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Policy summary

People who are blind, deafblind or have low vision have a right to convenient and affordable access to the equipment and technology they need in order to participate fully, independently and with dignity in the social and economic life of the community. This includes mainstream equipment such as accessible consumer appliances, as well as specialised equipment (assistive technology) such as hand magnifiers and closed-circuit televisions for reading, and white canes and GPS technology to facilitate independent orientation and mobility. Although there are some subsidies and programs offered by the Commonwealth and state/territory governments, these are often inadequate and there is no national consistency. As Australia moves to a person-centred model of providing services and supports to people with a disability, governments must collaborate to ensure that people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision are able to access the equipment and technology they need. 
If you would like this policy in an alternative format or wish to discuss it with Vision Australia’s Policy and Advocacy team, please contact us:
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Website:
www.visionaustralia.org
Purpose

The purpose of this policy statement is:

1. to set out Vision Australia’s public view on access to equipment and technology for people who are blind, deafblind, or have low vision.
2. to set out how Vision Australia’s delivery of services will reflect this policy;

3. to set out what Vision Australia will do to promote awareness of this policy by all levels of government, business, and the broader community.
Policy Context

This policy is founded on principles that are set out in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (“the Convention”). The convention is the most complete expression of the human rights enjoyed by people with disability. Australia has signed and ratified the Convention, and hence is bound by the obligations that it establishes.

The Convention contains several specific references to the right of people with disability to have access to appropriate equipment:

· Article 4 of the Convention includes an obligation that States Parties will promote the use of universal design principles in the development of products and services so that all people will be able to use them as far as possible without adaptation.
· Article 9 refers to the right of people with disability to have access to information and communications technologies.

· Article 20 includes an obligation to provide affordable access to mobility aids and devices, 
The term “equipment” is used very broadly in general conversation, but may be defined as the implements, tools, machinery, technology, devices, etc., used for a particular purpose or activity. Thus, a kettle is an example of equipment used in the kitchen; a computer is an example of equipment used in the office; and a white cane is an example of equipment used by a person who is blind to assist with mobility.

Modern developments in technology, manufacturing and industrial processes have given rise to a constant stream of new equipment of various kinds. Today, having access to appropriate equipment is integral to almost every aspect of life. This is especially true for people who are blind or have low vision, who may otherwise find it difficult to achieve and maintain quality of life, mobility, independence, community participation, employment and satisfactory housing.
 Equipment is often essential in compensating for lack of vision. For example, a person who is blind may need a light detector (a piece of equipment that responds to the intensity of light by emitting an audible tone) to determine whether a light is on or off; a person who has low vision may need a closed-circuit TV in order to read a book; a person who is deafblind will require a braille-based Personal Digital Assistant (PDA) in order to send email and use the Internet.
For people who are blind or have low vision, being able to access appropriate equipment is essential for performing many everyday tasks independently and achieving goals. Self-sufficiency and goal achievement have been closely linked with positive adjustment to blindness or sight loss and the development of confidence, independence and feelings of self-worth. Furthermore, access to relevant equipment is essential if people who are blind or have low vision are to have equal opportunities for employment.

There are many devices, both low-tech and high-tech, that have been specifically designed or adapted for use by people who are blind or have low vision. Examples include audible light detectors, refreshable braille displays used in conjunction with computers, closed-circuit televisions, and various devices to assist with mobility. However, there are also many mainstream, off-the-shelf devices that are usable by people who are blind or have low vision with little or no alterations. Examples include electric kettles, ovens, washers, radios and hifi equipment that use dials and other analogue controls rather than visual displays and touchscreens.

Over the past two decades, there has been a growing trend towards the use of visual interfaces such as onscreen menus and touchscreens on a wide range of mainstream equipment, including telecommunications products, household appliances and information technologies such as printers and photocopiers. A significant proportion of such equipment is not accessible for people who cannot see the visual display or locate trigger points on the touchscreen.
In most cases, new technology is introduced without any assessment of its accessibility for people who are blind or have low vision. Touchscreen-based queuing systems in government offices and elsewhere are becoming widespread, but without exception they are inaccessible to people who are blind or have low vision and who therefore cannot see the touchscreen. This is despite the fact that there are ways of making this technology accessible at the software design stage.

The transition from analogue to digital television in Australia is a rare exception to this lack of attention to accessibility. Following intensive lobbying, the Australian Government provided funding for the development of talking set-top boxes to allow people who are blind or have low vision to interact with various features of digital televisions such as channel selection, volume control and the electronic program guide. These accessible set-top boxes were then distributed through the Household Assistance Scheme to 

Some Commonwealth and state government programs are currently available to people who are blind or have low vision to enable them to purchase equipment and technology they may not otherwise be able to afford. Nationally available schemes include the Better Start initiative for children with disabilities, Job Access Workplace Modifications, and Department of Veterans' Affairs funding. State based funding programs are available in some areas, but are often restricted in terms of eligibility and in the types of equipment subsidised. Vision Australia operates an equipment subsidy scheme to help clients experiencing financial hardship purchase the necessary equipment for their continued safety and independence. 
The Australian Government has recently launched the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS), which is a scheme based on a consumer-directed model or providing “reasonable and necessary” supports to people with disability. A number of consumer-directed funding schemes also exist at the state level. There is a need for such schemes to recognise that people of all ages who are blind or have low vision require often significant amounts of equipment such as mobility aids, braille PDAs, screen-reading software and accessible appliances 

