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Minutes
Opening
In the chair: Wolfgang Angermann, EBU President.

I. Welcomes

The President formally opened the 10th Annual General Assembly of the EBU, and noted that 36 out of the EBU’s 44 national members were represented.  He thanked the hosts, RNIB.  
Welcoming speeches were made by:

· Arnt Holte: President, World Blind Union (WBU)

· Rodolfo Cattani: Secretary, European Disability Forum (EDF)

· Betty Leotsakou: President International Council for Education of People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI Europe)

· Lord Colin Low: Vice President, RNIB.
II. Roll Call

Mokrane Boussaid, Executive Director of the EBU, read the list of 44 national members.  All were represented, with the exceptions of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bosnia‑Herzegovina, Georgia, Greece, Kazakhstan, Macedonia and Ukraine.  
III. Report by Credentials Committee 

Maria Kyriacou, Chair of the committee, gave the following breakdown of the delegates and votes:

36 accredited delegations were represented by 84 delegates; there were therefore 86 eligible voters, including the two individuals present in their capacity as Board members. Of these delegates, 35 were woman and 51 were men. 45 were blind; 33 were partially sighted; three were sighted; one was deaf‑blind; and for four delegates, no details were available regarding their vision. Of the 20 member countries that had sent more than one delegate to the General Assembly, 16 were entirely gender‑balanced, one had sent more male than female delegates, and three had sent only female delegates. A total of 226 votes could be cast, 216 to be cast by the representatives of the member countries present and one to be cast by each of the 10 Board members present.
IV. Approval of Programmes

The programme had been circulated previously. The President noted that, as Alberto Durán had been unable to attend the General Assembly, Patricia Sanz Cameo, ONCE Vice-President, would be attending in his place.  Subject to this change, the General Assembly gave unanimous approval to adoption of the programme.  
V. Appointment of Resolutions Committee 

Mokrane Boussaid informed the General Assembly that the following had been appointed by the Board during its June meeting: Kevin Carey (UK), Marie-Renée Hector (France), Elvira Kivi (Sweden), Jessica Schroeder (Germany), and Stanislav Sokol (Slovakia), with Hans Kaltwasser serving as Secretary.  
Mokrane Boussaid added that attendees would remain able to table draft resolutions until 18.00 that day. The composition of the Resolutions Committee was approved unanimously by the General Assembly.
Although it had been intended that scrutineers would be announced at this stage, the President noted that too few applications had yet been received.  Board members had been asked to put forward further proposals by the time of the morning’s first coffee break.  
VI. Obituaries

Julien Aimi (France): President, French Federation of the Blind and Visually Impaired, 1998-2008; former EBU treasurer; Honorary Life Member of EBU – do. 15 April 2012.  
Eric Staff (Sweden): Swedish Association of the Visually Impaired, 2005-07 – do. 3 March 2013.  
Arvo Karvinen (Finland), General Secretary of the Finnish Federation of the Visually Impaired; Honorary Life Member of EBU – do. 6 October 2013.  
Helen Aareskjold (Norway) – Norwegian Association of the Blind and Partially Sighted; EBU Rights Commission – do. November 2013.  
Elsa Momrag Hogan (Norway) – EBU Women’s Committee – do. January 2014

Dr Claude Chambet (France) – President, APAM; President, CFPSAA – do. 5 February 2014.  
Alan Suttie (United Kingdom) – EBU Elderly Network; EBU Partially Sighted Network – do. 7 February 2014.  
Sir Duncan Watson (United Kingdom), Chairman, RNIB, 1975-90; President, WBU, 1998-92 – do. 21 April 2015.  
The President paid tribute to the work of these distinguished gentlemen and ladies, and a moment’s silence was observed in their memory.

VII. Keynotes - Making Sense of a Turbulent World: Politics and Inclusion in the 21st Century
1. Presentation by Patricia Sanz Cameo

a. Context

Patricia Sanz Cameo, ONCE, stated that ONCE would continue to demonstrate a firm commitment to the work of EBU: it believed that there needed to be solidarity between ONCE and its European colleagues.  Europe was going through one of the most difficult periods in its history, economically and socially, and this was having a clear impact on the rights of people who were blind or partially sighted.  However, progress had been made, such as with the Marrakesh Treaty, which Spain would almost certainly be the first country to ratify. Europe could not allow the achievements that it had made in the area of inclusive education and in other areas to be undone, and it was incumbent upon the leaders of organisations present to lead their organisations through these difficult times.
As a result of the financial crisis, social protection systems were being withdrawn from disabled people.  Organisations that advocated for the rights of the blind and partially sighted would need to build bridges with other organisations, such as those advocating for the rights of those with other disabilities, social organisations, businesses and local authorities. The ongoing refugee crisis was a particular challenge, not just in identifying of how many refugees with vision impairment were currently in Europe but also in achieving the aims set out in Article 31 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Disabled People.  
b. Statistical information

Enrolment levels were low for blind and partially sighted people, and drop‑out levels were especially high, with 21.8% of people with disabilities in Europe withdrawing from school compared to 10.8% of those who did not have disabilities.  These challenges in accessing education contributed to the fact that only 47.9% of people with disabilities in Europe were employed, as opposed to 71.5% of people without disabilities. Work intensity for blind and partially sighted people was also very low, and people who were blind and partially sighted had around a 20% chance of falling into poverty, compared to 14.5% among the rest of the population.  Although these statistics were for disabled people in general, Patricia Sanz Cameo stated that there was no reason to suppose that the statistics for blind and partially sighted people specifically would be better. To change this situation, EBU and the organisations represented would need to collaborate with a range of other organisations.
c. Future work

Organisations that advocated for the rights of blind and partially sighted people in Europe would firstly need to concentrate on securing full implementation of the fundamental rights of those they represented.  Seven European countries had not yet ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities, and ratification of the Marrakesh Treaty also needed to be a priority. Access to environments was the second area that would need attention: technology had now enabled full accessibility to workplaces and social and family settings, and those present would need to fight to make sure that EU and neighbouring markets applied accessibility principles in all of the products and services that were available in these countries. They should push for approval of the European Accessibility Act and the Web Accessibility Directive.  
ONCE called on those represented to recognise that the employability of blind and partially sighted people needed to be enhanced: quota systems and tax breaks were not producing the necessary results, and in some European countries, compliance with these systems was just over 20% in the private sector and 50% in the public sector.  Advocacy organisations would need to act as mediators for people who were blind and partially sighted; they would also need to combat discrimination and the barriers that prevented blind and partially sighted people from participating fully in politics, employment, sport and many others areas.  
In the area of international cooperation, the EU should work with the EBU, WBU and ICEVI to make sure that international development programmes were inclusive of persons with visual impairment. Patricia Sanz Cameo noted that one in 10 blind children in the world did not attend school.  EBU could not do everything in this regard, but should lend its efforts.  Advocacy organisations would need to promote a social and solidarity‑based economy, which was compatible with making profits, and EBU could well act as a leader in this field.  Capacity‑building within the movement was vital, and other areas would also require the attention of EBU.  Patricia Sanz Cameo concluded by stating that EBU could count on ONCE’s support in its future work.
2. Presentation by Kevin Carey

a. Significant challenges

Kevin Carey, Chairman, RNIB, informed attendees that the principal problem areas included an increase in the incidence of childhood blindness through better birth survival, but also because of an increase in poverty exacerbated by welfare cuts and, to an extent, immigration.  There was a paradigm shift in the employment market, with jobs moving from the public sector and large corporates to the private sector and SMEs. Increased automation and the emergence of a global market in skills was another issue for blind and partially sighted people, as was the increase in the number of older blind people as a result of longevity. Decreases in public sector expenditure were also a challenge.
b. Goals

Organisations such as those represented would need to determine a rational like-for-like cost for the goods and services they provided. They should rank reach over elite services; simplicity over complexity; customer preference over producer preference; and compare the cost of advocacy with the costs and benefits of problem-solving.  Most European organisations for the blind had been established to provide education for a ‘blind intellectual elite’, but demographic trends indicated that these organisations would need to change their spending priorities, which they could not do if they did not know how much things cost. Although mainstreaming in education should be the default position, most countries had not come to terms with this. The lack of early vocational education put unrealistic pressure on transition services, particularly for teenagers with multiple disabilities.  
c. Employment

The central problem for blind and visually disabled people was employment; the strategy of employment placement had been relatively unsuccessful, even during the economic boom of the early‑ and mid‑2000s. Now, in almost all European countries, the size of the public sector was decreasing and would continue to decrease, and nations’ capacity to borrow was running out.  There was a corresponding increase in the power of global corporations, but these corporations would not be based in Europe because of the continent’s comparatively over‑regulated labour market and financial sector. Rather, Europe would be the home of sales officers for companies based elsewhere.  
Innovation would continue to command the highest return on investment, and Europe did not have a credible innovation strategy, due to over‑regulation and inconsistent immigration and skills policies. The continent would be dependent on SMEs, which would be wary of employing people with visual impairments.  Automation was removing millions of jobs from the market, and simultaneously, the market for labour was becoming increasingly global in spite of defensive immigration policies.  As such, relying on quotas and job placements was no longer a reliable strategy; it would be helpful to compare the cost of a job placement with the cost of providing a jobseeker with capital to invest in an SME, for instance.  Blind and partially‑sighted people would need to adjust to the increasing trend towards ‘portfolio’ employment, incorporating a number of part‑time roles. Existing education and rehabilitation services did not equip blind and partially sighted people for this kind of fluid employment, and improperly esteemed academic over social skills.
d. Changing demographics

The most obvious issue arising in the area of social services was demographic; increased longevity meant vastly increasing numbers of blind people, and the only possible solution was volunteering.  Some newly‑blind older people might require professional counselling or other intensive support, but most suffered from loneliness and required a large number of smaller services, which could be provided by friends, neighbours and volunteers. The existence of multiple cultures and languages within European nations would also increase the unit cost of services.

The year would be remembered as the point at which the mass migration of people exceeded Europe’s capability to deal with it.  Europe could not have the benefits of globalisation without the costs. It would need to be generally accepted that people should exercise power over the organisations that existed for their benefit, rather than perpetuating a power dynamic of ‘benefactor and beneficiary’. Unless the organisations represented adopted a rational approach to the demographics of blindness, organisations would continue to be run for, and by, the ‘blindness elite’. There was a great need for regional and global cooperation, and the EBU was as necessary now as it had ever been, but it needed to be honest, rational and forensic in its activities. In the next three days, the EBU would need to determine whether it was capable of living up to the challenge.

VIII. First Report of Nominations Committee 

Branislav Mamojka (Slovakia) informed the General Assembly that too few nominations had been received for the positions that were open. No nomination had yet been received for the Chairman of the Nominations Committee, and three nominations were needed for the positions of ordinary committee members. He invited interested parties to submit their nominations for these positions by 18.00 that day.  
The following individuals had been nominated for the position of President: Wolfgang Angermann (Germany) and Fazilet Hadi (United Kingdom).  
The following individuals had been nominated for the position of Second Vice President: Barbara Martín Muñoz (Spain) and Vaclav Polasek (Czech Republic).  
EBU Business
In the chair: Alexander Neumyvakin, First Vice President, EBU.

I. Announcement of Scrutineers

The following scrutineers were announced: Julie Bertholon (France), Ann Blokland (Netherlands), Javier Guemes (Spain), Judith Jones (United Kingdom), Heike Janke (Germany) and Romain Ferretti (EBU Office).

II. Board Report

1. Composition

The President stated that, to meet the requirements of the EBU Constitution, the General Assembly had adopted a strategic plan for 2011 to 2014 and agreed on a list of topics to be addressed. This had been sent to the newly elected Board for consideration.  The 13 nominations to the Board had been in line with the provisions of Article 5, Section 1.2 of the EBU Constitution, and had been uncontested.  
Two individuals had resigned from their offices without being replaced: Tomaso Daniele, Second Vice President, and Peter Osborne, ordinary Board member.  
The Board had had two observers: Rodolfo Cattani (Italy), Chair of the Liaison Commission, and Fazilet Hadi, RNIB Managing Director – Engagement.  
From among the Board members, the Finance and Fundraising Committee and Constitution Committee had been re‑established, and the General Assembly Organising Committee had restarted its work.  A special working group on strategic planning had been established, comprised of members of the Board.  
2. Work of the Board

a. Resolutions

The Constitution Committee had discussed the proposals for amendments to the EBU Constitution that had been referred to the Board by the General Assembly. The results of these discussions had been referred to the Board for approval. Additional proposals had been taken into account, and a concluding draft of the Board’s proposals had been distributed for comments.  Regarding Resolution 2011.4, ‘Opening EBU Leadership’, the Constitution Committee had felt that given the ongoing lack of nominations for EBU functions and the lack of finances to meet the expenses associated with membership of the Board, there was no realistic basis for this amendment.  The Constitution Committee had recommended restarting this discussion if the situation were to change.  
b. Number of meetings

During the period, the Board had held 12 face-to-face meetings and five virtual ones.  
In January 2013, the Board had approved a company agreement with the staff of its central office to set clear rules regarding the working conditions of EBU staff. There had been a change of offices, and EBU staff had had to adjust to two changes in their office assistants.
c. Structure

Following the debate at the General Assembly and the respective resolution, the Board had adjusted its structure of commissions, steering groups and networks as follows: the Commissions on Access to Information and on Technology were merged into a single Access to Information and Technology Commission; the Commission on Mobility and Access to Transport had been renamed the Commission on Road Safety and Access to Transport; responsibility for the issue of mobility had been transferred to the Commission on Rehabilitation, Vocational Training and Employment.  It had also been decided to terminate the diversity steering groups, with networks to be established for each diversity area, and the remit of the Development Commission had been extended to include capacity building in Central and Eastern European countries.  
d. Diversity

As an insufficient number of nominations had been received, the possibility of meeting the EBU’s equality and diversity targets had been reduced.  As such, over the period, of 118 functions within EBU, 71% had been occupied by men and 29% had been occupied by women. Of the 93 individuals who had made the status of their vision known, 59 had been blind and 21 had been partially sighted, while four had been deaf‑blind and five had been sighted.  
e. Membership

Membership of the EBU was stable; however, in early 2014, the Latvian Society of the Blind had decided to discontinue its membership for financial reasons, and also during 2014, the Belgian Confederation of the Blind and Partially Sighted had been dissolved. The President welcomed the new Belgian national member organisation, Ligue Braille.  The Portuguese Blind Union had been created in December 2014. The Centre for the Blind in Israel had applied to the Board for full membership of EBU; this issue had been referred to the Constitution Committee, which had advised the Board to not accept this application to avoid establishing a precedent for non‑European national organisations becoming members. The Centre for the Blind in Israel had therefore been referred to the existing agreement on cooperation that existed between it and EBU.  
f. Work of the EBU

Throughout the working period, EBU had produced further action sheets, and had organised an online webinar on improving media relations; had published EU updates and features, including one on public procurement, had won a campaign on public procurement within the European Parliament and had kept its Facebook page updated with information.  It had published position papers and responses to public consultations, and had done a large amount of work on the ‘Blind Date’ event hosted in Brussels. The EBU had also published its Access Denied report.  
Other work carried out by EBU during this period included progressing its legislative database; tackling the barriers that blind and partially sighted people faced in accessing cultural venues and activities; reviewing the difficulties that blind and partially-sighted people faced in training to qualify as physiotherapists; supporting the Liaison Commission in its lobbying activities regarding the sound level of motor vehicles; lobbying for accessible and standardised payment terminals; surveying EBU member countries regarding such topics as the population of people with additional disabilities and good practice in their countries; pursuing increased collaboration with the European Deaf‑Blind Union; and funding projects through the African Union of the Blind Solidarity Trust Fund.

