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National Ethnic Disability Alliance
Mobile: 0407 878 933
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Email: office@neda.org.au
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ABN: 13 087 510 232

Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy
Digital Switchover Taskforce
Andrew Madsen

GPO Box 4112
Sydney NSW 2001

Delivered by email andrew.madsen@dbcde.gov.au
Friday, November 19, 2010
Dear Andrew,

RE: HOUSEHOLD ASSISTANCE SCHEME: issues for people from non English speaking background with disability
The National Ethnic Disability Alliance (NEDA) appreciates the opportunity to have met you earlier this month to discuss the Household Assistance Scheme.
NEDA is the national peak organisation representing the rights and interests of people from non-English speaking background (NESB) with disability, their families and carers throughout Australia.  

NEDA is funded by the Commonwealth Department of Families, Housing, Community Services, and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) to provide policy advice to the Australian Government and other agencies on national issues affecting people from NESB with disability, their families and carers. 

NEDA actively promotes the equal participation of people from NESB with disability in all aspects of Australian society. 

Listed below are issues that were identified as being imperative to the HAS being accessible and equitable.

In our discussion we asked a couple of questions that you were understandably unable to provide answers to without having access to data and information on the spot. 

We would appreciate answers to these questions in your response.

· Request for data from first HAS roll out rounds (Mildura and regional SA, Broken Hill once completed in December) – how many people eligible for Household Assistance Scheme in these areas, take up rate, breakdown re NESB but also re pension type

· Who are the members of the expert group providing advice to the Household Assistance Scheme, is there NESB representation? 
If there is no NESB representation, how will you address this? NEDA offers assistance to identify a suitable representative is required; information would be needed regarding schedule, location, etc.
NEDA believes that accessibility is a question of human rights as articulated through the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
A number of gaps were identified requiring action in order to make the HAS accessible and equitable; some strategies have been identified how these gaps can be addressed:
· Duty of care must include information and service being understood regarding language including ESL (English as Second Language), Auslan, and cognitive understanding.
· An informed guess suggests that the take up rate of the HAS for eligible people from NESB is significantly lower. This can be improved with Centrelink sending the initial letter in the relevant community language of their customers and to implement a process of an additional phone follow up (in the relevant community language) after the second letter is not responded to.

· Some strategies to reach people from NESB with disability include use of ethnic radio broadcasting; ethnic papers; mailing out translated brochures to ethnic community organizations including Multicultural Resources Centres, Refugee services, NEDA membership organizations.
· Currently the onus of arranging communication assistance at the implementation stage is with person receiving the HAS service. Some people may not be in a position to do so. 
Because of the double disadvantage caused by low English proficiency and disability, people from NESB with disability are in a particularly vulnerable position when accessing programs which require someone to enter their home and show them a new piece of equipment. Some people from NESB with disability will find themselves unable to use their new set top box or to resolve problems once the technician leaves because they have not understood the information given to them. 

An option must be given to people unable to arrange communication assistance themselves; this will require the provision of an interpreter AUSLAN, ESL.

· Currently, the HAS discriminates against migrants who are not receiving DSP purely on the basis of the 10 year residency rule; 2007-2008 data stated that there were 567 cases rejected for DSP on that ground another 454 had withdrawn possibly due to the information that they are not eligible because of 10 years. Centrelink has the details of these people, they need to be target with the same process as the others currently on DSP.
This form of discrimination further exacerbates disadvantages for people from NESB with disability as they already experience more difficulty navigating new technology, have a greater rate of poverty and a higher reliance on television to access information about the world. 

· There needs to be an awareness and clarity in messages that in particular with NESB but also ATSI households there may be more than one family group living in a house, this means they may be eligible for more than 1 set top box in the household.
· Public housing especially in regional areas is likely to be single dwelling houses, it is unacceptable on equity grounds that the tenant ought to be responsible for the external antenna – if no agreement is reached between states/territories and federal government, costs must be covered through scheme itself. Especially in the context that it is highly unlikely the tenant would be in a position to have surplus financial means for such matters.
· The trial of the talking set top box and captioning is welcomed; given the small number of people requiring a talking/captioning set top box it is a matter of fairness that these set top boxes be retro-fitted after the finalized trial, in households that have already been covered.
· There is a need for a policy change with respect to group homes as it is unlikely that the television is owned by the resident but that watching television may play a significant role in the person’s well being.
· Leave behind material must be available in different formats, audio, large print, and community languages.
· The commissioned qualitative research must have access to interpreting AUSLAN, ESL – special focus groups of people must to be conducted respectively to participation group of people, e.g if 15% of people from NESB have participated in the scheme 15% of those interviewed as part of the evaluation re process and user friendliness need to be people from NESB.
· There should be a weblink from Ready website to Centrelink website regarding translated material.
Finally, we would appreciate if you could forward a copy of the initial Centrelink letter that is being sent out. We are particularly interested in the clarity on the need to be on maximum DSP rates once within last 6 months. If this is not clear it may stop some people from applying as they think they are required to be on DSP maximum payments permanently.

Given the continued roll out of the Housing Assistance Scheme, we would request a formal response as to how the Department will address these gaps.

NEDA is happy to discuss the above identified gaps further.
We look forward to hearing from you.
Yours sincerely

Sibylle Kaczorek
Executive Officer

