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Policy summary

This policy is about access to published information, which is a fundamental right of all children and adults who are blind, deafblind or have low vision. Having access to information is integral to maximising opportunities for participation in all aspects of life, including childhood development, education, employment, leisure and recreation, homemaking, personal care, and information management.  Given that less than 5% of published information generally available to the community, is available in a format which can be accessed by people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision, governments and all sectors of business and the community that develop printed content, must adopt policies and practices to make this information available in formats that people can access.
If you would like this policy in an alternative format or wish to discuss it with Vision Australia’s Policy and Advocacy team, please contact us:

Vision Australia

Policy & Advocacy Department

Tel:

1300 84 74 66 (within Australia)

(+61 2) 9334 3333 (outside Australia)

Email:

advocacy@visionaustralia.org
Website:
www.visionaustralia.org
Purpose

The purpose of this policy statement is:
1. To clearly articulate Vision Australia’s considered position on the need for people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision to have equal and independent access to published information;

2. to set out how Vision Australia’s delivery of services will reflect this policy; and;

3. To set out what Vision Australia will do to ensure that this policy is taken into account by mainstream bodies, including all levels of government, business and the community.
Policy Context

In ordinary language, the term “information” is generally used to refer to anything that increases our knowledge or understanding of a particular topic. So, for example, we might seek information about climate change, the local bus timetable or the best way of cooking artichokes. In a more formal, scientific sense, “information” refers to anything that an organism is able to respond to, which includes inputs from the senses. 

For people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision, information provided in a visual form may be difficult or impossible to access. There are many examples of visual information that are essential to independent and full participation in the community: environmental cues such as traffic lights, street-signs and building numbers; transport and travel assistance such as bus timetables, city maps and parking meters; interfaces for household appliances such as touchscreens, on-screen displays and indicator lights; visual components of arts and culture such as television programs, museum exhibitions and movies; and reading materials such as books, magazines and newspapers.

This policy deals with information provided in a published form, including books, magazines, newspapers, government brochures, community information and so on. Information is a broad and complex area and Vision Australia has a variety of policies which deal with access to information.  

It is estimated that only about 5% of published information can be accessed by people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision. For this group, lack of access to published information is the single biggest barrier to employment, education and effective participation in many aspects of society. For example, over 60% of people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision are unemployed, a rate that is four times the national average. Lack of equal access to published information is a significant contributor to this high unemployment rate.

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) asserts the right of people with a disability to have full and equal access to many aspects of life in the community. Article 9 specifically refers to the right of access to information of all kinds, and Article 30 refers, among other things, to the right of access to cultural materials.

The most effective way of providing access to published information for people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision is to convert it into an “accessible format”. Accessible formats include Braille, audio, large print, and electronic text formats. An audio format that is being used increasingly to provide reading materials to people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision is DAISY (Digital Accessible Information System). The DAISY format allows audio books to be supplemented with structural features so that readers can quickly navigate by paragraph, section, page number and so on. It thus provides a reading experience that is similar to that of a sighted person reading a print book.

Equal access to information must be achieved for people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision if true social inclusion is to be realised in Australia.

Policy Details

1. Access to published information is a fundamental right of all children and adults who are blind, deafblind or have low vision and is integral to maximising opportunities for their participation in all aspects of life, including childhood development, education, employment, leisure and recreation, homemaking, personal care, and information management.

2. People who are blind, deafblind or have low vision must therefore have:
A. Convenient and affordable access to equipment that is used for reading, such as a DAISY player;
B. Equitable access to information in a range of accessible formats that is available to the general community in published formats at the same cost on the same day.

3. People who are blind, deafblind or have low vision have a right to receive key government and community information in their preferred format on request, including:
A. Government discussion papers and reports;
B. Information brochures and fact sheets about government services and programs;
C. Personal correspondence from government departments and agencies;
D. Utility bills;
E. Key financial information such as bank statements;
F. Contracts, mortgage documents, insurance policies, wills and the like.

