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Editor’s Note

Blind Citizens Australia refers to our members as people who are blind or vision impaired. However, we respect the right of individual authors to use whatever language is most comfortable for them.

Editorial

by Jonathan Craig

Welcome, readers, to the July issue of Blind Citizens News, my first as editor. And thank you to all the staff and members who have welcomed me, warmly and kindly, on board.

I’d like to specifically thank former editor Lynne Davis, who has provided invaluable and generous mentorship throughout the preparation of my first issue. My conversations with her, and of course with CEO Emma Bennison and President John Simpson, have been pivotal opportunities to shape my ideas.

Finally, thank you to everyone who responded to my call for contributions. Some of you have already submitted amazing work for this edition, and I’ve begun conversations with others which I’m certain will lead to more great pieces soon.

Typically for an editor, the only thing I’m anticipating more than my next cup of coffee (strong and black please), is the next issue. I’m very pleased to announce that it will arrive sooner than you may expect, in October 2018. 

I want you to be part of it. Once again, I’m eagerly seeking submissions, from informative pieces to personal reflections to letters to the editor. The final due date for this issue will be Friday, August 10. For more information, please read the submission guidelines at the end of this issue.

When I wrote to you to introduce myself, I explained that from my perspective, a large part of my role is helping you to tell your stories. If BCA is to be the united voice of Australians who are blind or vision impaired, then we must first talk amongst ourselves. BC News is the perfect place to begin those conversations.

Nothing gets people talking better than news. But news is far more than the reporting of events. It is also the examination of what is new. Looking at the arc of history, what isn’t new? The last decade has seen rapid technological innovations which have fundamentally changed the way information is accessed, spread and understood. It’s easy to forget that in July 2008, the iPhone was a novelty, and tablets didn’t exist. In 1975 when the first issue of Buff was released, the personal computer was a fanciful dream. Popular futurist Ray Kurzweil suggests that because each new technology makes it easier for us to invent the next one, the rate of technological change will increase over time. My intuition says this must be true. And if it is, then it’s vital that we don’t become complacent. These changes may not always improve our lives.

Take, for example, the increasing popularity of touch screen EFTPOS terminals, which are inaccessible to blind or vision impaired customers. Cases like this remind us of the importance of bodies like BCA, which speak on our behalf, and provide us tools and avenues to speak for ourselves, as outlined later in the issue.

We also live in a time of incredible social and political progress. This, too, demands our constant attention. Complex policies like immigration, for example, often fail to account for minorities, let alone individuals. If it is to achieve its own goals, the National Disability Insurance Scheme must be held accountable for its failures.

So what do stories have to do with any of this? In my experience, most people generally accept that people who are blind or vision impaired deserve dignity and equality, but find it difficult to act on such a nebulous idea.

But tell someone about the CEO of a national organisation who missed her flight because she couldn’t get help, and they will understand how she must have felt. Explain why sports fans can’t watch their team play, and a national media giant might rethink their approach to accessibility.

Martin Stewart, whose discussions with Telstra lead to that remarkable victory, writes more this issue about the value of the individual in advocacy. But I wanted to say here how important story-telling is, not just for bringing about change, but also for inspiring that unity which BCA promises.

Stories remind us that we’re not alone. In Louise Pearson’s reflections on blindness and mental health, you might discover that someone else, like you, has felt overwhelmed by the barriers between her and the help she needed, and take encouragement from her creative problem-solving.

Or thanks to Emma Bennison’s courage, we can see that even our leaders struggle with anxiety, self-doubt, and their high expectations of themselves, even as we’re guided and reassured by their vision and dedication.

Through the stories we tell one other, we find that exclusion comes in as many shapes and forms as we do, but it hurts everyone the same way. I believe that in all our diversity, we can be united in refusing to accept that hurt, for ourselves or for anyone else, in working toward a society in which no one is left behind.

To me, this is what BC News stands for. This is why I want to hear from you, even, and especially, if you’ve not spoken out before. There’s always something new happening, and the news will keep coming. Of course, we’ll keep bringing you the information you need to navigate the rapidly changing world.

But what we’ll also bring you is stories about that change, good and bad, and how it impacts people in complex and unexpected ways. So let me end by asking you, again, to think about what’s new in your life. What do you notice about the changes around you, and how they affect you and others? Can your experience help others, or do you need help yourself? Might someone else feel as alone as you do? Together, could you achieve something which you couldn’t have on your own?

Stories help us reflect on the past, interrogate the present, and imagine the future. Stories raise questions, which spark conversations, which can lead to answers. Stories change minds, and change lives. You can never predict what a story will inspire.

So ask yourself, what story could you tell?
President’s Update

By John Simpson

First, it gives me great pleasure to welcome Jonathan Craig as Editor of Blind Citizens News. After an extended conversation with Jonathan about his plans for this publication, I look forward to some stimulating reading in this and future editions.

Those of you who have kept in touch with BCA’s work in recent times will be aware that our strategic priorities centre on building a sustainable organisation equipped to deal with future challenges, ensuring we have credibility with our members and stakeholders, building strong partnerships whilst maintaining our independence and developing the capacity of our current and future leaders.

The board and staff continue to work tirelessly to ensure we make progress on all four of these priorities. I want to touch particularly on our sustainability in this update, since this has been a particular focus for the board in recent months.

You need only look back to the recommendations from the 2015 BCA Leaders’ Summit to be reminded of how far the organisation has come in the past year. Many of those recommendations have been achieved, and others are in the pipeline. The board recognises and celebrates these achievements, and acknowledges the consistent hard work of members and staff as being instrumental to our success.

Having said that, the board is also acutely conscious that if the organisation is to continue to thrive, we need a period of consolidation over the next 12 months in order to capitalise on the extraordinary growth and development of the past year.

To this end, we will spend the next 12 months building on our success and strengthening our existing systems and processes to ensure they can keep pace with our rapid expansion. While this does not mean we will grind to a halt, it does mean we must make strategic decisions about what the organisation prioritises at this time, and what needs to take a back seat.

