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Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc

Submission in Response to
Inquiry into the accessibility of services to Parliament
July 2013
Introduction

The Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc (Blind Citizens NZ) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the accessibility of services to Parliament, initiated through the Government Administration Committee.
In the context of our submission, the word “blind” encompasses all those with a vision impairment (e.g. blind, vision impaired, deafblind), who can identify with some or all of the barriers described. The term “alternative formats” refers to the various means by which blind people access information other than through standard print, i.e. large print, braille, audio and electronic means and devices, email and the telephone.
1.
Parliament buildings, Parliament processes and Members of Parliament are accessible to disabled people:

a)
Accessibility of Parliament Buildings: Parliamentary buildings, without exception, need to be accessible to everyone. It is important that the concept of what is accessible includes the entire space that is to be treated as accessible, and that the principle of accessibility is applied throughout Parliament’s buildings. For New Zealand’s blind population this requires specific attention to be given to lighting, colour contrast, signage (print, braille and audio) and both directional and tactile indicators. 
A common problem for blind people is the difficulty encountered to navigate in large open areas such as car parks and large lobbies. Technically the route might be fully accessible in a physical sense, but if the blind person is unable to follow the route then it fails the usability and approachability test. What is needed in such cases is a clear tactile indicator such as a directional indicator that indicates the route, particularly to destinations needed most often such as entrances, reception areas or lift lobbies.
Provision of auditory and visual cues at stairs, escalators and ramps including that sufficient contrast or tactile change is evident. A properly designed standardised tactile and visual warning indicator should be used in all cases including that such indicators should be installed at the top and bottom of escalators or moving walk-ways.
Stairs should have a tactile floor indicator positioned in a uniform place such as on the wall by the top step of the flight or on the hand rail where it curves around towards the next flight of steps. 
Use of contrasting colours and tactile markings on the edge of each step will delineate these for everyone and will be particularly beneficial for blind visitors, staff and MPs.
Lift controls should be located directly beside the lift as opposed to having one set of buttons servicing a group of lifts. Use of talking lifts will enable blind users to independently ascertain where they are.
Control buttons where used should be raised not indented as the latter are much harder to identify. Braille designations should be located next to all control buttons. Touch sensitive control buttons are inaccessible to blind people and should be avoided. 
Tactile floor indicators should be used on all floors, not just on floors where an audible floor indicator is used. This is because audible floor indicators may be less effective for people who are deafblind.

Provisions for Guide Dogs that include toileting facilities which can be accessed by the Guide Dog with the blind person (Guide Dog Handler) are required.

Hearing Loops are a requirement of Parliamentary facilities for the deaf and hearing impaired, in all areas where the general public may be permitted.

The above points are a brief summary of characteristics that contribute towards a more accessible environment for blind people in particular. Blind Citizens NZ urges the Committee to ensure its facilities meet the requirements set out in NZS 4121 2001: Design for Access and Mobility - Buildings and Associated Facilities” and also “Barrier Free Environments - requirements for quality access using NZ Standard 4121”, a publication prepared as an aid to promoting barrier free facilities and implementing the legal provisions for accessibility in New Zealand. Blind Citizens NZ and other blindness consumer organisations worked together with the Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind to develop best practice guidelines for signage. We urge the Committee to review this document for guidance on accessible signage for blind people.

Parliament must ensure information (standard print etc) available to the general public is readily available to and accessible by disabled people in their preferred alternative format. For blind people specifically, the options should include large print, audio, braille, and electronic files that can be used in conjunction with screen readers and braille displays.

Submission processes must recognise and accommodate the diverse needs of New Zealand’s disability community. Facilitating procedures that enable submissions to be made in audio, braille, using the relay-service, phone etc, will be empowering for the individual and significant with respect to recognising and accepting the diverse communication requirements of people with disabilities. 

Aligning Parliamentary services’ submission opportunities to those of Government’s routine submission procedures will ensure a broader and timely outreach to communities than occurred with respect to this Inquiry. For many of us, notification appears to have been made through select mechanisms via which some individuals then shared information on an ad-hoc basis.

Parliament’s employment policies need to recognise and accommodate the disability-specific employment needs of disabled people. The following list is indicative but not exhaustive of equal employment opportunities required of Parliament’s employment policies - to employ disabled people, to promote employment opportunities and career advancement of disabled people, and to ensure that reasonable accommodation is provided to people with disabilities in the workplace. Aligning employment policies to meet fundamental principles stated in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), Article 27 – Work and employment is therefore required.
b)
Accessibility of MPs in their out of Parliament offices: Please refer to comments provided in (a) above, all of which apply to MPs in their out of Parliament offices. In addition, MPs’ out of Parliament offices need to be located nearby public transport routes, thus facilitating more direct access for disabled constituents reliant on public transport.
c)
Accessibility of Parliament’s public processes such as Question Time, Select Committee hearings etc: As Select Committee hearings commence, introductions in an organised manner, of and by individuals present should occur. This approach will ensure that blind people know who is in the room, and where they are positioned. Ideally, speakers should provide their name each time they speak. We again refer to comments provided in 1(a) above with respect to ensuring all other accessibility facets have been honoured.
d)
Accessibility of other out of Parliament events that Parliament hosts: Refer to 1 (a) above.
2.
Disabled people can access Parliament information and communications:

