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Introduction

The Fifth General Assembly of the International Council on English Braille (ICEB) was held at the Protea Hotel Samrand, Johannesburg, South Africa, in the first week of May 2012, with approximately 70 Delegates and Observers in attendance.
At the time of the Assembly, ICEB had seven full members: Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Nigeria, South Africa, United Kingdom and United States. Observers, mainly from South Africa, Botswana and Zimbabwe were present and for the first time the Assembly was streamed live on the internet thus reaching many more people from around the world. On a few occasions, internet listeners were also able to participate in discussions.
Background
The International Council on English Braille was formed in 1991, and it holds its Assembly once every four years—Australia 2008, Canada 2004, United States 1999 and United Kingdom 1995.
Article 3 of the ICEB Constitution states that: "The purpose of ICEB is to provide a medium for international co-operation among national standard setting bodies on English language braille, and to collaborate as appropriate with other organisations which have an interest in the standardization, teaching, promotion or dissemination of braille."
The ICEB's membership structure caters for both Full and Associate Members (as documented in Article 4).
"4.1.1 Full Membership in ICEB is open to all nations in which English is a major language and/or in which there is a substantial use of English language braille, and which have a national standard setting body for English language braille. When a group of nations is represented by a single standard setting body, the group of nations may collectively seek membership in ICEB.

4.1.2 Associate Membership is open to all nations which do not meet the criteria for full membership. Associate Members do not have voting privileges in ICEB."
Australia's Delegation and Duties
Each ICEB full member has the right to send a delegation (of up to 4 people) to the Assembly. At least half the delegation members must be blind. All delegates must be able to represent the views of braille users and all must be endorsed by their own country's Braille Standards-setting body.
The Australian delegation to the General Assembly comprised:
· Christine Simpson: As Chair of the Australian Braille Authority (ABA), Christine led the Australian delegation and presented Australia’s Country Report. Christine is a lifelong user of braille, she has taught braille to adults, is currently a "braille expert" on the UEB Code Maintenance Committee and is editor of the publication: "Rules of Unified English Braille".
· Bill Jolley: Bill serves on the ICEB Executive as Treasurer, a position to which he was re-elected for the next four-year term. Bill presented the Treasurer's report. He is a lifelong braille user and managed Australia's first computerised braille production unit. Bill has an excellent knowledge of the technical aspects of the braille code.

· Josie Howse: Josie presented two papers: One in partnership with Maria Stevens of New Zealand on the TransTasman Certificate of Proficiency in Unified English Braille; and the other on the process of UEB implementation within the New South Wales Education Department. Josie Manages Australia's largest Education related braille production unit and she is the person who had the lead role in introducing UEB into Australia's education system.
· Leona Holloway: Leona presented a paper on Vision Australia’s Rapid Braille Project converting DAISY XML to UEB. She lead Australia's UEB implementation plan for adult readers and is Australia's country representative on the UEB Code Maintenance Committee. Her knowledge of UEB and other braille codes is extremely thorough and she is very quickly able to switch her thinking from that of a code developer, to that of a Transcriber, or a reader.
· Jordie Howell was unable to attend the Assembly but her report as Chair of the Music Braille Committee was presented as part of the official proceedings. Jordie has a well-developed and very practical knowledge of the Music Braille code. She is a lifelong braille user and as a teacher of adults learning braille, her knowledge of UEB is well developed. It is most unfortunate that funding constraints prevented her attendance.
John Simpson chose to attend the Assembly as an observer, and was subsequently invited to serve throughout the proceedings as assistant to the ICEB Chair, Mary Schnackenberg.
Assembly Program
The Assembly itself took place from Sunday the 6th until Thursday the 10th of May. There were also several other meetings throughout the week in which we participated. Assembly proceedings were chaired by ICEB President Mary Schnackenberg of New Zealand.
In the opening session delegates learned from the various "welcome message" presentations that:
· South Africa has a population of 50million; in nine provinces and speaking eleven languages.
· Of the 50 million, 2–3,000 are braille literate. Only 2–3% of the blind population is employed and 90% of them are braille users.

· There are twenty-two schools for the blind, two libraries and three braille production units.

