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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 to the first edition of Blind Citizens News for 2019. The first

of four. It has been nearly 12 years since this magazine was last published quarterly, and though it was one of my goals when I took on this role, I wasn't at all sure we could manage it. So though I've already discussed this on New Horizons, I am going to take a few moments here to explain why I think this is such an important milestone.

When, just over a year ago, Emma Bennison first offered me this role, I was as terrified as I was tempted. I didn't feel I had the leadership skills of the Editors I'd known, and worried that my age and comparative lack of experience would raise very reasonable questions for some members. Should a 27-year-old be put in charge of BCA's flagship publication? Can someone so new to BCA appreciate the importance of its work?

Of course, I soon found that my misgivings were misguided. As Emma had likely predicted, many of you felt that new blood was exactly what the magazine needed. My barrage of ideas has been met with respect and enthusiasm, and staff and members have worked as hard as I have to bring some of them about. I've also been gratified by the support I've received from some of our community's most accomplished leaders. But the most rewarding part of my job thus far, which I could never have imagined a year ago, has been the incredible support I've received from all of you.

We're resuming quarterly publication thanks to your renewed engagement and enthusiasm. You answered my calls for submissions with so much brave, thoughtful and intriguing work that one of my greatest challenges has been finding space to publish it all. Feedback around my first two issues has been overwhelmingly positive, and shows that all of you share my belief in what Blind Citizens News can achieve.

Reaching this goal isn't my victory, and I can take very little credit for it. All my education and skill would have had no impact if there weren't a proactive and vibrant community for me to work with. In these loud and complex times, cynicism and apathy can feel like self-preservation. As a group, we resisted those temptations, even after a period of internal strife, and started talking about what to do next.  I believe that's a victory for all of us.

So whether you're a reader or writer, thank you for everything you've done to revitalise this magazine. It has been a privilege to work with all of you, and I intend to honour that privilege by striving to be a better editor. As part of that commitment, I've enrolled in the peer mentoring and leadership programs BCA is conducting this year. I will doubtless speak to some of you there, and I hope to meet more of you at our National Convention. I'm looking forward to both these opportunities to be part of new stories and conversations.

After a busy few months for BCA, this issue is a chance to take stock of recent events. We take a look back at our very successful AGM and State Conventions, and our ongoing TV4All social media campaign to raise awareness of Audio Description, which seems to be gaining momentum. In our campaign against touch screen EFTPOS terminals, the news is not as good, and our much-needed explainer of My Aged Care reveals the extent of on-going problems in that sector as well.

We also travel somewhat further into the past, with Vaughn Bennison's subjective but thorough look at the history of communication methods for people who are blind or vision impaired. And after a day stranded in Dallas, Rikki Chaplin offers some advice on keeping calm when travel goes wrong.

While you’re enjoying this issue, I’ll already be working on the next one, which will arrive in May. As always, I'm eager for your contributions, from stories about your personal experience to suggestions about what you'd like us to cover in future. Submissions close on Friday, March 15. For more info, please see the guidelines at the end of this edition.

I'm confident this year will see us celebrating more victories, and grappling with new challenges in these pages. I hope you're as excited as I am.

Letter to the Editor

Dear Editor,

Following my previous Letter to the Editor, when an elderly woman passenger on our train in Perth complained loudly for all to hear, that a blind child had no future at all, I decided to do some peer support work. I chose the retirement village where I live, and offered to talk about some of the tips and tricks blind and vision impaired people use to assist them to live and work.

There were not as many people present as I had hoped, however I spoke for nearly two hours, showing several items to assist around the house; explained about raised dots to mark my microwave and washing machine to identify where to operate correctly; gave some tips about using telephones and remotes without actually having to concentrate on a tiny screen; and told some stories about having a dog guide and using my white cane.

People were amazed to feel bank notes with the raised dots on them, and I explained that one can use EFTPOS machines by radiating from the raised dot on the 5 outwards to select the numbers wanted. I think people were very interested in what I had to say, and I know I could have spoken even longer if time was available. Questions were asked, and they were quite easy to answer. One woman told our walking group that I was fantastic.

I do like to give back to the community, and feel that some of the items I depend on are just as useful for those with blurred vision or those with some other eyesight conditions like short or long sightedness. I am always happy to chat to others about how people like myself manage to live independently and successfully. There are some barriers, but not many.

I hope that other people will take any opportunity they can to educate our fellow Australians. It is not as hard as you might think.

Regards,

Karen Passmore, in Perth

***

Thank you, Karen, for this sequel to your last letter. I really admire your proactive response to an unpleasant and frustrating incident. While educating people may be easy and sometimes rewarding, I think it’s important to remember that it’s also generous. People without disabilities don’t have to prove to others that they’re capable of simple and mundane tasks.

Some people believe it shouldn’t be our responsibility to explain ourselves, and I agree with them. But we don’t live in the ideal world yet, and building it will take some work. So as a pragmatist, I admire your generosity, and I’ll try to follow your example.

Report from the President

By John Simpson

It has been an exciting and productive time for BCA recently. On Saturday, 1 December, we held our 43rd Annual General Meeting in Melbourne. We were delighted to have over 50 members attend and participate in Melbourne and Sydney, and that more than 20 people joined us via the live stream as observers.

Our CEO, Emma Bennison, and I reported on a very successful year for BCA, and Treasurer Dan Stubbs reported on BCA's financial position. Both reports can be found on the publications page on our website, and are available in a range of formats upon request. 

