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CONFIDENTIAL

26 November 2013
By email - submissions@ncoa.gov.au 
Commission of Audit and Vision Australia
Vision Australia welcomes the Australian Government Commission of Audit and is pleased to provide our views and examples where government can achieve savings, increase efficiency and effectiveness across programs, and provide much needed red tape reduction so we can maximise our spend on providing services to Australians who are blind or have low vision.
We would be pleased to provide further details on information and examples provided within this confidential submission.
There are four (4) key areas few request consideration by the Commission of Audit below:

1. Red tape and the charity sector – page 1
2. Modernise the blind post program – page 6
3. Website accessibility – page 8
4. ICT procurement – page 10
1. Red Tape and the charity sector
Red tape hurts the NFP sector. Relative costs for Vision Australia of reporting for government funding is greatly higher than for trusts, foundations and gifts.

A new model for government funding compliance that aligns with reporting on trusts, foundations and for major gifts is required. Most charities providing public services receive some government funding, but major funding comes through fundraising activities. It makes sense to bring these requirements together.

The cost to Vision Australia of managing government grants (1.3% of grant revenue) is currently nearly 3 times the cost of administering the revenue received from trusts, foundations and major gifts (0.5%). Red tape and administration of grant income significantly erodes the amount of resources we can apply to services. A simplification of the requirements would add considerable value to Vision Australia.

In the 2012 financial year, Vision Australia received $30.475M of grant funds from both state and federal governments.  This equates to 36.3% of Vision Australia’s total revenue for that period.

Our Independent Living Services receives the majority of the government funding and as each of the grants requires both a service acquittal and an annual audit, there is a significant amount of support cost that is required to comply with the condition of funding.  This is explained further below under point 1.

In addition to grant funding, during 2012 financial year Vision Australia generated $37.091M of income from bequests, fundraising and submissions to various individuals, trusts and foundations.  This represents 44.1% of the total 2012 financial year revenue.  Of this $37.091M income, major gifts and trusts / foundations was $7.369M and it is against the requirements for reporting against this category that we will identify the more onerous condition that government applies to funding versus private reporting.  This is detailed under point 2 below.
1.1
Government grants

Within Vision Australia, Independent Living Services receives funding from Federal and State Governments across Victoria, NSW, Queensland, Northern Territory and Tasmania.  This funding is received via the following channels:

	
	No. of Departments
	No. of Programs

	Federal:
	4
	14

	State:
	
	

	ACT
	1
	1

	NSW
	3
	5

	Queensland
	2
	5

	NT
	1
	1

	Victoria
	3
	4

	Tasmania
	1
	1

	Total
	15
	31


1.2 Service Reporting  

· Each of the 31 funded programs require a mix of quarterly, six monthly and/or annual service reporting which comprises of either data extracts or narrative reports.  

· Annually, a total of approximately 640 electronic data reports and 30 narrative reports are submitted to meet contractual requirements against government funded programs.  

1.3 Financial Reporting  

· Each of the 31 funded programs requires a mix of quarterly, six monthly and/or annual financial reporting.  

· Audits are conducted on each funding stream and annual financial acquittals are signed off by external auditors. 

· Each program requires the annual financial acquittals to be prepared on the Program specific acquittal documentation and signed off by the auditors.

· Nearly 50 financial acquittals and/or expenditure statements are submitted annually.

1.4 Quality Service Audits are also required for most of the 31 Programs  

· Timing of these audits can be a combination of annual, 18 monthly and/or three yearly.  

· Audits are predominantly conducted by external auditors with certification required against the relevant Service Standards

· Some of these audits are conducted over two weeks involving clients, volunteers and staff at the service sites being audited.

· In 2011 the Victorian Disability Services Audit was conducted over 10 business days and involved up to 80 clients, 60+ management and staff across 5 service centres.

· The Community Care Standards Audit in Victoria scheduled for 2013 will be conducted across all 11 service centres in Victoria and is expected to take in excess of 10 working days.

· On average a minimum of 3 to 4 Program Audits are undertaken by either Departmental or contracted auditors.
1.5
 Financial costs of government funding

Vision Australia has estimated that there are approximately 5 FTE employees engaged in managing the grant conditions.  These comprise of 2 FTE in service and acquittal management, 1 FTE in financial acquittal and 2 FTE managing the service only components of the program. This is estimated to cost approximately $350,000.

In addition, the external audit costs amount to $50,000 for those grants that require independent verification.

In terms of capital spend required to manage the impending person centric funding schemes that will replace block funding, Vision Australia will be required to invest in excess of $750,000 in financial management and client management systems to allow for the reporting required under the new regime.
While not an operational cost at the time of implementation, over the period of 5 years that these systems have as an estimated useful life the cost will be an additional $262,500 per year (including the incremental annual maintenance costs that are typically 15% of the cost).

To summarise, the estimated annual cost of existing funding is $400,000 per annum rising to $662,500 in an environment where both block and person centred funding is in place.

1.6
Trusts, foundations and major gifts

The information required by the relevant trust or foundation varies from organisation to organisation. In most cases the information requirements are simple and others more complex. 

