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Vision Australia is the newly merged organisation incorporating the former businesses of Royal Blind Society of NSW, Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind, Vision Australia Foundation and the National Information and Library Service. We are the largest blindness agency in Australia with a long history of professional service delivery. The organisation’s board is predominantly comprised of people who are blind and vision impaired.

The organisation’s purpose is to provide assistance to people who are blind or vision impaired so that they may access, and fully participate in, all facets of life.  For example, our organization attempts to remove barriers that prevent those who are blind or vision impaired from enjoying equal access and opportunities to participate in all facets of the community. In our efforts to provide these services, Vision Australia promotes awareness to both governing bodies and the general public about the barriers experienced by people, and the families of people, who are blind or vision impaired in a predominantly sight orientated society.  

Vision Australia appreciates the consultation on the National Inquiry into Employment and Disability. 

We submit our response to your query in the order of the questions asked. 

1. Assess and address information needs. 

Vision Australia would like to ensure that the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR) conduct and facilitate an accessible one-stop information shop for people who are blind or vision impaired. We recommend the content, scope and format be made accessible for blind and vision impaired people. It should be available in an electronic format that is accessible to synthetic speech readers and screen magnification users. Alternative formats such as audiotape, Braille and large print paper copies are also recommended. 

We believe that it is essential that the one stop shop include information about blindness specific services.  The information and access needs of people who are blind or vision impaired are vastly different from the access needs of other disability groups.

Vision Australia suggests that the one stop shop be easy to use without copious amounts of information. This will ensure that people with a disability(ies), and employers can use the site without getting disorientated.  

2. Assess and address the costs facing employers and people with a disability(ies). 

Interim Recommendation # 4.  Streamline support and subsidies

Vision Australia appreciates the idea of providing wage subsidies and financial incentives to prospective employers. However, we believe that this concept still fails to address the fundamental notion, that people with disability(ies) are and can be productive members of the workforce. The most significant barrier faced by people who are blind or vision impaired in employment continues to be information technology access. 

Vision Australia is of the opinion that streamline support and subsidies for employers, will not rectify this barrier faced by employees who are blind or vision impaired.  

Interim Recommendation # 6. Cost of disability allowance

Vision Australia strongly supports the inquiry in reconsidering the McClure Report’s recommendation regarding simplification of welfare payments, and the introduction of a cost of disability allowance, which takes into account the varying needs of people with disabilities.  

People who are blind or vision impaired mostly bear the cost of adaptive technology, with the exception of the Workplace Modifications Scheme. People who are blind or vision impaired are not able to access any other funding to offset the cost of their adaptive technology. In addition, they have daily living costs that are not always applicable to the rest of the population. For example, home delivery of groceries. 

Interim Recommendation # 11.  Workplace Modifications Scheme

Vision Australia recommends that the Workplace Modifications Scheme be extended to allow jobseekers to apply for funding. This will enable employees who are blind or vision impaired to bring, with them, their adaptive technology devices on their first day at work. The Workplace Modifications Scheme at present does not allow for a client to access the funding until they have completed the following; 

· Secured a job

· Have an agency conduct a worksite assessment 

· Submit an application to the Workplace Modifications unit 

· Have the funding approved 

· Purchase the equipment 

· Have the equipment installed

· Finally receive training on how to use the equipment.  

Far to often employees who are blind or vision impaired have been in the job for at least 4 weeks prior to receiving any adaptive equipment.  This means there is a period of at least 4 weeks where the employee has not been as productive as they otherwise could have been.

The Workplace Modification Scheme is an excellent resource. However, it does not always address the access barriers faced by people who are blind or vision impaired when, for example, IT systems and software programs are not compatible with adaptive technology. 

For instance, the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR) requires that all employment services funded by DEWR communicate with the department via the EA3000 IT system. This system is inaccessible for screen reader technology. The cost of designing a program to rectify this problem is in the tens of thousands and could have easily been avoided.  

Vision Australia strongly advises that this Inquiry recommend that accessible software development and design be consulted with adaptive technology experts prior to implantation.  

3. Assess and address the risks facing employers and people with disability. 

Interim Recommendation # 13.  OHS, industrial relations and disability laws. 

While Vision Australia appreciates the educational intent of this recommendation, we have concerns that it could escalate existing myths and stereotypes of people who are blind or vision impaired in the workplace. 

Vision Australia recommends that the clear and practical information gathered about the financial impact and legal risks created become a comprehensive educational campaign that endeavors to eliminate existing myths. People who are blind or vision impaired are frequently retrenched from their jobs due to perceived OHS and safety concerns.

4. Assess and address recruitment and support needs for employers and people with disability(ies). 

Vision Australia strongly agrees with Interim Recommendations 16-22. 

We acknowledge that it is essential that there is greater co-operation between Commonwealth and State government Transition to Work Schemes. Government funding of job preparation and post-placement support programs will assist our client group in getting their foot in the door.

In particular, jobseekers seeking non-office based employment in process work and/or factory positions face significant barriers with regard to opportunity.  The perception that a process worker with a vision impairment cannot be as productive as their sighted peers is very prevalent with employers.  The funding of Transition to Work Schemes may go some way to addressing this barrier.

5. Encourage public and private sector leadership in the employment of people with disability(ies). 

This recommendation is of particular importance to Vision Australia.  The only way that meaningful and consistent change will occur is if the public sector pioneers the way.  For example, employers in the public sector should employee people who are blind and vision impaired in order to promote the ideology that blind and vision impaired people are productive members of the workforce.  

Furthermore, the government must set a precedent by designing IT systems and software programs, which are fully accessible to users of adaptive technology. 

In conclusion, Vision Australia very much appreciates the consideration, upon review, of the recommendations outlined above.  We believe that the implementation of these principles will advance the cause of our organization and enable people who are blind or vision impaired to have access to equal opportunities in both the community and the workforce.

Kind regards,

Ebru Sumaktas 

Advocacy & Policy Officer

Vision Australia

