Article for Link Magazine - Unpublished
DISABILITY SECTOR - LIFT YOUR GAME!

Why is it that as people with disabilities or those of us who are associates of people with a disability, we constantly have to advocate for our rights to access within the disability sector?

The very sector which employs thousands of people who have to perform according to a range of DSA Standards, who are supposed to be there to, at least in part, support and protect our rights, are so unaware of our rights and our needs!

As people living with disability, workers in the sector and Advocates over a 20 year period we feel the need to get some response from the sector to a range of issues regarding the way organisations and people who work, in either a paid or voluntary capacity, are unclear about "access" in its broadest sense and, current anti-discrimination legislation.

To outline just a few examples from the last 12 months (October 01 to October 0 2):

· An AGM and dinner, held by a leisure based network (no longer functioning), at an accessible conference centre in the only inaccessible room, within 10 inch step.  The room could have been set-up to be accessible, but this was not done even though people using wheelchairs and with hearing/vision impairment had registered to attend. None of the speakers used a microphone and no Hearing loop was available through out the evening. 

· A national recreation, arts and tourism for people with a disability organization held an AGM in the front room of a Canberra hotel, which only has access from the back of the building by way of a complicated series of a passageways, lifts and ramps.  No accessible public toilet. No signage was provided to indicate how to access the AGM.

· A presenter from a domiciliary care unit who presented information at a December 3 forum, on overhead with 12 point font, which he had to be asked to read to enable people with vision impairment/blind to understand what was being presented.

· A leading advocacy agency held a Strategic planning session at which the Executive Officer presented information via overhead projector on to, what can only be described as a crunched-up piece of butchers paper stuck onto the wall using 12 to 14 point font. No thought about Hearing loop, microphone or an accessible setting for people who may need assistance with writing. No accessible toilets that meets requirements of current Australian Standards.  A refusal during the session to discuss the issue of a lack of staff with significant disabilities.  No personal attendants available.

· A national forum by and for people with a disability at an Adelaide hotel, where toilet facilities are still inadequate and the temporary ramp in the downstairs bar is still there after 20 years!

· State based consumer organisation that has its office and meetings in a building that does not have an accessible toilet. 

· Service provider moves into a building , specifically fitted-out for people with a disability, which does not have a toilet complying with Australian Standards.
· Major service provider that holds fund raising events in venues that are inaccessible.
These are just eight situations that come to mind over the past 12 months, experienced by one couple…there are probably more! Have we put in formal complaints with the various organizations?  Various attempts have been made, this article is in fact the way one service provider was prepared to deal with a complaint – having first cried “But it’s not my fault, you could have asked for the door to be opened!” ( Yeah, right! In the middle of the meeting! That wouldn’t draw attention and impact on dignity?)

Equitable Access isn’t a hard concept to grasp!  It is about providing entrance through a front door, where anyone else can enter; it is about signage to inform and direct all users to accessible entrances and events; it is about presenting information in formats that can be understood by all; having basic facilities like toilets upgraded to enable everyone the dignity and respect they have a right to expect in organizations they are members of; ensuring people are able to hear what is being said; ensuring that premises that functions and fundraisers are held at/in are accessible!  Having personal attendants available to enable people to participate equitably in the activities of the event is simple and not overly expensive.

 It is not about making compromises because you think your members won’t complain or are too strung out to follow through on things they are not happy about!

All of the agencies mentioned above are accountable to either the state or commonwealth Disability Services Act, are all vicariously liable under the DDA for the actions of their workers and volunteers, have membership by people with a disability and, the majority have as part of their role advocacy for the needs and rights of people living with a disability as well as providing examples of ‘good practice’ to other mainstream organizations and the community as a whole.

These issues are not being addressed by organizations in the disability sector.  As members, consumers and/or associates the onus is on us to make complaints, which we all know is an extremely time consuming, costly and tiresome activity with no guarantees of improved outcomes, apology or satisfaction.  Agencies and their staff are overly defensive and rarely use complaints as a framework for improving performance or enhancing service models.

This article is a genuine attempt to get some responses from agency management, staff and membership about what we each expect and perhaps even an apology from those agencies that know they have done the wrong thing in the past and will make a commitment to devise strategies to ensure a better performance in the future.

As consultants in the area of access it is embarrassing and shameful that we have to look outside the disability sector of examples of good practise!  If the disability sector can’t or won’t get it right for their customers and constituents how can expect the community and private organizations eliminate their discriminatory environments, practices and policies.

Lift your game – because you expect others to!
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