Through our National Convention last year, you provided the board with a number of recommendations to consider. While it would take an entire issue of BC News to provide updates on each recommendation, I want to give you a general sense of our progress.

The National Policy Council has taken up recommendations regarding the representation of people who are blind or vision-impaired in fundraising campaigns, as part of a broader piece of work around the development of guidelines in relation to service provider expectations. The NPC will also further the recommendations in relation to dog guides as time and capacity allow. 

The board has been considering the recommendation relating to the reinstatement of the BCA Identity Card. While the board has determined that this is unsustainable, we have been working to develop a list of acceptable forms of ID in each state. 

The final recommendation I want to discuss in detail relates to the timing and length of our National Convention. The board has determined that this will be held in March 2019 in Hobart. The length of the Convention will be a matter for further discussion as the program is considered, however the board recognises the cost involved in getting to Convention and appreciates the importance of maximising the opportunity, whether through formal programs or additional social activities. 

Other recommendations continue to be actioned through our National Women’s Branch, and through our recently established Cultural Diversity Advisory Committee. While there is much more to be done, I hope this update provides you with a sense of how much we have already achieved. We will continue to update you, and encourage you to begin considering what recommendations you might put to our next National Convention.

As you will read in Emma’s article, communications remain an important priority. Successful communication is, of course, a two-way street. I encourage all readers to make full use of our newly installed telephone system and our recently introduced text messaging service, as well as our E-mail, Facebook and Twitter, to provide us with your suggestions and perspectives.
Spread the Word About Inaccessible EFTPOS

by Lauren Henley, Policy and Advocacy Manager
Touch screen technology has now entered the retail industry, and it’s compromising the privacy, dignity and independence of people who are blind or vision impaired Australia-wide. 

You may already have come across a touch screen EFTPOS terminal when trying to pay for a product in a shop or settle the bill at a restaurant. If not though, you’re bound to encounter one in your travels sometime soon. 

These devices do not have a physical keypad with buttons like the older EFTPOS terminals we are used to using. Even though steps may have been taken to try to make these products accessible, their touch screen-only interface makes it difficult or impossible for most people who are blind or vision impaired to enter their PIN independently. This has resulted in many customers having to disclose their PIN to someone else just to be able to make a payment.

BCA is undertaking extensive advocacy on this issue at a policy level, but we need your help to get the message out to businesses in your local community. Here are five simple things you can do to help raise awareness of this issue:

1.  Speak Up
Whenever you come across an EFTPOS terminal that has physical buttons, you might like to start a conversation with the customer service representative about how important this is. You could also consider asking to speak to the Manager to thank them for continuing to use a device with physical buttons, or phone the store back and do this later.

2.  Give them a Postcard
Whenever you encounter an inaccessible touch screen device in your travels, you might like to provide the customer service representative with one of BCA’s EFTPOS accessibility postcards. Each postcard includes the BCA logo and contact details, as well as the tag line: “use touch screen EFTPOS devices, lose touch with your customers”.

The back of the postcard includes the following text:

“I want to pay you, but I can’t use your EFTPOS terminal because it does not have physical buttons. The touch screen design means that people who are blind or vision impaired like me cannot enter their PIN independently. I don’t want to share my PIN with you or anyone else - nor should I have to. Please give this card to your manager. Ask them to tell your bank to stop rolling out EFTPOS machines which can only be operated using touch screens and to give you a device with a keypad with buttons instead. This is the only legal and accessible way for a person who is blind or vision impaired to pay.”

Each postcard has a hole cut out of one corner to assist with orientation. When you are holding the postcard with the front facing towards you, the hole will be in the top left hand corner. If you are holding it with the back facing towards you, it will be in the right hand corner.

These postcards are available to you at no cost. All you have to do is contact BCA and ask for some to be sent to your nominated address. To assist with our work on this issue, we’d also really appreciate you getting in touch to let us know when and where you’ve used a postcard. 

3.  Get on the Air
You could contact your local community radio station and ask them to run a segment on the problems associated with inaccessible touch screen EFTPOS terminals. You could also find opportunities to raise this issue on talkback radio. If you aren’t quite sure what to say, you can obtain a one-page fact sheet from BCA which may help.  

4. Make the Headlines

You could write a letter to the editor of your local newspaper to help draw attention to the issues associated with inaccessible touch screen EFTPOS terminals. If you aren’t sure what to include in your letter, you can contact BCA for further information or advice.
5. Write to the Royal Commission

You may be aware that a Royal Commission is currently underway to inquire into instances of misconduct in the banking, superannuation and financial services industry. If you have encountered an inaccessible EFTPOS terminal or ATM, we encourage you to consider lodging a short submission with the royal Commission.
You can complete a submission form online. If you need assistance to complete the form or require the form in another format, you can contact the Commission by phone on 1800 909 826, or by email at FSRCenquiries@royalcommission.gov.au. For more information about how and what to submit, please visit our website.
Immigration Advocacy: Two Recent Cases

By Rikki Chaplain, Advocacy Officer
Involvement with the Department of Immigration can be a harrowing process for anyone, but it is even more so for people with a disability. It is common for people with disabilities to be refused permanent residency in Australia, on the grounds that the cost of supporting them will be too great a financial burden on society.
BCA’s advocacy team has been assisting two people who are blind to remain in Australia permanently. Let’s look at each situation more closely.

Case Study 1

A 99-year-old man from Vietnam has been living with his family, who have been providing all of the support he requires. This man is totally blind and does not receive any financial support from the Australian government, or help from medical or allied health services.
His family insist on providing complete care for him, unless there is a medical emergency which requires him to be hospitalised. The man and his family have not even asked for support from a blindness service provider, as he feels that all his needs are met within the family home.

The Department of Immigration refused this man permanent residency, on the grounds that he would be a financial burden on Australian society. The family chose to appeal the decision, taking their case to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal. Their immigration lawyer contacted BCA for assistance.

