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Editor’s Note: TRIBUTE TO LOUIS BRAILLE
Welcome to this special issue of AFUBNEWS. The last 200 years have brought phenomenal change to over 160 millions blind people in the world. Unlike earlier, more and more blind people are going to schools while more are getting into employment. Riding with this development of literacy among blind people, is the change in the perception of blindness in the society. Today, the issues of blindness are progressively moving out of the traditional pot of charity to  the human rights discourse; a movement that has been occasioned by the assertiveness and boldness of blind people either as individuals or as corporate entities. It is instructive that blind people again either as individuals or through their organisations has been among the loudest voices for global social change in regard to disability. In fact the convention on the rights of persons with disabilities (CRPD) bears the marks of the lobbying and advocacy skills of blind persons. 

Yet we must remember that very little change in the welfare of blind people would have occurred had it not been for the work of Louis Braille 200 years ago. With the invention of the 6-dot code writing system which bears his name, Braille sowed the seeds of social transformation of the lives of blind people, the tree of which is still growing bigger and stronger.  Braille writing system handed to the blind people a tool that has helped them access information and get into an intimate contact with the outside world. 

It is because of this remarkable contribution of Louis Braille to the lives of millions of blind people in the world that AFUB dedicates this edition of AFUBNEWS to the bicentennial celebration of his life. In this edition you will find testimonies by and on persons whose lives have been transformed by the work of Louis Braille. These are persons who interact with Braille’s immortal genius on a day to day basis.   To them Braille has been a major key in their success and independence; the two dreams for every human being. 

However as we celebrate we are alive to the challenge that lies in the lives of the majority of blind people in Africa on the path to success and independence.  To date less than 10% of school going age blind children are at school, and of those very few who receive education less than 5% find employment.  Among those that are at school, blind girls are fewer than boys, while even fewer of the girls who complete education find employment. The Braille literacy rate is 1 to 2 percent, at best, and most countries lack libraries.  This means that blind people in these societies are isolated and have low self esteem and low expectations of their lives, if any at all. 
It is thus imperative that more efforts are made in promoting Braille literacy as a tool for social and economic empowerment of blind people.  Braille remains the single most powerful empowerment tool for blind people in Africa even in the advent of Information Communication Technology (ICT). While it is true that a plethora of Information Communication Technologies have helped some blind persons in attaining independent living, these technologies are not accessible to the majority of blind people in Africa. The cost of computers is still prohibitive, while the penetration of internet is still limited to urban areas. As such, there is a huge need for AFUB and partners to put more efforts in promoting Braille literacy. This will call for closer collaborations among stakeholders, more efficient use of resources to achieve greater results, as well more investments from governments and development partners. 
As we are celebrating 200 years of Louis Braille, we are also celebrating 25 years of the World Blind Union and 22 years of the African Union of the Blind. In commemorating 22 years of the African Union of the Blind, let us reflect back to October 1987, in Tunis Tunisia where the 1st AFUB General Assembly was held,  which resulted to the inogaration of AFUB, the union we are all proud of today. We acknowledge and pay tribute to those blind persons who worked so hard towards the birth of AFUB. In reflecting back, this publication concludes with the interview between AFUB’s Executive Director and one of the AFUB’s founder member and first President of the union, Mr. Ismail Konate, at his house in Bamako Mali, on 7th April 2009.   
I wish you an enjoyable reading.

(Dr. Elly Macha - Editor) 
Poem from DRC
LIFE IN THE LIGHT OF BRAILLE

“Even before I used my white cane,

I needed to read those raised dots,

Those six raised dots called Braille

Braille greatly changed my life

I knew I could not write with a pencil

I knew I could not read print 

I was twelve years old, I had dreams 

I wanted to be a teacher

Then I met someone, who could read

One who could make sense of those dots,

The letters came to me easy 

The rules where quite hard 

Braille contracted? Braille Uncontracted?

Braille grade 1? Braille Grade 2?

