Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc
Submission in Response to

Review of New Zealand Code of Banking Practice

December 2010
Introduction

Founded in 1945, the Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc (Association) is New Zealand’s leading blindness consumer organisation and one of the country’s largest organisations of disabled consumers.  The Association’s 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.

This Association affirms use of the high level framework of the United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) for this review of the New Zealand Code of Banking Practice (the Code). For the UNCRPD we specifically identify: Article 9 Accessibility; Article 12 Equal Recognition before the Law.

In the context of this submission, the word “blind” encompasses all those with a vision impairment 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 standard print), i.e. large print, braille, audio and electronic devices, internet, email and the telephone.

What We Are Seeking

Blind people need to be able to access the banking system with the same degree of independence, confidentiality and dignity as their sighted counterparts. Divulging personal banking information to enable another party to execute transactions on their behalf compromises their rights and responsibilities, their obligations to the bank, and it exposes them to potential criminal behaviour.

The Association believes the adoption of the “Voluntary Guidelines to Assist Banks to Meet the Needs of Older and Disabled Customers” may go some way towards addressing our concerns and that these should be referenced in the Code. 

Issues indicative of the specific barriers faced by blind people, and which need addressing are provided in detail.
Communication / Access to Information
“Maintaining good bank/customer relationships and communication” is one of two key purposes underpinning the Code (refer clause 1.2 [a] “governing principles and objectives of the code). It is intended this will be achieved, in part, by providing customers with “… timely information, using plain language where we can, to help you understand how your accounts and products or services operate, so that you can decide whether they are appropriate to your needs” (refer clause 1.2 [b][ii]). Then, clause 2.2 “communication with you” articulates the extent to which banks will work with customers, in order that they are well informed. 
Whilst applauding the intentions of the Code, the reality is that information is not readily available in accessible formats, for the majority of blind customers. Information continues to be communicated in formats such as PDF or visually for example, which are inaccessible to the majority of blind people. The Code needs to give greater recognition to meeting the diversity of the needs of New Zealand’s blind population - less emphasis should be given to visual components, and more towards reinforcing the intention for customers to receive information first-hand. The latter will enable them to independently carry out their banking requirements as well as deciding whether accounts, products and services are appropriate to meeting their needs.

Clause 2.3 (b) states that “at least one of three options” will be implemented to communicate with customers. Of the three options offered, only one may actually result in the blind customer receiving the information i.e. the option stating “direct communication by letter, email, fax or telephone”. The remaining options are predominantly visual, thus leave too much at chance for blind customers.

Section 10 Statements and Account Information, clause (a), identifies a bank’s expectations of customers i.e. “…as soon as you receive your statement, you should check all entries and report to us any apparent errors, discrepancies or transactions you have not authorised as soon as possible.”  In the event bank statements and sundry documentation are not accessible to blind customers, an unreasonable expectation is placed on them. The Association acknowledges that some banks recognise the importance of producing large print bank statements but in the 21st century, this is still not an option readily available to all customers. When considering braille bank statements, New Zealand remains behind a number of countries including Australia, Canada and America, where this option exists.
Further examples of barriers to accessing information include mortgage documents, application forms and loan documents.

The Code recognises that ATMs, Internet Banking and EFTPOS are amongst options by which customers can access their accounts. We identify these three options because of the accessibility barriers often experienced by blind customers. Whilst placing on record its support for those banks that have actively demonstrated a commitment towards the introduction of Talking ATMs and developing websites accessible for blind customers, the Association asserts that the Code must reinforce the need for these (and all other options) to meet the needs of a diverse customer base, blind people included. 

In the Association’s view, banking websites that serve the public should be designed so that they serve the whole public. Designing for accessibility need not be expensive and need not compromise the visual and aesthetic aspects of the site. Well-designed, accessible websites will enable banks to reach more of their customers which include blind people too. Information on website accessibility guidelines and standards can be found at http://www.w3.org/WAI/. These accessibility guidelines and standards also form part of the New Zealand Government's own website standards, available at http://webstandards.govt.nz/. While banks may not have to comply, the Association believes that websites that offer services that are valuable to the public, should meet generally accepted accessibility standards. 
There is no doubt the technology exists to overcome the majority of barriers faced by New Zealand’s blind population. It is equally true that advances in technology can also create new and different barriers. Attention must always be paid therefore to each and every situation thus ensuring customers are not disadvantaged. In the event technology prevents customers from independently carrying out their banking transactions, and over-the-counter or phone support for example, is required, then they should not be penalised financially through any fee-paying system. Equality of access and standards for all customers is paramount.
Taking steps to identify and reinforce banking accessibility standards across all communication mechanisms and service options, will ensure that blind customers rightfully and independently can manage their financial affairs and carry out their banking transactions. This approach will uphold the Code’s objectives which include meeting the needs of an aging, disabled population. 

