Summary of AFDO Concerns

Overall, the report recommends a number of good changes to the Draft Access to Premises Standard. It is also good that the Committee has made recommendations about issues which go beyond the law itself to the way the Standard should work in broader society. AFDO is very keen for the government to meet its commitment to make the draft Standard a law as soon as possible.

Unfortunately, some of the recommendations are not so good. Other things have been left as they are when there should have been recommendations for change. These include:

1. 80th percentile versus 90th percentile wheelchair dimensions

The draft Access to Premises Standard includes measurements for areas such as doorways, hallways and turning spaces which will meet the needs of 80% of wheelchair users. If the draft passes into law as it is, the 20% of wheelchair users with the largest chairs will be unable to access new buildings.

While the committee has referred this issue for further research and discussion at the first review of the Access to Premises Standard, AFDO maintains that a significant number of buildings will be constructed in the first five years, and this issue needs to be resolved immediately. A number of submissions to the government stated that other countries around the world use measurements which capture 90% of wheelchairs; this should be the benchmark for Australia.

2. Exemptions for small buildings still allows the lack of provision of lift and/or ramp access

AFDO commends the Committee for recommending that small buildings which are 1 – 3 storeys with a floor space of less than 200 metres squared should provide access to as many disability groups as possible. However, we remain concerned that these buildings will not have to provide lift or ramp access to upper floors as a matter of course, rather than having to prove that the cost would be too much. 

This is especially important for people with mobility disabilities living in rural and regional areas, where there are many small buildings with multiple storeys. Lack of access to these buildings often means lack of access to employment and critical services such as medical clinics.

3. Accessible toilet numbers are inadequate

At present, the draft allows for one accessible unisex toilet if there is one bank of toilets on a floor, and says that 50% of all banks of toilets in a building must have an accessible unisex toilet if there is more than one bank. In the 2004 draft, all banks of toilets were required to have one accessible toilet.

AFDO is concerned about this limit for a number of reasons, including:

· Not all tenants on one floor necessarily have access to the bank of toilets on each floor if there is only one bank;

· Some toilets may be designated for one type of people (staff versus general public toilets), forcing staff to use general toilets if there is no accessible toilet for staff;

· People with disability may have to travel long distances to reach the accessible toilet on a floor; and

· Large venues may not have enough accessible toilets to meet demand.

Although the Committee recognised these concerns, it has asked that they be reviewed as part of the first five year review of the Standard as a law. AFDO believes that this will place people with disability in an unacceptable position with regards to toilet access and asks that the ratio be returned to the 2004 draft requirement.

3. Accessible parking space numbers are inadequate

Accessible car parking is only required on accessible levels of a car park, or within accessible buildings. In these circumstances 2 – 3% of spaces are to be made accessible, which mirrors current laws. The Committee has recommended that the ratios should be examined as part of the first five year review of the Standard.  

There is evidence that the number of disabled parking spaces is far lower than the demand for them, and people with disability are often left to park in spaces which are unsafe or which do not allow them enough time to do what they need to.

AFDO is also concerned that in the meantime, the Federal government will introduce a new National Disability Parking Scheme which may mean more people are eligible to use disability parking permits. Although the consultations on the National Disability Parking Scheme will not look at the number of parking spaces, it is critical that the demand for parking spaces under the new scheme should be met as quickly as possible. If the scheme is implemented in two years and the Premises Standard is not reviewed for another three years after that time, there is the potential for people with disability to experience significant disadvantage in the interim. 

AFDO recommends that a higher ratio of disabled parking spaces – 10% of all spaces - be entered into the Standard before it becomes law.

4. Hearing loop receiver ratios are inadequate

Under the current Draft, hearing loop systems are required to be installed in many places. Some areas have been exempted, though, including general areas in nursing homes. This is concerning because the number of people who are deaf or hearing impaired increases dramatically as the population ages. 

When a hearing loop system which requires receivers is installed, the ratios of receivers to the number of people in the room are very small, generally between 2 and three per cent. AFDO believes that since one in every six Australians has some form of hearing impairment, the ratio should be at least ten per cent. This issue is critical to promoting and maintaining participation among people who are Deaf or hearing impaired; leaving it to a review in five years does not allow for maximum participation at minimal cost and perpetuates disadvantage.  

Wayfinding has been excluded from the Standard, and there has been no recommendation for further research or development.

While AFDO recognises that there has been limited research into wayfinding and it may prove difficult to codify, we believe it is inadequate to simply review the matter in five years. In the meantime, government should be held responsible for developing more comprehensive research, and that the matter of potential codification should be explored in-depth by Standards Australia.
Audio description and captioning have not been required in cinemas

Australia’s rates of audio description and captioning are lagging well behind other first world English speaking nations. It is arguable that to access a cinema fully, one needs to be able to read captions on-screen if they are Deaf or hearing impaired and to hear audio description of the movie if they are blind or vision impaired. AFDO is keen to see the government move to incorporate this issue into the Standard.

