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Editor’s Note

Welcome to EBU Newsletter issue No 79.

At EU level, following the adoption of the new Bus and Coach Regulation by Member States on 31 January 2011, the much awaited plenary vote went well, thanks to intensive lobbying by EBU members of their respective MEPs. Read Carine Marzin's update. Meanwhile Dan Pescod explains why EBU felt obliged to suspend its involvement in the EU Stakeholder Dialogue pending agreement at the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) on the proposed World Blind Union treaty to put an end to the book famine.

In the National News section, read about an innovative spoken-word programme in Estonia, while in Norway the Hurdal Vision and Activity Centre is being developed to offer an improved range of services to the visually impaired population.

A new project in which EBU is involved, Vision in Enterprise, aims to support visually impaired would-be entrepreneurs. Read more about the project and a great example of what can be achieved.

Our Feature this month continues the celebration of national Women’s Day, which took place in March. Four contributions from dynamic female members of EBU, Jill Allen King, Tifa Tučić, Oxana Siminciuc and Barbara Krejči Piry examine a range of topics ensuring that the focus on women's issues continues beyond one single day in the calendar.

Reminder: EBU's new website is now operational and the Office is busy feeding contents into it. Do not hesitate to let us have your comments both on the contents and on their accessibility. 
Enjoy your reading! 

Please feel free to send your comments on this Newsletter’s layout and contents to ebu@euroblind.org 

Back to contents
Self-employment for the visually impaired - the Vision in Enterprise project

Employment is a key stage in achieving independence and self-confidence. In difficult economic times those people who already have difficulties entering the labour market feel the effects even more than everyone else. This is the case for many blind and partially sighted people. Having a job with a decent salary gives visually impaired people control of their lives, so that they don’t just have to accept what other people decide is best for them. Starting a business is one of the possibilities to overcome some of the difficulties involved in entering the labour market, however it poses specific problems and challenges which may require expert knowledge and assistance in order to get a business up and running.

The example of John Charles, in London, illustrates many of the issues involved. John became blind suddenly, 11 years ago, just after finishing a business degree. This did not however deter his entrepreneurial ambition. He established a viable business plan and applied for a bank loan, but this request was refused. Thanks to the London-based service, Action for Blind People, John's dream was able to become a reality in 2007. He was offered both the financial support and advice that was needed to start his business, and since then has gone on in leaps and bounds. Recently his flourishing company, Catering2Order, was awarded a contract by the Olympic Delivery Authority (ODA) to provide catering services to the Olympic construction site in east London. The small business based in Southwark offers a breakfast and lunch menu for approximately 150 office and construction workers. The company now employs more than 15 people, many of whom are also visually impaired. Catering2Order won the Thames Gateway Business Award in 2009 and was named Social Enterprise of the Year 2008 at the CBI Growing Business Awards.

This encouraging success story is an example of how, given the necessary support and advice at the initial stages, blind and partially sighted people can achieve a great deal. In order to capitalise on the skills and knowledge they have acquired in this field, Action for Blind People are leading the Europe-wide Vision in Enterprise (ViE) project, of which EBU is also a partner. The project, which will run until September 2012, aims to provide a range of innovatory solutions to assist would-be entrepreneurs with a visual disability. The other partners in the project are Prevista Limited, the National Council for the Blind of Ireland, the Pancyprian Organization of the Blind, and the Foundation Institute for Regional Development. The main impact of the project will be widespread awareness that the visually impaired can successfully achieve self-employment and develop enterprise given sensitive and appropriate support.

ViE has wide-ranging ambitions and amongst its goals are:
• developing a toolkit and good practice guide for those training business support advisers working with the visually impaired;

• enabling those supporting blind and visually impaired entrepreneurs to be trained in support techniques proven to be successful with this vulnerable group; 

• testing and adapting the toolkit for use by mainstream providers of business support to enable them to support the visually impaired and thereby increase the range of support available to this vulnerable group; 

• disseminating the learning and good practice gained on a pan-European basis to increase the capacity and competences of visually impaired people.

The importance of employment, and in particular running a business, cannot be overestimated in terms of the positive impact it has on the independence and self-esteem of the visually impaired. This in turn leads a far more up-beat and dynamic image of blind and partially sighted people for the wider public, which breaks down further barriers. Hopefully, through the ViE project, the resounding success of John Charles will be just one of many examples of what visually impaired people can achieve under the right circumstances.

