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1
About Vision Australia

1.1
Background

Vision Australia is the nation’s premier provider of blindness and low vision services and was formed by combining the expertise of several organisations who shared in a common purpose. We are a living partnership that unites people who are blind, sighted and who have low vision. Our goal is that people who are blind or have low vision will be able to access and participate fully in every aspect of life they choose.

To help realize this goal, we provide early childhood, orientation and mobility, employment, library and information services, recreation and independent living services, advocacy services and dog guide services. We also work collaboratively with Government, business and community groups, to help raise awareness, promote public education and to work towards eliminating barriers for our clients in the community.

Vision Australia also provides government, business and the community with a range of specialised fee for service opportunities. Some of these include web access consulting and alternative format production and consulting. These services recognise the skills and knowledge that Vision Australia has built over the years and acknowledges our primacy as a world leader in blindness and low vision related technologies and accessible information.

Through our combined histories of providing client focused services and our work in the community, Vision Australia is well placed to provide a considered voice on a range of public issues affecting people, who are blind, deafblind, have low vision and who have a print disability.

1.2
Our Client Group

There are currently about 300,000 people living in Australia who are blind or have low vision that cannot be corrected by the use of glasses or contact lenses or surgical remedies. With the aging of the Australian population, the World Health Organisation estimates that this number will double over the next two decades, as vision loss is, by and large, a disability that is age-related.

People who are blind or have low vision are an important section of the community. Governments and parliaments must take their needs and perspectives into account when making laws and developing policy, and business and the community, have an obligation to be mindful of their human right to access all aspects of Australian life on an equal footing as their sighted peers.

Likewise, people who are Deafblind, and people who have a print disability, constitute important segments of Vision Australia's client group, and we are committed to providing high-quality services to them. People with dual sensory loss and people with other difficulties accessing print, have the same human rights as others in the community, and their needs and expectations of community life must be given the same degree of attention as other groups.

2.
Opening Comments

In speaking of the Web 2.0 revolution in 2006, Time magazines Lev Grossman wrote that, “not only will it change the world, but it will also change the way the world changes”
. Grossman’s comments seem to encapsulate the essence of the Gov 2.0 initiative, which is to: create a culture of proactive disclosure; digital innovation; and online engagement. These three key areas re-think traditional approaches to Australian Public Information (API), in that API becomes more something that is to be shared and used, rather than something that should be protected and stagnant. It also acknowledges the socio-technological change that is occurring, and seeks to harness the potential presented in the online social-network sphere, as an opportunity for greater public collaboration and consultation.

Vision Australia understands the importance of the technological and information revolution upon us, as technological innovation over recent decades, has empowered greater community engagement for our clients than has been previously possible. Synthetic speech computer software for accessing computers, digital talking books on a single cd, mobile phones with screen reader software, accessible GPS systems, talking bar code scanners, and portable CCTV devices, name but a few adaptive aids that have enhanced the lives of people who are blind or who have low vision over recent years. Our library service has also recently expanded its range of services, with the exciting News on the Go initiative, which allows Vision Australia Library members to download to a portable playback device, a range of state and National newspapers and magazines from our website, almost as they become available to the general public. Digital Accessible Information Systems or DAISY technology has also provided added functionability to complex documents, allowing people who use DAISY playback devices to navigate through a document by chapter, heading, sub-heading etc.

However, as Vision Australia acknowledges the benefits of technological innovation, we are also intimately aware of the barriers that can be created by a technological divide. That is, the relative disadvantage that can result from technologies that are being upgraded with ever increase speed, metamorphic technological fads, the cost of acquiring the necessary technology, and technological business solutions that enable operational efficiency but offer little or no consideration to accessibility. People who are blind or who have low vision face an uphill battle with the growing prevalence of touch screen technologies that are totally inaccessible, the persistence of online information being provided in only inaccessible PDF formats, and an increasing web based consumerism that is unregulated and often inaccessible, to name but a few areas of growing concern.