As BCA’s advocacy officer, I wrote a letter of support, demonstrating that this man would not be a financial burden to Australia, and reminding the panel of Australia’s human rights obligations under the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

The letter also explained that due to the man’s age, sending him back to his home country without support from his family would impose stresses upon him which would likely shorten his life. It emphasised that his family are more than willing to continue providing any form of support the man would need at their own expense.

We were very pleased to be advised that the man was successful in appealing his case. His immigration lawyer stated that the victory was most likely due to the strong support letter provided by BCA.

Case Study 2

A 30-year-old man who is totally blind approached BCA for assistance to support his application for a second Safe Haven (protection) visa. A Safe Haven visa lasts for five years, and he is approaching the end of his first five-year visa. The Department of Immigration prefers recipients of this visa to live and work in a regional area of Australia for 42 months out of the five-year period.

This man chose not to live in a regional area, due to the lack of opportunities and services available to him. The man has found work in a capitol city, and is studying at university. He also needs to access blindness services to develop his life skills and thereby increase his independence. He sought support from BCA to validate his need to remain in a capital city when he applies for his second protection visa.

While his application has not yet been lodged, BCA has argued that the man is already contributing to his community, and to Australian society more broadly, by working and studying. He does not receive a Disability Support Pension (blind), and is not a financial burden on society.

His achievements demonstrate his determination, and suggest that he will make much greater contributions in the future as a result of his studies and improved chances of gaining employment in his chosen field.

The outcome for this man is yet to be determined. It is hoped however, that BCA’s support will assist him in gaining his second visa.

If you are seeking advice on, or assistance with advocacy related to blindness or vision impairment issues, please contact BCA on 1800 033 660. Our advocacy team will be more than happy to help.

Your Invitation – WBU Regional Assembly, Mongolia

Once every four years, representatives from the Asia Pacific Region of the World Blind Union come together for a Regional General Assembly. The 2018 Assembly will be held in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia from September 10th to 12th.

Australia's official representation will include WBU Executive Member Bill Jolley; BCA CEO Emma Benison; and two delegates chosen from blindness service agencies. Observers are also welcome to attend the assembly and participate in the associated social and cultural program. Those who are blind or vision impaired may be accompanied by a guide.

The venue for this year's Assembly will be the Holiday Inn, in the centre of Ulaanbaatar. The rate for a standard Room is US $80 per day and a registration fee of US $250 is payable to the local organisers, the Mongolian National Federation of the Blind.

BCA members have a proud record of involvement with the WBU, and many BCA members have participated in the WBU's Regional Assemblies throughout the Asia Pacific Region. Enquiries about this year's Regional Assembly should be directed in the first instance to BCA CEO Emma Bennison via email to bca@bca.org.au.

On Blindness and Mental Health

by Louise Pearson

Editor’s Note

In a session at last year’s National Convention, panelists discussed the intersection between blindness and emotional well-being. Bonnie Sturrock, from the Centre for Eye Research, revealed that 43 per cent of vision impaired people suffer from depressive symptoms, compared to only 16 per cent of the general adult population. 

That session has inspired a clearly necessary conversation about the causes of this discrepancy. Louise Pearson’s account of her personal experience chimes with some of the comments from attendees, and offers practical advice and an optimistic approach to overcoming the obstacles we face when we’re struggling with our mental health.

***

As I sit, hands poised above my braille keyboard, I find myself wondering how it is that I, of all people, suddenly feel the urge to write about blindness and mental health, and where the two might meet.
I say "I, of all people", because I've always been the one to think blindness? And then shrug my shoulders. It doesn't affect my mental health! It doesn't stop me. I work, I study, I travel, I go to too many live concerts and theatre events according to my credit cards, I read books and entertain friends, and I've recently opened my own small counselling business. So, surely in my mind at least, I should consider myself lucky?

It has taken me almost 50 years, and maybe I am a slow learner, but I feel like now I can admit that blindness does indeed affect my mental health. It's an added layer, an extra stressor, that people with vision disabilities have to factor into everything we do.

If I'm going to meet that friend tomorrow night for dinner, I need to know how to find her! If I'm going to attend that lecture at the top of a building, I'll need to find that too, and it's not as simple as following a sign and dropping into a seat as the lecture begins! If I want to go out and buy a new dress just because I can (and believe me, there's nothing I like more than retail therapy), then I have to arrange to do it with someone!

Those are everyday challenges, but what if it is our mental health that is challenged? We might need help with a marriage problem, have an obstreperous teenager, or feelings of depression or isolation. But to get that help, there's a whole other chapter for us, to the story that everyone else needs to read.

If we decide we want to read a self-help book that a friend has recommended, then we need to have the resources to find the one we want, and they're not always available through traditional sources like the Vision Australia Library. If we try to distract ourselves by finding a new hobby, then we might need to educate people about our inclusion, before we ever sit down behind that pottery wheel.

And heaven forbid, if it's a counsellor we are after, we have to first be able to pay for it (and that's not necessarily cheap, despite the Federal Government's Better Access to Mental Health scheme), when we might only be receiving a Blind Pension.

If we find such a counsellor, we have to be able to get ourselves there - and that's either by asking someone to take us, by negotiating a new route on public transport, or by being able to pay for a taxi there and back. And finally, when we drop, often more than slightly stressed, into the chair in that counselling room, we don't always leave feeling understood.

I know, I know! I'm not giving you anything startling here! From time to time, the social researcher in me has obliged me to fill out surveys written by aspiring students, asking questions like "are you happy as blind people”?  or "are you as happy as other people of your age and experience”? I haven't usually bothered to read their results, so I'm not here to quote statistics at you.

I'm here to say that as a blind person, who is a mental health social worker, and who works also in the NDIS space, these challenges can be successfully negotiated.

What I need to admit to myself along the way, however, is that they do need some acknowledgement! Whether it's by discussing the issues that are stopping you with a friend who understands, by sharing your struggle on an email list, or by showing yourself some compassion in your own self-talk, I find that having that struggle acknowledged is powerful.

Like most counsellors, I believe that being truly heard can be a restorative experience, and that once I've had that experience, I can start to overcome those barriers! And the ways around them? Well they are as varied as are the challenges.

