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Policy Summary
Australia’s population is ageing. Our population growth has slowed in recent decades and we are living longer, leading to an increasing percentage of people aged 65 years and over. Blindness and low vision are predominantly age-related conditions and are commonly first experienced by seniors. However, older persons who are blind, deaf blind or have low vision (BLV) often lack access to the same resources as younger individuals, while experiencing high levels of social isolation and reduced independence in the home and community.
Policy responses to ageing must address the challenges faced by older persons who are BLV by acknowledging the importance of specialist vision rehabilitation services. However, two current policy initiatives for older Australians and persons with disability are in danger of creating a two tiered system of care that will fail to deliver equitable services to older people who are BLV.
Policy Details

1. Older people who are BLV have the right to express their social, civic and economic rights by participating in any aspects of community life that they choose.

2. Australians who experience vision loss later in life have the right to access the same vision rehabilitation services offered to younger persons who are BLV at an equitable cost. Provisions to this effect need to be made within the Living Longer, Living Better (LLLB) scheme before the full roll out of the NDIS in 2019.

3. These services must focus on maintaining the independence of older people who are BLV both in the home and the wider community and be available where and when needed.

4. BLV supports should be explored in conjunction with community-based aged care supports to ensure that older people who are BLV can remain independent in the community.
5. Accessible transport options and opportunities for recreation and peer support must be increased to offset the social isolation experienced by many older people who are blind or have low vision. These services are also important for reducing the symptoms of depression, which commonly result from experiencing social isolation.
6. Older people who are BLV have a right to receive information, including notices and Government documents, in their preferred format at the same time as sighted people.
Policy Context

This policy is founded on the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability, which emphasises persons with disabilities right to dignity, autonomy and equality irrespective of age. 

The United Nations Principles for Older Persons is also a relevant base for this policy, as it highlights older person’s rights to independence, participation, care, self-fulfilment and dignity. While this instrument recognises older people’s rights as a vulnerable group, it is non-binding, unlike a convention which binds all countries which enter into it.
The United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights makes only one specific reference to ageing in Article 25(1), which mentions the right to security in old age. The rights of older persons are also not expressly mentioned in the subsequent International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights or the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 
The absence of a specific convention on the rights of older persons makes the challenge of combating systemic ageism more difficult. This is problematic, given predictions that by 2060 one in four Australians will be aged 65 and over. Advances in medical technology and lifestyle changes over the past century have enabled many older Australian’s to remain relatively fit and healthy up until their final years of life, during which time the bulk of money for aged care services is spent. Recent estimates predict that by 2054-55, life expectancy at birth will rise to 95.1 years for men and 96.6 years for women.
 
Impact of blindness and low vision on older Australians

There are over 350,000 Australians who are BLV, of whom approximately 212,000 are aged 65 years and over. This high prevalence rate is due to an increased incidence of medical conditions, such as macular disease, diabetic retinopathy, glaucoma and cataract, with old age. 
While a common experience, the incidence of vision loss in later life has been associated with a number of negative consequences.
Many older people wish to remain in their own homes for as long as possible. However, vision loss in later life often results in a reduced capacity to undertake activities associated with daily living, including household cleaning, personal care, gardening and grocery shopping. Without access to blindness and low vision supports that increase an individual’s independence, many older people who are BLV become reliant on home care services or enter into residential care earlier than necessary. This increased dependence on aged care support results in higher economic costs that could be mediated through specialist BLV supports that enable older people who are BLV to maintain their independence.

Access to specialist BLV supports could also reduce the incidence of falls in older people who are BLV, who are almost twice as likely to experience multiple falls when compared to fully sighted people.
 Falls increase the chance that an older person who is BLV will be admitted to a hospital or nursing home, be further disabled, or die prematurely. 
Many older Australians who are BLV are also socially isolated within their communities. The number of available social resources, such as family members and friends, lessens with age and many older people who are BLV find themselves living alone. Obtaining information is also often more difficult including the ability to watch television read books and other printed material.  Older people who are BLV find it difficult to access assistive computer technology, as the equipment is often prohibitively expensive and there is limited funding available. Without access to assistive technology, braille skills training or large print documents, older people who are BLV often find it difficult to access library services, bills and Government documents.
A reduction in vision often leads many older people who are BLV to lose their driver’s license. This can dramatically increase their dependence on family members and social isolation from the wider community, as access to public transport is sometimes limited, particularly in regional and rural areas. 
Some older people who are BLV may also have fears about their safety in public places, as many transport options and community venues are inaccessible and do not cater to their needs. Others may feel unwelcome or encounter negative responses about their capacity to contribute to community life
This combination of social isolation and loss of independence has been linked to higher levels of depression amongst older people who are BLV, especially amongst those who have experienced a recent or sudden loss of vision. However, the impact of vision loss on the overall well-being and independence of older people can be mediated through access to vision rehabilitation services, such as orientation and mobility, low vision clinics, adaptive technology training. Peer support and recreation programs are also important in reducing feelings of isolation and depression.

Policy responses to Ageing and Disability
The World Health Organization (WHO) has adopted the term ‘Active Ageing’ to frame ageing as a positive experience that must be accompanied by continuing opportunities for health, participation and security.
  The application of the term “active” denotes the continued participation of older persons in social, economic, cultural, spiritual and civic affairs and not merely the capacity to engage in physical activity. The ‘Active Ageing’ framework has been adopted by the Australian government to frame ageing as a positive experience with continued opportunities for health, participation and security. 
However, policy responses to ageing typically characterise older Australians as an economic risk and attribute their social legitimacy to continued work-like activities. This notion is highlighted in the 2015 intergenerational report, which emphasises the need to support older workers to stay in the workforce beyond retirement age to cover their aged care costs into the future.