The Keynote speaker for the Assembly was Dr Joe Phaahla, Deputy Minister of Arts and Culture, South Africa. He spoke of the importance of low cost braille to the blind people of South Africa; and of the benefits that a unified code would bring to them in relation to education, employment, materials exchange and much more. He said that his Government fully supports the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. He advised that his Department has recently commissioned an investigation into provision of braille, the outcome of which is likely to be the establishment of a National Braille Production unit.
To date, the main work of the ICEB has been in the development of Unified English Braille. With this work now almost complete, the focus of this year’s Assembly moved toward UEB implementation strategies, information sharing, and realigning the work of ICEB through its technical committees. A revised constitution was adopted.
Some of the key issues which were discussed were as follows, many of which were addressed as papers and/or formalised as resolutions:

· braille in developing countries, and particularly in Africa. It was agreed that ICEB should take a role in ensuring that aide is appropriate to the needs of the recipients.
· outreach to other English-speaking countries. Ireland, Ghana and India have all expressed interest in becoming members of ICEB and work is almost complete on guidelines for setting up Braille Authorities in those countries which do not have a body to govern braille. NOTE: Since the close of the Assembly, Ireland has joined the ICEB as a full voting member.
· UEB implementation. While UEB is now the status quo in Australia and New Zealand, South Africa and Nigeria are yet to fully introduce UEB for technical materials while Canada and the United Kingdom are in the process of creating implementation plans. Since the close of the Assembly, the United States has now voted to adopt UEB, but to retain the Nemeth code for Mathematics.
· UEB certification. A new ICEB committee has been established to investigate the possibility of creating an international certification in UEB proficiency.
· braille technology, including refreshable braille displays. The ICEB has since decided to become a sponsor of the Transforming Braille project auspiced by the DAISY Consortium.
· linkages between ICEB and other organisations such as the World Braille Council, ICEVI and the DAISY Consortium.

The resolutions, as adopted, form an attachment to this report.  Electronic copies of most Assembly presentations and the Committee and Country reports in various file formats, are available along with audio recordings of the Assembly proceedings for reading/listening, or downloading at http://iceb2012.net/cms.

Associated Meetings

· The final meeting of Braille SA was held at the Assembly venue on Thursday 4 May and observers were welcomed. A representative of the Department of Education was present and much of the proceedings were concerned with ensuring that all stakeholders were able to voice their needs with respect to braille education.
· Observers were again welcome on Friday 5 May when it was unanimously resolved to dissolve Braille SA after a 25 year history. In its place, the independent South African Braille Authority (SABA) was formed and elections were held. We congratulated Christo de Clerk, the newly-elected President of SABA.
· The outgoing Executive of the ICEB met on Saturday 6 May, where once again observers were welcomed and their input was encouraged.
· A meeting of the Training and Implementation Materials Committee was held on Tuesday 8 May. It was agreed that a list of available materials would be compiled by Jean Obi (Nigeria) and made available on the ICEB website, with contact details for the owner of each document. Janet Reynolds (New Zealand) will collate technical materials samples, to be provided by anyone who has begun UEB maths/science production. Delegates were most anxious to have access to examples of such materials already produced in Australia.
· The UEB Code Maintenance Committee met in the afternoon of Wednesday 9 May. The meeting was open to observers and streamed live on the internet. The Committee recently completed its work on the final UEB Rules and a new edition of the Rulebook will be released very soon. The Committee discussed priorities for the next work to be begun and ways in which it could improve communication channels for receiving UEB queries and disseminating new/updated information.
· Following the close of the Assembly, the incoming Executive held its first meeting—a half-day planning meeting. Again, observers were welcomed.
Executive and committees

