
Vision Australia
Submission to

Department of Broadband, Communications

And the Digital Economy
Development of a

Digital Economy Future Directions

Consultation Paper

February 2009

1 
Introduction

1.1 About Vision Australia
Vision Australia is Australia’s largest provider of services to people who are blind or have low vision. It has been formed over the past four years through the merger of several of Australia’s oldest, most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies. Our vision is that people who are blind or have low vision will increasingly have the choice to participate fully in every facet of life in the community.
To help realise this goal, we are committed to providing high-quality services to the community of people who are blind or have low vision, and their families, in areas that include early childhood, orientation and mobility, employment, information, recreation and independent living. We also work collaboratively with Government, business and the community to eliminate the barriers people who are blind or have low vision face in accessing the community or in exercising their rights as Australian citizens.

The knowledge and experience that Vision Australia gains through its interaction with clients and their families, and also by the involvement of people who are blind or have low vision at all levels of the Organisation, means that it is well placed to provide advice to governments, business and the community on the challenges faced by people who are blind or have low vision fully participating in community life.

Vision Australia believes that it is important for us, as an organisation in the blindness sector, to make comment on key aspects of government policy development and consultation, including issues having to do with the digital economy.
Vision Australia has made submissions on topics including access to electronic media for people with hearing or vision impairments, the review of the ABC and SBS, the development of a National Disability Strategy, and the development of an equitable network of broadband access. Many of the issues covered in these submissions are central to any discussion of the digital economy. This present submission summarises what we believe are the most significant issues, but we would be pleased to provide any further information that might be helpful in expanding them within the context of the Future Directions paper.
2 
Digital Economy:
Issues for people who are Blind
or have Low Vision

2.1 Increasing Incidence of Disability

The most current figures compiled by the Australian Bureau of Statistics indicate that 20% of the Australian population has a disability. Comparing trends in these figures, it is clear that this percentage is actually increasing. Some disabilities, such as vision loss, are also age-related (through such causes as macular degeneration and diabetes), and as the population in general is ageing, an even greater prevalence of disability will occur in the decades ahead. For example, some estimates suggest that the number of people who are blind or have low vision in Australia will almost double over the next two decades from its current level of 480,000. 
The increasing percentage of the population who has a disability means that governments can no longer assume that mainstream policy initiatives, infrastructure projects, and developments in community and society, can take place without adequate planning for addressing the needs of people with disability. Specialist disability services cannot, by themselves, simply “take up the slack” and fill any gaps in the policy development process. Failure to include 20% of the population in major economic and social planning will accentuate social and economic divides, as well as leading to large-scale exclusion, marginalisation, and vast amounts of untapped human potential.
Therefore, Vision Australia strongly urges the committee developing the Digital Economy Future Directions consultation paper to regard disability-related issues as central, not peripheral, to proposals for change.

2.2 Significance of the “Disabilities Convention”

In December 2006, the UN General Assembly adopted the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities ("the Convention"). Australia was among the first countries to sign the Convention, and in May 2008 it became a part of international law following its ratification by 20 nations. Australia is currently engaging in a process of National Interest Analysis that will inform the process of ratification. The Convention is a landmark UN treaty, and is likely to have a significant positive impact on the lives of people with disabilities worldwide in the coming years. It redefines access issues as part of the human rights agenda, and asserts the fundamental human rights of people with disability to participate fully in society, as well as calling on signatories to safeguard and promote these rights.
The Convention has important implications for any discussion of government policy generally, and the digital economy in particular. It is not some kind of “legal provision” that has little relevance in a local context; the Convention imposes real obligations on signatory countries, and these obligations include the development of policies, programs and initiatives that will allow people with disability to participate fully and equally in the economic, social and cultural life of the community.
Vision Australia recommends that the significance of the UN Convention be considered when developing the Digital Economy Future Directions consultation paper.

2.3 Need for accessible technologies

The development of the digital society has been characterised by the convergence of technologies and the use of multifunction devices to support them. Yet with few exceptions, new technologies are introduced without adequate accessibility for people with disability. For example, when the analogue mobile phone network was switched off on December 31 1999, Australians with a hearing impairment were, instantaneously, denied access to mobile phones. This was because the new digital phones were incompatible with most hearing aids. This incompatibility was known, and the disastrous impact on people with hearing impairment was entirely predictable. Yet nothing was done to address it.

We are now witnessing the introduction of technology such as information kiosks, and touchscreen-based queuing systems being introduced by government departments and agencies, as well as by banks, supermarkets, insurance companies, etc. Again, this technology is largely being introduced with insufficient accessibility requirements. In order to use a touchscreen-based machine, for example, one must be able to see the screen; a person who is blind or has low vision cannot see the screen, and therefore cannot use the machine unless it has been equipped with the functionality to allow it to be access via audio. In Australia there are no touchscreen-based machines that are accessible as far as we know, despite their availability in the US and despite the wealth of research highlighting the accessibility issues.

Digital interactions between consumers, government and the community are likely to become even more prominent in the years head, and so it is essential that technologies be developed so that they are accessible to people with disability. This means that technological innovation should be in accord with the principles of universal design, and that a disability impact analysis should be conducted prior to the introduction of a new technology by government, industry and the community.

2.4 Need for Accessible Public Procurement

The government is a major purchaser of goods and services, and government procurement policies can have a significant beneficial effect on the range of accessible technologies that are available in the marketplace. Countries such as the US, UK, EU Canada and Japan all have, or are developing, policies that require governments to purchase products and services that are accessible to people with disability, whenever possible. If, for example, a government agency wishes to install an information kiosk, then it must purchase a kiosk that is accessible. Companies that cannot provide accessible products will not be able to bid for government tenders.

