Kevin Murfitt – Chair of Board of Directors address:
Once again, many thanks to everyone in attendance – members, volunteers, clients, staff and donors. We sincerely appreciate the time and effort required to be with us here today during such a busy time of year.  
The Board and I are very proud to hold this Annual General Meeting at our flagship Centre in the heart of Brisbane that is a key component to our property strategy.  Ever since the merger with Royal Blind Foundation Queensland in 2006, we have strived to provide better facilities and services to people throughout Queensland.  

My fellow Directors and senior management on the dais will now introduce themselves starting from the table on my left: 
Nick Carter

Good Morning, my name is Nick Carter, I’m based in Brisbane and I run my own Commercial Property Management company and I chair the Board’s Property Committee.

Keith Barton

Good Morning Ladies and Gentleman, I’m Keith Barton and I’m a Sydney based Director. I have been on the Board since the formation of Vision Australia. I am also the Chairman of the HR Committee and I’m on the Property Committee.

Jan Lovie-Kitchin

Good morning everyone, my name is Jan Lovie-Kitchin. I‘m based here in Brisbane. I’m an adjunct Professor at the School of Optometry at Queensland University of Technology and I Chair their Research Ethics Committee. I’ve been on the Board since June 2007 and I’m a member of the Client Services Committee.

Owen van der Wall

Good morning, my name is Owen van der Wall. I am a retired banker from Sydney. I joined the Board in 2004. I am a deputy Chair and I also Chair the Client Service Committee.

Ron McCallum

Good morning, my name is Ron McCallum. I’m Sydney based. I’m Professor of Law at the University of Sydney. I also Chair the United Nations Committee on the rights of persons with disabilities. I’m one of two deputy chairs of the Board and it’s been my honour and privilege to have been on the Board since February 2006.

Gerard Menses

Hello, I’m Gerard Menses, and I’m privileged to be Chief Executive Officer of Vision Australia.

Kevin Murfitt

I’m Kevin Murfitt, Chair of Vision Australia.

David Speyer

Good Morning, my name is David Speyer; I’m the General Manager of Corporate Services and Company Secretary.

Theresa Smith-Ruig

Good Morning, I’m Theresa Smith-Ruig. I’m based in Armidale New South Wales. I’m a lecturer in Business and Management at the university there. I also serve on the Board’s Human Resources Committee and I’ve been on the Board since 2007. 

Paul Gleeson

Good morning I’m Paul Gleeson. I’m based in Melbourne. I’m a lawyer. I’ve been on the Board since 2004. I’m the Chair of the Audit, Finance and Business Risk Committee and I also serve on the Property Committee.

Tony Hanmer

Good Morning, my name is Tony Hanmer. I’m based on the Sunshine Coast here in Queensland. I sit on the Audit, Finance and Business Risk Committee with Paul and I’ve been a Director since 2007.

Lyn Allison

Hello, my name is Lyn Allison. I was a Senator for Victoria until 2009. Since that time, I’ve been on Vision Australia’s Board and a number of others. I serve on the Client Services Committee.

Don Fraser

I’m Donald Fraser. I’ve been a Board Member here since 2008, prior to that I was with Seeing Eye Dogs. I am a professional director and an IT business owner and I’m based in Melbourne

I also have an apology from fellow Director Ross McColl. He is from Melbourne and is recently a retired partner in Price Waterhouse Coopers.

The recent opening of this Coorparoo Centre – modern, accessible and totally funded – was a landmark achievement in the delivery of services to people in Brisbane and beyond.  And the Vision Australia Board, particularly through the Property Committee chaired by my colleague, Nick Carter, was instrumental in this.

I am also proud to lead Vision Australia during a year of significant strategic achievements – confirmation of our vision and mission, the development of a new three-year strategic plan, and clarification on our core services and values. 
I would also like to emphasise what a difference the support from Vision Australia can be – as a client for many years, accessing the many services provided by Vision Australia makes a major difference to my life every day.  I will take two examples – my Seeing Eye Dog provided by the Seeing Eye Dog Orientation and Mobility department is a service that facilitates my mobility and independent access in the community.  It provides me with confidence and independence.  A second example is access to information – whether that be through the power of Braille, producing material into preferred formats, listening to our radio service or utilising our i-access ® digital services.  Being able to easily access current information relating to my employment, or to my interests in current affairs or personal interests, enables me to fully participate and belong in my community.  