Would I make sense of this?

Would I ever read again?

I had to have determination 

I had to have faith, a little faith

I was going to be a teacher 

I was going to be a winner 

I look back, it seems a dream

I made it! I am now a teacher 

I teach kids in my small village

I bring light into their lives 

My name is teacher Mputu

My village is far away 

My village is called Mpene 

My village is in the DRC 

Before, I had no hope 

Before, I was blind 

But now, I can see 

Braille you are my light!

Thank you Louis Braille!”

(By Dandy Mubima) 

Why Africa’s blind people are grateful to Braille
“Learning to read music in Braille and play by ear helped me develop a damn good memory” –such was the tribute of Ray Charles, the famous American musician, singer, and songwriter, to the genius of the magic six dots. Indeed, tributes to the genius of Louis Braille -from famous blind persons and ordinary blind people alike- are countless.

Who among us, Braille users, has not appreciated the gift that the twelve-year Louis Braille, inspired by the “night-writing” military method, was determined to offer us? Who among us was not inspired by a man who devoted his life for the sake of making ours better and yet did not live to see it bear fruit? 

As we celebrate the bicentenary of the birth of Louis Braille, the African Union of the Blind family pays tribute to this great man; hence, the dedication of this special issue to Louis Braille. This issue, thus, is one of vivid testimonies, experiences, and words of thanks of the African continent in prose and poetry to the great architect of the six magic dots. 

Commemorating the birth of Louis Braille is all the more pertinent to the challenges of this millennium. While we recognise in deep appreciation how assistive technology has revolutionised our lives, this bicentennial celebration stands to remind us of the road yet to be travelled in promoting Braille literacy as the cornerstone of ensuring education for all the visually impaired in Africa. As US former Congressman Bob Nei said, “Effective use of Braille is as important to the blind as independent mobility, knowledge in the use of adaptive technology, and the core belief that equality, opportunity, and security are truly possible for all people who are blind.”

(By Nadia Gouy)

EPISODES FROM CAMEROON 
“Loss of sight, there is nothing as difficult, in a world where reality is epitomized by image and mirage.  This would have been ‘ad aeternam’ if the genius Louis BRAILLE had not invented this tremendous coded writing that is Braille.

Braille, the name of this coded writing used by the visually impaired, so as to communicate with reality. The Braille system is in fact an arrangement of six embossed dots that allows blind persons to read using their tactile sense. This system, which represents letters, numbers, musical notes and scientific symbols through varied configuration of dots, has over the past 200 years, attained worldwide recognition and survived various modification efforts, perfection and even total rejection. 
We can also assert that braille is the cornerstone of literacy as well as of independence. Braille, just like print, allows an individual to write documents, to read electronic files, to classify documents, to label CDs and carry out various tasks efficiently and independently, a reading beauty for the blind, a remarkable learning and writing tool. 
For a visually impaired person, this didactic tool has no price, because it is what reconciles one with life. This is how I welcome braille writing into my life. It has helped me as a visually impaired person and especially as a woman, to assert myself in a society where an illiterate person is an outright outcast.  

From the dawn of my first stammers and my first steps out into the world of knowledge, the stylus and slate were in fact my first companions in the dark. Widely known as the leverage of 6 dots, this writing made up of 63 signs, is a highly stimulating device that confers integrity and dignity to all visually impaired persons. 
From middle school to university, I have written the days of my life with this tool. It allows me not only to read and write, but also, to get information, to communicate and get instruction. It is by this fact that the advantages of Braille are even greater. Also, we must infer that with it, the visually impaired person is no longer marginalized by the scientific community, but is at the center of knowledge and critical thinking. 

On the other hand, I must say that Braille is practical and appropriate for multiple uses. To add to this, it is inexpensive, portable, noiseless and requires less or no repair. Because they are easy to make, Braille slates are the principal tool used to write Braille in the world today.  

