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7TH GENERAL ASSEMBLY

The term of office that is now coming to a close has been one of the most important and fruitful in the history of the WBU; many were the challenges we, the team elected to lead the Union at the General Assembly in Cape Town, took up and many were the goals achieved.   
The General Secretariat began the mandate by organising the first meeting of the Officers Board in Madrid in February 2005 under the auspices of ONCE. This was also the setting for the Strategic Planning Sessions, reformulating goals to clearly identify the action plan we were to roll out during the current period.
The following Officers’ meetings took place: in October in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia; in 2006 in Caracas, Venezuela; in 2007 in Toronto, Canada; and in 2008 in Cape Town, South Africa. The Executive Committee meet for the first time at the end of the General Assembly in Cape Town 2004, the following one was in 2006, in Baltimore, USA; in 2007, in London, Great Britain, and the last one took place yesterday here in Geneva.

In 2005 I was obliged to reconcile the position of IBSA (International Blind Sports Federation) President – my previous post - with that of WBU Secretary General. This meant a lot of extra work during this period; as the WBU permanent office had not yet been set up all the WBU related logistical and administrative tasks were carried out in Madrid, while at the same time I was in charge of managing and representing IBSA, as well as organising the federation’s 7th General Assembly in Beijing, China. 
The effort involved was rewarded by recognition of the work undertaken in this period in the field of sports when I was awarded the Paralympic Order by the International Paralympic Committee and presented with the Victor Ludorum award, IBSA’s highest tribute, during the closing session at its general assembly.
In addition to this, around the same time the General Secretariat moved office to our current premises in Almansa Street in Madrid. 
We now enjoy newer infrastructures in premises belonging to ONCE but we also had to go through the normal problems associated with moving office.  Nevertheless, our new office has helped me to carry out my responsibilities within ONCE, my employer, and as WBU Secretary General more efficiently, together with my new positions as member of the ICEVI Executive Committee as well as member of the FOAL Foundation’s Board of Trustees.
With regard to the traditional responsibilities of the Secretary General and the specific tasks entrusted to my office during the present term of office, the following objectives we have met are worthy of special mention:
COMMUNICATION
1. Drafting and executing an internal and external communications strategy
The strategy was submitted to and approved by the Caracas meeting in November 2006. It is currently being implemented by a specific committee, which I chair and which in turn receives support from a network set up to co-ordinate and monitor the strategy from the different WBU regions.
2. Publications

From December 2004 until January 2007 we were in charge of producing the printed newsletter “The WBU Reports”, published every six months, and our annual magazine, “The Voice of the WBU”, in a range of different electronic, talking, and printed formats. The average circulation of the top-quality printed version was more than 3000 copies, which were distributed worldwide and in the WBU’s three official languages. 

Thanks to these publications we were able to inform our membership and make the WBU better known outside our Union. This has constituted a historic and long-standing period of information made possible thanks to the support from ONCE, which has funded the publications for the last twenty years as part of its overall backing for the WBU. 

3. Web site - www.worldblindunion.org
We have updated and improved the WBU web site over the past 3 years, publishing new documents, files and news items as they became available and took place or when requested to do so. 
At the same time as we were working on updating the old web site, we have designed the new web page to revamp, in terms of the new graphics employed, its operability, usability and accessibility. Since February the website is handled by the Permanent Office and is hosted in the CNIB headquarters in Toronto.

4. Planning and promoting events to celebrate the 2009 anniversaries
The General Secretariat, through the Communications Committee, has taken charge of overseeing and co-ordinating a number of actions aimed at making arrangements to celebrate the bicentenary of the birth of Louis Braille – in partnership with CINAL – and the WBU’s silver jubilee, both of which will take place next year.  
Among the concrete activities underway, the WBU has produced two publications, one for its Silver Jubilee, and another one as a promotional book for our union, “A universal Voice”, which was produced at the General Secretariat and sponsored by ONCE. This book was published in printed format and on CD, in the 3 languages, and is split in three chapters: The first one highlights the Braille system and its inventor; the second includes a clear and nice description of the WBU; and the third focuses on the UN Convention and how it is viewed by blind and partially sighted people. The book should be used in the next period as a tool to promote and introduce WBU in those events and gatherings where we are keen to show who we are and what we do in an attractive, standard and tangible manner. The book will be presented and distributed here next Friday.
ADMINISTRATION

Until the new WBU office was set up recently, for the past years all the administrative functions and tasks were carried out centrally by the General Secretariat.