The results of elections for the President, Directors, and National Policy Council representatives, notified to members previously, were formally announced, and Bill Jolley, Chair of the Jeffrey Blyth Foundation, provided a comprehensive report. Sincere thanks to members for their participation in our AGM, whether in Melbourne, in Sydney or via the stream.

The Board also met face-to-face in Melbourne, on Sunday 2 and Monday 3 December. The first order of business was to fill the casual vacancy for a Director, following the election process. I am delighted to advise that Rocco Cutri, from Sydney, accepted the Board's invitation to fill this position.

Office holders for the coming year were also elected, so the current BCA Directors are:

· John Simpson, President

· Helen Freris, Vice-President

· Dan Stubbs, Treasurer and Chair of the Finance, Audit and Risk Management Committee

· Fiona Woods, Chair, National Policy Council

· Mick Baker, Finance, Audit and Risk Management Committee

· Stephen Belbin, Branch Liaison, Chair, NSW/ACT Coordinating Committee and Diversity Committee

· Joanne Chua: National Policy Council, Communications Committee and Diversity Committee

· Rocco Cutri, Finance, Audit and Risk Management Committee

· Prue Watt, Finance, Audit and Risk Management Committee and Communications Committee.

The meeting also included board induction; ratification of a number of operational policies; discussion of how the board can better contribute to BCA's communications mechanisms; and strategic planning, with a particular focus on broadening our reach and membership. If you'd like to know more about the board's deliberations, you can listen to New Horizons, Episode 583, which is available via our website, as a podcast or through the Vision Australia library.

I have been honoured to serve as your President for the last two years, and I am delighted to now have your support to continue to serve members and people who are blind or vision impaired more generally. Thanks to the commitment of members, board and staff, BCA has made significant progress towards rebuilding its reputation as the united voice of Australians who are blind or vision impaired, but there's much still to do.

At the AGM, I indicated that my focus over the next three years would be on continuing to ensure BCA delivers on its mission, particularly in five areas:

· Building on the success of BCA's work in relation to leadership development, to ensure that at all levels of the organisation, we support and nurture current and aspiring leaders. 

· Ensuring we engage more effectively with diverse communities, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, those from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, young people, women and people living in regional and remote Australia.

· Maintaining and increasing communication and consultation with members and stakeholders to ensure BCA represents the interests of all Australians who are blind or vision impaired.

· Ensuring BCA remains sustainable and growing into the future. 

· And above all, doing all I can to ensure that one or more of our aspiring leaders is fully prepared to take over in this role when my term ends in three years' time. 

As always, I welcome the opportunity to talk with members about the work of our organisation, and their aspirations and concerns for our future.

When Travel Goes Wrong

By Rikki Chaplin 

I'm sure I'm not alone in having had a fear of staying in places which are totally unfamiliar to me. I wonder sometimes whether it's one of those taboo topics for people who are blind or vision impaired. We are so often told that we should be fearless; that we can accomplish anything, and we need to educate the community about our level of competence.

While it's certainly true that we can achieve anything we set our minds to, the implication that navigating these unfamiliar places and situations isn't and shouldn't be stressful is unfair to us all. Even those in our community whom we regard as most competent and accomplished face these moments of stress and anxiety. It is not that we should never feel such anxiety, or feel guilty when we do. Rather, it is how we manage that anxiety, and whether or not we allow it to stand in our way when we try new things or have to cope with unforeseen circumstances. After a recent travel mishap which I managed to survive reasonably well, I thought I should write about the experience of coping with it on my own as a person who is totally blind.

I regularly fly on my own to the US. This time, on my return journey, I was delayed for 24 hours in Dallas, Texas, due to my previous flight being late and my flight to Sydney having been closed by the time I arrived. I was taken to the QANTAS counter, where eventually the very helpful clerk booked me into a hotel room. It was this development which provoked my anxiety.

Many people who are totally blind stay in unfamiliar places all the time, but strangely, I have rarely had to do this. I've always had someone with me, or at least a colleague staying in another room close by. So navigating the hotel and getting what I needed has not been an issue. My anxiety was exacerbated by my hearing loss, which I've mentioned in previous articles. Dallas is a place where English is not the primary language of many people. Accented English is therefore common. I often have to ask people to repeat what they are saying. This gets wearing for both parties.

Add to this my concern that the telecoils on my hearing aids mightn't work with the phone in the hotel room. These days, they usually do, but the uncertainty was weighing on my mind. Thankfully, I found that the phone was loud enough for me to hear via telecoils, so I was able to order room service.

In this instance, the staff who assisted me were excellent. As I had a considerable time to wait, I asked to stay in the room for a few extra hours past checkout time, as I had nowhere else to go. Still, I was questioned by staff who were unaware of this arrangement, about why I was still in the room after checkout time, and whether I was staying another night. Thankfully, they believed me.

The same person who assisted me to my room picked me up, as arranged, at 6 PM the following day, and took me to a restaurant for dinner, where again, the staff were very helpful. The clerk on the QANTAS counter called me to check that I would make it to the airport on time. She said she would watch out for me. Now that's service! The hotel arranged a private car to take me there, and I was assisted to the counter, arriving with time to spare.

The worst part of that experience was being on the fifth floor of a hotel in a room for hours on end, and thinking: "I could die in here and nobody would know". In reality, there were people who knew where I was. I could also use my mobile to call and text, though I had to borrow a charger from the hotel as all my leads were packed in my suitcase.