Every client of Vision Australia would have their own examples – across any number of our services.  This is the power of our great organisation – individual solutions across a community of people united by services that enable life change for all of us who are blind or have low vision.
I would now like to outline some of the purposes of the Board.  Together with my fellow Directors, the Vision Australia Board works to ensure the achievement of our vision, mission and objectives.  We operate under a Charter that clearly outlines the functions and responsibilities of the Board, and covers a wide range of compliance, risk and reporting obligations.
The Board strongly believes that our organisation must be transparent to its members and to the community.  That is why we were so pleased that last year’s Annual Report was judged to be in the Top 5 shortlist of the PricewaterhouseCoopers Transparency Awards – a great achievement and a clear indication of our commitment to provide accessible information over and beyond our conventional reporting requirements.

The Board also has four committees that focus on key aspects of governance.  These include the Human Resources Committee, the Audit, Finance and Business Risk Committee, the Client Services Committee and the Property Committee.  I wish to thank Directors for their energy, willingness and commitment to serving on these bodies that are necessary for our organisation’s growth and well-being.

Vision Australia has always worked towards overcoming the challenges people with blindness or low vision face, but every day brings with it a new challenge, be it personal or organisation-wide.  You can be certain that your Board is always working to ensure the organisation is ready to meet the next challenge, and the one after that. 

One way of measuring whether we are meeting the challenges confronting our clients is our regular client surveys.  Our client satisfaction ratings overall for the past year are at 88% which, while very good, is something we are striving to improve.  
A guiding influence over all major decisions as well as everyday tasks is our new strategic plan which will see us through the next three years and provide direction further into the future.

In developing our strategic plan, we have been working with clients to ensure we are responding to what they want.  The plan is based on strong consultation with clients.  The Client Representative Council and regional and local client groups have all given input.  We have drawn also from our regular client satisfaction surveys.  We have used external expertise such as Social Ventures Australia and Galileo Kaleidoscope who have run focus groups and drawn in additional independent client-based input to challenge and guide us.

And our clients have responded.  They have been generous with their time and robust with their suggestions in order to help build a strong and vibrant organisation.

To be a vital organisation that will enable clients to live a rich and full life, clients believe Vision Australia must: 
Facilitate independence by developing skills, described as Confidence ; promote inclusiveness in society, described as Advocacy; and be a community of like-minded people who understand my disability, described as Belonging.
We will measure ourselves against five goals.  This transparent measurement will enable us to keep the trust of our clients, donors, volunteers and staff while providing high-quality services.

These goals, which are linked, are providing increased services in response to the high need; increasing our income to provide more capacity for services; being more efficient in delivering our services; maintaining our high satisfaction by striving for nine out of 10 clients who use our services being satisfied; and ensuring Vision Australia develops as the major authority in blindness and low vision services.

Underpinning the strategic plan is the identification of 15 enabling services.  While all services cannot be accessed from all centres at present, and many are at different stages of development, they are a clear statement of where we believe we can best add value to the blindness and low vision community over the next three years and into the future.
These 15 enabling services can be grouped into three focus areas: access to information, making the most of technology and being part of the community.  
Providing these services at the highest standards cannot come about without the partnership, passion and participation of our staff and volunteers.  As such, in consultation during the year, we have identified some key values for the way we work.  These are Integrity, Empathy, Equality, Accountability and Self-Determination.
Without integrity, empathy and accountability we cannot offer clients equality and self-determination. We believe our clients have the right to make an informed choice about any aspect of services we are offering and that in doing so are the sole determinants of how they will participate in life.

Through our Client Representative Framework, we aim to get feedback about the challenges our clients face and to translate those issues into solutions. Some solutions are about the individual, such as the challenge of finding employment, or modifying their existing employment to ensure they can continue to do their work although they have had vision loss. 

Other solutions are brought about through our advocacy team which works to bring equality of access and inclusion for our clients into the wider community. Accessible and secret voting at this year’s federal election, and to be used again in tomorrow’s Victorian election, is something that I and many others certainly value, instead of having to rely on friends, family or even strangers.  Vision Australia has worked tirelessly with other blindness agencies at both the federal and state level to ensure secret voting is not an add-on but a key part of all elections in Australia.

Now, as we see the ever-increasing awareness of Vision Australia as the leading provider of blindness and low vision services and the benefits brought to service provision through the coming together of seven organisations into one, we see the strength in numbers bringing results.