The new Executive consists of
· Pete Osborne (United Kingdom) as President,
· Christo de Klerk (South Africa) as Vice President,
· Mary Schnackenberg (New Zealand) as immediate Past President,
· Bill Jolley (Australia) as Treasurer,
· Michael Townsend (United Kingdom) as Promotions Officer,
· Judy Dixon (United States) as Secretary,
· Phyllis Landon (Canada) as UEB Code Maintenance Committee Chair, and
· Maria Stevens (New Zealand), Betty Nobel (Canada) and Jean Obi (Nigeria) as members at large.
The ongoing work of the ICEB is progressed through its various technical committees and working groups. Australia has representatives (both voting members and observers) on each of these.
Associated Events
· The General Assembly was launched at a cocktail party in the evening of Saturday, 5th May, 2012. The Sibonile School for the Blind student choir commenced the proceedings with traditional African songs. Their heartfelt words “Think of us, forget us not. Remember us wherever you go” served as a fitting reminder of the purpose of braille and the ICEB.
· On Monday evening, 7 May, Blind SA hosted a braai (traditional South African barbecue) in Johannesburg. During the dinner Blind SA presented its medal of honour, to Joe Sullivan of Duxbury Systems. This award is made only every fourth year.
· A Presidential dinner was held at the Protea Hotel on the evening of Wednesday 9 May. After a recital from the choir of Prinshof School for the Blind, a representative from the Department of Arts and Culture spoke about the importance of braille and particularly braille music. Presentations and thanks were given to outgoing President Mary Schnackenberg, as well as to the three long serving retiring ICEB Executive members: Darleen Bogart, Bill Poole and Fred Schroeder.
Visit to Blind SA

Prior to commencement of the General Assembly, the Australian attendees were invited by Cathy Donaldson, President of Blind SA, to tour their head office and Braille Services in Johannesburg. Blind SA is South Africa’s national association of people who are blind or have low vision, and the operation of Braille Services is one of its major activities. Blind SA is a not-for-profit organization with 48 staff. It receives funding through charitable donations, corporate support and government subsidies. Braille Services provides braille for approximately 1,000 people and last year transcribed 55,000 master pages and embossed 4.2 million pages. More extensive observations from the visit are included in an attachment to this report.
Thank You and Acknowledgements
We would like to extend our sincere thanks and appreciation to the ICEB Executive and those members of the Round Table on Information Access for People with Print Disabilities Inc. who contributed financially towards our attendance, making our South African visit and Conference participation possible and most rewarding.
· Blind Citizens Australia

· NSW Department of Education and Training

· Queensland Braille Writing Association
· Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children
· Vision Australia
The Assembly itself was hosted by Blind SA and the South African National Council for the Blind (SANCB), with sponsorship from the South African Ministry of Arts and Culture.
Conclusion
In addition to being the developer and maintainer of Australia’s official braille code, Unified English Braille, the ICEB provides an international platform for the sharing of information, resources and expertise specifically in relation to braille. The General Assembly is a valuable opportunity to establish and strengthen relationships among braille experts.
The Australian delegation played an important role at the 5th General Assembly, serving as an example of successful and completed UEB implementation to those countries which are still at various points along the journey. The ICEB has much important and beneficial work to carry out over the next four years. During this period, Australia plans to be a key leader and a major contributor; and, in return, its braille users will be true beneficiaries.
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1. World Braille Council
Whereas the World Blind Union (WBU) has established a World Braille Council as a focal point for the continued development of braille; and

Whereas ICEB has confirmed its support for the development of a global body, as expressed in Article 3.6 of the ICEB constitution, capable of raising the profile of braille throughout the world,

This Fifth General Assembly of ICEB resolves to:

· Request that the WBU establish the World Braille Council as a permanent committee of the WBU with consideration given to enabling sufficient resources to undertake realistic charges.

· Appoint a member of the ICEB Executive to serve on the World Braille Council.

· Monitor the continued development of the World Braille Council with a view to establishing closer cooperation between ICEB and the Council.

2. Daisy Consortium
Whereas the DAISY Consortium continues to lead developments in accessible publishing for all; and

Whereas the DAISY Consortium engages in developing reading solutions for all,

This Fifth General Assembly of ICEB resolves to:

· Appoint the President of ICEB to liaise with the DAISY Consortium with the aim of creating cohesion between the aspirations of ICEB and the DAISY Consortium.

· Work with the DAISY Consortium to ensure that publishing standards and reading solutions incorporate improved support for the publishing and reading of braille.

· Encourage the promotion of braille publishing and reading through the DAISY Consortium's communications channels. 

