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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. Our thanks to several Regions who have contributed to this e-bulletin by sharing their materials and information with us.  We have taken many information points from these that we felt that would be interest to our broader membership and will plan to do this on a regular basis.  Our next deadline for content submission will be June 30th for our July issue of the E-bulletin.  We will accept submissions in English, French and Spanish, preferably in electronic format.

President’s Message

When running for the office of WBU President, I promised to put in place a strategic plan giving clear direction to the work of the Union. This was a promise kept. 

In reviewing the stratplan, prior to our Officers meeting in Toronto at the end of March, our assessment of progress was very favourable. At the same time we identified important areas for attention, as well as committee work that needed restructuring. We were, in fact, unwavering in our attitude not to tolerate tardiness or lack of performance. The establishment of the WBU permanent office has been our most obvious achievement to date, with much improved administration and better communication as immediate benefits to our members. 

To my mind, the strengthening of our partnerships with the international agencies active in the field of blindness has to be part of our formula for success. This was amply confirmed by the contribution of some of these partners to the 4th IDP Africa Forum which has just taken place in Nairobi, the IDP being a programme of the WBU funded by Sight Savers International and Perkins. It was an impressive event, with some 300 participants from 37 African countries plus a dozen countries in Europe, America, and the Caribbean. The plenary sessions and parallel workshops were crammed to capacity, with the emergent generation of blind youth prominent in the proceedings. Most pleasing, perhaps, were the associated events which our partners had chosen to integrate with the Forum. I refer to:

· The launching of the Sight Savers Dolphin Pen, placing a programme with screen reader and screen magnification capabilities in the hands of blind consumers at one-tenth the price of competing products; 

· The EFA-VI Africa launch, signalling a joint initiative between ICEVI and the WBU to get out-of-school blind children and youth of the continent into school; and

· A consultation facilitated by Kevin Carey, consultant to the RNIB, to determine the expectations of blind and partially sighted persons of next-generation digital technology. 

Another highlight of the Forum was the celebration of the 20th anniversary of the African Union of the Blind. While we were literally overwhelmed by the multiple messages of solidarity received from the AFUB partners, we nevertheless found time to have a good party and share in a joyful couple of hours of singing and dancing. 

Of course, to be President of the WBU can at times be onerous, but more often it is pleasurable and rewarding. This is illustrated by the account I have given here of the Africa Forum. This was equally so during the CNIB hosting of our Officers meeting in Toronto. Blind country and western singer Terry Kelly's rendering of Power of the Dream at the closing dinner gave eloquent expression to the rising spirit of optimism in our movement, an optimism which has to be translated “step by step, one day at a time” into the work of transformation, changing what it means to be blind.

William Rowland

Update from the WBU Office

The office was pleased to welcome the WBU Officers to our new headquarters for their first meeting of 2007.  We are also happy to report that the World Blind Union has now been incorporated in Canada as a not for profit corporation and we may now proceed with opening our own bank accounts.  We are now in the process of applying for status as a registered charity, which will assist us tremendously in applying to Foundations for financial support.  That process will take several months.  The Directors of the Corporation are the Table Officers of the World Blind Union and thus the corporation is totally controlled and directed by the World Blind Union.

Membership Database

We are in the process of establishing a database of all WBU members that will be maintained by the office.  Over the next few months we will be in contact to confirm organization and delegate contact information.  Please remember to update us should any information regarding your organization or your delegates change.  

Extension of Dues Amnesty Period

As indicated in a recent letter sent to the Membership by President William Rowland, the Officers decided, at their March meeting, to further extend the dues amnesty period to June 30, 2007.  For organizations that pay their 2006 and 2007 dues, any dues owed for the period prior to 2006 will be forgiven.  We had a very encouraging response to the initial dues amnesty communication and wanted to ensure that as many of our organizations as possible could become financial.

