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Policy summary

People who are legally blind and who use a mobility aid, such as a white cane or dog guide, often need some assistance from the driver of a motor vehicle in which they are a passenger to find their way from the vehicle to their destination. This is especially necessary if there are no specific wayfinding cues, such as braille signage and tactile ground surface indicators. Having access to mobility parking schemes enables a vehicle in which a person who is blind and uses a mobility aid is a passenger to park in an accessible parking space and make use of other parking concessions. This allows drivers and passengers to provide assistance to a person who is blind and has a mobility aid to safely leave and enter the vehicle due to the proximity of accessible parking spaces to pedestrian exits and building entrances. Various state-based and local government mobility parking schemes operate throughout Australia, but vary in terms of their eligibility criteria. Some jurisdictions define eligibility in terms of the functional capacity to walk, with only NSW and the ACT specifically including blindness as an eligibility criterion. Given the significant benefits that mobility parking schemes offer to people who are blind and use a mobility aid, the Australian Government must work proactively with the States and Territories to implement consistent eligibility criteria.
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Purpose

The purpose of this policy statement is:

1. to set out Vision Australia’s public position on the applicability of mobility parking schemes and permits to people who are blind and who use a mobility aid;

2. to set out what Vision Australia will do to increase awareness of this policy  by Government and other bodies responsible for the development, implementation, and administration of mobility parking schemes.

Definition of Legal Blindness

Through this Policy, the terms “blind” and “legally blind” are used synonymously. A person assessed as being legally blind is eligible to receive a range of government services, including the Disability Support Pension (Blind).

For assessment purposes, the Social Security Act 1991 and the current Guide to Social Security Law Version 2.201 provide the following definition for legal blindness:
“A person is assessed as blind if they meet the following criteria:

· corrected visual acuity on the Snellen Scale must be less than 6/60 in both eyes, or 

· constriction to within 10 degrees or less of arc of central fixation in the better eye, irrespective of corrected visual acuity, or 

· a combination of visual defects resulting in the same degree of visual impairment as that occurring in the above points.” 

Policy Context

This policy is founded on principles that are set out in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). The UNCRPD is the most complete expression of the human rights enjoyed by persons with disability. Australia has signed and ratified the UNCRPD, and hence is bound by the obligations that it establishes.

Article 20 of the Convention asserts the right of people with disability to have freedom and independence of personal mobility. It begins:

“States Parties shall take effective measures to ensure personal mobility with the greatest possible independence for persons with disabilities, including by:

a. Facilitating the personal mobility of persons with disabilities in the manner and at the time of their choice, and at affordable cost;”
Motor vehicles are an essential means of independent and convenient mobility for participation in economic, social, cultural, and community life throughout the world. Although people who are blind cannot safely drive a motor vehicle independently, they are frequently passengers in motor vehicles driven by taxi drivers, colleagues, family or friends.


Blindness is a disability that, in and of itself, does not make it more difficult to be a passenger in a motor vehicle. People who are blind use a range of mobility aids such as dog guides, white canes, and various electronic devices, as well as personal travel skills, in order to travel throughout the community safely and with confidence.

However, there are practical consequences of blindness that often make the use of a motor vehicle in conjunction with standard parking arrangements more difficult and stressful, and less safe. Examples include:
· People who are blind may require orientation to their immediate surroundings, or assistance in finding a particular building, or locating the lifts or other specific part of a building. In many city areas, drivers may be unable to park or leave their vehicle to provide this assistance owing to the prevalence of “no stopping” and “no standing” zones.
· People using dog guides may find it difficult to open the passenger door wide enough to allow easy entry and exit when parked in a narrow parking space, especially if the dog is being used “on lead” rather than in harness.

· People who are blind often find it difficult, stressful or dangerous to cross busy carparks, even when accompanied by a sighted guide. The acoustics within car parks often make it difficult to judge the proximity of nearby cars and obscure other auditory cues that are used to facilitate navigation in other areas. 
These and other examples reflect a systemic and long-standing failure to take sufficient account of the needs of people who are blind in the design of the built environment. A lack of tactile and braille signage, directional indicators, and accessible maps can make it extremely difficult for people who are blind and who use a mobility aid to negotiate unfamiliar buildings and busy urban areas.

Being able to access the benefits of mobility parking schemes helps reduce the systemic barriers that people who are blind regularly face and allows greater independence, safety, amenity and convenience when using motor vehicles. Advantages include:
· Accessible parking spaces are usually located near lifts or other pedestrian exits to car parks, and are therefore more convenient for the driver or other passengers to provide assistance. They are also safer for dog guides, and make it easier for a person who is blind to find their way independently from the car park if they are using it on a regular basis.

· Drivers are able to park in certain zones that are usually not available (such as “no sanding” zones) and this makes it easier to provide assistance. Without access to these zones it can be almost impossible to find appropriate parking in busy urban areas.