A dedicated web page for the project is being developed, and EBU will also provide regular updates on www.euroblind.org. Further press releases and articles in the EBU Newsletter will keep all interested parties informed as the ViE project progresses.
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EU UPDATE
EU bus and coach regulation: EBU campaign success! 
By Carine Marzin,

European Campaigns Officer, The Royal National Institute of Blind People

Following the adoption of the regulation by EU Ministers on 31 January, there was much speculation as to how some European Parliament political groups would vote on 15 February during the last plenary vote, so EBU organised a final lobbying of MEPs ahead of the vote to ensure as much support as possible. This was achieved as 504 MEPs supported the regulation in plenary on 15 February, while 63 voted against and 89 abstained.

The EU regulation will come into force on 1st March 2013.  Following a strong EBU campaign, disabled people will have a right to accessible travel information throughout their journey on all buses and coaches and bus operators will have to organise mandatory disability-awareness training for all drivers. Minimum rights will also include information about passenger rights in terminals and online and a complaint handling mechanism, with independent national bodies to enforce the regulation and issue penalties.

In addition, disabled people will have new rights on coach journeys of 250 km or more - these rights will also apply if passengers travel on a small part of such a journey. These new rights for long distance travel include free assistance at terminals and on board, and, where necessary, free transport for a companion. To get assistance, a 36 hour notice will be needed when booking bus/coach travel. Member States will be allowed to postpone the introduction of some of the provisions, notably the disability-awareness training of drivers, so EBU members will have to continue lobbying their governments in order to make sure that they do not postpone the introduction of these new rights.
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EBU responds to EU consultation on Single Market Act 
By Carine Marzin
EBU responded to the EU consultation on the Single Market Act, which outlines the European Commission's plans to improve the free circulation of people, goods, services and capital. The document contains 50 separate proposals on
areas of EU competence, including proposals on copyright, e-commerce, standardisation, integrated transport systems, public procurement, VAT, services of general interest, product safety and passenger rights. In its response EBU highlights some of the key issues that the European Union needs to address in order to guarantee that blind and partially sighted people have equal access to the Single Market. Read our response on the EBU website http://www.euroblind.org/press-and-publications/publications/nr/46.
Back to contents
EBU participation in the Written Declaration of the European Parliament on braille labelling 
On 23 of March 2011 the European Parliament published a Written Declaration on a voluntary system of labelling in Braille format on the packaging of industrial products. This initiative is being led on the European Blind Union side by Rodolfo Cattani, Chairman of the EBU Commission for Liaising with EU, and Harry Geyskens,          Co-ordinator of the Belgian Confederation for the Blind and Partially Sighted. The text of the Declaration can be downloaded here: http://bit.ly/ejM1Xi.
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Right to Read

By Dan Pescod, 

Campaigns Manager, Europe, International and Accessibility, The Royal National Institute of Blind People 

•
Suspension of the EU Stakeholder Dialogue and WIPO Stakeholder Platform

In our attempts to end the “book famine” in which only a few per cent of books are ever made accessible, EBU has always recognised the importance of working with rights holder organisations on licensing agreements and technology accessibility, among other things. 

When the WBU tabled its treaty proposal at the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO), rights holder associations called for a “WIPO stakeholder platform” which they maintained ought to negate the need for the treaty. WBU disagreed that the “platform’s” voluntary licenses could negate the need for a legally binding safety net in the shape of a treaty. However, WBU and EBU have taken a "twin track approach" to the treaty and platforms (both the WIPO Stakeholder Platform and its EU cousin the Stakeholder Dialogue). We have worked on licensing and other solutions in the stakeholder platforms, whilst campaigning for the treaty to provide an appropriate, complementary legal basis for the exchange of accessible works.  

Unfortunately, in February 2011 EBU felt obliged to suspend its involvement in the EU Stakeholder Dialogue pending agreement at WIPO on the proposed World Blind Union treaty.

Two factors have led to the current suspension. Firstly, the complicated draft licenses and processes proposed by rights holder lawyers for the deposit of files and sharing of books across borders. Secondly, the fact that our involvement in the stakeholder work was being unfairly portrayed by some industry lobbyists as “proof” that no binding treaty was needed at WIPO. 