Update from Officers Meeting

The WBU Officers met in Toronto at our new headquarters on March 30 – 31st.  These meetings were preceded by meetings of various committees and working groups as well as subcommittees involved with planning the 7th General Assembly in Geneva in August of 2008.  Please watch the E-bulletin for continued updates on the Assembly and Women’s Forum.

With the assistance of two facilitators sponsored by SightSavers, the Officers spent one and one-half days reviewing the status of the Strategic Outcomes identified in February 2005 as well as the Resolutions approved at the 2004 General Assembly.  Progress has been made within each of the eight strategic objectives identified and we are confident that the major initiatives will be dealt with successfully by the General Assembly.  The detailed workplan developed for the Review will be updated and shared with the Executive when it meets this October in London. 

Thank you to our Sponsors

Our thanks to the American Foundation for the Blind which upgraded their sponsorship to the Gold Sponsor level and to the National Industries for the Blind which came on board as a Gold sponsor.  At the recent Officers meeting, recognition certificates were presented to all Sponsors in attendance at the meeting and opportunities will be found during the upcoming months to present Recognition certificates to all sponsors who were not in attendance at the meetings in Toronto as well as to the new sponsors who come on board.

Remembering Dr. Diarra Siaka 

Dr Diarra Siaka has passed away under very distressing and sad circumstances. He had left his home country, Burkina Faso, and was traveling on a Kenya Airways flight, from Douala in Cameroon heading for Nairobi, when the plane crashed. 

"We all remember Diarra Siaka as a person deeply and vocally involved in matters pertaining to blind and partially sighted persons. Diarra was never hesitant to raise his voice in solidarity with visually impaired people and was a courageous advocate for the francophone countries and the special issues and pertinent needs of his constituency in West Africa,” said Dr. William Rowland, President of the World Blind Union, when paying tribute to his friend at the opening ceremony of the 4th IDP Africa Forum in Nairobi on May 7th. At the time of his death, Dr Diarra was in fact on his way to the Forum.
Diarra was a combination of a hearty, merry and positive person, a dynamic business man and someone who always went out of his way to advocate for the needs and concerns relevant to visually impaired persons. As the representative officer for the francophone countries of West Africa in the African Union of the Blind, Dr Diarra Siaka has been a trainer and mentor of leaders and other resource persons from new or weak organizations of the blind. Amongst his other responsibilities, he was a member of the WBU’s UN working group as the representative of the African Union of the Blind. All friends and colleagues remember him as a warm, devoted and outspoken bolt of energy. His absence will be felt with sorrow, but his approach and energy will continue to inspire everyone in the Africa region.

A Brief History of Dr. Siaka
Born 2nd December 1953, in Burkina Faso Dr Diarra was a Doctor of Pharmacy and worked in Yaldago Hospital before losing his sight in 1981 following unsuccessful treatment in both Mali and France. 

After becoming blind, he pursued studies in Physiotherapy and attained his Masters degree. He returned to Yalgado Ouédraogo Hospital, where he practiced his profession as a Physiotherapist for several years before settling down as a dispensary pharmacist in Bobo-Dioulasso and Ouagadougou respectively. 

This father of two contributed enormously to the cause of blind and low vision individuals in his own country as well as all over the African continent especially in the field of education and professional inclusion.

With ABPAM which he directed since 1992, he enabled blind and partially sighted persons to fight for their rights and place within society. He always said “their handicap is not a barrier to the self-fulfillment of an individual or to their education”. Because of his engagement and tireless efforts he was made President of AFUB’s Zone II (West Africa) and a member of AFUB’s Board of Officers.

United Nations Activities 

We are delighted to inform you that, on March 30th, when the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was opened for signing, 84 countries signed the Convention, 44 signed the optional protocol and Jamaica ratified it as well.  This means that we are now one step closer to having the Convention come into force.  It will come into force once 20 countries have ratified the Convention.  The UN Working Group is presently developing a toolkit for your use at the National level in order to assist you in your work with your national governments.  That should be ready later this year or early next year.

