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Martin Luther King once said “I have a dream” similar to him I have a dream that one day all information and recreational reading materials will be available through mainstream services in my format of choice and at the same time as the printed version.

My question today is given that the technology exists to achieve my dream why am I still reliant on specialist providers rather than the community for access to materials?
Background

The Royal Society for the Blind of South Australia (RSB) a quality endorsed organisation is the primary provider of services to people who are blind or vision Impaired in South Australia. Currently the RSB provides the full range of rehabilitation services to over 11,000 South Australians.

RSB Future Solutions Service (Service) was created in 1999 and I have managed the Service since that time. Its role is to advocate at a systemic level for the inclusion and independence of people who are blind or vision impaired in the community.

The Service was created to advocate for inclusive design in all areas where currently barriers exist to independent access for people who are blind or vision Impaired including travel, the built environment, business, government services and information.

Since inception the Service has successfully provided advice and advocated on a wide range of issues including access to the South Australian transport subsidy scheme, the banking industry, websites, voting in South Australian elections, a wide range of physical premises and local Government policies.

This paper however will concentrate on my experiences in improving access to recreational reading and information materials through public libraries. 

Over the past 10 years the RSB has researched and evaluated many technologies and services available throughout the world. In particular systems that incorporate digital technology to better deliver accessible reading and information services. Unfortunately many of these systems require an underlying specialist or proprietary solution which further isolates the user from mainstream community based services.

The RSB made a decision at the outset that as far as was possible it would seek a digital mainstream solution that was able to be delivered utilising mainstream technologies and community services.

Engaging the Public Library System (PLS) in South Australia

In South Australia there are 70 Local Council Libraries distributed across the State with 135 branches. Each of these libraries is locally managed and make their own decisions regarding their operations.  The PLS is the State Government Department which distributes the State Government funding and provides central services such as an online network, bulk purchasing and audio collection catalogue and content.

Many of our clients do not or have never used their local council library. I have only been in my own local library to take my children there when they were young.

Most people here today would understand the reasons for this which include:

· There was no South Australian catalogue of audio titles available – let alone an accessible one

· The quality and range of material was poor with little of interest or to suit my age demographic.

· Libraries tended to have single copies which meant popular titles were difficult to source

· There were few quality control systems in place resulting in many instances of damaged or missing tapes

Overall as a result my reading experiences with the Public system were universally poor. As a result I have used the RSB’s Talking Book service for the past 39 years. 

The RSB had tried to engage with the PLS initially to gain independent access to the catalogue of audio titles held by them.  Whilst I was advised that there was an internal database of audio titles the PLS would not release it to the public and in any event it was inaccessible to people who are blind or vision impaired.  In parallel with this I also attempted to engage the PLS in discussions on transitioning to a digital format to replace their cassette based service. 

The RSB had decided early in 2000 that the preferred delivery format whilst endeavouring to meet our client’s expectations was one that did not use a physical medium. This in my view in a digital age represents the best use of technology and resources and avoided the need for storage, shelving, sorting, processing and reduced the pressure of the Postal Concession for the Blind scheme for delivery. It also meant a potentially real time delivery service.

Following a successful State based trial in 2003, in 2004 a National trial was conducted by the RSB using the Book in the Sky (BiTS) digital information system technology and content.

The BiTS system was designed to incorporate the public library systems as being one distribution point in an online automated delivery system where individuals could download and update their playback device independently or via their internet at home.

Currently BiTS has over 4,000 (soon to be 5,000) electronic books stored and downloadable online. In addition it has provided newspapers, magazines and most recently the TV Guide on a daily basis. In the last 5 years the system has been available 99% of the time.  

Whilst there is an acknowledgement within the community of the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired, they are generally ignored in practice.  The PLS  believes that blindness agencies such as RSB, Vision Australia and the Association of the Blind of Western Australia are responsible for providing this service within the community. Indeed I have been advised on a number of occasions by senior staff within the PLS that attempts by the RSB to incorporate people who are blind or vision impaired into their services are no more than a “cost shifting exercise”. This is in spite of this very agency being funded to provide this service. 

The RSB believes that particularly for people who acquire their vision loss in later life, they should be able to continue to participate in their local community activities and not have to rely on a blindness agency to provide a Library Service.  The benefits of using the Local library include the continuum of participation in order to maintain their social and mobility activities. In doing so this reduces isolation and limits potential emotional issues. 