So how did I manage the anxiety? The key strategy for me was to take things minute by minute when necessary, to allow myself to feel that I could cope and not become overwhelmed. I reminded myself of the resources I did have with me. I had Aira if necessary, my mobile once I got hold of a charger, and my computers. I had to tell myself that I was not cut off from the outside world, even though it felt like it. My partner was in Louisiana, just a call or text away. So although physically I was alone, I was able to talk to someone about what steps to take next.

Some of us are naturally more adventurous than others, and that's OK. But it's important to understand that if you are confronted with an unexpected situation, even one you've feared in the past, you will have the ability to deal with it, so long as you don't allow anxiety to take over. Recognise the anxiety, and put it in its place by coping minute to minute. It is you who is in control, not the anxiety.

This experience has allowed me to feel that I can indeed stay in an unfamiliar hotel if I need to, and cope with getting my needs met. I no longer fear it as I once did. But the biggest practical lesson, and one which I hope we can all benefit from, is that anxiety is manageable and we should not feel guilty for having it. We should simply acknowledge it, and manage it appropriately, by thinking slowly and methodically, and breaking the situation down into its smallest parts.

Editor’s Note

If you liked or learned from Rikki’s advice, there’ll be more on offer at our National Convention. One of the panels will feature tips on “taking the stress out of travelling alone”. We’re sure this will be an enlightening and encouraging session for anyone planning an independent trip, be it locally or internationally.

National Policy Council Report
By Fiona Woods

The National Policy Council (NPC) welcomed two new members in December. Joanne Chua joined us as a third Board representative, along with Helen Frerris and myself and David Morrell was appointed to represent Tasmanian members.  I would like to thank departing members, Doug McGinn and Greg Madson, for their contributions to the NPC since its inception. Our NPC discussions frequently illuminate the many differences between our states and territories and the importance of BCA accessing good local knowledge.

The value of consultation needs no proving at BCA, but the NPC’s recent consultation around our draft Blindness Service Provider Expectations policy again demonstrated the value of asking members what you think. Thank you to everyone who took the time to call, email or join a meeting. We are currently integrating and reflecting on your many valuable suggestions and observations. I am sure this will result in a document which is genuinely useful to blind and vision impaired people seeking high quality services which meet our needs. You will hopefully be hearing more about this policy at Convention, where I look forward to meeting and discussing policy matters (and others) with many of you.

Counting Down to Our National Convention

By Anna Briggs 

By now, you will have received information about registering for our 2019 National Convention. If you've missed this, you can find everything you need to know, including the program, on our website at www.bca.org.au/conv2019/ 

Keynote Speaker Announced

Aira will be present in more ways than one at this year's Convention. The organisation has already arranged for our venue to be an Aira Access Location for the weekend, allowing guests to trial the service free of charge during the event.

Now, we're excited to announce that Aira CEO, Suman Kanuganti, will be joining us in person to speak about the revolutionary service, about independence, and artificial intelligence.

Thank You

BCA would like to acknowledge and thank everyone who provided input into the program, whether it be by offering topic suggestions, voting on topics, or expressing interest in session participation. We have done our best to ensure that the chosen topics are reflected in the program.

We’d also like to thank those of you who nominated people for one of our awards recognising the contributions of members of our community. These will be presented during the sit-down dinner on Saturday evening. Finally, we’d like to thank everyone who submitted recommendations for discussion regarding issues directly impacting people who are blind or vision impaired, or the functioning of the organisation. These recommendations will be discussed during the Convention.

The Program

The Program for this year’s convention has now been released. Sessions will cover:

· Audio Description;

· The NDIS and My Aged Care;

· Living with multiple disabilities;

· The future of work, and what it means for people who are blind or vision impaired;

· Blindness services in the 21st Century;

· The many faces of independence;

· Life hacks for health and wellness;

· And much more!

For session times and more details, please see the full program on the Convention page on our website.

Registrations for this year’s Convention close on March 15. You've still got time to book yourself a ticket, but what are you waiting for?! Register now: www.bca.org.au/conv2019/ 

A New Push for Audio Description

By Angela Jaeschke

Audio Description (AD) is a service that facilitates access to film, television, live performances or other live events for people who are blind or vision impaired. It involves providing verbal narration during natural gaps in dialogue to communicate information about visual elements such as scenes, settings, actions, costumes and on-screen text.

There is currently no Audio Description service available on Australian television. In the absence of this service, audience members who are blind or vision impaired are left to simply guess what is happening, or are forced to rely on friends or family to access information about the events that are unfolding on-screen. This continues to compromise the social inclusion of people who are blind or vision impaired nation-wide.

It is important to note that Australia is the only OECD country which doesn't have AD available on TV – with comparable countries the UK, US and New Zealand all providing an AD service on free to air TV. Australia does “describe” many home-grown films, and popular shows such as “Home and Away’ and “Neighbours” have an Audio Description track when shown in the UK. The commitment to Audio Description from subscription TV services such as Netflix and Amazon Prime Video shows that the service has the demand, and it continues to develop through these platforms.

Over many years, there have been a number of AD trials conducted by the ABC, and numerous complaints to the Free-to-Air TV networks directly, as well as to the Human Rights Commission. In April 2017, Communications Minister Mitch Fifield announced the establishment of an Audio Description working group. In December of that year, the final report of the working group was handed to the Minister.
The report was published on the Department of Communications’ website on 22 May 2018, along with a brief statement from the Minister, advising that further policy work is being done. Frustratingly, more than 12 months after the report was completed, this process has not resulted in a commitment from the current government to introduce a permanent Audio Description service on Australian television.