WIPO Study Released

David Mann, who represents the WBU on issues related to copyright has just informed us that WIPO (the World Intellectual Property Organization) has recently published its study into exceptions and limitations to copyright around the World for the benefit of visually impaired people.  This includes an examination of the international transfer issue. You can find links to Word and html versions at:

http://www.wipo.int/meetings/en/doc_details.jsp?doc_id=75696
World Health Assembly Support Needed

As part of the Vision 2020 initiative, in 2003, the World Health Assembly passed a resolution (WHA 56.26) that brought closer to centre stage the issue of preventable blindness (PoB) and the need to include it on the agenda of WHO.  Following subsequent discussions and amendments, in May 2006, the WHA recognized the developments at regional and international levels by the WHO member states towards eliminating avoidable blindness and passed a resolution (WHA 59.25) requesting the Director General of WHO, among other things, ‘’to add prevention of blindness and visual impairment to WHO’s medium term strategic plan 2008-13 and proposed program budget 2008-09’’. IAPB (International Agency on the Prevention of Blindness) has requested the assistance of all members in lobbying with their governments for the inclusion of the Prevention of Blindness strategies in the next WHA in May 2007 and beyond.  Further information is available on the Vision 2020 website at: www.V2020.org
IBSA World Games in 2007

2007 will witness two major International Blind Sports Federation (IBSA) world games, both scheduled to be held in July. Blind and partially sighted sportsmen and sportswomen from IBSA’s 108 member countries will have the chance to compete in Athletics, Swimming, Goalball, Judo, Powerlifting and Futsal (football).  

The state of Sao Paulo in Brazil will play host to the biggest ever international sports event exclusively for athletes with visual impairment: the 3rd IBSA World Championships and Games Brazil 2007 will take place from July 28th to August 8th and will be an individual and team qualifier for the 2008 Beijing Paralympic Games. More than 1 000 athletes from all corners of the world will attempt to improve on their personal bests and perform like never before, competing with their visually impaired peers and striving for victory and a place at Beijing 2008.
The championships and games programme features competitions in seven sports (Athletics, Futsal B1 (blind) category, Futsal B2/B3 (partially sighted) category, Goalball, Judo, Powerlifting and Swimming), including IBSA World Championships in three disciplines (Athletics, Powerlifting and Swimming).

Prior to Brazil 2007, young visually impaired athletes will have the chance to showcase their abilities at the IBSA Youth and Student World Games. Colorado Springs, USA, will host the event for the second time from July 11th to July 17th. Athletics, Goalball, Judo, Powerlifting and Swimming make up the program for VI athletes between the ages of 14 and 19, and around 250 people representing 20 countries are expected to compete. 

IBSA’s Youth and Student World Games form part of a key IBSA programme aimed at developing sport for the blind and partially sighted in schools worldwide, increasing the number of young visually impaired people doing sport and offering the benefits of sport to as many young people as possible.

For more information on Brazil 2007 visit www.ibsabrasil2007.org.br (available in English, Spanish and Portuguese).

For more information on blind sports visit www.ibsa.es
WBU 25th anniversary initiatives

The WBU 25th Anniversary Committee, chaired by WBU Past President Euclid Herie, met in Toronto in late March to begin planning for the WBU’s 25th anniversary in 2009.  The intention is to coordinate with events and activities planned for the Louis Braille Bicentenary where that is appropriate as well as to do some events that will specifically celebrate WBU’s 25th anniversary.  The most significant among these will be the publication of the WBU history with chapters contributed by the WBU Presidents who have held office since 1984 as well as other dignitaries.  Sir John Wall has agreed to be Editor in Chief of the publication which they plan to have ready for the General Assembly.

