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ABOUT VISION AUSTRALIA

Vision Australia is Australia’s largest provider of services to people who are blind, have low vision, are deafblind or have a print disability. It has been formed over the past six years through the merger of several of Australia’s oldest, most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies. These include Royal Blind Society (NSW), the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind, Vision Australia Foundation and Seeing Eye Dogs Australia.

Our vision is that people who are blind or have low vision will increasingly be able to choose to participate fully in every facet of community life.  To help realise this goal, we provide high-quality services to the community of people who are blind, have low vision, are deafblind or have a print disability, and their families. The service delivery areas include:

· early childhood

· orientation and mobility

· employment

· accessible information

· recreation

· independent living, and

· working collaboratively with Government, business and the community to eliminate the barriers our clients face in making life choices and fully exercising rights as Australian citizens.

Our knowledge and experience gained through interaction with clients and their families, and also by the involvement of people who are blind or have low vision at all levels of the Organisation, means that Vision Australia is well placed to provide advice to governments, business and the community on the challenges faced by people who are blind or have low vision fully participating in community life.  Vision Australia is also a significant employer of people who are blind or have low vision. We employ 192 people with vision impairment, or more than 18% of our total staff. 

Given that Vision Australia is the primary provider of services to people who are blind, have low vision, are deafblind or have a print disability in NSW and given that we work in collaboration and receive some funding through relevant NSW Government Departments, we feel that it is important for us to comment on Stronger Together.

VISION AUSTRALIA’S VIEW

What has worked well so far?

Vision Australia believes that the NSW Stronger Together program which commenced in 2006 has laid strong foundations to build the capacity of the service system for the 1.2 million people in NSW with a disability.

The priority areas of:

· more services;

· better services for families;

· more resources;

· practical solutions; and

· better coordination,

are supported by Vision Australia, but further work needs to be done if NSW is to maintain its ability to service huge and growing demand for services.

For example, in respect of blindness and low vision, today there are more than 300,000 Australians who are blind or have low vision, and the number is increasing rapidly as the population ages and grows. . Each day in NSW, eight people receive a diagnosis which indicates they will lose their sight; in ten years time, nearly 30 people a day will receive the same news. In the next three years, as many as 20,000 more people in NSW will become vision impaired.

· Today, only 5% of printed material and only 20% of internet material is accessible to people who are blind or low vision. 

· Today, 63% of people in NSW who are blind or have low vision and who are actively seeking work cannot find paid employment –about five times more than that of the general population.

· Today, despite automated telling machines being available for 20 years, only 20% of these can be used in NSW by someone who is blind. 

· Today, despite laws and standards to the contrary, a person who is blind or has low vision can still face barriers accessing public transport in NSW.

Government’s continued support and focus is essential to building on the achievements to date of Stronger Together.

What should be the priorities for the second five years of Stronger Together? 

Vision Australia believes that the priorities for the second phase of Stronger Together, 2011 to 2016, should be:

· Adequate funding to meet demand and build the capacity of the disability service system and provide greater opportunities for people with disability, their families and carers in NSW through to 2016. Public commitment to this is important, as having it built into the State Budget process and reflected in the Forward estimate.

· A clear strategy for sensory disabilities in Stronger Together

· Workforce stability within the sector: Attracting and maintaining trained staff to ensure the sector’s capacity to deliver quality services. 

From a financial perspective, investment is a responsible economic approach to disability as there is overwhelming evidence that early intervention provides long-term savings.

Vision Australia believes additional priorities should include:

· A commitment to overhauling the print disability program element of Ageing, Disability and Home Care (ADHC) to cover the complexity of alternative accessible formats;

·  A commitment to ensure that programs across all portfolio areas of Government include a disability focus;

· A commitment to adequately fund services for people with a sensory disability recognising that the service need is episodic; recognising the unique role and contribution of the not-for-profit sector in building social capital; and

· Sustaining the sector and reducing inefficiencies.