But, writing with the standard Braille slate seems a bit limited in our days. It is not possible to change the size of characters, write in between lines and scribble in the margins, in the same way that those who write do it. 

Currently, access to information is found through audio (audio books), access to information through voice (reading of Word documents on the computer), internet access. From the above, we must believe that Braille paper, the tactile tool and audio support compliment each other. 

Although progress in technology now provides visually impaired persons with alternative tools in the work place, and the fact that technology has improved the efficiency of sighted persons, computers, scanners, speech and voice instruments cannot replace the need for Braille. Also, when visually impaired children are learning to read, Braille is the best way for them to develop their skills in spelling, grammar and punctuation. 

Audio cassettes and computers that can read text thanks to voice synthesis provide access to all kinds of written documents, but they do not provide the new readers with the tools they require to be able to read and write on their own.

While diagrams and complex graphs are per say impossible to describe orally, they can be very well represented using Braille. In this day and age, Braille allows us to enjoy intellectual freedom, personal security and equal opportunity. 

In my opinion, in the wake of technological revolution and beyond the advantages provided by Braille, the issue is not to know who is most appreciated by the people, but what would benefit the individual most. Especially with the technological revolution, the competition between various philanthropic partners, the future of this life otherwise filled with uncertainty, despair and fear, there appears to be a glimmer of hope for a better tomorrow. 

It is a fact that, for the blind or visually impaired person, the computer remains a work tool though not readily accessible, but fast and efficient. We also hope that, innovations in computer technology will not announce defeat for Braille, but rather perfect it.” 

“Braille is indispensable for the visually impaired in Cameroon. For those persons who have become blind, Braille allows them to express themselves in all confidentiality. Interviews show that a good number of visually impaired Cameroonians are able to advance their studies to the University level. In Cameroon Braille is the official writing of visually impaired persons.

Some visually impaired persons are company Chief Executive Officers, they use Braille in their accounts. Braille also allows a good number of visually impaired persons in Cameroon to communicate with their worldwide contacts thanks to the new information and communication technologies. The number of visually impaired girls in schools, high school, and university has risen considerably thanks to sensitization of parents on the existence of the new code of writing for the visually impaired. 

Recently, a visually impaired person in Cameroon stood out due to her intelligence in the Cameroon School of Diplomacy. She was second out of 150 candidates.

Braille has allowed the visually impaired to access the professions of Professor, journalist, receptionist, diplomat, artist, telecommunications  operator, economists,… and this allows them to actually continue practicing while greatly contributing to the development of our country. I hope that it is the same for all other African countries.

Braille has greatly influenced the self-fulfillment of visually impaired persons in Cameroon and contributed to their development. All this is possible thanks to this genius Louis Braille.”

(Nadège Christelle DJONKO and Odette Juimo)   

LIBERIA LAUNCHES POSTAGE STAMPS IN MEMORY OF LOUIS BRAILLE 
In response to the global call for action to execute appropriate programs in recognition of the work of Louis Braille, the Government of Liberia through its Ministry of Post and Telecommunication recently undertook the official launch of several postage stamps in commemoration of the Bi-Centenary of the Birth of Louis Braille.  

At an official ceremony held on Thursday, March 12, 2009 in the foyer of the Ministry located on Carey Street down town Monrovia, Hon. Jeremiah Solunteh, Minister of Post and Telecommunication and Post Master General, presented an album in the presence of dignitaries, officials of government and a cross-section of the blind to Mr. Beyan G. Kota, President of the Liberia Christian Association of the Blind (CAB). 
The album, which contained postage stamps in three different denominations, portrays Louis Braille seated in a chair behind a table reading Braille with a white cane leaning against the wall, while a blind person is seen in another stamp crossing the street in a cross walk with vehicles at stand still indicating response to a signal yielding to the right of way of the blind.

