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To Minister Don McRae
Regarding: Increasing Accessibility for Those with Disabilities

VocalEye is a non-profit society and a Chapter of the Canadian Council of the Blind. Our mandate is making arts and culture more accessible to people of all ages with vision loss in BC. 

We are the first in Canada to provide live description services for people who are blind and partially sighted. We have described more than 65 theatre performances in Vancouver, Richmond, Surrey and Victoria since 2010. We are, by default, leaders in the emerging field of arts access in this country.
When we first approached theatre companies in Vancouver about offering described performances, they said: Blind people don’t come to the theatre. Luckily, the conversation didn’t stop there.

Attendance (including sighted companions) has increased as follows: 

· 78 in Season 1

· 179 in Season 2

· 248 in Season 3

Proof positive that people with disabilities will attend arts and culture events when they are made accessible for them – and they will bring their friends and family.
Descriptive services like VocalEye’s have been operating for almost thirty years in the US and UK. The major art galleries and museums in both London and New York offer sensory tours and descriptive tours on a set schedule or on demand. More than one hundred theatres in and around London offer described performances and Touch Tours. Not only do these cities have a thriving arts and culture scene, they also have compelling disability rights legislation.
Here in BC, people who use wheelchairs and others with mobility issues already have accommodations made for them under the law. Ramps, removable seats to accommodate wheelchairs and accessible washroom facilities are now provided and expected everywhere. We want the BC government to know that arts and culture is not accessible for all and it needs to be.
VocalEye is working hard to reduce the barriers to participation in the arts that many people with vision loss face in the following ways:

· Our newsletters provide support materials in 3 accessible formats

· Theatre Buddy volunteers escort patrons to and from the theatres on request
· All VocalEye services are included at no extra charge to patrons with vision loss 
· We encourage our theatre partners to offer the lowest possible ticket price, recommending the 2-for-1 Access Card standard across the board
· We offer guided Touch Tours after performances 
· We offer sighted guide training to describers, volunteers and theatre staff
· We keep our fees to the theatres as low as possible (less than half the actual cost)

Our theatre partners are facing ever-shrinking budgets and VocalEye  is an emerging non-profit with few resources. We need help and encouragement in our efforts to provide and promote this innovative access program.
We need help getting the word out to people living with vision loss in BC. We are currently reaching less than 10% of that population.

We need help making arts and culture affordable for those on fixed incomes. The unemployment rate in the blind and low vision community exceeds 70%. The cost of living in Vancouver is one of the highest in the world and disability benefits have not been keeping up with these rapid changes in our economy.
Here is a list of ideas:

· Create a central database and network for sharing information relevant to individuals with vision loss 
· Make equipment, technology and training available and affordable for people with vision loss 

· Create an identification card program like the Leisure Access card or Access 2 Entertainment that could be presented to any organization or business that wishes to offer discounts to clients with disabilities

· Assist theatre companies in meeting the 2-for-1 ticket price standard with rebates for tickets purchased
· Assist arts organizations in making their websites accessible and compatible with screen readers, magnifiers and other tools used by people who are visually impaired

· Reward arts organizations that provide accessible programming with tax breaks or other assistance
· Host an Arts Access Symposium or Conference for information and resource exchange among local, provincial, national and international arts access providers

I hope the Government of BC will join us in making access to the arts a reality for everyone.
Respectfully submitted by

Steph Kirkland, Executive Managing Director of VocalEye
Amy Amantea, Board President, Canadian Council of the Blind Vancouver VocalEye Chapter
303-355 East 15TH Avenue Vancouver BC V5T 2R2 | 604.364.5949 | vocaleye.ca
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