The word "suspend" is important, as we hope to work with these EU and international partners again in the future, once the WIPO deliberations on an appropriate legal instrument have been concluded.
___________________________________
•
EU campaigning

EBU received a further letter from Commissioner Barnier in response to our letter of 13th January 2011. The Commission restates its position that a combination of voluntary licenses and a “soft”, non-binding law at WIPO are the best way to help us share accessible books across borders. We disagree. 
However, it is the EU Member States that make the decisions on these matters in their working groups before the key WIPO SCCR meetings. We are therefore concentrating our work on our national governments.
We have been working with Members of the European Parliament on the matter too. As the one elected body of the three EU institutions, it is important for the Parliament to have its say. To this end, on 13th April 2011 we will participate and jointly host a conference in the Parliament to discuss the WIPO treaty. This event is co-hosted by MEPs Berlinguer (Italy), Lichtenberger (Austria) and Sosa-Wagner (Spain).
Back to contents
Access to television

By Dan Pescod
The user requirements specification for “talking” digital TVs, which we finalised with Digital Europe, has been submitted to standards body IEC (International Electrotechnical Commission). The European Blind Union has applied for membership of the IEC working group that we hope will be turning the specification into a standard. 
More on this matter once we know two things: 1- whether IEC agrees to put the specification through its standards process and 2- whether IEC accepts EBU’s request for membership of the working group.
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NATIONAL NEWS 

Estonia - Award for Estonian language interfaces for technical devices for the blind
By Priit Kasepalu, Information Manager, the Estonian Library for the Blind 
In Estonia, Mother Tongue Day has been celebrated on March 14 since 1999. One of its aims is to highlight and award outstanding actions in the field of the Estonian language. At this year’s ceremony, the Language in Action Award for 2010 went to a working group formed by the non-profit organization Jumalalaegas and Estonian Library for the Blind. The working group consisted of Janar Vaik, Artur Räpp, Igor Markatshov and Sandra Meigas. The award was given for developing Estonian spoken command interfaces for various electronics devices for the blind. This action won the prize from the official jury formed by the Estonian Minister of Education and Research and it was also the favourite in the public vote.

In Estonia, most of the speaking technical aids for the blind used to be in English. Now, thanks to the Estonian language interfaces, it is much easier to listen to audio books, save lecture texts, scan and listen with speech synthesizer to ordinary printed texts, measure blood pressure and blood sugar, consult the time of day, perform calculations, determine various colours, weigh and measure things and battery charges.

This development has increased the use of special devices and improved the everyday life of many blind people in Estonia. Special aids for the blind in their mother tongue have simplified their usage and at the same time highlighted the importance of language, including accessibility issues in general. This action and the interest of the media increased public awareness, providing new and valuable information to people who were not familiar with the community of blind and visually impaired people.

Back to contents
Norway - New times call for changes, development of Hurdal Vision and Activity Centre
The Norwegian Association of the Blind and Partially Sighted (NABP) aims to reach everyone with poor vision to offer help and support. In order to achieve this, NABP wants to develop the subject of visual rehabilitation in a modern and holistic perspective. The improvement of NABP’s rehabilitation centre, Hurdal Vision and Activity Centre, is one of the means to reach this ambitious goal – and is about to become a reality this autumn.

According to the project director Unn Ljøner Hagen, the main objective for the development of NABP’s rehabilitation centre is to promote modern, comprehensive vision rehabilitation. To make this possible, NABP wants to develop the educational facilities of Hurdal Vision and Activity Centre to establish the best rehabilitation centre for blind and partially sighted people in the world. Society is changing and the learning needs of the visually impaired are changing in step with the development of society. In short, modern times call for the use of modern technology. 

Ms Hagen has vast experience with the development of national as well as international rehabilitation activities, the last eight years within the European Blind Union. Her most recent and arguably most comprehensive venture, Vision 2010, which is the official name of the Hurdal project, was initiated five years ago in 2006. “It’s been exciting as well as stimulating to work with the Vision 2010 project. It’s also a bit strange: soon it will no longer be a vision – but a reality”, Ms Hagen says. 

There are three important principles related to Vision 2010: The centre will be user-oriented, it should be universally designed and there will be a focus on research and development. “The latter is important because today we need more knowledge about vision in addition to know-how about new technological devices”, the project director says. When the Hurdal Centre is completed, Ms Hagen hopes it will become a centre of competence in the field of vision research. Furthermore, the new centre will be able to run parallel courses for the elderly and people in the workforce with rehabilitation needs. 

