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Introduction

Recently I had the pleasure of facilitating a panel discussion about braille which took place in Melbourne at a writing workshop that was organised as part of the Braille Window project. The panel included a number of people with diverse experiences of braille—some had learned it at school as children, others had come to it as the result of vision loss as adults. We traversed a lot of ground, from the advantages of braille over synthetic speech, to the differences between reading hardcopy and "softcopy" (refreshable) braille, to the uses of braille in the kitchen. What was reaffirmed for me as I participated in this hour-long discussion is that braille is as multifaceted as the people who use it, and that its uses are limited only by the human imagination. Early in its history, an attempt was made to ban the use of braille in the school where Louis Braille invented it. What was being played out here was personal rivalry between the current director of the school and his predecessor, and, beyond that, a manifestation of the political climate in post-Napoleonic France. But the students took braille underground, and the ban was soon abandoned as a failure. As we congregate as a Braille Authority, and deliberate and decide in its name, the ultimate authority still rests with braille itself, and with the genius of the human spirit that brought it into being.

The Year at a Glance

The ABA Executive has been especially busy during the past year. We have met regularly by teleconference, sometimes twice a month or more, supplemented by a two-day face-to-face meeting in February 2008. The Executive has continued to work cohesively and effectively as a team, in a friendly atmosphere where individual perspectives are respected and agreement by consensus is always an achievable goal. I was encouraged recently to receive an email following an Executive meeting to which we had invited an observer. The email expressed appreciation of the warm, welcoming tone of the meeting and the obvious expertise of the members. It is worth remembering that participation on the ABA Executive is voluntary, meetings generally occur in the evening, and the main recompense comes from the sense of satisfaction in a job well-done.
Meetings of the Executive are funded by the Round Table on Information Access for People with Print Disabilities Inc.(the "Round Table"), 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.

ICEB General Assembly 
A focus of the year’s activities has been preparations for the Fourth General Assembly of the International Council on English Braille (ICEB), which will take place from April 6-10 in Melbourne. I and two other Executive members (Bill Jolley and Christine Simpson) were members of the local organising committee. Preparing for and hosting an international conference is an extensive undertaking. The organising committee had its first meeting in September 2006, and has met regularly since then—weekly as the date for the general Assembly has drawn near. It is indeed a privilege to be able to offer our facilities and hospitality to the ICEB, and we look forward to a successful and enjoyable few days in April. It is pleasing to note that two of the three papers that will be presented at the General Assembly and published as part of the Proceedings originate from Australia: “Considerations for Embosser Produced Tactile Graphics”, by Nigel Herring; and “The Grit in the Oyster: Braille Enters the Visual Arts”, by Anne Walton and Bruce Maguire. 
UEB Implementation

It is hard to believe that the decision to adopt Unified English Braille (UEB) in 

 Australia was taken three years ago, on May 14, 2005. The original timetable allowed for a phased introduction spread over five years. Thus, the expectation is that by 2010, UEB will, for all practical purposes, be the only braille code used in Australia for the transcription of general literature and educational material. Although we have not conducted a formal stocktake, it does seem that most organisations around the country are ahead of schedule. In NSW, whose status I am most familiar with, several hundred textbooks have now been transcribed into UEB by the Department of Education and Training, and the list is growing all the time.
It is important to remember, however, that some braille users (readers, teachers, and transcribers) have lingering concerns about the merits of UEB and the wisdom of introducing it. In some cases, these concerns reflect particular philosophical perspectives on braille and braille production (for example, "space-saving is paramount; sequencing is good because it saves space; UEB has abolished sequencing; therefore: UEB is bad"); in other cases, the concerns seem to result from misunderstandings about particular aspects of the code (for example, that the variety of typeform indicators provided in UEB necessitates their use in all cases). Whatever the concerns, the ABA is eager to help resolve them by ensuring that all users have accurate and complete information about UEB. As Chair of the ABA, I am always willing to discuss any issues or misgivings that individuals or groups of users have about the code.
Technology Matters

Louis Braille worked creatively with the technology at his disposal and, in some areas, he encouraged the development of new standards of precision toolmaking. Not only did he invent a 10-dot precision-made frame to allow blind people to produce print in “decapoint”, he also produced the world's first dot-matrix printer, which he developed with help from a blind mechanic, Pierre-François-Victor Foucault. Louis Braille was committed to the integration of blind people into society, and he saw technology as a means to this end. We may reasonably suppose that he would applaud the application of modern technology to braille.