EBU had also produced a brochure recommending minimum standards and recommendations for low vision services in Europe; creating a network of blind and partially sighted women to serve as a pool of experts that could be drawn upon when delivering projects; presented a paper at the ICEVI Europe conference in Istanbul regarding the importance of early childhood intervention; helped organise a youth seminar with the German Federation of the Blind and Partially Sighted; organised three focus groups in Ireland, Austria and France in association with the European Guide Dog Federation and Age Platform Europe to examine the issues faced by elderly blind and partially sighted people; and had achieved a number of other successes.

g. Dissolution of commissions

The Board had resolved to recommend the dissolution of all existing commissions, and the establishment of expert-based consortiums led by interested international members that would deal with limited‑scope projects, within the framework of the Board’s strategic plan.  All EU‑related activity had been pursued via the Liaison Commission, which had held annual face‑to‑face meetings in Greece, Portugal and Italy, with seminars on diverse topics.  
h. Ongoing campaigns

EBU’s outstanding campaigns included the Right to Read campaign, pursuing ratification of the Treaty of Marrakesh. There had been reluctance within the EU to ratify this treaty, with ongoing debate about whether the EU had sole or joint responsibility. 21 member states had declared willingness to admit the exclusive competence of the EU, but seven states, including Germany and Italy, were blocking ratification. EBU had been continuously lobbying via specially‑organised events held in the European Parliament.  A campaign was also ongoing regarding the accessibility of public sector service websites, and EBU continued to lobby to include mobile apps in the proposed directive on this topic. Work continued on the silent vehicles campaign, and some improvement in the text of the draft report had been secured. Collaboration with the European Disability Forum (EDF) continued, and a memorandum of understanding had been agreed with ICEVI Europe, which would be signed as part of the General Assembly.  
i. Presentation of the Arne Husveg Award

The President had presented the EBU Arne Husveg award to Lord Colin Low (United Kingdom), for his outstanding lifelong commitment to the EBU.

j. Financial reforms

Due to the economic crisis, a considerable number of the EBU’s national members had suffered from budget cuts, which had resulted in a reduction in voluntary contributions to the operating costs of the EBU’s office by national members, and in a decreasing willingness to pay the annual membership fee. As such, the Board had devised a new financial structure, with the goal of securing more funds to be able to maintain and develop the work of EBU.  
III. Treasurer’s Report

1. Overview

Vincent Michel, Treasurer, EBU, informed the General Assembly that the report would cover the years 2011 to 2015, excluding the first three quarters of 2011 and the final quarter of 2015. The report would present a summary of EBU’s economic results over the course of the past four years, as well as reflections on these figures and recommendations on how the EBU could improve its financial position.  
The EBU was financially stable, although the results of the current fiscal exercise had not yet been taken into consideration. Membership payments were relatively stable, although lower than they had been at the beginning of the period, as some countries, including the United Kingdom, had not paid for all of their undertakings. Expenses were stable, although there had been more fluctuation in the area of expenditure, and salaries were also stable, demonstrating prudent management and rigorous salary policy within EBU.  There had been a decrease in the level of private donations received by EBU, which would have a significant effect on the level of income received by the organisation during the 2015 fiscal year.  
2. Proposed Alterations to EBU Funding

Although the EBU’s finances were stable and would continue to be for the next two or three years, there was still cause for concern about the figures.  Two‑thirds of EBU’s resources were drawn from EU projects funded by the European Commission, and owing to the current crisis, this source of resources might be put at risk.  As such, the Board strongly recommended to the General Assembly that it adopted its recommendations regarding changes to the EBU’s financing.  
Up until the present time, members’ contributions made up less than 30% of the EBU’s total annual budget, divided into a relatively low compulsory fee and a voluntary contribution. Owing to the uncertainty that this model engendered, the Board had decided to recommend that these two income streams be combined into a single compulsory payment, which would vary between member countries dependent on the GDP of the country and the size of the member organisation.  It was believed that doing so would enable the EBU to secure the future viability of its activities.
The Board had also resolved to launch a fundraising campaign, with the goal of strengthening the EBU’s capital base. The organisation’s permanent staff did exemplary work, but this team had only been able to have a limited impact, owing to the small size of the team and the fact that the EBU did not have the financial capacity that would enable it to lead on strategically crucial issues. Vincent Michel stated that the EBU was not trying to ‘hoard money’; rather, it needed to have the financial means to promote the rights of blind and partially sighted people, strengthen its staff, and engage in essential studies and campaigns.  
The proposed membership fee structure was outlined as follows:

· Group 1 (€16,000): Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Norway, Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the UK.

· Group 2 (€7,000): Austria, Belgium, Iceland, Ireland, Luxembourg, and Russia.

· Group 3 (€2,500): Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, and Slovenia.

· Group 4 (€1,000): Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Bosnia, Bulgaria, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Macedonia, Moldova, Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Turkey, and Ukraine.

After discussions with a number of member organisations, derogations had been agreed for the following countries in the following sums: Austria (€2,500), Czech Republic (€1,500), Estonia (€1,250), Finland (€13,200), Germany (€13,250), Hungary, Iceland (€2,200), Ireland (€3,000), Moldova (€600), Serbia (€600), and Slovakia (€1,500).  
IV. Presentation of Draft Strategic Plan
1. Background

Fazilet Hadi, RNIB Managing Director – Engagement, stated that the Board had given a lot of consideration to its proposed strategy.  Discussions had begun in September 2014, and the resulting draft had been shared outside of the Board in March 2015. Comments on this draft had been received from several countries, and the strategy had consequently been amended. The version that had since been circulated was the second draft, which the Board believed had taken into account the comments that had been made. An implementation framework had also been circulated in June 2015.  
2. Context

The situation was difficult for blind and partially‑sighted people in all of the countries of Europe, including in the areas of education, employment, and the loneliness faced by visually‑impaired older people. In the present European political context, it was much harder to ensure the passage of good regulations and laws; governments did not want to make new laws, and the EU had become very difficult to work with. There was no country that was not experiencing financial difficulties, with both individual blind and partially sighted people and the organisations that represented them fighting for funding. In addition, these organisations had been set up many years ago, and were not always relevant to the current situation.  
3. Aspirations

Everyone in attendance at the General Assembly was there because they cared about the situations of blind and partially sighted people. The vision of these organisations remained the same: that blind and partially sighted people in Europe should receive the support they needed; enjoy self‑determination; be fully integrated citizens, and live in a Europe that signed up to the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.  The Board had considered what the EBU could achieve at European and national levels, and the first goal that it had set itself was to advocate for the needs of blind and partially sighted people. They could ensure that their voice, speaking on behalf of blind and partially sighted people across Europe, was clearly heard; that the EBU had the right evidence, and made the right representations to the EU, other European bodies, businesses and global authorities.
The EBU also needed to ensure that it was knowledgeable and had the right research available. Presently, there was a lack of good data; this needed to be acquired, and best practice needed to be shared across 44 countries, which was an area in which the EBU had historically been strong. Thirdly, organisations advocating for the rights of blind and partially sighted people would need to support each other to be stronger in their own countries, and build capacity.  
4. Values

The values of the EBU would include self‑determination, which was very important, as well as diversity. The EBU would need to bear in mind the differing needs of blind and partially sighted people according to their gender, their ethnic origin, their sexual orientation, and any other disabilities that they had. It would need to work in partnership with organisations, and respect and meet the needs of blind and partially sighted people, bearing in mind that these were different groups with some different needs.
5. Strategic Priorities

The EBU had three strategic priorities: to improve the lives of blind and partially sighted people; to strengthen national organisations; and to improve communication and networking. Regarding the former, blind and partially sighted people experienced challenges in every aspect of their lives; however, the Board had felt strongly that discrete goals would need to be set, as ‘if we tried to do everything, we would succeed in nothing’. They had needed to be realistic, and prioritise.  
Five fundamental areas of work had been identified. The first was that of children and young people, and work in this area would be pursued in partnership with ICEVI.  The three sub‑areas of focus had been agreed as access to curriculum materials, Braille literacy, and habilitation. The second fundamental area had been that of rehabilitation, low vision, and compensatory benefits: when someone lost their sight, they needed to be given the skills and confidence that would allow them to live with this sight loss. Low vision services would be crucial for a lot of people, and the extra costs that would accrue made compensatory benefits a necessity.  
The third area was employment, an area in which the position of blind and partially sighted was worsening. The EBU would focus on supporting blind and partially sighted people to both get a job, and progress within their career once they had secured a job. The fourth area was access to information, goods and services, to be pursued via advocacy for a European Accessibility Act and in other ways, and the fifth was access to the environment, in which the EBU would concentrate on making public space accessible, promoting audio announcements on buses and trains, and ensuring that silent cars were not a danger to blind and partially sighted pedestrians.
The EBU would aim to strengthen its member organisations, building on the results of the EBU at 30 survey. In particular, it would support organisations that were experiencing funding challenges, by sharing best practice and knowledge regarding sources of funding, and bolster organisations’ digital capabilities, as well as their digital networks and knowledge‑sharing capabilities.  
6. Conclusions

Ultimately, although the strategy was a good framework, it would not mean anything unless it could be implemented. The Board had reviewed the activities of the EBU, and had determined that rather than have Commissions with general briefs, the EBU should have tightly‑defined project groups with clearer delivery plans, outcomes and timescales. It was intended that each year, the Board would identify projects that the member organisations regarded as important and determine an organisation that would act as leader. This lead organisation would prepare a plan and consult widely with the EBU’s membership, while remaining responsible for delivery.  Equality and diversity issues would need to be integrated into these projects, as well.
They also felt strongly that equality and diversity issues had to be integrated into these projects. It was not enough to have a project that did not consider gender, multiple disability, learning disability, etc. The Board had proposed a number of projects.  If they wanted to feed in views about key projects that should be worked on at European level, they should speak up at the workshops, and the new Board would take this into account when determining the finalised list of projects for 2016. Fazilet Hadi concluded by stating that to be successful in this strategy, the Board would require the support, creativity and energy of the EBU’s member organisations.  
V. Voting
The President invited members of the General Assembly to make known any objections they had to the Board Report that he had presented.  There were none, and the Board Report was unanimously accepted.  
Regarding the Treasurer’s Report, Thorkild Olesen (Denmark) stated that he did not believe that there had yet been enough discussion of the proposed fee structure. Vincent Michel replied that the decisions that he had presented had been based on discussions that had taken place within the Board, which had been communicated to national members. Few national members had disagreed with the proposed fee structure, although Denmark had been an exception. The intention of the proposal had been to ensure that the EBU had a sustainable financial footing going forwards; it was now for the General Assembly to decide whether or not they agreed with the proposal.
The President stated that two separate issues were under consideration: whether the Treasurer had given an appropriate report under the constitution, and whether the General Assembly agreed with the proposed fee structure. He asked the General Assembly to vote on the question of whether the Treasurer’s Report had been delivered properly. The Assembly unanimously agreed that it had been.
The President invited members of the General Assembly with reservations about the proposed fee structure to make their comments at this point, before a vote took place.

Thorkild Olesen stated that, although he recognised the need for economic stability within the EBU, a large number of the EBU’s member organisations were struggling to raise funds themselves. He believed that it was both ill‑advised to mandate payment in this way, and wrong in principle to combine the voluntary and mandatory elements of the fees; rather, he would propose that the voluntary contribution be increased.  
Geert Joosten (Netherlands) stated that he did not object to combining the two elements of the fees, but he did not believe that the parameters used to determine the fees had been the right ones. The GDPs of the countries in Groups 1 and 2 were very similar, but the fee levied for organisations within Group 1 was significantly higher.  Although he had requested an explanation of this in the past, none had been received. Vincent Michel replied that the groups had been decided on as a result of discussions within the Board and the Finance Commission; the starting point had been the nation’s GDP, but grouping had also been affected by the size of each country’s organisation.
Alexander Neumyvakin (Russia) noted that the General Assembly retained the right to instruct the Board to review as soon as possible – which could be within a quarter – the groupings that had been proposed. He added that the EBU would not be able to pursue its activities without a steady revenue stream.  
Håkan Thomsson (Sweden) stated that the new fee structure was acceptable from his perspective, but transparency regarding how this money was spent was vital.  
The President invited members of the General Assembly to vote on whether it accepted the proposed fee structure. The General Assembly voted via voice vote, and the proposed fee structure was agreed by a vote of 20 to 11, with four members abstaining or not present. The proposed fee structure was therefore agreed by absolute majority vote of the representatives present.  
VI. Workshops

1. Group A
Fazilet Hadi informed those present that they would have the opportunity to discuss the proposed strategy, what was important within it, and how it should be implemented.  
Mokrane Boussaid invited Fazilet Hadi to elaborate on how national members would lead projects, and how unexpected developments that occurred once the strategic plan and projects had been agreed would be taken on board. Fazilet Hadi replied that it was intended that the Board might decide that it wanted to develop rehabilitation standards for Europe, to be implemented by each country. A country with a good track record on the topic of rehabilitation would volunteer to lead this project; this country would invite other national members to join, and create a plan to complete this project within 12 months, with regular reports to the Board as to their progress. Timescales could be adjusted in the event of unexpected developments.
Håkan Thomsson stated that this appeared to be a good way of working, and the strategic plan was promising. It was much better to work on projects in this way than via the Commissions, which were difficult to convene and did not have enough resources. It would be vital for the countries that led these projects to be given the resources that they needed.  
Mokrane Boussaid stated that he also agreed with the ‘projects’ concept, particularly as this would not divert the attention of the EBU itself from its other responsibilities. However, one caveat was that projects were not always good for organisations, particularly if they ended up doing too many of them: they became used to earning their incomes from projects, rather than in other ways, and could spend too much time on projects rather than, for instance, advocacy.  
Malgorzata Pacholec (Poland) stated that her organisation had had very good experiences with projects, but it was difficult for an organisation to base its work only on them. Money was not available for all projects, so sometimes organisations’ agendas were shaped by what funding was available.  
Marjakaisa Matthíasson (Iceland) stated that she liked the idea of doing projects; it was a good and efficient way to use the structure that EBU had.  However, she asked whether it was not possible that smaller countries and organisations would be excluded from leading projects because of their size.  Fazilet Hadi replied that she did not think that this would be a problem.  Leading a project did not mean doing all of the work for it; rather, it meant bringing together different parties, coordinating them and facilitating their work.  Iceland, for instance, might bring together a mixture of countries and share tasks while retaining responsibility for the overall plans. Even if smaller countries felt they could not take on responsibilities like these, Fazilet Hadi still wanted to see them represented in project groups, as the perspective of smaller organisations needed to be represented.  
A Norwegian delegate noted that, in his country, it was often not possible to acquire funds for international projects. This was likely the case elsewhere, and might lead to difficulties in national organisations funding projects; the EU would not be able to fund everything. Fazilet Hadi replied that the strategy envisioned that some projects might attract EU or external funding, but the EBU had been primarily hoping that its own membership would contribute expertise and knowledge.  
A delegate from Slovakia agreed that leading international projects was difficult for small countries, although these projects were often useful. The money that his organisation received from the Slovakian government was often earmarked for specific work streams, as well, and could not be diverted for projects such as these. To make this work, smaller national organisations would need more help.  
Fazilet Hadi asked what challenges attendees believed the EBU might face.  Neven Milivojevic (Sweden) replied that the use of the word ‘project’ might be misleading: what was actually being discussed was a new way of working, with limited timetables. There were areas in which the EBU could do more to support member countries, both small and large; in addition, a number of EU programmes supported cooperative projects between three or more countries.  
Malgorzata Pacholec stated that the projects should be carried out collaboratively, involving small and large organisations; they should support each other, and exchange experience and practice. It might also be the case that well‑funded organisations could apply for project funding on the European level, and invite smaller organisations to work together.  
Fazilet Hadi explained that the Board envisioned beginning with 10 projects, most of which would last for a year but some of which might run longer. She invited attendees to list topics that were priorities for them, and the following points of view were expressed:
Niklas Mattsson (Sweden) stated that education for blind and partially sighted people would be his central priority, particularly encouraging young people to continue with higher education.  
Egan Rasmussen (Norway) stated that he would like to see a rehabilitation standard for all of Europe, which would require EU legislation that the EBU would need to agitate for.  
Marjakaisa Matthíasson stated that she would like a project to take place dealing with the accessibility of websites for blind and partially sighted people belonging to smaller language groups. She would also like to research the employment situation as it applied to women between the ages of 18 and 67.  
Anita Svenningsson (Sweden) stated that she agreed with the importance of emphasising digital accessibility. Improving the situation of blind and partially sighted elderly people should also be an area of focus, and she would like to see more done in the area of Braille literacy.  
Malgorzata Pacholec stated that EBU member organisations ought to work together to create a standard dealing with access to public space.  
Jakob Rosin (Estonia) stated that he would also support work being done in the area of digital accessibility for smaller language groups. He would also want to raise awareness regarding regional media for the blind with broadcasters and producers.  
Minna Kejonen (Finland) stated that she would like to see clear standards set in the area of accessibility, and how to facilitate independence for blind people.  
Sándor Nagy (Hungary) stated that, in discussions about accessibility, special consideration needed to be given to the accessibility of public traffic.  
Angelina Pimpinella (Italy) stated that she would be interested to know what the EBU was intending to do in the future with respect to deaf‑blind specific issues. Over the last four years, a lot of activity had taken place; she had coordinated the first EBU deaf‑blind women’s forum, and a number of suggestions had come from this that she would like to see implemented.  She would also propose carrying out a larger study regarding discrimination against deaf‑blind women.  
Tomaz Wraber (Slovenia) stated that there was no shortage of ideas; the problem was having the money to put them into effect. The EBU’s timing was also potentially too restrictive: problems such as rehabilitation and literacy were both wide‑ranging and basic, and they could not be solved in the course of one year.  The funding necessary to put the findings of a project into effect would also be needed.
2. Group B