Speaking on the theme “Education serves as an equalizer”, Minister Solunteh disclosed that government considers the blind of Liberia as part of its development program, whose needs according to him are fully captured in the implementation of the Government’s Poverty Reduction Plan. We are commitment to the education upliftment of the blind adding that building their resource capacity is a priority of Government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy. The Minister also promised to see to it that his ministry works in consultation with the Finance Ministry of Liberia to allocate funds for the institutional capacity strengthening of the Association. In conclusion, Minister Solunteh requested the Association to recommend a competent blind person for employment consideration with the Postal Affairs. 

For his part, the President of the Liberia Christian Association of the Blind, Mr. Beyan G. Kota, expressed gratitude to the postal family in working with the Association to develop commemorative stamps in honor of Louis Braille. He further remarked that the launch was not only an honor for Louis Braille alone, but for the World Blind Union, African  Union of the Blind and the blind and partially sighted people of Liberia.
(By  Beyan G. Kota)

CELEBRATING LOUIS BRAILLE

Two hundred years ago in France in a quest to make the world a better place to live in, a man came up with a combination of six dots that would be used to empower a whole lot of the population that had not had the chance to read and write over the years. 
The dots aptly and marvelously named after him “Braille” has enabled many to gain access to education and participation in public and social life. The Braille revolution became the corner stone through which many special schools for the blind were established I remember with a lot of nostalgia my formative years at Thika Primary School, for the visually impaired, then, for the blind, how my peers and I found pleasure in learning how to count our names in contracted Braille. I remember how fascinated those of us who were low visioned would burst with joy when a totally blind peer would read our brailled work and endorsed it if it was correctly written. 

Fellow members of the blind movement, ladies and gentlemen, today is a special day as we commemorate a discovery that has not only enabled us to read, write and converse but the discovery of a language that has gone ahead to enshrine our wishes, dreams and aspirations to reclaim our dignity, humanity and equality before the law. 
Dignity; because it is through Braille that we have claimed our niche in academic, professional and career realms. Through Braille, teachers, lawyers, physicians, IT experts and broadcasters have been discovered, nurtured and made productive for national development through education which is the great equalizer. Through Braille, we have been able to reclaim our humaneness in the actualization of the right to education hence been included in campaigns such as Education For All (EFA). 

Braille has made us equal since it has acted as the infrastructural framework on which discovery of the world has been anchored. Persons with visual impairment have been able to become members of parliaments, ministers, judges and holders of high public offices in many countries of the world. 
The France sparkle of genius has over the ages led to further discovery of Braille production and usage. The six magical dots have since found homage in braillers, braillo, bryolite, and not to mention the popular companions ‘the Perkins’ all which have become symbols of blind and partially sighted persons across the world on top of the white cane. 
Through Braille, other facilities such as embossers, sound commands like jaws for windows and the dolphin pen have been developed to help advance the need for access to information for persons with visual impairment. Indeed, there currently exists corporates, business enterprises, and Non-Governmental Organizations that whose genesis can be traced to the use of Braille. 
The six dots have gone ahead to become hallmarks of communication for entities including, the World Blind Union, the African Union of the Blind, the African Braille Centre, the Sight Savers International, the Kenyan Society for the Blind, various Government Departments and Institutions just to mention but a few, the  list is much longer. 

Fellow members of the blind movement, our commemoration today is not just to reminisce the glorious past but a chance to renew our commitment to improving the living conditions of blind and partially sighted individuals all over the world. Through Louis Braille, we have an example that whatever little change and discoveries that we strive to make can act as the cornerstone for greater emancipation of current and future generations of blind and partially sighted people. 
The price of a humane society is eternal vigilance in defence of human rights. As we begin the year 2009, we are privileged to have the UN CRPD, the PWDA, the NDP and the SNE policy framework to guide us. Lets ensure that issues of person with visual impairment are in the forefront as we enact a new constitution for Kenya. 
We must renew our fervor and zeal and enthusiasm to ensure that every blind and partially sighted child gains access to basic education, food, housing and shelter and professional choices. This way, we shall guarantee future vanguards in the struggle. As opportunities for higher education continue to expand we must ensure to learners with visual disabilities expanded career occupational choices. 