Vision Australia completes in excess of 85 to 90 acquittal reports per annum, the majority of which are provided 12 months from the date of receiving funding. There is a large range of reporting requirements and in some cases the benefactor also requires a progress report which is usually 6 monthly.

The general information required includes:

· Description of the Project as submitted in the application

· The activities undertaken since receiving the grant

· Statement of expenditure

· Project outcomes and achievements

· Strengths and weaknesses of the project

· Where the funds from the grant were utilised 

· Outline any changes which were made to the Project as originally described

· Identifying the beneficiaries of the grant

· Evidence of the project being evaluated

· How the project be maintained once the initial funds are spent.
While Vision Australia provides an expenditure statement for each project, in the vast majority of cases this does not require either audit or sign off from the Vision Australia Finance team. We are not required to provide external audited financials for any of our acquittal reports.

On a small number of occasions Vision Australia has been asked to provide copies of tax invoices for capital expenditure items funded by a trust or foundation.

1.7 Financial cost of trusts, foundations and major gifts

There is significantly less resources required to acquit and report on funds received from trusts, foundations and for major gifts.

No gifts / donations require independent review or audit which saves a considerable sum from the costs of administrating these funds.  We estimate that approximately 0.5 FTE employee time is spent in reporting in this environment at a cost of $40,000.

1.8
Conclusion

Based on the relative amounts received, the financial cost of managing government grants (1.3% of grant revenue) is currently nearly 3 times the cost of administering the revenue received from trusts, foundations and major gifts (0.5%).

In absolute dollar terms, the cost of managing government grants is currently $400,000 (rising to $662,500 after capital expenditure) whilst the cost of administering trust, foundation and major gift income is $40,000.

The red tape and administration of grant income significantly erodes the amount of resources that can be applied to services and a simplification of the requirements would add considerable value to Vision Australia.

1.9
Relevance to the Commission of Audit 

We submit this issue is relevant to the Commission of Audit Terms of Reference items, in particular:
“Efficiency and effectiveness of government expenditure including:

…. potential improvements to productivity, service quality, and value for money across the public sector; and ……. anything that is reasonably necessary or desirable to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of government generally.”
2. Modernise the Blind Post program
Government’s responsibility to provide practical solutions to problems that would otherwise find sections of the community excluded, extends to access to information for people who are blind or have low vision with the Blind Post program.
An appropriation administered by departments of social services for the past 100 years, the Blind Post program supports mail delivery by Australia Post of bulky items, like Braille and compact discs, between people who are blind and organisations who produce information in alternate formats. Due to ongoing structural barriers in access to printed material, people who are blind or have low vision continue to require specialist information and library services that provide content in alternative formats, such as braille, audio and large print, and will do so for the foreseeable future. 

However access to information in the twenty-first century is a different proposition to that at the turn of the nineteenth, with the advent of the digital age and the digitisation of information and delivery of content via cyber space. The old and continuing needs of people who have a print disability can now in part be met by new and innovative twenty-first century solutions. 

2.1
The move from hard copy to digital
Consumers of Vision Australia’s National Information and Library Service are the majority beneficiaries of the ‘Blind Post’ program, due to our national reach and number of consumers with 19,000 members and growing. We seek to engage opportunities of this emerging digital age through the implementation of a modern ‘Blind post’ program that continues to support the unique information needs of the community of people who are blind or have low vision in a new way.
‘E-bulk’ is a term we use that refers to the large amounts of electronic data required to provide a person who is blind or has low vision with the information they need. Instead of print materials being converted and distributed via post in other forms of hard copy accessible materials, such as Braille and audio CD, the future in which we are moving is to distribution of digital content through downloadable or online streaming of content. While Braille will always continue to be necessary, as it is a key literacy and information tool for people who are blind or have low vision, the production and dissemination of electronic files provides clear individual and community benefits.  

2.2
Vision Australia’s innovation is driving down the cost of the Blind Post program
Australia Post estimates our business activity is responsible for 80% of the program’s cost. Vision Australia’s direct investment in innovation has already driven the cost of this appropriation down from $8 million in 2003 to $1.3 million in 2013. With our reach and scope, how we respond to new technological opportunities, directly corresponds to efficiencies, productivity and savings for the Commonwealth. 
2.3
We can drive Blind Post program costs down further

Right now, we are considering our capacity for further innovation that by extension will further positively impact the bottom line of the existing Blind Post program and continue to capitalise on twenty-first century content delivery methods.
We have a plan to shift the highest consuming proportion of our clientele to an online digital access system which will not require distribution via post. However our capacity to innovate and to take the opportunity of new technologies and delivery via online downloadable content, is constrained by our ability to have government move with us in continuing to meet the needs of the print disabled community.
2.4
Conclusion

We are committed to working in a sustainable manner, and making the right investment. Innovation can reduce exposure for taxpayers. Support for innovation would further reduce exposure. We need the Commonwealth to work with us to both minimise expenditure for the Blind Post program, capitalise on new technological opportunities to deliver information more efficiently, and to help foster an online culture of accessing information and services among our consumer group which will have broader benefits in terms of community participation and engagement.
Cumulative saving to taxpayers over 10 years have accrued largely through our own investment amount to tens of millions of dollars. 
2.5
Relevance to the Commission of Audit 

