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Ministerial changes
Ben Bradshaw has replaced Andy Burnham as Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport in the recent cabinet reshuffle. Lyn Brown MP, Chair of the All Party Parliamentary Group on Libraries and Literacy was quick off the mark because at Cultural questions in the House of Commons on 8 June 2009 she asked the new Secretary of State to attend a session of the APPG’s Inquiry into the governance of public libraries. Perhaps not surprisingly, he accepted but wants 
“a little more time to settle into the job.” Barbara Follett remains as Minister for Culture.  Angela Smith has replaced Kevin Brennan as Minister for the Third Sector.

UN convention

On 8 June 2009 Jonathan Shaw MP, the Minister for Disabled People, made a statement in the House of Commons that the UK would ratify the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities in New York later that day.  For more details and related information see the Office of Disability Issues’ UN Convention webpage at: http://www.odi.gov.uk/working/un-convention/index.php
Future Sight Loss UK

On 3 June 2009 the RNIB posted details of this major research initiative on the current and future prevalence and costs of sight loss in the UK. The full reports on two research projects are promised in early July but Executive Summaries are currently available. According to the summary of the report by Access Economics [Australia] who were commissioned by RNIB to estimate the economic impact of partial sight and blindness in the UK the staggering figure for 2008 was £22 Billion! This only covers people aged 18+ as the data for children is limited.  The project looked at 4 possible interventions to reduce costs which were: promoting the prevention of eye injuries; improving access to integrated low vision services; increasing regular eye tests for those aged 60+ and increasing access to eye care services for minority ethnic groups. It found that the last would be the most effective. This is because their access to services is lower than the average population and their undetected eye conditions are more likely to be severe.  A major information and education promotion could make a massive difference.  Clearly, when the full reports are made available they will need to be studied to see whether there is data of value to library services and to identify what role they might play. With their existing services for ethnic minority communities there must be at least one important information role. For details on the research see:

http://www.rnib.org.uk/xpedio/groups/public/documents/publicwebsite/public_fsukmain.hcsp
Copyright developments

In Bulletin 43 we reported on the agenda for the WIPO Standing Committee on Copyright and Related Rights’ meeting to be held 
25-29 May 2009 in Geneva. The most important paper was the proposal from Brazil, Ecuador and Paraguay to adopt the World Blind Union’s draft treaty to address the needs of print disabled people and specifically to permit the international exchange of alternative format books. We finished the item by commenting, “It will be interesting to see how the US and EU countries respond.” On 2 June 2009 WIPO issued a press release headed “SCCR to expedite work in favour of reading impaired.” which states that the Committee had agreed “ to continue without delay” its work on facilitating the access of visually impaired people to copyright protected works and that the matter would be on the agenda for the next meeting.
See:  http://www.wipo.int/pressroom/en/articles/2009/article_0012.html
As there are no official minutes of these meetings you have to check the “Conclusions” prepared by the Chair for discussion and agreement at the final session. These state that the Committee reconfirmed its commitment to continue working without delay on issues affecting access by print disabled people and appreciation of the proposal from Brazil, Ecuador and Paraguay. However the views expressed varied from support for a binding instrument to the need for more time to study the draft treaty to the view that the deliberations are premature. Therefore the member states will consult at national level and report back at the next session. They have until 15 July 2009 to submit comments on the draft questionnaire on exceptions, relating to education, libraries and archives and disabled persons prepared by the secretariat and this will be finalised at the next meeting.  See:  http://www.wipo.int/edocs/mdocs/copyright/en/sccr_18/sccr_18_conclusions.pdf
So what really happened? According to James Love, Director of Knowledge Ecology International, who attended the meeting, a group representing the EU, US and other developed countries proposed amendments to the Chair’s conclusions designed to block discussion of the proposed treaty. See: http://www.keionline.org/blogs/2009/05/29/group-b-efforts-to-block-discussion-of-treaty/
This item also provides a link to the author’s piece in the Huffington Post in which he sets out the need for the treaty and makes it clear that the US representation at the committee meeting represented the interests of big publishers and ignored the needs of print disabled people. See: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/james-love/obama-joins-group-to-bloc_b_208693.html
This is what I had feared but a report on the Outlaw website on 3 June 2009 takes a more optimistic line. James Love is quoted as believing that the treaty will make progress at the next meeting in November because the developed countries will have to come clean on the reasons for their objections. The report also cites Dan Pescod of RNIB who also attended the committee meeting and is also optimistic that progress has been made. Let’s hope they are correct.

For anybody who wants a summary of the issues in this long running saga the Outlaw article is a useful source. See: http://www.out-law.com/page-10059
Services for visually impaired people in Wales
Colleagues in Wales will be interested to learn that on 1June 2009 RNIB Cymru and the Cardiff Institute for the Blind announced that they were joining forces with the Institute following the earlier example of Action for Blind People by becoming an Associate charity of RNIB. The objective is to join forces to provide better services and to extend them beyond Cardiff to cover the whole of South Wales to meet the needs of an estimated 60,000 visually impaired people.