When Australia adopted UEB in 2005, no electronic braille writers supported it in their software. It is extremely pleasing to report that Quantum Technology has recently introduced support for UEB in its Mountbatten Brailler. This brailler is designed in Australia and sold worldwide. A number of braille users in Australia, including some from the ABA Executive, participated in the beta testing program for the latest version of Keysoft, the software at the heart of Humanware's Braillenote. Both Humanware and Quantum Technology are to be commended for their leadership in responding to the implementation of UEB in this way. We hope that other manufacturers and developers of braille‑related hardware and software to follow this lead. Technology exists to meet the needs of users, and UEB is now part of the braille landscape. Now that the use of UEB is widespread in Australia, those responsible for purchasing equipment for use by students in schools and universities should be aware that equipment and software that does not support UEB will be unable to produce accurate braille. Braille users are not well-served by being required to use such products.
UEB Rulebook

During the process of incorporating UEB into the Mountbatten Brailler and the Braillenote, it became clear that a formal, systematic elaboration of the code is needed. As well as its value for product developers, a reference work of this kind would allow braille curricula, training courses and other resources to be developed more easily and with a greater degree of consistency and accuracy.

In my report last year, I reported that the ABA Executive resolved to investigate how a UEB Rulebook might be produced. Vision Australia and the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children expressed willingness to provide financial resources for such a project, and so a proposal was formulated according to which a suitable person would be engaged to develop the Rulebook, under the guidance of an expert reference group. The RNIB and the Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind have also agreed to provide financial support for the project, and it has also been endorsed by the ICEB Executive, who have agreed that any and all materials produced by the ICEB and its subcommittees may be used in the writing of the Rulebook. The final contractual arrangements are still being finalised, but it is very pleasing to note that Christine Simpson will be engaged to undertake the task of researching and writing the UEB Rulebook. Christine is a member of the ABA Executive, an experienced braille producer and instructor, and a very knowledgeable user of UEB. We anticipate that the project will begin soon, and that it will be completed within the next twelve months. The Rulebook will be available for free electronic download in print and braille forms, and will be available for organisations to distribute on a cost-recovery basis.

In the meantime the latest version of the UEB Primer that has been developed by Josie Howse is now available for download from the ABA's website. It incorporates many small and a few not-so-small changes since the previous version, and anyone wishing to use it is advised to print it in its entirety rather than insert specific pages. This does not mean that there have been substantial changes either to UEB or the Primer, but we do feel that it is important for everyone to have the latest version of the Primer.
Now that UEB is fairly stable, Josie plans to produce an update to the Primer only once or twice per year. In particular, it is not expected that a further update will be produced this year.
Trans-Tasman Braille Proficiency Certificate

Last year the Australian Braille Authority and the New Zealand Braille Authority began discussions to develop a joint braille proficiency certificate that could be offered in both countries and which would thus ensure a common benchmark for those learning braille. Because both Australia and New Zealand have introduced UEB, such a certificate is, for the first time, an achievable goal The discussions have continued, and the plan is to offer the first examination to candidates later this year. We look forward to working with New Zealand on other braille issues now that we share a common code.
The 2007 Annual Meeting Revisited
The Executive has followed up on the five recommendations that were agreed at the ABA's annual meeting in 2007. These recommendations related to the promotion of UEB in the tertiary sector (recommendation 1), provision of braille materials for use in the national testing of students in years 3, 5, 7, and 9 in 2008 (recommendation 2); development of teaching and transcription strategies for dealing with the increasing amount of visual stimulus material used in textbooks (recommendation 3); and the need for a low-interest loan scheme to assist individuals purchase braille-related technology (recommendation 4).