We submit this issue is relevant to the Commission of Audit Terms of Reference items, in particular:
“Efficiency and effectiveness of government expenditure including potential improvements to productivity, service quality, and value for money across the public sector.”
3. Web Accessibility
Across the nation, there are 333,000 Australians who are blind or have low vision. Access to government services and information online can pose some difficulties, but these can be easily overcome with the right policy setting and commitment. 
3.1
Web Standards support accessibility for people with a disability

The previous Australian Government’s adoption and implementation of Web Content Accessibility Guidelines version 2.0 (WCAG 2.0 AA) developed by the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) and the Web Accessibility National Transition Strategy is helping to create a more accessible and usable web environment. Under the terms of the previous government the WANTS is due to run through to the end of 2014.

3.2
Accessibility first is good for business
As more Government and community services and information are delivered online, website and content accessibility is becoming increasingly important. WCAG 2.0 employs more citizen-centric tools to engage with the public, including a working commitment to accessibility. It is crucial to ensure that all government websites, current and into the future, maintain adherence to WCAG 2.0 AA compliance, therefore maximising usability and accessibility of information and services to more of the community without the need for costly retrofitting.
3.3
Digital accessibility improves business

Vision Australia’s Digital Access Team is recognised internationally as an industry leader in the provision of digital accessibility services, equally addressing the needs of all disability groups. Specialising in web accessibility consultancy, training and testing, our services are expertly designed to help our customers make their digital presence accessible to all.
Our advice and training is based on WCAG) version 2.0, formulated by the World Wide Web Consortium’s Web Accessibility Initiative (W3C WAI). A member of the W3C since 2002, Digital Access significantly contributed to the creation of WCAG 2.0.

As a social enterprise, the fee-based services provided by Digital Access directly support Vision Australia’s wider activities. Our unique position working within a disability organisation ensures that end-users’ real world requirements are foremost in all the services we deliver.

3.4
Conclusion

We support the move to bring more services and information online. We see the issue of accessibility as a critical element that needs to be built into the way government operates into the future, including through current and future guidelines.
Retrofitting costs more than getting it right from the start.

We recommend the Commission duly recognises the importance of continuing to require WCAG 2.0 AA compliance into operational policy and practice into the future. 

3.5
Relevance to the Commission of Audit
We submit this issue is relevant to the Commission of Audit Terms of Reference items, in particular:

“The Commission is asked to report on efficiencies and savings to improve the effectiveness of, and value-for-money from, all Commonwealth expenditure across the forward estimates and in the medium term, including: adoption of new technologies in service delivery and within government.”

4. Accessible public procurement of ICT systems

In Australia right now, people with disability are twice as likely to be unemployed as the general community, and Vision Australia estimates that 58 per cent of people who are blind or have low vision in the labour market, are unemployed and a third of those who are in paid employment, need more hours. In 2010, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) also placed Australia at number 21 of the 29 OECD countries in terms of its employment participation rates for people with disability.
The Australian Government is both a major employer in the Australian labour market and a major purchaser of Information Communications Technologies (ICT) systems.
4.1 Accessibility as part of procurement policy
In the US, Canada, the EU, Japan and elsewhere, governments have recognised the link between accessible equipment and ICT and employment of people with disability, and have implemented policies requiring the procurement of equipment that is accessible to people with disabilities.
Accessible public procurement policies play a central role in influencing the design of equipment that is used in the workplace and in creating greater employment opportunities in the public sector for people with disabilities.

4.2 Accessibility improves workforce participation by people with a disability

Accessible public procurement policies are an important and proactive way the Australian Government can improve the participation rates of people with disability in the public sector, maximise operational efficiency, drive productivity, enhance its service offering, and engage with the community and business. Given the purchasing power of the public service, these policies can help to drive down the cost of these technologies for the broader public and to open new markets across the board.
Again, retrofitting is costly, inefficient and undermines productivity. It also poses a significant attitudinal and structural impediment to a willing and able workplace culture conducive to the employment of people with disability. Addressing structural barriers up-front, is a cost effective and intelligent way of direct action to the persistent problem of unemployment within the disability community.
Implementing an accessible public procurement policy for the Australian Public Service does not spend money that is not already being spent – it just maximises the spend and reduces future exposure to costly retrofitting and helps to get people with disability into work.
4.4
Relevance to the Commission of Audit

We submit this issue is relevant to the Commission of Audit Terms of Reference items, in particular:

“The Commission is asked to report on efficiencies and savings to improve the effectiveness of, and value-for-money from, all Commonwealth expenditure across the forward estimates and in the medium term, including: adoption of new technologies in service delivery and within government.”

Thank you

Vision Australia greatly appreciates the opportunity to provide our confidential views and information on these matters and would be happy to provide further information on any aspect. We wish the Commission well in its important work and look forward with interest. 

For further information contact 

Brandon Ah Tong 
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