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Welcome to our new WBU E-Bulletin
As reported in the last issue of the WBU Newsletter, we have moved to a new format for communicating with our members and friends.  The E-bulletin will provide brief updates to our members about what is happening within the WBU and will inform you about items that we hope will be of interest to you.  It is our intention to produce the E-bulletin every two months, in English, French and Spanish.  The E-bulletin will be distributed in electronic format only and will also be available on the WBU website.  It will also be our intention to keep articles short and informative and the bulletin will generally only be a few pages long.  However, it will very much be guided by the information that our members provide and your desire for particular information to be included.  It is our desire to have more regular and frequent contact with our members and we do hope that you find this bulletin to be useful and informative.
Contributions to the E-Bulletin
Contributions are welcome to the E-Bulletin.  We would like to hear from our members and our Regions about initiatives and events that you believe would be of interest to our members. As  it is our intention to produce the E-bulletin every two months, you may send information in to us at any time and we will put it into the next bulletin.  We will generally use month end as the cutoff point for content in the bulletin that is issued for the following month.  For example, April 30th will be the cutoff date for content that appears in the May 2007 bulletin.  In the interests of space we do reserve the right to decide what appears in the bulletin.  We will accept submissions in English, French and Spanish, preferably in electronic format.
President’s Message

As I write my first piece for the E-bulletin, the image that springs to mind is that of a “window”, because that is what I wish the bulletin to be to the WBU. From the outside looking in, we have a view of the inner workings of the WBU; from the inside looking out, a panorama of the WBU’s worldwide activities.

Over the 23 years of its history the WBU has actually communicated very well with its members, but mostly intermittently. However, new times require new means. In stead of trusting to the vagaries of the postal service, our messages, outgoing and incoming, will now be instantaneous. Surely, this will make for a more lively and participatory organization.

And let me emphasize the need for two-way communication. We do want to hear from our members and friends – their news, their opinions, their suggestions. Sometimes there may be criticism, and this will do us good, and now and then, perhaps, there will be a little praise, which will do us no harm. Quite often the WBU is referred to as a family. Well, then, let the E-bulletin bring us closer together, in what we are and what we intend to be.
William Rowland

Update from the WBU Office

We are now well established in our new WBU headquarters.  Our email accounts, telephone and fax are working and we can be contacted directly at the office.  Our contact information is listed at the beginning of the bulletin.  A plan is in place to gradually assume functions currently being performed by the Secretary General and Treasurer’s offices.  A key priority over the next few months is to update and verify the WBU membership database.  We will be in contact with you to verify the information that we have about our member organizations and their delegates and to request updated information.  Please remember to keep us informed as information changes about your organization’s delegates and contact information.  
Thank you to our Sponsors

We wish to extend our sincere appreciation to our sponsors who have pledged support to the permanent office during its first few years of operation.  Our present sponsors are:

PLATINUM SPONSORS ($25,000)
National Federation of the Blind (NFB)


Royal National Institute of the Blind (RNIB)


Spanish National Organization of the Blind (ONCE)


Vision Australia


World Blind Union (WBU)

DIAMOND SPONSORS: ($10,000) 

Canadian National Institute for the Blind (CNIB) 

Italian Union of the Blind

Norwegian Association of the Blind and Partially Sighted (NAPB)

Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind

Swiss Federation of the Blind and Visually Impaired

GOLD SPONSORS: ($5,000)

Swedish Association of the Visually Impaired (SRF)


Danish Association of the Blind


French Federation of the Blind and Partially Sighted

American Foundation for the Blind (AFB)

LOYALTY SPONSORS:

National Council for the Blind, Malaysia


Thai Association of the Blind


Philip Bam


Graeme Innes


KUA Cheng Hock


Donatilla Kanimba


William Rowland
We do of course, need additional sponsors to ensure adequate support for the office.  All contributions are welcome and will be recognized and appreciated by the WBU.
Remembering Dr. Salma Maqbool

We would like to remember and pay tribute to Dr. Salma Maqbool who passed away suddenly on January 10th 2007 following heart surgery.  Chairman and Trustee of the Pakistan Foundation Fighting Blindness and Director of the Darakhshan Resource and Training Centre for blind and disabled girls and young women.   Dr. Maqbool was best known within the World Blind Union family as Chairperson of the Committee on the Status of Blind Women in the late 1980’s and until 1992.  Dr. Maqbool led a very full and interesting life that was dedicated to improving the situation for blind women and girls both in her home country of Pakistan and internationally.  We remember her with fondness and express our sincere condolences to her family and friends.
Welcome to Jim Gibbons

The WBU would like to congratulate Mr. Jim Gibbons on his election as President of the WBU North America/Caribbean Region in December of 2006 and welcomes him as an Officer of the WBU.  Jim is President and CEO of National Industries for the Blind in the United States and has been serving the WBU during this quadrennium as a member of the Executive, representing the NA/C Region and as Chair of the WBU Employment Committee.  Jim Sanders, President of CNIB was elected as Vice President of the Region.  Our sincere thanks are extended to Dr. Marc Maurer, President of the National Federation of the Blind for his leadership of the Region as interim President following the resignation of Penny Hartin from that role last September.  

