
Universal Access: Are We There Yet?
Good Morning Ladies and Gentlemen,

In the words of my erudite countrymen,
“I am an African.
I owe my being to the hills and the valleys, the mountains and the glades, the seas
and the ever-changing seasons that define the face of our native land.”

“The first breath I took was of African Air.

The first word I spoke Africa heard.
The first step I took was on African soil.
Every time my heart beats it beats for Africa.”
This Africa, with its 935 million people and nearly 7 million blind people; where less than 10 percent of blind children will ever receive any kind of schooling.

Africa occupies a vast area with large populations.  This is so apparent when we draw comparisons to the work of our esteemed colleagues in Europe.  Distances are vast and the terrain has a poor infrastructure and in most cases there are poor roads and natural hazards.
On the other hand, I am proud to report that major cities in South Africa are modern and replete with the very latest state-of-the-art technology which is a delight to people with disabilities who are fortunate enough to be able to participate in this digital lifestyle.  However, on the other end of the spectrum are the disabled poor.
Despite this, Tape Aids for the Blind has evolved in line with major International libraries and production units but in a socio-political environment that is often very different to that of our colleagues in other countries.  In my paper this morning I will charter for you the progress that has taken place and although much has changed for the better, the extraordinary development that has taken place in the digital world clearly illustrates the difference and it becomes more obvious that the African Continent has still many challenges to face.
Our work continues to be defined as the provision of information and so we are committed to cater for all the needs and requirements of all the people in South Africa, united in their diversity.  Rather than utilizing our meager resources to adopt the exciting world of the Internet and digital technology at large, we need to cater for the needs of our people.

Tape Aids is, I believe, clearly unique in that we produce and provide a totally free library service to satisfy the reading needs of blind and print handicapped people.  We respect Intellectual Property Rights and apply for copyright permission for the books that we record.  We receive no Government or any other grant whatsoever, nor are we supported by the South African National Council for the Blind.  The organization, since its inception some 54 years ago, has remained a private institution, a fact which was very important during the Apartheid years, when censorship and restrictions had a profound effect on library collections.

In South Africa we cater for 11 official languages: Afrikaans, English, isiNdebele, isiXhosa, Sepedi, Sesotho, Setswana, SiSwati, Tshivenda, Xitsonga and isiZulu.   Regrettably, the indigenous South African languages have a very small bibliography and whilst the population is largely unilingual, there is insufficient printed material available.

Concerning the needs of blind people, sadly the present situation in Africa has shown little progress in the provision of literature for blind and print handicapped people.  We have to constantly remind the powers that be that blindness is a physical condition and not a mental handicap and therefore books and newspapers and magazines covering a broad spectrum of reading must be available and accessible in an appropriate format.  Blind people may not be kept from being the best they can be.  Outdated stereotypes must be discarded and attitudes changed.
Access to information in Africa, where it does exist, is concentrated largely around the cities and in urban areas.  This has left rural areas at a serious disadvantage and because of their often remote and inaccessible terrain, the information flow is difficult and very often it is inappropriate and not what we call “useful knowledge.”  The result has been an increasing incidence of illiteracy.  Without an ability to read and write many communities remain un-empowered.
Libraries have been established in certain areas but this has done little to combat illiteracy, as the information they carry simply cannot be accessed.  This has been exacerbated too by inappropriate collections which have found their way as book donations from well meaning people in the west.  The content is foreign and does nothing at all to address the needs or expectations of rural African communities.  The poet MKWLYI tells us very succinctly, “You sent us the light yet we sit in the dark.”
Statistics reveal that some 50% of the unemployed are young people – the product of a poor education and inadequate facilities for technical and vocational training.  The headline of a recent newspaper article indicated that in KwaZulu-Natal alone, after six years of schooling 1 in 3 learners cannot read and 7 in 10 cannot count.  The article goes on to say unequivocally, that poor literacy levels (which are related to poverty) lead to high school dropout rates and school leavers who swell the ranks of the unemployed with no market related skills.  These young people will never have meaningful employment.
Similar statistics are, regrettably, applicable to a number of other provinces in South Africa and inclusive education for the disabled and with special needs provides a dismal picture – work in sheltered workshops is their only hope.
A message from our great leader Nelson Mandela leads us to believe that, “Education is the great engine to personal development.  It is through education that the daughter of a peasant can become a doctor, that the son of a mineworker can become the head of the mine; that the child of a farm worker can become president of a great nation.  It is what we make of what we have, not what we are given, that separates one person from another.”

Unequal access to education and training has left vast disparities and the fragmented, unequal and undemocratic nature of the education and training system has naturally had profound effects on the development of the economy and society as a whole.  It is our fervent prayer that given time the playing fields will be leveled and all our people will realize their full potential, including those who are handicapped.” 

