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1. Executive Summary 

The National Ethnic Disability Alliance (NEDA) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Feasibility Study into an Independent Disability Equipment Program (IDEP). 

As an advocacy body to protect the rights and interests of people from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB), NEDA’s primary concern in the establishment of an IDEP is that the language, cultural and support needs of our target group is taken into account so that they also can gain access to technology and information relevant to them. 

People from NESB with disability are a diverse group, comprising a quarter of Australia’s disability population.  However, the uptake of Government services by this particular group is reportedly low, largely owing to the lack of information available in the variety of formats and languages appropriate for people from NESB with disability. 

In order to make communications technology and information accessible in other languages, NEDA recommends that:

1. People from NESB with disability have free access to Translating and Interpreting Service (TIS) National when discussing their options with an IDEP provider and receiving support for the technology they use

2. Communication in consumers’ first language is supported through communication tools and software to facilitate their interaction with their family and language community;
3. The IDEP build relations with other providers around the world to gain access to information already available in other languages. 

4. Relevant brochures are translated into other languages as they are developed. 

While NEDA is not opposed to an income assessed subsidy for equipment, we urge that those who do not earn an income are also supported through a program similar to the Disability Equipment Grants in WA. 

In the final section, we recommend ways to assist people with disability improve their knowledge about an IDEP and its support service/s. 

Throughout this paper, we emphasize the need for support service/s to compliment an IDEP to ensure that all people with disability can effectively utilize the equipment/software they obtain. This support must also be available through a consistent outreach program. 
2. Background 

2.1
About NEDA

The National Ethnic Disability Alliance (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, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FACSIA) 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.  It manages a range of projects relating to NESB and disability communities and works closely with its state and territory members to ensure that its policy advice reflects the lived experiences of people from NESB with disability.  In states and territories where no NESB-disability advocacy agency exists NEDA undertakes development work to establish a structure that can support people from NESB with disability, their families and carers.

2.2
Defining NESB and Disability
NEDA uses the term Non-English Speaking Background in preference to Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Background as those from an English speaking background are encompassed by the latter term and they are not part of NEDA’s constituency.  NEDA contends that coming from a linguistic and cultural background other than Anglo-Australian can be a great social barrier and a source of discrimination in Australia.  The intention of using NESB is not to define people by what they are not but to highlight the inequity people experience due to linguistic and cultural differences.  NEDA also uses the term people from NESB with disability rather than people with disability from NESB as we consider cultural background (not disability) an appropriate means of developing social identity.

NEDA maintains that disability is a social construct and arises when a society’s infrastructure is not developed to ensure all individuals, regardless of capacity or impairment, can fully participate in society.  Thus NEDA refers to people with disability rather than people with disabilities to underline that disability is not a characteristic of an individual but a consequence of a society designed (whether consciously or inadvertently) to exclude many of its citizens from equal participation.

3. Section 1: The Australian Market 

3.1
Current Arrangements in Australia 

One in every four people with disability is a person of either first or second generation Non-English Speaking Background (NESB), representing approximately 1 million people across Australia (See attached NEDA Fact Sheet 1). 
Yet the Productivity Commission Report on Government Services 2009 suggests that people from NESB with disability are not using government funded disability services. (See attached NEDA Fact Sheet 2). 
The low uptake of services by people from NESB with disability is largely due to lack of information in alternative formats and languages. Cultural barriers sometimes further reduce a person's capacity to seek information, e.g women are discouraged from talking to strangers in some cultures. 
Access to translating and interpreting is a key issue for many people with disability from culturally diverse backgrounds. As Table 1 outlines, more than 25% of people with low English proficiency have a core activity restriction, around double that of the rest of the population. This indicates that language support is a crucial aspect of enabling participation for people with disability from NESB. 

	Table 1: Disability or long-term health condition, by country of birth and proficiency in spoken English

	
	
	
	Born in other country
	

	
	Born in Australia
	Born in main English-speaking countries
	Proficient in spoken English
	Not proficient in spoken English
	All persons

	PROPORTION (%)

	      Has core activity restriction
	13.0
	13.1
	11.0
	25.9
	13.1

	      Has a schooling/employment restriction only
	5.6
	5.3
	4.7
	7.9
	5.5

	      Has no specific restriction
	21.1
	22.8
	19.6
	19.4
	21.0

	      Has no disability or long-term health condition
	60.3
	58.8
	64.8
	46.7
	60.4


Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics General Social Survey 2006.

