THE GREAT BARRIER BRIEF

Register of Issues - Blind People Speaking for Ourselves

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.

In the context of this document, the word “blind” encompasses all those with a vision impairment who can identify with some or all of the barriers described below.  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 devices, email and the telephone.
The following issues are indicative of the barriers to our rightful, equitable and full participation in society.  These, and the respective remedies we seek, are in no order of priority.  Where applicable, a cross-reference to the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) or the New Zealand Disability Strategy (NZDS) will be provided.
1.
Nationally Consistent Total Mobility Scheme: Designed originally to enhance the mobility and social interaction of the disabled, the Total Mobility Scheme provides subsidised taxi fares for people with serious mobility constraints who are unable to use conventional public transport.  

Inadequate funding of the Scheme has led to its inequitable implementation by the local authorities (usually regional councils) charged with its management and operation. 
This Association seeks a nationwide, regionally equitable Total Mobility Scheme that:

· is available to all those eligible to use it wherever they may reside;

· allows for unlimited usage within broad local boundaries;

· incorporates portability so that Scheme users visiting other parts of the country retain their entitlement.
NZDS – Objective 8
UNCRPD – Articles 9, 20, 30
2.
Accessible Public Transport: Blindness imposes limitations on our ability to travel independently and safely and to exercise freedom of choice as to the preferred mode of travel.  Our ability to access conventional local or national public transport independently is often compromised by the solely visual nature of much of the information required to assist and alert the traveller.

The Association calls upon Government to adopt national standards requiring public transport operators to:

· ensure signs are clearly readable and consistently located;
· produce printed information in alternative formats;

· use verbal announcements;

· train staff as to the most appropriate way to provide service to blind people;

· use accessible technology to enhance the independence, safety and dignity of blind travellers.

NZDS – Objective 8
UNCRPD – Article 9
3.
Access to Government Provided Information: Both national and local Government have a responsibility to ensure that information they produce can be read and understood by all New Zealand citizens, and in the case of blind people this means producing it in alternative formats.  
For many of us, reading information produced in standard print is not an option.  Consequently, we may be missing out on vital public or personal information and the ability to independently transact our business.

The Association requests that national Government work with us to develop and implement a policy applicable across all Government Departments, Agencies and Local Bodies that will enable blind people to independently access Government produced public information, and personal correspondence such as that received from Work and Income, District Health Boards and local Councils.
NZDS – Objective 6
UNCRPD – Articles 9, 21, 22
4.
Accessible Banking: As blind people, we are unable to access the banking system with the same degree of independence, confidentiality and dignity afforded to our sighted counterparts. Divulging personal banking information to another party to execute transactions on our behalf compromises our rights, responsibilities and obligations to the bank, and exposes us to potential criminal behaviour.
The Association is seeking from the banking industry that:

· Accessible Automatic Teller Machines (ATMs) are introduced by all banks; 

· Websites are accessible; 

· EFTPOS handsets comply with a standardised design so they can be readily and independently used by blind people;
· Bank Statements and other bank documentation such as mortgage contracts are available in formats that can be read independently by blind people.  
UNCRPD – Article 9
5.
Accessible Telecommunication Services: Most mobile phones can be used for much more than making and receiving calls.  They are small computers which allow their users access to the internet, e-mail, text messaging facilities, personal contact organisers and much more.  Manipulating any of these features is managed through a digital display which we as blind people are unable to independently access.  Likewise, the ability to independently access text messaging without adaptive speech software is a significant logistical challenge for blind mobile phone users.  

The Association calls upon Government to ensure that telecommunications companies deliver services that are accessible to blind people.  In particular telecommunications companies should introduce and make widely available to blind people, accessible mobile phones that are compatible with specialised voice software.  We believe that telecommunications companies should help supplement the additional costs associated with making these phones accessible, thereby allowing blind customers to afford to purchase accessible mobile phones at a price equivalent to that paid by sighted customers.  