The range of apps that I have on my iPhone now is incredible! They can read, detect colour, get sighted eyes on a problem or help me find a particular point of interest. In terms of mental health, well you don't pay to get to counsellors who operate online or over the telephone, so there's one problem you might be able to step around.

A lot of books are available on Kindle nowadays, so I too can read the latest. The NDIS system is not perfect, nor will it pay for every expense related to your disability, but used creatively, it really can make a difference and can be another tool in the box! 

I call it my ABC method:

A)  Acknowledging that I have difficulties

B)  Believing that they are real

C)  Knowing that with creativity, I can usually find a way around them.


I am no longer fighting myself about the existence of those barriers! I know they are there, I talk about them, But I’m not about to let them beat me.

If you have been affected by issues raised in this piece, you can call Lifeline, 24/7, on 13 11 14.

Report from the National Women’s Branch

by Janene Sadhu, President

2018 is proving to be a busy year for our branch.

We are continuing to focus on the important subject of domestic violence and abuse against women, and are planning to develop a practical resource for women, and a mechanism to offer ongoing support to women who have experienced violence and abuse. These projects are being coordinated by Vicki Alipasinopoulos.

We conduct regular Womentalks teleconferences, where women can get together to talk about specific topics of concern or interest. These have included domestic violence and abuse (more details in this BC News), wellbeing with guest speakers NWB members Meredith Prain and Pearl Sumner, and the pros and cons of working with a dog to enhance mobility, an informative discussion led by NWB committee member Lisa Hayes.

Further Womentalks will take place in July, September and November this year. If you have not taken part yet, are a female member of the Women’s Branch and would like to get involved in this excellent way to share information and meet other branch members via the phone, please contact me using the details provided in the directory at the end of this issue. Participating in a Womentalks teleconference will cost you the charge to a Melbourne phone number on your current phone plan.

Our branch is again hoping to present workshops at BCA State Forums later in the year. News about these will be distributed through New Horizons, SoundAbout, radio programs presented by Peter Greco, and on our Womentalks and VIP Grandparents email lists.

We are also concerned about keeping in touch with those branch members who maybe feeling isolated or a bit lonely. To this end, we would like to invite anybody who would welcome an occasional phone call from a fellow NWB member to get in touch. A chat over the phone is a great way to talk about what’s happening in the world, share your news with someone, and make a new friend. It’s the next best thing to having a visit with someone and distance is no barrier.

So please don’t be shy in putting your name forward if you’d like to receive a call.

As NWB members know, the summer issue of our Aspirations magazine was Jenny Dawson’s final edition as Editor; we now have two co-Editors for the magazine, Rowena Dowling and Vicki Alipasinopoulos. We look forward to reading their first magazine later in the year.

Our Scales Away cook book is still available on MP3 disc or thumb drive for $30, or via email for $20. We’ve made it even easier to purchase, as the BCA office is now accepting payments for this publication. The office is also processing our $10 joining fee for our Women’s Branch, so if you are a current BCA member who would like to join us, please contact BCA.

As always, we welcome suggestions, comments and feedback, so please get in touch if you would like to.

Finally, in April members of our branch were saddened to learn of the death of one of our long-time members, Dolly Lee. Dolly was a trail blazer, an inaugural member of BCA in SA, and her generous spirit and ability to advocate for issues that matter will live on in our National Women’s Branch – Rest in Peace Dolly Lee.

For information about contacting the National Women’s Branch, please see the directory at the end of the issue.
Domestic Violence: Notes from the Womentalks Teleconference

by Vicki Alipasinopoulos

On March 22nd, 11 members of the National Women's Branch took part in a teleconference to talk about a disturbing topic for women today, domestic violence.

During the link-up, participants heard from Psychotherapist and author Marina Bakker, who spoke about her book Dangerous Liaisons: Red Flags of Dating and Relating, which is available in audio through the Vision Australia Library.

Two recommendations came out of the session:

1. That regular phone-based Womentalks continue to discuss specific topics, such as Safety Planning;

2. That refugees are educated on the needs of, and issues faced by, women who are blind or vision impaired.

Participants were provided with the website for the service, 1800Respect, listed below, which offers information about:

· Domestic violence/ abuse;

· safety planning;

· Services available to people who are experiencing domestic violence/ abuse.

1800Respect also provides a 24-hour phone counselling service on 1800 737 732 as well as online counselling. Their website is: www.1800respect.org.au
If you would like to talk further about any matters related to violence and abuse against women, please do not hesitate to get in touch with me by phone or email, using the details in our contact directory at the end of this issue.
Navigating the NDIS and My Aged Care: Some FAQs

by Sally Aurisch and Lauren Henley

We recently delivered a number of workshops across NSW to help people understand how to get the support they need under the NDIS or My Aged Care. We will also be making teleconferences available to members in each state and territory over the next few months. In the meantime, though, here we answer some of the most common questions we received during our workshops.

My Aged Care

Before we get into the FAQ part, it’s important to understand that there are two different levels of care available under the aged care system. These come in the format of:

· An entry level program called the Commonwealth Home Support Programme. This level of support lets you access a range of subsidised services within your local community. 

· A home care package. If you are allocated a home care package, you are given a sum of money each year which you can spend on services that meet your needs.

Are assessments for technology and equipment covered by My Aged Care, or do I have to pay for them myself?

Home Care Package: If this need is identified in your care plan and there are adequate funds in your package, the cost of the assessment can be covered.

Entry Level Package (Commonwealth Home Support Programme): Support from an occupational therapist is available as part of the programme. They may be able to recommend specific items. Limited funds are available to support the purchase of items.

Can you use up to five years’ worth of equipment allowance to get JAWS?

No. It is expected that you would contribute anything that the aids and equipment fund does not cover.

Will you still be charged a co contribution if you are not accessing the service, like when you are on holidays?

The basic daily fee is still paid while you are on social leave or hospital leave from your package, but your home care provider cannot ask you to pay this fee while you are on leave from your package because you are in transition care or residential respite care. (Taken from the My Aged Care website)

What constitutes financial hardship?