Louis Braille has shown us that with determination, courage and vision, the insurmountable become surmountable, the improbable probable, the invincible became beatable. As 2009 begins, we need to go back to our organizations vision and mission statements. Lets go back to the drawing board in our quest to ensure to blind and partially sighted people not only the best that there is but the best that we can imagine. For the success of the future does not depend on the mere passing of time for the arrival of tomorrow but into the little dosages of positive change that we make today here and now. 

Thank you and I wish you a fruitful year 2009. God bless you. 

(By Mwaura M. Isaac) 

The Benghazi Association of the Blind –Libya
“Braille, our Pathway to the Future”

Braille is dear to the heart of every blind. Braille opens up before blind persons the door of inclusion in the society and enables them to play a significant role in development. Thanks to Louis Braille, the blind have been able to prove themselves among the sighted throughout the challenges of life. In recognition of the importance of Braille, a Braille Committee was formed at the Association, which was entrusted with the promotion of Braille literacy. 

To this end, the Braille Committee has set the following objectives: 

1 – at the Institution/school level:

· to monitor Braille users who are members of the Association 

· To enhance the competences of Braille Teachers by different means and upgrade the knowledge of all stakeholders on different Braille methods. Thus, the activities of the Braille Committee include: 

-Organising competitions and trainings for slow Braille learners; 

-Organising trainings for Braille teachers as well as organising workshops for sharing of experiences and ideas among Braille teachers; and

-Providing Braille Teachers with specialised periodicals with a view to enhancing their Braille skills.

Aware of the importance of parents in the promotion of Braille literacy, the Braille Committee intends to develop programmes that are intended for parents in its future action plans. 

In commemoration of the Bicentenary anniversary of the Birth of Louis Braille, a discussion was aired in the local radio in this regard. Furthermore, the Committee is in the course of developing a newsletter, a brochure, and posters to sensitise the public about the contribution of Louis Braille. 

2 –The Committee intends to sensitise the public about Braille through available mass media and strives to ensure that Libya will follow in the steps of other countries by Braille labelling medicines among others. It also lobbies the Libyan State to join the International Council on English Braille.

Of note is the Braille Printing Facility of the Association, which transcribes into Braille textbooks and different cultural books. The facility was set up in 1974, which then consisted of a basic Zink-made  Braille printer. In 1997, The facility was equipped with a state-of-the-art computer-connected embosser. The School began to use Braillo200 in 1997. On First of October 2007, the Association procured two embossers made by the Swedish company Index, and the Proofreading Electronic line on 14th November 2007. 

In an attempt to  cultivate knowledge among its members, the Association opened on 25th of April 2007 the electronic library, which contains 239 braille books in its shelves. 

In conclusion, the Association reiterates its commitment to the betterment of this active segment of the society, Its motto being the verse from the Koran, in which Allah says: 

“It is not the eyes that grow blind, but it is the hearts, which are within the bosoms, that grow blind.”
(By the Libya Braille Committee)
The Braille Oscars

Council, in recognising the opportunity to develop and promote braille, co-hosted a braille award ceremony on Friday 30 January in commemoration of the 200 year anniversary of the birth of the greatest benefactor of blind people the world over - Louis Braille.

The keynote speaker – Dr. William Rowland, Honorary President of Council - said the following about the importance of braille: “Amongst the things we as blind persons hold dear, braille surely ranks first. It is for us the means of education, employment, and pleasure. It is our key to independence. Because of braille we are literate and interrelated as a global community.”