People with disability, including people who are blind, Deafblind, who have low vision, and people who have a print disability, have traditionally and remain in every country around the world, one of the most marginalised and disenfranchised aggregated groups, and Australia is not immune to this trend. Accessing information which includes API is often cited by our clients as a primary cause of frustration in there day to day lives. 

In providing comment to the Taskforce on the ‘Toward Government 2.0 Consultation’, Vision Australia is concerned that without accessibility being an active part of the planning, development, testing and pilot stages of any and all initiatives that may result, people who are blind, Deafblind, people who have low vision, and people who have a print disability, will be further marginalised by the snowballing effects of disengagement. If Grossman has accurately depicted Web 2.0 as something that will change the way in which the world changes, if people who are blind or who have low vision are not engaged with this process, they will be effectively locked out of the innovation process and the decisions that will shape our future.

Vision Australia would like to thank the Taskforce for the opportunity to provide feedback on this important initiative at the recent Melbourne forum and appreciate the further opportunity for comment here. 

3.
Access versus Accessibility

Vision Australia believes that it is important to identify what we mean by ‘accessibility’ in this submission. The Discussion Paper uses the term ‘access’ and ‘accessible’ in the context of information or data being made publicly available, the ability to search and locate API, or with respect to access to the details of the information/data originator. However, the term ‘accessibility’ to be understood here, is about ensuring that the formats and platforms associated with API at all levels, from originator to user, internal operations and cross departmental communication, and public engagement, are provided in a format that people with disability can fully interact. This interactivity may involve the use of a range of adaptive and assistive technologies, such as screen readers or refreshable electronic Braille displays, or it may be built into the information delivery itself, such as audio described video or audio versions of text files. So in short accessibility in this context is about ensuring that, whatever initiatives arise from the consultation in the development of Gov 2.0, in the near and long term, is provided in a format which can be fully engaged with by people who are blind, deafblind, who have low vision, and people who have a print disability.
Accessibility as we refer to it, is a common feature of Australian domestic law in the Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA), Commonwealth government policy in the Commonwealth Disability Strategy (CDS), international law in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), and a range of state/territory and local government legislation and policy. Article 9 of the CRPD, which Australia ratified in 2008, is explicitly concerned with accessibility, which states that:

“…People with disability have the right to live independently and take part in all aspects of life. To let them do that, countries need to take appropriate steps to give people with disability access, in the same way other people have access, to things, places, transport, information and services that are open to the public.  This applies in the cities as well as in rural areas.

To do that, countries should:
· …make sure people with disability have equal access to information, communications and other services, including electronic services like the Internet and emergency services…

Countries are also to take appropriate steps to:

· …promote other types of help to people with disability to make sure they can access information;

· promote access for people with disability to new information and communications technologies and systems, like the Internet; and

· Have those who make information and communications technologies take into account access for people with disability, so that these technologies and systems can be available at a low cost….”

The Federal government is also currently engaged with a number of policy and legislative developments that would further strengthen Australia’s commitment to accessibility for people with disability. Some of these include, developing a National Disability Strategy, consulting with the Australian public on whether Australia should enact a National human rights Act, and ratifying the Optional Protocol to the CRPD. What is clear from the plethora of existing policy and legislation and the developmental work around ensuring and strengthening the rights of people with disability to fully participate in Australian community, is that any initiatives arising from Gov 2.0, must also comply with the principle of accessibility ascribed to in these documents and treaties. 

4.
Accessibility and Gov 2.0

The following provides an overview of the areas in which accessible considerations might apply, however it should not be taken that this section constitutes an exhaustive list of areas that should be considered in order to comply with accessibility policy and legislation. Similarly, this section is not meant to answer all questions of accessibility that may arise from Gov 2.0; however it is intended to act as a guide to developing an accessibility culture – accessibility being a consideration of default in all areas of operation.

4.1
End Users

In thinking about API and the end user, it is important to remember that people who are blind or who have low vision are represented in all demographic delineations and all geographic regions of Australia. This is to say that it should not be understood that when providing API, that people who are blind or who have low vision, will not be among the interested public for a particular type or topic of information or data.