The following five principles apply to Stronger Together and the NSW Government is seeking feedback on the application of these principles: 
· to ensure access to services is fairer and more transparent

· to help people to remain in their own home 

· to link services to need 

· to provide more options in specialist supports 

· to make the system sustainable.

1. How can we best equip people with a disability and their families and carers with the information and knowledge so they can make informed choices?

Response-   Vision Australia believes that access to information is a keystone for enabling people to make life choices including choices about accessing disability related services.  Given that blindness and low vision are, in the main, a barrier to accessing print information, it is vital that all services and funding bodies make information available in easily accessible formats.  This includes web based information as well as take-home information such as service brochures and hand-outs.

2. How can we make sure a person’s choice of services is available when they need it?

Response-   Service planning, including planning around resources and sustainability, is crucial to ensuring that the service system can respond to people when and where they need.  Vision Australia is a state-wide service but our ability to respond is constrained by the fact that we only have a limited physical presence in 12 locations around NSW and the ACT.  The service activities generated in and around these centres are boosted by the conduct of outreach clinics and home based delivery. However, we believe there would be value in Government dedicating some resources to working with us to plan where additional service resources could best be utilised over the next 5-10 years.

3. What assistance is needed to plan and arrange supports?

Response- For Vision Australia’s clients and their families, we believe that there needs to be better communication between NSW government bodies and services providers, funding and assistance that the NSW government is able to provide. There needs to be greater transparency around what is available, in particular for those with blindness, low vision or a print disability. Also, less than 5 percent of the information available to sighted people can be accessed by Australians living with a print disability. For this group, limited access to information is the single biggest barrier to employment and effective participation. 
For our clients to be able to access their choice of services, when needed, there needs to be a positive collaboration between government and not for profits providing these services. Greater communication and collaboration between the government and not for profit organisations is the key to a person with a disability being able to choose the services that they need at a time when they need it. 

4. How can we improve the timing of interventions to support families and carers?

Response-  Service providers should respond quickly for effective, relevant and lasting intervention. In cases of children who are blind and their families, the service needs to be holistic and assist the family to look at all aspects of life so that the child develops life skills at the same time or close to the same age as sighted children.  For people who are deafblind the service must be able to link in at short notice with other services such as accommodation and respite. 
The nature of blindness and low vision as a disability means that people need to dip in and out of services when significant changes in their sight occur or at key life stages.  For example a person may have developed strong daily living and mobility skills. If they move to a new home, a new job, or if local infrastructure changes, they may need intervention to learn about a new location, orientate themselves to a new home or workplace, or new shopping centre.  This makes the need for services episodic. Services therefore should be available when and where they are needed.

5. What combination and types of services can we use to boost family resilience?

Response-  In Vision Australia’s experience, families find comfort and assurance in the knowledge that there is a service available to meet the specific disability needs of their family member.  Having to constantly looking for services to meet the needs of a family member with a disability only to find that there is a long waiting list or that the service can’t assist is a debilitating factor.

While Vision Australia does its best to meet the needs of young children and adults who are blind or have low vision, there is no doubt that we are constrained by a lack of resources and our inability to have sufficient resources to service all regional NSW areas.  Meeting the needs of citizens who are deafblind in particular is poorly resourced.

6. How can we make sure we communicate with each other to identify upcoming ‘life change’ points well in advance?

Response-  As part of developing funding agreements, we need to identify the key life changing points for a person who is blind or has low vision.  As an example, for a baby born blind or low vision intervention is key to physical development in every stage of life from infancy through to developing social skills, then school, high, school, preparation for leaving school, tertiary education and employment.  For adults, transition points may relate to employment, job in jeopardy due to later onset of vision loss, having a family and eventually retirement & being able to remain living independently at home. 

