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About Blind Citizens Australia: Who we are and why we say what we say
Blind Citizens Australia is unique in that our organisation is solely made up of and represents people who are blind or vision impaired. All of our Board of Directors, our committees and our Executive Officer are required by our Constitution to be a person who is blind or vision impaired. Many of our staff are also vision impaired. We have over 3000 members around Australia who are all people who experience blindness – whether they be a parent, professional, job seeker, volunteer or student. This is why we are best placed to comment on the specialist needs of people who are blind or vision impaired. 

We are driven by our mission to achieve equity and equality by our empowerment, by promoting positive community attitudes and by striving for high quality and accessible services which meet our needs.

Blind Citizens Australia welcomes the opportunity to comment on the draft National Standards for Disability Services under the National Quality Framework. Blind Citizens Australia has not previously provided consultation to the development of the draft Standards. 
Do the draft standards include things that are important to people with disability? What do you think is missing?

Blind Citizens Australia believes that the Standards provide a good framework which clearly outlines the broader expectations of disability service providers. Blind Citizens Australia supports the identification of the six areas of coverage – rights, participation, individual outcomes, feedback and complaints, service access and service management – as the core focus of the Standards. 

Blind Citizens Australia is particularly supportive of reference to:
· protection of privacy and confidentiality

· freedom from discrimination

· a focus of dignity and respect

· timely information to enable individuals to make informed decisions

· services which are assessed, planned, delivered and reviewed

· development of collaborative review processes with individuals
· recognition of client diversity, including disability type and 
· a complaints process which is transparent and does not subject individuals to different or lesser treatment because they have made a complaint. 

In terms of ‘missing’ content, Blind Citizens Australia makes the following recommendations for inclusion with the final Standards:
Rights – it’s not just about protecting individuals from mistreatment but also recognising and encouraging positive rights
Blind Citizens Australia supports the explicit recognition of rights within the Standards, which protect against discrimination, exploitation and other forms of unacceptable treatment. In addition, we would also like to see the section on Rights explicitly reference relevant positive obligations as promoted in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, such as an individual’s right to freedom of expression and opinion. 
Rights – Access is a right too
An area which is missing from the draft Standards, particularly in the section outlining Rights, is reference to access. Access is more than an entry procedure - it is about access to the full range of services a service provider offers in an accessible manner, such as the buildings used or the recreation offered irrespective of the disability the person has. While a service provider may have non-discriminatory policies for entering a service, physical access and ease of use can impact on how inclusive the service is for people with a range of disability. 
As such, the Standards should reference compliance with legislation such as the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) and Access to Premises Standards 2010 (Cth) to ensure that a person’s rights can be met across a range of fronts.  
Information in accessible formats for use by people who are blind or vision impaired

It is estimated that less than 5% of the world’s information is available in an accessible format for access by people who are blind or vision impaired. Many of our members note that it can be impossible to find service information in an accessible format, including information about how to make a complaint. 
While the draft Standards do include the terms ‘accessible’ and ‘appropriate formats’, it is important that the meaning of these terms is clearly spelled out in the final Standards. As an example, complaints processes (in the section Feedback and Complaints) should not just be communicated, they should be transparent and accessible.

Blind Citizens Australia recommends that all information that is provided by a service should be available to a service user in a format that is accessible – in large print, Braille, audio or e-text and/or in the preferred language of the individual accessing that service. Information that is readily available to existing or new clients should be available in accessible formats from the outset, such as entry processes, generic service information and so on. 
Independent resolution options

In terms of options for complaint resolution, Blind Citizens Australia recommends that independent mediation also be included as an avenue within the final Standards. Most complaints can be successfully resolved through an organisation’s internal complaints process however there are some instances where a neutral independent ‘third’ party skilled in resolving complaints can be useful, particularly where there may be a perceived conflict of interest. 
As an example, a member of Blind Citizens Australia last year lodged a complaint with the management of a service provider based on their concerns about the equity of the services they were accessing. The complaint was directed to an advocate working for the same organisation to help resolve the matter, however the client expressed concerns that the complaint might not be resolved impartially due to the advocate’s involvement with the organisation. As a result of the individual’s concerns, a skilled independent mediator was hired by the organisation to meet with the client, the client’s service manager and management to hear the issues and make their recommendations on how the complaint could be best resolved. 
Broad consultative mechanisms in addition to one on one consultation

In regards to Service Management, Blind Citizens Australia believes that it would be useful for service providers to also adopt broader consultative mechanisms in addition to consulting one on one with each consumer. Some consumers will be more skilled than others in advocating what they need from a service and may be more inclined to advocate for an improvement to the services they access rather than advocate for services which will benefit a broader group of people. A broader consultative process ensures that systemic issues around delivery and quality can be better identified and to ensure that current services are meeting the needs of the individuals the service provider aims to serve. 
Proportional representation of people with disability on boards and committees

Extending the above point, Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Standards explicitly encourage 
· Mechanisms to enable consumer representation directly to committees of management and 
· Aim for proportional representation of people with disability on Boards and Committees responsible for management and delivery of services. 
With the shift to greater individual choice and control, it is critical that decisions about the how and what of service delivery are formed by the very users who access services. It is imperative that people with disability are more than just consulted about what they want – people with disability should be able to influence how services are delivered, where they are offered, how often and the types of services that are delivered. Input should not just be at a user level but also at a senior level. 
Mentoring to enable leadership

In line with the above recommendation, Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Standards also encourage mentoring opportunities to enable people with disability to take on positions of leadership. Whilst this may not be at the core of current business practices of disability service providers, this ensures that people with disability are shaping the quality of future disability services and informing and influencing the quality of services currently offered. 

Do the draft standards include any concepts or ideas that you think are not relevant and could be removed?