Unn Ljoner Hagen (Norway) invited those present to consider both the 10 priorities set by the Board, and how the strategic plan would work.  
Ann Jönnson (Sweden) stated that over a year ago, the Board had begun its work of identify important areas and themes to focus on in the coming years.  They had agreed they needed fewer areas in the strategic plan than had been in the previous plan.  She asked delegates whether the strategic plan gave an accurate picture of the challenges facing the EBU, or whether anything significant had been missed; whether they had any ideas regarding the projects that the EBU could engage in.  She would not recommend extended discussion of precisely how the plan would be implemented, but rather, for delegates to propose the ideas they had.
Des Kenny (Ireland) noted that Kevin Carey had talked about looking to the future, and bearing in mind the diversity of sight loss, particularly low vision.  However, the strategic plan still appeared to focus on the needs of totally blind people, rather than low vision, and especially low‑vision elderly people.  He would like to see more focus on this. Unn Ljoner Hagan replied that this was a good point: the changing demographics in Europe made this a particularly acute issue.

One delegate stated that she would want the EBU to take into consideration the final comments made by the UNCRPD to the Board. One of these had been to officially recommend Braille as a language of the European Union and within individual member states. This was an important issue among people with visual impairment.  
John Heilbrunn (Denmark) stated that these observations could be taken into account. However, a number of EBU national members did not belong to member states of the EU, so focusing too much on these might divide the EBU, although they were helpful. Additionally, young people as well as elderly people faced challenges as a result of low vision, including isolation and struggling with their education. Unn Ljoner Hagan stated that the way to put John Heilbrunn’s recommendations into practice would be to run separate projects for young people and elderly people, focusing on diversity.  
Tony Aston (United Kingdom) commented that the technologies that existed needed to be available to blind and partially-sighted people; it was particularly important for these people to be able to access up‑to‑date information regarding public transport, via their smartphones. The EBU should encourage the providers of this equipment to follow Apple’s example in making it possible for blind and partially‑sighted people to access this information in an appropriate format, and also ensure that these people had the knowledge and training to make use of the information.

Marie-Renée Hector (France) stated that having worked as a teacher, partially‑sighted people with very low sight were sometimes not taught Braille.  When they reached their mid‑teens, they had been stymied in their studies because they found it too difficult to read. She believed that early learning of Braille should be emphasised by the EBU.  Ann Jönnson stated that she agreed; as a person with very low vision herself, learning Braille had been very useful to him.
Birgitta Blokland noted that the Board had proposed that EBU national members should lead these projects. She asked what thought the Board had given to ensure that diversity was being taken into account under this new model; the networks that had been put in place previously had enabled the creation of diverse project groups. The Low Vision Network was concerned that there would not be the right amount of communication between the Board and the networks of experts in future. Unn Ljoner Hagan replied that this was important, but the EBU would have to be practical. There were technical challenges: communication via Twitter, for instance, was limited in the amount of content it could contain. The new Board would take this into consideration.
Birgitta Blokland added that a decision would need to be made when the projects were launched about exactly what would be within their scopes.  In the past, the success of projects had been heavily dependent on who was included in the network of the project manager, so partnership with diverse groups was very important. Loneliness was a theme that the EBU should particularly concentrate on.

A representative from the Netherlands commented that at a previous advocacy event, one topic that had been highlighted had been the accessibility of devices such as washing machines and smartphones. The EBU should undertake a project designed to encourage manufacturers to make their devices more accessible. Elaine Howley (Ireland) added that ovens were a particular issue for a lot of blind and partially sighted people; they were becoming increasingly inaccessible. There also needed to be further consideration of how the needs of people who had been blind their entire lives and those of people who went blind later in life differed, and for increased precision when discussing blind and partially sighted people as a group.  
David Adams (United Kingdom) stated that guide dogs should be included in consideration of accessibility issues; they allowed blind and partially sighted people to participate much more actively in society, but if a person was denied access to a place or service because they had a guide dog, they were being discriminated against and potentially isolated further. The EBU had not included guide dogs anywhere in the General Assembly’s agenda; he would like to see this emphasised more.  
Tony Aston stated that there was not much within the strategy document that specifically addressed the needs of visually impaired refugees. Hopefully, there should not be many of these, but there would undoubtedly be some, and these people would need very specialised support. National and local organisations would need to be provided with the tools to help these people, and the governments that were attempting to deal with the issue of refugees would need assistance, as well. The EBU was probably the only European organisation that had the reach and capability to help these people, but it would need to give this significant thought, and establish a planning group to deal with it. Ann Jönnson replied that a resolution had been tabled regarding this topic. This issue had only arisen relatively recently, but she believed that this would be an important task for the EBU going forwards.

María Jesús Varela Mendéz (Spain) stated that the EBU ought to do more work on improving the digital literacy of blind and partially sighted people.  Elderly people who lost their sight would need help in accessing services that, in a lot of cases, were only available via the internet.  
Des Kenny stated, regarding objective 2, as leaders in their organisations, it was incumbent on them to find its own resources and identify for themselves how to organise training and development. It should not be phrased in the way that it had been phased in the strategy.  
Vokin Perić (Croatia) stated that visually impaired people’s accessibility to culture was something that the EBU would also need to bear in mind; not just as consumers, but also as active participants and producers. Better support should be offered to blind and partially sighted artists.

John Heilbrunn noted that one of the values in the Strategic Plan was to support blind and partially sighted people in developing countries. He had been hoping to emphasise this in the past, but this work had not taken place to the extent that he would have wanted; he would encourage the new Board to focus on this.
3. Group C
Maria Kyriacou (Cyprus) stated that they should discuss three main points: firstly, the strategic plan presented by Fazilet Hadi; secondly, the 10 priority projects outlined by the Board; and thirdly, the methods of implementation proposed for the new working period. The contributions of the delegates would be very important; they would be submitted to the new Board. The Strategic Plan consisted of seven sections, including the EBU’s vision and its areas of priority. For each priority, a set of objectives and expected outcomes had been listed.  She invited feedback from the delegates on this.

Christian Hugentobler (Switzerland) noted that Braille did not appear in the EBU’s list of strategic priorities.  This was important to all blind people; it was the foundation of their education. Maria Kyriacou replied that the first objective, dealing with children and collaboration with ICEVI Europe, did include Braille literacy, but it was possible that the Board could be advised to broaden the scope of Braille education. Christian Hugentobler stated that it ought to be explicitly included in objective 4, as well.

A delegate stated that objective 3 should be rephrased. Although it was an important objective, it would be vital to have exact statistics stating how many blind and partially sighted people were employed. It should state also that the EBU would also campaign for Eurostat to produce reports regarding people with disabilities and their employment situation within Europe.

A delegate noted that in 2009, the International Traffic Medicine Conference had taken place in The Hague. It had been submitted at this conference that, in the future, visually impaired people would be able to drive cars in the Netherlands by using bioptics. Since then, a lot of visually impaired people in the Netherlands had learned to drive; they had not met the standards of visual acuity on their own, but had been allowed to use bioptics to do so.  This had been a productive initiative; the same had taken place within Belgium. He believed the EBU should campaign for this kind of enlargement of blind and partially sighted people’s freedoms; he also noted that it had been said at this conference that, in 2019, the technology would be available to enable self‑driving cars. Google had announced that its cars would be available in time for 2019, and he would ask the EBU to advocate for the acceptance of these across Europe, with visually impaired people permitted to drive these independently.
Maria Kyriacou invited the delegates to discuss the Board’s 10 priority projects. A delegate stated that the seventh project could also include self‑driving cars.  
Another delegate asked how the new project groups would be comprised.  Projects also needed to have defined outputs; regarding the first, making the lives of visually impaired people better in Europe, it was not clear how the success of this goal would be measured. Maria Kyriacou stated that they would carry out specific projects with an accountable outcome, specific objectives and a timeframe. Calls would go out for national members to volunteer to act as lead; this person would then need to create a network, recruit members, finalise the objectives and the timeframe of the project, and set its scope. It was her understanding that each area included specific projects, such as the identification of good examples of Braille teaching, but how this would be done would be decided by the working group in question.
Jessica Schroeder (Germany) noted that one target indicator had been listed as studying certain areas; for instance, employment or compensatory allowances for low‑vision people. This would be a good project for 2016, but the Strategic Plan did not make clear what would result from this work. The indicators might not be strong enough to make it clear how a particular outcome would be achieved. Maria Kyriacou noted that the Board intended, when projects were submitted, for these to contain recommendations arising out of the work that had taken place. Jessica Schroeder added that there ought to be a stronger monitoring mechanism; although Board links had been appointed for the different projects, this had not always been enough in the past. The burden on individual countries and organisations might be too much without this additional support.
Andreas Bethke (Germany) stated that the EBU would need to look at the EU’s own agenda when determining what projects to pursue, and the agendas of other organisations. He also believed that there was not enough emphasis on the needs of low‑vision people within the proposed projects.  Maria Kyriacou noted that the ninth proposed project dealt with this, empowering people via the VISAL workshop programme. The Low Vision Network had also produced some toolkits to help with this work. Jessica Schroeder stated that the German Federation of the Blind and Partially Sighted would want to see an emphasis on elderly people who began losing their sight in their old age, and who did not necessarily lose their sight but remained in a situation of low or very low vision. Counselling services in the various European countries would need to be made available.
Rose‑Marie Lüthi Kreibich (Switzerland) stated that a project was presently ongoing with the University of Zurich to identify how elderly people with low vision with no existing contact with blind and visually impaired people’s organisations could be helped. A project on how Braille could be better taught was also ongoing. She asked whether countries would be asked what projects they presently had ongoing. Maria Kyriacou replied that this would be very important. It could be included in the identification of examples of good practice, but the Board would also take it into account when determining who should lead a project.

Maria Kyriacou invited the delegates to discuss the implementation of these priorities.  
Christian Hugentobler asked how the EBU would make sure that there was follow‑up on these projects. Not all of these projects might be completed by the end of 2019. Maria Kyriacou replied that the Board would need to take into consideration the recommendations made by the project leaders at the end of each project; it would be their responsibility to make sure that follow‑up took place, and this would be made clear to the new Board.
A delegate asked how funding for these projects would be secured. Maria Kyriacou stated that some commissions and networks had, in the past, needed to submit budget proposals for specific projects. The new Board would need to look into this, and make this as clear as possible to national members. She added that it was generally a particular person within an organisation who led a project; one of her concerns was whether information about this project would be available to all people working for that organisation. It had been proposed to maintain networks for the purpose of recruiting for these projects.  
Markus Wolf (Austria) stated that the initiative was a good one; the system that had been in place previously had also been good, but what was now proposed might make the work of the EBU more flexible.  However, he was concerned that this might also slow down the work of the EBU, as a broad group could not be brought together very quickly. The EBU would probably need to maintain databases of people with various types of expertise, in order that when problems arose, they could be addressed quickly. Andreas Bethke commented that they tried to work this way in Germany, with a list of external experts who could be consulted. This was a good way of working, but the EBU would need to maintain its knowledge of what expertise existed.
VII. Reports from Workshops

1. Report from Group A
Fazilet Hadi informed the General Assembly that her group had focused on projects and how the new structure would work. There had been broad support for moving towards projects with more specific goals and delivery plans.  However, there had been some concerns as well: the use of the word ‘project’ might be too bureaucratic, rigid one‑year timeframes might be too restrictive, smaller countries might be excluded from leading projects or unable to do so, and external funding might not always be available to facilitate these projects.  
Asked to list their priorities, members of Group A had named Braille literacy, higher education, rehabilitation standards for Europe, and digital accessibility for minority languages in Europe, as well as discrimination against deaf‑blind women and assessing women’s employment prospects. Other priorities mentioned had been raising broadcasters’ awareness of audio description options, and increasing the accessibility of public spaces.

2. Report from Group B

Romain Ferretti informed the Assembly that Group B’s discussions had focused on five key topics that EBU could work on in the forthcoming years.  These had been diversity, particularly in relation to low vision and the elderly; accessibility, particularly in the context of technology and providing appropriate materials; international solidarity, both for refugees and for EBU’s poorer members; Braille, and encouraging early learning of it; and culture, with EBU encouraging members to support blind and partially‑sighted artists.  
3. Report from Group C

Maria Kyriacou stated that her group had focused on activities and objectives, and concerns regarding the work that was to be done. It had been agreed that Braille should be promoted, as should special products for the visually impaired; better employment statistics should be acquired, in close collaboration with Eurostat. The EBU should maintain a list of experts who could lead projects; it should also emphasise the issues of silent cars and everyday adaptation for those with low vision.
VIII. Amending the EBU Constitution

1. Preamble

The President noted that the relevant provisions in Article 8, Sections 1.1 to 1.3 of the EBU’s Constitution, had all been fulfilled by the proposed amendments in front of the General Assembly.  
The General Assembly would be asked to vote on proposals put forward by the Board, as well as on the constitutional amendments put forward by Sweden and Iceland. These had been referred to the Board for further discussion and had been discussed by the Constitutional Committee.
Article 8, section 1.4 of the EBU’s constitution stated that a motion proposing an amendment had to be passed by a two‑thirds majority of those present and voting at the General Assembly’s meeting. Abstentions would be ignored.  
2. Voting

a. Amendment 1

The first amendment concerned a proposed rewording of Article 5 of the EBU’s Constitution.  At present, the Board consisted of the officers and eight Board members; the proposed amendment read:

‘The Board shall consist of the President, a first and second Vice President, a Secretary General, a Treasurer, and up to eight members’.  
The reason for this proposed amendment was that the Board had lost members during its last term of office, and sometimes did not have enough nominations to proceed with its work. The President invited questions from the General Assembly.  
Rudolf Volejník (Czech Republic) asked whether, if the vote were to be passed, the changes to the composition to the Board would take place immediately, or only after the 10th General Assembly of the EBU had been closed. The President replied that, as per Article 8, Section 1.5 of the Constitution, the General Assembly decided when an amendment would become operational. It was the Board’s proposal that the amendment should come into effect immediately after voting took place, in order that the following election to the Board could take place under the new rules.  
The President asked members of the General Assembly to vote on this amendment, and it was passed unanimously.

b. Amendment 2

The President explained that the second proposed amendment was related to the first. During the previous term of office, one or more Board members had resigned or had had to abdicate their function. At present, replacements were voted on via a complex postal ballot system, which was difficult to put into effect. The proposed amendment read as follows: 
‘If, during a work period, an officer’s position becomes vacant, the Board shall fill the vacant seat by appointing one of the ordinary Board members in office.  In doing so, special consideration shall be given to improve the gender balance amongst the Board’s officers.’
The President asked members of the General Assembly to vote on this amendment, and it was passed unanimously.

c. Amendment 3

The third amendment, regarding Article 8, Section 2.1, was concerned with setting out sanctions regarding unjust non‑payment of the annual contribution to EBU.  The proposed wording was as follows: 
‘The membership contribution for any financial year shall be determined by the General Assembly based on objective criteria set by the Board and on contractual agreements between the organisation and its national members.  It will be payable by no later than 30 June in that year.