Thus, Vision Australia recommends that where online API is made available, that the web interface is compliant with international web access guidelines, such as the World Wide Web Consortium’s Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0 (WCAG2.0). It should also follow that any downloadable files are made available in at least one accessible format other than PDF, such as Rich Text Format or MS Word. Complying with these guidelines, will ensure that people, who are using adaptive technologies such as screen readers, will be able to navigate their way through the web site, locate the desired API, and download the file in a format that can then be accessed. These formats are generally accessible to commonly used adaptive technologies, but can also be converted into other file types that are used by other software, such as Braille translation software and then embossed into hard copy braille. It should also apply that in terms of timely release of information, that these formats and guidelines should be seen as being publicly available at the same time as the information is released to other sectors of the public.

Vision Australia would however also like to point out, that not everyone has access to these very expensive and specialised adaptive technologies. We therefore recommend, that government departments provide in there planning and budgeting cycles and operational systems, allowances for Braille, audio and large print production of API upon request. 

4.2
Front-End Operator

As with the above, those responsible for the dissemination and reporting of API at the front-end, whether that is via online communications or other means, ought to also be confident in the knowledge that the systems and operations have been implemented with accessibility in mind. That is, whatever in-house systems, commercially available software etc. that may combine to produce API and deliver for public consumption, must be compliant with WCAG 2.0 guidelines and/or tested for accessibility using subject matter experts in the field of accessibility.

4.3
Originators of API

It should be remembered that people who are blind or who have low vision, also are involved with the development of API through government institutions, the public sector, and publicly funded projects in the private sector. This is to say that as with the recommendations in 4.1 and 4.2, the systems and processes that are utilised to gather, collate and report API at the authorship level, should also be accessible to people who are blind or who have low vision. 

4.4
Cross Departmental Communication

Government departments and all elements of the public sector, must have systems in place that have been accessibility tested to ensure that people who are blind or who have low vision, are afforded the equal opportunity to apply and discharge their duties along side their sighted peers. 
Vision Australia has shown in an employment survey conducted in 2006, that 63 percent of people who are blind or who have low vision in the labour market, are unemployed, which is more than 5 times the National average
. Although the reasons for this are varied, it is clear that a proportion of this disturbing data is due to inaccessible operation methods with employers. Data from the Australian Public Service Commission also shows that in the twenty years between 1986 and 2006, participation rates by people with disability within the Australian Public Service, have dropped from 6.8 percent to only 3.8 percent
. Therefore, in order to start reversing this backward trend within the public service sector, attention needs to be focused on ensuring that operations wherever possible, are made accessible.

4.5
The collaborative and Consultative Framework

A key component of the Gov 2.0 agenda is the possibilities for greater public collaboration and consultation presented with the progression of Web 2.0 platforms. Vision Australia would like to caution the use of popular social-network mechanisms as a new consultative medium, and state that it is currently unknown whether sites such as Facebook, are in the main accessible to people using a range of adaptive technologies.
The growing public interest in online social-networks is a phenomenon that is undoubtedly something to take note of, however these technologies and methods are rapidly changing, with user loyalty and migration across networks largely unknown. Thus tailoring consultative processes to a changing environment will create problems for ensuring accessibility consistency across networks, which has the potential danger of creating a process that considers accessibility as a peripheral feature rather than a primary element. Therefore, we recommend that in considering social-network platforms for consultation, that policy dictate minimum accessibility guidelines and user testing, as a primary feature during the feasibility stages.

5.
Conclusion

Vision Australia has argued that the Australian government must ensure that a culture of accessibility pervades all elements of the Gov 2.0 agenda in moving forward. We have highlighted in broad terms the areas in which it is likely that the Gov 2.0 initiative will require change, and we have reminded the Taskforce that these areas must all take accessibility into consideration as a matter of primary concern during there re-conception.
We thank the Taskforce for this opportunity to speak on this matter, and welcome any further requirement by the Taskforce to provide more detailed advice. 

Yours faithfully,

Brandon Ah Tong-Pereira

Policy Officer
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