These recommendations were referred to the Round Table Executive, and discussed in detail at their meeting on August 5-6 2007. The Round Table Executive agreed that it would develop an action plan to support the promotion of UEB in the tertiary sector in the broader context of the ABA's phased approach to the introduction of UEB. It also undertook to have discussions with SPEVI about formulating a strategic approach for dealing with the challenges posed by visual stimulus material, and it gave in-principle support to the need for technology to be affordable to the individuals who need it.
After discussing recommendation 2, the Round Table Executive wrote to the Director of the National Assessment Program—Literacy and Numeracy about the need for testing materials to be available in braille, and late last year it received a most encouraging reply to the effect that such materials would be available, and that they would be produced by and in consultation with the NSW Department of Education and Training. 
Repairs to Perkins Braillers

The Perkins brailler is still used extensively in Australia, especially by individuals. Its design has changed little in 50 years, and braillers from the early days are still in use. Although there are some reports that the quality of some recently-manufactured machines is disappointing, Perkins braillers are generally reliable and withstand long use. All Perkins braillers do need repair from time to time, and it has become clear that there are only a handful of people in Australia who are in a position to repair them. Our attempt to compile a national register of repairers is continuing, and we now have four names. A request has been circulated through SPEVI for details of repairers in each state and territory, and we have so far received information from NSW and Queensland. One factor that limits the usefulness of such a register is that not all repairers undertake work for individuals outside a particular organisation.

Our investigations into the repair of Perkins braillers has revealed that at least some people who do or could repair them are unable to obtain parts from Howe Press (the manufacturer of the machine) because they are not considered to be “qualified”, i.e., they have not completed the 10-day training course provided by Howe press. It costs around $5,000 to undertake this course (in addition to accommodation and travel expenses). There is a detailed service manual available and I have known a number of people who have become highly competent repairers who have used this manual rather than complete a training course. The conventional Perkins brailler is mechanical, and so there are no safety issues of the type that arise in the repair of electrical equipment. It seems most unreasonable to withhold spare parts from someone just because they have not completed an expensive course. We are hoping to take this issue up further with Howe Press when Frances Gentle visits them in May while she is in the US. In the meantime, please supply us with the names of anyone you know who is able and willing to repair Perkins braillers for individuals or organisations who need them.

Outreach

Now that Australia has adopted UEB, there are emerging opportunities for us to play a leadership and mentoring role in the Pacific region. Less than half the fourteen Pacific Island nations currently produce or teach braille. By and large, those countries that do have an involvement with braille have inherited their codes from overseas organisations that established schools in the 1950s and 1960s. Australia and New Zealand have extended their professional support and development activities throughout the region in the last few years, but now that both countries have adopted UEB, they will be less able to support other codes. There is thus a significant opportunity for Australia and New Zealand to work with nations in the region to establish UEB as the common code of the Pacific.
Frances Gentle is closely involved with the Pacific Committee of the International Council on the Education of People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI) in coordinating braille outreach activities in the region, and she provides regular updates to the Executive and we are hoping to identify more tangible ways in which the ABA might become involved.
Looking Ahead

ABA Strategic Review

It is 27 years since the ABA was formed in 1981, and 16 years since its current structure was finalised as part of the process of the incorporation of the Round Table as an Association. The network of state and territory branches has helped promote braille at local community level as well as providing a mechanism for feedback to the national Executive. The position of the ABA as a subcommittee of the Round Table has made it possible to obtain funding for important projects, as well as making it easier to organise our annual meetings as part of the Round Table conference.

No organisation is quarantined from change, and changing environments and contexts often require structural fine-tuning if the organisation is to remain viable and flourish. There have been many changes in the braille sector since 1992, and broader social changes have also had an impact on the ABA. For example, braille is now much more a part of information access generally, and developments such as DAISY now make it possible to treat braille as part of an ensemble from a production perspective rather than as a solo player with little regard for what is going on around it. The demands placed on the Executive are increasing, yet the number of people seeking to become involved has not, and there are, in any case, a small number of Executive positions to be filled. Changing circumstances at the local level have seen some branches become inactive, while others are able to attract increasing numbers of participants.