Upcoming Officers meeting
The WBU Officers will be holding their spring meeting on March 30 – 31st in Toronto.  This will give the Officers an opportunity to visit the newly opened WBU Office.  In addition to Officers and various Committee and Working Group meetings, the Officers will be holding a one and one-half day planning session to review progress on the Strategic Plan and to develop and approve a workplan for the remainder of the term.  This Strategic Planning session is being sponsored through the generosity of SightSavers.  You can expect to receive an update on the outcome of this session in the next E-Bulletin.
PowerPoint presentation accessibility guidelines

The Low Vision Working Group has recently produced Guidelines to improve accessibility of PowerPoint presentations for blind and low vision persons.  These guidelines were approved by the Officers at their last meeting and will shortly be available on the WBU website for you use and for promotion to governments and industry.
United Nations Activities 
An important milestone was reached on December 13, 2006, when the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was adopted by the UN General Assembly.  Given that December 13th is the feast day of Santa Lucia the Saint of blind persons, this was a very special day indeed.  Our sincere thanks and congratulations are extended to Kicki Nordstrom, Chair of the UN Working Group, William Rowland and members of the UN Working Group for their tireless efforts over the past six years to bring our dream of having a disability convention to reality.  The next step in the process involves a formal signing by countries that support the Convention at the end of March.  Once twenty countries sign the convention then it comes into force.  Following the signing, then countries will go through a process to ratify the Convention.  The UN Working Group is in the process of developing a tool kit and training programs for the use of all of our members as it will be important for you to work with your own governments to encourage them to ratify the convention and then to ensure that it is implemented in your country.  We all know that this can be a very lengthy process, but having a Convention specific to protecting the rights of persons with disabilities is a very important step in the right direction.  We will continue to keep you informed about the process and will let you know once tools are developed that can help you in your own work with your national governments.
Another important study has just recently been released by the UN Special Rapporteur on disability.  She has launched a Global Survey on disability, and 114 states have provided input, while 77 have not replied. The Survey can be found on the Internet at:  

http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/rights/convtexte.htm.  We also have an electronic copy of the survey and so if you are interested and do not have access to the websites, then please let the office know and we will forward it to you.
General Assembly Update

The 7th General Assembly is scheduled for August 18 – 22, 2008 in Geneva Switzerland.  Plans are also underway to hold a Women’s Forum just prior to the General Assembly on August 16 – 17th.  An International Organizing Committee, a Sponsorships Committee and a Program committee have been established and will meet in person in conjunction with the WBU Officers meeting at the end of March.  We will provide regular updates to you about the General Assembly plans in future bulletins.
Louis Braille bicentenary plans

As President William Rowland indicated to you in his communication to commemorate World Braille Day on January 4th, plans are underway to organize events and activities to celebrate the 200th anniversary of the birth of Louis Braille in 2009.  A special bicentenary committee has been established in France, the birthplace of Louis Braille with representation of the WBU on it.  Some very exciting activities are being planned, including the production of special Louis Braille coins, commemorative stamps, Braille essay writing contests and more.  We will share these ideas in upcoming issues of the E-bulletin so please be sure to let us know if you have any special events planned to celebrate this important date.
WBU 25th anniversary initiatives

The year 2009 will be a very busy year for the World Blind Union as it is also the year that marks the 25th anniversary of the formation of the WBU. A special taskforce, chaired by WBU past president Dr. Euclid Herie is investigating ideas to help the WBU celebrate this important event.  The working group is meting for the first time during the Officers meetings in Toronto and we will keep you informed about their initiatives.

Theme for World Sight Day 2007 and 2008 
As you know, the WBU is a strong supporter of the Vision 2020 initiative to eliminate avoidable blindness by the year 2020.  World Sight Day, which is held each year on the second Thursday of October, is intended to help raise awareness about avoidable blindness and the Vision 2020 initiative.  Each year, a different theme is chosen to provide a focus to the Vision 2020 World Sight Day events and messages.  For 2007, the theme for World Sight Day is Childhood blindness.  The theme for 2008 has also now been announced and it is “Gender Perspective”
Regional events
The WBU Asia Pacific Region is holding its midterm General Assembly in Shenzhen China form March 21 – 23rd.  This General Assembly includes a Women’s Forum as part of the Assembly.