3. UN Convention on Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Whereas the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities ("the Convention") is part of International Law; and

Whereas the World Blind Union (WBU) has published a Toolkit to help its members to use the Convention in their advocacy on behalf of people who are blind; and

Whereas the Convention specifically recognizes "braille" under "communications" in Articles 9, 21 and 24,

This Fifth General Assembly of ICEB resolves to:  

· Support the WBU and the World Braille Council in developing a plan to take advantage of the terms of the Convention in promoting the worldwide use of braille and the right of persons who are blind to have access to braille. 

· Monitor the reports of English-speaking countries for items relating to the use of braille in those countries, informing the WBU of countries where braille does not get the prominence expected under the Convention.

4. Promotion of Braille

Whereas ICEB has received evidence at this Assembly confirming widespread research showing the immense benefits of braille to blind people in the areas of literacy, independence, education, employment and life enrichment; and

Whereas other evidence shows a decline in the teaching and use of braille; and

Whereas even though braille is more available than ever, there is a clear need for the promotion of braille,

This Fifth General Assembly of ICEB resolves to:  

· Promote UEB as a code which effectively increases the learning and use of braille, and reduces the costs of production.

· Gather braille promotional material from member countries and associated organizations for use by the Public Relations Officer in promotional activities.

5. Outreach

Whereas ICEB’s major body of work to codify UEB is complete and is transitioning into ongoing code maintenance; and

Whereas a focus by ICEB on the promulgation of UEB in developing countries presents a unique opportunity to promote the benefits of braille for education, employment and daily life; and

Whereas the WBU and the International Council on the Education of People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI), with their commitment to braille and their expertise in advocacy for and education of people who are blind, are critically important global partners for ICEB; and

Whereas English is widely used as a business language alongside indigenous languages and is increasingly taught and used in school,

This Fifth General Assembly of ICEB resolves to:  

5.1 Direct the Executive to focus on the promotion of UEB in developing countries as a high priority for ICEB’s work over the next quadrennium by means including engagement:

· With WBU and ICEVI at the global, regional and sub-regional levels to raise their awareness of UEB and advocate for its adoption,

· With opinion leaders at national level with a view to the adoption of UEB in target countries, and

· With those international organisations that support the production and teaching of braille in developing countries to raise their awareness about the utility of UEB. 

5.2 Direct the Executive to use its best endeavours to develop and promote easy-to-read UEB-related learning and production materials to assist braille producers in developing countries.

5.3 Direct the Executive to develop a database of donor organisations able to assist the production, teaching or promotion of braille in developing countries.

6. Tactile Graphics

Whereas the guidelines for tactile graphics produced in North America are now available for use; and

Whereas these guidelines were developed as a result of extensive research and evaluation,

This Fifth General Assembly of ICEB resolves to:  

· Recommend that these guidelines be considered for use in member countries. 
7. International Certification

Whereas UEB is being implemented in a majority of the ICEB member countries; and

Whereas the quality of braille can be maintained by common standards for training and certification; and

Whereas Australia and New Zealand have co-operated to create the Trans-Tasman Braille Proficiency Certificate as a model of co-operation between countries that has worked very well,

This Fifth General Assembly of ICEB resolves to:
· Establish a committee to investigate the feasibility of ICEB becoming an international certifying body for braille transcription in UEB.

8. Educational Aids and Equipment for Braille Production in Developing Countries  

Whereas braille is the primary medium for literacy and education for blind persons; and

Whereas ICEB acknowledges the roles of international donors in the provision of equipment and educational aids for the teaching, learning and production of braille to agencies in developing countries; and

Whereas there is often a mismatch between what countries need and what donors are providing,

This Fifth General Assembly of ICEB resolves to:
· Liaise with member Braille Authorities in developing countries and international donor organizations to develop criteria and strategies to end the communication gap between donors and recipients.

· Consider the creation of a fund to support greater access to braille in developing countries. 

9. Refreshable Braille

Whereas refreshable braille is a vital reading and writing experience; and

Whereas current standards and technologies for these devices are still limited and inconsistently applied; and

Whereas existing refreshable braille display devices are costly; and

Whereas UEB has now been adopted by Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, Nigeria, Canada, and the United Kingdom,

This Fifth General Assembly of ICEB resolves to:  
· Support the immediate formulation of requirements in the sphere of refreshable braille to make these devices more affordable and user-friendly.

· Advocate for producers of braille technology to add support for UEB in their devices.