Recognised recipients of the “Braille Oscars” read as a true reflection of the “who’s who” in the braille community. These individuals ranged from those who have pioneered braille use in S.A, to those who’ve drawn public awareness to braille by training people in its use. Further awards were also given to individuals who’ve contributed to the capacity development of braille by, for example, developing braille codes for different indigenous languages. 
This type of development ensures that blind people from all communities can become literate and can access the best possible education. It is statistically proven that visually impaired people who are braille literate, are much more likely to secure employment – and therefore are more financially and socially independent and empowered - than their illiterate peers. 
Braille therefore serves as an important medium of social and economic freedom for the visually impaired, and as such, those who have contributed to its development in our country need to be commended as agents of positive social change.

The purpose of this prestigious ceremony was to give recognition to individuals who have contributed to the braille system in South Africa in one way or another. The awards were broken up into three categories: 

The Louis Braille Bicentenary Braille Pioneer’s Awards were given to individuals who have pioneered the use of braille in South Africa. The eight awards in this category went to: 

· Mr. Jan Besselaar;

· Dr. Victor Vaughan; 

· Mr. Ernst Kruger;

· Mr. Antonie Zeelie;

· Mr. Doep du Plessis;

· Mr. Lourens Botes;

· Ms Josephine Wood and 

· Mr. Edward Makhafola. 

The Louis Braille Bicentenary Braille Public Awareness Awards were given to individuals who have drawn public awareness to braille as transcribers, trainers, proofreaders and the like. The eleven awards in this category went to:

· Ms. Angelique Wessels;

· Ms. Hazel Marshall;

· Ms. Safiyya Moosa;

· Ms. Muniama Chetty;

· Mr. Mntomuhle Khwela;

· Mr. Frans le Roux;

· Ms. Lettie van Niekerk;

· Mr. Philip Jordaan;

· Mr. Michael Tshiovhe;

· Mr. Wellington Pike and 

· The South African Library for the Blind. 

The Louis Braille Bicentenary Braille Capacity Developer’s Awards were given to individuals who have made a contribution to the capacity development of braille as authors, quality assurors, developers of codes, trainers and standard setters. The six awards in this category went to:

· Ms. Connie Aucamp; 

· Ms. Monica Kruger;

· Ms. Reinette Popplestone;

· Ms. Antonnette Botha;

· Dr. Obert Maguvhe and 

· Mr. Christo de Klerk.

(By South Africa National Council for the Blind/SANCB) 

Existence of Braille 

Personally if Braille had not existed, I would be lost in a world of ignorant people, and I wouldn’t have found my way out. That is with the braille method, I am not totally independent on my country Burundi, or family. But I participate in the daily development activities like any other citizen.

At the country level, we understand that if it were not for braille great loss or economic recession would have taken place due to lack of participation of some of the locals in the socio-economic activities, in the case of Africa and even the whole world if the visually impaired people had been abandoned by their societies. The socio-economic recession would have resulted in disaster. 

In conclusion, the visually impaired people should not be abandoned by their community but be considered as complete citizens.

(By Jean Bosco) 

Arabic Braille-Reality and Prospect

Though very controversial in the beginning, because it is read from left to right contrary to Arabic writing which is read from right to left, Arabic Braille was finally adopted by the concerned countries in 1951 during a conference held in Beirut, under the aegis of UNESCO. 

In 1959, a second conference organised in Cairo, was devoted to the establishment of contracted Braille in Arabic language. 

However, since1959 and until the end of the past century, no consultation has taken place between the experts or the organisations in Arab countries in view of revision or standardisation of the Arabic Braille code.

Yet, the rapid advances in the field of new and adaptive computer technology have constrained some countries to borrow new signs from English Braille while other countries have resorted to signs and abbreviations borrowed from French Braille. This has lead to the appearance of differences, which have with time become greater between Braille used in the Middle East and the one used in the Maghreb countries.

In 2002, and thanks to Saudi Arabia’s initiative, a conference brought together in Riyadh, about twenty Arab countries represented by organisations of the blind, experts specialised in printing and teaching of Arabic Braille so as to start, together, a great task aimed at the standardisation of Arabic Braille. A follow-up Committee was set up and the project is now in the experimentation stage.
(By Dr. Imed Chaker)
Interview between Dr. Elly Macha – AFUB Executive Director and Mr. Ismaël Konate – AFUB founder member and first President.