At its meeting in February, the ABA Executive agreed that it is time for the ABA to embark on a process of reflection and planning. This strategic review will examine all aspects of the ABA’s structure and operations, and may formulate recommendations for change. If the membership agrees with this course of action, the new Executive will work closely with the Round Table, and will also ensure that the ABA state and territory branches are involved at every stage of the process. I expect that any recommendations arising from the strategic review will be brought to the ABA’s meeting in 2009.
Before leaving this topic, I encourage state and territory branches to consider the offer of a $200 grant that was discussed last year and recently finalised. So far, two branches have made inquires, and we look forward to receiving more. I also remind branches that the Executive is happy to receive applications for funding to enable special projects to be undertaken. An example of such a project would be a braille activity to celebrate the Louis Braille bicentenary in 2009. Any applications we receive will be discussed with the Round Table Executive who will make the final decision about whether and under what arrangements to provide the funding.
Louis Braille Bicentennial

2009 marks the bicentennial of the birth of Louis Braille. This milestone in the history of blind people deserves long and lavish celebrations on a local, national, and international scale.
In Australia, plans for marking 2009 have yet to crystallise. I believe that a special commemorative stamp will be produced, which will include Australia with Argentina, Brazil, East Germany, France, Guyana, Mali, Luxembourg, Panama, Peru, Uruguay, the (Former) USSR, and other countries that have been moved to honour Louis Braille philatelically. Such stamps are a time-proven way of helping to shape the public consciousness, but they are of little benefit to braille readers themselves. The 2009 celebrations deserve more.

One Australian initiative that aims to celebrate braille in 2009 is the Braille Window Project (BWP), a multimedia community-based artwork conceived by Anne Walton (a Sydney-based video performance artist who has exhibited her other work in Australia and elsewhere) and in which I have had some considerable involvement. The project uses braille text embossed on adhesive transparencies to coat city streetfront windows, and it incorporates elements of writing, performance, sound and video projection to become a truly hybrid form of art. It is a peripatetic work, designed to move from one location to another, celebrating braille and exploring the nature of the visible world through a lens of braille. 

The BWP was first staged on the streetfront window of a Sydney art gallery in January 2007, with support from the City of Sydney and Quantum Technology, and involvement from the NSW Branch of the ABA and Blind Citizens Australia. The Project will be staged during the ICEB's General Assembly in April 2008, as well as at the Art of Difference conference in 2009, and the 2009 Melbourne Writers Festival.

Unlike most other attempts to incorporate braille into public or semi-public art, the BWP relies for its success on the active participation of braille readers. In this way, braille is presented, not as a caricature for visual gratification, but as a living, creative medium that is enriching for blind people and the community generally. Anne's commitment to the Project, as well as her other ideas for braille promotion and celebration (which include "Braille by the Sea", braille sand sculpture produced by braille readers) is a testimony to her unique artistic talent, but also demonstrates the riches that can be discovered through an affirming collaboration between braille users and the arts. 

The early history of braille includes several acts of cultural vandalism in which books were burned on the orders of a school director who wished to denigrate the memory and methods of his predecessor. Sadly, history’s repetitive pattern does not grow weary. I have memories of my school days at the North Rocks Central School for Blind Children, and of the braille maps made in the UK by the Boyle method; the braille books produced on plastic during the Second World War when paper was scarce (one of them was The Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe, C S Lewis' classic tale of Narnia and redemption); the Lavender braille writer that seemed always to be in need of repair even when it had just returned from the overhaul of its life; the handmade foam maps on felt-covered boards that taught me about Australian geography and the names of all the NSW coastal rivers; the Bonham geometry board that allowed us to draw lines, circles and polygons and bisect an angle; the braille books produced by prisoners in Parramatta Gaol using an interpoint printing press long before embossers; a locally-designed contraption for use in drawing graphs that no-one could remember how to use; the small hard-covered algebra book brailled in 1896 on parchment. Braille artifacts all--icons of a culture triumphant and symbols of human creativity. Naturally, the educators and administrators of the 1970s had learned from the mistakes of their predecessors—we lived, didn't we, in an age of archives and museums and respect for the objects that had shaped us. Except that they hadn't learned at all, and naturally blind people weren't consulted when all these and more were trashed—turned into scrap metal, given to the worms in landfill, or simply burned when the school's role changed.