For our purposes, the colonial powers brought with them learning, language and libraries, and for this we are extremely grateful.  However, many centuries later we are faced with the sad acceptance that they are either unsustainable or inappropriate.  Against this backdrop which predominates on the African continent, this approach continues to exclude many who are still isolated.  Currently there are far too many people who suffer a lack of comfort with print and there is consequently a fear of the electronic media.
How much more so the plight of the disabled?
How much more so the people with special needs, who in many African countries continue to suffer a neglect that is too ghastly to contemplate?
Forty years of Apartheid has left South Africa with a legacy of a historically disadvantaged population.  Even after eighteen years of our democracy a large proportion of South Africans remain impoverished, uneducated, underemployed, and beset by an array of social problems ranging from crime and violence, to ill health.
“Disabled people in Africa, despite modern medicine and medical assistance, continue to suffer as it has been reported that the leading causes of disability in Africa and South Africa remain preventable diseases (such as poliomyelitis, meningitis, cerebral malaria and HIV/Aids), accidents, and inadequate prenatal and neonatal health care services.” 
  Armed conflicts and their aftermath, for example, unexploded landmines, remain a major concern in parts of Africa, resulting not only in physical injuries, but also leaving a legacy of post-traumatic stress disorder and psychosocial disabilities among children who, even today, witness armed conflict or participate as combatants.

“Although inroads have been made against harmful traditional practices, such as child marriage and female genital mutilation, in certain African countries these practices are still contributing factors to disabilities among, especially, girls.” 

South Africa has what Health Experts term, “a quadruple burden of disease” (HIV, TB, diabetes, hypertension, malnourishment, mental disease), and the violence that has caused devastating injuries.
According to the World Health Organization (WHO) in 2011, statistics showed that “Life expectancy in South Africa is 53.4 years due to the high prevalence of HIV among the age group of 15-49”.  “Within South Africa, KwaZulu-Natal had the lowest life expectancy of 43 years, followed by the Free State and Mpumalanga with an average life expectancy of 47 years (WHO)”.  According to pulse-news.org, “The leading causes of death were tuberculosis (TB), influenza and pneumonia, all common opportunistic infections associated with HIV/AIDS.  More than 70 percent of deaths in South Africa were as a result of the infections associated with AIDS.” 

For our purposes, the statistics regarding blindness and treatment are disturbing:

“According to the World Health Organization (WHO), there are 37-million blind people and 124-million poorly sighted people in the world.  The number of blind people, says WHO, is set to increase to 75-million by 2020.” 

“Research suggests that the percentage of visually impaired people is about the same in all countries.” 
  However, the difference is that the developed countries have an increasingly ageing population who acquire visual impairment, while developing countries have far more young blind and fewer elderly people.” 

“Cataract accounts for 60 percent of all cases of blindness in South Africa.” 
 

“Pretoria Eye Institute managing Director Dr Mark Minnaar said that eye defects and diseases were ranked as the seventh highest cause of disability in the world.” 

“Minnaar said that there was a backlog of 160 000 cataract sufferers needing operations in South Africa.” 

“About 10 000 were added to the list every year.” 

Whilst significant progress towards African peace and wellbeing is fostered through inter-religious and inter-racial work, we find that the artificial barriers of politics and ethnicity have a tendency to separate people.  In South Africa we have experienced a terrible xenophobia that was inextricably tied to economic and housing needs, poverty and unemployment. 

The present day violence in South Africa is as a result of the nature of Apartheid and the resistance it engendered and the disappointment of Democracy as millions have been alienated from the formal economy, their hopes and expectations unmet.   While only a small minority enjoys the fruits of the economy, the rest live in poverty and many have seen their families ravaged by the ghastly epidemic of violence.

“Violence from this point of view may be seen as a gauge of the injustice and cruelty of the past and present.” 
  Of course we are saddened by the fact that the most vulnerable in our communities are children, the disabled and the elderly.  They are after all defenseless.
“Some forms of violence are specific to children with disabilities. Example, the forced sterilization of girls with disabilities and the fact that the disabled child should be abandoned and left to die or subjected to mercy killing. In certain tribal areas this is a crime with often attracts lower penalties, reflecting less value to the lives of these children. In certain instances cultural practices and beliefs are a further threat to the safety of children with albinism.” 

“Many live in relative isolation, invisible to society and often kept indoors and out of sight. The stigma remains and their needs and rights are dismissed by communities, authorities and families.  Even when there are possible sources of help, children who are deaf, blind or have restricted mobility may find it impossible to reach that help and family members turn away and are often the perpetrators of a violent situation.” 