· Being able to park in a metered parking space for a reduced charge or for extra time makes it easier for the driver or other passengers in the vehicle to provide assistance to a person who is blind and uses a mobility aid. This is especially true if the person with vision loss must find specific locations within a large building. For example, attending a medical appointment may involve finding the location of a specific doctor through a building directory, using the lift to go to the specific floor, locating the appointment room and then completing a patient information form.  All of the activities above would be impossible for a person who is blind without assistance.
Australian States and territories administer their own mobility parking schemes. People who have a permit issued as part of such a scheme are entitled to park in an accessible parking space and to a number of other parking concessions. For example, a permit holder may be allowed to park in a “no standing area” for 30 minutes and to park in an on-street metered parking space for a reduced charge or double time allocation.

Eligibility criteria for these mobility parking schemes vary from State to State, and in some cases, they also vary from shire to shire within a state. NSW and the ACT are the only two jurisdictions that specifically include blindness as a sufficient eligibility criterion. Following a consultation process in 2010, The Australian Government introduced an Australian Disability Parking scheme, which was intended to consolidate the various schemes that existed across Australia.
 

The Australian Disability Parking Permit (ADPP) established new eligibility criteria that emphasise functional limitations rather than specific disability. However, there is no specific reference to people who are blind, and it is unclear from the criteria whether a person who is blind and who uses a mobility aid would be eligible for a permit under the Scheme. The ambiguity of eligibility criteria under the ADPP has allowed different jurisdictions to continue applying their own criteria. Despite the legitimate claim of people who are blind and who use a mobility aid to access a scheme, their eligibility remains uncertain in many jurisdictions and overtly excluded in others.
Policy Details

1. People who are legally blind have a right to freedom and independence of mobility, as asserted in Article 20 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. All elements of society have a responsibility to proactively acknowledge the existence of widespread systemic barriers to independent mobility by working to remove them. 
2. In recognising the importance of mobility parking schemes to independent mobility, policy must provide certainty of access to the use of accessible parking spaces and other concessions by people who are blind and who use a mobility aid. This would allow drivers and other passengers to provide assistance more easily, increasing safety, and maximising overall amenity and convenience in the use of motor vehicles.
3. Nationally consistent eligibility criteria for mobility parking schemes must be set and administered across all jurisdictions, and must specifically include blindness.
4. In determining eligibility for mobility parking schemes, authorities must use methods of assessment that are fair, consistent and minimally intrusive. At a minimum, eligibility criteria must grant access to individuals who, because of their blindness, are ineligible to hold a driver’s licence and who require the use of a mobility aid, such as a white cane or dog guide, when moving around the community.
What government must do

The Australian Federal, State and Territory Governments, have a responsibility to implement this policy by:
1. ensuring that people who are blind are eligible to access the ADPP or other mobility parking schemes in any jurisdiction.
2. working together to establish a consistent approach to the application processes and eligibility criteria for the ADPP and other mobility parking schemes across all jurisdictions.

3. ensuring that people who are in receipt of a mobility parking permit in one jurisdiction are able to transfer to a corresponding scheme if they relocate to another jurisdiction.
What Vision Australia will do to implement and promote this policy
Vision Australia, will:

1. promote this policy statement through its website and consultative mechanisms.

2. work with Commonwealth, state and local government authorities responsible for mobility parking schemes to raise awareness of the important role that these schemes play in helping to meet the specific needs of people who are blind and use a mobility aid.
3. work collaboratively with other organisations to raise awareness of the barriers faced by people who are blind when accessing the built environment, and how the impact of these barriers can be reduced through the provision of access to mobility parking schemes.
How this policy has been developed

This policy has been developed by Vision Australia’s Public Affairs department. It reflects our direct and extensive involvement with clients, other state, national and international organisations, as well as governments and statutory bodies. It also draws on the direct experiential knowledge of staff, and research and consultation within the organisation and the broader community, including representatives of people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision.

Monitoring and Review

This policy will be reviewed every three years or as circumstances require. Feedback is welcome and will assist this review process.

About Vision Australia

Vision Australia is the largest provider of services to people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision in Australia. The organisation was formed in 2004 through the merger of several of Australia’s oldest, most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies. 

Our goal is that people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision will increasingly have the choice to participate fully in every aspect of life in the community. To help realise this goal, we are committed to providing high quality services to our clients and their families. We also work collaboratively with Government, business and the community to eliminate the barriers people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision face in accessing the community or in exercising their rights as Australian citizens.

Our Clients

Based on prevalence and census data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, Vision Australia estimates that there are approximately 333,000 people in Australia who are blind or have low vision that cannot be corrected. This number is predicted to increase to more than 564,000 by 2030. Vision loss is, by and large, a disability that is age-related, and the ageing of the population is thus a primary factor in this upward trend.  

People who are blind or have low vision are an important section of the community and their needs and perspectives must be taken into account by governments in the development of policy and by industry when designing and introducing new technology. 

People who are deafblind constitute an important segment of Vision Australia's client group, and we are committed to providing high quality services to them. People who are deafblind have the same rights and expectations as the rest of the community and their needs must be given the same degree of attention as other groups.

Policy ends.
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