On 3 December 2018, Greens Senator Jordon Steele-John marked International Day of People with Disability by asking a number of questions in the senate, one of which related to Audio Description. Whilst the Government's response was as evasive and inconclusive as ever, we welcomed the question and appreciated the attempt to put pressure on the Government to act.

In the same week, the Greens also tried to introduce a bill to legislate for the provision of Audio Description on Free-to-Air TV, however the Government moved to resume debate in the Senate before the bill could be formally introduced. We are appreciative of support from the Greens and hope that in the lead-up to the next federal election, all sides of politics will support our right to watch TV.

Also on 3 December, BCA launched a stand-alone campaign to encourage the general public to contact their local Federal MP about Audio Description on Free-to-Air TV. We have created a short video for sharing on social media which explains what Audio Description is and directs the general public to a new website we have created for this campaign, www.tv4all.com.au.

The website contains further information about AD and a postcode search function to identify your local Federal MP. This function brings up contact details and links to a pre-populated email which is sent to the user's MP directly from their own default email address. The user can also choose to add their own thoughts, or make changes to the message. The email reminds the MP of the need for Audio Description and that Australia is the only OECD country not to have AD on TV. It reiterates that it is relatively inexpensive to provide AD on television, as we import many programs that are “described”, and we already produce description for many of the programs we export. The email concludes by asking the MP what they intend to do to address this issue.

The campaign has recently received some media attention, including stories on ABC's "AM" and an interview for Network 10's “The Project”. This rare interest from a commercial TV channel is a positive sign, and we intend to capitalise on our momentum as much as possible. If you can, please help the campaign by following our Facebook and Twitter pages, and sharing far and wide, using the hashtag #TV4All.

If you're not on social media but would like to get involved, you could email your family and friends and ask them to share the campaign video on their social media. And, while this campaign is primarily targeted at the general public, we strongly encourage you to visit www.tv4all.com.au and send a personal message to your local MP.

The Audio Description blindness sector working group has been developing a number of plans to further the public and political awareness of Audio Description. An Audio Description event in Canberra, where politicians were invited to meet with representatives from the sector working group, was held on the first parliamentary sitting day in mid-February. Thank you to WA Greens Senator Jordon Steele-John for hosting this event. This was an important opportunity for awareness raising to politicians ahead of the progression of the Broadcasting Services Act, and in the lead up to the federal election. It was also great to have SBS News report on the event on the same day.

We will keep you updated on outcomes of the work of the sector working group, and of any further responses we might receive from the minister or other influential politicians. In the meantime, we encourage you to engage with the TV4ALL campaign, at www.tv4all.com.au.

Editor’s Note

Audio Description will be discussed in more depth in a workshop at this year’s National Convention. As part of the workshop, you’ll have a chance to talk about your personal experiences of Audio Description, and offer suggestions about how you’d like to see the practice change and improve. We’re looking forward to a great conversation about the past and present of AD, and hopefully a glimpse of a better future.

The Battle for Accessible EFTPOS Continues

By Emma Bennison 

For over two years, BCA has been working with our members in an attempt to convince the Commonwealth Bank of Australia (CBA) to cease rolling out its Albert EFTPOS device. Albert is a touch screen only terminal which is inaccessible to many of us because it is buttonless and requires people who are blind or vision impaired to undertake a tutorial in order to enter their PIN. For many, the only option has been to divulge our PIN to a third party – a breach of our credit card contracts.

The Court Action:

Following the termination of complaints in the Australian Human Rights Commission, BCA members Graeme Innes and Nadia Mattiazzo made the difficult and courageous decision to take their matters to the Federal Court, with the legal assistance of the Public Interest Advocacy Centre, (PIAC). In December, the parties agreed to an out-of-court settlement, and the case was withdrawn.

On behalf of BCA members, board and staff, we extend our sincerest gratitude and appreciation to Graeme and Nadia for their commitment to what we understand was a difficult negotiation. While we in no way hold Graeme and Nadia responsible for the outcome, BCA's strongly held view is that the terms of the settlement are unsatisfactory and will do little, if anything, to improve access to the Albert device. Nor are we confident that it will send a strong and unequivocal message to the banking industry that people who are blind or vision impaired will push back strongly and definitively against inaccessible banking products and services into the future.

The Settlement:

The terms of the settlement include:

1. A commitment from the CBA to release updated software which will apparently improve the accessibility of the Albert.  

2. Endorsement of the banking accessibility principles, recently launched by the Australian Banking Association, which can be found on their website. 

3. A commitment to merchant training to increase awareness of Albert's enhanced accessibility feature. This will involve an initial letter to all merchants, publication of an instructional video for merchants and reminders on the CBA's invoices to merchants about how to use the accessibility feature.

4. An agreement to publish a training podcast or video for card holders about the accessibility feature and how to use it, and a commitment to conduct annual training sessions in various capital cities, for people who are blind or vision impaired.   

5. An agreement to make a public statement which details the agreed outcomes of the settlement and commits the bank to putting accessibility at the forefront of future product development. This statement is available on the CBA website.
BCA's Response:

As we understand it, the accessibility enhancements that the CBA proposes releasing are not new. In fact, several members had the opportunity to test them in late 2017. Many who did so reported that while they represented an improvement, entering a PIN accurately and consistently was still not possible, particularly in noisy environments.