The net effect of such accessible procurement policies is to increase accessibility for people with disability (and for the community generally) and also increase the government’s capacity to employ people with a disability. Such policies also ensure that there is “future proofing” of new technologies, since there is always a requirement to demonstrate their accessibility before they are purchased by government.

Australia does not currently have formal accessible public procurement guidelines, and this is one reason why we are not more proactive in introducing technologies that are accessible to people with disability. Vision Australia believes that such guidelines (similar to the US Section 508 Guidelines) should be introduced urgently as one way of ensuring that the developing digital economy is accessible.

2.5 Access to Consumer Devices

A client of Vision Australia recently reported that they had been unable to receive notification of an approaching taxi because the taxi company would not make a voice call, but would only send an SMS message. Our client was not able to read the SMS message because her phone did not verbalise it in an audio form.

Technologies and the socio-cultural practices associated with them are changing very quickly. It is becoming more difficult to function effectively in Australian society without the ability to receive and send SMS “text” messages. Yet this is exactly the position in which many people who are blind or have low vision find themselves. In order to have a text message spoken, it is necessary to purchase a “high end” mobile phone, and then purchase additional third-party software (at a cost of around $450) to run on the phone to enable it to speak the contents of the screen (including SMS messages). At the same time, research indicates that almost 70% of people who are blind are unemployed, which in most cases means that they lack the financial capacity to purchase this “basic” technology.

In countries such as the US, Canada and UK, there are schemes that allow people who are blind or have low vision to obtain an accessible mobile phone as part of a monthly prepaid plan. However, there is no such scheme operating in Australia, and currently it is not a government requirement that telecommunications providers make accessible mobile phones available. There is a funded Disability Equipment Program, but this only provides telecommunications equipment used for the “fixed line” telephone service. This is actually being used by fewer and fewer Australians as mobile phones and PDAs are becoming ubiquitous.

It is true that some technologies remain optional, but it is also true that today’s optional technology can be tomorrow’s mainstay. The digital economy will only be accessible to people who are blind or have low vision if government play a leadership role by ensuring that accessible technologies are available and affordable.
2.6 Access to Information

The digital economy presents information in diverse ways. People who are blind or have low vision often are unable to access information because it is presented in ways that presume an ability to read print. This is especially true in the case of, say, printed forms, which are still used by many government departments and agencies and which therefore deny people who are blind or have low vision the ability to interact independently effectively and in privacy with agencies such as Centrelink.
One advantage of digital technology is that it is now possible to present information in other ways, such as electronic text, braille and large-print, and Vision Australia believes that any consultation in the context of the digital economy needs to include discussion of how information that is available to the public can be made accessible for people who are blind or have low vision.
The Worldwide Web has become the foundation of much contemporary life. People who are blind or have low vision are able to access the Web using refreshable Braille displays, synthetic speech or screen magnification software. However, access to the Web is only achieved if websites are designed in accordance with international web accessibility guidelines. In Australia, there is no requirement that any non-government website follow such guidelines, even though the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) does make it unlawful to discriminate against people in the provision of goods, services and facilities (including those provided by websites. In 2000, the Council of Australian Government (COAG) resolved that all Australian government websites must comply with minimum accessibility guidelines. However, in practice this compliance has not been achieved, and in any case, the minimum benchmarks have largely been rendered obsolete by developments in technology.
Without equal and independent access to the Web, people who are blind or have low vision will be increasingly disadvantaged in performing activities such as banking and shopping as these activities are conducted online.
Vision Australia recommends that a discussion of the need for compliance with web accessibility guidelines be included in the digital economy future direction consultation.

2.7 Need for Affordable Broadband
People who are blind or have low vision are also able to benefit from the digital revolution. Newspapers can be downloaded and read electronically offline by means of accessible PDAs; and talking books are now being delivered as audio files that can be downloaded. This delivery method provides people who are blind or have low vision with a level of information access that the rest of the community takes for granted. However, it does require that people have access to broadband. Given that 70% of people who are blind are unemployed and therefore are unlikely to be able to find affordable commercial broadband plans, Vision Australia believes that mechanisms must be developed to ensure that the benefits of broadband can be enjoyed by all.
2.8 Digital Economy not a Substitute for Community Infrastructure
If there is sufficient planning, accessible public procurement, focus on universal design principles, disability impact analysis, compliance with accessibility guidelines, and a fundamental recognition of the rights of people with disability to participate in all aspects of society as asserted by the UN Convention, then people who are blind or have low vision will, in theory, be able to enjoy the benefits of and contribute to digital society. However, it is important to emphasise that the digital economy is not a substitute for community participation. It maybe possible for a person with a disability to work from home (”telecommute”) with the right mix of accessible technologies, and it maybe possible for a person who is blind to conduct much of their banking online, but without basic community infrastructure which is accessible, people with disability are likely to become isolated from the community. The development of accessible and safe transport and premises, the introduction of flexible, needs-appropriate workplaces, and the introduction of technology such as accessible (audio-enabled) ATM machines, are not add-ons to the digital economy; rather, they are at the core, and they represent an important way in which we, as a society, can plan for a future in which people with disability are able to participate equally, independently, and with dignity.
3 
Conclusion

Vision Australia appreciates the opportunity to comment on the Development of a Digital Economy Future Directions paper.  We would be happy to provide further information on any of the abovementioned points, and to meet with the Department of Broadband Communications and Digital Economy to discuss any issues further.  
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