‘If in any financial year a national member fails to pay its membership contribution, it shall explain the reason for non‑payment and propose the measures that will enable payment to be made as soon as possible.  
‘If it appears to the Board at its meeting immediately before the opening of a General Assembly that a national member is in arrears with its contributions and that it has failed to provide satisfactory explanations for non-payment, the Board may deprive that national delegation of one or more of its votes at the General Assembly.  
‘If it appears that a national member is persistently in arrears with its membership contributions, and if the explanations for non‑payment are not credible or have led to no improvement, the Board may at any time deprive that member of its national member status. The Board’s decision shall come into effect immediately after, but will have to be confirmed by the GA, based on a report by the Treasurer explaining the Board’s decision.’
The President asked members of the General Assembly to vote on this amendment, and it was passed unanimously.
d. Amendment 4

The Constitution Committee had discussed in detail the amendments put forward by Iceland and Sweden, and the Board had attempted to find a solution that preserved the amendments’ intent while retaining readability and consistency and avoiding repetition. Many of the amendments concerned the replacement of the word ‘people’ in the constitution with ‘women and men, girls and boys’. The Board’s proposal was that a pre‑clause should be entered into the EBU’s constitution, reading as follows:

‘In this constitution, “blind and partially sighted people” refers to blind and partially sighted people of different genders and of all ages.’  
The President asked members of the General Assembly to vote on this amendment, and it was passed unanimously.

e. Amendment 5

The President stated that, by having passed this clause, the General Assembly had made a number of sections within other proposed amendments unnecessary, including the one that was to be voted on next.  This amendment, which was to Article 2, Section 1.2, also contained the following proposed change, which the Board recommended adoption of: 
‘To promote the advancement of blind and partially sighted people, including those with additional disabilities, with the goal of achieving their equal rights as citizens and full participation in society; if necessary, by special legal or administrative measures.’
The President asked members of the General Assembly to vote on this amendment, and it was passed unanimously.

f. Amendment 6

The next amendment to be considered by the General Assembly had proposed the following change to article 2, section 1.5: to remove the words ‘strive for’ from the sentence ‘strive for equal representation and participation of…’, and insert the word ‘ensure’ in its place.  However, the Board did not recommend adopting this amendment, due to the difficulty that this would present.  
The President asked members of the General Assembly to vote on retaining the existing wording of Article 2, Section 1.5, and this motion was passed unanimously.

g. Amendment 7

The Board recommended adoption of the next proposed amendment, which would also amend Article 2, Section 1.5, to read as follows: 
‘To strive for equal representation and participation of gender, age and blind/partially sighted/low vision persons in its activities and in the selection by national members of delegations to the General Assembly, in elections to the Board, in committees, and in appointments to commissions, committees, and working groups.’  
The President asked members of the General Assembly to vote on this amendment, and it was passed unanimously.
h. Amendment 8

The Board recommended adoption of the following proposed amendment to Article 2, Section 1.7: 
‘To seek to achieve equalisation of opportunities for all women and all men with disabilities, especially men and women who are partially sighted, in all areas of life.’
The President asked members of the General Assembly to vote on this amendment, and it was passed unanimously.

i. Amendment 9

An amendment to Article 6, regarding equality and diversity in the composition of commissions, committees and working groups, had proposed a preamble to this article, which read:

‘All commissions, committees and working groups shall be composed on the basis of balanced representation of gender, age and blind/partially sighted persons when appointing members to commissions, committees and working groups.’  
The Board proposed alternative wording, which read as follows: 
‘The Board shall compose commissions, committees and working groups based on the expertise of nominees, and bearing in mind the need for balanced representation of gender, age, degree of sight loss, and geographical origin.’  
The President asked members of the General Assembly to vote on the amendment as modified by the Board, and this was passed unanimously.

j. Amendment 10

The next amendment dealt with the Nominations Committee, and had read:

‘In order to ensure a sustainable Board with a balanced representation of age, gender, blind/partially sighted and geographical origin, the Nominations Committee may seek candidates, and thereafter contact member organisations to confirm their support.’  
The Board agreed with the motivation underlying this proposed amendment, but recommended its own wording, which observed the sovereignty of national members: 
‘If it appears to the Nominations Committee that there will not be enough nominations to fill the seats available in a way that ensures balanced representation in terms of gender, age, blind/partially sighted and geographical origin, it may, on its own initiative, propose potential candidates for nomination by the national member in the countries where they reside.  The decision to nominate shall ultimately rest with the national member concerned.’
The President asked members of the General Assembly to vote on the amendment as modified by the Board, and this was passed unanimously.

k. Other Amendments

A number of proposals had been made by Sweden and Iceland to repeat in this section statements that had already been made in Article 4, concerning the Nominations Committee. The Constitution Committee had felt that the EBU should avoid repetition in its Constitution as much as possible, and the Board had rejected all of these proposed amendments.  
The President asked members of the General Assembly to vote on whether these amendments should be adopted.  It was unanimously agreed that they should not be.
Sight Loss Prevention and Treatment

In the Chair: Ann Jönsson, EBU Board Member.

I. Sight Loss and its Prevention on the Public Health Agenda

Richard Wormold, Consultant, Moorfields Eye Hospital, stated that he had spent his entire career in the field of public health and epidemiology.  The healthcare sector needed to know how many people experienced sight loss, because they needed to plan services and identify whether new interventions were making a difference.  It was not yet possible to say whether age‑related macular degeneration incidence was increasing, or whether the increased number of cases presenting was a result of the aging population.  Prevalence and incidence were different metrics; to get useful information, it was necessary to examine closely controlled cohorts.  This was particularly true in the case of conditions such as sight loss, in which a decision needed to be made as to when exactly a sufferer had lost their sight.  The WHO had a definition, but not one that was widely used; it was very important to have clear definitions.  
A paper had been published in May of 2014, looking at data from 1990 to 2010, which Richard Wormold had played a part in drafting.  This had identified that between 1990 and 2010, there had been a halving of the number of blind people in Europe and highly developed countries, and the prevalence of moderate to severe visual impairment had decreased from 17% to 12.6%.  The main cause of visual impairment had been macular degeneration, which was strongly related to increasing life expectancy.  However, the data that this study had been based on had contained significant gaps: it had drawn on four national studies carried out in Western Europe over the period, and about 10 local surveys; the data from Eastern Europe and Central Europe had been contained within only two surveys.  
Richard Wormold and some of his colleagues had constructed a model for the UK using a slightly different data set, including people in care homes and those with intellectual disability, who were generally left out of cross‑sectional sight loss surveys.  This indicated that the number of visually impaired people in the UK would rise by 60% by 2031, but this, too, was based on incomplete data and data from other countries.  It was vital that more good‑quality data should be collected.  
The other source of information that epidemiologists were able to draw on was registers of people with sight loss, particularly Scandinavian registers.  This allowed analysts to count up the number of people requesting certification or support, and get information about why this had happened.  This data had been used to convince the UK government that it should be publishing information regarding sight loss from three preventable causes, namely age‑related macular degeneration, glaucoma, and diabetic retinopathy. These rates had now been included in the Public Health Framework; publication of this information should be expanded across Europe, and the EBU could do a lot to encourage this.  
A graphical display regarding sight loss broken down by regions was available on the internet; the average was 50 cases of sight loss presenting per 100,000 people each year, but this figure was extremely variable, with the highest regional figure 75 per 100,000 and the lowest five per 100,000.  In Manchester, since 2010, the reported rate of sight loss had increased from five per 100,000 to 50, but this did not indicate that sight loss itself had increased; rather, it indicated that better data was available.  Similarly, in Camden, where Moorfields Eye Hospital was based, the rate of sight loss was steadily decreasing, but it was not clear why this was.  
Richard Wormold concluded by stating that, in 1981, Larry Brilliant had conducted a national survey on sight loss in Nepal.  Such a study had never taken place in Europe, although one was planned for the UK; doing this on a Europe‑wide basis would be a valuable initiative to pursue.  
II. Artificial Vision beyond Retina Implants

Christina Fasser, President, Retina International, explained that Retina International was an umbrella organisation, bringing together 33 member organisations and 10 other interested groups. These represented more than 1.3 million individuals and family members in total, and invested more than $30 million annually in research, to find a way to treat untreatable, inheritable and common retinal degenerative diseases.

Artificial vision was the focus of a lot of press attention, but the technology was not yet as advanced as it had the potential to be.  Artificial vision via retina chips had emerged as a potential technology about 20 years ago; this had been the first treatment for RP approved by the FDA and EDA.  Research had begun in Germany, where ophthalmologists had said that artificial vision was an attainable goal, at a time when artificial hearing had been coming onto the market.  Germany and the United States had invested heavily in this technology, and two potential approaches had evolved.  
The first was an epiretinal chip: a camera receiving input, which was transferred into a signal by a computer chip. The second was the subretinal retina chip, which had about 1,500 pixels and sat where the photoreceptors had sat before they had degenerated.  This produced vision that was similar to very low vision, enabling the recipient to see shadows, areas of high contrast, and reflective surfaces.  At present, this was mainly a mobility aid; it did not restore vision in the manner that many people had hoped for, but Christina Fasser noted that the technology was still in an embryonic stage, and that even the limited vision that it allowed for was still far better than having no sight. Artificial hearing had been at the same stage of development 20 years ago.  Allowing for face recognition was a realistic possibility, and scientists were working towards this at the moment.
There were currently two other options for artificial vision that did not involve retinal chips, the first of which was optogenetics. In cases of retinitis pigmentosa, the ganglion cells were still intact, and with melanopsin, these ganglion cells could be made light‑sensitive. However, these cells were much slower than photoreceptors and required a lot of light intensity. In combination with other products, such as Google Glass, this treatment could potentially work very well; it was particularly promising, in that vision would not need to be focused on a fixed point. This might help people with glaucoma, but it required an intact optic nerve.

The other potential treatment was via stem cells, which could replace degenerated cells, but these were difficult to deal with, as stem cells could become any kind of cell. ‘Teaching’ them to become only photoreceptors and integrating these into a retina was very challenging, and a lot of research remained to be done. The clinical trials that had taken place thus far had been promising in the sense that no harm had resulted from them, but very little improvement in the test subjects’ vision had resulted, although little improvement had been anticipated at this stage. Research continued, particularly in Japan.  
There were indicators that severe visual impairment due to age‑related macular degeneration was decreasing in the United Kingdom, Denmark and Germany; this was because anti‑VEGF treatment was available in these countries.  Retina International was concerned about the disparity across Europe in access to treatment for eye diseases, particularly blinding and severely impairing diseases, and about the potential for not just age‑related macular degeneration but also poverty‑related blindness.  Christina Fasser encouraged the EBU to bear this in mind in their future work, and to help Retina International in theirs.
III. Sleep-Wake Disorder

Marlene Dressman, Vanda Pharmaceuticals, stated that she would speak on the subject of non‑24‑hour sleep‑wake disorder (non‑24), which was a Circadian rhythm disorder in which individuals’ internal body clocks were not aligned with the 24‑hour environment. The main symptoms of this were that people experienced difficulty in falling asleep, staying asleep and waking up when they intended to, and also struggled to avoid falling asleep in the middle of the day. This condition predominantly affected people with no light perception, or those who were blind; several studies suggested that most people with blindness suffered from non‑24.  
Those who lived with non‑24 found that it affected their relationships with their families; one individual who was both blind and suffered from non‑24 had said that they had found their non‑24 was more of an obstacle to their normal functioning than their blindness was. Non-24 could occur at any age, from birth to old age, and occurred in both men and women.  People tended to start experiencing non‑24 symptoms when they lost their light perception, and as many as 70% of totally blind adults suffered from non‑24, although sighted and partially sighted people could also suffer from this condition.  Although it was possible that a blind person complaining of problems sleeping might suffer from insomnia or sleep apnoea, non‑24 should be foremost in a diagnostician’s mind when encountering such a patient.  
Circadian rhythms were roughly 24-hour cycles of processes, related to the 24‑hour light‑dark cycle, which occurred in plants, animals and humans.  Experiments that had taken place in France during the 1940s and 1960s had demonstrated that people deprived of light and time cues tended to delay their Circadian rhythms by approximately half an hour per day, to the point at which their biological rhythms became inverted.  When these people had returned to an environment in which there was light, their cycles had returned to 24‑hour Circadian rhythms. These experiments had indicated that the internal body clocks of most humans were longer than 24 hours, and that light was necessary to regulate these.

The ‘master body clock’ was located in the suprachiasmatic nucleus (SCN), which sat on top of a bundle of nerves that came directly from the retina and was therefore able to receive signals from the eye about the light‑dark cycle.  If these signals were unable to be received properly, this might lead to a Circadian rhythm disorder. As non‑24 was a cyclical condition, sufferers’ sleeping patterns would be aligned with the 24‑hour clock at certain times, and at other times would be completely out of alignment with it. This led to patients experiencing difficulties in making plans, as they were not able to predict how they would be feeling at any particular time. Non‑24 caused its sufferers distress, and impaired their social and occupational functioning.  
Across the 28 EU countries, approximately 110,000 people suffered from non‑24.  Vanda Pharmaceuticals, at present, was engaging in clinical studies with paediatric populations. There was currently no medicine available for children with non‑24; however, Vanda Pharmaceuticals would begin in 2016 to investigate a treatment that had received approval from the FDA and EDA, aiming to identify the appropriate dose and whether this medicine worked.  Marlene Dressman invited those among the representatives who might be interested in enrolling their children in this pilot to contact her organisation, via info@non-24registry.com or www.non-24registry.com.  
Opening
I. Second and Last Report of the Nominations Committee

Branislav Mamojka informed the Committee that two nominations had been received for Chair of the Nominations Committee: Sigrun Bessadotttir (Finland) and John Heilbrunn (Denmark). 

Two nominations had been received for the position of ordinary member of the Nominations Committee: Rodolfo Cattani and Christian Hugentobler.  These nominees were automatically elected.  
Each delegation would need to appoint a leader to communicate with scrutineers.  The ordinary members of the Board would be Mario Barbuto (Italy), Emin Demirci (Turkey), Bozidar Denda (Montenegro), Ann Jonsson (Sweden), Ana Sofia Antunes (Portugal), and Sinan Tafaj (Albania).  As per the amendment passed the previous day, it was not necessary that the Board should have eight members.

Although two other individuals had been nominated for the position of ordinary member of the Nominations Committee, these nominations had been received too late in the day to be accepted.  
Accessibility
In the chair: María Jesús Varela Mendéz, Chairwoman, EBU Commission on Access to Information and Technology.
I. Access to Information

Neil Heslop, Managing Director, RNIB Solutions, stated that he had joined RNIB a couple of years ago. He had been asked to develop partnerships with businesses; to accelerate access to available information; and in doing so, to generate new revenue streams for RNIB which would enable them to fund some of their frontline services.  
The political, social and economic environment was changing rapidly, spurred on by the digital economy and the technology that made information more widely available.  The flow of information and technology was the ‘strategic centre’ of everything that mattered to blind and partially sighted people.  The traditional roles of the state, the private sector and the third sector were changing.  Globalisation was driving some of these changes, with a shift in power away from nation states and towards technology companies.  The internet was a major force for democratisation, giving individuals a lot more influence; these changes created lots of opportunities, but also important risks.
All organisations were re‑evaluating their roles in the light of these changes.  While partnerships had always been important, they were becoming even more important, and for this reason the RNIB had decided to focus on deepening and developing its partnerships with big businesses. In the current environment, information was predominantly coming from companies such as Apple, Google, Microsoft and Amazon. As such, the RNIB needed to help companies such as these to develop products and services that were truly accessible to blind and partially sighted people, in order to deliver choice.
The RNIB had built into its organisation a team that was responsible for addressing the business sector’s needs, with a portfolio of services that it could offer to businesses. This was not all new work, but the RNIB had aimed to do this on a larger scale and with greater focus.  It had also aimed to build increased capability into the RNIB; it had partnered with some commercial organisations through joint ventures to encourage these organisations to take the RNIB seriously, and to partner with them to make information more widely available.

