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Summary
The policy objective seeks to ensure that government funded programs and schemes provide adequate and relevant services and supports for people with disability including people who are blind or have low vision. Self-directed funding is one particular funding model that seeks to put people with disability at the centre of decision making about the services and supports they want, and this policy speaks specifically to that type of funding model. 
People who are blind or have low vision access a range of services and supports, from skills training for independent living in the home and community, braille literacy and use of adaptive technologies, peer support and recreation, education and employment, and emotional support. Given the importance of access to government funded services and supports and the increasing shift towards self-directed funding models, Vision Australia asserts that program design should carefully address eligibility and assessment, personalised service plans, information and advice, quality standards, administration and consider ongoing program based funding where appropriate.
If you would like this policy in an alternative format or wish to discuss it with Vision Australia’s Policy Team, please contact us:
Vision Australia

Public Affairs

Tel:1300 84 74 66 (local call within Australia)

(+61 2) 9334 3333 (outside Australia)

Email:
advocacy@visionaustralia.org

Website: www.visionaustralia.org
Purpose

The purpose of this policy statement is:

1. To set out Vision Australia’s position on self-directed funding as a particular model for the provision of government funded community services to people who are blind or have low vision;
2. To set out what Vision Australia considers are the imperatives for government in ensuring fair and equitable access and service provision for people who are blind or have low vision under self-directed funding schemes; and
3. To set out what Vision Australia will do to ensure that this policy is taken into account by government, administering bodies and community leaders responsible for the provision and development of self-directed funding schemes.

Policy Context

In Australia, there are many funding models used to allocate resources for publically funded services and supports, and many more terms used to describe these models. 
Block funding and program centred funding are terms used to describe traditional funding models where funding is allocated directly to service providers or program operators to implement a particular problem response. Under these funding regimes, the decision making power resides with government, bureaucracy and service providers. Service recipients in these examples most often have little input into what, where or how services are provided, and have limited power in determining the landscape of service provision around them.
Case based funding, individualised funding, self-determination, personal budgets, direct payments, person-centred funding, and cash for care are all terms used to describe funding models that put the consumer at the centre of decision making. While there are differences between these models, what is common across them, is that funds are allocated to a specific person and only transferred to the service provider when that person accesses eligible services and supports. 
‘Self-directed support’ is a term used in Australia and internationally and in particular is the term preferred by the Productivity Commission in their 2011 reports into disability and aged care reforms. Self-directed support or self-directed funding provides a useful language and communication medium to describe the shift in thinking from the traditional top down approach. It describes the principal director of funding and support as the consumer, contrasting against other models that centre on a relationship between bureaucracy and service providers. For this reason, this policy will use the term “self-directed funding” to mean any publically funded public program or scheme that has consumers directing government funds towards the community services they choose to access.
People who are blind or have low vision have a range of support needs which enhance their access to the community and life goals. These range from skills development in areas of personal and home care, orientation and mobility, adaptive technology, braille literacy and early childhood development. Other support themes include information access and alternative format production, employment and job readiness, peer and emotional support, recreation and sport, and high and low tech equipment solutions for everyday tasks. 
As the largest national provider of blindness and low vision services, we know that a range of factors combine to determine the nature, frequency and intensity of service access for people who are blind or have low vision. Thus, there is no one size fits all profile for our client group. This can be demonstrated by the following examples: 

· An individual who has suddenly lost their vision may require intense training and emotional support for a number of months across the spectrum of service themes; 

· An individual with a degenerative eye condition may choose to progressively tap into skills development in one or two areas in anticipation of further sight loss; 
· An individual with stable low vision may seek skills training in occupational therapy as they purchase new appliances for the home or new products come onto the market; and;
· An individual who hasn’t accessed services for some time may require orientation and mobility when moving house or starting a new job.  
Placing people with disability at the centre of decision making to achieve their goals, progresses the rights and freedoms promoted in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which makes self-directed funding models an attractive option to people with disability. However, whilst providing the freedom for individuals to choose the type, time, place and purpose of service and support, self-directed funding schemes must be designed, developed and administered carefully in order to achieve their principal value and meet the needs of those they are intended to serve. 
This policy sets out the considerations that must be followed in order for self-directed funding to work effectively for people who are blind or have low vision. It is not specific to a particular demographic or a specific scheme but should be interpreted to apply equally to any self-directed funding scheme designed to provide funding to people with disability.
Policy Details
In principle 
1. Vision Australia supports the intent of self-directed funding as a funding and support model that respects the dignity and worth of people who are blind or have low vision and people with disability more generally. We support the human rights basis underpinning this funding model with its fundamental emphasis on individual choice and self-determination.
2. Vision Australia asserts that there should be no reduction in access to taxpayer funded services and supports for people who are blind or have low vision resulting from any transition from other funding and support models to self-directed funding. 