People from NESB generally have a lower rate of interaction with telecommunications technologies that the rest of the population, particularly where low English profiencicy is an issue. Table 2, outlines the type of communication contact used by persons across country of birth and English proficiency categories. People born in a non English speaking country and not proficient in spoken English are half as likely to use a mobile phone, and more than 4 times less likely to use the internet as people born in an English speaking country.
	Table 2: Type of contact with family or friends living outside the household in last 3 month, By country of birth and proficiency in spoken English

	
	
	
	BORN IN OTHER COUNTRY
	

	
	Born in Australia
	Born in main English-speaking countries
	Proficient in spoken English
	Not proficient in spoken English
	All persons

	PROPORTION (%)

	   Mobile phone/SMS
	79.6
	76.3
	75.2
	41.3
	77.4

	   Internet such as email or chat rooms
	47.2
	53.8
	49.3
	13.1
	47.1

	   Fixed telephone
	91.2
	92.7
	87.5
	87.7
	90.7

	   Mail (including cards) or fax
	32.4
	37.1
	24.0
	12.2
	31.0


Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics General Social Survey 2006.

NEDA's purpose is not to allow for continuation of such practices but to provide avenues for people in such situations to access the information and support they require that can liberate and empower them. 
Consultations with people from NESB with disability strongly indicate that they want to be included in the society but are hampered by language, cultural, or mobility barriers.  They thus find themselves heavily isolated and feel unable to get involved. 
Including provisions in the IDEP to allow people from NESB with disability to access telecommunications equipment and services will open the door for many new opportunities. 
Currently, Telstra runs a Disability Equipment Program which offers telecommunications equipment to people with disability. Telstra also provides language support services through a Multicultural Service Centre. However, NEDA believes that the language and support needs of clients from NESB with disability are not adequately accommodated. 
3.2
Specialised Equipment 

Inclusion of specialised equipment/software, designed for the use of people with certain disabilities is intrinsic in an IDEP.  
Specialised equipment play an important role in the inclusion of people with disability and their participation in the community.  Without specialized equipment, for example, people living with severe speech impairment would be unable to communicate with the world around them.  Without screen reading software to access the mobile phone, a blind person would not be able to take advantage of most of the phone’s useful functions including Address Book, Messaging and Voice Recorder. 
Along with the equipment/software, support to provide the skills necessary to use it is also vital. Support can mean one-one learning and, for people from NESB with disability, information provision and communication tools in other languages. 
Communication tools, such as communication books in a client’s language would significantly improve relations of a person with a profound speech impairment with his/her family and communities by reducing the frustration that occurs from difficulties in communication.  These books may not be available, particularly in languages spoken in third world countries, such as Somalian, and translations may be required.  While translation is often costly, it may be necessary, at least in the user’s first stage of learning. 
When providing information about communication options or giving instructions to use equipment/software, a user from NESB with disability may require an interpreter.  This may best be provided through the Australian Government’s already existing Translating and Interpreting  Service (TIS) National.
  NEDA strongly recommends that any IDEP provider have access to TIS so that clients can utilize the service free of charge when they require information about the IDEP. 
To summarise, NEDA recognizes the importance of an IDEP in the provision of specialized communications technology for people with disability, and urges that provisions be in place to accommodate the language, cultural and support needs of users from NESB. 
3.3
Future Demand 

Technological developments may reduce the need for specialised equipment but that may be a long way off for some and not possible for others. 

Most companies generally produce products for the mass market.  As the needs of the mass market change so too do the specifications of the products, and much of that change has been useful for people with certain disabilities. For instance, the increase in the ageing population is making way for the introduction of phones with big buttons and larger screens, such as the Easy Touch Phone, which is also highly useful for people with dexterity and/ore vision impairment. 