The RNIB had learned that the characteristics that had made it a successful and effective organisation in the past would need to be modified, although the core values would remain the same. It had arrived at a number of key principles: firstly, to challenge for‑profit businesses to do more on behalf of the blind and partially sighted community; to innovate, both in the products and services that the RNIB provided and in how it dealt with other organisations; and to collaborate with the RNIB’s business customers to ensure that the end customers got value for money.  The RNIB would need to relevant to the businesses that they wanted to partner with, act commercially and understand where there was value, remain flexible, and deliver on the promises that they made to their partners.  
II. Quiet Cars

Jessica Schroeder, Head of International Relations, DSBV, stated that quiet cars were a danger to blind and partially sighted people. Moving around independently could be a challenge for blind and partially sighted people; the sound generated by road traffic was helpful, as it helped visually impaired people to make safe crossing decisions, assess and interpret traffic situations, and have the correct body alignment while crossing the road.  The introduction of electric and hybrid vehicles therefore endangered the safety of blind and partially sighted people.  
There were two important regulations relating to this area, which the EBU and WBU had run campaigns regarding. The legislative process of regulating the sound level of motor vehicles had started in December 2011, with the primary goal of reducing the level of motor vehicle noise, which European health organisations and environmental activists regarded as the main cause of diseases such as hypertension and increasing blood pressure. A secondary goal of the regulation had been to minimise the hazardous potential of silent cars, which was dealt with in a special annex, and established requirements for an automated vehicle alerting system (AVAS).  
The EBU’s campaign had aimed to adapt this proposed legislation to take into account the safety needs of blind and partially sighted pedestrians. The Road Safety and Transport Commission had produced a paper summarising the risks that blind and partially sighted people faced every day, and explaining where sound was necessary to enable them to cope with crossings, traffic lights, roundabouts, and other potential dangers.  This Commission had lobbied for the following requirements: that the AVAS should run up to 40 km/h, should not have a pause switch, should be compulsory, and should be active even when the car was stationary.

The final regulation, which had been agreed on 3 April 2013, had mandated the installation of an AVAS, but had stated that this would only run up to 20 km/h, that a pause switch should be installed, and that the AVAS would not sound when the car was stationary. The legislation wold come into effect on 1 July 2016; by 1 July 2019, all new hybrid and electric hybrid vehicles would need to have an AVAS, but retrofitting would not be compulsory, and it was only on 1 July 2021 that all new cars would need to have an AVAS.  
However, until 21 July 2017, the European Commission would be able to modify the regulation, which meant that the work of the UNECE could be taken into consideration. The WP .29 World Forum for the harmonisation of vehicle regulations had created a sub‑group, the Working Party on Noise, which had responsibility for prescribing regulatory measures regarding noise creation; the WBU had a vital role in the process. As a result, it had been decided that installation of the pause switch could now be at the discretion of the car manufacturer, which was an improvement, although fell short of the WBU’s goal of mandatory installation of a pause switch and a higher sound level. There was still time for further lobbying to take place.  
III. Access to the Built Environment

Eva Schmidt, Swiss Centre for Accessibility to the Built Environment, explained that her organisation had been founded in 1981, and was not part of the government or any disabled people’s organisation. The organisation evaluated technical bases and standards; published directives, and worked with architects and building authorities to defend the interests of people with disabilities, both at national and European level. Eva Schmidt noted that she was not visually impaired herself; it had been clear to her that the Centre needed an expert group of people with vision impairments to support the work they did. A National Commission for Accessibility for Blind and Partially Sighted Persons had, as such, been founded.  
Over the course of the 20 years, the Commission had published several documents on topics such as visual contrast, walking service, and acoustic and tactile signals on traffic lights. All of these documents were collected in a folder, and this folder was present in almost every architectural office in the country.  Since 2004, and in line with other European countries, Switzerland had had a national equality act regarding people with disabilities, which stated that discrimination had to be avoided or reduced in new or renovated buildings; publicly accessible buildings, residential buildings with more than eight units, and buildings with more than 50 workplaces.  
There were 26 cantons in Switzerland, and therefore 26 types of building law.  In order to deal with this, the Centre had had created a network of 22 accessibility offices, supported by national disability organisations. The Centre’s specialist officers advised planners, evaluated building applications, and prepared objections and appeals when necessary. It also had 22 orientation and mobility trainers, who advised planners and building owners on the special needs of blind and partially sighted people, and intervened where standards were not followed.  
Two national standards had been published on the requirements of people with disabilities: one on obstacle‑free buildings, published in 2009, and one on obstacle‑free road areas, published in 2014. Developing this latter standard had been Eva Schmidt’s biggest task over the course of the last few years; it had begun by looking into developments in European countries, and then field tests with different user groups. International standards were increasingly replacing national ones; in some cases, these actually lowered the accessibility requirements that were applicable in Switzerland. It was therefore important for the Centre and similar organisations to participate in standard‑setting procedures on an international level, such as the EU standard on accessibility of lifts. It was important for lobbying to continue, in order to ensure that touch‑screen devices were not installed in buildings accessible to the general public. A working group had been established on this subject, and Eva Schmidt would welcome the EBU’s participation in this.
IV. Discussion

John Heilbrunn (Denmark) asked whether it was Eva Schmidt’s experience that people generally wanted speech in elevators to be discontinued because they found it annoying, and therefore wanted to install an accessibility button; he also asked whether architects in Switzerland were generally sensitive to the needs of disabled people. Eva Schmidt replied that the National Commission had found that it was important for speech in elevators to be permanent, but that the best approach was to reduce this speech to the minimum level necessary. There had been a change in attitude since the standard had come into effect in 2004, but there was more work to be done.  
Philippe Chazal (France) stated that he found Neil Heslop’s proposal that blind and partially sighted people’s organisations should adopt a more commercial mentality ‘worrying’: these organisations’ attitudes needed to remain as assistance‑minded and supportive. Fazilet Hadi replied that the RNIB’s attitude was that, when it dealt with large commercial organisations, these organisations should pay for the RNIB’s services; this was not something that donors should be expected to support. When selling products or services to blind or partially sighted people, the RNIB made every effort to set its prices at the lowest level possible, although with the huge variety of products that the RNIB sold, it was not always possible to produce these in sufficient quantities to sell them cheaply. There was no intention to make ‘extortionate’ profits from blind and partially sighted customers.  
Jakob Rosin (Estonia) delegate asked for more information regarding the ‘pause switch’ that Jessica Schroeder had referred to. The President replied that the present goal of the EBU was to make sure that the pause switch was not easy to access; in principle, the EBU opposed the existence of the pause switch at all, but at the moment, the EBU was trying to persuade the car industry to locate it somewhere where it was not very accessible.  
Employment and Rehabilitation

In the chair: Erwin Denninghaus, Chairman, EBU Commission on Rehabilitation, Vocational Training and Employment.

I. New Times, New Demands and New Standards of Rehabilitation

1. Presentation

Barbara Krejci-Piry, Coordinator, Low Vision Network, EBU, stated that the majority of Europe’s more than 30 million visually impaired people were partially sighted or had low vision, but in many cases, this disability was not understood or was neglected in comparison to blindness.  Blind people and people with low vision acted together, and had the same goals of independence and inclusion; however, in the area of rehabilitation, blind and low‑vision people had different needs and solutions, and this needed to be taken into account.  
Barbara Krejci‑Piry’s project group, which worked within the EBU’s Low Vision Network, had completed two documents over the last four years, and had completed a survey on low vision in Europe. All of this work had highlighted important issues related to low vision: the general public did not know much about it, and assumed that it was the same as needing to wear glasses, which it was not. It was a condition in which vision could not be corrected by glasses, surgery or medicine, and in which everyday tasks were difficult to perform. There were many different causes of low vision, which could affect children and adults of all ages; individuals with partial sight could have very different amounts of vision, and therefore different support needs.  The type of support required also depended on whether an individual had had low vision since birth, or not.

Across most of Europe, rehabilitation services for the blind were well‑developed, but the accessibility and quality of rehabilitation services for people with low vision differed. Some countries had excellent services available to anyone who needed support; in others, services were not available to everyone with sight loss, and in a third of European countries, no services existed for people with low vision. One‑half of EBU member organisations’ countries had no legal definition of low vision, or only defined it as severe visual impairment. As such, a significant number of people with sight loss were denied their right to support, which would enable them to act independently and participate more in society. In two European countries, people with low vision could not become members of national blind organisations; in six, people with moderate visual impairment were excluded from these organisations.  
Having a unique definition of low vision was less important in countries where low vision care and rehabilitation services were available free or at an affordable price, and where people with sight difficulties were not excluded from care and rehabilitation. The definition became more important in countries where these services were less easily accessible.  In practice, the WHO had adopted a functional definition of low vision, which was a much wider definition than the medical definition, which only took into account visual acuity and visual field; however, the majority of EBU member organisations only used this medical definition.  
At the seventh EBU General Assembly in 2003, a list of nine parameters for low vision had been presented and adopted, which had been light adaptation; colour vision; fixation; glare sensitivity; low contrast sensitivity; magnification needed to read newspaper print; night vision; visual acuity; and visual field.  A wider functional assessment of low vision was required to be able to determine an individual’s specific needs. Barbara Krejci-Piry noted that in her case, her functional vision was worse than medical tests alone would indicate, and in her father’s case, although his residual sight had been 60% of normal sight, he had still been unable to read, write or walk unaided.  Despite this, he had not been entitled to rehabilitation, because the deterioration of his eyesight had not been classified as ‘low vision’.  
No‑one with severe or moderate low vision, or with other sight difficulties, should be neglected or excluded from low vision care. Low vision issues needed to be included in all of EBU’s activities, and those of its member organisations.  
2. Comments

Erwin Denninghouse commented that it would be beneficial for EBU member organisations to come together and compare their definitions of low vision.  The WHO was in the process of producing a standard for rehabilitation of people with visual impairment: EBU had been working on this for the past four years, and three different papers had been produced, by the Elderly Network, the Low Vision Network, and the Rehabilitation Committee. These had been sent to the WHO, with a summary of the main points arising from them.  
Birgitta Blokland (Netherlands) added that the Low Vision Network was in the process of working on a toolkit that would enable EBU member organisations to implement standards across Europe.  38 out of 44 member organisations had responded to the survey that had been sent out; if any member organisation had examples of good practice that they wished to share, they should send these in.
II. Changes in the Labour Market in Western Europe: Home Working and SMEs

Eleanor Southwood, RNIB Group Vice-Chair, stated that, at the time when she had begun her first job, it was possible for people to stay in the same career for a lifetime. Since then, globalisation, technology, and social and economic pressures had created a more dynamic environment; people were more able and willing to move for work, and transferrable skills were more important.  This was impacting blind and partially sighted people.  
The first challenge for visually impaired people was job creation. Fewer roles were being generated in the public sector; instead, western European economies were driven by SMEs and by an increase in self‑employment.  This environment potentially created huge risks for people who were often more comfortable in large, more structured organisations, but there were also huge opportunities for blind and partially sighted people in this area if the right support could be provided to them. The second challenge was ways of working: conventional nine‑to‑five working patterns were less common, and home working and virtual teams were becoming more common. The third key change was in the area of skills, with management of information becoming increasingly important.  
In the SME sector, it was still widely believed that employing a person with visual impairment was a risk, and employers were often concerned that they could not provide the necessary additional support. However, there were reasons to be optimistic: in smaller companies, the lack of defined roles made it easier to adapt tasks to what a visually impaired employee could do.  Access to technology remained a significant barrier to persuading employers to hire blind or partially sighted employees, as smaller organisations could not afford to wait for their employees to be able to do their jobs effectively.  As such, access needed to be made easier.

Regarding the changes in working patterns, not having to commute through a stressful environment was attractive to visually impaired individuals, but there were also risks involved in working from home: blind and partially sighted people were more likely to experience social isolation, so a lack of regular contact with others could be very unhelpful. In addition, many new work‑sharing tools required high levels of IT literacy, which could be difficult for blind and partially sighted people. Finally, the emphasis on managing information as a desirable skill was a challenge for people who were slower in acquiring this information. Customer services and partnership development were increasingly important, and roles like this were quite accessible to visually impaired people, but to perform very well in them, emotional intelligence was needed, which was something that traditional employment services had not always emphasised.
Due to this, and other related factors – such as the increased likelihood that employees would be made redundant at some point in their careers – careers services would need to change their emphasis. Personal connections were becoming more important, and organisations such as the RNIB and the EBU could do more to build networks and support blind and partially sighted workers in building their own networks. There were both significant risks and opportunities for visually impaired people in the new job market: the role of the organisations that represented these people was now to ensure that these were addressed.
III. New Perspectives in Eastern Europe

Larisa Cherkesova, All Russia Association of the Blind, informed the General Assembly that her organisation brought together 716,000 visually disabled people from 76 organisations. The employment of blind and partially sighted people was one of their priorities; they had set up 53 enterprises, located across the Russian Federation.  
For the last 25 years, Larisa Cherkesova had been the chair of one of the local branches of the All Russia Association of the Blind. This was located in the Northern Caucasus; it represented 2,000 disabled people, of which 780 were employed, and the majority of whom worked in the open labour market, particularly in farming.  Legislation had been passed in Russia to support the farming sector; this was therefore helpful in parts of the country where there were few other opportunities.  The Society had sent some of its members to Volokolamsky for vocational training, and aimed to employ these people according to their qualifications: for instance, the medical college had a specialisation in training masseurs, and people tended to opt for blind and visually impaired masseurs because they were more qualified. There were also opportunities for visually impaired people to enter higher education, generally as music or history teachers or legal specialists. In addition, 80% of the Society’s administrative office was staffed by visually impaired people.
Irina Cherakova stated that employing blind and visually impaired people helped them to participate in broader society: through the Society, 879 jobs had been created for visually impaired people, which paid a fair wage in a Russian context. In cooperation with governing bodies, organisations of blind people had mobilised funds in order to improve the employment of visually impaired people across Russia. Entrepreneurs had created their own enterprises, mostly massage parlours; more than 2,000 masseuses in Russia were visually impaired. In addition, the Russian government had created a body that surveyed public opinion in relation to the government’s social initiatives, and in 2014/2015, this body had employed more than 200 visually impaired people. The government had also created a database of blind and visually impaired people in Russia, along with their qualifications, in order to be able to match them to jobs.  
However, despite these efforts, the number of visually impaired people employed in commercial companies continued to fall, due to the economic crisis and the depressed state of the Russian economy.  As such, more would need to be done to support companies that employed these people, and cooperate more with government to elicit support for visually impaired people in the open labour market. Irina added that more information regarding Eastern European countries was available on the EBU’s website.
IV. Women and Employment in Nordic Countries