BCA welcomes the launch of the banking accessibility principles as a helpful road map for the future. However, we note that they are not legally binding and therefore not enforceable. While merchant training and awareness strategies are helpful, they are unlikely to be effective, given the high staff turnover in retail and hospitality. They would be unnecessary if the bank was prepared to make devices with tactile numeric keypads available in addition to the Albert.

We acknowledge that an instructional video or podcast for card holders represents an improvement on CBA's training approach to-date. However, we continue to assert that it is unacceptable that we should be required to undertake additional training simply to enter our PIN. This is an imposition which sighted customers would neither accept nor be asked to accept.

So Where Does This Leave Us?

In a nutshell, what we are left with is a device which is inaccessible to many of us, yet continues to be rolled out at an alarming rate across Australia.  Many of us had hoped that a win in this case would compel the CBA to cease the roll out of Alberts until a solution could be found; but instead we are still expected to put ourselves and our fellow customers out while we grapple with learning how to enter our PIN, or to breach our credit card contracts by divulging it to a third party. In the mean-time, the bank continues its refusal to provide devices with tactile numeric keypads as an alternative to the Albert.

What Comes Next?

There are four key areas we will focus on in 2019:

6. BCA is working with Graeme to develop a plastic tactile overlay template prototype for testing with the Albert device. Assuming it works, we will approach the CBA to see whether they would be willing to distribute the overlays to their merchant customers for use by people who are blind or vision impaired. Should the bank be unwilling to do so, we will distribute them directly ourselves so you can use them when you encounter an Albert.

7. We encourage you to continue to use our “touch screen EFTPOS postcards” to make businesses aware of the inaccessibility of Albert. If you need these sent to you, please call or email us.

8. Once the new accessibility features are released, we will work with affected members to lodge additional complaints of disability discrimination and to identify other relevant complaint mechanisms.

9. We will work with our legal advisers to draw attention to the shortcomings of Australia's Disability Discrimination law, and to seek solutions to the risks and challenges it poses to individuals and organisations attempting to use it to effect change.

The CBA case was covered in January by the ABC's 7:30 program. The story is available to watch online. As always, we'll keep you informed of all developments, and take any new opportunities which arise to advocate for our right to accessible banking.

NSW/ACT State Division Update 

By Joana d'Orey Novo

For those who don't know me yet, I am the Chair of BCA's NSW/ACT State Division. You may recall that the Division was formed when Blind Citizens NSW and BCA consolidated in late 2017. The task of winding up Blind Citizens NSW is almost complete. My colleagues on the Division Committee are:

· Bill McKennariey
· Graeme Innes

· Justin Simpson

· Marie Shang

· Stephen Belbin

· Susan Thompson.

Later this year, NSW and ACT BCA members will be able to nominate and vote for membership of this Committee. Information about nomination and election will be provided closer to the time.

It seems like only yesterday that we gathered to launch our Division and Division Plan, in Newcastle on 14 July 2018. We are once more about to turn our minds to planning for the 2019-2020 financial year. As I discussed in previous updates, the main focus of the State Division Plan was to foster and develop our sense of belonging and community. This theme has come through very strongly in the Division's activities to date, and will continue to inform and influence future initiatives.

History and our part in it is a crucial aspect of belonging. It reminds us of what has gone before us, and that we are part of something bigger. The Legacy Project, led by Graeme Innes, is producing a five podcast series documenting the oral history of blindness advocacy in NSW and the ACT. This podcast is in its final editing stage, and we are hoping to launch it at this year's National Convention.

One of our main initiatives in 2018 was Spring into Action Month, a series of events across NSW and the ACT culminating in our first NSW/ACT Division Convention in Newcastle on 27 and 28 October 2018. Events held during Spring into Action Month included a taxi forum in Canberra, an audio described tour of an art gallery in the Tweed Valley region, and a lunch with a visiting Taiwanese choir in Sydney.

The Convention was a great success, with the most well received sessions covering a range of topics from AIRA and other technology to diverse parenting experiences. The drumming circle was also a favourite. Interestingly, over 50 people listened to a range of sessions through our live stream. It is encouraging to know that Convention is still accessible to those not able to be there in person. 

In exciting news, the Sydney Branch has been reactivated under the coordinator model, with Sondra Wibberley as Branch Coordinator and Barry Chapman as Deputy Coordinator. In an example of how technology can help bring our community together. Members gathered in Sydney to join the AGM, which was held in Melbourne. Those at the Sydney site were able to contribute and vote at the meeting. Members then held a Christmas lunch, followed by trivia hosted by Barry Chapman.

You may not be aware that when Blind Citizens NSW and BCA consolidated, Blind Citizens NSW' funds were donated to the Jeffrey Blyth Foundation to establish a sub-fund, named the Shirley Fund after Shirley House, a property once owned by BCNSW. The Shirley Fund is building satisfactorily. Quarterly reports on this fund, and grants from it, may be found on the Jeffrey Blyth Foundation page on the BCA website.

We will keep you posted on upcoming Division activities. If you have any questions about the Division's work, please feel free to send me an email at joanadn76@gmail.com.

My Aged Care Explained

By Sally Aurisch and Kristin Nuske

Editor's Note

Amid all the publicity, positive and negative, around the National Disability Insurance Scheme, many readers are struggling to find an answer to their most urgent question: “what happens to me if I'm over 65”? Sally Aurisch and Kristin Nuske, who've both worked closely with My Aged Care participants and providers, offer some much-needed clarity around how this system will impact on people who are blind or vision impaired.

