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Clive Lansink, National President
Thank you Jonathan for that introduction, and also a special thank you to you Minister Turia, for hosting this function today. And greetings also to any other members of Parliament here today, and to all of you as our special guests for this afternoon. It's great to have so many of you here.

Blind Citizens NZ is a consumer organisation of blind and vision impaired people. What we do is best summarised by our motto, "blind people speaking for ourselves". So really what today's function is all about comes directly from our own first-hand experience as blind kiwis, wanting our country to be fully "inclusive", so we can contribute to our potential as citizens like everyone else.

A good number of the people here today are disabled in that we are blind or vision impaired, or maybe there are people here with other disabilities. Modern disability philosophy says that whatever conditions we have, blindness, deafness etc, those are really impairments. They are not actually disabilities. The fact that we have a disability results because it is Society that disables us. Our disability arises when Society structures itself in a way that fails to include us, particularly when there are universal design and technology options that would otherwise mean we are included, if only society would use them. But when Society overlooks such considerations, like when a bus or train only has a visual sign, or when a building has no wheelchair access, or when a website is inaccessible, we feel excluded, not valued the same as everyone else.

Minister, I want to acknowledge that New Zealand has definitely made good progress in recent years towards becoming a more inclusive society. The Bill of Rights Act 1990 and the Human Rights Act 1993 are the key foundations in the framework that protects people with disabilities from discrimination. Then there are statutes like the Building Act and the Employment Relations Act that have specific provisions to enhance the basic protections we have under New Zealand law. There is also the Government's disability strategy, and recently the disability action plan, that signal direct action the Government is taking to educate Society and encourage it to meet its obligations to us. We should pause for a moment and reflect on how things have improved for us over the last fifty years. Actually it occurs to me that some of us here may not be in a position to reflect on the last fifty years, so how about the last twenty or thirty years. There is no doubt that buildings are generally more disability friendly nowadays than they used to be. Also we as blind people have far more information at our disposal now than we used to. We have technology available to us today that we never could have imagined even twenty years ago. And while sometimes we complain about the cost of today's adaptive technology, there is no doubt it is massively cheaper and more powerful than it was even twenty years ago. And there is funding nowadays to pay for much of what we need, at least for employment purposes, compared to a time I can remember when it was the charity dollar that paid for the specialised equipment we needed in the workplace.

Minister I want to acknowledge one recent development that has quietly taken hold in New Zealand and that is audio description on New Zealand television. 
This started only in March last year with just two hours a week of audio described programming. Now we are up to about twenty hours a week. Not only that Minister, but this includes TVNZ starting from scratch and learning the skills of doing audio description so they could describe local content. So now our own Shortland Street is audio described five nights a week. Also locally produced films are now broadcast with audio description. TVNZ is now starting to market audio description, and we understand it will soon be relayed on Sky, which means ultimately audio description will become as well understood in the mainstream of society as captioning already is. We don't watch a lot of TV at my home Minister, but I have to say there is a real feeling of satisfaction when I can turn on the TV and a film comes on with the local voice that is now very familiar to many of us describing the introductory scene. Yes another audio described film is about to commence and there's a better than even chance that my partner and I will sit down to watch it, when we would never have done so before the days of audio description. As a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, our Government has an obligation to take steps to ensure people with disabilities can access our country's culture. That includes television, so we appreciate the progress our Government has made towards meeting that obligation. And in particular, we congratulate TVNZ for getting behind audio description with such enthusiasm.

I would also like to acknowledge another strategy our Government has recently implemented, and that is the four million dollars to fund the social change campaign to be led by Be. Accessible for four years. We often say that the biggest barrier that prevents us from being fully included in Society is the attitudes of other people. This campaign aims to inspire and enable businesses, individuals and organisations to step up to the economic and social opportunity to improve accessibility for people with disabilities.

Some people would say we ought to be grateful for what we already have. And there is a part of me that would agree. I often say to people that when you think about the things we have right now, it's a great time to be blind. But this is the point. Nobody should have to feel grateful for what they deserve to have. If we do have opportunities and freedoms now that we perhaps didn't have twenty or fifty years ago, these are simply the same as other people already take for granted. Twenty years ago, my partner and I needed real help to do our grocery shopping. We now have this great feeling of independence because we can do it online like many other people do, with the same freedom to browse what the supermarket has to offer and choose what we want without involving anyone else. But I don't hear my sighted friends saying that it's great to be able to shop now with independence. They've always been able to do that. There are many other examples, too many to mention here now, where perhaps we can do things nowadays with more freedom than we used to. But they are still just the same things our sighted family and friends already take for granted.

