President’s Reflections

It has been a good four years for the WBU and it has been a privilege to be President during this time. The work we have performed is given in detail in this quadrennial report and my intention here is only to touch on some milestones and to say something of the evolving potential of the WBU.
Strategic Plan

When I announced my candidacy for President, I pledged that our programme of work would be guided by a strategic plan. How we have fared in pursuing our eight chosen objectives is set out in this report, but what I would say additionally is that having such a plan imposes discipline and accountability. It also provides continuity as we manage the transition from one presidency to the next. The most immediate gain has been the establishment of a permanent office in Toronto, followed by the appointment of a CEO in the person of Dr Penny Hartin. This project has transformed the operations of the WBU, both in terms of the efficiency of our administration and the quality of our communications.
A Community of Shared Interests

At the international level our association with agencies and organizations active in our field of work has in the past mainly taken the form of bilateral relationships. During this quadrennium we restructured our Development Committee to include all of our development partners, thereby establishing a forum for joint planning and the mutual strengthening of programmes. But also in our bilateral relationships we have moved beyond statements of common intent to engage in joint action, as will be illustrated in at least three instances further on in these notes. In creating a collaborative ethos, we are building a community of shared interests to the benefit of all partners and of blind people themselves.
Extending our Worldwide Constituency

Although persons with low vision outnumber blind persons by well over three to one, they have been underrepresented in the ranks of the WBU. As a consequence the issues of low vision have received scant attention. Drawing on the knowledge of professionals and the ideas of partially sighted people, our Working Group on Low Vision has produced some very practical recommendations, while re-emphasizing in our thinking the importance of the WBU being truly representative of its broader constituency.
The UN Convention

On 3 May 2008 the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities came into force as a binding instrument in international law. The event was triggered by the ratification of the Convention by a twentieth country one month before. On 12 May I was a co-moderator at the “coming into force celebration” in New York, which was for me the culmination of my work at the UN on behalf of the WBU. The CRPD, as the Convention has become known, bears the imprint of the WBU in many places and several articles of particular concern to us, such as those on accessibility, information, rehabilitation, and education, came out well. The CRPD will be a primary focus of WBU activities in the years ahead and hopefully its “progressive realization” will assist us in our mission of changing what it means to be blind.
Two Campaigns

I am enthusiastic about two global campaigns launched during the period under review. In the EFA-VI initiative, we are partnering ICEVI in its efforts to achieve Education For All Visually Impaired Children, 90 percent of whom are not yet at school in developing countries. In the Right to Read Campaign, we are hoping to convert a potentially adversarial relationship with WIPO and the IPA into a collaborative approach that will end the “book famine”, which deprives us of access to 95 percent of published materials. This is the WBU in action and a successful outcome to these campaigns will have a major impact in the lives of blind and partially sighted persons everywhere.
Listening to the Children

A note on the Congress jointly organized by our Children’s Committee and our generous colleagues at ONCE. At this event 21 children from all of our six regions will be bringing messages of hope and expectation which it will be our task to translate into Assembly resolutions and subsequent action. May the dreams of our children become the reality of the next generation!
Two Moments in History

In 2009 we celebrate the Bicentenary of the birth of Louis Braille, our greatest benefactor. Commemorative events will be staged in many countries around the world, while some will also take the opportunity to address anew the issues of literacy and the availability of Braille. The ambitious programme planned for France will at once be solemn and festive in tone, signifying both our gratitude and joy at the indispensable gift of Braille. Next year also marks the 25th anniversary of the founding of the WBU. I was present in Riyadh at the historical moment when the merger of the World Council for the Welfare of the Blind and the International Federation of the Blind gave to blind and partially sighted people their united voice, as embodied in the WBU. Planning for these celebrations took place during the current term and the General Assembly in Geneva will itself be a festive occasion marked by special publications, presentations, and exhibits.
Expressions of Gratitude

In the main body of this report, we elaborate our sponsorships programme and acknowledge the generous support that has in the current term taken the WBU to a new level of efficacy. Here I wish to acknowledge those organizations without whose support a WBU Presidency based in South Africa would not have been possible. Sightsavers International and CBM have provided ongoing support throughout the past four years, while other contributions at the beginning of my term of office set a solid foundation. Such contributions came from the SA National Council for the Blind, the company bhpBilliton, Abilis, and Perkins. There were also gestures of goodwill from many quarters, among which I do wish to mention the RNIB. I also thank my personal assistant, Val Pond, for many years of loyal service, and Philip Bam and the League of Friends of the Blind in Cape Town for the indispensable support given to me in my travels and international commitments. Finally, I thank the members of the WBU who elected me to President: It has been the most rewarding experience of my professional life.

William Rowland