Ann Jönsson stated that visually impaired people’s organisations in Nordic countries had formed a Nordic Committee, to discuss and pursue initiatives regarding joint Nordic issues.  For 20 years, there had also been a Women’s Committee, which tried to highlight gender perspectives in everything that the Nordic Committee did. In 2014, the Nordic Women’s Committee had arranged a conference as part of the biannual forum in Malmo, with the theme of ‘Employment among women in Nordic countries’. Prior to this conference, the Nordic Committee had gathered data from Nordic countries, which informed Ann Jönsson’s presentation.  
Nordic countries had good reputations in terms of gender equality; all five Nordic countries were ranked among the 25 best in the UN’s 2014 Gender Equality Index, but there were also problems in these countries. In Iceland, during 2014, the employment rate had been 32% for women and 60% for men; in Denmark in 2009, the employment rate had been 24% for women and 37.6% for men; in Norway, the employment rate for women was 40%, as opposed to 53% for men; and in 2012 in Sweden, the employment rate had been 54% for women and 56% for men. Full‑time employment rates were also generally lower for women than they were for men.  
The external success factors that had been identified during the 2014 Norway conference had been transportation, easy access to technical aids, secretarial assistance, and mobility training. Personal factors had included attitude, determination, competence, expertise, and network working. The obstacles included additional disabilities, small networks, discrimination, and low levels of education and self-esteem. Having good data was critical in making inequality visible and understanding the situation, and therefore putting an evidence‑based policy into place.  
V. Discussion

Poul Lüneborg noted that Eleanor Southwood’s presentation had indicated a number of changing factors in the labour market. He asked whether any research had taken place regarding whether visually impaired people were able to manage entering the labour market today better than they had in the past; it was his belief that it was becoming harder for visually impaired people to do so. Eleanor Southwood replied that the RNIB had recently carried out some research that had indicated that the number of blind and partially sighted people in work was decreasing.  Statistics would always lag behind reality; as such, it was important to act quickly, to prevent the situation getting even worse.  
Diana Stentof (Denmark) commented that discussion of barriers to visually impaired people entering the labour market would need to take account of whether these people were able to acquire the competencies that they needed in the first place. Danish studies demonstrated that a lot of visually impaired children did not complete secondary school, and would consequently find it very difficult to gain employment. Erwin Denninghaus replied that although a General Assembly could not cover all topics, he agreed that school and vocational education was key for employment and participation.  He was glad that the EBU was planning to engage in more collaboration with the ICEVI.
Niklas Mattsson asked whether it was possible to compare the situation of visually impaired women in Nordic countries with that of women in the rest of Europe or in the USA. Ann Jönsson replied that she did not have any material from other countries available, but in general, employment rates for visually impaired women were lower than employment rates for men.  
David Adams (United Kingdom) noted that in the past, he had been the Chairman of the Royal National College for the Blind, which had led to the best outcomes achieved anywhere for visually impaired people’s employability. Inclusive education could not be embraced unless teachers were able to provide the skills that would enable blind and partially sighted people to go into work; there remained an argument for specialist education.  Eleanor Southwood replied that there was still a place for specialist support and helping visually impaired people to gain ‘softer skills’.  
VI. Voting

Branislav Mamojka informed the General Assembly that three positions needed to be voted on: those of President of the EBU, Second Vice President, and Chair of the Nominations Committee.  
The candidates for President, Second Vice President and Chair of the Nominations Committee spoke in front of the General Assembly regarding why they believed that members of the General Assembly should vote for them.  
Branislav Mamojka explained the voting procedure to the attendees present, and informed them that the results of the elections would be announced after the afternoon’s coffee break.
Campaigning
I. How Social Media Empowers Individuals to Achieve

1. Context

Ben Carter, Director of Business Development, Change.org, stated that in his organisation, he helped organisations recruit from Change.org’s user base. Prior to working at Change.org, he had worked in fundraising, campaigning and communications, and most recently, fundraising through mass marketing techniques.  
When he had taken on one of his first roles, 20 years ago, he had spent half a day per week in a room with volunteers, folding and posting letters. The non‑profit sector remained very traditional, with centralised command and control techniques. Estimated expenditure on digital channels in the UK by non‑profit organisations was 2%, the same as it had been 10 years ago; in the for‑profit sector, organisations spent up to 47% of their expenditure on digital channels.  There was a place in non‑profit organisations for traditional techniques: direct mail, for instance, attracted an older audience and was useful for legacy marketing. However, Ben Carter did not think that the ‘leaky bucket’ model – i.e. that non‑profit organisations were constantly losing donors in vast numbers, and had to spend much more on acquisition than retention – was valid.  
There had been a case recently, as highlighted in the Daily Mail, in which a woman who had had 27 direct debits to non‑profit organisations and received 267 letters per month containing requests for donations had committed suicide. This had spurred investigations that had uncovered bad practices in telephone fundraising and how charities traded information about supporters.  Although trust in the sector overall remained high, there were signs of decline: six out of 10 people surveyed by the Charity Commission agreed that charities spent too much on salaries and administration, and two‑thirds agreed some fundraising techniques made them uncomfortable.

2. Reviewing Engagement

The charity sector would need to consider alternative ways of engaging with people, and determine whether what it was doing at present actually helped their causes. Although it was more difficult to establish ‘control groups’ in this sector than, for instance, in the area of healthcare, it would be possible to do this with telephone fundraising: a control group that was not contacted by the charity could be examined to determine what effect telephone contact was having. However, Ben Carter was not aware of any charity that did this. Over the course of the last five years, the number of fundraising telephone calls that charities engaged in had doubled, but the potential donor base had not; as such, prospective donors were receiving double the number of calls they that they had in the past, which was eroding goodwill in the sector.  
Online businesses were now in the habit of using cookies to deliver front‑page content based on users’ past behaviour.  Non‑profit organisations would need to be able to meet increasingly high levels of customer expectations. In existing organisational relationships, it was quite often the case that there was no two‑way communication between charities and donors; the alternative model that Ben Carter would propose was more user‑oriented. Rather than broadcasting a message and expecting recipients to interact with it, they should allow for a number of different ways for potential donors to communicate and interact with the charity.  
3. Successful Examples

A few charities had done this well in the past: the first was the ‘Ice Bucket Challenge’, which had been a user‑oriented phenomenon. It had gone viral and raised $150 million, with no central control over what had taken place.  Although it was probably not possible to recreate this, charities could look at the key elements of why it had been successful, namely ease of participation, schadenfreude, social pressure and ‘bragging points’, and decentralised, autonomous growth. JustGiving was another good example: this was an entirely user‑oriented organisation, which had raised over $360 million in 2014 while taking in $20 million in revenue.  
Another example was that of Stephen Sutton, who had discovered in 2013 that the cancer that he had was incurable, and had turned to fundraising for Teenage Cancer Trust.  He had raised £5 million, and his efforts had helped build a sustainable new supporter base. Finally, there was the ‘Bring Back Josh’ campaign, in which the father of a boy with complex learning disabilities had campaigned to have him moved to a facility closer to his home.  With support from Mencap, the father had set up a movement page on Change.org to act as a hub: there were now five campaigns on this page, focusing on autism care, and Mencap had recruited 47,000 new supporters.
4. Conclusions

The first step in using digital methods to increase user engagement was signposting how consumers could start their own campaigns; the next was having the charity’s communications team support the user. Charities would also have to accept that the user would not necessarily do everything that the charity wanted. If attendees wanted further information, Ben Carter encouraged them to contact him.  
II. ‘Carry On Campaigning’: Engaging Your Members and Supporters to Campaign for Change

1. Context

Steve Winyard, Head of Campaigns and Membership, RNIB, stated that campaigning by charities was under threat; it was the view of a number of people, both in and out of government, that charities should not be campaigning. However, campaigning delivered great results for blind and partially sighted people. At a time of public expenditure constraints, campaigning could secure better government services and deliver improved incomes. It could also influence the private sector to deliver for blind and partially sighted people, and it was empowering; it provided opportunities for blind and partially sighted people to shape the world, rather than be just consumers of services.  
2. Successful Campaigns

He wished to highlight three campaigns that had delivered good results for blind and partially sighted people, and those at risk of becoming blind or partially sighted. The first was in relation to the UK’s Disability Living Allowance (DLA). In the early 1990s, DLA had been introduced to provide disabled people with help in meeting the extra costs engendered by disability.  However, initially, even people who were totally blind could not receive the higher rate mobility component, worth £35.60 per week; only people physically unable to move could receive this. In 2006, the RNIB had launched a major campaign for a change in the law, bringing together a coalition of visual impairment charities and lobbying Members of Parliament. Two parliamentary lobbying events had taken place; the RNIB had campaigned at party conferences, and eventually, on 17 March 2009, the Government had agreed to extend the higher rate to blind people.  
The second campaign had concerned the street environment. In the UK and elsewhere, streets were becoming increasingly hostile for blind and partially sighted people: cars were parked on pavements, and advertising boards were becoming increasingly common, among other problems. Over the last few years, campaigners had lobbied at local levels to have specific problems addressed, but the RNIB’s members and trustees had said that they wanted more, and in February 2015, the organisation had launched its ‘Who Put That There’ report, highlighting the challenges of moving around safely in a street environment. The ‘Street Action Tool Kit’ had been launched that summer, providing to campaigners what they needed to draw up a ‘Street Charter’ that councils would agree to follow, and the RNIB expected at least 10 charters signed off by the end of the year.  
The third campaign was in relation to treatment of wet macular degeneration, which a decade ago had been the main cause of blindness globally. In 2006, two new treatments for this condition had come onto the market, which clinicians had advised were highly effective, particularly Lucentis. NICE, the UK’s healthcare technology appraisal body, had initially said that this would not be paid for via the NHS; after lobbying, it had offered to make Lucentis available, but only after a person had lost sight in their first eye. The RNIB had not accepted this, and had continued campaigning; in in June 2007, Kevin Carey had delivered over 13,000 written objections to NICE’s headquarters in London. The RNIB had also done extensive work with MPs and peers on this issue. Eventually, in August 2008, NICE had agreed that Lucentis should be made available on the NHS. Since then, over 150,000 in the UK had had their sight saved as a result of NHS Lucentis injections.  
3. Campaigning Methods

These successes would not have been possible without RNIB’s network of supporters, which had been established in 1997 and had grown steadily since. With 8,000 people now involved, it was much easier to engage with MPs face‑to‑face in their constituencies, which evidence demonstrated to be a much more effective way of engaging with them than approaching them via national campaigns. To evolve and support campaigners, the RNIB provided a campaign update three times per year, highlighting campaign successes and opportunities to engage, and also provided an online tool that made it easy for campaigners to write to their MP. The RNIB also engaged in legal challenges: the law, and usually the Equality Act, was their best way of securing change. They also supported campaigners in taking legal action against private sector companies that ignored the rights of blind and partially sighted people.  
Social media had been very important to the RNIB’s work: they had thousands of followers on Twitter, and used this and Facebook in a variety of ways. The RNIB’s younger campaigners group, Envision, had been formed a couple of years ago, and had been campaigning to increase the accessibility of coffee shops. It was now focused on employment issues, having visited Parliament that month to advocate for better-tailored support and oppose cuts to Access to Work.  
4. Conclusions

In summary, campaigning delivered significant results for blind and partially sighted people. There was little evidence that the private sector would respond to the needs of blind and partially sighted people unless there were organisations pushing to do so, such as in the case of the RNIB’s campaign to promote talking cash machines. Organisations such as those represented should ‘carry on campaigning’ to protect the rights of the visually impaired.
III. Election Results

Branislav Mamojka informed the General Assembly that 226 voting cards had been distributed, and all had been returned, with none invalid.
In the ballot for the position of President of the EBU, Wolfgang Angermann had received 143 votes, and Fazilet Hadi had received 79 votes.  Wolfgang Angermann was therefore declared as having been re‑elected President of the EBU.
Alexander Neumyvakin was declared EBU’s First Vice President, having stood unopposed.

In the ballot for the position of Second Vice President, Barbara Martín Muñoz had received 195 votes, and Vaclav Polasek had received 28 votes. Barbara Martín Muñoz was therefore declared as having been elected as Second Vice President of the EBU

Maria Kyriacou was declared EBU’s Secretary General, having stood unopposed.  
Philippe Chazal was declared EBU’s Treasurer, having stood unopposed.  
Vaclav Polasek, Mario Barbuto, Emin Demirci, Bozidar Denda, Ann Jonsson, Ana Sofia Antunes and Sinan Tafaj were declared elected as ordinary members of the Board.  
Emin Demirci, Ana Sofia Antunes and Alexander Neumyvakin were declared as representatives for the World Blind Union’s Executive Committee.
In the ballot for the position of Chair of the Nominations Committee, Sigrun Bessadottir had received 103 votes, and John Heilbrunn had received 119 votes. John Heilbrunn was therefore declared as having been elected as Chair of the Nominations Committee.
The remaining members of the Nominations Committee were declared as Rudolf Volejník, Sigrun Bessadottir, Rodolfo Cattani, and Christian Hugentobler.

The President thanked those who had voted for his continued presidency for their confidence in him, and stated that for those who had not voted for him, he hoped he could meet the expectations incumbent on the President of the EBU.
Legislation

In the chair: Sinan Tafaj, President, Albanian Blind Association.

I. Concluding Observations of the UNCRPD Committee on the Implementation of the Convention by the EU

1. Background

Ana Peláez Narváez, Executive for International Relations and External Development, ONCE General Council, stated that the EU had signed the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (the Convention) on 30 March 2007, and had ratified it on 23 December 2010. It had done so as a regional organisation, in line with Article 44 of the Convention. On 2 December 2010, the Council of Ministers had adopted a code of conduct for internal arrangements and monitoring of the Convention by the EU. The focal point of this was to be the unit dealing with the rights of people with disabilities within DG Employment. The independent monitoring mechanism was the EU framework, including the European Commission and the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights, along with civil society organisations such as the EU Disability Forum.  
The UNCRPD Committee on the Implementation of the Convention by the EU (the Committee) had established a dialogue with the EU on 27 and 28 April 2015, and had considered complementary reports. The EU report had contained few specific references to blind and partially sighted people; the EDF and other organisations had also submitted reports, although the EBU had not. Concluding observations had been adopted by the Committee on 3 September and published on 10 September, which were currently only available in English.  Ana Peláez Narváez stated that these observations had contained a number of positive aspects; however, for purposes of her presentation, she would concentrate on the concerns that the Committee had had.  
2. Concerns of the UNCRPD Committee

The first concern that the Committee had had had been that the EU had still not ratified the optional protocol; there was a need to harmonise legislation with the Convention. The EU also needed a strategy for implementation, and a mid-term assessment of the European Disability Strategy 2010‑20. The Committee had asked the EU to adopt the Equal Treatment Directive in relation to areas beyond that of employment, and also to bear in mind reasonable accommodation as a means to combat discrimination and intersectional and multiple disabilities, as well as women with disabilities.  The EU had been asked to undertake affirmative action to promote women’s rights, and to assign funding for this; the recommendations regarding children were similar.  
The Committee’s concluding observations had included a number of comments regarding migrants and refugees. The Committee had told the EU that it needed to ensure all people with disabilities who were deprived of their legal capacity enjoyed all the rights included in EU legislation, such as access to justice, voting, and goods and services. The EU had been asked to guarantee justice for all people with disabilities, and whenever anyone was institutionalised, informed consent was required from the individual concerned, as well as when individuals were participating in investigations or research.  With regards to freedom from exploitation, violence and abuse, people with disabilities were exposed to greater levels of violence, and special attention needed to be paid to women and older people with disabilities. All people with disabilities should enjoy freedom of movement, and the EU should guarantee that the social benefits received in one country were transferable when the recipient moved to other countries.

People with disabilities should be de-institutionalised, using structural funds to allow them to live within the community on an equal basis. There was a need for the EU to make all of its official communications available in accessible formats, including Braille; Ana Peláez Narváez stated that the EBU would need to campaign for this. The EU had been asked to evaluate the current status of education across Europe, and in the area of health, disability-based discrimination needed to be explicitly prohibited by cross‑border health organisations. Employment needed to be enhanced for persons with disabilities, and further training needed to be offered. The EU had also been asked to provide a minimum standard of protection for all people with disabilities. The right to vote in Braille had been requested, as had the immediate ratification of the Marrakesh Treaty.