a)
Accessibility of Parliament public information, such as notices of calls for submissions, Parliament website, pamphlets etc: Government has a responsibility to ensure the information it produces can be read and understood by all New Zealand citizens. For blind people this requires information being produced in alternative formats. For many blind people, reading information produced in standard print is not an option. Consequently, they may be missing out on vital public or personal information and the ability to independently transact their business. 
Blind people need to be able to independently access (read) information available in standard print. It must therefore be available in large print, braille, audio, and a range of electronic options.
We draw the Committee’s attention to the UNCRPD, Article 9 – Accessibility and Article 21 - Freedom of expression and opinion, and access to information. Implicit in these respective articles is the requirement of Government to uphold the rights of disabled people to have equal access with others to information, and in this regard to work towards the elimination of obstacles and barriers to accessibility.
The World Wide Web (with the use of adaptive technologies) has opened the door for some (but not all) blind people, allowing them to access the same information and carry out transactions independently in the same way as their sighted peers. Well designed websites make life better for everyone and they can be particularly beneficial for people who are blind because this enables them to access the same information with full independence, and without being singled out as in any way different from everyone else. Some disabilities (such as deafblindness) can severely restrict a person's ability to access information and interact socially thus properly designed websites can actually be life-changing, providing a means to communicate and interact with others. In some instances websites may be the only means these people have for accessing everyday printed information. 
The reality of blind people’s experience with the Parliamentary website is more frustration than liberation for it falls far short of internationally recognised guidelines. With respect to documents, all too often PDF options are the only ones available which if not well constructed are unable to be read by blind people using screen-reading software or a braille display. There is a lack of readily available access to documents in alternate formats i.e. word, html etc.
The Parliamentary website uses CAPTCHA in both a visual and audio form, which presents a potential barrier when blind people want to carry out certain transactions such as making submissions on bills before parliament. In fact for this submission process, CAPTCHA prevented blind people from submitting their personal submission using the Parliamentary on-line option. Having had an opportunity to meet with and raise this specific matter with the Ministerial Committee on Disability Issues in 2010, Blind Citizens NZ expresses a degree of disappointment and frustration at the lack of attention paid to this issue.
Regarding the audio CAPTCHA option, while this may be perceived as meeting the needs of blind people who cannot see the visual image there are reasons why this is not the case. Although there needs to be some distortion to prevent a computer from deciphering what is played, the audio is often so distorted that the individual cannot hear the numbers or letters being read out. 
They inevitably cannot pass the test. We believe that CAPTCHA by its very nature is discriminatory for it attempts to determine that whoever is responding to a challenge is a human. It can only do this however, by looking for a certain attribute that only humans have. We point out that a disability by its very nature robs a human being of certain attributes - where a particular CAPTCHA test relies on a human attribute that the user does not have, such as being able to see or hear, the CAPTCHA test may well conclude the user is not human.
Blind Citizens NZ questions the justification of CAPTCHA being used on the Parliamentary website, particularly with respect to allowing people to make submissions on bills before Parliament. In the event there is a requirement to detect malicious submissions, we suggest there are other techniques such as IP address filtering, using hidden fields to trick SPAM robots that can be utilised. By taking these points into consideration, we believe it must be possible to set up a system for members of the public to make submissions to our own Parliament which does not involve the use of CAPTCHA. 

Blind Citizens NZ firmly believes that CAPTCHA should not be used in any situation where it is not clearly justified. In addition, websites such as the Parliamentary website, which provides services and information to the public, must comply with level AA of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) as published by the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C). Websites that comply with WCAG guidelines not only look and feel good to the public in general, but they allow adaptive technologies (such as a screen reader or braille display) to access the information on a site, providing feedback to the user via synthetic speech or braille. This allows blind people to independently access a website and interact with it. In fact, complying with the guidelines benefits everyone because such websites will be more usable to a wider range of people. 
The following list of areas of compliance is not exhaustive but should be seen as representing perhaps the most significant and additional barriers blind people typically face with current websites:

· images to be properly described by use of the alt text tag

· all web controls such as Edit, check and combo boxes, and buttons etc properly labelled with their associated names

· good and consistent use of headings and place markers to clearly indicate the structure of web pages

· proper use of tables to display data in an organised manner

· if technologies other than HTML are used, these must also be accessible, or the same information and services must be provided through an additional means which complies with the WCAG

· the ability to adjust colour, background and contrast.

