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It is my pleasure to present to you, on behalf of the WBU Membership Fee Structure Working Group, the recommendations developed by the working group.  All members should have received the Membership Fee Structure Report which was sent out by the WBU office in early August, and I hope that you had the opportunity to carefully review it.  This morning it is my intention to present to you the highlights of the report – the objectives and rationale for the review, the key recommendations and their impact on the WBU.  I will take about ten minutes to give this presentation and then, with my colleagues from the working group who have joined me here, we will answer any questions or comments that you have.  It is our hope that at the end of our discussions, we will be able to make a decision to adopt the report and its recommendations.
In reviewing our Membership fee structure, our objectives were:
· To Develop a clear, transparent fees structure that would be easily understood and implemented
· To establish fair and consistent processes to deal with special circumstances

· To generate additional funds to support the WBU operations including the WBU office

· To have a fees system that recognizes the different financial positions of our members

In undertaking our work, we wanted to address a number of issues.  These were considered to be among those that were most important to deal with: 

· There presently exists confusion about the present fees structure and the rationale upon which fees are based
· Fees have not been increased since 1996 except for a special General Assembly levy added to the fees in 2000

· The process for providing fees relief is unclear and inconsistent.

· Insufficient funds are being generated from fees to meet WBU’s present and future requirements and even if all fees were paid, the fees revenue would still be insufficient
· About 25% of fees invoiced to members go unpaid most years
· The office is considered to be essential as a support to members and a catalyst to continued growth and democratization of the WBU.  Thus a means needs to be found to provide ongoing financial support to the office once the sponsorship pledges are completed within the next few years
As you know, this review process has been underway for more than a year with interim presentations to the Executive last October and the Officers in March of this year as well as requests for input from the Regions.  That input has led to a number of modifications to the recommendations while at the same time maintaining the objectives for the review.  While we were not able to address every suggestion made, we believe that the processes that have been put in place will give us the flexibility to consider and appropriately deal with the unique situations faced by most of our members.
We have made a total of seven recommendations regarding our membership fee structure.  I will go over each of these in turn telling you what the recommendation is and the rationale for it:

1. That the WBU eliminate the category of “Sponsoring member” and develop a strategy to approach potential sponsors as donors to the organization. 

The reality is that we presently have very few sponsoring members, and they are being asked to contribute only $1000 per year while their giving potential might be much more.  Once the WBU achieves its status as a charity, we will be much better positioned to approach these organizations and others for funding support based on projects and programs of interest to them and at a level more consistent with their giving ability.

2. That the WBU implement a structure for the purpose of determining membership fees that reflects four categories of member country income levels.  This categorization is to be available to members at all times and is to be based on recognized externally documented sources.

The WBU is presently using two membership fee levels although a third level is in limited use.  The four level system that is recommended will provide a relatively even distribution among our members; the levels provide a better reflection of the economic and social status of our member countries and these levels are easily defensible as they are based on externally produced data.

3. That the proposed new membership fees be recommended to the General Assembly for implementation effective 2009.  This is the recommended structure and fees:

· Low Income countries (54)
$25/delegate

· Lower Middle income countries (43)
$200/delegate

· Upper Middle Income countries (29)
$500/delegate

· High Income countries (34)
$2000/delegate

· International members (14)
$2000

· Associate member – high income countries

· $300/individual
· $500/organization

· Associate member – low income, lower middle and upper middle income countries
· $100 for individual or organization
These fees reflect a reduction for those members who we believe are the least able to pay membership fees and these fees will be paid at the beginning of the quadrennium for the whole four year period in order to avoid high wire transfer fees. All other categories require an increase in fees. As discussed earlier, membership fees have not increased since 1996 except for the General Assembly levy added on in 2000.  We therefore believe that it is appropriate to implement a fee increase to support our operations and growth.
4. That a transition plan be implemented to enable those members requiring it to phase in their membership fees increase over a three year period.

