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Let me begin with a word of thanks to the Program Committee for providing ICEVI with this opportunity to address the WBU General Assembly. 

I hope what I have to share with you this morning about our Global Campaign on Education for All Children with Visual Impairment and building partnerships to achieve our shared objectives will be helpful to you as you return to your countries and work toward building the future of WBU through the education of a new generation of blind and low vision children.
As I look around this hall today I see some of the best and the brightest. But let’s stop and think about that for a moment. Without access to education how many of you would be here today? I think it is fair to say without access to education this would be an empty assembly hall and the voice of the world’s 137 million blind and low vision persons would be silenced.

For you the lucky few who have had access to education the possibilities are enormous. However, for more than 4 million children living in the developing world, the situation is very different and very disheartening. These are the forgotten children for whom access to education is still simply a dream.  For most of these children their reality will be a life of poverty and illiteracy. 

In 2006 we launched the ICEVI-WBU Global Campaign to say to the world this is a situation we cannot and will not tolerate. Since taking our first steps in 2006, together, we have begun that process of change. 
However, we are at the start of a very long journey and this morning I would like to share with you information on our Global Campaign on Education for All Children with Visual Impairment; provide you with an update on where we are today and tell you what we at ICEVI believe needs to be done to build smart partnerships to achieve our mutually shared goal of equal educational access for all blind and low vision children.

The global “Education For All” (EFA) campaign launched by UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank at a global meeting of Ministers of Education in Jomtien, Thailand in 1990 has now been underway for nearly two decades. 
This EFA program set the objective of providing universal access to education for all children by the year 2015. Since then billions of dollars have been expended to achieve that objective and while UNESCO has recently concluded that it is unlikely that the 2015 target will be met there has been impressive progress and today millions of children who previously had no access to education are in school.

However, even in countries where progress has been excellent the term “ALL” has been misleading because children with disabilities and other marginalized groups have more often than not been left behind. This is why ICEVI made the decision to launch this Global Campaign with WBU.  Today, a total of 11 international organizations are involved in this effort that is bringing the international blindness community to work together toward the mutually established objective of creating educational equity for every blind and low vision child.  

The objective of the ICEVI-WBU Global Campaign is to assure that children who are blind or have low vision are no longer excluded from this broader global campaign through which UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank work with national governments.  We believe it is imperative that all governments take their responsibility to provide education for children with visual impairment as seriously as they do sighted children.

As most of you in this room today are already familiar with the Global Campaign I do not wish to spend time repeating what you may already know.  For those few who may not be as familiar as you should be with this program you will find lots of useful information on the ICEVI website www.icevi.org in our publications and in the publications of the WBU.

This morning I want to turn your attention to three important questions, the answers to which will determine whether we succeed or we fail in our collective responsibilities to be the voice for those 4 million children who are without access to education: 

1. First, I believe it is important that we look at why we find ourselves in this current situation where only one of every ten visually impaired children in the developing world has access to education.  Unless we are willing to learn from history we are likely to repeat it.
2. Second, I want to be sure we all share a common understanding of what this Global Campaign on Education for All Children with Visual Impairment is. And equally important, “what is it not”!
3. Finally, I would like to explore what we mean when we speak of this effort being a partnership between ICEVI and the WBU.  What kind of a partnership are we talking about and what can and should we expect of each other.
Let’s begin by trying not to repeat the errors of the past by looking at a few of the reasons why we find ourselves in this very unacceptable situation where more that 4 million blind and low vision children in the developing world are currently being denied access to education. 
If I were to review a list of all of the factors that contribute to our current dilemma, I would use all of my remaining time and that of the next speaker.  Since Ana is a dear friend and I want it to stay that way, I must definitely stay within my allotted time.  

When considering why we find ourselves in a difficult situation it is always a temptation to point the finger of blame at others.  There surely is plenty of blame to go around. However, this morning I want you to look a bit closer to home, at yourselves and our organizations, as I mention three factors that I believe are making a significant contribution to the stagnation we find ourselves facing when we speak of access to education.
First, we as a community have largely failed to work together to monitor and enforce existing public education policy. In general, we are quite good at talking about policy. Many of you in this room have in fact contributed to the development of public policy concerning education in your own countries. However, where we are failing is in monitoring the implementation of those policies, calling public attention to those failures and pressuring governments to implement the policies that are already in place at both the local and national levels.  Public law and policy without vigilant monitoring and enforcement is all too common within most of the developing world and contributes significantly to that fact that for 4 million visually impaired children the schoolhouse doors are locked.
Second, those of us in the field of education and development have generally been poor in documenting efforts with the kind of empirical data that would allows us to effectively “sell” our position to those that are in decision making positions.  All too often in the developing world we see very well meaning project-level efforts that serve well the needs of a few but have little or no chance of being scaled up into sustainable programs that are capable of reaching the majority of children.  I suggest that we all have a lot to learn from our colleagues in the public health community whom I think do a much better job at quantifying and attributing cost-benefits ratios to their work thus giving them a real advantage in convincing governments to become engaged with blindness prevention and treatment efforts. We need to be doing much more of that in the field of education.
Third, all too often those of you who live and work in developing countries allow your governments to abdicate their responsibility for education of persons with disabilities and hand those over to national and international non-government organizations under the guise of what is nicely labeled as a public-private partnership.  While such public-private partnerships are desirable if one takes a careful look at these so-called partnerships, we often find that government which has primary responsibility for education is the partner absent from the table happily allowing the non-government sector and so the cycle of small pilot projects that I spoke of a few moments ago continues.
Until each of us and our respective organizations become more proactive in:

· pushing for the enforcement of existing education policy; 
· backing up our claims of the need and the benefits of education with better demographic data and outcome measures; and 
· in making it clear to governments that while NGOs do have a role to play, the basic responsibility for education is theirs;
then, we are likely to stay where we are today, making small incremental changes but leaving the majority of children without access to education.  In the past thirty years education of children with visual impairment with developing countries has moved from roughly 2% access to 10% access. You do not need to be a great mathematician to see where that is leading us.  At this rate universal access to education for children with visual impairment will happen around the middle of the 24th century.
Let me now turn your attention to the Global Campaign that ICEVI launched in 2006 in partnership with the WBU to change the current reality and to respond to the needs of those 4 million forgotten children who stand outside the locked schoolhouse gates.  
Today, two years after the Global Campaign was launched, 11 international partners are working together to achieve a mutually shared vision of a day when every visually impaired child has access to what is his/her basic human right … the right to education. Perhaps our greatest achievement to date is the spirit of cooperation and partnership the campaign has created.  For the first time ever, almost all of the major international organizations are pulling in the same direction and working cooperatively with ICEVI and WBU to achieve a world where every visually impaired child has access to quality education.
This Global Campaign has incredible potential and has already made good progress in its first two years of operation. Active programs are already underway in the Dominican Republic, India, Nepal, Paraguay and Vietnam. A half dozen other countries are completing pre-launch planning that will allow them to become active programs in 2009 and 2010. We have recently secured funding for an African regional coordinator whom we hope will be in place by October.
While we are proud of what has been achieved over the past two years, I would also say we are also somewhat frustrated. Progress could have been greater if more countries were actually ready to accept the fact that responsibility for education is a government responsibility and not something that national or international NGOs can and should be assuming.  
If this campaign is to achieve its goal, ICEVI and WBU are going to have to form a “smart partnership”; a partnership that will: 

· change old habits and ways to doing things;
· let governments know we are serious and that we now have weapons in our arsenal, such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and we are prepared to use those weapons;
· make them understand that the ICEVI-WBU Global Campaign is only prepared to work with governments that take their responsibility for education of children with visual impairment seriously; and

· that we are prepared to use other less pleasant strategies for governments who do not take their responsibility seriously.
All of that is probably sounding rather militant to many of you and I am not recommending confrontation as our first approach. However, we must realize that this is a battle to assure that the basic human rights of more than 4 million children are respected and while we want to work in a harmonious partnership with governments, we must be prepared to take whatever actions we need to secure the rights of these 4 million forgotten children.  

For these reasons, it is imperative that each of you not only understand what this campaign is but that you also understand we must not allow it to a convenient way for governments to give lip-service to the inclusion of children with visual impairment while continuing to turn over that responsibility to others.  I believe that our current Global Campaign could probably have reached double the number of countries we are now active in during the first two years, had we identified more countries that really are taking the issue of access to education for children with disabilities more seriously. If a country has not bothered to even develop a plan for how it wishes to address the educational needs of children with disabilities, then one must question if they are going to be a serious partner.
ICEVI, WBU and our international partners understand that developing specific strategies to create awareness; identify children; train teachers parents and others; secure and distribute needed educational aids; and prepare textbooks in accessible formats and get them into the hands of the children that need them in a timely fashion is not an easy task. 

The partners in the Global Campaign stand ready to assist governments with technical and material support, provided that these governments clearly understand and demonstrate through their actions that this is ultimately their responsibility and their program for their children and not simply another well-meaning effort by the non-government sector to come to the rescue of a government that is willing to, once again, become the silent partner that will, in the end, only serve a few and will never become a sustainable program led by the government.  
Vietnam serves as an excellent example of the type of situation we are looking for: 1) a government that is taking seriously its responsibility to expand access to education for children with disabilities; 2) a country that has taken the initiative to develop a national plan with specific targets; 3) a country with a strong and active organization of the blind; and 4) a country that recognized the importance of a national steering committee with all stakeholders involved that could address the specific challenges of reaching children with visual impairment and do so within the framework of its broader national plan for Education For All.  
While we understand that not all countries will have all of these elements in place, we also understand that if a government has demonstrated no concern that is backed-up with specific actions that will lead to a national plan, then they are likely to be poor partners from the outset and the outcomes are then likely to less than satisfactory.  We have limited resources at our disposal and therefore we must look for “smart partnerships” that are going to result in good and sustainable outcomes.