The Code should also require banks to meet the fundamental principles of “Universal Design” as set out in the UNCRPD i.e. the design of products, environments, programmes and services to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialised design. The UNCRPD sets out that “Universal Design” shall not exclude assistive devices for particular groups of persons with disabilities where this is needed. 

Customer Identification
Section 3 Products and Services, Clause 3.1 (a)[iii] sets out the requirements of banks to be satisfied at the identity of a customer opening an account. Likewise Section 4 Cheques makes it clear that identification could be requested.
The Code states that customers will be advised of the form of identification required stating that “if you do not have the more common forms of identification, you should let us know, as an alternative means of identification may be acceptable.”
The Association believes the Code should be more specific about identification options that will be accepted. A drivers licence is often one of the more common forms of identification thus blind customers are immediately disadvantaged.

EFTPOS Handsets
The Association urges the reviewer to recognise the need for standardisation of EFTPOS handsets. Whilst EFTPOS handsets may not be a specific responsibility of banks, they are widely used by the banking industry. Thus a standardised design so they can be readily and independently used by blind people, is a requirement. Attention to the following will go someway towards achieving this:
· Placing a small raised dot on the number 5 on the keypad enables a blind person to navigate their way around the remaining numbers on your terminal.

· Consistency of layout on EFTPOS handsets / terminals:

· account types needs to be consistently positioned - it is difficult to select when sometimes it is along the top and sometimes down the side;

· raised keys and allowing space between them makes it easier for a blind person to differentiate between each key.

· Having an audible response when a key is pushed so a blind person knows it has worked.

· Using contrast between the keys and the base colour of the terminal i.e. black on light grey is good as it assists a vision impaired individual to locate the keys more easily.

· Avoiding use of heat sensitive terminals - as the heat from one’s finger activates the keys a blind person can accidentally activate these keys.

United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
When government signed up to the UNCRPD it recognised its role in promoting to non-government agencies and public and private sectors, the rights of persons with disabilities. Accessibility to information, services and the environment, to name a few, underpin the extent of barriers faced by New Zealand’s blind population.

Greater recognition of the UNCRPD throughout the Code will reinforce the commitment articulated in clause 1.2 (a) to “…recognise the needs of elderly and disabled customers to have access to banking services and we will use our reasonable endeavours to enhance access to those services for these Customers. In interpreting reasonable endeavours for the purposes of this clause we will be guided by the definition of Reasonable Accommodation as contained in the glossary.”

The Association applauds the forward thinking of the members of the Bankers Association to include “reasonable accommodation” terminology from the UNCRPD. We reinforce utilising this interpretation, which should now be updated to reflect the adopted text, and strengthened to reflect New Zealand’s ratification in September 2008, of this international convention.

We now refer specifically to Article 9 Accessibility and Article 12 Equal Recognition before the Law, and urge the inclusion of salient excerpts from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, as a means of the Code reinforcing the obligations of banks to meet the needs of disabled people. 

Article 9 Accessibility (clauses 1 and 2 in their entirety):

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. 

Article 12: Equal recognition before the law (clauses 1, 2, 5)
1.
 States Parties reaffirm that persons with disabilities have the right to recognition everywhere as persons before the law. 
2. 
States Parties shall recognize that persons with disabilities enjoy legal capacity on an equal basis with others in all aspects of life. 

5. 
Subject to the provisions of this article, States Parties shall take all appropriate and effective measures to ensure the equal right of persons with disabilities to own or inherit property, to control their own financial affairs and to have equal access to bank loans, mortgages and other forms of financial credit, and shall ensure that persons with disabilities are not arbitrarily deprived of their property.

Conclusion
The Association is appreciative of the opportunity to provide input into this review process and we would welcome the opportunity to expand on these points.  In addition the Association has a Technology Sub Committee comprising blind people who also have technical expertise to offer. We would be pleased to offer their quality user and technical expertise to assist banks with the evaluation of websites.

To obtain additional informational please contact the writer on 04-389-0039 or email rwilkinson@abcnz.org.nz.