So Minister there is a feeling of appreciation for progress made, but I'm afraid that in the end we are consumers. That song that is well-known to Queen fans keeps coming to mind: "I want it all, I want it all, I want it all, and I want it now." Actually there is a sketch by Billy Connolly along the same lines that also comes to mind but which probably shouldn't be repeated here. In the end, we are not asking for more; we just want the same as everyone else. And in return we will contribute to society to our full potential like everyone else.

So now I need to briefly mention some of the most significant barriers that are still in the way of our full inclusion into society:

· Public transport continues to pose major barriers to blind people;

· Despite the Building Act, we still see public buildings built or renovated that do not comply with the access standards;

· Much of the everyday information in Society, including many websites, continues to be inaccessible;

· Blind people still can't cast a fully informed and confidential vote in state elections;

· Blind people continue to be unemployed or under-employed to a much greater extent than everyone else;

· Many cultural events, including those that enjoy public funding, fail to recognise and meet the needs of blind patrons.

As we all should know by now, New Zealand television is going digital. By the end of next year, if you don't have a digital TV, you won't be watching TV at all. Given that analogue television will soon be but a memory, it's very important that even the most socially and financially disadvantaged people can make the switch to digital television. The new digital equipment poses extra difficulties for blind and vision impaired people because we can't see the information on screen that others can take for granted. There are talking set top boxes that can solve this problem but these are not available in New Zealand. Last year we demonstrated the potential of this new technology and we urged the Government to ensure that there will be talking set top boxes available to help blind and vision impaired people go digital. The Government has launched a programme to assist certain targeted groups of disadvantaged people to go digital. Unfortunately Minister, at this stage the targeted assistance programme has no provision for talking set top boxes. This means blind people in those target groups will be disadvantaged as New Zealand goes digital. These people will not receive the same service as the rest of the public. We urge you Minister to do what you can, even at this late stage, to work with us to ensure talking set top boxes can be included in the programme for those who really could benefit from them.

When we look at why such barriers still exist despite our human rights framework which has been in place for nearly twenty years, it seems to me one reason is the community feels they would like to meet our needs but only when new funding is found. Funding is often tight, so our needs are often pushed aside. Changing attitudes is certainly important, but the Government must send a stronger signal to Society as a whole that it must at least make an attempt to meet our needs by refocusing existing funds. We are citizens, and we pay tax and rates like other citizens. We are members of the public like everyone else. It would be nice if people who provide goods and services to the public felt good about meeting our needs. But the community actually needs to get the message that meeting our needs is no longer something optional to do if funding permits. In simple terms, suppliers in the community are now legally obliged to make a reasonable effort to accommodate us. The Government needs now to educate the community on what this really means.

Yes we have come along way Minister and much of that progress can be put down to disabled peoples organisations like this Association. Like other DPOs, we are the elected voice of our members. Under the Convention that New Zealand has ratified, we have a right to a meaningful say in the decisions that affect us. Traditionally, our Association has been generously funded by the Foundation of the Blind. That funding has been steadily declining in real terms for the last decade and we can expect that trend to continue. 
We have had to live more and more within our means, but we can't tighten the belt any further. We are having to turn to public fundraising to make ends meet, but we don't yet know whether the public will feel good about supporting disability consumerism. This year we will start actively raising funds from the public. But if we fail to resonate with the public, then we will be in financial deficit to just over $100,000. Clearly that cannot be allowed to continue or our organisation will go right out of existence in just a few years.

We know Minister the Government spends many millions of dollars on services to blind people. Clearly these are critical services to us, yet our organisation plays no formal role in evaluating these services. How does the Government know if these services really are meeting our needs? We believe Minister, it is now high time to explore with you and your fellow Ministers new opportunities where our Association can formally evaluate the effectiveness of all publicly funded services to blind people.

This is the goal Minister. We have numerous wealthy charities such as the Foundation of the Blind that provide critical services to disabled people with a considerable amount of public funding. Disabled peoples organisations should no longer be perceived as the poor distant cousins. We need to be eating at the same table.

Thank you once again Minister for hosting us and thank you all once again for coming and taking an interest in what we are all about.
