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Blind Citizens Australia is the peak national consumer body of and for people who are blind or vision impaired. Blind Citizens Australia has made a number of submissions on the design of the NDIS, including our recent submission on the consultation paper to inform the design of the Rules which we refer FaHCSIA to.  

Unfortunately, due to the very short timeframe to provide comment on the draft Rules, Blind Citizens Australia notes that our comments cannot be read as representative of the full views and experiences of our members. Our feedback below has been informed by member feedback via teleconference and our extensive consultation during the Productivity Commission process and our expertise in issues relating to access to services as people who are blind or vision impaired.  
Part 3: Assessing Proposed Supports
Value for Money

· Blind Citizens Australia recognises that changes have been made to the definition of value for money in the NDIS legislation and the Rules to reflect that the costs of support are reasonable, relative to both the benefits achieved and the cost of alternative support.

· Despite rewording of this definition, members of Blind Citizens Australia feel that the criteria which govern access to supports is heavily weighted in favour of the Agency rather than meeting the specified needs or necessary needs of people who are blind or vision impaired. Our members are particularly concerned that value of money is one of the first criteria listed in the Rule to inform considerations of what supports are provided. Our members understand that money isn’t limitless however feel that people with disability, and their choices, could be disadvantaged by this criteria.
 

· In determining value for money, clause (a) states “whether there are comparable supports which would achieve the same outcomes at a substantially lower cost” as one criteria. While cost effectiveness is important, there is a risk that choice within a range of supports (such as different mobility aids) could be limited to supports which are substantially cheaper, without taking into account individual preferences and why these preferences are important to the individual. 
· As an example, a dog guide (the generic term of guide dogs and seeing eye dogs) requires significant financial investment in breeding, raising, puppy caring, initial training of the dog, matching and training of the partnership (the person who is blind or vision impaired and the dog guide). In comparison, the provision of a white cane and training in orientation and mobility to use a white cane is significantly cheaper. Regular use of a white cane may not be the most appropriate option for all people who are blind or vision impaired due to balance issues, spatial processing and confidence to navigate unfamiliar areas independently. A value for money test could mean that the choice of supports that an individual deems most appropriate may be considered but effectively dismissed, particularly where there would appear to be a significant difference in cost. This is particularly concerning where individuals currently at the centre of decision making of which mobility aid best suits their needs. 


· Likewise, similar concerns exist for our members regarding what will be considered reasonable and who will make these decisions. As an example, it might be reasonable for a person who is blind or vision impaired to have someone read correspondence to them in their home or workplace, while the NDIA might consider that a scanner would be a better and more cost effective reasonable and necessary support. Many people who are blind or vision impaired know from experience that some documentation can be scanned and converted to text however a lot of documentation is inaccessible or incomplete via scanning. Likewise, it may be reasonable to request information in Braille which can improve efficiency but Braille is a more expensive format than audio. Taking this further, will access to arts and culture be considered reasonable and necessary?


· Our members note that determining value for money should be a two way negotiation between the Agency and the participant, as what would appear to be an expensive support could lead to cost savings, greater efficiency and increased independence longer term. As noted by a participant in our teleconference on this NDIS rule, “a professional assessment isn’t always going to determine what I want, I need, I have, I can and I do”. Concern was expressed that some people with disability will not have the skills to negotiate with the NDIA on the value (in this instance personal benefit) of a support therefore it is critical that transparent criteria, in addition to robust discussion with the participant is adopted. 

· Questions from our members include
· How will a determination of value for money be applied in practice (ie. how will each support be measured, how will benefit be measured, to what extent do the needs of the participant inform whether a support is approved?)

· How will supports be judged, in who’s opinion, who is right and who is wrong? 
· Clause (d) (ii) states “whether there are any expected changes in technology or the participant’s circumstances in the short term that would make it inappropriate to fund the equipment or modification” as a criteria. We have concerns about this statement, particularly for people with degenerative conditions, where the degeneration is not predicable and therefore support needs could change often during the period of sight loss. While we recognise the commitment by the Government to support people with degenerative conditions, it is important that this clause does not inadvertently exclude. 
· Clause (e) states “whether the cost of the support is comparable to the cost of supports of the same kind that are provided in the area in which the participant resides” as a criteria. It is particularly crucial that geographic distance, travel to the participant and the costs of providing services in regional, rural and remote areas are built into a person’s plan, and by default, into their funding package to ensure equitable access to the supports the participant needs. A participant’s plan and their access to supports should also reference additional costs that participants in regional, rural and remote areas are likely to have to access the supports they need. 
· Our members also considered value for money in light of mainstream supports and products. Our members noted that mainstream supports which assist a person to minimise the impact of their disability are important (such as lawn mowing, domestic house cleaning etc) and that accessible mainstream products which can alleviate barriers for people with disability (such as Apple products which have a wealth of apps that can address visual barriers) should also be considered as reasonable and necessary supports. 