***

My Aged Care is the main entry point to the Aged Care system in Australia. It is a government program which provides information and referrals to older Australians. It helps them access services and supports that are required to continue to live independently at home, or, if necessary, move into a facility that provides a higher level of care.

My Aged Care is available to Australians who are over the age of 65, and to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people who are over the age of 50. While My Aged Care is not specifically designed to support people with disability, older people with disabilities who don't meet the age eligibility requirements for the National Disability Insurance Scheme are now expected to access disability-related support under this scheme.

To begin receiving support through My Aged Care, you must first call the Contact Centre for an initial screening assessment. The Contact Centre will then refer you for a further face-to-face assessment, which will generally take place in your home. It is advisable to have a friend or family member with you during your assessment. They may be able to provide additional information to the assessor that you had not been aware of. We recommend you discuss any thoughts or concerns you both have prior to your meeting, to ensure you are both on the same page and you are in the best position to receive the assistance you require.

There are two ways you can receive support through My Aged Care; through an Entry Level Package called Commonwealth Home Support Program, or through a Home Care Package. The type of package you are referred for will vary depending on your needs.

An Entry Level Package will enable you to access a variety of mainstream services that can assist you with tasks such as home maintenance, cleaning, community transport, cooking and grocery shopping. There is generally no waiting time between when you are made eligible to receive services under an Entry Level Package and when services commence.

You will choose service providers from a list of identified service providers available in your local area, and you will make a financial contribution towards these services if you are able to. It is now a requirement of My Aged Care that all service providers publish a list of their fees and charges. You should read these carefully before signing up with any provider, to ensure that you make the most of your package.

If you are made eligible for a Home Care Package, you will be allocated a set amount of funding, as defined by your level of needs. There are four levels of Home Care Package, basic, low, medium and high. You will be supported to write a care plan, a document that contains a series of goals. You will use your allocated funding to help you achieve these goals.

A Home Care package offers you more flexibility. You can choose where you receive your services from, and use your funds towards expenses for assistive technology or a dog guide if required, as long as your expenses fit within your allocated budget.

There are only a set number of Home Care Packages available at each level at any one time. This means that unlike the Entry Level Package, although you may be eligible for services, you may have to wait until a package is available, or you may receive a lower level package until one at the level you require is available. During your wait, you may be able to continue to receive services through the Entry Level Package.

A Home Care Package also enables you to access the services of a Case Manager, who can support you to write your care plan and assist you to source the services you require. A Case Manager is an additional cost that will be taken from your Home Care Package. Case Managers are not essential; you can manage your package yourself if you choose.

BCA acknowledges that there are significant inequalities between the support available to people who are blind or vision impaired under the NDIS and that which is available through My Aged Care. We are lobbying for three urgent changes which we believe are vital to ensuring a fair and just system.

These changes include:

· Improving equity between the NDIS and My Aged Care systems;

· Abolishing co-payments for disability specific supports in My Aged Care, and

· Making sure that people who have been blind for a long time who will be over 65 at the time of NDIS roll-out have the right to sign up to the NDIS.

We strongly believe that all people who are blind or vision impaired should receive the same level of support, regardless of their age. We have been proactively advocating for change on these issues through our policy and advocacy work, and will continue to do so into the future.

In October 2018, the Terms of Reference were released for a Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety. The Royal Commission is accepting submissions until June 2019. Though BCA is preparing a submission, we encourage you to make your own submission online, describing sub-standard service delivery you're aware of, or suggesting changes to the Aged Care system.

Our website has recently been updated with significant changes to the Support for Over 65's page, including a series of new fact sheets on My Aged Care that cover a variety of topics. 
And BCA's Support Linkages Officer, Kristin Nuske, can now provide one-on-one assistance to members with pre-planning, support them in meetings and assessments, and help resolve issues with the My Aged Care Contact Centre. Please be aware that due to the national reach of this service, it can only be provided via telephone and email.

We also encourage all members to continue to provide feedback on My Aged Care to BCA. Your experiences will directly influence the work that we do in this area. To give feedback or get help accessing My Aged Care, call BCA on 1800 033 660, or email bca@bca.org.au. To get in touch with the My Aged Care Contact Centre, please call 1800 200 422.

From Dots to Digital: a History of Communication

By Vaughn Bennison

For a person who is blind or has a significant vision impairment, gathering appropriate information to be able to fully contribute to the community and to feel empowered to participate equally with sighted peers, can be difficult and require significant training.

A fully sighted person has constant access to visual information. Images, signs, logos, news headlines etc., are all easily available without effort, and are often internalised without consciousness. A blind person, who must actively seek the information they require, is often at a significant disadvantage, and will sometimes interpret information differently, which can prove frustrating or embarrassing.

Several years ago during a re-branding exercise for an organisation I was involved with, we were discussing the visual aspect of our brand and its impact on the community – brand awareness. As an example, the person running the workshop was discussing the “Yellow M”. Not wishing to appear ignorant, but also extremely curious, I asked the perhaps obvious question, “what is the relevance of a yellow M”?

Much laughter ensued, and in fact the convenor neglected to answer the question. One of my colleagues leaned over and gave me the answer – the McDonalds logo, (the golden arches), of course, is a yellow M!

The above example may seem insignificant, but it is indicative of the problems people who are blind or vision impaired face on a daily basis. This obvious disadvantage is widely recognised but the ramifications perhaps, particularly in the general community, little thought of.

This is equally true for information which relates directly to blind and vision impaired people, and is a battle faced constantly by service providers, consumer organisations and other entities which support or include people with print disabilities. How do we ensure that all of our information is accessible to everyone? The method must be simple, complete, familiar and far-reaching.