It is time that Australia awake from its lethargy about braille history; it is time that we say sorry for the acts of desecration that have been committed in the name of bureaucracy and progress. It is time, in short, that we establish a national Braille Museum and mount a campaign to stock it with the products of our tactile history. I call upon our organisations and agencies to find the resources and the will to make this happen in 2009.

Braille and the UN Convention 
Earlier today, April 4 2008, Ecuador ratified the UN Convention on the rights of persons with Disabilities, bringing the number of ratifications to 20 and thus paving the way for the Convention to become part of international law on May 3. 

 Australia was one of the first countries 
to sign the Convention in March 2007, and the current figure is 126. In the context of UN Treaties (of which the Convention is an example), signing is the first step in a process that may lead ultimately to ratification. Extensive national consultation, including a National Interest Analysis, must occur 
before a signatory is in a position to ratify a treaty (in this case, the Convention), and Australia is engaged in that process at present. Those of us involved in the disability rights movement hope 
that the road to ratification is a smooth one.

You might at first think that a UN Convention is remote from the concerns of an overworked braille authority, but in fact the Convention is a significant adjunct in the campaign to promote braille as a tool of literacy and creative expression. First, the Convention will, over time, lead
to a change in the worldwide perception of disability and this, in turn, will have an impact on many aspects of life for people with disability. Secondly, the Convention makes five specific references to braille (always with an uppercase B).

The first of these occurs in the definition of "communications" as this word is used in the Convention. The second reference occurs in Article 9, "Accessibility", where States Parties are called on to provide braille signage in buildings and facilities that are open to the public. The third reference occurs in Article 21, "Freedom of expression and opinion, and access to information", which calls on States Parties to facilitate the learning of braille (along with other forms of communication such as sign language) in "official interactions".

The Convention's fourth reference to braille occurs in Article 24, "Education", where States Parties are called upon to facilitate, inter alia, the learning of braille as a means to acquiring life and social development skills and full participation in education and the community. The Convention's fifth and final reference to braille also occurs in Article 24, where a call is made for the employment of teachers, including teachers with disabilities, who are qualified in braille, as part of the realisation of the right of people with disability to have full access to education.

These references to braille in
the Convention are extremely significant, and should give much cause for optimism that braille's role in the lives of blind people will be increasingly asserted. The Convention is a powerful lobbying tool and instrument of change, and as braille advocates we must use it actively, confidently, and strategically. The ABA Executive will be giving consideration over the coming year to how the opportunities provided by the Convention can be most effectively utilised in the Australian context, and we encourage state and territory branches to familiarise themselves with the Convention in general, and with its braille-related provisions in particular.
Conclusion: The Script that Liberates Us
Rebecca Maxwell was one of the panelists in the discussion I referred to in the first paragraph of this report. Rebecca proudly describes herself as “braille dependent”, and has certainly given to braille as much as she has received. She was involved with the ABA in its early years, and was one of Australia’s delegates to the international conference on English Braille that was held in Washington in 1982. A former teacher of creative writing, Rebecca has a keen interest in language and literacy and is President of the Society of Women Writers, Victoria.

One of Rebecca’s poems will be featured as part of the Braille window project. Titled “Braille: the Script that Liberates us”” it includes these lines:
literacy at our fingertips: 

maths and music, myths and marvels, 

songs and stories and self-expression. 

riddles and recipes, and religion, 

the living languaging of life.

These lines are a poetic and evocative tribute to how far we as blind people have come in the world since Louis Braille invented braille in the 1820s. Let us hope fervently that braille will continue to resonate through the next two centuries and bring its liberating power to succeeding generations. For now, I’m honoured to have been able to share my braille journey with the ABA Executive during the past twelve months, and I think them for their commitment, friendship, and inspiration. We are indeed fortunate to have in Australia some of the world’s most original thinkers about braille—a a truly unique Executive: Frances Gentle, Josie Howse, Bill Jolley, Debra Murphy, and Christine Simpson.
Bruce Maguire
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