However, if the mass market is not likely to require or desire certain enhancements, big companies are not likely to produce them.  For instance, the general public does not require speech output to gain full access to the computer or mobile phone.  In fact, turning on such a feature tends to annoy sighted users.  Thus production of software that has full screen reading capabilities is not very high on manufacturers’ priority list. An IDEP therefore, would ensure that people who require specialized technology can access it. 
With regard to people from NESB with disability, the increased use of mainstream technology around the world, such as mobile phones, has brought manufacturers’ attention to the need to provide information in alternative languages. 
The International Mobile Manufacturing Forum (MMF) has developed and is continuing to improve its Global Accessibility Reporting Initiative, which will allow people worldwide to search for mobile phones in their country/region, and in their preferred language.
  This initiative may provide a wonderful opportunity for people with disability living in Australia whose first language is other than English with a great mobile phone search option and should be considered as an important resource for the IDEP. 

3.4
Eligibility 
It is imperative that eligibility is not restricted to certain types of disability as many people have fallen through the gaps this way.  If it can be proven that a person requires specialized technology to communicate, or or specialized software to access mainstream communications technology, then he/she should be eligible. 

Unfortunately, most specialized equipment/software tends to be too costly for many people who have a disability so they often go without.  Currently, some people with disability are more fortunate than others in that they are eligible for programs that enable them to secure technology they require. 
One example of this is the Disability Equipment Grants (DEG) in Western Australia.
 With the support of the Western Australian Lotteries Commission, the Independent Living Centre in that State (ILC) administers the Disability Equipment Grant (DEG) program. The DEG is income based and assists people with disability to procure equipment/software they cannot otherwise afford. 

A similar system should be adopted by the IDEP but it should also accommodate people who do not have an income.  With such provisions, people with disabilities who are at a greater disadvantage, such as students, seniors and those from NESB can also access vital communications equipment. 
While people with disability and their sub-groups are not the only members of the Australian society who have affordability issues do to low incomes, they do have additional accessibility needs that their non-disabled counterparts do not contend with.  To demonstrate this point, people on low incomes may be able to purchase a cheap mobile phone from the post office or a second hand computer from a garage sale.  Before purchasing that cheap phone, a person with disability must consider whether that particular phone will work with the specialized software that will make it accessible to them. This is often not the case as such software tends to only be compatible with phones from the high end of the market.  Yet even if that phone from the post office was compatible with some specialised software, additional payment must be made to purchase that software. 
3.4 Delivery Models

NEDA supports the TEDICORE submission to this review in relation to deliver models. NEDA support a delivery model that ensures that equipment, and training to use the equipment, is delivered equitably and consistently across the nation.  This should include an extensive outreach program to reach those living in distant country areas as well as those living in central locations but have heavily restricted mobility. 

People with disability from NESB may also require outreach services as they may be further restricted by limited English skills.  Their carers are often also restricted due to limited English, literacy and driving skills.  This is not to say that people with disability from NESB and their carers are not encouraged to venture out and learn new skills.  However, some people require additional assistance and encouragement to build their confidence, and outreach services provide the means for such valuable interaction. 

3.5 Governance Structure 

NEDA supports the TEDICORE submission to this review in relation to governance structures. NEDA is supportive of a governance structure that ensures all groups within the disability umbrella benefit from the IDEP, including those from NESB. 

