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INTRODUCTION

The Australian DeafBlind Council (ADBC) was initiated following the National Deafblind Conference in Melbourne in 1993. It was established to meet the need for a national deafblindness network and representative council working with and for people who are deafblind and their support networks, including professional organisations. At present, ADBC represents the estimated 332,4001 people (1.49% of Australians), including older people who are deafblind and supports their families, professionals and organisations working in the field.  

ADBC seeks to improve conditions and to be an advocate for people who are deafblind across Australia, as well as their families and encourages their self organisation and self determination by:

· Disseminating and being a source of information on deafblindness

· Providing a forum for collaboration and debate, and

· Co-operating with government bodies and organisations

· Taking up issues of concern to people with deafblindness, their families and support networks and organisations

ADBC also seeks to be the hub of a national deafblindness network.

ADBC is committed to educating members of the public about deafblindness since this unique dual sensory disability affects an individual’s mobility, their ability to communicate and generally leaves them isolated from the community and information, and significantly affects their education. With adults and children, the dual disability affects an individual’s ability to function independently, as well as causing difficulties in developing social networks and independent travel.

ADBC is an unfunded body, despite strenuous efforts to obtain funding, and is Australia’s only national information service on and for people with deafblindness, their families and other persons, professionals and organisations requiring information on deafblindness. It is supported financially by its members and major suppliers of services to people with deafblindness. It obtained $15,000 funding from the Commonwealth Government’s Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs for a report on deafblindness that was published in 2004-5.

OVERVIEW
Over the last few years the telecommunications landscape has dramatically shifted whereby people who are deafblind now have choice among different communication tools.  This new technology also offers people who are deafblind the freedom and flexibility in the way they communicate in their day to day lives.  

However, current telecommunications legislation ensures people who are deafblind have access to a fixed land line only buy way of subsidies and this must be amended to include mobile telecommunication devices such as mobile phone plans.  As technology changes the range of software, hardware, mainstream devices where they provide accessibility for a person who is deafblind, must be flexible and be able to be upgraded as the technology improves.  

Given deafblindness is a dual sensory disability, many people who are deafblind are unable to work and consideration must be given to the accessibility and affordability of telecommunication technology and access to subsidies on a continuing basis to help fund these important technologies.

Due to the nature of privacy laws in this country and their design to protect customers, an interpreter or support worker is unable to make contact with call centres on behalf of a person who is deafblind. Currently, each customer must have ONE nominated person (with power of attorney) to make the call on behalf of the person with deafblindness.  Given their range of support people and interpreters this is not possible and usually leaves them unable to contact a helpdesk for any assistance they require. 

In June 2011, Able Australia together with ACCAN launched the release of a comprehensive research report on “Telecommunications and deafblind people” in Australia. This report details a consumer research and education project concerning the usage of telecommunications by people experiencing deafblindness in Australia (full report is available at http://accan.org.au/files/Reports/ACCAN_AbleAustralia_WEB_V1.pdf)

An overview of this report reveals that people who are deafblind have significant difficulty accessing telecommunication devices.  Some of these reasons include:


· Insufficient funds or funding support to purchase required specialised equipment or software to enable telecommunication devices and online services to be accessed in the same ways as others can;

· Insufficient training options to learn how to use telecommunication equipment, computers and the Internet. Due to their complex communication needs, finding skilled trainers is difficult;

· Insufficient funding for support staff or Interpreters to assist people who are deafblind with learning to use telecommunication equipment, computers and the Internet;

· Support staff and Interpreters also need training to work with people who are deafblind because of their complex communication requirements.

Recommendations
1. That the Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, when reviewing the National Relay Service, as announced by Senator Conroy in 2010, also include a review of current disability equipment programs, and consider funding– possibly through the newly formed body, USO Co - an expanded and independent telecommunication equipment program, which would cover adaptive – and customised where required -  technology for landline, mobile and Internet communication products and services, as well as subsidies for access to mainstream products and services – such as internet plans – when required by people who are deafblind. Such an Independent Equipment Program would also include adaptive technologies which enable people with deafblindness to access mainstream telecommunications devices.


