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Introduction

When I was Chair of the Australian Braille Authority (hereinafter abbreviated to “ABA”) in the early 1990’s I wrote an Annual Report subtitled “Braille in Retreat”. In choosing this phrase, I was exploiting the ambiguity in the word “retreat”. In one sense, a retreat is a withdrawal from the battlefield—a surrender in the face of unbeatable odds. But in the other sense, a retreat is a well-prepared and deliberate renewal—a carving-out of time and space in which to reflect on past and present events and set a new course for the future. In 1993 when I wrote the report, braille seemed to be facing odds that, if not unbeatable, were certainly formidable: the lack of braille materials for post-secondary students persuaded some teachers to advise students not to worry about braille because they would find it hard to get much of it once they left school; many adult learners were discouraged from learning  braille and advised to flirt only with synthetic speech; and, in general, the outlook for braille seemed to be one of contraction (and not in the sense of word-signs and shortforms).
It seemed to me at the time that we needed a braille retreat—an opportunity to reflect on and rejuvenate the image of braille and make it ready to take its place among the pantheon of technologies that the information age has spawned. As it happened, a number of factors serendipitously united to provide a renewal for braille. The growing confidence brought about by the Disability Discrimination Act inspired a number of important individual and systemic advocacy initiatives that underlined the need for braille; these, in turn, raised awareness in the blindness sector and the community generally that information access through braille is more of a right than a privilege; access to information technology via braille became easier and more sophisticated; and braille translation software became increasingly stable and flexible. At the same time, the escalation of the development of a Unified English Braille (UEB) code focussed the collective attention of braille experts as never before, and the ensuing discussions, debates and skirmishes continue to reinforce the conviction that braille is living, vital, and here to stay.
So the timid pessimism that seemed to hover over braille-related discussions in the early 1990s has given way to a spirit of assertiveness and engagement. During the past year, the ABA Executive has reflected this buoyancy by being busy and optimistic.
Who Are We Really?

Elections for all positions on the ABA Executive were held during the ABA’s 2006 annual meeting. As a result, the new Executive comprised:
Bruce Maguire (Chair)

Frances Gentle (Vice-Chair)

Leona Holloway (Secretary)

Christine Simpson (Liaison Officer)

Josie Howse (International Representative)

Bill Jolley (Immediate Past Chair).

Leona Holloway resigned as Secretary early this year when she left her position of Computer Aided Transcription Coordinator with Vision Australia to give birth to her baby (Olive). We wish Leona and her family well, and gratefully acknowledge the outstanding contribution she has made to the ABA’s work during her terms as an Executive member.
Executive Calendar

The Executive has continued its practice of meeting monthly by teleconference, supplemented by a two-day face-to-face meeting in February 2007. The Executive has worked cohesively as a team, and all members have shown a strong commitment to the aims and objectives of the ABA. Meetings of the Executive are funded by the Round Table on Information Access for People with Print Disabilities Inc., of which the ABA is a subcommittee. Without regular meetings of the Executive, it would be impossible for the ABA to discharge its responsibilities for Braille code maintenance and development effectively, and we thank the Round Table for its ongoing support of our activities.
State and Territory Branches

Since its establishment, the ABA has worked hard to develop a network of state and territory branches. Through this structure, Braille users can meet locally to discuss Braille-related matters, plan local activities, and provide feedback to the national Executive and the annual meetings. Braille has always been a “grassroots” medium, and the ABA recognises that braille users live in diverse local communities that have needs that can often best be met at a local level. For example, braille promotion activities have, in the past, included labelling all the shops in a local shopping centre with their names in braille, and each year some states organise braille reading or writing competitions.
During the past twelve months, a number of local ABA branches have met regularly and organised a variety of activities. Owing to a number of local circumstances, other branches have found it challenging to function effectively. It is the Executive’s hope that the coming year will provide increased opportunity for us to have more direct involvement with our national network, and we encourage state and territory branches to let us know how we can best assist them.

One initiative that we hope will provide greater operating flexibility for state and territory branches is a proposal developed jointly by the ABA and the Round Table Executive to provide a small amount of money to each branch, as part of a new financial management and reporting system. Under this arrangement, each branch may apply for around $200 to be used for establishing a bank account or supplementing an existing one. There will be some reporting requirements as part of this system, but they will be modest and reasonable. The proposal has been approved by the Round Table Executive, and we anticipate that it will be implemented in the next few months.
Braille Music

The braille music code is part of the ensemble that constitutes the apparatus of braille usage. The ABA established a Braille Music Subcommittee in the early 1990s, and it has variously flourished and languished since. It has made progress in compiling information about the sources and extent of braille music production in Australia, monitored and reported on international developments in braille music production and code development, considered the implications of copyright regimes for braille music producers in Australia, and provided a link between the ABA Executive and the community of braille music users. 