A variety of innovative methods have been developed over time to communicate information accessibly and efficiently. Exploring the history of these communication methods, and highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of each, may teach us valuable lessons about how to approach this on-going communication challenge in the future.

For many years, braille has been a fundamental and significant part of the education of blind people. But educators of blind and vision impaired people once viewed braille with great suspicion. It was widely believed that blind people should read raised print and that other forms of writing, such as braille, were inappropriate. 

One wonders whether the thought of blind people learning and understanding something that fully sighted people generally did not was at the root of this belief. One of the greatest advocacy victories by and for blind and vision impaired people resulted in braille being widely recognised as their official written language.

Anyone who has learned braille can freely read books and other publications. The braille reader has complete control of what they read and their reading pace. They also gain an understanding of the information they are reading – including spelling, punctuation, layout etc., which frequently eludes the non-braille reader.

More recently, with the development of electronic braille, one of the significant disadvantages of the format has been greatly reduced. Instead of having multiple bulky volumes for one book, a braille reader may have multiple books available on one device. The potential disadvantage of this, of course, is the sacrifice of layout and formatting information which can be difficult or impossible to comprehend when reading one line at a time.

To produce high-quality hard-copy braille, expensive specialist equipment is required, and expert proof readers and transcribers must be employed. These factors amplify the cost and the time it takes to produce braille, and limit the amount of braille which can be produced. This means, for example, that using hard-copy braille to enable a blind person to read the daily newspaper is generally considered impractical and extremely costly – although it is done successfully in some countries.

Furthermore, braille is often only taught to people who are blind or have a severe vision impairment, and frequently only those who have been so since birth. This means that its use as an information medium is limited to these people, and leaves the bulk of the blind and vision impaired community isolated. Education of braille must necessarily be taught by someone who is a fluent braille reader. The number of teachers who are fluent braille readers appears to be diminishing and therefore standards of braille education may well be lowering, which could have a negative impact on the relevance of braille in the future.

In the early 1930s, technology such as the Gramophone and Radio were well entrenched. It was recognised across the world that both of these held the potential to be extremely useful to blind or vision impaired people – and thus the “Talking Book” was invented. Due to the technology of the time, recording and playing “Talking Books” was initially difficult and inconvenient. In order to minimise the number of records needed it was decided to slow down the speed to fit more information on each side. 

Since that time many iterations of the “Talking Book” have been used, from large metal cartridges to both two-track and four-track cassettes. Over time, audio books gained much higher sound quality, and became much more affordable to produce and purchase. The miniaturisation of technologies vastly improved their convenience, ease of use and portability. Imagine today, having to confine your book reading to one room because your audio book player could not be carried with you. Imagine today, having only one book to read and only being able to read for 15 minutes before turning over a record! 

Digital technology has further reduced the size and costs of audio book production, enhanced the end-user's ability to choose their own reading material, and enabled them to carry many books around at one time, on a small pocket-sized device. Further, it is now possible to obtain books immediately without having to rely on the post, and waiting for a copy of the book to become available. Software for smartphones has even realised the dream of being able to log into a library service, choose your book, download it and read it at your chosen speed, and in some cases your chosen format, be that audio, on screen, using Text to Speech technology or using a refreshable braille display.

Blind people now can purchase newly released books, download them and read them at the same time as their sighted counterparts. Services such as Kindle and I-Books have greatly enhanced the availability of written information and inclusion in many aspects of daily life. They have also greatly enhanced the availability of study material for people with a print disability, and increased the potential for manipulation and navigation of books for recreation and study.

But it is not all good news. Audio material may not be appropriate for people with severe or profound hearing impairments. Modern technology can be difficult to learn, potentially excluding people with learning disabilities or low technical literacy. Whilst competitive pressure is gradually making equipment more affordable, it can be prohibitively expensive for many. Certain options are only available on certain equipment, which narrows the choice for some. 
Further, many of these options do not account for information of a transient nature, such as that contained in newspapers, community publications and handout material such as some educational material, pamphlets and brochures.

In 1963, a new technology became available and very rapidly gained ascendancy over other forms of audio technology for its sound quality, ease of use, portability and low cost of production. The Cassette tape, originally invented by the Phillips Corporation, was widely recognised as an excellent medium for information sharing. It was easy to mass-produce, cheap to purchase and its size meant it could be easily and affordably sent through the mail.

Not only did this greatly assist the Talking Book, but it made possible the “Talking Newspaper”. For the first time, blind people were able to gain access to information provided in newspapers, which for hundreds of years had been sighted peoples' best form of access to information relating to their communities and the wider world.

"Talking Newspapers" were usually produced on a weekly basis and were necessarily a digest of information from local newspapers. They were usually produced by volunteers and mailed out to blind people. When the listener was finished with the cassette, it would be mailed back for reuse. This meant that the information was well out of date by the time the end-user received it. As well, the information presented, because of space and time, was incomplete and listeners had no choice about what would be presented. 

In the mid 1970s, a group of interested blind and sighted people got together to discuss the use of radio to provide information relevant to blind people. The Australian government opened a broadcast licence category for “Public Broadcasting”, (now known as Community Broadcasting). It was believed that this could be used to provide widespread information for people with a print disability, enabling greater levels of participation in their communities.

This movement grew rapidly, and the first RPH station commenced broadcasting in 1982. Over the next two years, stations commenced in all capital cities except Darwin. There are now 19 stations across Australia under the RPH network. Every day, over 1500 volunteers present information such as newspapers, magazines, books, community publications and information specific to different disability groups.

