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It is a real privilege for me to present to the Assembly the Chief Executive Officer’s Report.  I am conscious of the fact that this represents the first ever CEO Report to any World Blind Union General Assembly and I feel very honored to be the first to present it.  It is now almost 22 months since I assumed my role and opened the office of the World Blind Union in Toronto Canada and a great deal has happened during that time.  I will share the highlights of that with you this afternoon.

At the outset, I would like to express my appreciation to all of our members for your support and confidence during this transition to a WBU office.  All Officers have been extremely supportive and helpful, and have helped us make the transition of responsibilities manageable and, we hope, not disruptive for our members.  

I feel that over the past several months Catherine and I have gotten to know many of you via email and telephone as we worked with you to plan your participation in the General Assembly and so it is wonderful to meet all of you here in Geneva in person.
The World Blind Union office is your office.  It is intended to provide support to the Union, to its members, to help the Union become stronger as the internationally recognized voice speaking on behalf of blind and partially sighted persons around the world.

We aim to be a source of information to our members and to the general public, to have accurate and accessible records of our membership, to administer the financial operations of the Union effectively and efficiently and provide support to the Officers, Executive, Committees and working groups and the General Assembly.  We want to have systems and processes in place so that you can be confident about the information you receive and we want to provide a repository for information so that the history, achievements and decisions of the Union are easily accessible.

We are well on our way to achieving these objectives and while there remains much to do in many areas, I believe that we have made some significant progress as well.  I will take a few moments now to highlight that progress.

Operations
As you know, the Office is housed in the CNIB Centre in Toronto.  Because CNIB is a large organization with a robust infrastructure, the WBU has benefited tremendously from having access to that.  This include access to Information Technology support, Financial Services Support and Human Resources Support as well as access to building services such as mailroom, courier arrangements, having access to meeting rooms, and so forth.  This support has helped us a lot as we have not had to duplicate those basic services that we need.

With the recruitment of a very capable Administrative Assistant, Catherine Munoz-Smith, we are able to operate in all three of WBU’s official languages and handle requests from members and the public promptly and efficiently.  Although Catherine is leaving us at the end of the GA in order to return to school, her replacement, Ianina Rodriguez also speaks Spanish and so our language capacity will be retained.

Soon after our establishment in Canada, we proceeded to register the WBU as a not for profit corporation in Canada. This was required in order to be able to open bank accounts in Canada. We have subsequently applied for approval as a registered charity to the Canada Revenue Agency.  This has been a long process but we have now been told that following some minor amendments to our application, our charity status will be granted. This will greatly facilitate our ability to fundraise.  I also want to point out that the Canadian corporation is set up with its directors and members being the Officers of the WBU and so it is entirely controlled by the World Blind Union.
An objective in establishing the office was to transfer the administrative responsibilities previously carried out by the Secretary General and Treasurer to the office.  This included transfer of the membership list and financial services. 

One of the first priorities was the transfer of the membership database to the office.  We have established a full membership database and use that one database for all communications and transactions with members.  A reminder that this database can only be as good as the information that we have to put into it, and so I plead with our members to ensure that you communicate any changes to us about contact persons, email addresses and any other contact information.  Our membership database is quite robust and we hope to include in it additional information about our members such as language and accessible format preferences in order to further customize our contact in the future.  Our list of members is also now on the WBU website and contains key contact information for each member organization.
In January of 2008 we also began the transition of financial processing to the office.  This meant the transfer of funds from the Treasurer’s office to our bank accounts in Toronto, the establishment of accounting systems in Toronto and the collection of membership fees.  All of these processes are now in place with all membership fees being paid to the office and financial statements prepared from the new system.  And we have designed our financial reporting in such a way to enable us to present our information on a function or programmatic basis in order to meet the reporting needs of our members, the Officers and Executive or potential funders and supporters.
The office has since early 2007 assumed responsibility for Officers and Executive meeting arrangements and for recording and distributing minutes of Officers, Executive and certain committees and working groups.  We also supported the strategic planning process with the development and regular updating of a detailed work plan to support monitoring the Strategic Plan.
We have also been very involved in the planning for the General Assembly. This includes serving on GA committees, handling applications and arrangements for delegate sponsorships, development and distribution of materials, providing ongoing advice and support to our hosts in Switzerland.  Following this Assembly, it is my intention to develop a manual with all of the key materials developed from the bid process to the implementation phase as an aid in the planning of future Assemblies. I also plan to prepare proceedings of the Assembly for the benefit of our members and to contribute to the historical record of the Union.
Communications
The office tries to maintain regular communications with its members through distribution of materials on behalf of Officers and committees and working groups.
A key information tool to our members is the WBU E-bulletin compiled and distributed on a bi-monthly basis since February of 2007. Six issues were distributed in the three WBU languages during 2007 and four so far this year.  I would like to thank those members and Regions that regularly send us material for the E-bulletin.  We rely on that material in order to have a good range of information.  Your comments and feedback are also very welcome. This is your E-bulletin and we want to make it as informative and interesting as possible for our members.
We also now coordinate all translation into our three official languages and are trying very hard to ensure that all materials to the general membership are made available in the three official languages although we recognize that more definitely has to be done to ensure that more is available in our three languages.

As you know, we have transferred the WBU website to Toronto from ONCE.  This process took much longer than we had anticipated due to incompatible technology systems on the servers.  And even though the site is in operation, we need to do much more work to ensure that as much as possible is available in the three languages and to update the information.  Our website should be a key resource to our members and to the public at large and so we intend to spend much more time on this over the coming months so that it will become a more useful and meaningful resource.  
Resource Development
The establishment of the office would not have been possible without the support of a number of WBU members who agreed to pledge sponsorship to the office for up to five years.  This sponsorship ranged from US$100 from some individuals to US$25,000 per year from five Platinum sponsors.  This support funded the startup of the office and ensured sustainable funding for the first few years of operations until the WBU is able to generate more resources from internal and external sources.

While some efforts to generate external resources have been made, we have lacked the staff resources to give this the time and attention it needs.  Clearly the generation of funds for WBU operations and programs must be a priority for us to grow and prosper as an organization.  However, some of the groundwork that has been laid, through our planning and our pending registration as a charity, will enable us to move forward in securing new sources of funding in the future. 
Conclusion
It is my hope that you have found this summary of the key initiatives undertaken by the office since its establishment to be helpful, and that they reflect the type of support that you as members want to see from the office.  I want to again thank all of you for your encouragement during these first two years of our operations.  I thank all of the officers, but in particular William Rowland, Maryanne Diamond, Enrique Pérez and Susan Spungin without whose active involvement and support we could not have accomplished as much as we have with the resources we have available to us.  My thanks to Jim Sanders and the CNIB – Jim has made many CNIB resources available to us which have made our jobs so much easier and CNIB staff have been very receptive and helpful.  And Catherine Munoz-Smith has done a tremendous job for us as we have together worked to figure out how we should do things. We will miss her as she goes back to school but definitely wish her well in her studies.  
I hope that you find the Assembly to be informative and helpful to you in your work back home, and that you feel you have the tools and supports that you need to make informed decisions regarding the Union on behalf of your members.  The World Blind Union is its members and the strength of its members becomes the strength of the Union.  I hope that we will be able to continue to contribute to that strength in a way that meets your needs.
My thanks for your support and your friendship. I look forward to a productive week with you and to the next four years.