During the past twelve months, Cath Dinnie resigned as Convenor of the subcommittee owing to a major career change. Cath had a strong commitment to the effective and efficient use of the braille music code, and her enthusiasm and leadership were of great benefit to the ABA and braille music users generally. Of particular note is Cath’s work in leading Australia to align our braille music formatting practices with those of the Royal National Institute of the Blind (RNIB) in the UK.
Kathy Riessen has agreed to convene the Braille Music Subcommittee, and I and the other members of the Executive look forward to working with her to ensure that this important aspect of braille remains vibrant and coordinated. I also remind readers that there is an email discussion list specifically for braille music issues in Australia, similar to the Ozbrl group. To subscribe, send a blank message to ozbrl-music-subscribe@yahoogroups.com.
Before leaving the subject of braille music, I note that the Music Subcommittee that was established by the International Council on English Braille (ICEB) at its General Assembly in 2004 has recently begun its work. The committee’s activities will constellate around a number of key areas, including the international braille music notation (adherence by producers, difficulties in use, variation between countries), computer-aided braille music transcription, and preservation of the braille music heritage through digitisation. I have agreed to represent Australia on this committee in the short-term, but I’m keen to involve others if they would like to play a part in representing Australia’s interests at this international level.

Trans-Tasman Braille Proficiency Certificate
In 1992, the ABA offered its Braille Proficiency Certificate for the first time, with Tarna Cosgrove being the worthy recipient of Certificate #1. In the 15 years since then, approximately 50 candidates have successfully completed the test, and it has become a national benchmark for assessing basic proficiency in braille for transcribers and educators. However, until now there has been little opportunity to harmonise our proficiency certificate with similar tests in other countries. The increasing adoption of Unified English Braille has given new impetus to the development of international measures of braille knowledge. In March 2007, Josie Howse and I took part in a two-day meeting with Braille producers and educators in New Zealand, the purpose of which was to develop a braille proficiency certificate that could be used in both Australia and New Zealand. The discussions were extremely fruitful, and highlighted the commonalities in approaches to braille production and teaching in our two countries. Agreement was reached on a framework for a Trans-Tasman Braille Proficiency Certificate, and since the meeting, work has begun on producing a sample test that will be made available prior to the test going “live” in the second half of 2008. The ABA Executive looks forward to working closely with New Zealand to explore other ways in which we can share braille knowledge, resources and perspectives as we both proceed with the implementation of UEB.

UEB Implementation

Only time will tell whether 2005 will be reckoned a noble or infamous year for braille users in Australia. For those of us who have been involved with the development of UEB over the past 14 years, the decision taken by the ABA in 2005 to adopt the new code for use in Australia was an occasion for both celebration and humble reflection. The background to this historic decision has been well-articulated elsewhere; suffice to say here that significant progress has been made in the past two years on implementing UEB across the country. In May 2006, the ABA was pleased to release the first comprehensive teaching resource for UEB, the Braille Primer, Unified English Braille Edition. Josie Howse prepared this material by updating the much-loved and well-used Braille Primer produced by the RNIB. I commend Josie on the many, many hours of work that she put into creating this important document. I also thank the RNIB for making the electronic files available to us: this saved much time and work, as Josie was able to make changes directly into the file without the need for digitising the text from the hardcopy. The basic structure and content of the original Primer have been retained in the UEB edition, so those of us who have fond memories of transcription exercises such as “if a fag did cadge beef” will enjoy the familiarity, and marvel that such exquisitely-crafted sentences for teaching the braille alphabet have found their way into a 21st-century braille teaching manual.
The Primer has been distributed widely within Australia, and has also been made available to other ICEB countries on request. A braille version has also been produced by Vision Australia. The files are currently available for download from the Round Table’s website. Since the publication of the May 2006 version, Josie has made a few (mostly minor) changes, to correct errors and to take account of recent decisions affecting UEB itself, most notably the new rules for the treatment of shortforms. Updates are announced on the Ozbrl email discussion list, and Josie advises that a new update is imminent.
The free availability of the UEB Primer has made it much easer for organisations to proceed with their UEB implementation plans. When the decision was made by the ABA to adopt UEB, there was a recognition that a phased and nuanced approach to implementation would be the most effective and efficient way of introducing the new code to readers, educators and producers. Accordingly, a five-year timeframe was suggested as being appropriate for the replacement of existing codes with UEB. Two years after that decision, considerable progress towards full implementation has been made, with some organisations now producing most or all of their braille material in UEB. The ABA Executive remains eager to assist any organisation that may have questions or need advice about their UEB implementation strategy. We also encourage anyone who has queries about any aspect of UEB to post them to the Ozbrl list. The Executive can then provide a public response. In this way, we will all be able to share our experiences and gain greater knowledge of the code.
The Primer is an extremely valuable resource for the braille-using community. However, it is not a definitive reference or “rule book”, just as the original RNIB Primer was derived from, or an application of, the rules contained in British Braille, and it is this latter publication that is the definitive statement of the braille rules. At the moment we do not have an equivalent code-book for UEB. The rules are contained and illustrated in various and separate documents, reports, decisions, and correspondence, and because UEB is still a very “young” code with little real-world experience, some coding aspects lack the thorough elaboration that is typical of more established codes. The absence of a rule-book does make it more difficult to understand UEB at an advanced level, and to study how the various rules interact with and complement each other to reflect UEB’s structure. Without such understanding and study, it will take much longer to identify some of the more obscure but nonetheless important coding issues that may need further attention if UEB is to remain robust and user-centric. 
A UEB rule-book has obvious benefits for organisations implementing UEB in Australia, and the ABA Executive has had some exploratory discussions about the best way of proceeding. As a result, we will soon be in a position to fund a project that will develop a UEB rule-book. At this stage, we are hoping to have the rule-book ready by April 2008, in time for the ICEB’s General Assembly. While this project is not an ICEB initiative as such, we will work closely with ICEB to ensure that the rule-book is accurate and complete, and seek ICEB’s endorsement of it as the official UEB reference.
The majority of braille readers encounter UEB in the context of general material such as literature, poetry and drama. For K-12 students, however, an important area of UEB usage is mathematics and science. UEB has been developed with the aim of code uniformity across different subject specialisations. At its meeting in April 2006, the ICEB Executive agreed to a six months trial of the guidelines for mathematics and similar subject areas that had been developed by the UEB Mathematics Working Group. During this time, valuable feedback was gained, much of it from Australia where a number of organisations had begun using UEB for the transcription of mathematics. The Working Group held a three-day meeting in New Zealand in early March this year (directly following the meeting that discussed the Trans-Tasman Braille Proficiency Certificate), and, as a result, an updated and expanded version of the guidelines is being produced. The new version will also include specific guidelines for brailling chemistry and computer-related material, as well as suggestions for using UEB when labelling tactual graphics.
UEB has been developed in a technological age, and in countries such as Australia, braille-related technology such as PDAs and electronic braillewriters is quite widely used. We are aware that a number of manufacturers of such technology will be incorporating UEB into their products. It is very important that braille users are able to explore the benefits of UEB while at the same time taking advantage of the opportunities offered by current and future technology, and we encourage manufacturers to contact the Executive if they have any questions about UEB or to discuss other ways in which we may be able to assist them. 