The Committee had wished to emphasise the importance of data collection and statistics regarding people with disabilities in Europe. Full access to EU courts for people with disabilities also needed to be ensured, and European schools and colleges had to be fully accessible.  Finally, the EU would need to comply with articles 24 and 25 of the Convention.  
Ana Peláez Narváez’s own recommendations to the EBU were that it should disseminate the Committee’s concluding observations to member organisations, and that these recommendations ought to be included in the EBU’s strategic plan.  The EBU could organise seminars for EBU member organisations to educate them regarding these observations, and could base official campaigns on the Committee’s recommendations, particularly regarding Braille. It would also be very helpful for the EBU to submit an alternative report when the EU submitted its next report to the Committee in January 2019.  
II. Marrakesh Treaty

1. Goals of the Treaty

David Hammerstein, Transatlantic Consumer Dialogue, stated that he had spent the last five or six years ‘making history’, along with a number of other people in the room.  At present, it was against international law for Braille books to be shared across borders. He and his organisation had brought [Narmita Namishan?], a young, blind Indian lawyer, to meet with representatives of the EU; she had explained that she had only been able to learn law via her father staying up at night to read her books to her, from primary school to university and law school. Some of these books had already existed in London, but Narmita had not had access to them. She had helped the people that she had spoken to understand what was meant by the phrase ‘book famine’: blind and partially sighted people only had access to 1% of books that were published, despite the fact that the technology existed to make these far more available.  
The goal of the Marrakesh Treaty had been to make it possible for books such as those published by the RNIB and ONCE to be shared across borders.  This harmed no‑one, and benefited a lot of people. In June 2013, for the first time, a UN intellectual property treaty had been agreed based on the existing conventions on human rights.  Securing agreement to this treaty had not been easy, and the struggle continued within the EU: over 100 members of the European Parliament had written to the European Commission, asking them to support an international binding treaty in favour of the right to read for blind and partially sighted people, but the Commission had replied that they would not, although they would support voluntary measures and memoranda of understanding. David Hammerstein and those with whom he had been working had not accepted this; rather, they wanted the Marrakesh Treaty enforced.  
2. The Current Situation

Countries including Brazil, India, Ecuador and South Africa had supported the campaign, but the countries that actually had the books in Braille had been less supportive; they had put commercial interests first, and there had been requests that countries with diplomats who supported the Marrakesh Treaty withdrew these diplomats. However, those who had been in favour of the Treaty had not given up, and now countries around the world were ratifying it. 13 countries had already ratified the treaty; when 20 had ratified it, it would enter into force. Unfortunately, those countries that were ratifying the treaty were not the countries that had the books, and ratification by the EU was being blocked through the efforts of two or three major countries, including the biggest, Germany.  
Germany had said that it agreed with the goals of the Marrakesh Treaty, but that it was not within the EU’s competence to ratify it. However, the European Commission’s lawyers, the European Parliament, and even the German Justice Ministry had concluded that doing so was within the EU’s competence. As such, David Hammerstein asked EBU members for their help, and noted that it was not just Germany that was blocking ratification of the Marrakesh Treaty, but also Italy and a few Eastern European nations.  ‘Tea Party’ Republicans were also blocking ratification of the Treaty within the US Senate; they had blocked ratification of the Convention on the Rights of Disabled People itself, although President Obama had committed to see this ratified while he was still President.  
Ultimately, those who were in favour of the Marrakesh Treaty did not want recommendations and best practice; rather, they wanted a legal way to share books and digital copies. There were countries in the world which barely had any Braille books, so there was no reason to not share. The present state of affairs was immoral, and those who advocated for the treaty were fighting for the common good, as the vast majority of blind and partially sighted people in the world were poor, and could not afford to pay €10 to €15 for an expensive digital copy of a book.  
III. European Commission

1. Background

Julie Buttier, DG Social Affairs and Inclusion, European Commission, stated that at present, 16% of Europeans were living with disability, and this figure was increasing.  20% of Europeans above the age of 50 had a disability, and this figure rose to 40% among people above the age of 65. EU disability policy was mainly the responsibility of member states, although the EU could support, coordinate and supplement actions taken by these states. It was important to bear this framework in mind when discussing EU policy.

2. Legal Basis

The basis of EU disability policy was that people with disabilities had similar concerns across the EU, regarding their rights and the discrimination that they faced. At EU level, the situation for people with disabilities was consistently worse than it was for those without disabilities: for instance, only 48% of people with disabilities were employed, as opposed to 71.5% of without. EU legislation, policies, and funding all had an impact on these people’s situations, and could improve the situation at EU level. The Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union gave the EU a legal basis for taking action: Article 10 stated that the EU should combat discrimination based on disability, as well as other forms of discrimination. Article 19, too, stated that the Council of Ministers may take appropriate action to combat discrimination based on disability.
The UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (the Convention) was the first international human rights treaty that had been ratified by the EU. This had marked an important transition from looking at people with disabilities as objects of charity or social protection to seeing them as subjects with rights, capable of claiming these rights and making decisions based on free and informed consent. The EU was now implementing the European Disability Strategy, which had been running since 2010 and would run until 2020. The EU intended to carry out a mid‑term review of the strategy, which Julie Buttier would invite those present to participate in.

3. Objectives

The main objectives of the European Disability Strategy were to enable disabled people within Europe to fully enjoy their rights, ensure a barrier-free Europe for all, and effect implementation of the Convention. There were eight key areas to this work: accessibility, participation, equality, employment, education and training, social protection, health and equal access, and external action. To achieve these goals, the EU could use legislation, cooperation with member states, and data‑gathering; Julie Buttier noted that it was not easy to gather relevant data on people with disabilities in the EU, but her DG worked with a network of academics and carried out studies, such as on supported employment.
4. Current Priorities

One of the EU’s top priorities was accessibility: for people with disabilities to have access to transportation, physical environment, ICT, and other things in an equitable way. This was a precondition for disabled people’s participation in society, and several legislative actions were currently in progress, including the Accessibility Act. Julie Buttier informed the General Assembly that it was still intended that a proposal would be tabled during 2015.  Another current proposal was for a Web Accessibility Directive, which would require member states to achieve particular results, although it was up to individual member states to decide how this would be made effective. It would introduce a minimum standard for national services related to health, social security, job searches, access to university, and a number of other areas. The Accessibility Award, which was another initiative, recognised cities that had made a particular commitment to alleviating the problems faced by disabled people.  
Another priority for the EU was the implementation of the Convention; the European Commission had been working towards this, and arranged high‑level disability groups twice per year to discuss it. The Work Forum, which took place annually, was another important event. Civil society work was important to meet the EU’s objectives and protect and monitor implementation of the Convention; employment was a top EU priority, for both those with disabilities and those without. The Employment Equality Directive had been adopted in 2000, to enable people with disabilities to have equal access to employment. It required employers to provide reasonable accommodations for disabled people, including a barrier‑free environment, specific IT tools, and working time arrangements. As of 2014, a report had concluded that not all member states had implemented this Directive, and further policy action and training would need to take place.  
The EU’s final priority in the area of disability was the European Semester, which was an annual discussion with member states to analyse the situations in their countries and across Europe. This was to help states meet EU 2020 targets, particularly in relation to the employment rates of EU citizens; states would be helped to reduce the number of school dropouts, increase the number of those completing tertiary education, and raise a total of 20 million citizens out of poverty risk and social exclusion. As part of this process, member states would be reminded that they would not be able to reach these targets if they did not take into account people with disabilities, as disabled people were over-represented among people experiencing long‑term unemployment.  
IV. Discussion
Mokrane Boussaid asked Julie Buttier whether she could give the General Assembly any information regarding whether the Commission intended to expand the scope of the Web Accessibility Directive to cover apps, and what the EBU could do to further its goal of securing ratification of the Marrakesh Treaty; in particular, whether it was worth continuing to lobby MEPs.  
Julie Buttier replied that she had no more information on the Web Accessibility Directive than she had had last time she had spoken with Mokrane Boussaid; the Parliament was supportive of widening its scope, but at present the important discussions were taking place within the Council of Ministers. David Hammerstein added that another way to promote ratification would be for member states that said they supported the Treaty to deposit their own ratification in Geneva. Although he supported ratification on EU level, this might help to drive forward this agenda.
Marie‑Renée Hector noted that Julie Buttier had not mentioned any distinctions being made between different kinds of disability in the EU’s work.  She stated that not recognising these differences would impede accessibility efforts. Julie Buttier replied that the EU did not make any distinction within its framework, but it did within its strategy; differentiating at framework level would have made it much harder to put anything into effect.  
Poul Lüneborg stated that more needed to be done to make disability benefits transferrable across borders, as the length of time this currently took made it difficult for disabled people to secure employment or university places in other European countries. Julie Buttier replied that recognition of disability status and benefits was a competence of member states; the EU found it very difficult to make policy in this area, although there was a cross‑border healthcare directive. She stated that she would pass this question to other colleagues, as she was not an expert in this area.  
Ana Peláez Narváez asked how the EU intended to ensure all persons with disabilities and their families could enjoy their right to liberty of movement under equal conditions and in a coordinated manner. Julie Buttier replied that the recommendations from UNCRPD had been reviewed, and priorities were being set.  EU disability cards were in the process of being created, which should allow people with disabilities to enjoy the same benefits in the areas of transport and leisure as people without disabilities.  
Dan Pescod (RNIB) noted that the Accessibility Act had been in development for a number of years now, and asked whether Julie Buttier could guarantee that a proposal would be made before the end of 2015. Julie Buttier replied that although she did not deal with the Accessibility Act personally, her colleagues had told her that their plan remained to complete their work by the end of 2015, although she could not give an exact date. If the Commission proposed something that had not been carefully thought through, there was the risk that it would be held up within the Council of Ministers for a long time. David Hammerstein commented that there was little transparency in the Council: it was hard to tell which member states were in favour of accessibility. Advocacy organisations needed to know which states were blocking progress, so they knew where to apply pressure.  
Anna Wozniak‑Szymanska (Poland) stated that the new Board and the EBU’s membership could carry out a major digital campaign, gathering signatures from both disabled and non‑disabled European citizens, in support of ratification of the Marrakesh Treaty. David Hammerstein replied that this was a good idea; they could employ Change.org for this purpose.  
A delegate from Germany asked whether the European Commission was in favour of including apps in the scope of the Web Accessibility Directive.  Julie Buttier replied that the Commission had no further role to play in the Directive; it was now in the hands of the Council of Ministers.  
John Heilbrunn asked what actions UNCRPD intended the European Union to take in relation to the teaching of Braille. Ana Peláez Narváez replied that the EBU and UNCRPD did not have the same views on this topic.  UNCRPD believed that there was a need to promote official recognition of Braille as a reading and writing code across the EU and its member states, with national Braille commissions responsible for standardising Braille in each country.  This went further than what was contained in the EBU’s strategic plan.  
A Danish delegate asked whether David Hammerstein believed that the fact that the Marrakesh Treaty included print‑disabled people within its scope had been a barrier to its adoption. David Hammerstein replied that he did not; the definition of ‘print‑disabled people’ was narrowly drawn within the Treaty.  The reason that ratification of the Treaty had been slow was the unwillingness in some member states to relax international law on intellectual property, and the fact that the EU was in a weaker position than it had been in the past, with member states determining their own policies.  Ana Peláez Narváez added that the UNCRPD was not receiving all the information it needed regarding the situation of disabled people in Europe: the EBU’s member states needed to submit more of this information, either individually or as part of a coalition.  
Philippe Chazal asked whether it would be feasible for the EU to harmonise the VAT rate across Europe for handicapped aids. He also noted that some suppliers of material and hardware for disabled people in Europe maintained a monopoly on these products; he asked what the EU’s view was on the legality of this. Julie Buttier replied that implementing a standard rate of VAT for handicapped aids across the EU would be extremely difficult.  She would ask her colleagues to respond to Philippe Chazal regarding the monopoly issue.  
Diversity Groups
In the chair: Maria Kyriacou, EBU Board Member.

I. How Can Young People Make a Difference?

Chris Reddington, Envision, explained that Envision was a network of young campaigners aged between 18 and 30, which had been set up roughly two years ago to provide a channel and environment suitable for campaigning.  It had run a coffee shop campaign, enabling people with visual impairments to engage more in coffee shop culture; it had also recently engaged in an employment campaign, and had met with Justin Tomlinson MP, Parliamentary Under‑Secretary of State for Disabled People.  
Chris Reddington stated that he had been involved in campaigning since a very early age; his mother had been a regional campaigns coordinator for RNIB.  When he had been about 15 years old, he had begun campaigning for a local disabled people’s organisation on issues such as education and access to employment.  He had then moved into the organisation’s steering group, and then had moved again to concentrate more specifically on issues of visual impairment.  
Alba de Toro Nozal, Envision, informed the General Assembly that her background had been different to Chris’s: she had been born in Spain and had always been within mainstream education, and had been supported by ONCE, but had not been involved in campaigning. After university, she had travelled to India, which had been her first significant contact with other blind people; she had then moved to Manchester, where she had become involved with Envision, although initially she had not recognised the need for campaigning because she had been unaware of how much needed to change.  Many visually impaired young people knew that they had support groups such as Envision, but others would feel that they, not their environment, were what needed to change.  
Young campaigners needed to draw attention to things that were not working, but also highlight positive things when they occurred, and young visually‑disabled people’s expectations needed to be raised. Engaging with blind people helped them to develop skills, become more confident in what they said and did, and to act as members of campaigns and further their own careers.  There was a significant lack of understanding about the current situation of blind and partially sighted people among the general populace; Alba de Toro Nozal recalled that she had spoken to a MEP, who had not understood the technology that she had been using to make notes during their meeting.  Young people had to help to increase understanding.
Chris Reddington summarised by stating that those who worked for Envision were passionate and interested in campaigning. They hoped to place young people within voluntary skill-based roles, and help them to acquire the skills they needed to hold paid positions; Envision would also aim to promote a positive image of visually‑impaired younger people.  
II. Towards Further Participation of Visually Impaired Elderly People

Peter Verstraten, Coordinator, EBU Elderly Network, stated that in 2014, the EBU’s elderly network had suffered from the loss of its coordinator, Alan Suttie, who had done a great amount to help visually impaired people, and particularly the elderly.  
The VISAL project was an EU-funded project, helping to promote visually impaired elderly people’s participation in society through a training course aimed at their learning needs. There had been four national conferences in Austria, Slovakia, Croatia, and the UK, and a conference in 2014 in Bratislava at which a tool kit had been presented and participants’ views had been sought.  Nearly 200 visually impaired older people had attended VISAL sessions in 2013/14; it had had a positive effect on participants’ self-esteem and engagement, and on their decision‑making processes. Three months after their last VISAL session, participants still reported an important increase in their social skills, and engaging in more voluntary work.  New VISAL courses would be held in Netherlands, Italy and Portugal, and the tool kit would be available to all organisations that aimed to help elderly visually impaired people engage with civil society; it was available in Croatian, Dutch, English, French, German, Italian, Norwegian, Slovak and Spanish. More information regarding this could be found on the EBU’s website.  
The A Tale of Three Cities project had reviewed the WHO guidelines on age-friendly cities in the European context, focusing on outdoor spaces and buildings, transportation, social participation, and information and communication.  In all areas, improvements in services for blind and partially sighted people across their lifetimes had been identified, but this had evolved slowly and continued to do so.  Consistency was important: visually impaired people did not want to find unexpected obstructions. In addition, it had been identified that although elderly blind and partially sighted people could benefit from technology as much as younger ones, they did not generally use this much, and needed to be introduced to it and trained.  
A policy paper had been produced on elderly people with acquired sight loss, containing an analysis of the role of healthcare professionals and recommendations for service provision. Visually impaired older people needed to be involved in their own rehabilitation models, and given the prevalence of comorbidity among this population, rehabilitation services for blind and partially sighted older people should be part of a care chain.  The needs of the broader family also needed to be taken into account, and peer support was important, with intergenerational services having proven to be useful. Welfare technology would become more important for older generations, and professionals needed to be aware of the risk of overemphasising formal assessments, which might have a negative impact on willingness to accept their conclusions.  
Finally, there had been a study looking at the services that were offered to visually impaired elderly people, which had examined the EBU’s 44 member countries, 20 of which had responded. The results had showed that legislative and psychosocial support was generally available to this population, but leisure activities frequently were not. In all countries examined, the government was the most important financier. A more comprehensive survey would need to take place at some stage.  
III. Children

John Heilbrunn, Coordinator, EBU Children’s Network, stated that a network within the EBU had been set up to deal with the challenges that children and youths who were blind or severely partially sighted faced.  He and Cecilia Ekstrand had produced an action sheet summarising the current situation, with indications of the EBU’s perspective and role, and some proposals for improving the situation, which could be found on the EBU’s website.  However, due to the complexity of these problems, this report had had little impact.  
Personal feelings and involvement had a significant role to play.  Parents were expected to be advocates for their children, even if they did not have the skills or resources to do so, and frequently felt guilty and worried; their children also often felt ‘worthless’ as a result of isolation and lack of acceptance, which led to low self‑esteem.  Where blind and partially‑sighted children had no role models, these problems frequently occurred. When education had been more segregated, one of the positive aspects had been that these children often knew other people with visual impairments with whom they could identify; as inclusion as a guiding principle was now firmly established, there needed to be greater genuine inclusion within the educational system during habilitation processes, and blind organisations had a major role to play in this.  Feeling alone was devastating for children, and one solution was the provision of role models and mentors for children, youths and their families.
Cecilia Ekstrand stated that the right of all children to develop to their full potential was included in the UN’s Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Convention on the Rights of Disabled People. Organisations like the EBU were obligated to take an active part in guaranteeing this right for children and young people: children ought to be able to share their experiences with young adults, and families should have the opportunity to speak to other people with visual impairments. This could help them feel less frustrated, and give them a feeling of hope for their child’s future. Cecilia Ekstrand stated that she would like to encourage the organisations represented to organise events at which children and families could meet these people.