2. That the Independent Equipment Program promotes guidelines on these accessibility standards and works with equipment and telecommunication providers to ensure these standards are met.  These providers include Australian Communication Exchange, Vision Australia, Able Australia and Telstra.

3. Provision of devices with full accessibility which would include customised solutions combining one or more of the following: speech output, screen magnification and Braille output, alternative keyboard input in qwerty and Braille.

4. That, until such an independent scheme is in place, State-based Aids and Equipment Programs range of eligible devices be expanded to include adaptive technologies which enable people with deafblindness to access mainstream telecommunication devices.

5. That, under an Independent Disability Equipment Scheme, centres in each State and Territory be established to showcase a range of accessible telecommunication devices and adaptive technology solutions including text, speech and Braille output, screen magnification and keyboard and speech input options.

6. That USO Co make funding available – possibly via such an Independent Disability Equipment Scheme - to provide training in the use of the devices and adaptive technology.

7. That, until such time as Universal Service Obligations pass to USO Co, that Telstra is required as part of its USO, to contribute funding for such training.

8. That, until such time as an Independent Disability Equipment Program is established:

· The Telstra Disability Equipment Program be expanded to include customised devices to access a range of telecommunication solutions to access issues. 

· A clear procedure is established for ongoing maintenance of equipment supplied under the Telstra Disability Equipment Program. 

· Telstra works with Vision Australia, Australian Communication Exchange and Ablelink to ensure configuration of new devices includes text, Braille and speech output, screen magnification and alternative keyboard inputs. 

· Ongoing research and development is undertaken to ensure Australians with deafblindness can access current telecommunication technology.

· Telstra regularly produces clear guidelines on how devices can be customised for the specific needs of individuals with deafblindness. These guidelines could be made available on the Telecommunications websites.

· That when an IDEP takes over responsibility for disability equipment, it also takes over responsibility for each of the recommendations outlined above.

9. That the National Relay Service expand their procedures to include the following:-

· The provision of start-up training to people with deafblindness when they first receive their TTY or Braille TTY and that ongoing training is made available. This may require the use of interpreters, note takers and support workers. This training should also include how to use emergency services to increase their access to and usage of these services.

· That training of NRS relay officers, and NRS equipment and procedures, be reviewed to ensure the best quality of service is available to deafblind users of the NRS

· That annual review meetings be held between the NRS’s Relay and Outreach providers, deafblind service providers, and people with deafblindness to ensure all parties are kept informed of relevant information.

· That a person with deafblindness be included on the NRSCCC as a representative of the deafblind community.

10. That funding of the National Auslan Booking Service (NABS) include interpreter support for people who are deafblind to undertake Braille training, enabling them to better access important government and community information that relates to their health, wellbeing and participation in the community.

11. That all information about telecommunication services and training resources is available in all accessible formats, including text, Braille, Auslan, audio and electronically. 

12. That telecommunications retailers educate all staff on the accessibility features of their products on an ongoing basis. 

13. That telecommunication service providers provide clear and accessible information about their goods and services and develop a procedure for providing accessible phone help to customers with deafblindness.

14. That the federal government legislate that all websites developed and provided in Australia conform to Web Content Accessibility Guidelines(WCAG 2.0) accessibility features for websites.

In many ways, all people in modern society are striving for the right to an individual customised solution.  In fact, there is a trend for society to want “many solutions” to cater for a range of individual interests.  Driving this technological boom is an appetite for new devices that, at present, have customisable communications solutions and people who are deafblind are no exception.  

1Access Economics. (2010). An update to Making Sense, A report into dual sensory loss and multiple disabilities in Australia. Retrieved 19 August 2011 from 
http://www.deafblind.org.au/content-files/Making%20Sense%20-%20An%20update%20of%20the%202005%20report%20to%202010.pdf
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