If contributing to your care and support arrangements would cause you financial hardship, you can also apply for the Hardship Supplement. If you are assessed as being unable to pay part or all of the required co-payments once submitting your application, the government can provide your service provider with an additional supplement to ensure that you still get the support you need.

To apply for the hardship supplement, you will need to submit a hardship supplement application form to the department of human services. For further information about the application process, you can contact the Department of Human Services on 1800 227 475.

NDIS

The National Disability Insurance Scheme was established to help people under the age of 65 access the support they need to live an independent life. 

What are the exact criteria for an individual to be classified as blind or deaf blind?

Permanent blindness in both eyes, diagnosed and assessed by an ophthalmologist as follows: 

· Corrected visual acuity (extent to which an object can be brought into focus) on the Snellen Scale must be less than or equal to 6/60 in both eyes; or

· Constriction to within 10 degrees or less of arc of central fixation in the better eye, irrespective of corrected visual acuity (i.e. visual fields are reduced to a measured arc of 10 degrees or less); or

· A combination of visual defects resulting in the same degree of visual impairment as that occurring in the above points.
(An optometrist report is not sufficient for NDIS purposes.)

Deaf-blindness is confirmed by an ophthalmologist and audiologist, and assessed as resulting in permanent and severe to total impairment of visual function and hearing.

What can a Local Area Coordinator (LAC) assist me with once I receive my plan?

An LAC can:
· Explain the different budgets in your plan and how you can use them

· Assist you to locate and connect with suitable service providers in your local area

· Show you how to use the Provider Portal and make claims if you are Self Managing or would like to be able to review your budgets

· Support you to find mainstream and community based programs and organisations that may meet your needs

· Answer any ongoing questions that you may have about the NDIS and your plan.
What sort of things can I use the funds allocated to “dog guide Maintenance” for?

You can use this money to cover any costs associated with your dog guide. These include:

· Food

· Flea, tick and worm control products

· Grooming and washing

· Veterinary costs

· Any other items that your dog may require.

BCA will be continuing to seek opportunities to provide workshops in other states. We will also be making a series of fact sheets available to members that relate to specific aspects of the NDIS and My Aged Care. These factsheets will be available in the coming weeks, so watch this space.

If people are treated unfairly or discriminated against in their dealings with the NDIS, for example, being denied access to information in their preferred format, they may be able to access support to resolve the issue through our individual advocacy service.

In Victoria, we have received funding to employ a Support Linkages Officer. Our Support Linkages Officer, Kristin Nuske, can work one-on-one with Victorian residents who are blind or vision impaired who are just starting out on their NDIS or My Aged Care journey.

Kristin can assist with pre-planning, support people during planning meetings and assessments, and help people to resolve issues of concern with the National Disability Insurance Agency or the My Aged Care Contact Centre. We are aware that this service is desperately required in all states and territories, and are working hard to secure funding to enable us to address this need.

My NDIS Experience

by Vicki Alipasinopoulos

Editor’s Note

Disability advocates are raising concerns about the delivery of the NDIS, with a recent report from Flinders University suggesting that a third of participants felt no better off under the scheme, and 20 per cent feel worse off. Critics say that the scheme is very confusing, that decision-making can be inexpert and inconsistent, and that those who aren’t good at self-advocacy are at a disadvantage.

Vicki’s struggle to access the NDIS illustrates this last point in particular. Without her proactive approach, she may have been lost in the system for even longer. Her story is useful both as a warning of the problems new clients may face, and as practical advice on how to address them if they arise.

***

Being a participant of the NDIS, I thought I would write about my experiences with accessing the scheme, from registration to accessing services. I am totally blind, and have other disability related issues. I commenced the registration process on 1st May 2017, hoping that I wouldn’t have to wait too long to meet with a Planner by the time it rolled out in my area on November 1st.

I was sent the paperwork to be filled out by my local GP or relevant Specialist, and was required to return the paperwork to the NDIA within two weeks, which I did. I did not receive any confirmation to advise whether it had been received or whether I was eligible or not.

When I did not hear back by early August, I phoned the NDIA, and was informed that my paperwork was yet to be processed. I was encouraged to call back in September. I called again in mid-September, and was informed that the NDIA couldn’t give me a time frame for when I would hear about my eligibility. It was suggested I call back in a couple of weeks.

By this stage, I felt particularly frustrated, as I was hearing from others that they were being contacted by the NDIA to register. If they had registered themselves, they received a written response pretty quickly, often within a month.

As the NDIS was getting closer to commencing in my area, I became concerned that I wouldn’t receive assistance in a timely manner, given I commenced the registration process back in May. I therefore contacted BCA’s advocacy team for assistance. BCA emailed the NDIS feedback line, relaying my concerns and issues.

The automated message which BCA received said that the NDIS would attempt to resolve my issue within 21 days. When the 21 days was nearly up, neither BCA nor I had heard back from the NDIA. I therefore got in touch with my local Federal Member of Parliament in mid-October to advocate on my behalf. At this stage, I didn’t even have an NDIS number.

My local Federal MP made contact with the NDIA. Shortly after this, I heard back from both the MP and the NDIA, informing me there had been a glitch with the NDIS computer system, hence the delay in sending a letter regarding my eligibility.

I was then told that I would be contacted by a Planner in the near future. However, the 1st of November had been and gone, and I still hadn’t heard from a Planner. Following further contact from my local MP, I was contacted to inform me that I would be contacted in the first quarter of 2018, but they couldn’t give me a precise date.

I explained that I relied on family to access the community, which made this uncertainty really difficult, to no avail. I asked if I could speak to someone higher up, and was informed I couldn’t, as Management were assisting with making phone calls to participants. I was told that my feedback would go on my record. It seems to me, though, that the feedback wasn’t going anywhere, and unlike other agencies, the NDIA didn’t seem to have a proper complaints process.
Not satisfied with this outcome, I met with the Hon Kevin Andrews, Chair of the Joint Standing Committee on the National Disability Insurance Scheme, an MP in a neighbouring electorate, in late November. After liaising with the Hon Kevin Andrews and his staff, I found out just before Christmas that the NDIA had agreed to contact me in January to arrange a planning meeting, which they did.