Towards 2008

The 4th General Assembly of the International Council on English Braille will be held in Melbourne in early April 2008. The last time an ICEB meeting was held in Australia was in 1993, when the ICEB Executive met in Sydney; Australia is therefore pleased to be able to host the 2008 General Assembly, and we look forward to welcoming delegates and observers from Canada, New Zealand, Nigeria, South Africa, the UK and the US. There will be some space available for local observers to attend, and to minimise travel and other expenses, the Round Table Executive has endorsed a proposal to schedule the 2008 Round Table annual conference so that it will immediately follow the General Assembly.

The ABA Executive thanks Vision Australia for its financial support in hosting the General Assembly. Funding is also being sought from the Commonwealth Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FACSIA).

Staying Connected
The Ozbrl email discussion group continues to be an effective way for braille users throughout Australia to share information, ideas and concerns, and to stay informed about the ABA’s activities. This virtual community now has almost 200 subscribers, including a number from other countries. To subscribe to the group, send a blank email message to ozbrl-subscribe@yahoogroups.com.
Conclusion: Remembering the Three R’s: Resolve, Respect, and Responsibility
Early this year I was discussing braille with a group of people involved with disability advocacy. As we were reflecting on the impact of technology, someone said, “well, of course, braille is old-fashioned and isn’t used much anymore”. Naturally, I replied that this was not a view that I found compelling, but I was, for all that, reminded of those early 90’s when we felt beleaguered and ready for a retreat. But then, a few weeks later, an itinerant teacher told me that braille was undergoing a kind of renaissance, owing to all the training workshops and other activities being organised as part of the organisation’s UEB implementation strategy. She said that there was an unprecedented level of enthusiasm for braille, and a feeling that in a very real way, braille has “come of age”. Such reports are, of course, very welcome, and strengthen our resolve to remain at the forefront of the braille revolution. But braille is evolutionary as well as revolutionary; we ought not lose our resolve, but we also cannot afford to lose respect for the traditions that have enlivened braille for almost 200 years. Finding a right balance between the enduring legacy of the past and the shifting demands of the present is a heavy responsibility for those of us who strive to realise a vision of a braille-bright future.
As Chair of the Australian Braille Authority I feel a heightened sense of responsibility as I try to do all I can to make our braille community innovative and forward-looking, but also tolerant and inclusive. In this task I am greatly nourished and sustained by being part of an Executive team that is gracious, cordial, hard-working and united. My sincere thanks to Bill, Christine, Frances, Josie and Leona for their wisdom and support over the past year.
Bruce Maguire
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