Sadly South Africa is not an exception and there is a perception amongst certain people, that the disabled should have no rights, no opportunities and no future; at best they should merely be tolerated.
In South Africa, although there are clear provisions aimed at the protection of all children including those with disabilities, from all forms of violence and abuse, especially physical or mental injury and sexual abuse, without a strong, efficient and uncorrupt police force and judicial system this situation is largely uncontrolled.

Many of these practices and perceptions must be eliminated and children, particularly children with disabilities, must be protected from all forms of sexual exploitation and sexual abuse as there is evidence to show that children with disabilities across the world are disproportionately vulnerable to violence, including abuse.
It saddens me to state unequivocally that African leaders refuse to acknowledge the fact that poverty is a key contributor to many of these social problems.  
But, in South Africa, social spending and the provision of basic services to households has attributed greatly to poverty reduction and if we are to succeed in a determined programme to eradicate poverty, “We will cast our eyes to a future where education and improved schooling will lead us towards a millennium goal where we will have eradicated the destructive legacies of the past and our people will realize their full potential.  No-one may be left behind.  Those who have special needs will become those people who have exceptional abilities.” 

Years of discrimination and poor planning are two of the major contributors to the fact that, to my chagrin, I report today the fact that there are only 3 million skilled workers in South Africa.  The country has a severe shortage of professional managers, technicians and artisans, compared with the industrialized countries.  The blind and disabled sector simply cannot find employment.  
To compound that, a recent report suggests that, in Africa, Bribery and corruption is responsible for 42 percent of all crimes that are reported.  The most disturbing trend to come out of the survey is “an alarming shift” in the perpetrator profile towards senior management, in both the public and private sectors.
Politicians and members of the ruling party in South Africa are often exposed on a daily basis.  Even more alarming is the fact that the media in South Africa, who have exposed the depth of the theft of public funds, are soon to be silenced.  The impending Protection of Information Bill, which touches each and every individual in South Africa, is soon to become law and we will not know because we will simply not be told.
I cry for my beloved country.
In recent years the African continent and the southern tip of Africa have witnessed a dramatic increase in the importance, number and diversity of NGOs, who now impact policies and advance initiatives.  Apart from their humanitarian service, although it is vital to the needs of individuals and societies, the NGOs have proven to be more adapted to governance in responding to particular needs.

Tape Aids for the Blind is proud to be part of this third sector family that exists between the realms of Government and Business and brings with it an unprecedented vitality and ability to deal with critical issues regarding service to the development sector; for it is the NGOs’ flexibility and connections to grassroots communities that enable them to mobilize resources.  In fact it affords them a civic power.

