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Executive Summary:
Discussion of the current status of the White Cane among blind people and the seeing public; the appropriate legal protection for those who use it; how to promote its image; what impact its design and colour have; how to raise awareness about it; and its function as a symbol of blindness and independence.

_________________________________________

The Long Cane

The recognition given to the White Cane in terms of public proclamation, parliamentary legislation, and traffic regulation varies from place to place and in many countries is non-existent.  Events to raise awareness and campaigns to gain legal protection will contribute to the status of the White Cane.

The long cane is the most commonly used mobility device by blind and partially sighted people in the world. As pointed out in the following article, the cane or its variant (sticks or staffs) have been used as an aid to mobility by blind persons for centuries. 

However, methods for its use (the touch technique) and standards for its appearance (white with red tip) have only been systemised in the last century. 

The long cane, as it is now used, provides sufficient information to the blind traveller to ensure safe, efficient and independent travel in both familiar and unfamiliar environments. The cane, when used appropriately, previews the environment to detect obstacles and/or surface changes in one’s path of travel, allowing the traveller sufficient time to stop or change course as necessary. 

Its length allows it to be used as a probe to extend one’s reach for exploring the environment or detecting objects of interest and its distinctive coloration identifies its user as being either blind or partially sighted. 

It is an indication of ability as opposed to disability and serves as a symbol of independence for its user. 

As a result the long cane is carried with pride by millions of blind persons worldwide.  

TERMS OF REFERENCE

Against this background the WBU commissions from Dr Frederic Schroeder of the United States a policy paper addressing, amongst others, the following matters:

1. The current status of the White Cane among blind people and the seeing public;

2. Appropriate legal protection for the White Cane user;

3. Ways and means of promoting the image of the White Cane;

4. The impact of design and colour variations of the image of the White Cane;

5. Guidelines for awareness raising and celebratory events;  and

6. An appropriate depiction of the White Cane to serve as the International Symbol of Blindness.

What is the White Cane?

The white cane is a tool used by a blind individual to navigate his environment.  Usually the white cane is long and rigid with a metal or plastic tip.  

It is extended in front of the person and swung back and forth to warn the user of obstacles or changing terrain.  The white cane provides the blind person information about the environment.  This information includes different textures, sound clues, and whether or not obstacles are in front of the person.  

Also the white cane indicates to others in the community that the individual carrying the white cane is blind.

A Brief History

Blind people have been using canes to travel independently for thousands of years. Over the years, blind people have had different reasons for using canes.  Some used them to ward off dogs, while others used a cane to warn people that they were coming down the street.  

The modern white cane, as we know it, did not come in to existence until World War I.  There is much debate surrounding which country developed the white cane first.  Nevertheless, use of a white-painted stick became quite common in Europe and then moved to North America. It was not until World War II that adequate canes were made and a system of training blinded veterans to use them was developed. 

Along with the development of useful canes and proper techniques came laws to allow blind people equal access to public thoroughfares and buildings.

What Does the White Cane Represent?

The white cane has become a symbol of freedom, independence, and confidence. The use of such a cane enables a blind person to move about freely in his/her environment.  If an individual knows how to use a cane, he/she can accomplish his/her daily tasks with ease.  

Also the white cane is a symbol of blindness and independence. The blind individual that walks with assurance with his/her white cane is comfortable with blindness.

WHITE CANE DAY

October 15

The White Cane: a Symbol of Blindness, a Symbol of Equality

White Cane Day is observed world-wide to recognize the movement of blind people from dependency to full participation in society.  

The white cane stands as a recognized symbol of blindness and as a symbol affirming the right of blind people to exercise the same rights and responsibilities as others.  While the white cane has liberated blind people, allowing them to travel safely and independently, the blind will only achieve full liberation when the public learns to view blind people as having the ability to work and live as others in society.

At one time blind people faced lives of isolation and dependency.  The opportunity for an education, employment, and social integration were rare and beyond the expectation of most blind people.  

Accordingly, society and blind people themselves learned to view blindness as representing helplessness and dependency on their families or on the charity of the community.  Fortunately, today opportunities for blind people are much better than in the recent past.  Increasingly, blind people are finding that with access to specialized skills and materials, they can compete in education and in employment and participate fully in all aspects of community life.  