Those results will help ensure that we can continue to bring our services to the increasing number of Australians with blindness or low vision. Our services are at the core of everything we do, and the over-riding challenge is to continue to provide those services as demand increases. I believe our strategic plan provides great guidance for tomorrow’s challenges.

I now have much pleasure in introducing our CEO, Gerard Menses, who will tell you about the organisation’s many recent operational achievements.
Gerard Menses Chief Executive Officer’s address:
I would like to thank Kevin and the Board of Directors and to welcome our members, clients, donors, volunteers and staff to the Vision Australia Annual General Meeting.
All Annual General Meetings are important, setting out the challenges and progress made over the past year, but this one is particularly important because it’s the first AGM to be held in our new Brisbane centre, here at Coorparoo.

This purpose-built centre has been designed to meet the needs of staff, volunteers and clients in an environmentally friendly way and has a five-star sustainability rating. Natural lighting has been maximised, renewable energy is manufactured onsite with solar panels, rainwater is harvested and heating and cooling is naturally managed as far as possible.

This state-of-the-art building is sustainable, responsible and efficient – the very qualities which will also ensure Vision Australia remains the leading provider of blindness and low vision provider in Australia.

This brand new centre also symbolises our way forward, our faith in the future and our commitment to innovation and development even as we face today’s challenges of ever-increasing demand and some continuing stress in the economic outlook.

With the number of Australians who are blind or have low vision set to double by 2020, it is imperative that Vision Australia continues to build on the 144 consecutive years of service which we and the seven organisations which combined to form Vision Australia have delivered.

In fact, in the four years since our merger with Royal Blind Foundation Queensland, the number of Queenslanders who are clients of Vision Australia has doubled to 4,000.  During this time, we have opened a new centre in Cairns and introduced the following services: regular low vision clinics at each of our Queensland centres; an outreach component to our Independent Living Services; adaptive technology consultancy and training services; paediatric counselling services and orientation and mobility services.
We have added four orientation and mobility service people right here in Queensland but yet the waiting list for services remains very high. It shows that as we provide services they are quickly taken up and the demand increases.

Overall, we have increased staff in Queensland by 21.  While we are grateful to the one-off generosity of the Queensland Government who provided $10 million for this new centre, we call on both the Queensland Government and the Opposition to guarantee us recurrent funding for the huge growth in demand we are already seeing. 
Vision Australia has done its part in being efficient and effective in our delivery of services.  The past year has seen the difficult decisions of 2009 in the wake of the Global Financial Crisis prove their worth, with the costs of running the organisation dramatically reduced while the service reach has been extended and high client satisfaction levels maintained.

This consolidation and rebuilding of the organisation has laid the foundations for further growth and today we see proof of that growth, not just within the organisation, but in this benchmark facility, in the $14.7 million Macaulay Road Centre in Kensington, Melbourne and in the new Vision Australia centre at Tamworth, in New South Wales, which was officially opened earlier this year. 

To assist with broadening the public’s awareness of Vision Australia and raising our profile as the leading provider of blindness and low vision services we have just finished a television advertising trial in metropolitan Melbourne along with an advertising campaign in national women’s magazines and online. The theme of this campaign is Today’s Challenge and we hope the campaign will go national on television next year. 

The campaign is not only working to increase awareness of the Vision Australia brand but has also brought about a connection with actor Simon Westaway, who is the voice of Max the Seeing Eye Dog who narrates the advertisement. Max guides viewers through some of the many services Vision Australia offers.

Simon, who also featured on television’s Underbelly series in a somewhat more sinister role, was happy to offer his services as this year’s MC at the recent Vision Australia Braille Book of the Year Awards, held a fortnight ago in Melbourne. 

These awards not only highlight the need for accessibility of information but also highlight the Vision Australia brand across the publishing and literary community.  They also strongly reinforce the importance of Braille to both Vision Australia and to the wider community.
But our Braille Book of the Year is not our only literary endeavour. We have also just launched Vision Australia’s 2011 Dickinson Literary Awards, which are open to all Australians who are legally blind. These historic awards were established in Queensland in 1921 and now have a national profile through Vision Australia.

All of these new developments in our organisation, be they in promotional, physical building or management and service delivery terms are now underlain by this year’s major development, our new strategic plan.

As Kevin mentioned, this plan came about after extensive discussion with clients through the client representative framework, regular satisfaction surveys and focus groups to create a strategy linked to five key goals.