“One of the most important issues is to get people of working age back into their jobs or into new jobs. The best way to achieve this is by motivating the individual to really want to achieve this”, Ms Hagen says.

Another important focus of the centre is physical activity. A gym, a fitness room, a swimming pool, and spa facilities are some of the facilities visitors will be able to use. New rehabilitation rooms include Braille library, ADL rooms for music, arts, crafts and carpentering and more. NABP wants to motivate visually impaired persons of all ages to live active lives, and by highlighting the possibilities and not limitations, this is a means of preventing an isolated existence. As we know, many unfortunately are in this position. 

Guide dogs will also be important for the new centre. A huge courtyard in addition to modern facilities will be in place for the use of everyone, including dogs. Open-air areas will be levelled out with care, and children and young people will be a priority group. 

When the new Hurdal Centre is completed, 2800 square meters will be added to the building mass, resulting in a total of 7500 square meters. Old offices and classrooms will be converted into nine additional rooms. Kitchen and dining hall will be rebuilt. There will be a café, kiosk, bar, library, Internet cafe and meeting space. The two new buildings will form two meeting wings, with a large outdoor atrium in the middle. Here, there will be patios with barbecues, “sense gardens” and an ADL kitchen garden. All around the centre tactile guide strips will lead the users safely from place to place. Some of the guide strips are made up by a small strip of light, making them easier to see for partially sighted people.  

Vision 2010 is about to become reality, and for future users of the facility – Ms Hagen and NABP hope– dreams will come true: modern visual rehabilitation for everyone – no matter where you live.
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Portugal - ACAPO contributes to the accessibility of two shopping centres
As part of its consultancy work and support for solutions that promote the independence of people with visual impairments, ACAPO has contributed its expertise to the implementation and development of an information system. The pilot system is already available in two major shopping centres in Portugal. Known as the Guio ® Solid Step, the system has been developed and implemented by Sonae Sierra, the international shopping centre specialist, as part of its Corporate Responsibility policy. For Carlos Lopes, President of ACAPO’s National Board, the successful completion of this pilot project reflects the "steady work that the institution develops, in partnership with private entities, with a view to creating a more inclusive society." The Guio ® is a user-friendly system consisting of several fixed units placed at strategic locations in the shopping centre which communicate with the Beep mobile - the device carried by each user – to provide information about their geographic location and the surrounding area. This pioneering solution, in Portuguese terms, is currently available at NorteShopping in Matosinhos, and at Centro Colombo in Lisbon. However, Sonae Sierra expects to extend the project to other shopping centres managed by the company.
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ANNOUNCEMENTS

The first guide dog in Buckingham Palace
Jill Allen-King (whose article celebrating International Women's Day can be read in this issue) received the OBE in March, and was thus recognised for a second time for her campaign work for the rights of blind and partially sighted people. Guide Dogs believes that her guide dog, a seven-year-old black labrador called Amanda, was the first guide dog to accompany its owner while they receive their investiture. When Jill received her MBE in February 1983 for her blind campaign work, she had to leave her then guide dog, Brandy, with a courtier. 
Before the event Jill said: "I'm delighted that I'll be able to have Amanda at my side this time. I started campaigning about blind mobility issues just after I had my first guide dog, Topsy, in 1971. I wanted to take my daughter, Jacqueline, to the local library but I was asked to leave because of my dog."
A sign of progress, even in a royal palace!
Back to contents

FEATURE – International Women's Day
Our Feature this month continues our celebration of International Women's Day, which was recognised on the 8th March. Following on from our press release of that date, we are happy to open our columns to the contributions of four eminent campaigners for the blind and partially sighted, and women's issues in particular. The diversity of the topics covered (mobility, voluntary work, rehabilitation, employment...) offers much food for thought, and we would welcome your feedback and comments.

Access to safe mobility, for blind and partially sighted and deafblind women
By Jill Allen-King, OBE
I wonder how often our National Governments ever think about the real needs of those of us who are blind, partially sighted or deaf blind. They may see some of us walking around the streets of Europe, with our guide dogs or white sticks, but do they ever think of us living in our homes, trying to cope with washing machines, dish washers and other white goods that have not been suitably designed for us who still have to do the daily tasks of cooking, washing, and cleaning like any other housewife, working woman and mother, but without our sight.