Internationally, there is a growing recognition that government policies can have a significant impact on the overall accessibility of equipment that is available in the marketplace. Governments are also important employers, and have a responsibility to ensure that their workplaces are accessible as far as possible to people with disabilities, including people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision. In the US, Canada, the EU, Japan and other countries, governments are implementing policies requiring the procurement of equipment that is accessible to people with disabilities. Such accessible public procurement policies play a central role in influencing the design of equipment that is used in the workplace and in creating greater employment opportunities in the public sector for people with disabilities

Policy Details

1. People who are blind or have low vision have the right to appropriate equipment necessary to increase their opportunities for full participation in all aspects of community life, including childhood development, education, employment, leisure and recreation, homemaking, personal care, and information management. This right is asserted throughout the UN Convention on the rights of Person with Disabilities, and as a State Party to this Convention, the Australian Government has an obligation to ensure that this right is upheld. 
2. People who are blind or have low vision must have convenient and affordable access to equipment that assists them to carry out everyday tasks. Given the specialist nature of much of the equipment, the associated cost, and the limited capacity of many people to meet these costs, Governments are best placed to implement policies and programs to maximise access and affordability of such equipment. 
3. There will always be a need for specialist equipment for people who are blind or have low vision. However, manufacturers of mainstream equipment should take the access needs of people with a disability into account. This can be achieved by following established principles of universal design. Equipment that is designed according to these principles provides more equitable access for people who are blind or have low vision, since it is manufactured for the mainstream market.

4. In some cases, access to certain types of equipment required by people who are blind or have low vision is supported by various Commonwealth, State and Territory Government programs. While these programs go some way to providing convenient and affordable access to equipment, they are generally limited in the range of equipment that is supported. Many of these programs therefore need to be enhanced if people who are blind or have low vision are to have equitable access to equipment.
5. The NDIS and other person-centred schemes for providing supports to people with disability must ensure that people of all ages who are blind or have low vision are able to access sufficient funding to provide the equipment that they need in order to participate fully, independently and with dignity in community life.
6. New technology introduced by governments and major private sector organisations must be assessed prior to its introduction for its impact on accessibility for people who are blind or have low vision, and appropriate steps must be taken to address any accessibility issues that are identified.

7. Accessible public procurement policies similar to those that are being implemented in the US, Canada, Japan and the EU must be implemented in Australia, to ensure that government workplaces and services are accessible to people with disability, and to help create conditions for the increase of accessible equipment available in the Australian marketplace.
What government must do

The Australian Government, and State and Territory Governments, have a responsibility to implement this policy by:

1. Ensuring that people who are blind or have low vision are able to access necessary equipment.
2. Working with state and local governments to ensure that accessible public procurement policies are implemented nationwide.
3. Ensuring that any new technology introduced by governments or major private sector organisations is assessed for its accessibility, and that any issues identified are addressed prior to the introduction of the technology.
4. Ensuring that people of all ages who are blind or have low vision have equitable access to necessary equipment through schemes such as the NDIS.
What Vision Australia will do to implement and promote this policy
Vision Australia will:

1. Continue to deliver an equipment solutions service, a function of which will continue to be the evaluation of special-purpose and mainstream equipment for their usability by people who are blind, deafblind, or have low vision.

2. Continue to source and stock equipment for direct supply to clients and refer clients to accredited suppliers.

3. Assist eligible clients to access existing grant and funding programs administered by all levels of government.

4. Work collaboratively with other organisations in the blindness and low vision sector to encourage all levels of government to adopt policies and implement programs that will provide convenient and affordable access to equipment.

5. Advocate, in consultation with and on behalf of clients, with a view to encouraging manufacturers of mainstream equipment to adopt principles of universal design.
How this policy has been developed

This policy has been developed by Vision Australia’s Public Affairs department. It reflects our direct and extensive involvement with clients, other state, national and international organisations, as well as governments and statutory bodies. It also draws on the direct experiential knowledge of staff, and research and consultation within the organisation and the broader community, including representatives of people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision.
Monitoring and Review

This policy will be reviewed every three years or as required. Feedback is welcome and will assist this review process.

About Vision Australia

Vision Australia is the largest provider of services to people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision in Australia. The organisation was formed in 2004 through the merger of several of Australia’s oldest, most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies. 

Our goal is that people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision will increasingly have the choice to participate fully in every aspect of life in the community. To help realise this goal, we are committed to providing high quality services to our clients and their families. We also work collaboratively with Government, business and the community to eliminate the barriers people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision face in accessing the community or in exercising their rights as Australian citizens.

Our Clients

Based on prevalence and census data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, Vision Australia estimates that there are approximately 333,000 people in Australia who are blind or have low vision that cannot be corrected. This number is predicted to increase to more than 564,000 by 2030. Vision loss is, by and large, a disability that is age-related, and the ageing of the population is thus a primary factor in this upward trend.  

People who are blind or have low vision are an important section of the community and their needs and perspectives must be taken into account by governments in the development of policy and by industry when designing and introducing new technology. 

People who are deafblind constitute an important segment of Vision Australia's client group, and we are committed to providing high quality services to them. People who are deafblind have the same rights and expectations as the rest of the community and their needs must be given the same degree of attention as other groups.

Policy ends.

� Percival, J. (2011). Whole system care and social inclusion of people with sight loss: implications of key research for policy and service development. Journal of Integrated Care, 5(19), pp. 47-57.
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