We recognize that some countries will have difficulty moving to the new fees level within one year and so will be open to applications from countries to transition to their new fee level over a three year period.
5. That a Membership Committee be established to consider appeals on the classification of member countries and applications for the relief of fees.
The proposed Membership Committee will play a key role in implementing our new fee structure.  This will be a new committee and will include the Treasurer, Secretary, General, Chief Executive Officer, two Regional Presidents and up to two other members as appointed by the Officers to ensure appropriate representation from developing countries on the committee.
The Membership Committee has three main functions:
· To consider applications for reclassification of member category;
· To consider applications for relief or reduction of fees in situations of hardship; and
· To review and monitor the status of inactive members
By having a consistent group of individuals dealing with the applications and using clear guidelines and processes, we will be able to ensure more transparent and consistent handling of requests, so that all members’ requests can be handled in an equitable manner.
6. That non financial members be classified as non-active members and that they be ineligible for WBU funding while inactive.
We do not believe that it is in the best interests of blind persons to remove membership from countries that are not paying their fees. Blind persons should always be able to benefit from the work of the WBU regardless of whether or not a member is financial.  However, the WBU is a membership organization and must generate support from its members to operate.  Moreover, most members make tremendous sacrifices to ensure that their financial status is maintained as full WBU members.  In recognition of that then, we believe that there must be some consequences to non-payment of membership fees particularly when remedies are available through the membership committee.  Furthermore, the membership committee will work closely with the development committee and Regional President to assist the non-active member to regain active status.
7. That the level of membership fees should be considered as part of every quadrennial budgetary process.
As mentioned earlier, it has now been twelve years since a real fee increase has been implemented within the WBU.  We believe that fees should be examined within the budget development for each quadrennial cycle and that modest increases be implemented on a regular basis thus avoiding a large increase which is the case now for many of our members.  In addition to membership fees, we also believe that we need to look for other sources of revenue to support the operations of the WBU as well.  In order for us to prosper and grow as an organization we will need additional resources, and it is not reasonable to expect that all of these come from our members.  So we will be looking to balance internally and externally generated revenues over time.  Clearly our pending recognition as a registered charity will facilitate that process.

Those then are the recommendations and the rationale behind them.  
Certainly the implementation of this new fees structure has a number of implications for the WBU.  Many of them have already been mentioned but I will summarize them here:
· There is potential annual revenue of $330,650 at the new fees level, assuming full payment by all members.

· Approximately one third of our members who are from the lowest income countries will pay lower fees and will be better able to maintain their membership within the WBU.  It is acknowledged however, that all other membership categories incur fees increases and we are aware that this may be problematic to some.

· A clear mechanism, supported with external source documentation, is in place to determine the categorization of countries as well as a process to appeal that categorization where warranted.

· The newly established Membership Committee will bring consistency and transparency to decisions regarding reclassification of category and relief of fees and will also play an active role in assisting inactive members to regain their active status.
· Our new structure will send a positive message to potential donors and supporters that the organization supports itself, that those members who are better off financially support the participation of those who are less well off and that we have the organization and processes in place to manage effectively.
· Sustainable funding of the office supports the long term growth and development of the WBU.  The office’s support to members will enhance the capacity of individual members and the organization as a whole. 

· The assumption of administrative and financial management responsibilities by the office will enable candidates from developing countries to run for such positions as Secretary General and Treasurer in the future, thus increasing equity and democratization of the organization.

In the budget discussions which follow this session of the program, you will see that we have made an assumption of acceptance of this new fees structure by the Assembly and that has been reflected then in the budget development for the next quadrennium.  Certainly this decision is that of the Assembly and if you decide to not accept the new membership fee structure, then we will need to modify that plan. However, what was exciting in the development of the budget is that we are able to meet our financial obligations and still maintain a healthy organization and equally important, we are able to start investing in the work of the Union, making more funds available for projects and programs and the implementation of our priorities as established through the resolutions of the Assembly and the Strategic Planning process.  That is very encouraging.
In examining our vision - A community where people who are blind or partially sighted can participate on an equal basis in all aspects of social, economic, political and cultural life, we have come a long way in our 25 year history but still have a long way to go.  
Our strength is our 160 members, with representation in 181 countries – few international disabled persons’ organizations could claim such a reach.  We need that continued strength of our members to enable us to grow and prosper as the voice of blind and partially sighted persons worldwide.
Your discussions and decision regarding the new membership fee structure will determine the extent to which WBU will continue as the voice of the blind and influence in the international community. With your decision the potential could be realized to more easily broaden the membership that can run for leadership positions in WBU to all countries including those countries classified as low income. The new dues structure will increase program and impact on developing services to the blind and by the blind around the world. Finally, it will secure the international office in Toronto that has already made WBU into a professionally run organization with a full time working administrative assistant and CEO. The increase in the number membership dues received in 2008 and an organized and correct list of delegates this year can be attributed to both, the work of Penny Hartin CEO and Catherine Munoz-Smith WBU’s Administrative Assistant. To support this proposal is a vote for the belief in the future of WBU and what it stands for. It is your organization that is asking for change in order to thrive and grow in services to blind people around the world. In my humble opinion it is a request long over due.

I thank you for your attention and now will open the floor to comments, questions and a discussion.
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