I met with a Planner in late January, and my Plan was approved within a week. I didn’t get everything I asked for. I certainly felt I wasn’t approved enough funding in the area of adaptive technology. I felt the Planner didn’t have a great understanding of how much some of the specialist equipment actually costs. For example, the Planner seemed to see scanners as a piece of equipment that anyone would go and buy from Kmart or Harvey Norman.

Despite potentially having to have part of my Plan reviewed, I am now accessing the community. Having said that, accessing services through the NDIS once the Plan has been approved has not been without its challenges. Due to NDIS, some service providers have had longer than usual waiting lists. With other services, delays can still stretch out, as the providers need to enter a lot of information about your Plan before they can commence. Regardless of an individual’s circumstances, these delays can be very difficult, particularly if the services are required urgently.

***

Editor’s Note

The difficulties Vicki experienced are worrying, not just because of the harm and frustration she personally suffered. She was well-equipped to speak up on her own behalf, and knew what to do when she realised she wasn’t being heard. But we can’t assume that everyone is in her position.

If people who lack advocacy skills are at risk of being left behind, and if Planners lack understanding of the adaptive technology they’re assessing, these are failures we cannot accept. The NDIS could be a dream come true for people with a disability in Australia. This is why it’s vital that we highlight cases like Vicki’s, because it won’t come true if we give up when we’re half way there.
Report from the National Policy Council

By Fiona Woods

I took over from Lynne Davis as chair of the National Policy Council (NPC) late last year. Our major project since that time has been developing a policy on the expectations we have of the agencies which provide blindness specific services. In short, we are defining BCA's mission statement, which calls for "high quality and accessible services which meet our needs".

We know that nowadays, many of us receive services from generic providers, but in areas such as orientation and mobility, adaptive technology and occupational therapy, most of us still rely on services designed with the needs of blind people in mind.

This policy will enshrine the dignity and individuality of each blind person. We will be working with blindness agencies to ensure that the policy is meaningful and can be implemented. It will include areas such as governance, client representation, service delivery and communications.

It will also address a recommendation adopted at last year's Convention, relating to the positive portrayal of blind people in fundraising and other publicity materials produced by blindness agencies. We will be consulting BCA members extensively about this policy, and I encourage you all to have your say in what you expect from your blindness service agency. If you have any issues you want included, please contact me or your state or territory NPC representative.

Developing effective policies that can eventually be implemented can be a slow process, and I know we are all hoping to have some results to show in the near future.

Later in the year, we will turn our minds to a policy on dog guides, and re-open the area of pedestrian safety with a review of BCA's position on mobility parking permits.

If you have any questions or comments or would like to discuss our work, members of the NPC are:

· Fiona Woods, Lynne Davis and Helen Freris, board members

· Steve Richardson, Queensland

· Jennifer Parry, New South Wales

· Martin Stewart, Victoria

· David Squirrel, South Australia

· Greg Madson, Western Australia

· Doug McGinn, Tasmania

· Julie Sutherland, representing the National Women's Branch.

We will hopefully soon appoint an ACT representative to take over from Justin Simpson. We are a big committee to meet by phone, but one of the benefits has been the opportunity to discuss policy issues in our respective states. Elections and transport are never off our agenda, which promises to be full for many meetings to come.

My First Year as CEO: What I’ve Learned

by Emma Bennison

Just over 12 months ago, I commenced as your CEO. There have been many highlights and just as many challenges, but thanks to the hard work of members, directors and staff, we can be very proud of what we have achieved together and we can look to the future with confidence. In this article though, I want to reflect on what I have learned as a leader, both professionally and personally.

When I was considering whether to apply for this role, I was in the somewhat unusual position of having seen a procession of BCA CEOs come and go. I thought I had a reasonable understanding of why that had occurred. The role was far too extensive and all-consuming for any one person to cope with, particularly if the incumbent also happened to have family responsibilities to manage. When I took on the role, I knew that things would need to change if I was to last the distance. 

So I restructured the staff into two teams, Policy and Advocacy, (managed by Lauren Henley) and Administration, (managed by Tony Grant.) I also acknowledged the fact that I could not do this role without the support of an Executive Assistant, and Anna Briggs continues to fulfil that position.

This leads me to my first learning, which is that as a leader, it is neither necessary nor advisable to try to be all things to all people and that you need to surround yourself with the right mix of skills and expertise if you want to achieve long-term goals. BCA is extremely fortunate that among our staff and directors we have a well-rounded coverage of governance, policy, advocacy and administration expertise to ensure we can deliver on our mission.

My first 12 months as CEO should probably be characterised as “the war on telecommunications access”, since that is essentially what it has been. It has taken much longer than anyone could have anticipated to find a phone system which would meet BCA’s sophisticated telephony needs in terms of provision of recorded information and remote working, whilst also being accessible and cost-effective.

Recently, we have achieved this, and while there will be teething problems, I am proud that we have found a system which meets the needs of our members and of the organisation. As a result of this protracted process, I have learned not to give up in the face of seemingly endless setbacks; that it is essential to work with others and bring them with you when attempting to implement significant change; and that even though there will always be teething problems, you should never settle for second best when it comes to accessibility. 

Now I want to touch on the personal aspect of my first year. I have had incredible support from my husband Vaughn, from my children, and from the board and staff, in particular from John as president and his wife Christine. I have grown and developed as a person and as a leader, and I am stronger now than I was 12 months ago.

But I want to be honest and tell you that the many achievements have come at a very high cost to me and to the people close to me. The pressure on me has been extraordinary and relentless, more so because I had already made my ambitions for the organisation clear whilst I was president, and I felt a great deal of urgency to operationalise them quickly. The travel has taken an enormous physical and emotional toll on me and on my family. This has not been helped by my recent experiences of abandonment by Virgin Australia.

