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1. Background and focus of our submission

The NSW Ageing and Disability Commission (ADC) was established on 1 July 2019 with the
objectives of protecting older people and adults with disability from abuse, neglect and
exploitation, and protecting and promoting their rights. Our role includes:

e responding to allegations of abuse, neglect and exploitation of adults with disability
(18 years and over) and older people (65 years and over or, if Aboriginal and/or Torres
Strait Islander, 50 years and over), including by providing advice, making referrals
and conducting investigations

o following an investigation, taking further action that is necessary to protect the adult
from abuse, neglect and exploitation

e raising awareness and educating the public about matters relating to the abuse,
neglect and exploitation of adults with disability and older people

e inquiring into and reporting on systemic issues relating to the protection and
promotion of the rights, or the abuse, neglect and exploitation, of adults with
disability and older people

¢ meeting other obligations as outlined in the Ageing and Disability Commissioner Act
2019 (the ADC Act).

The ADC also coordinates the NSW Official Community Visitor (OCV) scheme. OCVs are
independent Ministerial appointees who visit accommodation services where an adult with
disability, older person or child is in the full-time care of a service provider, and assisted
boarding houses.

Given the roles and functions of the ADC, our brief submission is primarily focused on
ensuring that:

e proactive steps are taken to consider and address the needs of people with
disability, older people and carers, including to overcome known access barriers

e the NSW Digital Inclusion Strategy takes into account and includes people with
disability and older people who live on the margins or live in residential care

e adequate consideration is given to safeguards to reduce the risk of abuse associated
with digital technologies and online services.

More information on the ADC, including data on reports about abuse, neglect and
exploitation of adults with disability and older people, can be found on our website:
www.ageingdisabilitycommission.nsw.gov.au.

2. Ensuring the inclusion of people with disability and older people

The ADC supports the proposed pillars of the Digital Inclusion Strategy as identified in the
NSW Digital Inclusion Strategy Discussion Paper. The five areas cover many of the critical
issues for people with disability, older people and carers in relation to digital access and
participation and appear to appropriately seek to maximise inclusion without inflating risks.

We welcome the recognition in the discussion paper of the inequities and digital exclusion
experienced by people with disability and older people, which are often magnified for those
with intersectional challenges, including those living in rural and remote areas, in Aboriginal
and multicultural communities, and in socioeconomic disadvantage.

The following information provides an overview of some of the key areas we believe need to
be proactively considered in the development of the Digital Inclusion Strategy to enable the
inclusion of people with disability, older people and carers in NSW.
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2.1 There must be specific approaches for people with disability and older people

In our experience, if people with disability and older people are not specifically included in a
strategy or initiatives, they are effectively excluded. It has been repeatedly demonstrated
that it is insufficient to have a strategy that is solely focused on meeting the needs of the
general population - for people with disability and older people to benefit, there must be
targeted and specific approaches to meet their needs and address barriers preventing their
access.

There are known barriers to the digital access and participation of people with disability and
older people, some of which are appropriately identified in the discussion paper. Among
other things, key barriers include:

o Disability accessibility - such as websites not meeting accessibility standards; using
videos without captions; using pictures and diagrams that are not audio-described;
not providing Easy Read information. For some people with disability and older
people, there can also be physical challenges holding and manipulating digital
devices. A lack of disability accessibility on digital technology often means that the
affected individuals have to rely on third parties to assist them (which increases the
risk of financial and other abuse), or they miss out.

e Digital knowledge and capability - while some older people are familiar with and
skilled at using digital technology, there remains a considerable proportion of the
older generations that have poor digital literacy and/or low levels of confidence in
independently learning and using this technology. Some people with disability have
also not had adequate opportunities to develop and build digital knowledge and
skills, including those in residential care.

e Cost - the costs associated with digital devices and access to the internet are a
significant barrier for many people with disability and older people, particularly
those reliant on the Disability Support Pension or Age Pension.

e Abuse - arange of people with disability and older people hold reasonable and
justified fears in relation to digital technology and environments that directly affect
their access and participation, including fear of scams and digital abuse. In the ADC’s
experience, many adults with disability and older people also experience very real
barriers to accessing digital technology in the context of domestic and family
violence - including where their access is prevented or cut off by a spouse or family
member as part of ongoing coercive control.

It is also vital that concerted efforts are made to ensure inclusion of all people with
disability and older people in NSW, including those who are typically overlooked. In
particular, our work has highlighted the importance of giving specific consideration to the
needs of people with disability and older people who are not connected to services, and
people living in residential care.

In relation to the latter, OCVs regularly identify issues relating to access to the internet and
digital and assistive technology in their visits to people with disability living in residential
care in NSW. Among other things, this has included concerns about individuals not having
adequate access due to cost, poor connectivity, the decisions of providers or families,
and/or a lack of action by providers or other supporters to address the issues. Many people
in residential care are heavily reliant on third parties, typically paid staff, to facilitate and
support their digital access and participation - the third parties are the gatekeepers and
can present a major barrier to people with disability and older people having fair and
equitable digital access and participation.
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2.2 Co-designis critical

The ADC supports a co-design approach to the Digital Inclusion Strategy, including
throughout planning, design and implementation, to ensure a genuinely inclusive approach
that will meet the needs of people with disability, older people and carers. Among other
things, it is vital that actions to address digital accessibility are guided, tested and
evaluated by people with disability.

2.3 Digital inclusion should not come at the expense of social inclusion

While digital inclusion is important, it should not come at the expense of broader access,
participation and inclusion. It is critical that people with disability and older people have
choices - including how they access information, advice and services - and that digital
access is not the only option.

