not a truly independent, secret and verifiable vote;

· The telephone voting option was not advertised sufficiently in the mainstream media;

· Accessible materials were a positive addition to the service but there were issues around voters receiving them, or receiving them in time to vote.
The reference group continues to provide feedback to the AEC with the aim that ultimately the election process will be the same for all federal, state and local elections and that provision will be made for Australians who are blind or vision impaired to cast a truly independent, secret and verifiable vote. At this stage the AEC is looking into the potential of a limited trial of internet voting for the next federal election whilst simultaneously continuing with some form of telephone assisted voting. 
Australian Federation of Disability Organisation (AFDO)

AFDO is a member based organisation for all consumer based disability advocacy organisations in Australia. It aims to provide a clear voice to government about the needs of people with disabilities. Greg Madson was the BCA representative on the AFDO Board during 2013-2014.
Rosemary Boyd was one of two AFDO representatives on the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations Disability Employment Services Reference Group during the reporting period. Lauren Henley was one of two AFDO representatives on the Public Transport National Advisory Committee.

Round Table on Information Access for People with a Print Disability

The Round Table exists to ensure that the needs of people with a print disability in Australia and New Zealand are met. The Round Table produces a range of guidelines regarding the production of materials in alternative formats. They also hold an annual conference. Due to the lack of timely information regarding the Round Table AGM and the unavailability of the role of the consumer representative, BCA did not nominate a consumer representative for this body during the financial year.
Standards Australia ME-064 Committee

Erika Webb represented BCA on the ME-064 Standards Australia

Committee, replacing Ivan Petersen who retired from this committee during the year. This committee is responsible for monitoring, developing and reviewing Australian Standards relating to access to the built environment for people with disabilities. 

The Standards Technical Committee ME-064 recently facilitated a forum to discuss and consider work in the areas of adaptable housing/universal design; wayfinding; and fixtures, fittings and fitments within buildings. Erika attends full day teleconferences monthly (one or two day) and has attended 10 meetings since she joined in November 2013. The ME-064 Committee is currently creating and drafting a new Australian Standard on wayfinding in the build environment.

The Australian Network for Universal Housing Design ANUHD is a national network of housing industry bodies, housing professionals, government professionals, designers, builders, researchers and home occupants who believe that the homes we build for today’s Australia should be fit for all of tomorrow’s Australians. Erika Webb has re-joined ANUHD, attending monthly teleconferences, as information gained within this group is of assistance to her work on the ME-064 Committee.

Telecommunications Groups (Optus and Telstra)

BCA was previously a member of both Optus and Telstra Disability Reference Groups. Optus have decided to disband their Consumer Reference Group and consult on issues as they occur. Telstra has suspended their Forum whilst an Independent Review of their Customer Engagement was conducted. BCA participated in this review and look forward to the results and outcomes.

One of the highlights of the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) was the campaign to eliminate “Captcha” security keys which are used to enable computer users to sign up for internet  services and information portals. As this is purely a visual option ACCAN and its members have been lobbying government and businesses to replace them with an accessible option. Telstra has committed to remove these security keys as part of their Disability Action Plan by the end of 2014.

Vision 2020 Australia

Vision 2020 Australia is a national organisation which is part of an international network dedicated to eye health and rehabilitation for people who experience vision loss. Its aims are health promotion, vision loss rehabilitation and eye research. During the 2013-2014 Rosemary Boyd represented BCA on the Vision 2020 Low Vision and Rehabilitation Committee. 

Victorian and New South Wales Government Committees

Barry Chapman, Lauren Henley, Thai Nguyen and Hanna Mazzeo have represented BCA in their respective roles to voice the organisation’s opinion and give advice to such committees as: Victorian Disabled Persons Taxi Advisory Committee; Victorian Electoral Access Advisory Group; Victoria Transport – All Aboard; Victorian Government Education Disability Stakeholder Reference Group; NSW Electoral Committee; and the NSW Public Transport Advisory Committee. 
Local Branch Reports
ACT Branch

Vicki Scheeren, Branch President
The ACT Committee has been using teleconferences to meet regularly. Unfortunately the Committee’s work has been affected somewhat by illness, and a resignation, during the year. They are hoping to attract new members to the Committee who have varied skills and experiences in the future.  
The ACT Branch activities have included:

· General Meetings held in a local club followed by lunch;