UNCRPD – Article 9
6.
Sharing the Benefits of Technology: With the increasing number of sophisticated appliances and electronic items appearing on the market, and with the growing complexity of website design, we as blind people find ourselves steadily losing ground in our ability to cope with these highly vision-dependent products and services.  Flat-surface visual touch controls, and screen-driven items without audible signals to confirm selection of features, are commonplace in what has now become a more visually-oriented world.
This Association calls upon Government to work proactively with us, and with other governments and disability organisations, to establish a national and international legislative framework that ensures companies that design and produce highly vision-dependent products and services recognise accessibility as a significant factor for blind people.  We want companies to design their products and services in such a way as to either include or allow easy adaptation to features that support non-visual accessibility so that we too can use them.
UNCRPD – Articles 9, 30
7.
Audio Description: Television and movies play a crucial role as a social and cultural medium.  As blind people we are thus currently denied access to a major agent of influence and change in society.  Being unable to follow body language, facial expressions and movement depicted on the screen, we benefit from Audio Description because it provides a commentary on these aspects of the visual experience.  Audio Description can also be employed in conjunction with theatre and performing arts.  Access to Audio Description is a basic right and is the equivalent of captioning for the deaf and hearing impaired.
This Association calls upon Government, relevant broadcasting authorities and others within the entertainment industry to make Audio Description available so that we too can enjoy and appreciate the visual aspects of television, movies, theatre and performing arts.
NZDS – Objectives 6, 9
UNCRPD – Articles 9, 30
8.
Increased Funding for Blindness Related Services: Blind people need to learn blindness-coping skills that encourage them towards independence, self-confidence and full participation in society.  Providers of these services need funding to train and support blind people to move around safely, live independently in their own homes, master adaptive technology to equip them for education or employment, learn new communication skills and access literature through reading Braille or listening to talking books.  
This Association calls upon Government to recognise that blind people have the same rights and obligations as sighted citizens to participate fully in society.  In order to realise its responsibilities in respect of this right, Government must fully fund services that train and support us to overcome the barriers that blindness, imposes, thus enabling us to manage our lives successfully in a sighted world.  
NZDS – Objectives 7, 8, 11, 12, 15
UNCRPD – Articles 9, 26
9.
Accessible Independent Voting: For blind voters, independence and well-informed participation is often compromised because information in print forms the basis of much of the material distributed as part of General and Local Body elections.  This ranges from candidate biographies, election issues, postal voting forms and ballot papers in polling booths.  
This Association calls upon both national Government and Local Bodies to:

· make all election material issued to the public available to us in alternative formats as of right; and
· introduce mechanisms that will enable us to independently cast our vote, whether this be in a polling booth or from home. 
NZDS – Objective 6
UNCRPD – Articles 9, 29
10.
Right to an Equitable Education: Blind children are disadvantaged in the New Zealand education system.  Under-resourcing of specialised teaching in blindness skills and adaptive equipment means that blind children do not enjoy the same access to the core curriculum as their non-disabled peers.  Lack of equitable access may compromise their entire education and have a lifelong impact.

This Association calls upon Government to fund and resource the education of blind children to a level that enables them to access and receive a quality education equivalent to that received by their non-disabled peers.

NZDS – Objectives 3, 13
UNCRPD – Articles 9, 24
11.
Access to the Built Environment: Statutory regulations designed to facilitate ease of access to public facilities and buildings remain inconsistent and unenforceable and continue to create barriers for disabled people.  Blind pedestrians are particularly vulnerable at road crossings and face additional safety issues when footpaths are obstructed. 

This Association calls upon Government to:

· adopt and enforce a consistent standard that requires planners, architects and developers to include features in public buildings and facilities that meet the needs of disabled people; and

· enshrine in legislation “RTS 14 – Guidelines for Facilities for Blind and Vision Impaired Pedestrians”.
NZDS – Objectives 6, 8
UNCRPD – Article 9
12.
Blindness Awareness: Some providers, when delivering services to blind people, fail to understand the unique needs that blindness imposes and how to interact with us in a way that is both acceptable and helpful.  
This Association calls upon all service providers in both the public and private sectors whose existing or potential customers or clients may be blind, to undergo training to enable them to accommodate our special needs and gain an awareness of how we prefer to be treated.  

NZDS – Objectives 6, 7
UNCRPD – Articles 8, 9, 25, 26