Non-digital options (including physical, in-person, cash-based) will continue to be important,
including for transactions and contact with government agencies and services. Aside from
the benefits associated with community contact and participation, we note that:

e there are services that continue to present a barrier to some people with disability
and older people - such as forms of cashless payment services that are inaccessible
to some people who are vision impaired

e there are arange of digital services, such as tele-health, that provide an important
adjunct to, rather than replacement for, in-person services

e in-person services often provide a critical safeguard for older people and people with
disability, with greater capacity to know the person and their usual presentation and
functioning, greater ability to safely speak with the person alone, and greater
opportunity to discuss and implement safeguarding options.

These in-person contact points are also important for informing and educating people on
how to use digital services.

2.4 The Digital Inclusion Strategy needs to be connected to other plans and strategies

It is important that the NSW Digital Inclusion Strategy is informed by and connected to
relevant Commonwealth and NSW plans. For example, ensuring inclusive, accessible and
well-designed communities is at the forefront of both Australia’s Disability Strategy and the
NSW Seniors Strategy and their related action plans.

In addition to the existing strategies, plans and initiatives, it is imperative that any barriers
to progress with the related actions are adequately considered to help inform the Digital
Inclusion Strategy. For example, the Tech Savvy Seniors initiative appears to rely on the
older person already having their own digital device, which presents a barrier to those who
would need assistance to access a device.

The Strategy also needs to be informed by consideration of relevant initiatives and
programs implemented in other jurisdictions. For example, the WA Digital Inclusion Project
involved a partnership with organisations to train staff through a ‘train the trainer’ model to
give practical instruction to older clients and people with disability to use online resources
like their MyGov accounts, banking, and Centrelink'. Additionally, both Victoria and Western
Australia have programs for repurposing decommissioned and refurbished government
digital devices as a means of helping low-income people afford the equipment and maintain
digital access. In Victoria, the Learn Local Refurbished Laptop Program provides refurbished

' Factsheet, Initiative 1, WA Digital Inclusion Project: https://digitalinclusionwa.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2023/05/Initiative-1-FINAL-5-May-2023.pdf
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laptops for pre-accredited training through Learn Local organisations?. In WA, government
agencies are enlisted to repurpose used technology through partnerships with charitable
organisations that target digitally disadvantaged people throughout the community?3.

2.5 The Digital Inclusion Strategy should be informed by the learnings from the
pandemic and natural disasters

There are valuable learnings from the recent COVID-19 pandemic and natural disasters that
should be taken into account in developing the NSW Digital Inclusion Strategy. While the
pandemic demonstrated the value of key digital developments, such as tele-health, it also
highlighted the digital inequities that exist, particularly for disadvantaged populations, and
reinforced the vital importance of in-person social and community connections.

A range of papers and inquiries relating to learnings from the pandemic* have highlighted
the importance of clear, accessible, trustworthy and timely information, particularly for
people at greater risk, including people with disability and older people. Similarly, learnings
from natural disasters, including floods and bushfires, have emphasised the need to
strengthen communication and provide timely access and a coordinated approach to
information and warnings. The Digital Inclusion Strategy should consider both the role of
digital communication and technology in addressing these matters, and the actions that
need to be taken in NSW to enable appropriate digital access to populations at risk,
including people with disability and older people.

2.6 Risks of abuse need to be mitigated

Access to digital technology and services can present significant benefits and
opportunities. However, it can also heighten the risk of financial abuse and exploitation,
particularly for communities that tend to be targeted, including older people, people with
disability, and Aboriginal communities. The risk comes both from bad actors perpetrating
scams and online abuse, and financial abuse by individuals the person trusts, such as family
members.

In relation to the latter, online banking is a common mechanism used in financial abuse and
exploitation of older people in reports to the ADC. In many cases handled by the ADC, online
banking has been set up for the older person by their adult child or grandchild. Often, this
has been done to assist the older person to make it easier for the family member(s) to
support the day-to-day needs of the older person. However, we frequently identify cases
where:

¢ the family member then uses the online banking details and password/code to
access the account for their own financial benefit, without the knowledge of the
older person

¢ afamily member has set up online banking for the older person without the older
person’s knowledge, using their personal details and account information.

The use of digital technology to perpetrate scams is increasingly common, and older people
and people with disability can be unfairly targeted. Among other things, this includes
relationship scams, and text message scams exploiting the trading names of government

2 Victorian Government Digital Inclusion Statement, Action 3: https://content.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-
10/13642-JIBE-Digital-Inclusion-Statement_V14_WEB.pdf

3 Digital Inclusion in WA Blueprint - Implementation Program, Digitally Inclusive - Affordability projects:
https://www.wa.gov.au/organisation/department-of-the-premier-and-cabinet/office-of-digital-
government/digital-inclusion-wa-blueprint-implementation-program

4 Including a paper by Carers NSW for the ADC’s Ageing and Disability Advisory Board in June 2023:
https://ageingdisabilitycommission.nsw.gov.au/documents/Impacts_of_COVID-
19_Background_Paper_June_2023.pdf
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agencies and commercial entities, such as Sydney Water, Australia Post, energy retailers,
toll companies and financial institutions.

The impact of financial and psychological abuse and exploitation on older people and adults
with disability is devastating and does not only affect those with significant financial
resources. It is important that the NSW Digital Inclusion Strategy is adequately informed by
consideration of the safeguards that need to be put in place to reduce and mitigate the
risks of abuse, particularly for communities that are at higher risk. In relation to scams using
the names of NSW Government agencies, there is a need to ensure that agencies have clear
and easy to understand information to alert and educate the public about the
circumstances in which they will ask for personal information and the circumstances in
which they will never seek personal information via digital platforms.
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