Mentoring could be arranged formally or informally within organisations, or in cooperation with EU organisations and other bodies. Summer camps were good places to launch mentoring activities; as it could be difficult to arrange face-to-face meetings, social networking was also a good place to start.  Telephone communication and email could also be used, and information about mentors could be put on organisations’ websites.  
IV. From Can’t Cope to Can Cope – Supporting People with Visual Impairment and Autism

Ian Bell, former Project Leader, Visual Impairment and Autism Project, stated that he would present the case of a young individual, ‘Bob’, who suffered from septo-optic dysplasia, moderate learning difficulties and autism, as an example of how these conditions could affect people when combined, and how an individual could progress from ‘can’t cope’ to ‘can cope’. In his ‘can’t cope’ stage, Bob had not appeared to be very disadvantaged by his poor sight; his autism had been significantly more disabling, impacting every aspect of his life.  
These difficulties mainly arose from his significant difficulties with sensory stimulation and receptive communication. When Bob became overloaded with sensory stimulation, he often went into a ‘crisis’ state, in which he might harm others, self‑harm, damage property or use foul language.  He found it hard to cope with, among other things, humming computers, fluorescent lights, people touching their faces, and crowded spaces and light touches.  Regarding receptive communication, Bob’s expressive language could appear very sophisticated, but this masked difficulties in his understanding of what other people said.  Bob interpreted language literally, and did not understand similes or idioms, for instance; this made it difficult for him to respond to questions.  The combination of these challenges meant that Bob found it difficult to remain in a classroom setting, and when he was in a classroom, he had not been learning new functional skills.  In addition, staff who had not understood his sensory or receptive communication difficulties had sometimes regarded Bob as rude, defiant or deliberately awkward.  
Staff education had therefore been a priority in addressing Bob’s needs, and two main strategies had been adopted: a low arousal approach and a minimal speech approach. The low arousal approach itself had had two main strands, firstly ensuring that Bob avoided crowded spaces and, secondly, reducing Bob’s sensory stimulation.  He now arrived at school and left before his peers; ate in a room with only one member of staff, and engaged in educational tasks in a separate room with a learning support assistant.  The minimal speech approach had meant greatly reducing the amount of spoken language addressed to Bob, as well as staff consciously simplifying their language and using intonation and facial expression carefully.  Because Bob used his residual vision well, and because he read, most of the spoken language addressed to him would be augmented with print.  In addition, Bob had been provided with a safe haven in the event that he did go into crisis.  
Since the introduction of these strategies, Bob had been considerably more relaxed and less stressed. He got overwhelmed less, occasionally shared rooms with multiple other people, and engaged in educational tasks more effectively.  However, if these strategies were to be removed, Bob would return to being unable to cope.  Ian Bell summarised by stating that, although Bob and his needs were unique, his case had implications for other people with both visual impairment and autism. He informed the General Assembly that the strategies used with Bob were contained within the guidance material in the Visual Impairment and Autism project, which was freely available at www.rnib.org.uk/autism.  
V. Presentation from Turkey on Migrants and Refugees

Emin Demirci, Turkish Federation for the Blind and EBU Board Member, stated that on 29 April 2011, just over 250 people had fled the Syrian civil war into Turkey.  Over the course of the last two years, more than 2,300,000 had followed in these people’s footsteps, fleeing a war that showed no sign of ending.  More than half of Syria’s citizens had left their homes, and five million had had to flee abroad.  
Those who entered Turkey via the border with Syria had been given ‘temporary asylum seeker’ status, which meant that they were given protection, had their basic needs met, and could benefit from health and education services.  As quickly as possible, these people should be sent on to a third country, in cooperation with the UN High Commissioner for Refugees; those without the right documents were issued the correct ones.  These refugees’ main needs had been the provision of health treatment, food, clothing and accommodation. About 300,000 refugees had been lodged in camps near the Syrian border; the rest had been settled in other provinces, with special permission having been obtained from the governors of these provinces. Those who lived outside the camps generally either had families already living there, or had the resources to earn an income.

When it had become obvious the war in Syria would not come to a rapid end, the Turkish government had made some modifications in its policy.  In 2013, the Parliament had revised the Foreigners and International Protection Act; now, each asylum seeker received an ID card that enabled them to access health, education, and social aid from the government, aid organisations and social services.  Those who were able to find jobs were allowed to work, and those who did not know Turkish could receive education in their own language from educators among the refugees. At the end of September 2015, 230,000 Syrian pupils had been attending schools; this included special classes for disabled children.

At border entry points, refugees were asked to fill out a form, but there was no option on this form to designate whether a person was disabled or not, so it was not possible to estimate the numbers of refugees who had disabilities.  It was, however, known that in 2013, 60 disabled refugees had received prosthetic devices. Recently, the issue of disabled refugees had been transferred to Turkey’s Office of Immigration, which acted in concert with local and national organisations to plan and perform services for disabled Syrian immigrants. Those who resided in Turkey would benefit from the same rights and services as disabled Turkish citizens, and receive financial support.  Emin Demirci stated that any individuals or EBU national members who were interested in helping disabled asylum seekers in Turkey should contact him or their organisation.

VI. Discussion

Judith Jones noted, in relation to the A Tale of Three Cities report, that everyone who had been interviewed had been in touch with their local blind persons’ societies; those people who had no contact with the outside world had been left out of this study. This ought to be borne in mind for future projects.
Vincent Michel commented that mentoring needed to be a significant part of the EBU’s 2016 programme. Within France, there were a lot of concerns about how to integrate mentoring activities into universities and professional training.  
Birgitta Blokland noted that the organisations represented did not necessarily have expertise in dealing with refugees.  In the past, the EBU and the WBU had concentrated on raising these issues with organisations such as the EU and the UN. John Heilbrunn agreed; during the Darfur crisis, the WBU had tried to bring the attention of international bodies to the issue of special needs among those affected.  Blind and partially sighted people tended to be among the groups of people who were most frequently left behind or did not get the information they needed during a crisis. The WBU was now considering pursuing this issue further.  
Vincent Michel stated that there were many complex issues involved in blind and partially sighted people attending mainstream schools. As a result of budget cuts and teachers not necessarily being able to provide specialised support, such as Braille tuition, there was a risk that young people with visual impairments would not get the support they needed.  
Tony Aston asked whether the Turkish Federation for the Blind had been able to make any estimate of the incidence of blindness among refugees, and whether they had been able to assess the primary needs of blind refugees.  Emin Demirci replied that the number of blind and partially sighted asylum seekers coming from Syria was not easy to estimate at this point.  At present, disability was defined in a general sense; his committee aimed to get this definition changed, and ensure that the forms that refugees filled in gave information about their disability status. Refugees needed equipment, including equipment to help with their education.  
Christian Hugentobler asked how much of a self‑determined life children with both visual impairment and autism would be able to lead.  Ian Bell replied that this would depend on the individual needs of the person concerned. A large percentage of young people with visual impairment and autism had additional disabilities, including learning disabilities, and people with these conditions would almost certainly not be able to live independently.  However, others did manage to live fulfilling and independent lives.  
Tony Aston asked how it could be ensured that knowledge of the specific needs of people like Bob was passed between caregivers.  Ian Bell replied that this was a major issue, and was currently being addressed by government initiatives. Successful transitions depended on a number of factors: people who worked for adult services had to be proactive in contacting those who were supplying these young people to adult services, and those working in schools and other educational facilities needed to coordinate their information and understanding. One recurrent difficulty was that agencies could become so familiar with the strategies and approaches used in relation to a particular person that they forgot that other people did not have this information.  
Carine Marzin asked what advice Alba de Toro Nozal and Chris Reddington would give to the leaders of the EBU’s member organisations regarding how to engage with young people. Chris Reddington stated that within each member state, there were young people with visual impairments who did not necessarily contact their representative organisations. If these people were given the opportunity to become more involved, they might evolve into the campaigners that these organisations needed. It was important to draw on people with different campaigning styles.  
Closing
In the chair: Unn Ljoner Hagen, EBU Secretary General.

I. Report of Resolutions Committee

The General Assembly was informed that the members of the Resolutions Committee had been Kevin Carey, Marie‑Renée Hector, Naven Miloveich (who substituted for Elvira Kivi of Sweden, Jessica Schroeder, and Stanislav Sokol, with Hans Kaltwasser and Hazel Ormond (United Kingdom) in attendance.  
The Resolutions Committee had met once, on 27 October, to consider the seven resolutions submitted before the opening of the General Assembly, on the following topics: education (Sweden), sport (Switzerland), refugees (Denmark), refugees (United Kingdom), gender (Sweden), sustainable funding (Sweden), and terminology (Sweden). The Resolutions Committee had taken the view that the resolution submitted by the United Kingdom had been valid, although it would have been good practice for this to have been uploaded to the website.  
No resolutions had been submitted between the opening of the General Assembly and the resolutions deadline of 18.00 on 26 October. The full texts of the initial resolutions could be viewed on the General Assembly website.  
While it had been noted the resolution on education submitted by Sweden was similar to one submitted at the 9th General Assembly, and while responsibility for education rested largely with ICEVI, the Committee had agreed a slimmed‑down resolution. The resolution on sport had been ruled out on the grounds that it was a substantial amendment to the EBU strategy.  The Resolutions Committee had agreed to composite Resolution 3 and Resolution 4, but had noted with regret the absence from both of a call on EBU members to take any action. The Committee had agreed to include refugees, asylum seekers and economic migrants in this resolution on the grounds that all blind and partially sighted people were entitled to equal treatment.  References to countries of origin had been deleted.

With reference to the resolution on gender submitted by Sweden, the Committee had ruled out the clause calling on the Nominations Committee to ‘take into consideration gender equality when recommending nominees for positions of trust on the Board and amongst officers’, as this was a constitutional amendment in the guise of a resolution.  In accepting the other two clauses, the General Assembly might consider this was an amendment to the strategy, as it implicitly called for further expenditure; however, the Committee had not considered this serious enough to rule it out. The resolution on sustainable funding should have been raised with the Treasurer during the submission of his official report in plenary on 26 October 2015.  In any case, the Committee had considered this should be submitted to the Board for its consideration.

The resolutions were presented to the Assembly for approval:

Resolution 2015-1 – Transparent funding:

Resolution accepted by acclaim.
Resolution 2015-2 – Joint annual member activity with ICEVI:

Resolution accepted by acclaim.

Resolution 2015-3 – On refugees:

Resolution accepted by acclaim.

Resolution 2015-4 – On gender equality:

Resolution accepted by acclaim.  
Resolution 2015-5 – Updating terminology:

Resolution accepted by acclaim.  
Resolution 2015-6 – Thanks and appreciation:

Particular thanks were offered to the RNIB for acting as hosts, and for all of the work they had put into making the General Assembly; the local organising committee; engaged staff; volunteers, and sponsors, as well as to the leadership of the EBU and to the President.
Resolution accepted by acclaim.
II. Address by the New President of EBU

The President stated that he was happy to be part of the EBU and his national organisation, and was happy to have been elected President for the next four years. The EBU now had a new structure; this would bring a lot of challenges, but should also increase the EBU’s efficiency. It would continue its existing campaigns, including on the Marrakesh Treaty and on the dangers posed to blind and partially sighted pedestrians by silent vehicles; it would also continue its campaign for increased internet access and access for goods.  
The new structure ought to increase action among national members, with increased shared responsibility and mutual inspiration. These goals would also be pursued by increasing communication, and the President would encourage national members to make their views and reactions known.  For instance, when the next Board meeting was announced, national members ought to submit their requests for what should be on the agenda.  In addition, when the minutes arising from the General Assembly were distributed, member organisations should react to these, and let the EBU know what they had liked and what they had not liked.  
Within all of the organisations represented, the same issues were being addressed: inclusion in education and professional and cultural life. Too often, separate services were obstacles to independence and self‑esteem; to some extent, these enabled age‑appropriate competition and testing of limits, but they should not be alternatives to inclusion. On the other hand, inclusive measures without adequate expert support might become a ‘trap’ for young blind and partially sighted people who wanted to access professional careers. There needed to be meaningful participation of visually impaired people in working life, including self‑employment.  
Loneliness had been a recurring theme in the presentations. This was not limited to elderly people; it was also faced by people experiencing long‑term unemployment. Another issue that would need to be addressed was depression arising from the prospect of sight loss; to address this, the EBU would need to increase its networking activities with experts from the medical sector and their organisations. The large number of refugees entering Europe added a new dimension to the work of the EBU, and whatever they did in response had to be both honest and sustainable. The President concluded by stating that members should be willing to take on responsibility and support the Board; without national members’ help, the work of the EBU would not be successful.  
III. Honorary Life Members

Honorary life membership was awarded to Des Kenny.  
Des Kenny stated that being the recipient of honorary life membership was a great honour for him.  He had been involved in the Liaison Commission since it had been established; he had never been at the ‘top table’, owing to the pressures of work and the difficulty of travel, but he had always supported those who gave their time and worked tirelessly on behalf of blind and partially sighted people. As a life member, he would continue his support and respect for these people.

IV. Comments from Members
Philippe Chazal stated that as the EBU’s new Treasurer, he would aim to be as transparent as possible and respect the new resolution that had been passed by the General Assembly. As a member of the Board, he would want to emphasise the importance of exchanging good practice between the different members, regarding employment, education, technical assistance, and aid and social aid given to visually impaired people. He would propose that the EBU ought to produce a document each year summarising the good practices in each country, and if possible, organise a competition that would highlight the best practices available to them.  
V. Thanks and Close
Unn Ljoner Hagen thanked Fazilet Hadi and the RNIB for hosting the General Assembly.
Fazilet Hadi thanked all present, and expressed the wish that those who had attended the General Assembly would incorporate learning points arising from it in their work going forwards. She expressed particular thanks to the people who had helped to make the General Assembly a success, including the delegates, guides, interpreters, RNIB staff and volunteers, and the hotel staff, and especially to Dan Pescod and Lisa Hughes.  
With that, she declared the 10th General Assembly of the EBU closed.
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