Whilst this information is available to anyone with a print disability within the catchment area of an RPH station, it does not sufficiently cover those in rural and remote communities. Most RPH stations stream online, but this is not a good solution for these communities, for whom local information is particularly important.

As with the Talking Newspaper program, whilst more useful and current information can be presented, the listener has no real choice about what information they hear and when they hear it. The information tends to be provided in the interests of the bulk of listeners, people who are gaining a print disability through age or illness. This marginalises groups, particularly young people, who have different needs from the bulk of the traditional RPH audience.

Could technology provide the answer for these people? Libraries such as the Vision Australia library publish magazines and daily newspapers for people to read online, or download to their own device. This enables blind people to quickly and easily navigate their local or national newspaper. Not all information contained in a newspaper can be provided in this way, but more choice is available than ever before. Many devices allow the connection of refreshable braille technology, enabling the user to read the newspaper in braille. Otherwise the user may read on screen, or using Text to Speech technology.

This is not an answer for everyone, as a reasonable understanding of technology is required and access to the library, via an internet connection, is essential. But it enables some blind people to obtain the newspaper at the same time as their sighted counterparts, and offers a great opportunity to be fully informed.

Developments in Text to Speech, or Speech synthesis technology through the 1950s and 60s culminated in the design and production of computer access for blind and vision impaired people, principally from the late 1970s. In more recent times blind and vision impaired people are afforded, if not equal access, certainly high quality access to many forms of information via the internet, using screen-readers with speech, large print or braille. Whilst many websites and other internet forums are largely inaccessible, enough information can be gleaned for many people to use smartphones and computers much as their sighted peers would.

But again, we meet the tyranny of cost. Technology does not necessarily come cheap, and whilst it is fair to say that prices are becoming more affordable, it is still out of the range of many people, particularly those who are unemployed, or those living in developing countries. Similarly, for some, extensive training is necessary, which can prove costly and difficult to access.

Technology may also solve one of the biggest problems faced by blind and vision impaired people. What about the small stuff? In the late 1970s, the Optacon, for the first time, allowed blind people widespread access to print. A user, for the first time, could read their own mail, a newspaper, a book, computer printouts etc. entirely independently. These devices were expensive, broke down often and were very difficult to repair. As well, the user required a significant deal of training in the use of the optacon. But it allowed unparalleled access to many forms of written material.

More recently, options exist to enable blind and vision impaired people greater, cheaper and easier access to all forms of written information. Optical Character Recognition software opens up a world of options to a person who is blind or vision impaired. Similarly, the increased ubiquity of barcode reading technology offers access to information relating to household products and other items. Some of these options even allow access to the holy grail, handwriting, enabling blind people to read notes written by sighted people.

Services such as AIRA allow people to be connected directly to sighted people who can “see” for them. This allows people who are blind to get assistance with daily tasks and access to information which would be difficult or impossible without this option. These services have their downfalls; expense, reliance on technology and internet access, but may provide many answers long looked for by blind and vision impaired people.

There are two important lessons we can learn from this history. Firstly, the increasingly rapid rise of new technologies can encourage us to dismiss old ones. But it's clear that there is no one communication method which suits every person or situation.

For a large number of people, those for whom technology is difficult and/or expensive, and those who live outside areas of good internet coverage, radio and audio books may be the best option. For others who are well versed in access technology, there are a vast and increasing number of options. For many, who require information outside what can be provided by technology, braille is still the answer.

Organisations which communicate to people who are blind or vision impaired should strive to enable as many people as possible to participate in whichever aspect of life they choose. To achieve this, it's vital that we acknowledge the vast variety of needs and circumstances within the blind and vision impaired community. To make information genuinely accessible, it may be necessary to use a variety of these communication methods, even those which some may call antiquated.

Secondly, the communication practices we use today were mostly developed through innovative problem-solving. It's important that both at a community level, and among service providers, we continue to encourage and support such innovation into the future. It is clear that none of these methods would have saved me from the embarrassment of not understanding the “Yellow M”. Is this the new frontier for accessibility?

Regardless of which technology or method we employ, there is still no easy way for a blind person to “discover” the wealth of information which is constantly available to the sighted person, from logos, to colours, to personal appearance. But given the progress we've made in the last century, it's quite conceivable that through the evolution of technology, and more problem-solving, much of the information we still struggle to access may one day be at our fingertips.

Editor’s Note

As well as the host of BCA’s New Horizons radio program and podcast, Vaughn Bennison is the CEO of 7RPH in Hobart, and former Chair of RPH Australia. I commissioned this article from him as an experiment in longer-form essays, exploring topics in more depth than our typical word count will allow. I’m very interested in whether you’d like to see more of this kind of piece in future editions. If so, please let me know via email to bca@bca.org.au.

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 debit or credit card. You can also donate online using the “Donate Tab” on the BCA Website. All donations over $2 are tax deductible.

Submit your Writing to Blind Citizens News

The Editor welcomes your submissions for Blind Citizens News. The deadline for contributions for the next edition is Friday, 15 March, 2019. 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, but can be published anonymously in some circumstances. The Editor must be made aware of any conflict of interest which may be relevant to the author's work.
Directory of Contact Details

Register for National Convention

URL: http://www.bca.org.au/conv2019/

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

NSW/ACT State Division

Contact: Joana d’Orey Novo

Email: joanadn76@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, 882AM

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 Sundays
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