3.6 Types of Equipment 

All specialized equipment should be included in the IDEP, as well as equipment, such as mobile phones, which retail at the high end of the market and which are compatible only with certain specialized software to be accessible for people with certain disabilities.  In this case, not only the software but the inclusion of some mainstream equipment is vital as the user may not have any other choice but that particular product (see Section 1.1). 
As required, specialised technology and services to assist those with disability from non-English speaking backgrounds should also be available in order to support  and encourage their communication.  This could include provision of TTY services in other languages through the Telephone Interpreter Service.  Currently, many people with hearing difficulties who do not have a good command of the English language miss out on information because they cannot access the TIS. (See case study in attached NEDA Facts Sheet 3). As their communication improves with the use of their specialized equipment and software, the confidence of people from NESB with disability increases and they become more open to learning English and contributing to their communities. 
In terms of equipment/software that should be excluded from the IDEP, technology produced for the mass market that is affordable and fully accessible to all or some people with disability should not be included in the IDEP.  E.g: if the Easy Touch phone, produced by Telstra, had full speech capability in its menus and applications, without the purchase of additional software to make it accessible to blind and vision impaired customers, then it should not be included in the IDEP for blind and vision impaired people.  However, if it was one of a few phones that can be used by a person who is deaf-blind, and requires an additional screen reading program to make it accessible, then both the phone and software should be made available on the IDEP for people who are deaf-blind as they do not have other options in the phone they purchase. 
However, it is important to note that support services are vital to get people to use equipment/software effectively, regardless of whether the technology is specialized or mainstream.  Such support is not only useful for people from NESB with disability, but also seniors with disability and certain disability types such as those with complex communication needs. 
3.7 Funding Program. 
NEDA supports the TEDICORE submission to this review in relation to funding program. 
However, NEDA urges that provision for the needs of those who are at a greater disadvantage, such as people with disability from NESB, are considered in the funding criteria.  That is, if a subsidy is introduced, some consumers may require a complete subsidy as they may not be able to contribute funds toward their required product. Failing to provide the complete subsidy will only serve to retain the isolation of this group of people. 

3.8  Ways to Improve people With Disabilities’ Knowledge About the Features Available on Phone, Mobile Phone and Computer Equipment

There are many ways to improve the knowledge of people with disability about the features available on phone, mobile phone and computer equipment. These include direct promotion online, face-to-face and over the telephone, and indirect promotion through mainstream and specialist disability media. 
Following are some suggestions: 

· Make brochures available at public facilities around Australia such as CentreLink, Medicare and post offices, in various formats and in alternative languages.  Rather than a printed brochure, the information should be available initially on CD.  This would allow presentations in visual and verbal formats, thus immediately catering for those who have limited literacy skills. Other formats should be available upon request. 
· Ensure that people from NESB with disability have free access to Translating and Interpreting Service (TIS) National when communicating with the IDEP. 
· Create a website containing necessary information about the IDEP and encourage other organizations, public and private, to include a link on their sites to that website. 
· Liaise with international organizations, such as the Mobile Manufacturing Forum, to a greater wealth of information, including that in other languages. 
· include the benefits for people with disability in promotional information about a product available on the mass market, such as the easy-Touch Phone. 
· Advertise specialised software in the mainstream media - newspapers, radio shows, etc, including ethnic media. 
· Make outreach services available not just to train a person with disability but also to demonstrate a product to them, and to allow them to trial the product if necessary. 
· Provide on-line demonstrations for those who are able to access the internet. 

Promotion through both mainstream and specialised media will significantly increase the use of specialized and mainstream technology by people with disability and their sub-groups. However, it is imperative to note once again that this can only be achieved by effective support services to compliment the technology.
4. Conclusion
The establishment of an independent equipment program to meet the telecommunications needs of people with disability in an affordable and accessible way is a positive step towards building participation and social inclusion for people with disability. 
There is also an opportunity to include people from NESB with disability, by ensuring there is adequate support within the program for people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. Given the relationships between low English proficiency and disability, and the effect this has on social isolation and poor take up of telecommunications technology, NEDA believes that there is strong evidence for action in this area. 
In this submission, NEDA recommends the following:

1. People from NESB with disability have free access to Translating and Interpreting Service (TIS) National when discussing their options with an IDEP provider and receiving support for the technology they use

2. Communication in consumers’ first language is supported through communication tools and software to facilitate their interaction with their family and language community;

3. The IDEP build relations with other providers around the world to gain access to information already available in other languages. 

4. Relevant brochures are translated into other languages as they are developed. 

NEDA looks forward to working with the Australian Government to improve telecommunications access and understanding for all people with disability in Australia. 
�








� For further information on the TIS, go to: 


http://www.immi.gov.au/living-in-australia/help-with-english/help_with_translating/


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.mobileaccessibility.info/" �www.mobileaccessibility.info�  and � HYPERLINK "http://www.mmfai.org/" �www.mmfai.org�


� For further information on the DEG, Go to � HYPERLINK "http://www.ilc.com.au/pages/disability-equipment-grants" �http://www.ilc.com.au/pages/disability-equipment-grants�.
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