10. Labelling of Products in Braille
Whereas braille is the basic tool of literacy for blind people; and

Whereas many consumer products carry printed text or labels for identification and/or control,

This Fifth General Assembly of ICEB resolves to:  
· Encourage manufacturers of consumer products to add braille to their products whenever possible and ensure that the braille on these products is correct by consulting with braille authorities and other experts as appropriate. 

Observations from a visit to Blind SA,  May 2012
Report prepared by Leona Holloway
Membership

· 35 autonomous member organisations

· 2,000 individual members

· 48 staff

· Of the 50 million people in South Africa, close to 1 million are blind or vision impaired.
Financial model

· Not-for-profit

· Employ professional fundraisers to seek funds

· Corporate clients

· Government subsidies

· Braille for education is paid for by the government, but it must be ordered through the schools
· Braille for individuals is subsidised by 99%. The individual pays only 20 cents per page, i.e. the cost of the paper.
Activities

· Student bursaries

· [image: image1.jpg]


Interest-free loans

· Advocate for the education of blind students and adults

· Sell basic assistive devices

· Braille training

· Accessibility, e.g. install braille in lifts and contrast strips on steps

Braille production

· The largest producer of braille in South Africa
· Embossed 4.2 million pages in the last financial year

· Transcribed 50-55,000 master pages in the last financial year
· 8 million Rand budget
· Approximately 60 students in each year level receiving braille for education
· Provide braille for 1,000 clients in total
Text production

· 7 data typists. Data is entered in Word then translated using DBT for all 11 languages. Not all data typists know braille.
· 1 scanner – ABBYY FineReader. African languages do not scan well.

· Request electronic files from publishers but it is difficult. When files are provided they are most often in PDF format and not helpful.
· Format at 39 characters per line and 25 lines per page.
Proofreading

· Everything for students and commercial jobs is proofread twice.
· Materials for individuals are read only once.
· The only things not proofread are one-off documents needed quickly for internal staff.
· 8 teams of proofreaders, each team consisting of a touch reader and a print reader.
· The touch reader reads aloud from an embossed copy and the print reader follows.
· When an error is detected, the print reader writes the braille page, braille line and error on a corrections form, and marks the error on the print copy.
· Corrections are made by the original text editor.
· Most errors are typographical errors.
· If an obvious print error is found, it is corrected in the braille.
Braille printing

· Always distribute as hard copy braille; never braille files.
· 6 staff (machine operators and printing assistants). Technicians have received overseas training from the manufacturers of the machinery.
· Paper weights used: 

135gsm for standard braille and proofreading
160gsm for graphics
300gsm for business cards

· Express 150 embosser prints at 18 seconds per page, interpoint. They have 3 such machines and use them for shorter runs (10 copies or less) and for proof copies.

· BRAILLEPlace embosses 300 characters per second and can complete more than 1,000 braille pages per hour. Each roll of paper creates 17,000 sheets, is 1m in diameter and weighs 175kg. The paper is ordered by the tonne from the mill.
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1. Braille Place embosser

· NV Interpoint 55 from Belgium is their most powerful embosser. It embosses one page every 4.5 seconds (double sided). Paper is input as a reel then cut internally.
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2. NV Interpoint 55 braille embosser

· Braille Norway 440 is the next model embosser that they would like to purchase because the output sheets stack better.
· PED 30 is a plate embosser which embosses braille on both sides of heavy gauge aluminium sheets.
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3. PED 30 plate embosser
· Templates produced by the PED30 are then used in the Heidelberg GT platen press for mass production such as magazines (up to 1,900 copies) and braille business cards. The embossed braille is very sharp, even on 300gsm card.
[image: image5.jpg]-»

—~ 2

NAL HEIDELBERG )





4. Heidelberg GT platen press
· Business cards (greeting cards, bookmarks, etc) are then cut by Braille SA staff using a Polar 115x guillotine, which cost $150,000.
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5. Polar 115x guillotine

Binding

· All documents bound with the same standard cover (with Blind SA logo), a plain print label and braille label.
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6. Braille Services stitched and ring bound braille volumes

· Stitching for short documents such as magazines

· Wire binding for larger documents. WB-2430E wire ring binders from China are cheap but good quality for hand ring binding.
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