Bamako Mali, 7th April 2009  

Elly: Thank you very much Mr. Konate for welcoming us into your house. You said you have just come from your office, Ministry of Development and Social Welfare where you are working as the Ministry’s Consultant on disability issues. Please tell me, you are 73 years old, but still working for your government, very strong and dynamic. What is the secret behind?

Konate: Peace of mind, enjoying what I am doing! Listen my sister, if you are enjoying what you are doing, and people around you recognize and appreciate your efforts, I can assure you you will never grow old, number of years do not matter at all! Of course it also has to do with good diet, good medical intervention and body exercises from time to time. I tell you I feel strong and young, I know I am 73 but I see myself still young!!     

Elly: Two decades have elapsed since AFUB was created in 1987. You had strived for the creation of AFUB, of which you were chosen as first President. Tell us a bit about this rather important chapter in the history of AFUB, about which a whole generation knows really little about. 

Konaté: I must say that the African Union of the Blind came to existence as the result of the will of all the blind and visually impaired persons in Africa to unite. Do not forget that around thirty years ago, we had on the African continent, two major organizations: one called Comité Régional Africain de l’Organisation Mondiale pour la Promotion des Aveugles (Africa Regional Committee of the World Organisation for the Promotion of Visually Impaired Persons) and the other Comité de l’Institut International des Aveugles (Committee of the International Institute of the Blind). 
When I became President of the Comité Régional Africain de l’Organisation Mondiale in 1976, I expressed the desire to unite all the blind persons on the African continent. For this reason, in 1979, I went to Arusha Tanzania to meet all our Anglophone friends and we agreed on the importance of setting up a continental union. During a seminar organized by the Swedish in Senegal, I presented the same idea to all our francophone friends. 
Confident from the two presentations, I went to the AU Headquarters in Addis Ababa in March 1984 to appeal to the latter to help blind persons in Africa put in place a continental organization. All the states were made aware of this fact, and in 1987, there was the constituent Assembly of the Union of the Blind in Tunis, which was named l'Union Africaine des Aveugles in French and the African Union of the Blind in English. I then became the first AFUB President during the constituent Assembly in Tunis. 

Elly: Do you deem as satisfactory AFUB’s accomplishments during its two decades of existence? 

Konaté: I greatly regret, not having been able to attend its twentieth Anniversary celebration held in Nairobi in May 2007, but I must confirm that the African Union of the Blind is one of the best continental organisation to day. What has been accomplished by the visually impaired persons of Africa in my opinion seems great. During the General Assembly which was held in South Africa, I was amazed by the great progress achieved by the visually impaired women, compared to the state of affairs in 1987. In 1987, we were looking for educated visually impaired women, we did not find any. For that matter, when I witnessed the enthusiasm of the women during the General Assembly in South Africa, I was pleased with the progress achieved. Now, with the visually impaired youth coming up, I am convinced that AFUB has accomplished many things during twenty two years of its existence.  

Elly: Are AFUB’s Vision and Mission still relevant, considering the promulgation of the International Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the approach on disability as a result? 

Konaté: Absolutely. I participated in the adoption of the International Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities at the United Nations. For four years, I was a member of the Malian delegation and during that time, we proceeded to develop this convention. I must say that what we are doing at the World Blind Union, what we have done and are doing at the African Union of the Blind is in my opinion, in line with the vision of the rights of disabled persons. In fact, before this, we were talking of the needs of disabled and blind persons, but now, we moved from needs, and we are talking more and more of the rights of disabled persons, and I believe that the African Union of the Blind is relevant in this movement. 

Elly: Does the Convention provide for change in favor of real participation of disabled persons in development? 

