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Submission re discussion paper on proposed changes to the Universal Service Obligation for Postal Services
The Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc (Blind Citizens NZ) appreciates having an opportunity to submit comments in response to New Zealand Post’s proposal to update the Deed of Understanding between it and the Crown. Our response focuses on elements of the proposal that require both the Crown and New Zealand Post to ensure the needs of New Zealand’s disabled population including blind and vision impaired people (hereafter referred to as blind), are met and treated on an equal basis with others.

The proposal to amend the universal service obligation which in turn updates the deed of understanding identifies five specific aspects that New Zealand Post agrees to deliver upon. These are set out, at least initially, on pages 4 and 5 of the discussion document. Attention is drawn to the last bullet-point statement which identifies that New Zealand Post agrees to “maintain a network throughout the country where consumers can purchase postal services. The network will contain no fewer than 880 service points in total, including no fewer than 240 where consumers can, in addition to purchasing postal services, use such bill payment services as New Zealand Post may provide from time to time. The network may be made up of a combination of outlets owned by New Zealand Post, services hosted in other businesses and electronic self-service kiosks.”

The above-mentioned statement is at the nub of issue we are raising. New Zealand Post is one of the country’s largest providers of services. On this premise, New Zealand Post and Government respectively have both a moral and legal responsibility to ensure that self-serve technologies including self-serve kiosks are able to be used by blind people and others in the disability community, independently, and with confidence and dignity.

New Zealand Post offers four options along with a myriad of statements, the majority of which are understandably supportive of updating the deed to incorporate technological developments. “Option 3 – Flexible response” is New Zealand Post’s preferred way forward. This option results in a new deed of understanding setting out “New Zealand Post’s commitment to provide a minimum basic postal service and to maintain a network of retail outlets, while providing flexibility as to how services are provided and what additional services are offered”.

We note that in order for New Zealand Post to meet the challenge of maintaining “…convenient access to its services, and its relevance to communities…”, and for Government to “ensure equal participation in society on an equal basis” by ensuring “…access to postal services is available to facilitate such economic and community participation”, (refer pages 13 and 19), that New Zealand Post has already taken steps to trial changes to its retail network. Those trials include:

· introducing in-store self-service options in high volume areas;

· piloting initial changes in the Kapiti area with encouraging results;

· trialling self-service kiosks for bill payment and postal transactions elsewhere in New Zealand with positive customer reactions.

Bearing in mind the level of positiveness enveloped in the above statements, Blind Citizens NZ asserts that if New Zealand Post had factored the experiences and opinions of blind customers into its discussion document, that the feedback overall would be vastly different and much less positive than has been suggested. In fact even before the pilot in Kapiti (and other locations) commenced, feedback from blind focus-group participants involved in testing out self-serve environments revealed the difficulties they experienced, and the extent to which they were disempowered and stripped of their independence. Yet these advices appear to have been ignored for self-service payment options piloted by New Zealand Post remain inaccessible to blind people. The inaccessibility of in-store, self-service options (non-technology related), and inaccessible self-service technology-related services, reinforces that New Zealand Post is failing in its commitment to have a presence in communities that will potentially make its services easier and more convenient to access.
We support in principle, comments made in the second paragraph of section 3.4.4 Access for senders (page 21). In particular that Government’s objectives should include focussing on “ensuring that consumers can access services, not on requiring services in particular ways.” We further assert and remind decision-makers that while “technology can now provide new ways for people to access postal services…” including that “self-service technologies have the potential to enable faster and more convenient transactions…”, that self-serve kiosks and technologies must be able to be used by everyone, including disabled people.

Decision-makers will be aware that national legislation and international conventions exist to protect the rights of disabled New Zealanders. In this context we draw attention first of all, to the Human Rights Act 1993. This Act protects the rights of people living in New Zealand from discrimination in a number of areas of life thus it is illegal for services to be delivered or sold in a way that discriminates on the grounds of disability (unless it is unreasonable to avoid such discrimination). Our second reference is the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) which was ratified by New Zealand in 2008. This requires Government to take responsibility and to implement the UNCRPD, the purpose of which is to “promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons with disabilities and to promote respect for their inherent dignity” (refer Article 1 Purpose).
Article 4 General Obligations, Article 5 Equity and Non Discrimination, and Article 9 Accessibility are considered to have specific relevance, and are therefore expressly identified for reference. The text of each of these Articles is provided in the accompanying appendix to this submission (Appendix I).
It is acknowledged that advances in technology make it attractive for New Zealand Post to commence planning for changes it will need to make in the future, that include flexibility and regulatory certainty. We point out that by meeting the needs of disabled people as set out in this submission, that New Zealand Post and Government respectively, will ensure that blind people specifically, and disabled people generally, can independently conduct their transactions safely and securely, with both confidence and dignity. 
Blind Citizens NZ therefore calls on New Zealand Post and Government, to ensure that:

· services are delivered in a manner that avoids discrimination against people with disabilities;

· self-serve technologies and self-service kiosks are designed to include accessibility features and functions at the outset (in the same way that banks have designed and introduced Talking ATMs for blind customers);

· web-sites are user-friendly for blind customers (i.e. use of the international W3C web accessibility best practice standard and compliance with New Zealand’s e-government website standards is the minimum that should be aspired to achieve).
In today’s world, where technological advances can potentially enhance opportunities to resolve accessibility needs, it would be unacceptable for Government and /or New Zealand Post to not meet its respective obligations. Offering a lesser service to disabled people is not an option.