From our clients’ perspective the key activities need to be:

· awareness of what life change points may arise and the services available to support them through accessible information 

· collaboration on strategies to how they want to manage their vision loss during these key life change points

· provision of services in a timely manner to support the client, their family and carers through these life change points

7. What sort of supports would assist at the ‘life change’ points?

Response-  From a blindness and low vision perspective the services needed vary according to when vision loss occurs.  For a child who is born with no or low vision, early intervention is required for childhood development then for pre-school and school age education. From there it is necessary to ensure that young adults have disability support to move onto higher education or transition into the workforce.  At all stages it is essential that specialist services can respond, where and when required, to meet specific disability needs 

If the vision loss occurs during adulthood the types of services again vary depending on individual circumstances.  For example if the person is working and they acquire a vision loss they need services to assist them to stay at work or to move into a different vocation.  This is where planning around the individual needs is best to determine how a service should be tailored. 

8. How can we use the knowledge case managers / local coordinators have about clients’ needs to help to plan and give people more certainty?

Response-  Vision Australia is of the view that links and channels between service providers should be fostered to ensure that referrals between services are seamless.  Case coordinators and managers build up a wealth of information about clients and this information should flow between services, with the consent of the client, to ensure that delays with service access is minimised.

9. What role can the community play in shaping a participatory and inclusive life for a person with a disability? 

Response-  Engaging at all levels in community life is key to meaningful participation for people with a disability.  To do this, people with disabilities need the confidence and independence to be able to access the community and the community needs to be accommodating of the needs of people with a disability.  

10. What existing community initiatives should we be leveraging, such as local government programs, neighbourhood services, etc.?

Response- Vision Australia works in the local community to deliver services and support to people and their families to maintain independence and connect with the local community. We depend on volunteers to make our services happen every day. Daily activities like reading the local paper, making dinner, getting out and about are taken for granted by most people.

Many local councils have services that link people into their communities with recreation and leisure services.  We believe that these services should embrace the needs of local residents who have disabilities. Local libraries should work to include alternative format material in their collections and should ensure that mobile and home bound reading services tailor their service to address the reading needs of people with vision impairment. If this happened there would be no need for the VA Library. We want our service to be properly funded and accessible through the public library system.

11. How can members of the broader community reinforce the existing informal supports that a person with a disability has, e.g. family and local networks?

Response-  For the broader community to be able to reinforce the network of support they firstly need to be aware of the needs of people with a disability and how they can assist.  This requires a level of general disability awareness that Vision Australia believes does not exist at present. Public awareness programs are therefore required. We are often made aware of our clients being denied access to taxis and restaurants because they have a Seeing Eye Dog, or clients who cannot get around the local community easily because the local council allows businesses to clutter footpaths with obstacles such as tables, chairs, advertising boards or merchandise displays.

Local capacity building to support people who are blind or low vision is also necessary.  For example, providing local community or sporting groups with information around sighted guide and how people with a sensory disability can participate in local community activities.

We believe that positive change has come about with the introduction of the Companion Card. It allows people with disabilities greater choice of access to more community events and assistance without the added burden of cost.  Initiatives such as this should be promoted widely not only to people with disabilities, but also to prospective business partners of the Companion Card, to increase the number of the places where the card can be used. 

12. What supports should we make available, especially in early childhood, to see universal services work better on an ongoing basis for people with a disability, e.g. child care, playgroups, schools?

Response-  Additional funding should be made available to both the disability services and childcare / kindergarten services so that children with disabilities can be adequately supported.  Generalist childcare, playgroup and kindergarten school providers should not be expected to have the expertise to deal with the diversity of disability that might present. They should however, be able to draw on support from specialist services, for example from Vision Australia in the case of a child who might be blind, when a child with a disability presents.  A positive experience for all, including the child, the family, the staff at the childcare / playgroup, and other families will enable the child with a disability to participate positively but a negative experience can have a profound ongoing impact.

13. How can we reach children and families at birth, at the point-of-diagnosis or in the early years, to address their needs in time and to maximise their developmental outcomes?

Response-  Early diagnosis and intervention is critical to a child and their family getting a positive start in terms of reducing the impact of disability as much as possible.  From our experience it is more usual than not for a family to be made aware of support services once a diagnosis of blindness or vision impairment has been made.  The key to successful early referral to services is for all of those who might be in contact with a family, either from a medical, paramedical or community support perspective to know what services exist and how to refer to them.