b)
Accessibility of Parliament communication technologies such as sound system and Parliament TV: We refer to the UNCRPD Article 4 – General Obligations, clause (g). We urge the Committee to recognise Government’s obligation to not only promote the availability and use of “…new technologies, including information and communications technologies, mobility aids, devices and assistive technologies, suitable for persons with disabilities, giving priority to technologies at an affordable cost”, but that it must ensure these technologies are readily available and funded so as to equalise the experience and opportunities for people with disabilities. 
Regarding Parliament TV, consideration to including audio description will ensure blind viewers get a sense of the behaviours of MPs and others which are visibly evident but which will not be known to blind viewers. 
3.
Disabled people can stand for elections and effectively hold office in Parliament

a)
Parliament appropriations support existing disabled MPs to carry out their functions without discrimination, providing full and equal participation and equality of opportunity: Parliament has an obligation to actively promote and implement an environment in which disabled MPs’ specific needs are met thus ensuring they can, without discrimination, effectively and fully participate on an equal basis with non-disabled MPs. 
It is paramount that Government actively demonstrates its commitment to upholding the UNCRPD. This includes recognising and taking responsibility for disability-related costs incurred by MPs with disabilities. The extent to which New Zealand’s first deaf Member of Parliament was marginalised because Parliament refused to accept responsibility for ensuring her access to information was equal to that of her hearing colleagues is a situation that blind people could relate to and which moving forward, must be avoided. Comments offered earlier in this submission and in particular in conjunction with 1(a) and 2(b) are applicable to this section.
b)
Parliament appropriations promote the participation of disabled people in political parties: Disabled people have the same rights to stand for candidacy and / or to make a nomination as non-disabled citizens. The constraints imposed upon disabled people and blind people in particular however, limits the extent to which this community of New Zealand’s population (blind people), can fully participate in politics. For blind people, independence and well-informed participation is often compromised because all too often, print information (pamphlets and handouts), or information visible via bill-boards and hoardings, forms the basis of much of the information promoted or distributed as part of General (and Local Body) elections. This includes processes about standing as a candidate, candidate biographies of those standing for election, election issues, postal voting forms and ballot papers in polling booths.
On the premise that political parties are allocated government funding towards running their respective campaigns, Blind Citizens NZ requires Parliament to focus attention on requiring parties to provide information in alternative formats, thus meeting the informational needs of disabled voters.
Regarding election material and ballot papers, these often utilise small italicised fonts, embrace poor colour contrast and lack consistency in terms of presentation. Consequently, the information is inaccessible to blind people. It is paramount that print documents utilise good colour contrast while avoiding the use of background images and glossy paper. For voters with low vision, large print election material and ballots would offer some benefit in terms of the individual being able to independently participate in and cast their vote in the electoral process. 

While steps such as those mentioned above may meet the needs of a small percentage of low vision voters, even then, it may give partial access only, to the voting process for those impacted, especially if assistance is still required to mark the ballot.  For blind people unable to read print documents, they remain disadvantaged and therefore discriminated against.

Blind Citizens NZ takes this opportunity to refer to a meeting we had with Minister Collins in August 2012. An outcome of that meeting recognised that the blind community is no different to any other, so when new systems are introduced, there will be early adopters and those who prefer to hear about someone’s experience before trialling it themselves. E-voting (internet-based options), will not however, resolve the issues raised on behalf of blind voters, because many do not have the technology to vote using this method. Furthermore phone-voting is not part of the e-voting strategy and is an option the Minister agreed would be explored, taking into account the pilot in New South Wales.

Blind Citizens NZ urges Parliament to align its services so that election material (including candidate’s information) is available in a range of formats such as large print, audio, braille and electronic options (print material must be made available electronically and include provision of word / html files). We call upon Government to:
· ensure all election material issued to the public is available to blind people in alternative formats as of right; and

· introduce mechanisms that will enable blind people to independently cast their vote, whether in a polling booth using assistive technologies, or from home using the phone or on-line accessible voting options.
Conclusion
As we bring our submission to a close, Blind Citizens NZ takes this opportunity to congratulate the Government Administration Committee for publicly recognising the need to align services to Parliament with the principles and provisions of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, in particular to Article 29 Participation in political and public life.
Blind Citizens NZ is grateful for the opportunity to influence outcomes of the Inquiry into the accessibility of services to Parliament and welcomes the opportunity to provide further information and to work with officials to positively influence outcomes relating to areas highlighted. In the event an opportunity exists to elaborate further on comments made within this submission, we welcome the opportunity to meet with the Committee and speak to this.

Contact in relation to this submission should be directed to the Executive Officer Rose Wilkinson (details provided with the covering letter).
About Blind Citizens NZ

Founded in 1945, the Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc (Blind Citizens NZ) is New Zealand's leading blindness consumer organisation and one of the country's largest organisations of disabled consumers. Blind Citizens NZ’s aim is to heighten awareness of the rights of blind and vision impaired people and to remove the barriers that impact upon their ability to live in an accessible, equitable and inclusive society.