ACB Radio World

This new station is an additional station offered by ACB Radio, a service of the American Council of the Blind. It will concentrate on programming in languages other than English, although English programs will be carried, as well as focusing on music from all parts of the world.  Its programming launched on 7 May with a live stream from the Africa Forum in Nairobi Kenya, hosted by the Institutional Development Program and the Perkins School for the Blind. The new ACB Radio World stream can be reached from the ACB Radio homepage, www.acbradio.org and can be accessed by both broadband and modem users. ACB Radio World can also be found on the new and improved ACB Radio Tuner which is also available from ACB. If you are a speaker of a language other than English and fancy yourself broadcasting to the world, then ACB would be pleased to hear from you. You can contact them at: support@acbradio.org
Guidelines for access to PFD for Jaws users

This information was contributed by Stephen King, Director of Access and Innovation for RNIB and Chair of the World Blind Union Technology Working Group.  Guidelines have been developed with support from Adobe, and are designed to help JAWS users get the best from PDF documents and some of the new accessibility features incorporated in recent versions of the reader software. The link to this new user guide for accessing PDF is: http://www.rnib.org.uk/accessing_pdf
The guidelines are targeted at JAWS users, they cover installing Adobe Reader, getting official Adobe info on using it, experiences beyond Adobe's guidelines, user related instructions on reading PDF and advice on how best to approach service providers to get accessible PDF.

NEWS FROM OUR REGIONS

EUROPE

Help us reach 1 million signatures for the rights of disabled people !

In 2007, European Year Of Equal Opportunities For All, the European Disability Forum (EDF) is running a 1 million signatures campaign in an attempt to achieve a stronger and more effective European disability legislation. The European Blind Union is committed to actively contribute to this campaign and intends to mobilise all blind and partially sighted people, their families and friends in Europe, to take up the 1 million signature challenge.  For further information about this campaign, contact Caroline Fakhr, communication officer, ebu_uea@compuserve.com
EBU 8th General Assembly 

The EBU Assembly will run from Sunday 21 October (arrival) to Sunday 28 October (departure) and will take place in Antalya, south-west Turkey, on the Mediterranean coast  The Assembly will be preceded by an Equality and Diversity Forum will run on Monday and Tuesday, and the Assembly will take place on Wednesday to Friday. Further information from www.euroblind.org
Review of the EU Postal Directive

The EBU is lobbying to ensure that the revised postal directive includes wording that will make the free postal service for blind and partially sighted people a requirement of the directive. Without this, there is a threat that competition in a liberalised EU postal market will lead to a reduction of the free postal service as the provision of free post for blind and partially sighted persons is being proposed as an option, not a requirement.   This is an extremely important issue to maintain the right for free postal service for blind and partially sighted persons in Europe and indeed at the international level.
Television without Frontiers Directive
In December 2006 the European Parliament voted to accept EBU’s amendments on disability. They did this despite industry lobbying against their position. Chief among the amendments is the requirement that Member States would have to gradually make audiovisual services accessible to disabled people. EBU is experiencing some opposition by member states who are concerned about the cost of more accessible services and are advocating for a more “watered down” provision.  The EBU and its members are lobbying actively for maintaining a strong directive for accessible television.
AFRICA

Twenty Years Of Overcoming Disabling Barriers By Blind And Partially Sighted Persons Of Africa, And Striving For The Creation Of Enabling Environment   (by Elly Macha, AFUB Executive Director)

Twenty years have gone by since AFUB’s birth in Tunis Tunisia. Like a growing baby whose parents wait in anxiety to witness her unpredictable destiny, so was the experience of visually impaired people in Africa until our baby moved from her crawling stage and started walking on her two feet.  We are now celebrating the twentieth anniversary of our grown up child. Certainly it has not been easy to have our child reach this stage. 

