Introduction Sunday 22nd May 2011
The 1980s, MTV and miniseries dominated our airwaves and also our styles.  We shed our hippie clobber from the late 70s and depending on our age we are either wearing leg warmers and ripped off the shoulder t-shirts thanks to Flashdance.  Dynasty fans wore stiff sharply cut suits, known as power suits guaranteed to make us look successful, or maybe it’s the headband and fitness craze getting physical with Olivia Newton John. Sid Viscous brought out our rebellious sides as punk rock gathered momentum rebelling against the establishment in the uniform of torn clothes, studs and safety pins. 

Ronald Reagan was in the Whitehouse, Maggie Thatcher at number 10 and completing the conservative trinity Malcolm Fraser in Canberra. 
We mourned John Lennon’s death, whilst dancing to the Thriller album and played Pac-Man in pubs.  For those of us who could we read Bliss by Peter Carey the Miles Franklin Winner.  We cried as our TVs broadcast children with fly encrusted eyes in Ethiopia suffering from hunger and our tea room chats centred on the ethical play of Trevor Chapell bowling underarm in the final delivery of the game against New Zealand at the MCG.  
However all is not lost, later in the decade hope was on the rise as the Berlin Wall fell. 
The 80's signaled the start of the computer age, following on from the creation of Microsoft and Apple towards the end of the 70's , the technology and the speed of innovation both in Hardware and Software together with the cheapness provided a speed of growth and take up . The birth of the IBM PC signaled the start of Personal Computers first in the offices and then into peoples homes becoming an integral part of our lives. Following on from Micrsofts MSDOS on PCs to the first versions of Windows a GUI Graphical User Interface

As well as hardware and software changes a new technology was evolving starting as a Bulletin board it later became what we now know as the Internet invented by English physicist Tim Berners-Lee and the beginnings of the World Wide Web 
Another technology that was also just starting was that of mobile phones , in the beginning the phones were big and heavy and hit and miss for signal strength, but as with the Internet would change our lives . 

Limited assistive technology began to emerge:

1. The Optacon replicated the images of printed characters with a matrix of vibrating pins. However, the Optacon was expensive and difficult to master, so there were comparatively few Optacon users—however I am told that those who became power users cherish their Optacon skills to this day.

2. The Versabraille was one of the first read/write devices with a braille display. It was slow and expensive, but did allow the creation of documents; storage was on a cassette, the retrieval for reading or basic editing, and printing or embossing in braille.

3. The Eureka A4 from Melbourne was the first widely available notetaker with braille input and synthetic speech output. It was reasonably priced and included many applications: word processor, clock, calendar, database, diary, two-way braille translator, and even a music composer.

4. The Keynote from Christchurch was the forerunner of today’s HumanWare family of braille notetakers, although early models used synthetic speech not braille.

The communication tools of the time for people with a print disability were the Perkins Brailler a GE four track cassette recorder and electric typewriters were also in prolific use, however by the end of the 1980s,  word processors and personal computers largely displaced typewriters in the settings where they previously had been ubiquitous in the western world. 

However these computers were mostly expensive and inaccessible, and technologies we take for granted today, synthetic speech and optical character recognition were in their infancy.  

Remember that in 1981 the Commodore VIC-20 hits the market — the first colour computer for less than $300 — and sells more than 1 million units. The monitor was a TV set, the storage was a cassette tape, and the “killer apps” were video games

So it came to pass that nearly thirty years ago in September 1981 fifteen organisations came together to form the Round Table with an additional seven organisations who were apologies for the first meeting.  

The elected Executive at that meeting were 

Chairman: Bill Byrne

Hon Secretary: Bill Jolley

Hon Treasurer: Doreen Hill

Those in attendance were:

Assoc. for the Blind of WA: Doreen Hill

Assoc. of Blind Citizens of NSW: Roy Hallett

Aust. Assoc.of Blind Citizens: Roy Hallett

Braille and Talking Book Library: Jan Smark

Hear a Book: Barbara Sattler and Peter Stevenson

Narbethong School for Visually Impaired: Eric Serle

National Fed. of Blind Citizens: David Blyth

Qld Braille Writing Service: Leona Kitson

Qld State Library:  Joan Gamble

Qld Tape Service for the Handicapped: Joan Gamble

Royal Blind Society of NSW: Joan Ledermann, William Byrne and Jenni Pitt

Royal NSW Institute for Deaf and Blind Children: John Berryman, William Jolley

Royal Vic Institute for the Blind: Margaret Fialides

St Paul’s School for the Blind: Anna Ashby and Joanne Ashby

National Library of Australia: Cliff Law

Apologies were from:

St Lucy’s School for the Blind

Christian Foundation for the Blind (now CBM Australia)

Deakin Uni

Ed Dept of NSW

Royal Tas Society for the Blind and Deaf

Australian Listening Library

Melbourne State College

Their purpose, which is still alive today, was to come together to improve production processes for accessible information and share ideas and develop standards and guidelines. 

Each decade we have seen tremendous changes in mainstream information and communication technologies, and people who are blind or have low vision have benefitted from these changes.

1. the eighties was characterised by the personal computer generally and access through synthetic speech particularly;

2. the nineties was characterised by the outreach of the internet and mobile phone to offices and homes, with email and the Web; and

3. the noughties has been characterised by broadband, iPods, SmartPhones, searching and social networking.

Did those who came together in 1981 foresee where we would be today?  
DAISY, Optical Character Recognition, the rate of improvement and reliability in synthetic speech is doubling every year.  Duxbury text braillers, refreshable braille displays, online file conversion programs, automated conversion into Daisy and e-books which came and went in the 90s but are now more prolific and very much here to stay.  The convergence of online devices and content consolidates the age of online information access and delivery. 

However with this improved access to all types of information, systems have become more complex and programmers spend a large amount of time and money building complex infrastructure to simplify these systems which at times become less accessible for those away from the norm. 

Round Table itself has also developed along the way, yearly conferences, development of standards and guidelines, networking opportunities and sharing.  However there are still challenges:
1. Copyright  - no longer are we content to share amongst our own borders we see the need to avoid duplication by sharing across territory borders and copyright is the issue that currently prevents this.  

2. Universal design – Work must continue with publishers to ensure that publications when published are also accessible and affordable. 

3. Diagrams and drawings – Conversion of narrative text is easy and quite straight forward these days, however a publication that includes diagrams and other illustrations still necessitates the use of human skills to deal with the complexity as we have no electronic display or automated system to easily incorporate these parts of a book into an accessible e version. 
4. Audio described movies, theatre and public events – well we have more work to do here. 
Great thanks must go to those who came before us; those who met in September 1981 took a bold step of collaboration taking risks and developing new technologies for accessible information.   As we stand on their shoulders today would they be proud of where Round Table is now and as the world shrinks and our attention is more global what is Round Table’s future? 
Over these three days you listen to the many projects and ideas that are being carried out throughout our organisations both here and overseas, use the breaks to further network and learn from each other.  
Julie Rae

President 2011
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