These five goals form our focus for the coming years and they are, briefly, providing more services, increasing our income to meet the increasing need, using our resources more efficiently, creating greatest possible client satisfaction and ensuring Vision Australia develops as the major authority in blindness and low vision services.

Delivering on this strategy will ensure that Vision Australia will keep the trust of our donors, volunteers and staff while providing high quality services to our clients.

Currently we’re providing services to more than 47,000 clients across Australia from 29 Vision Australia centres and 38 clinics. But we expect to see 30% more clients over just the next three years, so growth in our service delivery is imperative. The people providing those services – our staff and our volunteers – are our organisation’s greatest asset and we value them. We are proud to have achieved a Fair and Flexible Employer Recognition Award from the Victorian Government recognising our efforts. 

22% of Vision Australia’s staff are blind or have low vision. We are a benchmark organisation for the employment of people who are blind or have low vision and this has increased from 18% in 2009.  We are using this achievement to call on other parts of society to improve their employment of people who are blind or have low vision.  This is because people who are blind or have low vision are five times more likely to be unemployed than their sighted peers. 

To respond to this challenge, our Open Employment Services team has welcomed 257 new clients and supported 67 people into a new job while a further 40% entered the program to maintain their current job. We also conducted 216 worksite assessments through Job Access which is over a 10% increase on previous years.  The Social Return on Investment measure shows for every dollar spent on open employment services, $8.58 is created in social value.

But our organisation is not just our paid staff. Without our wonderful volunteers – and we currently have 5,114 registered volunteers who have worked 264,129 hours worth $6.6 million – we could not possibly provide the services we do.   Our ability to attract and support volunteers increases each year with more than 500 more Australians volunteering for us in 2010 than in 2009.
Another very important area where we have seen a growth in the number of ‘workers’ is in Seeing Eye Dogs, where the number of our working dogs is now 163, compared to 133 just last year. This is a great result in our Golden Anniversary year as we celebrate 50 years of service, but of course an essential increase given the rising demand.  We graduated 42 dogs in the last year, compared to 30 in 2009.
To meet this demand the number of puppies in training needs to increase by 120 over the next three years. This will require increased support - and just recently, the Victorian Government pledged a $1.5 million contribution to support the redevelopment of a world-class Seeing Eye Dog breeding centre and kennels at Kensington in Melbourne, with integrated accommodation and life training for people who are blind.  We are seeking a similar commitment from the Victorian Opposition.
The newly established National Contact Centre is another example of centralised administration and contact points enabling greater efficiency and economy. This centre handled over 150,000 calls and processed over 100,000 donations by mail in the past year.  This was an increase of 50% in the number of calls in just 12 months.
Increasing access to information is another key service we both provide and advocate for – with only 5% of the information available to a sighted person accessible by someone who is blind, has low vision or other print disabilities, our challenge is immense.

However our technical leadership is cutting the cost of distributing accessible content and online and increasing the choice of devices that people with a print disability have to access this content.

Our national library service loaned over 800,000 items this year, up from 760,000 last year, and has negotiated access to over 100,000 titles on demand.  

Our innovative Feelix library for young children increased its number of titles available for loan from 300 in 2009 to 367 in June this year.  I believe that currently we are almost at 400 titles with over 1,000 Feelix kits in circulation.  

Our focus on timely and current information is evident by increasing to 188 the number of national daily, community and regional newspapers available for download on the day of publication through i-access ® online. Our latest development in the library area has been the arrival of Bookshare, which has doubled the number of books available. Bookshare provides download access to 20,000 books in BRF and DAISY text formats and a small number of audio files.

Our advocacy team is an important part of increasing accessibility to all areas of life for people who are blind or have low vision. This past year our team made 25 submissions to government and worked directly with 250 clients and their families to address discrimination relating to blindness and low vision.

The team has also made cinema sessions more accessible with the heads of major cinemas committing to a timetable that will see the captioning and audio description of 242 cinema screens across Australia by the end of 2014.  Currently, less than 0.3% of all sessions are accessible.
Opera is now also becoming more accessible, with the first opera being audio-described earlier this month at the Sydney Opera House.  And right here in Brisbane at the Queensland Performing Arts Centre, tonight is the launch of audio description at the famous musical, Westside Story.
And finally, to those who were up early this morning to watch Channel 9’s Today Show would know that the traditional Vision Australia’s Carols by Candlelight® spectacular is again on the way and on track to be bigger and better than ever.  I hope all Queenslanders will watch the telecast on channel 9 and listen to the simulcast on 4RPH.  

Thank you.