Among the standard tasks we have undertaken during this period, the following are worthy of special mention: updating the general membership list permanently and creating one single list from the two files held by the Treasury and the Secretariat; managing all documents and historic archives, classifying new documents and archives, distributing them and posting them on the web site; arranging meetings of the Executive Committee, Officers Board, etc. 
WBU policy papers were classified, translations to and from English, Spanish and French were also produce from this office until the setting of the Permanent Office.
We have monitored and submitted new membership applications which were past by the WBU EXCO during this term of Office: We welcomed new national members like Serbia, also Montenegro as a separate one. Myanmar, Laos, Timor Lest…
We enjoy new international members who have joined us like “Operation Eyesight” from Canada as well as Braille Jymico, also from Canada. 

New Associate members like Bartimeus Internacional from the Netherlands, have also been welcomed to our Union.
SUPPORT FOR SETTING UP THE PERMANENT OFFICE
During the initial design and implementation stage of setting up the Permanent Office, the General Secretariat played an important role in facilitating a smooth and agile handover of powers and responsibilities, with as few disruptions as possible and preventing interruptions in the WBU’s day-to-day administration. 
In this respect, liaison between my Secretariat and the new executive leadership, and between ONCE and the CNIB, has been very efficient.
Among the many actions we undertook I would highlight the handover of all current archives and documents, as well as the digital master copies made at the General Secretariat of all old WBU files and documents we had in our possession; handover of the general membership list; co-ordination between CNIB’s IT staff in Toronto and ONCE’s IT personnel in Madrid to transfer the web site; handover of the electronic files containing the new web site in order for them to be installed in the CNIB server; arranging a training course in web site content management in Madrid for the Administrative Assistant employed in the WBU Office.

As regards economic affairs, we have paid the annual renewal fee -including the fee for 2008- for the web site URL address to the company in charge of managing the address. Finally, and as an extraordinary measure to provide support for the office, in Baltimore and on behalf of ONCE, I officially submitted its offer to co-fund the office to the tune of 25,000 dollars per year for a period of five years to cover setting up costs and the normal running expenses of the office in Toronto.  

REPRESENTATION
With regard to the representative functions associated with my position I have attended several events organised by external organisations, notably regional assemblies held up to the present, such as the EBU assembly in Antalya, Turkey, last year or the ABU assembly in New Delhi, India, in April 2008.

I have also attended meetings and other events held by international organisations close to the WBU, such as the celebration of IBSA’s silver jubilee, where I was presented with a commemorative plaque as former president and WBU link officer. 
In March 2006 I travelled to Barcelona to represent the WBU at a meeting of an international ISO working group on standardisation and accessibility of credit cards. The results were very positive as at the end of the meeting it was unanimously agreed to submit a proposal to include Braille on credit cards in the future, thus making them easier for blind and partially sighted people to identify and use. Thanks to the support of our Japanese friends this new ISO standard came to action last 1st of June.
In May 2006 I also attended a meeting of the ULAC Executive Committee in El Salvador, where I presented WBU’s plans and activities. 
As link person with the WBU Officers Board, I have also attended the following meetings:
Youth Committee: I encouraged them to hold a meeting in Caracas, with the aim of setting up the committee and recommencing activities within this key group in the WBU. Its status as a committee was happily approved half way through the term of office. The Youth Committee work was short but enthusiastic and will provide a good background for the next term of office.
Low Vision working group: I joined this group as link person half way through the mandate. This is clearly a key group for WBU in terms of strategy and representation as we will see in its presentation next Thursday morning. I attended its meetings in Toronto and London.   
INTERNATIONAL BLIND CHILDREN’S CONGRESS “LISTENING TO THE CHILDREN”
Since mid-2007, representing WBU and with ONCE funding as hosts of the event, the General Secretariat has been involved organising the blind and partially sighted children Congress representing each of the 6 WBU regions. The congress, which was also being organised in partnership with the WBU Children’s Committee and ICEVI with the backing of UNICEF, was held in Pontevedra, Spain, from June 16th to June 20th 2008.

The outcomes will be presented next Thursday in the morning session.
CONCLUSION

Given the ambitious nature and key significance of the activities undertaken by WBU during this term of office, we can state that this four-year period has been an extraordinary one, but also transitional as many of the activities need to be continued and consolidated. Next year will clearly be a historic one worldwide for us, and we should be ready and willing to help promote our Union and make it better known, while at the same time seeking external support to ensure our WBU Office will continue its functions and we are able to carry out our future plans.
Finally, I would like to express my most sincere gratitude to ONCE for its strong and ongoing backing to me and to WBU. Thank you also to William Rowland for his effective leadership; to the team I have worked with at the General Secretariat in Madrid over the last four years, for their hard work and dedication, in particular to Manolo, my Administrative Assistant, and finally, thank you for the trust the General Assembly placed in me in 2004 which gave me the opportunity to join the WBU family and to meet fantastic people and new friends, many of who are for me a reference to follow in the way they defend the rights of blind and low vision people around the world.
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