Despite many challenges, AFUB has survived through all weather, justifying celebrations of its birth this year. Our achievements through the twenty years of AFUB’s existence outweigh the challenges posed. For example:

· Illiteracy has to some extent been eradicated among visually impaired people through the use and recognition of Braille as our mode of writing and reading;

· Some AFUB member countries have managed to influence their governments attend to the rights and needs of visually impaired people through formulating and implementation of policies and programmes that go a long way in supporting them by giving an enabling environment in their work places;

· AFUB has enabled a number of its national member organizations and associations address all areas of life like education and training, health care, rehabilitation, employment and political participation;

· AFUB national member organizations have come to appreciate one another as brothers and sisters through healthy working relationships established in their organizations;

· Visually impaired people have established their own platforms through information sharing which have helped them fight discrimination in unity.

Our celebrations therefore come very timely as we are not taking anything for granted. It should be on the basis of our unity, which should be stronger now more than ever before. We are Victors in a world of turmoil’s and Tribulations, and we should maintain the spirit of brotherhood and sisterhood in all our various activities. We need to continue supporting and feeling for one another, from the youngest to the oldest member of AFUB. We must not forget what has kept our fire burning for those twenty years of AFUB’s existence. Networking with our partners, locally and internationally, information sharing among ourselves, diligence in carrying out our various roles, advocating and lobbying for our issues with relevant authorities, practicing tolerance and other virtues in dealing with one another, etc. We should work towards achieving greater heights in our development agenda. ……Long live AFUB.

Knowledge on Democracy and Development” for visually impaired youth

AFUB in collaboration with its member organizations in Eastern Africa has commissioned a three-year (2007-2009) project known as “Knowledge on Democracy and Development” for visually impaired youth. Eight countries in Eastern Africa will benefit from the project in a three years period. The project countries are Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania (both Mainland and Zanzibar),  Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia, Sudan & Seychelles. The overall aim of the project is to build the capacity of blind and partially sighted youth in Eastern Africa to enable them actively participate in the organizations of visually impaired at national level in order to contribute to the promotion of the welfare of visually impaired persons and improving their situation in the society. The project is being coordinated by the AFUB Secretariat in collaboration with Uganda National Association of the Blind (UNAB).

IDP Fourth Africa Forum - Towards an Inclusive Society


Nairobi Kenya, May 7-10, 2007


Media Declaration
The forum is the fourth gathering of its kind within 11 years where organizational leaders, experts, service providers and educationists from the blindness movement throughout Africa meet to exchange experience and best practice, raise awareness, create empowerment and network.

The fourth Africa Forum was described by participants as the most successful to date, and as attracted more than 300 participants from 37 African countries plus a dozen other countries from Europe, North America and Asia.

The more than 300 participants at the fourth Africa forum joined with the African Union of the blind to celebrate twenty years of operation.  The Africa Union of the blind is the largest membership organization of blind persons on the continent and represent the voce of blind and partially sighted persons on the African continent.  The Africa forum is coordinated in collaboration with the African union of the blind. 

The Kenyan Minister for Gender, Sport, Culture and Social Services, HON.  MAINA KAMANDA stated that the government of Kenya was committed to becoming the second country following Jamaica to ratify the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

The Hon. Floyd Morris, who himself is blind, Minister of State, in the Government of Jamaica, gave the first keynote address and challenged blind persons in Africa to promote self-determination, demonstrate perseverance and understand the enormous value of education.  He is a notable example of the increasing number of blind people achieving high office in public life.  

Encouraged by the statement of  the Hon. Minister Kamanda the forum affirmed the need for engagement with government towards disability legislation and the full implementation of the UN convention. 

Since the last forum, it became apparent that vast progress has taken place.  Several key areas of service were identified and or affirmed by the forum.

1.  Field dedicated to HIVSTAIDS programmes targeted at persons with visual impairment.  Key areas of priority have been and shall remain research, provision of accessible material, training of peer educators, gender responsive programmes and the use of mass media to spread knowledge and raise awareness about prevention, testing, care and support services.  It was affirmed that the key strategy should be to mainstream the efforts by addressing national AIDS Commission bodies to access funding and ensure that all relevant issues pertaining to visually impaired persons are included in the mainstream programmes and policies.