See:  http://www.rnib.org.uk/xpedio/groups/public/documents/publicwebsite/public_walrnibcib.hcsp
That these services are needed is confirmed by a BBC News report that 14,000 visually impaired people in Wales are missing out on £34 million in benefits because of the lack of welfare rights services for them. See: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/wales/8087044.stm
Further bad news from Wales is a BBC News report of claims by ophthalmologists that patients with chronic eye conditions such as glaucoma are going blind because their appointments for regular treatment are having to be put back because of the Welsh Assembly Government’s targets for appointments for new patients.

See: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/wales/8075989.stm
Consultation on Right to Control

On 11 June 2009 the Office for Disability Issues published this 92 page consultation document on allowing disabled people to have a greater say in how they receive support from the state and organise their lives. It is part of the follow up process from “Improving the Life Chances of Disabled People” which was published in 2005 and the proposed changes are contained in Part 2 of the Welfare Reform Bill which has completed its stages in the House of Commons and is now with the House of Lords. The intention is to shift the balance of power from the state to the individual disabled person via the introduction of single individual budgets with which the person can choose how to obtain the services they need to live. They will be able to choose whether a public body should provide these services; take direct cash payment to buy services and equipment themselves or a combination of both.  The consultation document poses 17 questions to disabled people; service providers; service commissioners and third sector groups covering:

· Which funding streams should be included?

· What will local authorities need to do to provide a seamless service?
· What are the barriers to a successful Right to Control system?

· What information and support do disabled people need to exercise their Right to control?
· How should disabled people be able to challenge a Right to Control decision?

· Working together to develop trailblazer sites

· The implications for service providers

The ODI is inviting applications from interested local authorities to become trailblazer sites which will operate from October 2010 for two years and £5 million funding is available for this trial.  The document sets out the various funding streams which might be included but makes it clear that funding streams will not be included if they are for a universal service where eligibility is not determined by an individual needs assessment. Therefore education, public transport, refuses collection and libraries are excluded.  Whilst I can understand the logic of excluding libraries it does occur to me that there could be implications for RNIB’s Talking Book Service as some local authorities pay for membership subscriptions via the library or social services budgets. Presumably some clients could request that their existing entitlement is transferred into their single individual budget and spend it elsewhere whereas others who are not currently funded may choose to use their new budget to subscribe to the service for the first time?  The consultation closes on 30 September 2009. The consultation paper, a guide for local delivery agencies and details of related events can be found at:

http://www.odi.gov.uk/working/right-to-control.php
Braille Library Services
The June edition of CILIP Update [pp42-43] contains an article by Helen Brazier, Head of the RNIB National Library Service. “Six dots that change lives” commemorates the bicentenary of the birth of Louis Braille by outlining RNIB’s Braille library services, why they remain important despite technological advances and how RNIB works in partnership with other organisations.  This article is available via the CILIP website to members only. Non-members should visit their local library as it is well worth reading.
“Information book for prisoners with a disability”

Colleagues responsible for or working in prison libraries will be interested in this 62 page booklet published by the Department of Health in partnership with the Prison Reform Trust. There is an Easy Read version and it is available in 26 languages. It states that copies are available from the library.

See: http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsand statistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_100316
If this link does not work go to:

http://www.info4local.gov.uk/documents/publications/1246159
Global Text Project

The Times Higher Education website has an article on this fascinating project developed by two university professors in the USA. They are aiming to make 1000 textbooks available electronically to meet the needs of students and institutions in developing countries who cannot afford the high prices for print versions of academic text books. The project is based on the Wikipedia model with authors contributing chapters for free with peer review procedures. Students are commissioned to contribute to the texts and can obtain course credits. Providing they have access to assistive technology this project could be of real benefit to visually impaired students in the Third World.
See:  http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?storyCode=406652&sectioncode=26
Peter Brophy OBE
Finally, many congratulations to Peter Brophy the former Professor of Information Management at Manchester Metropolitan University who was awarded an OBE in the recent Queen’s Birthday Honours list. As Head of the Centre for Research into Library and Information Management [CERLIM], Peter undertook numerous research projects of direct benefit to academic and public libraries and was particularly interested in making websites and digital libraries more accessible to visually impaired people. That is why it was pleasing to note that the citation for the award states, “For services to visually impaired people.”
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Share the Vision is a partnership of UK libraries and library organisations that work together to improve the accessibility of library services for blind and partially sighted people.  More information available from the Co-ordinator, Helen Brazier, RNIB, helen.brazier@rnib.org.uk or 0161 355 2004.
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