Our staff team has more than doubled since I commenced, which has also presented a challenge for someone like me, who places high value on making sure people are well supported. As a result, the board and I have recognised the need to slow the pace down somewhat to consolidate BCA’s position over the next 12 months.
At the National Convention and on other occasions, I have stated publicly that I have a diagnosed anxiety disorder because I think it is important to acknowledge that mental health issues affect many of us. My anxiety has resulted in my responses to stress being heightened over a number of years, a situation which has worsened of late. As a consequence, my need for emotional support has occasionally become out of control, and has undoubtedly adversely impacted some people close to me.

For that, I want to sincerely and publicly apologise. I do so, not to seek attention or garner sympathy, but because I hope that others reading this who experience similar struggles will take some comfort from it and because I want to be honest and transparent. From this experience, I have learned that I need to better manage my anxiety issues and have recently made some significant breakthroughs which I hope will help me to reduce my stress levels. 

Having said all this, I wouldn’t have missed the past 12 months for anything. When things have become overwhelming, I only needed to have a conversation with one of you, our members or with one of my incredibly hard working staff about an advocacy win or some other positive achievement to remind me why our work matters. 

My commitment over the next year is to continue to ensure our organisation is focused primarily on improving the lives of our members and all Australians who are blind or vision impaired. I also commit to taking the time out I need to improve my mental health so that I can continue to lead our organisation with the energy and passion it deserves.

My sincere thanks to all those, (too many of you to name individually), who have supported me in many and varied ways over the past year. Though you may not be aware of it, your words and actions have made all the difference. I am excited to see what the next year has in store.

Letter to the Editor

Editor’s Note

In my call for contributions, I noted my particular interest in a few subjects, one of which was travel. This letter, from a vision impaired man, contains some great tips and observations drawn from his personal experience. 

Dear Editor,

Travel is one of the biggest challenges I personally face as someone who has been living independently for almost three years. Due to the fact I don't drive and have poor vision, various aspects of travel are indeed harder for me.

· Getting to the city: Due to the fact I don't live right near a train station, I must first walk to a bus stop, take the bus to the station and then take the train to the city. This takes around 90 minutes each way which indeed eats up a lot of time in my day when I work from the office. The biggest challenge here is the frequency of bus services. Fortunately, I have the ability to work from home most of the time which helps tremendously.

· Shopping: I'm very lucky that my family assists me with getting to shops or bringing me items that I need whether it be household amenities or food. However, I'm also lucky that I have a Woolworths store nearby that I can walk to in 15 minutes.

· Getting to other destinations: This is where it gets tricky. Clearly, some destinations are impossible to get to via public transport, but many are possible as long as you have plenty of time on your hands and have a navigation system handy when you arrive.

· Travelling interstate: I occasionally travel to Sydney for work and generally have found it relatively easy to find my way around the airport to my gate. However, the screens containing the gate numbers from different flights are a challenge to read. I often either take a photo of the screen with my phone and then zoom into the photo, or (assuming the itinerary is in my Gmail inbox) I use the Google Now app, which lists the gate of my flight on my phone.

Some more general observations:

· Traffic lights which don't make a sound are one of the biggest problems for anyone with a vision impairment when crossing the street, particularly on a bright day, or when the road is wide and it's hard to see the little man on the other side.
· Microsoft's Bing Maps provides significantly better information about available public transport for a destination than Google Maps, so it's definitely worth trying out if you're planning to go somewhere new.
· In general, Google Maps is helpful when finding my way to a new destination. Occasionally when walking and surrounded by buildings, Google Maps seems to lose its accuracy which can make life a little challenging.
· Buses and Trams are (for me) the most difficult form of transport to use. Their destination signs can sometimes be unclear, they don't announce stops and one must either be very familiar with the route taken in advance or use a navigation app to determine the best place to stop. I choose to walk instead of taking such transport if possible, although this is rarely practical.
· Uber is a significantly better service than Taxis in general, but it is also beneficial to those of us with a vision impairment. Uber allows me to contact my driver and explain exactly where I am. It also allows me to see the exact location of my car, and gives me some detail of what type of car will be arriving. I really hope that we see half price Uber rides in the future (similar to the Taxi program available) as their service offers true benefits to those of us who are vision impaired.

Cheers, 

Fotis

***

Thank you, Fotis, for your great and well-written advice, which I’m certain many readers will find extremely useful. Your letter highlights the ways in which technology has revolutionized travel for the vision impaired. But you also offer necessary reminders of areas which still need improvement.

In particular, I was struck by the way in which Uber’s customer experience includes features which could have been easily implemented by Taxi services, and which have measurable practical impacts on the safety and comfort of customers who are blind or vision impaired. It’s frustrating that in many cases, only competition will force these companies to introduce such features.

We would love to hear about your travel tips and experiences, whether it’s getting to work every day, or travelling interstate or internationally. Tell us which apps work best for you, how you tackle finding a difficult destination, and where you’ve run into trouble.

Write us a contribution (see submission guidelines), or get in touch with us on Facebook or Twitter.

Your Advocacy is the Unique You

By Martin Stewart

Editor’s Note

Martin Stewart, with support from BCA, was last year instrumental in inspiring Telstra not only to make significant accessibility fixes to all their AFL and NRL apps, but also to hire two world-class app developers with experience writing accessible software.

It seems that by raising awareness of the issue, Martin has helped the telecommunications giant make a new, more sustainable commitment to accessibility. Here, he offers compelling insight into his perspective on advocacy, and an optimistic vision of a more inclusive future.

***

As I mingle and circulate, I often hear it said, “let’s face it, I can’t change this”. “It doesn’t matter what I do or say”. “My opinions do not count”.

These are understandable feelings of alienation and disempowerment. Such feelings are experienced and expressed more often within minority groups. Although this is easily rationalised because of mainstream attitudinal ignorance and therefore outcomes, I say let’s reject such negatives and replace them with the power of our natural, strong and unique character print.

I can hear you asking, “what does this mean”? Here is my explanation, which is based upon my many years of advocacy experience.