Konaté: In fact, this convention is a great achievement in the framework of the rights of disabled persons in general and blind persons in particular, but it is not enough in the case of Africa which has many laws, many conventions that are not implemented, and if Africa does not implement this convention, if African states do not implement this convention, it is then obvious that the convention will amount to nothing.  It is critical, at the continental level, to have strong organizations to follow up on the convention and lobby for governments to implement it. In Mali for example, there exists a well established organization that knows of the convention and is lobbying with the government. If there is no lobbying at the national and continental levels, the convention will serve no purpose. 

Elly: As an honorary life member of AFUB, what contributions are you making, or would you like to make towards the progress and development of AFUB?

Konaté: I must say that I regret that as the Founder President of the African Union of the Blind, I am not at all included in whatever happens in AFUB.  I am not associated with what happens at AFUB and I therefore contemplate AFUB from far off. I was invited to the last General Assembly in Morocco, but I could not make it, because at that time, I had another commitment. I would like to be included in great AFUB events, as I believe that with the experience that I have acquired, because, I must add that it has been forty years since I have been working in the field of disabled and blind persons, I think I can contribute greatly to the future of this great organization that I actually cherish. 

Elly: In your opinion, what are the elements/factors that would contribute to creating an appropriate atmosphere, where you would feel included, an atmosphere which would encourage you to play a more significant role in AFUB? 

Konaté: It is up to AFUB to decide on the role. Currently, I am a Goodwill Ambassador at the African Rehabilitation Institute. I am also a Goodwill Ambassador at the African Decade of Disabled Persons. It is therefore under this title that I work at the continental level for the promotion of disabled persons in the region. At the African Union of the Blind level, I think that you should simply re-initiate contact with Mr. Konaté, so that he may also contribute to what is happening in the African Union of the Blind.  

Elly: Are you therefore ready to support and help the efforts of AFUB, and it is solely up to AFUB to include you as an active participant in its current endeavors?

Konaté: Absolutely, we must not forget those past presidents, as they can always help. On the other hand, I think that it is difficult to find a blind person in Africa who started working at the same time as I did,  and continues to work to date, and at the same time, has the level of experience that I have as pertains to the field of disability. They are there, but they are few. AFUB is therefore lucky to have in Mali, someone with such expertise, who unfortunately, is not often called upon. 

Elly: What advice would you give AFUB? 

Konaté: First of all, I would like to encourage you to continue what you are doing. I would also insist that you call upon me more often for assistance. 

Elly: Let us talk about the situation of the blind and partially sighted persons in Mali. How do you ensure that the youth at the organization of the blind in Mali (UMAV) draw inspiration from you and follow your path?

Konaté: As you know, I knew all these young people of UMAV when they were seven years old. Now, during departmental or organisational meetings, I am overjoyed to meet these youths who were once seven years and are now thirty five years or more. I am happy to meet with these youths, to discuss issues with them, but they also raise issues that warrant me to listen to them. You can practically feel the effect of years gone by on these youth, they really measure up. The President of UMAV is now facing challenges which were not present during my time; because now, there are intellectual youth who raise real issues do a good job. 

Elly: What can you tell us concerning the participation of women in UMAV? 

Konaté: On that point also, some progress has been made. There were very few blind women involved in UMAV in the past, but we now feel that with the UMAV Women’s Committee, there is some progress, maybe less significant as compared to the youth, but there is some progress. I think that if we continue in the same way, we will have many dynamic women, women who contribute greatly to UMAV. 

Elly: I would like to greatly thank you, on behalf of AFUB, for your hospitality and this interesting interview. 

Konaté: I would like to congratulate and greatly thank you for coming up to my residence, so as to go down memory lane into the history of blind persons on the African continent. I would like to wish you a great stay in our country, though the weather is extremely hot, and I encourage you to continue in the work that you are doing. Have courage and a strong will, the task is not an easy one at all, but you must see to it that you prove that you deserve the confidence that we have placed in you. The African Union of the Blind has all the blessings of the Founder President, and I will be listening and happy to know that there is always progress at AFUB. 
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