This increased importance comes with increased responsibility; a responsibility which must be transparent, honest, accountable and ethical and not one used to manipulate systems for the personal benefit of their boards or staff.  They have a defined calling to go beyond the boundaries of race, ethnicity, culture and politics as there is an obligation to respect each person’s fundamental human rights, but they must have the assistance of proper governance.  All public money must be treated as a public trust and may never be used for personal gain.
How regrettable it is for me to stand here and talk of so many NGOs who, like politicians, were once imbued with the highest principles but now tolerate practices that were previously unacceptable.  A code of ethics and conduct is so essential when one is dealing with the charitable dollar.  It not only serves as a statement to beneficiaries and donors but it is after all the fundamental principle to manage non-governmental organizations.
I would be remiss if I did not use this platform to pay tribute to the International Postal Union, but in South Africa we have, over the years, experienced problems of inefficiency and dishonesty.
Currently, South African blind and print handicapped people benefit from the International Postal Union Agreement and literature for the blind travels post free. This is an enormous advantage and we pray that it will never be rescinded, for, although there are difficulties such as non-delivery, pilfering, poor communication, industrial action etc, etc, nevertheless it is the one means that we have of providing audio books to blind people.  However, there is still no postal delivery service in the rural areas and many of the townships.
In order to minimise the problems experienced with the postal service, Tape Aids has instituted a series of mini libraries throughout the country where institutions such as retirement villages, hospitals, clinics and schools for the disabled receive a number of books housed in a portable bookcase.  This decentralization has been used very effectively to encourage listening to our books, which are of course exchanged from time to time.  
Fortunately, the analogue system of cassettes is non-commercial and although, in the past, we lived through many years of the pilfering of our books and cassettes, the DAISY system and CDs are now the prized objects of dishonest individuals who mistakenly believe that the disks and CDs are rewritable.
Standard print is limited in the lives of millions of people, large-print, Braille and audio are an almost impossible dream even in these days when it is not technically difficult to produce books in these formats.  According to the World Health Organization, “Less than 10 percent of the total blind population of the world is Braille literate.”  In South Africa this figure is estimated to be between 5-10 percent.
This is the raison d’être of the ‘Book Famine’ described so succinctly by Dr William Rowland, in his address delivered at the launch of the World Blind Union’s Global Right to Read Campaign in 2008.  He says, “Imagine if you walked into a bookshop or library and were told that you were only allowed to choose from 5 percent of the books on the shelves.  What would such a limited choice do to your education, your leisure reading opportunities?  Would you feel like a fully-paid-up member of our society?”
It is imperative, therefore, that more books - perhaps one day all books - will be published in a format that is accessible to blind people.  Perhaps blind people could dream even more and trust that all books will be made available to them at the same time and at the same price as their sighted peers.
Perhaps the dream continues and will narrow the huge disparity between the haves and the have-nots.
There are 54 countries in Africa.  They represent an eighth of the world’s population and are deemed to be considered as the information poorest continent when it comes to connectivity.  Despite progress that was monitored recently, the shocking reality is that although the number of internet users increased by over 175%, the actual increase is less than 2% of the total internet users of the world.
The E-book revolution will of course bring great benefits to those who are privileged to enjoy the benefits of digital technology, but sadly this does not include the many millions who simply do not have access to computers and the internet.
The DAISY revolution and its many advantages is even today the dream of a few privileged people in South Africa, as the accessibility to the machinery, its maintenance, and the costs involved remain prohibitive.  Even the 7.2 Volt rechargeable battery is not easily available or affordable for the majority of blind people.
Compounding this situation is the fact that the electrification programme, while it continues apace, is still not able to cope with the needs of the poor, many of whom are illiterate, print handicapped or physically handicapped people.
In Africa, we read with unbridled jealousy of the many Federal Grants, the abundant Social Grants and the close understanding that First World countries enjoy and are then able to provide well for their people, who are entitled to enjoy the very best of information technology to allow them to be absorbed into a world that knows no differences.
Regrettably, far too many of us continue to live in the pre-cyber world – we are unable to conceptualize without the ever-present image of, for example, a library building.  Our colleagues simply Google it.
We must afford and provide the tools to garner the required information quickly, effectively and accurately.  We look with wonder and longing at our colleagues in New Zealand, where, “The national digital strategy” 
 has changed the way New Zealanders think about their nation and has placed them in a digital world where the geography that has consigned their islands to be distant from the major centres of cultural and business activity has become less important in a prosperous and vibrant society, one that enjoys a healthy environment, a thriving economy and vibrant communities and culture.
Herein lies an example from a small island nation and it so well illustrates the many challenges that we face in South Africa.
For all of us, the world has changed.  We are all aware that we truly live in an information society.

However, the global financial crisis and its ramifications have had a profound effect in South Africa over the last couple of years.  We have been forcibly reminded that we live in a world that has an implosion of information and a world where there is a wide divide between prosperity and poverty; and whilst the information age has allowed South Africa to compete internationally there is simply no money for our warehouses of information to operate successfully.  For all this information to be accessible and available there are a number of challenges which must be met, not least the fact that the information service providers in South Africa must be effective sources of information in that they need to be relevant and current and up to date.  For globalization to be effective urgent funding is necessary and programmes need to be initiated at grass roots level.
I believe that blind people on the African continent have a dream and they are beginning to assert themselves in almost every walk of life.  Many individuals who I have encountered as members of the Tape Aids library, are mobilising to improve their lives and we the purveyors of information must improve our services at least to a point where we can compare the services we make available to blind people to those that are available to the sighted.
One of the measures of a caring society is respect for human rights and also the level of its maturity is a generosity of spirit and the status it accords to those members of society who are most vulnerable.  Disabled people and the senior citizens, whose failing health brings with it a set of special needs, cannot be catered for in a climate where self-enrichment is the order of the day.  Even democracy, with its many promises, has not been able to redirect this type of greed.  It is vitally important that a concept of caring must be the dynamic which directs us to recognize that disabled people must be able to enjoy the same rights and that society has a responsibility to enhance their quality of life.
As I mentioned earlier, in Africa, seeing disabled people as objects of pity is simply not enough, we must regard them as valuable intellectual capital.  Africa needs to contribute to the development of a balanced society.  We who live in the committed world of welfare organizations must play an active role in working with the disabled, assisting to fulfill their aspirations, and enjoy the opportunity to learn from their strengths.
And so,

I pray for a world…

Where the mind is without fear

and the head of the disabled is held high;
Where knowledge is free…..

Into that land of freedom, my Father,

Let us all awake. 

================================

Pauline Hoffman

National Director
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Website: www.tapeaids.com
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