Many things have contributed to the improved condition of blind people, but perhaps two advances stand out as having brought about primary change.  First is the ability to read and write.  In the early 1800's, Louis Braille, a blind Frenchman, developed the system of reading by touch that enabled blind people to become literate and with that ability came the chance to acquire an education and to prepare for meaningful employment. But an education can only lead to employment if the blind person is able to travel independently and safely from his or her home to his or her job.  Likewise, community integration requires the blind person to move from place to place without reliance on friends or family.

As far back as recorded time, blind people have used some form of cane or stick to assist them in moving safely in familiar and unfamiliar places.  The ability to travel independently by use of a white cane is basic to a blind person's confidence and ability to live a normal, productive life.  

Mastery of the white cane gives blind people freedom and confidence.  At its most basic level, the cane provides a clear path and alerts the blind person to drop-offs, such as curbs and steps, and to the presence of obstacles.  Of course, good travel skills include much more than simply the ability to find a safe path.  

Given proper training, the blind person acquires skills and strategies to gather information in the environment, to find his or her way in familiar and unfamiliar places.  By use of the white cane, the individual is able to travel safely in buildings, shopping centres, and throughout his or her neighbourhood.  Using traffic sounds blind people can cross streets with traffic lights.  

Blind people also regularly use public transportation such as buses and subways.  Of course, blind people often ask directions from others, however, it is generally not necessary to lead blind people from place to place.  Perhaps the best advice is to take the lead of the blind person.  If the blind person requires help, he or she will ask and will appreciate the assistance.  As a practical tool, the cane is unprecedented in its contribution to the freedom of blind people.  

Although canes have been used virtually forever by individual blind people throughout the world, it was only in the mid 1900's that the cane, and more specifically the white cane, came into common use among blind people.  At roughly the same time, about the time of World War II, Europe and the U.S.   established formal programs to train blind people to travel independently by use of the white cane.  

In some places the white cane is accented with a red stripe at the tip or bottom of the cane, but the red coloured tip is not necessary or standard throughout the world. 

There is a tendency to view Braille and the white cane as nothing more than tools.  Of course, they are tools--important tools, however their value is much greater than the granting of literacy and the freedom to move throughout the community.  In a very real sense, Braille and the white cane are symbols of the fundamental equality of blind people and their ability to live full lives as contributing members of society.  

Rather than being limited to lives of dependency and isolation, blind people today live productive lives, raising families participating in community life and working in a wide range of responsible jobs. 

October 15, White Cane Day, marks not only the ability of blind people to walk safely on city streets, but it is also intended to highlight for the public the movement of blind people from poverty and isolation to full participation in community life.  The white cane is a symbol of independence and a symbol of the dignity and capacity of blind people. 

Blind people need the understanding of the public. They need society to recognize their abilities and to give them a chance to demonstrate their talents.  

White Cane Day is a time for blind people and the sighted public to come together in support of the movement of blind people toward full integration.

Blind people do not want to be dependant on their families or on society.  What keeps many blind people in dependency is not so much the blindness itself, but the lack of opportunity.  Blind people need the chance to become educated, to develop their own interests and abilities, and the opportunity to seek employment on a fair and equal basis with others.  

Blind people seek understanding and recognition of their ability and desire to live and work alongside sighted people in their communities.

What can blind people do given training and opportunity? 

Recently, a young blind man named Eric Weihenmayer realized his dream of climbing the highest mountain on each of the six major continents. Eric was the first blind person to climb Mount Everest.  Eric's achievement is symbolic of the desire of blind people throughout the world to pursue their dreams and ambitions. 

Many blind people have great ambition and study to become lawyers, doctors, or scientists.  Others become politicians or leaders of industry.  Other blind people have noble yet more humble aspirations and work as tradesmen or as labourers.  Whatever the calling, whatever the hope or ambition, blind people want a fair chance to learn and work and live as equal members of society.  

On this observance of White Cane Day, we ask that you recognize the contributions blind people have made and ask that you join with us to open new and greater opportunities for blind people.  We ask this not as an act of charity, but as an act of humanity—humanity, recognizing that all people should have the right and the opportunity to contribute and live a full and normal life.  

Blindness poses many problems, but few that cannot be overcome through understanding.  White Cane Day is an opportunity to spread the message of the ability and the desire of blind people the world round to free themselves from dependency and isolation and assume a place of true equality in society.
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