For the women who are losing their sight each day, where are the training centres and the mobility officers to retrain us? Mobility officers are desperately needed all over Europe to teach us to move as safely as possible in this ever changing environment. As blind and partially sighted women, we are very vulnerable out on our streets. Pavements are blocked with obstacles, pedestrian crossings are few and far between, and traffic moves so fast. New silent vehicles are the latest hazard on our roads.

Travelling by bus and train can be a very nervous experience for blind women. So many railway stations have no staff, and many trains have no staff. Waiting at bus stops can also be a stressful time for blind women and those with low vision.

Many blind and partially sighted women have to act as support workers for their husbands, partners or other elderly family members. Those women who have young children to look after need to have support to enable them to lead a full and active life with their families. Those who are guide dog owners should not be restricted by being refused access with their dogs.  This can affect the whole family, not just the guide dog owner.  We can be refused in taxis, food shops and restaurants.

With the decline of the local shop and the introduction of many more larger style supermarkets, shopping has become much more difficult.  Staff training is so important and this is a job that could be carried out by blind and partially sighted women.

Deafblind women need special help. They need help with signing and other communication skills to enable them to take a full part in the life of their home and community.

Over the past 40 years that I have been a guide dog owner, the environment has become so much more dangerous. In the past I had no hesitation to go out on my own in the evening for a walk or travel home late from London on a train. But sadly not now. There are so many people on drugs and suffering from alcohol related problems.

It is not that easy to always find a friend or family member to go with you. That is why, if we can encourage volunteers to help, I am sure there are many women in our communities that would help us to have a safer journey.

Let's ask our Governments to look beyond our glasses, white sticks and guide dogs and help us in a very practical way. Give us rehabilitation. Give us staff at railway stations and on trains. Give us white goods that we can use independently. Give us a safe environment to walk and travel in.   
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International Women's Day in Bosnia and Herzegovina
By Tifa Tučić
The message of women in Bosnia and Herzegovina for International Women's Day 2011 is 'we don't want flowers, we want a job'! 

Let’s talk about visually impaired women whose employment rate is unacceptably low. They lose their jobs more often than visually impaired men. When they retire, companies don't hire other blind or partially sighted persons to fill the vacancy. Unemployment of visually impaired women is due to different factors, including: a traditional society with deep rooted prejudices towards persons with disabilities and deep rooted gender roles; limited choice of occupations for visually impaired women; lack of mobility and orientation skills; lack of computer skills, low levels of awareness about blind and partially sighted women's abilities, etc.

As preconditions for work, access to education and assistive technology will have to be considered more carefully. By law, visually impaired women have the right to accessible education, but in practice things are quite different. In special schools for the blind in Sarajevo and Derventa they are trained as switchboard operators and physiotherapists. As a result of technological progress, switchboard operators can no longer get a job.

Visually impaired women who attend public ordinary and secondary schools do not have appropriate support (lack of Braille instructors, textbooks not adapted in alternative formats, lack of enabling aids such as braillers, digital recorders, computers with synthetic speech etc.), and teachers who are often not qualified to work with them.

Despite their intellectual capacities, very few visually impaired women in Bosnia and Herzegovina continue their education after secondary school; those who opt for higher education become teachers, psychologists, social workers, lawyers, etc. Their chance of getting a job, even with a good diploma, is low, although Bosnia and Herzegovina has adopted legislation about professional rehabilitation and employment of persons with disabilities.

Support services for students with disabilities do not exist at universities. Visually impaired women who decide to study at Tuzla University are better off. There is an association of students with special needs and volunteers where they can get help with adapting textbooks and other literature.

Very few visually impaired women can buy enabling aids. Their price is rather high and they are not produced in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Because of our complex state, the system of support for supplying enabling aids is different. For example, a visually impaired person in the Republic of Srpska (one of two entities in BiH) up to the age of 30 has the right to a synthetic speech computer from the health insurance institution, while in the Federation of BiH only a white cane is possible free of charge.

Organizations of the blind, through their different projects, help their members to supply enabling aids and organize different training sessions (computer skills, foreign languages, human rights, etc.) Women have equal access to all the training provided. In bigger cities such as Sarajevo and Banja Luka, there are sections of visually impaired women within the blind organizations which are very active. In 2010, a project reducing violence against blind and deaf persons was implemented in Sarajevo. As is the case every year, organizations of the blind celebrated International Women's Day. In the association of blind citizens of Tuzla a workshop was organized about the importance of orientation and mobility for visually impaired women. The facilitator was a special educator.

