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Abstract Title:  “Sign of the Times”
Purpose

This paper examines the establishment of the Video Relay Interpreting (VRI) service in Victoria by the Department of Human Services in partnership with the Victorian Deaf Society (Vicdeaf), Vantage Systems Pty Ltd and ONCALL Interpreting and Translating Agency (ONCALL). The VRI service was established to improve access to interpreting services with a particular focus on Australian Sign Language (Auslan) interpreters.

Background

As part of the 2007-08 State Budget, the Government committed $2 million over four years to improve access to Auslan interpreting services for Deaf and hard of hearing people through the use of Information Communication Technology (ICT) such as high speed broadband and video communication.  

Key drivers of the VRI project include:

· Shortage of qualified Auslan interpreters, particularly at short notice

· Access to Auslan interpreting services outside of metropolitan Melbourne is both limited and expensive - 95% of interpreters are based in Melbourne

· Inefficient use of the interpreting workforce
· The shortage of interpreters significantly affects the ability of Deaf people to access services and engage with the broader community, particularly in regional and rural areas
VRI uses video cameras to provide interpreting services without an interpreter present at the same site.  A typical VRI setup might involve a Deaf and hearing person at one location, and an interpreter at another location, with a camera and screen on a stand at each location.  The interpreter facilitates communication between the Deaf and hearing persons through this technology.
This project will help to realise the Victorian Government’s commitments under the Growing Victoria Together framework and A Fairer Victoria by improving access to health and community services and information, improving people’s quality of care, ensuring people are not disadvantaged because of communication barriers or where they live, and reducing social isolation by making it easier for people to access mainstream services and participate in their local communities, especially Deaf and non-English speaking communities in regional and rural areas.
Results/Outcomes
The VRI service has been established at the following selected sites in Victoria:

· Bendigo Health in Bendigo, Loddon Mallee Region
· Latrobe Community Health Service in Morwell, Gippsland Region
· Ballarat Business Centre (includes Vicdeaf office and other agencies) in Ballarat, Grampians Region
· DHS Regional Office in Geelong, Barwon-South Western Region
· Vicdeaf in East Melbourne
· ONCALL in Melbourne CBD.

Deaf people and non-English speakers and service providers e.g. health providers & employment agencies are using the service for real-life sessions across the 6 dedicated sites 
Service providers outside the dedicated network (3rd party sites) including the magistrates court in Tasmania and Shepparton High School have also successfully accessed the service. 

Feedback from all users to date has been very positive - picture quality is excellent and overall experience was very good.  The overall expected benefits of the service include:

· Improved access to health & community services by the Deaf and other culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) communities, particularly those in regional/rural areas

· Reduced cost of interpreting service delivery via a more efficient model

· Improved use of the existing interpreting workforce

Challenges
· Communication – different cultures and approaches between technology providers and human services providers

· Process improvement – integrating a technical solution to enhance existing processes

· Expectations - managing expectations of stakeholders
Key discussion points

· Technology – Using technology as an enabler to improve business processes and outcomes for the community.

· Partnerships – Process of establishing and maintaining partnerships amongst health providers, technology providers, disability services, the interpreting industry and local communities involves clearly defined  benefits, accountabilities, communication processes and resources.  

· Access and equity – Improving access to primary health services and community services for the Deaf and hard of hearing community and CALD communities, particularly in regional and rural areas. 
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