2.  Launching of the Sight Savers Dolphin Pen, a low-price portable powerful device which offers screen reader, screen magnification and text book reading capabilities.  This device has come about through groundbreaking collaboration and support from Sight Savers International, UK's RNIB and Dolphin systems.  The new Pen offers on arrival affordability and enhanced mobility at ten percent of the previous cost. 

3.   The forum affirmed the need to advocate for an interventionist approach by governments which can include imposing quotas, introducing progressive legislation and stressing the importance of quality education and job training, relevant to job opportunities. 

4.   With the launch of education for all children with visually impairment in Africa  on Tuesday May 8this the forum in partnership with the International Council for the Education of the Visually Impaired, affirmed that focused attention on inclusive education is the way forward for blind and partially sighted children and youth.  There are currently 4.4 million children who are blind or partially sighted who do not have access to education.  All children who are visually impaired deserve the right to an education.  

This initiative is directly linked to the global Education for All campaign of UNESCO and the UN millennium goal on education.

  5.  For the first time at the forum, sports and leisure was discussed as significant in the lives of blind and visually impaired persons.  The Forum was addressed by Kenyan Paralympian gold medalist and world record holder Henry Wanyoike.

6.  The forum once again served as a launch pad for a new continental body.  This time for people with albinism one of whose major effects is low vision.  Six countries met and committed to work towards the formation of a Pan African albinism network.

ASIA

Enrichment Programme For Teachers Of The Visually Impaired From Central Asia
For the past several years, the Asian Blind Union (ABU) has been focusing intensively on further consolidating educational services for the visually impaired children in member-countries.   For this purpose, ABU has been providing assistance by way of basic assistive devices to several of its National Affiliates and is also running Specialized Enrichment/Refreshment Courses for teachers of Blind children engaged in the education of specific school-subjects. 

ABU is now conducting a similar enrichment course for teachers from the Central Asian Countries to be held in Bishkek  Kyrgyzstan from 25th to 30th May 2007,  the programme would be attended by 16 teachers of visually impaired children as well as educational administrators, four each from the concerned four countries. The primary objective of the programme is to up date and enrich knowledge and information of participants in various aspects of education of blind and low vision children.  The conditions existing in the Central Asian Countries would be the primary focus of presentations at the programme.

The programme is being coordinated and arranged by ABU with the help of Kyrgyz Association of the Blind and Deaf.  It would have senior resource persons from India and the concerned countries.  Funded by NABP Norway through ABU, the programme provides full assistance to cover travel, board and lodging expenses for the participants.

Onkyo Braille Essay Competition – 2007

For the second year running, Asian Blind Union (ABU) has been entrusted the responsibility of organizing a Braille Essay Competition for its member-countries by Onkyo Braille Mainichi News Paper Co. Ltd., Japan.  ABU was assigned this responsibility and had successfully conducted the Essay Competition last year also, in which 11 countries had participated.  This year 13 countries have conveyed their willingness to participate in the Competition.  The Competition is being held for two groups separately – up to 25 years and 26 years and above.  The primary objective of the Competition is to promote and popularize Braille in the Region and to suitably recognize persons capable of creative writing in Braille.  For further information, please contact the ABU directly.

ABU Resolves To Celebrate Louis Braille’s Bi-Centenary  Birth Anniversary.

The Asian Blind Union (ABU) at the meeting of its EXCO held in Bahrain on 16 and 17th March, 2007, has taken a major decision to celebrate the 200th Birth Anniversary of Louis Braille in a fitting manner.  The Union has drawn up a year-long programme commencing from 4th January 2008 to commemorate this important occasion.