The umbrella organization of the blind in Bosnia and Herzegovina has prepared a plan for common activities for visually impaired women all over the country.
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Some significant steps
By Oxana-Ksenia Siminciuc, Moldova 

Have you ever thought of how it is to be totally blind or have low vision? Have you ever imagined how difficult and even dangerous it is to move in a city, not seeing what is around you?
I questioned myself seriously and made up my mind to start a promotional campaign, named “Equal rights – equal opportunities”.
Today the official number of blind and partially sighted women is over four thousand in a country as small as Moldova. The majority live in poverty, having miserable pensions each month and sometimes receiving food and clothes from foreign charity funds. More than two years of economic and political crisis have produced tension and uncertainty.
The last elections in November 2010 have not brought much stability and we still have no president, but just an interim government, which tries to modify the legislation and to destroy the opposition. Of course, our national organization of the blind is directly affected by all that mess, receiving some financial support from the state each year.
But, despite all the above, I consider that together with the initiative group of women we can do a lot to help those who have a visual impairment: assisting and training them in daily routines, educating them, coaching them to change their attitude towards others, because most of them are isolated and afraid of having any contact with society.
Being an active member of the National Women’s Committee and as a social reporter for some major newspapers I started publishing periodical articles about blind and partially sighted women to raise awareness in civil society. All of our activities appeared in the press. I will share some of them with you. 
In 2010 some regional organizations in Moldova opened Women’s Clubs where monthly meetings are organized. There, all blind and partially sighted women are welcome to share their needs, wishes and feelings. The board tries to find solutions, applying to some specialized NGOs if necessary. Unfortunately there are still few regions following that positive example. But we are working hard in this direction, realizing how important this kind of communication and support is for visually impaired women.

A significant step was taken last year in the area of rehabilitation. In June 2010 the first boarding centre was opened by the Blind Union of Moldova. A great number of visually impaired women from different regions have received a splendid opportunity to participate in various rehabilitation training sessions, which take place in the National Information Rehabilitation Center in Chishinew. In October 2010 this institute launched the first complete basic training of elementary knowledge and skills. The duration of that rehabilitation course is more than 12 weeks. After that the participants receive a diploma and are helped to find a job. We already have two groups of visually impaired women that passed such a course and all of them have changed mentality and are ready to start a new life. 
You will probably ask, what skills are taught during the rehabilitation course? First of all, our participants are permanently counselled by a professional psychologist, who helps them to overcome communication barriers and to raise self-esteem. The instructor in orientation and mobility helps our ladies to move safely in different spaces. Also, the participants are taught braille and basic computer skills. There is a possibility to train in daily living skills, such as cooking and cleaning and so on.
Recently we started a new project, supported by the organization Bartiméus from The Netherlands. The key goal of this project is helping visually impaired people to start their own business. Now the board is looking for the most original and reasonable ideas to support them financially by giving a loan.
Finally, also important to mention is the International Women’s Day 2011. We are going to have a nice party for our ladies, inviting singers and other artists, having a splendid dinner and giving useful presents to each guest. I will continue my volunteer work, informing you about all significant events in our National Organization. Happy IWD to everybody!
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EBU women and volunteering 2011, some personal reflections 
By Barbara Krejči Piry, 
Coordinator of the EBU Women Steering Group
The fact that 2011 has been declared as the European year of volunteering led me to reflect on volunteer work itself, its significance and contribution to society, and about my own attitudes toward volunteering. I am very happy that volunteering is recognised and given the status of the European year theme, because I believe volunteering is very important in every society. Even more so, given the current times we live in, in which profit and material welfare are so emphasised and praised. 

What is voluntary work? It is all work we do on our free will for somebody else or for society and for which we do not expect or receive any payment in return - be it in money, goods or services. We can of course receive praise, a symbolic reward or recognition of our work, but no payment. 

Ever since I have started working, I have felt that it is important to devote part of my time to work for free, absolutely free. It is the reward being what our parents called God’s payment. When I was still active as a lawyer in public service, I often gave free legal advice to different people who turned to me for help (not to worry, this was not grey economy or moonlighting). And there are millions of volunteers doing the same.