Eligibility and assessment
3. Eligibility criteria for self-directed funding must prioritise functional need and personal goals ahead of a simplified categorisation of severity based on medical diagnosis.
4. At a minimum, the medical benchmark for access to self-directed funding for people with visual sensory impairment should not be less than the World Health Organisation designation of low vision, which is 6/18 on the Snellen Scale, with final determination based upon functional need and personal goals.

5. Persons who are recipients of the Disability Support Pension (Blind) and Aged Pension (Blind) and have an applicable presenting need under a particular self-directed funding scheme should be automatically eligible for funding.
6. Levels of funding for services and supports covered by self-directed funding must consider the nature, frequency and intensity of an individual’s functional need, and be sufficient to meet an appropriate standard benchmark of support, without the requirement for user co-contribution.

Personalised service plans
7. Self-directed funding schemes must be underpinned by personalised service plans which determine program goals, specific service and support elements and appropriate levels of funding tailored to individual recipients, and should cover all reasonable service and support elements identified as necessary to achieve the stated goals.
Information and advice
8. Applicants and those already assessed as eligible for self-directed funded support must have the opportunity to seek independent information and advice from expert organisations and their peers. Applicants must also have the right to have such advice considered by the administering body in their assessment for access to funding and in the development of their personal service plan.
Quality standards
9. Self-directed funding schemes must be underpinned by a quality framework that ensures consistency and a high level of quality care and support for consumers who are blind or have low vision. Such a framework must be informed by human rights principles, contain nationally consistent standards, clear accreditation mechanisms, sound compliance and monitoring systems, and information readily available to consumers to inform them of minimum quality expectations. 

Administration

10. Administrative processes underpinning self-directed funding must provide flexibility to enable easy adjustment of personal service plans, and empower persons previously deemed as eligible for funded support to seamlessly move in and out of the scheme as their needs require.

11. Commonwealth and state and territory based schemes alike must be developed or undergo reform, to ensure that assessment and eligibility is comparable across jurisdictions, and to establish benchmarks that enable recipients to move across similar schemes without the need for re-assessment of an individual’s medical condition.

12. Personal service plans must provide recipients with the ability to purchase brokerage services, to assist with service access and the administration of their support package.
13. Any and all information related to self-directed funding schemes must be made available to the public in useable formats accessible to people who are blind or have low vision such as braille, large print, audio, electronic text format, and websites that are WCAG 2.0 AA compliant. This includes forms, assessment reports, information portals and other electronic sources.
Program funding

14. As there are a range of services that cannot reasonably be applied to an individual’s support package, such as library services for people with print disability or adaptive technology help desk support, provisions must be made to support programs that cater for broad geographic reach, are a generic service offering and are intended to be readily accessed on a daily basis should the need arise. Program funding should therefore be set aside within self-directed funding models or allocated as subsidiary funding through other funding streams, to fund these programs directly and ensure these services are available on demand.
What we want government to do

The Australian and state and territory governments administering current self-directed funding schemes and developing future schemes should consider this policy by:

1. Ensuring that during program reviews and each developmental phase of new schemes, people who are blind or have low vision, consumer groups and organisations which provide services and support, are directly consulted and have the opportunity to review and have input to the design and drafting process. This includes assessment and eligibility, eligible services and support, administration and governance.

2. Ensuring that people with disability, including people who are blind or have low vision, are directly represented in governance and/or formal advisory structures.
3. Ensuring that eligibility criteria and assessment processes equitably empower the cohort of persons to which the self-directed scheme has been designed to support. This means that all persons with similar presenting needs with comparable personal goals but differing medical diagnosis of severity, are not differentiated (and potentially disadvantaged) in their eligibility to access the scheme.

4. Ensuring that resource allocations are secure across budget cycles, and are sufficient to cover the intent of the scheme.

5. Ensuring that independent and robust grievance and appeals mechanisms are in place to empower consumers with the ability to challenge decisions and clarify procedure.
What Vision Australia will do to implement and promote this policy

Access to quality and readily available services and supports are critical to ensuring that people who are blind or have low vision are empowered to participate in any aspect of life they choose. To this end, Vision Australia in seeking implementation and in the promotion of this policy will:
1. Work with governments and bureaucracies to promote this policy within specific schemes directly related to Vision Australia’s service provision.
2. Lobby governments, parliamentarians and other community leaders in the design, development, administration and review of self-directed funding schemes.
3. Work with clients, staff, sector partners and our supporters and gain public awareness and support for this policy through media opportunities and public engagements.

4. Actively engage clients through service provision, our client consultative committees, open client forums and public feedback mechanisms, to ensure that Vision Australia provides a service offering that is responsive to the needs of people who are blind or have low vision.
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 two years. 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. It has been formed 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

The Australian Bureau of Statistics estimates that there are approximately 300,000 people in Australia who are blind, deafblind or have low vision. Vision loss is, by and large, a disability that is age-related, and the ageing of the population is thus a primary factor in a likely long term 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.
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