The primary purpose of proposed programme is to focus attention of National Governments and other concerned agencies for giving Braille its due place of importance in all matters concerning access to and dissemination of knowledge and information.  The salient features of the programme are: -

provision of textbooks in Braille to all school-going blind children within a definite time-frame; production of mainstream Government periodicals and magazines in Braille;

creating greater awareness in the communities about the valuable contributions of Louis Braille; inclusion of material on Braille and capabilities of the blind in mainstream textbooks for school children; making public libraries accessible to blind readers.

LATIN AMERICA

Human Rights Seminar on People with Visual Impairments (Panama).

From November 12th to the 16th, Panama hosted a Seminar on Human Rights for those that are blind or have low vision.  Some of the highlights of the seminar were the implementation of the Commission on Human Rights of ULAC that will cover the area of Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean.  Also Professor Dean Lermen González, ULAC’s Representative in the United Nations Committee of the World Blind Union, spoke about the work that had been accomplished in the past five years with relation to the United Nations Convention on Disability. 

The seminar concluded by discussing the work that lay ahead.  One of the primary tasks for the region now is the implementation of the UN Convention. 

The 80th Anniversary of the Institute for Blind Children, “Foundation Juan Antonio Pardo Ospina”.

This year marked the 80th Anniversary of the Institute for Blind Children in Bogota, Colombia.  The Institute has a long and important history in the development of services for the blind, not only in Colombia but in the rest of Latin America.  Juan Antonio Pardo Ospina was the primary force in promoting the law which established the foundation of the Institute in 1925.  His effort and work helped establish many essential and lasting programs for the blind.  

The Institute has been credited with making some landmark achievements such as purchasing Braille printing presses and materials in 1931.  This purchase elevated the Braille capabilities of the school to the same level as the rest of the world.  The Institute was also one of the first to begin to offer kindergarten classes, as well as primary and secondary education, music classes, carpentry, farming and care of domestic animals.

Over the years the Institute has hosted many seminars related to the development of people with visual impairments.  Most recently, in 2006 while celebrating their 80th anniversary, the Institute held its first international meeting on the ‘Visual Impairment of Infants’.  Recommendations were made at the conclusion of the seminar that were intended to further improve the lives of those that are blind or have low vision.

Venezuela Legislation improves Human Rights

On January 5th, in Venezuela, a law for Persons with Disabilities was approved by the National Assembly.  This law states that all bodies and entities of the National Public Administration, as well as all state owned, private, and mixed companies must include on their payroll no less than 5% of persons with a permanent disability.  The law goes on to state that companies cannot discriminate or impede the employment of a disabled person, if they do, they could face a fine.  

As well the State along with the Ministry of Transportation and local government have established that there be free transport in urban areas and a 50% discount for any national travel for those who have a disability.  They are currently working on extending the discount to international travel.  Public transport must also be fully accessible, safe, and inclusive of those with a disability.

ULAC with a view to America

ULAC, since its formation, has had as one of its top priorities the development of access to literature, books and information for those that are blind or have low vision.  With the further development of its priorities in mind, ULAC has signed an agreement with CERLALC (Centro Regional para el Fomento del Libro en America Latina y el Caribe) with the support of FOAL (Fundacion ONCE para America Latina).  One of the first tasks that the group has completed is a diagnostic study of Central American entities that produce and provide reading material for people that are visually impaired.  

The findings from the diagnostic study contributed to the development of tasks that will be executed by CERLALC and ULAC.  Some of the tasks that will be executed will be the increase of the production of scholarly texts and books in Braille.  Also they will create literacy programs for the blind and those with low vision in the public and private library system of Latin America.  

In the area of technology, the improvement of technological access will have varying components.  Some of the initial goals that the group hope to achieve are contact with governments to ensure that states guarantee access to information and books for those who are blind or have low vision.  Also, Ministries of Culture and Education will be asked to incorporate into their national plans everything that is related to access for those that are blind or have low vision.  

(The results of the diagnostic study are available on ULAC and FOAL’s web page.)

