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Introduction

After the 6th General Assembly held in Cape Town, South Africa, December 2004, it became apparent that, although a major revision of the Constitution had been successfully adopted leading to necessary modernisation, there was still some unfinished business to address to bring the constitution fully up to date.

The Assembly left the incoming Officers and Executive with certain recommendations regarding constitutional matters and, moreover, other issues have been raised in the course of the work of a Working Group on Governance and Democracy under the chairmanship of Dr. Susan Spungin.

The establishment of an office/secretariat at the end of 2006 meant that certain other changes were necessary to cater for this important step forward for the WBU. However, it may be necessary during the next term to consider amendments of the by-laws which were also updated in Cape Town as a consequence of the work of the Constitutions Committee.

An issue regarding the use of Proxies was examined by a small task force consisting of James Sanders, CNIB; Kua Cheng Hock, WBU-AP President; and chaired by John Heilbrunn, DAB. The report from this work is appended to this report as Annex 1, but the conclusion is highlighted below in this report at section 5.

During its meeting in London in October 2007, the Executive tasked a small working group consisting of Lord Colin Low, RNIB, UK and John Heilbrunn, DAB, Denmark to prepare a report to be put before the 7th General Assembly, after circulation in due course, containing constitutional issues that needed to be considered by the Assembly, together with accompanying rationale.  The Working Group has had excellent collaboration with and assistance from Dr. Penny Hartin, the WBU CEO, whom we wish to thank for her help. The proposed revised Constitution is attached to this report as annex 2.

Proposals for amendment of the Constitution

1.  Editorial adjustments

A number of editorial changes to the Constitution have been made with no change of meaning or implication.  To send a clear signal that visually impaired people have equal status within the Constitution, regardless of whether they are blind or partially sighted (low vision), the term "partially sighted" has been inserted wherever appropriate.

In Art.  IV, section 6, the word "Table" has been added before the word "Officers", and in Art.  VII, b, the word "Regional" has been added before the word "President".

For clarity, the changes are listed below as follows: 

1.
Editorial changes to the Constitution

Article I

Art.  I, Section 5, b: ‘"and partially sighted" has been added after "with a majority of blind"  

Article II

Art.  II, Section 2, a: "and partially sighted" has been added after "recreation of blind"

Art.  II, Section 2, b: "and partially sighted" has been added after "organisations of blind"

Art.  II, Section 2, g: "and partially sighted" has been added after "organisations of and for blind"

Article III

Art.  III, Section 1, a: "and partially sighted" has been added after "organisations of blind", "one or more organisations of blind", "without organisations for blind", and "are nominated by organisations of blind"

Art.  III, Section 1, b: "and partially sighted" has been added after "organisations for blind", "no national organisation of blind", and "establishment of a national organisation of blind"

Article IV

Art.  IV, Section 5, a: "and partially sighted" has been added at the end of the sentence after "blind"

Art.  IV, Section 5, b: "and partially sighted" has been added after "representative of organisations of blind"

Art.  IV, Section 5, c: "and partially sighted" has been added after "representing national organisations of blind" and "recognised national organisations of blind"

Art.  IV, Section 5, d: "and partially sighted" has been added after "recognised national organisation of blind"

Art.  IV, Section 6: the word "Table" has been added before the word "Officers" so that the section heading now reads "Election of Table Officers"

Article VII

Art.  VII, b: the word "Regional" has been added before the word "President".

2.  Additional specification of the status of the Union 

Art. I, section 3 on the status of the Union currently reads:

"The Union is a non-governmental and non-profit making organisation and does not discriminate against any organisation or individual on the basis of gender, age, race or religion."

The 6th General Assembly adopted a resolution entitled "Amendment of the Constitution on grounds of discrimination" which instructed the Executive to bring forward to the next Assembly an amendment to the Constitution to add "disability, sexual orientation or any other ground" to the prohibited grounds of discrimination in Art. I, Section 3.

It is therefore proposed that Art. I, section 3 should be amended to read:

"The Union is a non-governmental and non-profit making organisation and does not discriminate against any organisation or individual on the basis of gender, age, race, religion, disability, sexual orientation or any other ground."

3.  Removal of sponsoring members as a membership category 

During a thorough review of the membership structure of the Union and ways of ensuring a more regular, timely and predictable income from membership dues, it was decided to strengthen the income generating potential of sponsors by giving them a different status vis-a-vis the Union, and remove them from the list of members as specified in Art. III, section 1 of the Constitution. It was considered that sponsoring members are potential donors to the WBU and should be approached on that basis. It will then be possible to negotiate a relationship which reflects the potential sponsor's interests as well as donation potential. 

The Working Group therefore proposes the following:  

3,1.  To remove letter g on sponsoring members from Art.  III, section 1 and renumber letter h as letter g. 

 As a consequence of this, any other references to sponsoring members should be removed from the Constitution. This means changing the wording in the following provisions:

3,2.  Art.  IV on the Assembly, section 1 on composition, b, should read "The associate members may attend the Assembly in a consultative capacity".

3,3.  Art.  IV on the Assembly, section 4 on voting during the Assembly, a, should read:

"National, grouped, special and international members shall each be entitled to one vote per delegate at the Assembly. Honorary Life members shall have the right to speak and are entitled to one vote each when present at Assembly meetings. Associate members shall have the right to speak, but shall not be entitled to vote."

3,4.  Art. IV on the Assembly, Section 4 on voting, f on the right to representatives, should read:

"Each associate member shall be entitled to one representative to Assembly meetings."

4.  Provision to ensure that as much material as possible is provided in accessible form at assemblies

In Art.  IV on the Assembly, Section 3 dealing with Powers, f, 3rd sentence, the current Constitution reads:

"Proposals shall be made in time for Braille, tape and other formats to be prepared and circulated either prior to or after the opening of the Assembly."

In order to keep up with changes in accessible formats, it is proposed to update the wording so that it reads:

"Proposals shall be made in time for Braille, large print, audio and electronic formats to be prepared and circulated either prior to or after the opening of the Assembly."

5.  The use of proxies

Resolution 1H, "The use of proxies and alternates" passed by the 6th General Assembly Read: "The advantages and disadvantages of allowing the granting of proxies have not been fully considered by either the General Assembly or the Executive. This General Assembly calls on the Executive to appoint a working party charged with the duty of fully investigating the rights and wrongs of allowing the use of proxies and the appointment of alternates, particularily in the case of delegates from developing countries, the report to be given to the 7th Assembly on its findings with a view to making amendments to the Constitution if considered appropriate".

The report of the Working Party that dealt with this issue is reproduced at annex 1. It found that there are no grounds for extending the use of proxies or alternates and that their use should be kept to the limited extent now permitted under the Constitution in relation to the General Assembly and the Executive (see Art.  IV on the Assembly, section 1d and Art. V on the Executive, section 3, 2nd sentence).

6.  Closing remarks

The under-signed Working Group recommends that, If any decisions are taken at the 7th General Assembly pertaining to the membership structure of the Union which have any impact on the WBU Constitution, the Executive should be instructed by the Assembly to make necessary changes to the Constitution; and that, if any further amendments to the Constitution are considered of a pressing nature, a Constitutions Committee should be established within one year of the commencement of the term of the officers elected at the 7th General Assembly, and that such matters as may be tabled should be submitted to the Committee for analysis no later than the halfway point of the term. However, we wish to caution against amending the Constitution too often or on matters that are not widely acknowledged as being of vital significance for the Union.

John Heilbrunn, Lord Colin Low.
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