· A movie afternoon at the Events Theatre at Woden for a group of vision impaired people to experience Audio Description (AD). The press were invited to inform them about AD and provide them with an example in operation; 
· Working with the National Coordinator of AD for Vision Australia   regarding compliance in the provision of AD in all cinemas within the ACT. Apparently some cinemas are in the process of integrating new AD equipment into their systems, as the old gear is now redundant with the introduction of digital systems. It is hoped that AD will resume after this installation; and

· Advocating locally for the provision of websites that are accessible to people who are blind or vision impaired. 
Plans for the future include holding a seminar where speakers will address issues such as: accessing the “Real Time ACT Bus Schedules”; “On Bus” announcements; and VA Library Services. 
Adelaide Branch 
David Squirrell, Branch President
The Adelaide Branch Committee meets on a regular basis with Branch meetings held less frequently. Members of Committee and Branch members are kept informed of issues that have been raised by the President when they have been lodged with the relevant organisation, municipal council or government department. The majority of these issues have emanated from the concerns of an individual member. 

The concerns can be grouped into the following main areas:

· Transport, including buses, cyclists, taxis, disability parking

· Pedestrian safety 

· Accessible election processes

· Accessible formats and website accessibility

· Personal safety 

· Environmental design

The President has also participated in forums, made presentations to service clubs and been involved in a number of committees related to social inclusion during the year.
Brisbane Branch

Lyn Eagers, Branch President
The six members of the Brisbane Branch Committee have met regularly to discuss and plan activities for the Branch. The Brisbane Branch Committee regrets that quarterly meetings have again not been held this year, as it has been clear that they would not attract a quorum.

The highlights of the Branch’s activities have been:

· Having a stand at the Vision Australia Texpo, Guide Dogs Mobility Expo and Braille House’s Diamond Jubilee Garden Party;

· Representation on the Queensland Rail Accessibility Reference Group; 

· Continuation of the affiliation with the Queensland White Cane Committee;  

· Participation in VIA (Vision Impairment Agencies) meetings;  

· Commencing negotiations with the Brisbane City Council during a review of their policy to have audible traffic signals switched on every day for twenty-four hours; and

· Commencing the organising for the 2014 State Forum and 2014 Blind Driving Day.
The Branch has also continued to produce a monthly newsletter
“The Voice”, which is aired twice on Radio 4RPH and then sent out to interested members via email or on audio CD.
Central West NSW Branch
Graham Hedrick, Branch President
It has been a very quiet year for the Branch which has 32 members spread over a very large area. Despite regular contact by email and phone no input is received from members other than a few in Mudgee where monthly meetings are held. The Central West Branch has representatives on the local access, transport and health committees who are able to advocate on behalf of the members. The Branch is hopeful of gaining more input from the broader membership in 2015, and is ready to act on any issue that is put forward.  
Geelong Branch 

Colin Watson, Branch President
In April 2014 the Branch availed itself of an opportunity to have access to a large boardroom for meetings, and some space to house computer and other equipment, by providing rostered volunteers, in lieu of rent, to staff a reception desk Monday to Friday from 9am to 5pm for Guide Dogs Victoria, Yooralla and Pacific Vision. It is envisaged that the computer equipment and software can be used to further the knowledge and skills of the Geelong members.
Once again a feature of Branch activities was the guest speakers invited to the regular quarterly meetings. These included:

· The Manager of the National Disability Insurance Agency which has its headquarters in Geelong ; and  

· Dr Diane Ashworth the first volunteer to have an implant under the Bionic Eye Project. Diane is a member of the Branch and she spoke about the various steps taken so far on the road to possible artificial vision.  
As a number of members live in the City of Wyndham their needs are always given a high priority by the Branch. This work in Wyndham has started to pay real dividends as the local Council has begun consulting with the Branch on matters relating to people who are blind or vision impaired and who live in their municipality.  A recent example culminated in a meeting with the Council to outline the need for the greater use of tactile tiles in Werribee.  
The Branch has been active this year in pressing for safe pedestrian crossings at rail stations in Geelong. This advocacy has particularly focussed on Lara and South Geelong stations where no safe pedestrian access exists and for the proposed new station at Waurn Ponds which has no safe access planned.
The Branch has used social events to build the camaraderie and spirit of membership. For example these activities include: 

· Lunch at various hotels or clubs in the region held on the last Wednesday of the month; and 

· Two excursions per year to destinations such as Bairnsdale/Lakes Entrance and Mt Gambier.  Excursions are organised to maximise the experience for members who are blind or vision impaired.  
The Branch held a fund raising sausage sizzle at Bunnings in Waurn Ponds, and due to a good response from Branch members and their family and friends, sufficient funds were raised to adequately cover the Branch's expenses for the year.
Macleay/Nambucca Branch