The African Union of the Blind has recently hosted two seminars: a Youth seminar in Uganda to prepare emerging leaders funded by SHIA/SRF and a meeting of the Women’s Committee and AFUB Officers during the last week of February. 

The 4th IDP Africa Forum is scheduled for Nairobi Kenya from May 6 – 12, 2007.  Information about the Forum can be found at: www.wbu-idp.org
Vision 2008

The WBU is pleased to endorse Vision 2008, the 9th International Conference on low vision which will take place in Montreal Canada from July 7 – 11, 2008.  For information about the Conference, please visit their website at: www.vision2008.ca
In the news

We subscribe to a service called “Blindness News” which summarizes and provides a link to newspaper articles from around the world on topics related to blindness or that feature blind persons and or their organizations.  While the volume of articles and information contained is simply far to great to include here in the interest of keeping this E-bulletin to a reasonable size, we have taken excerpts from some of these articles that we thought could be of particular interest to our members.  Should you wish to subscribe directly to this service, you may do so by sending an email to: BlindNews-Owner@BlindProgramming.com
Our thanks to Pedro Zurita who has volunteered to monitor the huge volume of content that appears on BlindNews and recommends items that would be of interest to our members.
Some articles of interest:

MOST WEBSITES FAIL DISABILITY ACCESSIBILITY STANDARDS, ACCORDING TO STUDY BY UNITED NATIONS DEPARTMENT OF ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL AFFAIRS (Source: www.dpi.org )

Testing of 100 leading websites around the world found that only three meet international standards of accessibility for persons who are blind, have low-vision disabilities, or cannot use a computer mouse, according to a new survey commissioned by the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. The new study, which was released as the United Nations marked the International Day of Disabled Persons, looked at some of the leading websites in 20 countries that have relatively developed Internet infrastructure, and concluded that the vast majority of websites do not approach accepted international standards of accessibility.  But the survey found that a quarter of the websites investigated could easily be brought into conformance with the standards.

STUDY SHOWS FORMERLY BLIND CAN LEARN TO SEE 

How does the human brain "learn" to see? If the brain is deprived of visual input early in life, can it later learn to see at all? MIT (Massachusetts Institute of Technology) researchers are exploring those questions by studying some unique patients--people who were born blind, or blinded very young, and later had their sight restored.  Doctors have long believed that children who were blind during a "critical period" early in life had little hope of learning how to see even if vision were later restored, so they were reluctant to offer potentially risky surgical treatments such as cataract removal to children older than 5 or 6. However, in a recent case study, the MIT researchers found that a woman who had her vision restored at the age of 12 performed almost normally on a battery of high-level vision tests when they studied her at the age of 32. The study appears in the December issue of Psychological Science. The new research "shows that the brain is still malleable" in older children, says Pawan Sinha, senior author and associate professor of brain and cognitive sciences at MIT. This knowledge could benefit thousands of blind children around the world, particularly in developing nations, who were previously thought to be too old to receive eye treatment. 
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U N I T E D   N A T I O N S
N A T I O N S   U N I E S

THE SECRETARY-GENERAL 

--

MESSAGE ON INTERNATIONAL WOMEN’S DAY 

 8 March 2007

I am happy and honored to send you my warmest wishes on International Women’s Day – my first one as Secretary-General of the United Nations. I hope you will all come to know me as your representative and ally in the years ahead.


This day is an opportunity for all of us -- women and men -- to unite in a cause that embraces all humankind. Empowering women is not only a goal in itself. It is a condition for building better lives for everyone on the planet. 


No one can dispute the evidence that this is so. And no one can gainsay the outcome of the 2005 World Summit, when leaders reaffirmed that gender equality and human rights for all are essential to advancing development, peace and security. 


Yet we are still so very far from turning this understanding into universal practice. In almost all countries, women continue to be under-represented in decision-making positions. Women’s work continues to be undervalued, underpaid, or not paid at all. Out of more than 100 million children who are not in school, the majority are girls. Out of more than 800 million adults who cannot read, the majority are women.


Worst of all, violence against women and girls continues unabated in every continent, country and culture. It takes a devastating toll on women's lives, on their families, and on society as a whole. Most societies prohibit such violence -- yet the reality is that too often, it is covered up or tacitly condoned.

That is why International Women’s Day is so important. It spells out our responsibility to work for enduring change in values and attitudes. It calls on us to work in partnership -- Governments, international organizations, civil society and the private sector. It urges us to work for a transformation in relations between women and men, at all levels of society. It compels us to strengthen every means of empowering women and girls -- from education to microcredit.

The United Nations must be at the forefront of those endeavors. I pledge to do all I can to ensure that it is -- not only on International Women’s Day, but every day. I look forward to working with you in our collective mission.
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