Whilst the PLS did not embrace this new technology a number of Local Council Libraries (LCL) did.  Over the past 5 years the RSB has successfully developed the BiTS system and now has over 25 percent of LCL’s partnering with it by providing distribution points for access to electronic materials.

There are also distribution points at the South Australian School for the Vision Impaired and with RSB offices providing a further 5 access points. Indeed in years to come I believe access points given all that is required is access to the internet should be available from any provider of services. For instance, why should it not be possible to download onto a portable player medication instructions from the local chemist, after all a sighted person is provided a printed copy of the information at the time of purchase, why am I at any less risk of misuse? 

After 10 years of lobbying the State Government the RSB is still no closer in convincing the PLS to be inclusive and respond to the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired. As a result the RSB is currently providing library services to approximately 1,000 legally blind people through the BiTS systems and on a fee for service basis using Vision Australia’s Library services.

Who is Responsible for Print Disability Services?

Whilst the Australian Government has a responsibility under the United Nation Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability (UNCRPD) and the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) there is no overall commitment in any Government legislation to encourage accessible information as part of the “norm”. 

The DDA is a complaint based system which is reactive and does not change community attitudes.  Indeed it is a very committed person who will accept the emotional and mental pressure associated with a complaint, particularly once the corporate lawyers are unleashed and financial support for the complainant is not available.  Given it is a system based on individual claims systemic change as a result usually does not occur even if a successful outcome is obtained for the individual.

Sustainability of the Blindness/Specialist Library

I personally believe that the sustainability of the current services of specialist blindness agencies which incorporate specialist libraries will be financially pressured in the future not only as a result of the Global Financial Crisis but also the growing demands for services associated with the aging of the population. Indeed in recent times there have been significant staff reductions by a number of major Non Government organisations.

Client profiles have changed dramatically over the past 30 years, with the demographic changing from a passive accepting client group not familiar with technology accessing recreational reading material to one that will demand the 
latest title releases and access to information being available at the same time as to the community.  The RSB similar to many other organisations currently commits significant resources in providing Library and Information services, with no direct Government funding provided for Library services. 

This is a deplorable situation with other members of the community receiving these services free from their local library or able to purchase a book at a realistic price.

Is Technology the Answer?

I believe that the current technology is available now to allow Public Libraries and the community to offer an accessible solution for people who are blind, vision impaired or print disabled.

The creation of information including books, magazines and web content if firstly created correctly and consistently with the application of automated software will create a version that is accessible to all.

Text to speech technology is freely available and is quite acceptable for the disbursement of community information, newspapers and magazines.  For books and reference materials there is an increasing amount of human narrated audio available off the shelf.  If the popularity of this form of access continues to grow within the general community then the offering of the fully accessible book will be possible as a mainstream offering.

Where to Now Possible Solutions

Whilst the following list is not exhaustive it provides some possible directions to overcome the issue of access to information. If some of these ideas seem far fetched and impossible to achieve then consider if the blindness and print disability agencies ceased to provide the service to the individual then Government would have to act.

At the same time if consumers who are print disabled requested their rights under existing legislation the business sector would also have to respond and fulfil their obligations.

I believe the following are required: 

1. Government must legislate to make accessibility mandatory on Web Standards.

2. All equipment procurement by Government must ensure that it is accessible and restrictions placed on the import of inaccessible equipment and software.

3. Legislation must be created to amend the legal deposit system with the National Library requiring all publishers to lodge an electronic copy of all publications.  This legal deposit system to be available to all people who are print disabled.
4. Protocols to allow people who are print disabled to access the electronic copy with software provided to reformat provided in the download process.

5. Copyright legislation must be amended to ensure that if an accessible copy is not available within 30 days of publication and at a price comparable to a printed copy then automatic permission is granted to reformat or access the electronic copy and produce in alternative formats at no fee or further reference to copyright holder.

I would also draw your attention to the Australian Blindness Forum’s Policy on “Access to Information”, which reflects much of what I have said.  It can be found at:  

www.australianblindnessforum.org.au
Conclusion

Well I hope you have been provoked by these thoughts and will generate discussion even if you believe I am a dreamer and the situation will not change and the Roundtable will still be needed in 10 years time.
Of note, current Social Inclusion Policies of State and Australian Governments have promised to include all Australians in every aspect of life, but to date have clearly failed to meet the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired.