Clare Porter, Branch Secretary
Branch meetings, including morning tea, are held on the first Monday of each month at the Kempsey RSL Club. Regular social activities are held on the third Monday of each month and include organised group lunches held at a variety of venues, or full-day bus excursions to scenic areas between Laurieton and Coffs Harbour.  These tours are audio described for the benefit of members who are blind or have very low vision.  
During the previous year one bus tour took members to Coffs Harbour specifically so that they could visit the Vision Australia Low Vision and Assistive Technology Shop. Here they were provided with an explanation of products, as well as being able to look at, or purchase, useful items. 

The Branch has been supported by the South West Rocks Lions Club and the Kempsey RSL Club through the provision of courtesy buses free of charge and by two volunteer bus drivers who drive the group on their regular monthly outings.   

Newcastle Hunter Branch 

Stephen Belbin, President
The Newcastle Hunter Branch continues to be a very active voice in the Hunter Region, always upholding the rights of its members, whilst promoting awareness of the Branch and its importance to people who are blind or vision impaired to the wider community.

The Branch membership comprises approximately 50 people who are actively supported by the very proactive six-person committee.  

The Branch continues to advocate and address issues at a local level, these can include such things as:

· Access to the built environment;
· Access to transport;
· Equity in the delivery of education; 
· Greater opportunities around employment; and
· Access to all forms of recreation.

This year one of the major Branch achievements was in the area of access to the built environment. The issue involved the unusual instance that a motorised wheel chair lift was available for the use of wheel chair visitors to a popular tourist resort, but was not able to be used by one of the Branch members, as the staff were not trained to operate it. After significant intense contact and advocating with Newcastle City Council this issue is well on the way to being resolved, and the Branch has constant communication with the Council around the progress.
The Branch also realises the power in partnering with other Branches and service providers, to have a louder voice when attempting to address systemic issues and continues to work closely with the ACT and other NSW Branches to bring about improvements for people who are blind or vision impaired.

Sydney Branch

Lee Smith, Branch President

The Sydney Branch is the oldest functioning Branch of BCA, and although experiencing difficulty in getting a quorum at meetings, is committed to furthering the work of the organisation. In order to attract more members, the Branch is planning to hold meetings in various parts of Sydney.
During the year, meetings were moved from bi-monthly to quarterly to be held in August, November, February and May, with the Annual General Meeting to be held in September. In order to encourage the participation of members who are not able to travel to a specific meeting location, it was decided that business meetings, including the Annual General Meeting, would be held by teleconference. It is envisaged that in the future every face to face meeting will involve a feature presentation and a social component.

Whilst the financial position of the Branch remains relatively healthy, the loss of the Association of Blind Citizens premises as the regular meeting venue due to the sale of Shirley House, has meant that opportunities for raising funds from social events have been significantly reduced.

During the year, members represented the Branch on the Sydney Braille Forum, the Tactile and Bold Print Mapping Committee, and at the Radio 2RPH Annual General Meeting. The Branch also provided training to volunteers at a neighbour aid organisation.

In the transport arena, the Branch was represented at a meeting at Vision Australia with Roads and Maritime Services to discuss an anti-fraud campaign related to the Taxi Transport Subsidy Scheme.

Future plans of the Branch are to strive to revitalise the Branch and in particular, to attract younger members. As well, the Branch will continue to look for opportunities to support the advocacy priorities of BCA at the local level.
Toowoomba Branch 

Joyce Jones, Branch President
Although membership is still well below the expectation for the population, Toowoomba Regional Branch has welcomed new members during the year. The Branch meets on the second Thursday morning of each month in the Dr Price Community Room in Toowoomba. Attendance is varied and at times there are insufficient numbers to reach a quorum.   
The current committee is keen to implement a new system of governance that will be less onerous and hopefully lead to increased communication between members and an increased knowledge of interests and requirements. In turn this may result in better provision of activities that are more closely aligned with the interests of Branch members. 
The Branch is well represented on local groups with:

· Joyce being a member of the Regional Access and Disability Advisory Committee of the Toowoomba Regional Council, and engaged in outreach work with people with vision impairment;
· Kevin who is now resident in Stanthorpe, being in communication with people in the southern district of the region; and 
· Joyce as Vice President of the North Toowoomba Branch of the Australian Labor Party who is able to voice the opinions of people who are blind or vision impaired to a political audience.