Blind Citizens Australia supports the content as proposed. 

What do you think about the language that is used? Is there anything you don’t understand about the draft standards (words/sentences) or think would be difficult to explain? What words would you use instead?

Blind Citizens Australia does not believe that the language presents any significant issues for people who are blind or vision impaired. Blind Citizens Australia does however recommend further consultation with groups working with people with disability from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds to ensure that the language is culturally meaningful. 

Our only comment relates to the language used within the Quality Management principles. The Quality Management principles outline the term “use a system approach” and “take a systems approach”. It is unclear what a system/s approach actually looks like in real terms and the difference between the two principles. Blind Citizens Australia recommends rewording and clarifying the intent of these terms to ensure that consumers are aware of how service providers can meet its intent.  
How easy or challenging do you think it would be for the service/s you provide or use or know best to achieve these draft standards?

Blind Citizens Australia believes that most service providers would be in a position to meet the requirements of these draft Standards. 
There are however some parts of the Standards where direct compliance might be difficult for service providers who provide niche or specialist services. For example in Section 3 which focuses on Individual Outcomes, it is recommended that “the service works with an individual to identify their needs, strengths and life goals and plans, delivers and regularly reviews services or supports to meet them”. A similar point is made in Section 2 Participation about facilitating individual interests and preferences in relation to work, learning, social activities and community connection over time. 

While these are important goals to include within the National Standards, there must also be recognition in the Standards that not all service providers provide services which are holistic and span all parts of life – some people who are blind may only want to purchase a particular piece of technology, or access some audio books for entertainment, or seek assistance in developing their employment skills. Furthermore most of the services people who are blind or vision impaired access are short term/episodic and very specific to their needs at the time they access the service. 
Planning around life goals may be important for people with disability who require more intensive support but would not be relevant for most people who are blind or vision impaired who are capable of planning their own lives independently. It is therefore important that assessment of compliance to these Standards looks at the services offered by a provider, assesses how these services align with the broader aims of the Standards and look at the experience of the individual.
How easy or challenging do you think it would be for the services you provide or use or know best to demonstrate that they meet these draft standards?

Blind Citizens Australia believes that demonstrating compliance to the Standards should be achievable for most disability service providers providing services to people who are blind or vision impaired. Many service providers are currently required to report on outcomes and adhere to quality frameworks.  
As highlighted in our response to the above question, not all service providers provide services which span across the whole of life experience. In Section 2 Participation, the projected outcome is that “…participation in my chosen community is actively supported and encouraged”. Blind Citizens Australia strongly supports this outcome for all people with disability, including people who are blind or vision impaired, but queries how a service provider providing only minimal services to an individual can demonstrate compliance and how this might impact outcome reporting. 
For example, the provision of orientation and mobility enables an individual to be able to safely and independently navigate any community they choose. The core focus is to develop a person’s mobility skills – safe white cane usage or competent use of a dog guide in changing, and sometimes challenging, environments. While training in O&M inadvertently supports and encourages inclusion, this is not the focus of the service. Likewise, accessing a talking book provides enjoyment but could not be argued to increase participation. 
Such broad statements, such as the one above, creates an (inadvertent) risk that any or all services could essentially be deemed to enable or encourage participation in one form or another. This could lead to meaningless and over-prolific data which shows increased levels of participation even where the true inclusion and participation of service users remains completely unchanged. This can, in turn, also lead government and others to conclude that inclusion has improved and that policy attention can be directed to more pressing issues. 
It is therefore important that the outcomes outlined in the Standards have tangible compliance criteria which capture data about how services are improving participation and practically enabling inclusion. This includes qualitative evidence collected from individuals. Likewise, reporting should not be so burdensome that quality service provision is impacted due to the amount of time required to report. Neat and tidy files are important but are not the only demonstration of a meaningful and useful service experience. 
For each draft standard, what would you look to see or experience to tell you that the service you provide or use or know best is meeting the standards?

Rights

· Evidence of transparent policies on confidentiality, privacy, anti discrimination and other protected rights which are communicated and available to service users in formats that are accessible
· Evidence of training for current and new staff on organisational policies and relevant legislation, both state and Commonwealth
· Process for review and updating of policies, including demonstrated mechanisms for consumer input on the content of policies, where suitable
· Ensure that recruitment and selection processes for new staff seek people who understand and/or committed to a person-centred approach.

Participation

· Undertake surveys to determine the satisfaction of service users around the facilitation of individual interests and preferences, compatible with the types of services that are offered by the service provider.
Individual Outcomes

· Evidence of policies to allow individuals to inform how services are delivered, including how individuals can direct their plan, consult on what they need and around the frequency of reviews 
· Evidence of how planning is responsive to the diversity of service user needs 
Feedback and complaints

· Evidence of mechanisms to gather consumer feedback, including release of collated feedback annually. This should include advice as to how the feedback collected will inform service delivery for future years
· Evidence of how complaints mechanisms are communicated to service users, carers and advocates
· Promotion of independent complaints resolution processes, particularly where internal mechanisms are not suitable.
Service access

· Evidence that readily available service user information is available in accessible formats

· Evidence of communication of entry and exit processes, eligibility, priority access, waiting lists and timelines for providing information, with surveys released querying service users’ familiarity with the process

· Establishment of broader consumer mechanisms, such as a consumer reference group, to advise barriers for service access. This should be undertaken in addition to consumer consultation at an individual level

Service management

· Evidence that the organisation is financially sustainable
· Evidence of opportunities for consumer representation directly to committees of management which has influenced decision making

· Evidence of initiatives aimed at increasing the representation of people with disability on Boards and Committees responsible for management and delivery of services, including initiatives around mentoring.
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