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5 June 2008

Citizenship Test Review Committee

PO Box 1179

Belconnen  ACT  2616

Re: Citizenship Test Review
The Multicultural Disability Advocacy Association of NSW (MDAA) is the peak advocacy body representing the rights and interests of people from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) with disability and their families and carers in NSW.
MDAA’s response to the Australian Citizenship Test Review follows.  Our comments are informed by our individual advocacy with people from NESB with disability, their families and carers.
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on these issues.

Yours sincerely

Ms Diana Qian

Executive Director

MDAA response to the
Australian Citizenship Test Review
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About MDAA 

MDAA is the peak advocacy body in New South Wales (NSW) for people from NESB with disability, their families and carers.  It is the only advocacy service in NSW available specifically to people from NESB with disability, their families and carers.
Our aim is to promote, protect and secure the rights of people from NESB with disability, their families and carers in NSW.  We work to ensure fair access to services and fair policies in the government and non-government sectors.
We provide a range of advocacy services, including individual advocacy to over 400 people per year.  We receive funding from the NSW Department of Ageing, Disability and Home Care (DADHC) and the Commonwealth Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) to provide these advocacy services.
The Citizenship Test

MDAA strongly opposed to the Citizenship Test in its current form and recommends its abolishment.  
The Citizenship test:

· is purportedly designed to assist people who want to become Australian citizens ‘gain an understanding of Australia’s values, traditions, history and national symbols’ and

· to test the English skills of those wanting to be citizens (www.citizenship.gov.au).

We would contest its effectiveness in doing the first of these and the relevance to citizenship of the second.

MDAA is asking whose values are being represented in the questions asked, and how these values have been determined?  Culture, values and norms are implicit, a reflection of the shared norms of a society.  In a society as diverse as Australia, MDAA would question which culture’s values are being tested?  
Australia is a country with a diverse population, with 22.2 per cent of the population being born overseas (www.abs.gov.au) and speaking nearly 400 languages.  The number of people speaking a language other than English at home was 21 percent of the population in 2006 (www.abs.gov.au).  The current content of the Australian Citizenship Test however, does not sufficiently acknowledge the significant cultural, social and economic contributions of people from NESB, or from people with disability, in Australia.  The diversity of Australia’s population should not only be recognised, but viewed as strength, and reflected in the ‘Becoming an Australian Citizen’ resource booklet. 

In addition, ‘Equality of opportunity’ (page 7) is sighted as an Australian value and that this implies ’no one should be disadvantaged on the basis of their country of birth, cultural heritage, political beliefs, language, gender or religious beliefs’.  Disability however is not included in this list.  MDAA is confused by this omission, particularly as the Federal Disability Discrimination Act (1992) encourages all (particularly government departments) to implement its principles.

MDAA views the testing of English proficiency as questionable as a gauge to citizenship.  The language used in the resource booklet ‘Becoming an Australian Citizen’ is difficult to understand for many people from NESB.  Participants, particularly those with an intellectual disability, may find it difficult to understand the content of the booklet, due to the wording.  The content of the resource booklet should be written in plain English, with clear explanations, avoiding jargon.
The New South Wales Community Relations Commission Principles of Multiculturalism Act 2000: states that '…citizenship is not limited to formal Australian citizenship, but refers to the rights and responsibilities of all people in a multicultural society in which there is a recognition of the importance of shared values within a democratic framework governed by the rule of law, and a unifying commitment to Australia, its interests and future' (www.crc.nsw.gov.au).  From MDAA’s perspective principles of rights and responsibilities should be the focus of the booklet, rather than the history of Australia, or English proficiency.

Changes to the current Citizenship Test are needed (if it is not abolished) and should focus on principles and responsibilities of citizenship, not English language proficiency and Australian history.
Access to information

MDAA is concerned that the ‘Becoming an Australian Citizen’ booklet is only available in print format, and while available electronically, it can only be downloaded in PDF which is mostly inaccessible to screen reading software.  This is potentially in breach of the Disability Discrimination Act.  MDAA suggests that the booklet should be available in a variety of formats such as audio and text, Braille and Large print to cater for the communication needs of people with disability.
Access to the Test

The Citizenship Test purportedly aims at promot(ing) social cohesion and successful integration into the community of potential citizens.  It is MDAA’s view that in its current form, the Citizenship Test places significant barriers before test participants in its administering and requirements.

MDAA is perplexed by the requirement that potential citizens demonstrate basic English language ability before obtaining citizenship.  MDAA is unsure of the connection between English language ability and an individual’s commitment to Australia- how can commitment be measured by their English language ability?  This requirement is rather exclusionary and a deliberate shunning of the valuable contributions of people from NESB have made, do and can make to Australia.  Commitment should be measured by willingness to contribute to Australian society.
MDAA recommends that the requirement for basic English language ability be removed from the Citizenship Test criteria.  Moreover the Citizenship Test should be administered in the preferred language of the applicant.
As the citizenship test is currently only available in select regional locations, potential citizens are required to pay for the cost of travel to the nearest regional test centre. Although this is a requirement for all test participants, the costs of travel for to those living in rural and regional areas is considerably higher than for people living in metropolitan areas.  People with disability are therefore disadvantaged by wanting to formalize their commitment to Australia.  Secondly, the accessibility of public transport for people with physical disability and/or vision impairment in rural and regional areas is questioned.  Alternative methods should be introduced that will allow potential citizens to take the test, without being financially disadvantaged.
Exemption 

MDAA is concerned of the so called exemption of ‘those who have a substantial impairment or loss of hearing, speech or sight, or those who can provide specialist medical evidence of a permanent physical or mental incapacity which means you are not capable of understanding the nature of your application,’ (www.citizenship.gov.au).  Such statement is ill conceived and sends a very negative message about people with disability. Although MDAA is opposed to the Test, if it remains it should at least allow people with disability to participate equitably.  MDAA acknowledges the importance of people understanding the nature of their application for citizenship and its implications; however, having a vision, speech, hearing or cognitive impairment does not necessarily impact on a person’s ability to understand the nature of their application.  It is in MDAA’s view that the exemption is an attempt of DIAC to abrogate its responsibility to provide adequate support so that people with disability can participate.  
The requirement for ‘specialist medical evidence of ‘a permanent physical or mental incapacity’ attributes unreasonable costs to people with disability who may wish to seek an exemption.  People from NESB with disability rank lower on the socioeconomic scale when compared to their Anglo-Australian counterparts.  The costs of specialists and travel may be unaffordable to some and consequently preventing them from becoming citizens of a country that values ‘equality for all’.  
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