I have always helped people with all my knowledge and abilities I had available. When I retired, I devoted many hours of volunteer work to the Union of the Blind and Partially Sighted of Slovenia, and in the last two years also to EBU. However, I am well aware that I can do voluntary work because, as a retired person, I receive a retirement pension, which ensures my social and economic security and I therefore do not need to worry about earning money to survive.  

In disability organizations, which are in most cases non-governmental and non-profit organizations, volunteer work is very essential for their existence. Especially volunteer work by us who are members ourselves. We are the driving force of the organization, because the very few employees the organizations usually can afford would never be able to achieve as much without volunteers. Numerous projects and actions have been successfully carried out thanks to volunteer work of our members (and with the support of a generally very small team of staff, if any). 

I am convinced that the majority of blind and partially sighted women are also volunteers. Our disability perhaps makes us more sensitive and compassionate and thus enables us to better understand other people who have lost their sight and have therefore found themselves in a difficult situation. We can be good peer counsellors or just good listeners. We have different talents, skills, knowledge and experience and all these help us in our different fields of volunteering.  

While the numbers of unemployed people in Europe are rising, it may well be that for many young people, the first time job seekers, volunteer work can be a stepping stone to future employment. Knowing that blind and partially sighted people have more difficulties getting a paid job, despite good education and degrees, it is volunteering that can open up many doors. Volunteer work provides us with the opportunity to put our knowledge into practice, learn and prove ourselves, to show what we know, what skills and ideas we have and what we can achieve. When the employer sees how determined, hard working and creative we are, full of fresh ideas and devoted to our work, they may offer a job to us instead of to a fully sighted person. We mustn’t forget that by doing volunteer work, we learn new skills, gain much experience, new knowledge and competences. We meet new people and all these can open up new doors on our career path. 

That is why I am glad there are different European initiatives which support voluntary work, especially of young people, all over Europe and give opportunities also to disabled people, including blind and partially sighted women and men. 

We mustn’t forget the numerous sighted volunteers, who offer daily support in our organizations and to our members, either as guides, readers, personal assistants, drivers, or just keeping people company. It would be very difficult without them and we are very grateful for all their work and dedication. At this point I must mention a project which started six years ago in the Association of the Blind and Partially Sighted of Ljubljana. The Centre DOTIK (Touch), which was set up by the project, is run by visually impaired and fully sighted youth. They are mostly university students, all of them volunteers. By organizing various activities, they try to improve the lives of visually impaired people of all ages. A lot of their work is focused on awareness raising and on making people understand the barriers visually impaired people face in society.  The project was funded by a European grant. It received the SozialMarie award in 2006 in Vienna and was chosen among more than 200 competing projects. 

Let me conclude by saying that a job well done gives us a great feeling of being useful, of belonging and being included in society. And when we do the job well, we feel content, like we have given something big and important to somebody.

That sense of satisfaction is the reward that volunteering gives us.
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3-5 June 2011






Oslo (Norway)
26-28 August 2011 





Istanbul (Turkey)
3 October 2011





Fredericia (Denmark)
Contact: Birgitta Blokland

bjb202@hotmail.com
EBU Commissions and Steering Groups

2-3 May 
2011




Lisbon (Portugal) 

EBU Development Commission 

Contact: John Heilbrunn

jh@dkblind.dk
6-7 May 2011




Hannover (Germany)

EBU Deafblind Steering Group

Contact: Sergey Sirotkin 
sukhov@vos.org.ru
4-7 October 2011




Fredericia (Denmark)

EBU 9th General Assembly
Read the preliminary programme on the EBU Website.

Other organisations

18-22 May 2011




Graz (Austria)

ICEVI-Europe Teacher Training Conference

The theme of the conference is Visual Profile, i.e. the application and adaptation of the WHO International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) in rehabilitation and education of people with visually impairment

For further information visit

www.icevi-europe.org/calendar/ttconference2011.html
5-8 June 2011




Toronto (Canada)

International Conference on Best Practices for Universal Design 
This conference will explore new strategies to help support our increasingly diverse population.  It will bring together professionals and experts from around the world to address critical issues and questions about universal design in a format supporting dialogue and discussion. Session themes include housing and home modifications; public buildings; community environments; the next generation accessible bus.