Some countries are ready today, others we will need to work with to bring them to the point where they can become our “smart partners” in the years ahead. However, until a government sees and understands that education of children with visual impairment is their responsibility it will be difficult, if not impossible, to build programs that reach significant numbers of children and are sustainable.
Finally, in the moments I have left I want to say a few words about how ICEVI views the partnership we have established with WBU that we believe is critical to the success of this Global Campaign.  As Maryanne Diamond stated in her presentation on Monday morning we need to work to turn our documented partnership into a living partnership in the quadrennium ahead. 
Let me share with you what ICEVI has and is doing to move this objective forward and more fully engage the blind community at all levels of our organization. 
I would also then like to suggest ways that I believe WBU can do its part to strengthen and create a living “smart” partnership with ICEVI.  
As many of you here know, I have been actively involved with WBU in a number of capacities for more than twenty years and currently serve as one of the two international organization representatives on the WBU Executive Committee.  I have always felt welcomed at the WBU table but I know there are others out there who do not feel as much a part of WBU as they would like to.  This sense of distance that those representing organizations for the blind often feel has it’s origins in those days when blind people very legitimately felt that decisions about their capabilities, their rights and their needs were being dictated by well meaning but often somewhat misguided sighted professionals. 
However, much has changed in the past twenty four years since that founding assembly of WBU in Saudia Arabia in 1984.  The mistrust that often characterized the relationship between organizations of and for the blind has been replaced in recent years by increased trust, mutual respect and a conviction that to tackle big issues like access to education we are all better served by working together.  This change is a good sign and calls upon all of us to work at building stronger and smarter partnerships being WBU and its allies in the education and public health communities.  
I believe ICEVI has made some very significant steps in the past decade to reach out to make blind persons more welcome and comfortable within our organization.  During the current quadrennium we have three WBU Table Officers serving on the ICEVI Executive Committee in various capacities.  In addition there are three representatives of WBU national affiliates who also serve on the Executive Committee. Likewise, we have made a concerted effort to assure good representation of the blind community on the Global Task Force that is guiding the Global Campaign.  This effort has not been made by ICEVI, because it is politically correct but because it makes good sense and we believe adds real value to our organization.   
In October, we will experiment with a new and exciting concept through which three partner organizations (CBM, ONCE and Perkins) will come together with ICEVI and WBU at a meeting in Madrid to develop a joint funding initiative to hopefully secure major support for the our ongoing and future Global Campaign activities in the Latin American region. We believe this to be still another example of a “smart” partnership that will increase the likelihood of securing major support for the Global Campaign and for all three partner organizations.  If this approach proves successful for the Latin American region, we will explore similar strategies in our Asian and African regions.  
Thus far I have spoken of smart partnership at the global level.  However, we are also working hard to be sure this involvement of the blind community is reflected on our regional committees and very importantly on the national level task forces that are planning and implementing programs at the national level. Again we are doing this because it is both right and smart. 

ICEVI has recently made the decision to locate the new EFA-VI Campaign coordinator for the Africa region within the Regional Secretariat of the Africa Blind Union in Nairobi. We hope to have that person on board by October 1st.  In countries like Vietnam, where the campaign is already underway, the Vietnam Blind Association is an active member of the National Technical Task Force and in Cambodia, where the program is in the planning stages, both the WBU affiliate, the Association of the Blind in Cambodia and Krousar Thmey -a national NGO concerned with education of the blind- have been working very closely together to expand educational services and we are confident that under the new Ministry of Education National Plan.
All effective partnerships are build upon the two essential foundation blocks trust and mutual respect.  Without these two building blocks any attempt to build a structure that will really work will eventually crumble.  

I hope that ICEVI is earning your trust and respect and that this partnership between ICEVI and WBU will move into a more active and engaged form around the EFA-VI Global Campaign.  
If we are to achieve the ambitious goals we have set for ourselves that partnership will need to grow from its current level, as a documented partnership, to the type of smart living partnership that I believe Maryanne Diamond referred to on the opening day of this General Assembly, both organizations seem to want we need to work together to:
· continue to build an open, honest, and comfortable environment within which we truly collaborate;
· have a voice at each others tables at the international, regional and national levels;
· understand and fulfill our respective roles in assuring that this campaign is one that really thinks “globally but acts locally”; and that,
· we work together to generate the critical technical and financial resources we will need to meet our commitment to the 4 million forgotten children who are waiting.  

I hope that many of the WBU national affiliates from the developed world will follow the lead of the Norwegian Association of the Blind and Partially Sighted who have taken a strong lead in supporting this global education initiative.
I am confident that a “smart and living” partnership between ICEVI and WBU will serve both organizations and our partners very well and most importantly will at last meet the needs of those 4 million forgotten children who are waiting for the day that they, like their sighted brothers and sisters, have access the education that is their basic human right.  
Thank You.
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