Older people who are BLV are also not often regarded as being "disabled" in the same manner as younger adults with similar impairments. This is evident through the restricted opportunities for recreation, rehabilitation and skills training offered to older people who are BLV under existing Government policy programs.
Two new pieces of legislation will revolutionise the way in which persons with disability and older Australians access support services. People who are BLV will be separated into either the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) or the Living Longer. Living Better’ (LLLB) aged care system depending on whether they acquire their disability before or after the age of 65. People who have pre-existing vision loss and are aged over the age of 65 years when the NDIS is fully implemented across Australia in 2019 will not have the option to enter the NDIS.  
The NDIS will offer people with disability who are aged less than 65 years the freedom to choose the supports they need through consumer-directed care options that match necessary supports to an individual’s goals and aspirations. Once entering the NDIS, participants will be covered by the scheme for life or until they require residential aged care services.
The ‘Living Longer Living Better’ (LLLB) aged care reforms will also provide consumer-directed care options and deliver more community supports to assist older people to live in their own homes for longer. However, unlike the NDIS, LLLB applicants may be waitlisted, as there are only a fixed number of aged care packages available at any one time. Furthermore, many specialist disability supports will not be funded by the aged care system, while those supports that are covered will attract a co-payment based on an individual’s capacity to pay. This will disadvantage people who experience vision loss over the age of 65 when compared to younger individuals with a vision impairment.
Another key concern associated with the LLLB aged care reforms is the accessibility of the application processes through the My Aged Care Gateway, an online application portal. This will further disadvantage older people who are BLV, as many are not computer literate or do not have access to a computer or internet connection. While an accompanying telephone service will assist older people who are BLV to access services, this may limit their ability to exercise choice and control when compared with direct face-to-face communication.
What Government must do
The Australian Government and State and Territory Governments have a responsibility to implement this policy by:
1. Developing a comprehensive and equitable support agenda for older people who are BLV, which recognises that vision loss is an age-related condition that can be managed through access to specialist vision services, including recreational and library services.
2. Developing a seamless interface between the aged care and disability sectors that provides continuity in the disability supports that are available to people who are BLV across the life course. This must include special provisions for people who lost their vision before the age of 65 years, but will be aged over 65 years once the NDIS is fully implemented in 2019.
3. Funding specialist disability supports for older people who are BLV through similar taxation arrangements made for the NDIS through the Medicare levy. This funding could be repaid over time through a decreased reliance on aged care services by older persons who are BLV. 
4. Providing adequate funding for assistive technology and training for older persons who are BLV to increase their access to and proficiency with online communication methods.
5. Providing funding to train individual carers and staff in residential care facilities to support older persons who are BLV increase their independence and mobility.
6. Making regular face-to-face community information sessions available to older people who are BLV on how to apply for aged care services through the My Aged Care gateway.  
7. Ensuring that application processes through the My Aged Care gateway and any associated written and online resources are made available in formats and languages that cater to older persons who are BLV.
8. Ensuring that subsidised, safe and reliable transport options are made available to older persons who are BLV, particularly for those living in remote and regional areas.

9. Funding Employment Services for older people who may choose to work after the retirement age of 65 years.
10. Making audio description available on Australian Free-to-Air and Pay TV television, as it helps to alleviate the social isolation commonly experienced by older people who are BLV.
11. Ratifying the Marrakesh treaty as a matter of urgency, as this will give seniors who are blind or have low vision easier access to reading material in accessible formats.
What Vision Australia will do to implement and promote this policy 

Maximising opportunities and choice for older people who are BLV is integral to ensuring their increased participation in all aspects of life. Vision Australia will, therefore:
1. Provide a wide range of high quality and person centred services to our client group, including assistive technology training, low vision services, orientation and mobility training, braille training, and Seeing Eye Dogs
2. Offer equitable services to both younger and older clients, including Employment Services for older people who are BLV who may choose to work after 65 years.
3. Work collaboratively with Blind Citizens Australia and other agencies that advance the concerns of older people who are BLV, such as the National Aged Care Alliance (NACA) and the Council on the Ageing (COTA).

4. Provide advocacy services to older people who are BLV and develop and promote resources that increase their self-advocacy skills.
5. Provide Quality Living Groups and other peer support and recreational programs in a variety of formats, including face-to-face and via telephone.
6. Assess an older client’s capacity to contribute to the cost of the specialist vision support services they require through a co-contribution and put protections in place for those with a reduced means to pay. We will work with each client to find an appropriate solution.
7. Develop stronger relationships with allied health and aged care providers to promote Vision Australia’s services and increase referrals.
8. Promote Vision Australia services through the My Aged Care gateway.

9. Regularly update older clients on Vision Australia’s services and issues concerning them in a variety of formats and languages, giving preference to face-to-face communication.
10. Assist older people who are BLV to navigate the My Aged Care gateway to access the supports they need to live the life they choose.
11. Progress the views of this policy within government and all major political parties at the Federal, State, Territory and local levels to initiate policy reform on the issues facing our older clients in accessing the services and opportunities they require.
12. Consult with our clients, staff and sector partners on the access  issues facing our older client group, and

13. Promote this policy on the Vision Australia website so that it can be accessed by clients and referenced by other stakeholders.

Further information

If you would like this policy in an alternative format or wish to discuss it with Vision Australia’s Government Relations and Policy team, please contact us:

Vision Australia

Government Relations and Policy Team

Tel:

1300 84 74 66 (within Australia)

(+61 2) 9334 3333 (outside Australia)

Email:

government.relations@visionaustralia.org
Website:
www.visionaustralia.org
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