For further information visit www.ficcdat.ca
15-16 June 2011




Copenhagen (Denmark)

Tenth European Conference on Supported Employment
European Union of Supported Employment is working for a qualified, professional approach to obtain ordinary jobs in the open labour market for people with disabilities and other disadvantaged groups.
The Conference will be a forum where thoughts and ideas meet, where there is opportunity to find inspiration for and from both the practical, administrative and theoretical level. It is open to all who have an interest in supported employment: providers of supported employment and other social services; employers; users and their organizations; policy makers; administration; teachers; and researchers.

For further information visit www.euse2011.org
or write to info@euse2011.org
29 June-1 July 2011



Warsaw (Poland)

Third International Conference "Education for All"
Organised by the University of Warsaw, the Conference will look into three themes: preparation of teaching staff and organization of support for pupils with disabilities in the framework of inclusive education; implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities; IT and assistive technologies in higher education. An exhibition of assistive technology will also be held in conjunction with the conference.

For further information visit 

www.disability.uw.edu.pl/index.php?lang=english
or write to disability@uw.edu.pl
30 June-1 July 2011



Linz (Austria)

‘Old, So What’, Independent Living for Seniors with Disabilities
Bringing together stakeholders and experts from across Europe to discuss independent living and individualized support in mainstream services for older persons with disabilities.

For further information visit www.easpd-linz.com/english
3–8 July 2011




Accra (Ghana)
Access Africa: The 5th IDP Africa Forum
The Institutional Development Program (IDP) works to expand the capacity of organizations of and for the blind in Africa to advocate for opportunities for improved policies and equal participation for people who are blind and visually impaired.

Access Africa will focus on using the power of technology to advance equality and rights of persons who are blind and partially sighted. Teaming up with TechShare, the forum will offer demonstrations and presentations on assistive technology providing greater independence to individuals who are blind or visually impaired. 

For detailed information visit the forum website, 

www.perkins.org/idp/africa-forum/
or write to africaforum2011@gmail.com
14-21 July 2011



Olomouc (Czech Republic)
International Esperanto Congress of the Ligo Internacia de Blindaj Esperantistoj (LIBE). 
The congress theme is “Learning Esperanto by using modern technology”.
 

For further information write to priborsky@volny.cz 
 

30 July-7 August 2011


Nitra (Slovakia)
Esperanto Language Course

ILEI, the international association of Esperanto teachers, is organising an international Esperanto study week. Visually impaired, youth and adults are invited to attend this event. This is an excellent opportunity to learn Esperanto in the morning, enjoy various leisure activities, excursions, social evenings and to get acquainted with the Slovakian culture and that of other participating countries.
For further information visit http://en.lernu.net/pri_lernu/renkontighoj/SES/2011/index.php
27–30 September 2011


Leipzig (Germany)

World Congress Braille21: Innovations in braille in the 21st Century


This event is organized by the German Central Library for the Blind in Leipzig in partnership with several blindness organisations.

The basic form of braille has 6 dots, there are also 6 thematic priorities at the Congress: education and literacy; vocational training, employment and lifelong learning; research and development; improving access to information; braille as a part of universal design; the role of braille in enabling independent living.

For further information visit www.braille21.net/en
or contact Jenni Handschack at info@braille21.net
11-13 July 2012




Linz (Austria)

Thirteenth International Conference on Computers Helping People with Special Needs
Pre-Conference on 9-10 July 2012

ICCHP focuses on all aspects related to AT (Assistive Technologies) and ICT (Information and Communication Technologies) for people with disabilities. User involvement and user-centred design are the underlying general topic of ICCHP leading to an interdisciplinary discussion of all stakeholders in the value chain that allows social innovation in the information society.

For further information visit www.icchp.org/node/295
or write to icchp@jku.at
17-21 September 2012


Delhi (India)

TRANSED 2012 - 13th International Conference on Mobility and Transport for Elderly and Disabled Persons

"Seamless Access for All: Universal Design for Transport Systems and Infrastructure as a key element in the creation of liveable cities".  
For further information visit www.transed2012.in
10-18 November 2012 


Bangkok (Thailand)
Joint General Assemblies, World Blind Union and International Council for Education of People with Visual Impairment 
November 10–11: WBU Diversity Forum

November 12–16: WBU General Assembly

November 15–18: ICEVI meetings and General Assembly

November 15–16: joint program days, sessions for both WBU and ICEVI participants for most of that two-day period

November 17: joint strategy day related to EFAVI (global campaign on Education for All Children with Visual Impairment) 

November 18: ICEVI General Assembly
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