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. Our aim is to heighten awareness of the rights of blind and vision impaired people and to remove the barriers that impact upon our ability to live in an accessible, equitable and inclusive society.
Appendix I – United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

Article 4: General obligations
1.
States Parties undertake to ensure and promote the full realization of all human rights and fundamental freedoms for all persons with disabilities without discrimination of any kind on the basis of disability. To this end, States Parties undertake:

(a)
To adopt all appropriate legislative, administrative and other measures for the implementation of the rights recognized in the present Convention;

(b)
To take all appropriate measures, including legislation, to modify or abolish existing laws, regulations, customs and practices that constitute discrimination against persons with disabilities;

(c)
To take into account the protection and promotion of the human rights of persons with disabilities in all policies and programmes;

(d)
To refrain from engaging in any act or practice that is inconsistent with the present Convention and to ensure that public authorities and institutions act in conformity with the present Convention;

(e)
To take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination on the basis of disability by any person, organization or private enterprise.

(f)
To undertake or promote research and development of universally designed goods, services, equipment and facilities, as defined in article 2 of the present Convention, which should require the minimum possible adaptation and the least cost to meet the specific needs of a person with disabilities, to promote their availability and use, and to promote universal design in the development of standards and guidelines;

(g)
To undertake or promote research and development of, and to 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;

(h)
To provide accessible information to persons with disabilities about mobility aids, devices and assistive technologies, including new technologies, as well as other forms of assistance, support services and facilities;

(i)
To promote the training of professionals and staff working with persons with disabilities in the rights recognized in this Convention so as to better provide the assistance and services guaranteed by those rights.

2.
With regard to economic, social and cultural rights, each State Party undertakes to take measures to the maximum of its available resources and, where needed, within the framework of international cooperation, with a view to achieving progressively the full realization of these rights, without prejudice to those obligations contained in the present Convention that are immediately applicable according to international law.

3.
In the development and implementation of legislation and policies to implement the present Convention, and in other decision-making processes concerning issues relating to persons with disabilities, States Parties shall closely consult with and actively involve persons with disabilities, including children with disabilities, through their representative organizations.

4.
Nothing in the present Convention shall affect any provisions which are more conducive to the realization of the rights of persons with disabilities and which may be contained in the law of a State Party or international law in force for that State. There shall be no restriction upon or derogation from any of the human rights and fundamental freedoms recognized or existing in any State Party to the present Convention pursuant to law, conventions, regulation or custom on the pretext that the present Convention does not recognize such rights or freedoms or that it recognizes them to a lesser extent.

5.
The provisions of the present Convention shall extend to all parts of federal states without any limitations or exceptions.

Article 5: Equality and non-discrimination

1.
States Parties recognize that all persons are equal before and under the law and are entitled without any discrimination to the equal protection and equal benefit of the law. 

2.
States Parties shall prohibit all discrimination on the basis of disability and guarantee to persons with disabilities equal and effective legal protection against discrimination on all grounds. 

3.
In order to promote equality and eliminate discrimination, States Parties shall take all appropriate steps to ensure that reasonable accommodation is provided.

4.
Specific measures which are necessary to accelerate or achieve de facto equality of persons with disabilities shall not be considered discrimination under the terms of the present Convention.

Article 9: Accessibility 

1.
To enable persons with disabilities to live independently and participate fully in all aspects of life, States Parties shall take appropriate measures to ensure to persons with disabilities access, on an equal basis with others, to the physical environment, to transportation, to information and communications, including information and communications technologies and systems, and to other facilities and services open or provided to the public, both in urban and in rural areas. These measures, which shall include the identification and elimination of obstacles and barriers to accessibility, shall apply to, inter alia: 

(a)
Buildings, roads, transportation and other indoor and outdoor facilities, including schools, housing, medical facilities and workplaces; 

(b)
Information, communications and other services, including electronic services and emergency services.

2.
States Parties shall also take appropriate measures to: 

(a)
Develop, promulgate and monitor the implementation of minimum standards and guidelines for the accessibility of facilities and services open or provided to the public; 

(b)
Ensure that private entities that offer facilities and services which are open or provided to the public take into account all aspects of accessibility for persons with disabilities; 

(c)
Provide training for stakeholders on accessibility issues facing persons with disabilities;

(d)
Provide in buildings and other facilities open to the public signage in Braille and in easy to read and understand forms; 

(e)
Provide forms of live assistance and intermediaries, including guides, readers and professional sign language interpreters, to facilitate accessibility to buildings and other facilities open to the public; 

(f)
Promote other appropriate forms of assistance and support to persons with disabilities to ensure their access to information; 

(g)
Promote access for persons with disabilities to new information and communications technologies and systems, including the Internet;

(h)
Promote the design, development, production and distribution of accessible information and communications technologies and systems at an early stage, so that these technologies and systems become accessible at minimum cost. 
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