IN THE NEWS

Blind Pilot successfully flies from England to Australia

A blind British adventurer has touched down in Sydney after a record-breaking microlight flight from London. Miles Hilton-Barber landed at Bankstown airport in Sydney just before 8am

(AEST) on April 29th. The 58-year-old is the first blind pilot to fly more than halfway around the world, travelling through 21 countries on a 59-day journey to raise money for charity.

The father of three, who began his epic 21,722km trip on March 7, has braved snowstorms, freezing temperatures and torrential downpours. "It's the fulfillment of an amazing dream. I've been wanting to do this flight for about four years," he said. "I've wanted to be a pilot since I was a kid. Now I'm totally blind and I've had the privilege of flying more than halfway around the world. "The big deal is not me doing this, it's raising funds."  Mr Hilton-Barber, who went blind 25 years ago, is hoping the trip will raise $2.5 million for the charity Seeing is Believing, which works for the prevention of blindness in developing countries. He flew with a sighted co-pilot and uses revolutionary speech output from navigation instruments to steer a course for his customised hang glider-like plane. 

Mongolian Hunger Strikers win aid for Disabled  (Mongolia Web News, Mongolia, May 09, 2007)

Three visually impaired men ended their five-day hunger-strike in Ulaanbaatar this week after being assured that their grievances would be heard by appropriate officials. The hunger strikers began their protest following a change in laws for the disabled which reduced the amount of assistance they were receiving. A July 1, 2006 revision of laws for the disabled changed the criteria for those qualifying for aid. While previously, workers who had been 50 percent disabled received aid, this number was changed to 70 percent disabled.  Additionally, the new law only provided aid to those who could prove they were without work, without money and homeless. Government officials have promised to eliminate the new disability law and return to the former compensation plan for disabled workers. 

WBU President William Rowland sent a message of solidarity and support to our colleagues in Mongolia and offers our congratulations to members of the Mongolian National Federation of the Blind for their success in advocating for the rights of blind and partially sighted persons in Mongolia.
Durban Declaration on Refractive Error 

Durban, South Africa, Friday 16 March, 2007: Key public health bodies and healthcare professionals today watched as the Durban Declaration was signed at the World Congress on Refractive Error to advocate public health strategies for an end to unnecessary blindness from uncorrected refractive error affecting more than 300million people in the world today. 

The Declaration states refractive error is a major health issue impacting on individuals, their families and communities and which is a contributing cause of poverty in the world. Avoidable blindness and impaired vision, which has an estimated global economic impact of $US42 billion annually, half of which is due to refractive error.

“Effective, equitable and affordable refractive error services would have a profound impact on reduced levels of child and adult literacy rates and significantly impact on poverty through increased employment opportunities and productivity” said Dr Nag Rao, President of the International Agency for Prevention of Blindness.

Over 650 international delegates at the Congress heard that the major challenge ahead was to ensure that those blind or vision impaired due to refractive error not only needed access to an eye examination and a pair of affordable glasses, but that health, education, social welfare systems needed to empower communities, parents and children to contribute to improving their own eye health.

The Declaration recognised that the greatest contribution to a severe worldwide lack of refractive error services was the lack of trained personnel to provide them; a need that was most pronounced in poor and marginalised communities. 

The Declaration resolved to:
· Create global awareness of the impact of refractive error on sufferers, their families and community and the need for services; 
· Advocate to National Governments and world health care agencies for the policies, services and resources required to meet the needs. 
· Strive to overcome the barriers that prevent those with refractive error and low vision from obtaining the same services, rights and opportunities as others; 
· Ensure refractive error services are prioritised in planning and development of National Health Plans; 
· Invest in training of eyecare workers and professionals; 
· Support the establishment of global distribution channels to make high quality spectacles available; 
· Encourage research and application of the results to achieving the most effective solutions; and 
· Work to build relationships with private sector and service providers to expand availability of sustainable services.
For the full text of the declaration, please go to: http://www.v2020.org/news.asp?section=000100010010&itemID=292
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