14. How can we make behaviour and therapy support more available?

Response-  Significantly more effort should be put in to planning for future program development and identification of required resources.  To this end we believe there should be a greater emphasis put on the sensory disability services sector and relevant government departments working together, for the most effective services and resources.  This will only be effective if a commitment is made by Government to ensure that where the need for services is identified funding will follow.

15. How can we establish a ‘strengths-building’ approach for people with a disability, their families and service providers when it comes to service planning and access?

Response-  Vision Australia believes strongly in building the capacity of clients of the organisation through skill development, empowerment, and positive engagement at all levels of the organisation.  Disability organisations should have formalised structures to represent the views of their clients to their boards and management..  Vision Australia does this through our network of Local Client Groups (LCGs), which elect their own representatives to a Regional Client Committee (RCC), which in turn elect representatives to our peak internal client body, the Client Representative Council (CRC).  Through these bodies clients and their families have an opportunity to influence service planning and service access.  We believe that all disability organisations should be required to formalise these types of arrangements.

16. How can we tailor programs like Transition to Work to meet the interests of individuals, and to bring about more work placements for people?

Response-  Moving from study to work can be one of the most difficult life steps for young people who are blind or have significant vision impairment.  It can also be very difficult and confronting for someone who has been in employment but who has acquired significant vision loss or blindness as the result of accident, illness or genetic condition.  We believe that stronger emphasis should be put on transition programs. In particular programs that are tailored to meet the specific needs of people who are blind and deafblind should be developed and funded.

Given that blindness and deafblindness are low incidence disabilities, and that school age and tertiary age students are in mainstream settings, it is vital that transition programs allow for specialist services to bring client groups together to provide skill development, personal coaching and mentoring programs.  We have seen the enormous benefit that our younger clients derive from meeting with others in the same situation as them and how the programs can enhance their opportunity for successful transition to work.  The current programs provided by Vision Australia are not funded.

17. How can we link with Commonwealth employment initiatives to broaden work opportunities for people with a disability?

Response- Despite the proven ability of people who are blind or low vision to do anything their sighted peers are capable of, Vision Australia research (2007)
 found that 63% of people who are blind and want to work cannot get jobs. This is well above the NSW unemployment rate of 5.4%.  Barriers to employment such as accessibility to information, services and education continue to be issues being faced by our clients. Employer attitude is also a significant barrier to employment in this sector. Vision Australia is well placed to provide services and advice that accommodate the needs of people who are blind or of low vision, while harnessing their individual skills and talents.

Besides access to education and training opportunities, there are significant barriers for people who are blind or low vision to overcome in gaining employment, such as being able to access job advertisements, overcoming employer attitudes, and inclusion of workplace modifications and technology.

To help overcome these sorts of issues, Vision Australia believes programs should include:

· Vocational assessment – assessment of a person's readiness for work, taking into account their qualifications and skills, work history and independence.

· Goal setting - identifying existing skills, interests and abilities and match these to appropriate career and job choices.

· Training - upgrading skills or learning to use new equipment may help a person to achieve their goals. Training options should include Braille courses or lessons on computers with screen readers or print enlarging software. We support specific job training including those which result in qualifications which are nationally recognised.

· Job skills - showing job seekers how to search for work in their chosen field is essential, as is assistance with interview skills, preparing a resume and writing job applications.

· Employment placement - partnering with employers and other organisations to identify suitable vacancies for job seekers.

· Worksite assessment – support of workplace assessments, environmental modifications such as changes in lighting that may enable a person to carry out a specific job successfully.

· Subsidy and funding applications - Some people may be eligible for wage subsidies, workplace modification funding or other support at work. Provision of accessible materials outlining benefits and provision of assistance with applications where appropriate.

· On-the-job support - Ongoing support should be offered while a person learns to do their new job. Education for employers and other staff as well as assistance in tailoring materials such as converting work manuals and other printed material into accessible formats such as Braille and audio.