· As noted in our response to the NDIS rule on becoming a participant, continuous skill development and building the capacity of an individual are critical to ongoing independence and likewise should be recognised as value for money. A person with good orientation and mobility skills who wants to refine their skills by learning a new piece of technology should be able to do so, rather than be viewed as having enough of the skills necessary to get around independently. 

Effective beneficial and current good practice

· Blind Citizens Australia does not have any further specific advice regarding this Part. 
Reasonable family and carer and other support

· We are pleased that this clause specifically recognises the “extent of any risks to the wellbeing of the participant by relying on the support of family” or others and “the extent to which informal supports contribute to or detract from the outcomes of the participant”. We believe that the clause provides a good balance which recognises the benefits of informal supports and the desire of people with disability to be independent with limited reliance on others.  

Part 4: Needs assessment

· Blind Citizens Australia notes that it is difficult to provide informed comment on the Rule without knowledge of the assessment tools which will be used to assess the support needs of people who are blind or vision impaired.
· Blind Citizens Australia agrees with the statement in clause 1.4 that a participant should not be assessed on matters that are not relevant to them. Determining what is relevant should be informed through discussions with the participant. 
· Blind Citizens Australia supports the proposal that tools are specified in operational guidelines, that the CEO may specify different tools for adults and children and may specify specific tools for people with particular disabilities. This is particularly critical for people who are blind or vision impaired to capture the full range of specialist supports that our members use and need. 
· We refer FaHCSIA to our more detailed comments on assessment in our response to the Rules consultation paper. 

Part 5: General criteria for supports and supports that will not be funded or provided

· Blind Citizens Australia does not have any further specific advice regarding this Part.
Schedule 1

Health

· We are pleased that the NDIS will be responsible for community reintegration including specialist hearing and vision supports where these supports relate to a person’s functional impairment. We are also pleased that therapies that directly relate to increasing, maintaining or managing a person’s functional capacity such as occupational therapy has been referenced. 
School education

· Blind Citizens Australia recommends specific reference to adaptive technology in clause 7.19 (b) which specifies that the NDIS will be responsible for “portable aids and equipment at schools of educational facilities that are required by an individual regardless of the activity they are undertaking”. Students who are blind or vision impaired using computers with screen reading output or text enlargement programs, or using other devices such as Braille notetaking devices, will need these devices in other parts of their life in order to be able to equitably participate. 
Employment 

· Blind Citizens Australia is pleased that transition into employment ad travelling to and from work (where these relate to a person’s functional impairment) are recognised in the Rules.

· As per the point on school education, it is critical that adaptive technology and other beneficial aids and equipment (including mainstream equipment) be recognised under the banner of aids and equipment related to a person’s functional needs. 

· Separate to these Rules, it is critical that the Federal Government is transparent regarding the continued funding of DES programs beyond 2015, other employee assistance schemes and the continuation of the Employment Assistance Fund which funds workplace modifications for employees with disability.  

Transport

· Blind Citizens Australia is pleased that personal transport related aids and equipment or training to use transport has been referenced. 

· We are however concerned about the wording of clause 7.26 (c) which states that costs associated with taxis would only be covered for participants “where they are unable to travel independently and where other public transport is unsuitable”. Many people who are blind or vision impaired are independent and competent travellers who are able to travel independently but find it extremely difficult to independently navigate unfamiliar locations, to get from “door to door” and to use visual information. This clause must be reworded to ensure that people who are blind or vision impaired are not unfairly disadvantaged by this clause.  

· Further, we note that the Rule states that concessions will not be funded by the NDIS. It is therefore critical that the Federal government is transparent regarding: 

· Whether state based subsidies will continue to be funded by state and territory governments (such as state based taxi subsidy programs) and how this will intersect with an NDIS. This is particularly important as the Rule states that the NDIS will be responsible for the reasonable and necessary costs of taxis

· The continuation of disability specific transport concessions (ie the vision impaired travel pass) offered by state and territories

· The treatment of payments such as Mobility Allowance and its intersection with the NDIS

· How an NDIS assessment regarding transport related needs will relate to existing state and territory based assessment processes which assess and weight the transport needs of people with disability.  
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