During the year the Branch has been very active in fighting the anti-welfare approach of the Queensland Government and the cuts to government services and expenditure for people with disabilities.

Tweed Valley Branch

Suzanne Hudson, Branch President
This year has been a very busy one for the Tweed Branch. The enthusiastic and active committee has been supported by a number of volunteers who assisted with the organisation of Branch activities. Attendance at meetings is on average 25 members but this grows to 40 depending on the activity.   
Activities during the year have included: 

· Guest speakers from Guide Dogs, the local Council, the Champion Programme and a blind film producer; 
· Picnics; 
· Barbeques; 
· Bush walks; and
· A committee organised raffle, the proceeds of which will support members interested in attending the BCA State Convention. 
During the year the Branch was successful in receiving a grant to purchase some computer and other equipment which will assist with the work of the Branch. 

Blind Citizens WA 

Deanne Ferris, Branch President

Blind Citizens WA members attend general meetings regularly, sharing information and advocacy issues. Good company and peer support is also offered at Swish each month and via the active Facebook group. 

The executive committee consists of six very enthusiastic and committed members who are ably assisted by the dedicated Administration / Advocacy Officer Kerry Cameron in their various roles in supporting the Branch. 
Members are always quick to offer support and 2013-14 has provided many opportunities including:
· Hosting a visit to Perth by blind orientation and mobility instructor Daniel Kish;

· Holding the annual State Forum, attracting new members to the event and presenting workshops on advocacy, gadgets, and socialising in small groups, as well as a presentation on the NDIS and NDIS My Way pilots;
· Organising a Bunnings sausage sizzle and annual Quiz Night which helps to raise funds to continue the work of the Branch.
Blind Citizens WA acknowledges the support of the Disability Services Commission and Lotterywest for their contribution to the Branch and gives a special vote of thanks to Paul Bell, co-host of the audio magazine, “Consumer Voice”, for nineteen years, who recorded his final edition in July. Blind Citizens WA would also like to pay tribute to two passionate advocates in Josephine Nicholson and Fay Cumper who passed away during the year. These ladies will be well remembered as the Branch continues to advocate for the rights of people who are blind or vision impaired in WA.
Special Interest Branch Reports
Computer Users’ Group

Peter Scanlon, President
The Blind Citizens Australia Computer Users’ Group has taken some steps this year to ensure the growth of the Branch. One action has been to remove the joining fee and it is hoped that this will encourage new members. The process of recording meetings has also been simplified, which seems to have been successful. As a direct result of these actions, or otherwise, the Branch has welcomed some new members during the year and anticipates that this trend will continue over the next 12 months. 
The committee of six has been very enthusiastic and all contribute effectively to the success of the Branch. One volunteer works behind the scenes with the computer and audio equipment to ensure that meetings run smoothly.
During the year steps were taken to remove the difficulties associated with the various types of software and hardware used to provide easy access for remote members. The resultant introduction of a new telephone conferencing system has solved the problem for the short-term but a longer term solution is being investigated.    
During the year activities have included time for members information exchange as well as a number of interesting guest speakers. Future plans include the encouragement of more participation by members who would demonstrate or discuss programs or hardware they use so that all members may learn.

National Women’s Branch

Karen Passmore, Branch President
The Executive Committee meet monthly (except January) by teleconference as its seven members are located in Western Australia, New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia and Victoria. Membership of the Branch is now 216 with seven new members joining during the year. 

Branch Activities include: 

· The provision of a workshop at National Convention, with the topic in 2013 being “Accessible First Aid”. Since this event, a number of people have purchased a talking first aid kit;
· The development of a new project: “Reaching Out To Rural and Regional Women”. This involves the email distribution of a special flyer which will be sent to regional libraries, CWA’s, women’s health centres and radio stations;

· The continued distribution of audio cookbooks which are available in MP3, memory stick and electronic versions. The sale of these cookbooks generates some income for the Branch. 
The National Women’s Branch hosts a “women talk” email list and also the “VIP grandparents” email list. The twice yearly “Aspirations” magazine remains very popular with members and is edited by Jennifer Dawson.
Overseas and Cultural Branch 
Ivan Malloy, Branch President
This year the BCA Overseas Services Branch has sent the following items of equipment to Sri Lanka at the request of organisations for the blind and vision impaired:

· Numerous books in Braille (English)

· A number of folding canes

· Approximately 400 pairs of spectacles.

The Branch also donated $1400.00 dollars to organisations for the blind and vision impaired in Sri Lanka.

Blind Citizens Australia National Office Staff
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Rosemary Boyd 
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