Vision Australia has also recently implemented a commercial employment model known as Enterprise services where we employ 65 people who are blind, or who have low vision, in Kensington (Victoria) and Woollongabba (Queensland). Through innovation we operate successfully in a competitive commercial environment while returning social capital to the community.  Enterprises offers specialist services in supply chain logistics such as high quality warehousing, pick and pack and assembly activities.

Vision Australia is investing in Enterprises as a new social enterprise model that acts as a pathway to open employment, establishing international benchmarks in accessible mainstream manufacturing systems and process. In partnership with TAFE, and employers, we have implemented new industry recognised training programs and employment paths that assist people to reach their full potential and compete equitably within the workforce.

18. We know that there will always be demand for specialist supported accommodation – but how can we adopt a ‘strengths-based’ approach in this area?

Response- Vision Australia does not provide any supported accommodation services however we do work with clients who are in some funded supported accommodation services.  These are mainly people with dual sensory loss - in particular people who are deafblind.  We do, from time to time, also have referrals from supported accommodation services where the person may have a vision impairment coupled with another disability such as intellectual or physical disability.  In our experience the specialist services are highly valued by clients as they meet the specific needs of people with the particular disability they have an expertise around.  On the other hand, in our experience, those services that don’t have expertise around vision impairment or deafblindness don’t generally do well to meet the needs of residents who are blind or deafblind. 

We believe that more emphasis should be put on skill development and disability specific training within all funded accommodation services and that specialist services, such as Vision Australia,  should be assisted to deliver staff training into generalist services.

19. How can we make sure the range of supported accommodation models developed meet diverse needs and foster independence where possible?

Response- In our view the key to success is for supported accommodation services to be adequately resourced and resourced with skilled staff, to meet the diverse and individual needs of people with a disability.  The independence of residents will only be enhanced if the service is resourced and managed in a way that will foster flexibility in an approached manner, rather than being poorly resourced that it results in an inflexible and congregated model.

20. How can we make the boundaries between program types more flexible so a person can move between them more easily as their needs change?

Response- Vision Australia is not aware that our clients, in general, experience difficulty linking into programs or moving between programs due to inflexibility around program boundaries.  There are some issues however around the scope of some funded programs particularly for people who are deaf and blind. There also needs to be some clarity around which services should provide support.  The main issue here is not around the inflexibility of services but one of failure to adequately fund services to this client group.  

We are also of the view that with the incremental move to individualised funding models, there is a risk that boundaries between services and programs may become more inflexible and people with disabilities may find it more difficult to move between programs.  We suggest that in continuing to build on Stronger Together, these aspects be considered.

21. Can we make reporting simpler and ensure the quality of services?

Response- Vision Australia believes that all disability organisations, funded or not, must be accountable to government and the community.  This accountability is partly achieved through reporting against service contracts, acquittals, and reportable statistics. Reporting could be simplified without compromising accountability or quality.

Vision Australia collects and reports client-service related information for the purpose of the Minimum Data Set (MDS), but many of the questions are not relevant to the service provision. Consequently, many clients question the need for us to gather this information.  We would suggest that the requirement around the MDS should be reviewed.

As a national organisation, a further complexity for Vision Australia with its broad range of services funded by various programs - State and Federal - we are constantly reporting at one level or another.  While we take a holistic approach to working with a client, the services delivered to each client may be linked to a range of funded programs therefore we have to compartmentalise each element and report separately.  An example is where we might be working with a client around seeking employment who also requires skill development and support around orientation and mobility, adaptive technology training or vision assessment.  While we see the service as a package the reporting is quite complex.

Collaboration between funding authorities on a minimum data set required for all reporting would greatly assist in the cost of administration and reporting.

Michael Simpson

General Manager – Policy & Advocacy

Vision Australia

02 9334 3135

Michael.simpson@visionaustralia.org
� Results and Observations from Research into Employment Levels in Australia’ Robert Spriggs, Market Research & Development, Vision Australia (April 2007).  
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