4. People who are blind, deafblind or have low vision have a right to read the material of their choice in their preferred accessible format, including books, magazines, appliance instruction manuals etc.
5. People who are blind, deafblind or have low vision have a right to receive material in an accessible format at the same time as printed versions of documents are made available.
6. People who are blind, deafblind or have low vision have a right to receive material in accessible formats that is accurate and conforms to production standards and guidelines that have been endorsed for use in Australia by the Round Table on Information Access for People with Print Disabilities Inc.
What we want government to do

1. All levels of government must adopt policies and implement programs to maximize access to published information in accessible formats.
2. Governments must include provisions relating to material in accessible formats in legislation that deals with topics such as education, training, reading and writing and the provision of information.
3. All levels of government must adopt policies to guarantee that all Government-generated information produced in print is also available in accessible formats at the same time as the printed version becomes available.
4. All levels of government must ensure that materials that are produced in accessible formats under government contracts or with government funding conform to national standards and guidelines endorsed by the Round Table on Information Access for People with Print Disabilities Inc. 
5. The Australian Government, as well as the State and Territory Governments, have a responsibility to provide leadership in the implementation and promotion of the Disability Standards for Education 2005, produced under paragraph 31(1)(b) of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992. These Standards require, inter alia, that education providers ensure that curricular materials are available in accessible formats that are appropriate to the needs of individual students.
6. The Australian Government has primary responsibility for meeting Australia's obligations as a signatory and ratifier of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). The CRPD in Article 9 calls on States Parties to take all reasonable measures to ensure that people with a disability have equal access to information. This includes information provided in print. 
7. All levels of government must ensure that their legislation, policies and programs are consistent with the obligations established by the CRPD, including those obligations that require equal access to information.
8. The Australian Government must support international efforts, such as those being carried out by the World Blind Union, to remove barriers to the sharing of materials in accessible formats between countries.
What Vision Australia will do to implement and promote this policy
Vision Australia, in working to materially realize access to published information as set out in this policy, will:
1. Ensure that all fact sheets, brochures and other information that we produce is available in a range of accessible formats, including large print, Braille, electronic formats and DAISY.

2. Ensure that all written correspondence with our clients is conducted using each client’s preferred format.

3. Ensure that all material produced in accessible formats conforms to best-practice standards, especially those standards that have been endorsed by the Round Table on Information Access for People with Disabilities Inc.

4. Ensure that Braille and tactile signage is installed at all Vision Australia sites to a level that, at a minimum, complies with the Access to Premises (Buildings) Standards developed under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992.

5. Provide advice and support to Government, industry and the community on the appropriate provision of material in accessible formats.
How this Policy has been developed

This Policy has been developed by Vision Australia’s Policy and Advocacy team. It reflects our direct and extensive involvement with clients, other state, National and international organisations, as well as governments and statutory bodies. It also draws on the direct experiential knowledge of staff, and research and consultation within the organisation and the broader community, including representatives of people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision.

Monitoring and Review

This policy will be reviewed every two years. Feedback is welcome and will assist this review process.

About Vision Australia

Vision Australia is the largest provider of services to people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision in Australia. It has been formed through the merger of several of Australia’s oldest, most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies. 

Our goal is that people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision will increasingly have the choice to participate fully in every aspect of life in the community. To help realise this goal, we are committed to providing high quality services to our clients and their families. We also work collaboratively with Government, business and the community to eliminate the barriers people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision face in accessing the community or in exercising their rights as Australian citizens.

Our Clients

The Australian Bureau of Statistics estimates that there are approximately 300,000 people in Australia who are blind, deafblind or have low vision. Some estimates suggest that this number will almost double over the next two decades. Vision loss is, by and large, a disability that is age-related, and the ageing of the population is thus a primary factor in this trend. 

People who are blind or have low vision are an important section of the community and their needs and perspectives must be taken into account by governments in the development of policy and by industry when designing and introducing new technology. 

People who are deafblind constitute an important segment of Vision Australia's client group, and we are committed to providing high quality services to them. People who are deafblind have the same rights and expectations as the rest of the community and their needs must be given the same degree of attention as other groups.

Policy ends.
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