Every human being has a unique DNA makeup. This impacts upon how we individually interact. Therefore, each of us possesses what I describe as a unique character print. I strongly suggest that this very individual personality, that each of us has, is actually naturally required to complete society’s jigsaw puzzle. Without you, your opinions, actions and skills, society itself is the loser.
In days gone by, people would refer to sayings such as “the power of the pen” or “the pen is mightier than the sword”. These descriptive sayings were meant to convey the influence that an individual could wield by the simple act of handwriting. Of course for many of us blind or low vision citizens, our words were then primarily produced by writing in brilliant braille.

Thanks to technology, our expression horizons have truly broadened. Now we can express ourselves in so many varying formats, and on social media. For example, I am currently using voice interactive software to produce what you are now reading. This, in the recent past, was simply not possible. This being said, if you choose to make your unique mark by expressing yourself using older technology, such as a pen or landline phone, this is definitely you speaking your own way.
With technology, such as language translators, I believe the cultural gaps are being bridged, and the world is becoming smaller, therefore the opportunity to influence is becoming larger. The use of words, rather than fists, to influence outcomes is increasingly society’s preferred language.

I optimistically believe that this slow but sure global change is the key to true equality and equal opportunity. When this occurs we will no longer be a minority, instead each one of us will be a valued and unique contributor to humanity. 

Despite steps back, I believe that this change is happening. Your advocacy is as good as you and your words. You have been born with traits which we need to be influenced by. I hope that we all can respond accordingly when we next face the inevitable advocacy challenge, with self-worth in mind.

Feedback for BCA


Do you have any compliments, suggestions or concerns you wanted to let BCA know about? You can do this anonymously by going to our website www.bca.org.au/feedback and completing a feedback form or you can call the BCA Office toll free on 1800 033 660.  Your feedback will be used to improve our services to better meet the needs of our membership.

How to Make a Complaint About BCA


Any member, client, volunteer, or their advocate, can lodge a complaint about the services provided by BCA. Complaints can be made in the following ways:

Phone: 
1800 033 660

Email:
bca@bca.org.au

Website: 
www.bca.org.au/feedback 

Post:
Blind Citizens Australia, Level 3, Ross House



247 – 251 Flinders Lane, Melbourne, Vic 3000

If there are complaints of a serious nature, the Chief Executive Officer will ask that the complaint be put in writing. 

Complaints will be recorded in accordance with the requirements for complaints management outlined by The Office of Disability Services Commissioner. Member and client privacy will be respected and protected in relation to the recording, management and resolution of the complaint. For a full copy of BCA’s complaints policy, please go to our website www.bca.org.au/feedback or call the office. 

Funding and Donations for BCA

BCA would like to acknowledge the generous work of the Jeffrey Blyth Foundation. The Foundation was formed in 1995 with BCA being the primary beneficiary.

We would also like to acknowledge our funding partners: The Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) Victoria, Vision Australia, the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations, Guide Dogs Victoria, and our generous members.

If you would like to make a donation to Blind Citizens Australia, you can call the Office on 1800 033 660, and use your credit card. You can also donate online using the “Donate Tab” on the BCA Website. All donations over $2 are tax deductible.

How to Submit to Blind Citizens News

The Editor welcomes your submissions for Blind Citizens News. The deadline for contributions for the next edition is Friday, 10 August, 2018. Contributions can be submitted in Braille, print, audio CD or electronic format (in Word in Arial 16-point font).

Send emails to bca@bca.org.au and write “Blind Citizens News Submission” in the subject line. For all other format contributions, please send the document to the BCA Office.

Submissions should be between 500 and 1200 words in length. Submissions cannot be made anonymously, and the Editor must be made aware of any conflict of interest which may be relevant to the author’s work
Directory of Contact Details

National Women’s Branch (including Womentalks)
Contact: Janene Sadhu
Email: nwb@bca.org.au
National Women’s Branch (regarding Domestic Violence)

Contact: Vicki Alipasinopoulos

Email: lola1@optusnet.com.au
Phone: 0432 332 115

National Policy Council

Contact: Fiona Woods

Email: fionapawoods@gmail.com

NDIS / NDIA

To find out when you will be able to access the NDIS, contact the National Disability Insurance Agency on 1800 800 110.
My Aged Care Contact Centre

Phone:  1800 200 422

Information about co-payments for Home Care Packages

To find out how much you might be required to contribute, contact the

Department of Fees and Charges within the Department of Human

Services (Centrelink) on 1800 227 475.  

New Horizons Radio Broadcast Schedule

Adelaide, 5RPH 1197AM and on RPH Adelaide digital 

Times: 9.15am Wednesday; Repeated 6.00pm Friday

Also on Iris which is a linked digital radio station

Times: 10.30am Friday; Repeated at 6.30pm, 10.45am Sunday; Repeated at 6.45pm,

Brisbane, 4RPH 1296AM

Times: 1.30pm Thursday; Repeated 8.00pm
Canberra, 1RPH 1125AM

Wagga Wagga 89.5FM

Junee 99.5FM

Times: 9.15am Tuesday; 

Repeated 8.00pm and again at 9.30am on Saturday

Coral Coast, 94.7FM

Time: 4.30pm Saturday

Hobart, 7RPH 864AM

Launceston, 106.9FM

Devonport, 96.1FM

Times: 11.30am Thursday; Repeated 9.45pm Wednesday

Melbourne, 3RPH 1179AM and Vision Australia Radio regional stations; RPH Albury, 101.7FM, RPH Bendigo, 88.7FM, RPH Geelong, 99.5FM, RPH Mildura, 107.5FM, RPH Shepparton, 100.1FM, RPH Warragul, 93.5FM, RPH Warrnambool, 94.5FM

Times: 4.30pm Wednesday; Repeated 6.30pm Sunday

Sydney, 2RPH 1224AM

Sydney East 100.5FM

Newcastle/Lower Hunter 100.5FM

Times: 3.00pm Thursday; Repeated Saturday 2.00pm; no Saturday repeat for Newcastle/Lower Hunter

Perth, 6RPH 990AM

Times:  4.30pm Wednesday: Repeated 6.30pm Sunday
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