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    WOMEN VOICES

ISSUE TWO: OCTOBER 
VOLUME No. 10

EDITORIAL

To all our esteemed readers:

I take this opportunity to salute and welcome you all to our second edition of Women Voices.

In the previous issue you may recall the announcement made with regard to the WBU fourth Women’s forum to be held in Geneva Switzerland. I am delighted to report back that the event was conducted quite smoothly on the 16yh and 17th August 2008. I take this opportunity to thank all those who attended the forum that culminated in general elections for all their commendable representation.

I wish to remind you of a similar event that is scheduled to take place in the Kingdom of Morocco 24th and 25th November 2008. AFUB fourth Women’s Forum that will be concluded by elections equally calls for a high sense of discipline from all participants. Active participation and wisdom in election of reliable and responsible leaders will do great justice to the growth and development of African Union of the Blind.
As we come to the close of this quadrennium I fell indebted to all those who have continuously supported our efforts in the production and publication of the Women Voices newsletter. Indeed your commitment I contributing articles and reading the content of our literature has been a source of encouragement and inspiration to our work. Our gratitude extends to all our development and financial partners in this endeavour.
Needless to mention, we have to put up with very many challenges in our work among them:

1. Scarcity of articles from the ladies.

2. Breaking down of embossers resulting to delayed publication.

3. Communication breakdown hindering reception of feedback from our readership when required.

4. Inadequate copies of the newsletters that do not get to all our targeted members, among others.

Despite the above stipulated challenges, our successes are numerous and include:

1. Awareness raising to all our stakeholders with regard to mainstreaming of blind women.

2. Inculcating advocacy and lobbying skills to all our readers through experience sharing.
3. Equipping our readers with knowledge and information dissemination on various topical issues.

4. Promoting unity and solidarity among the blind and partially sighted women of Africa through contribution of articles.

In our observation, much more needs to be done in the coming years if this newsletter has to serve the purpose for which it is intended in a more efficient and effective manner. This includes:
1. Blind and partially sighted women in Africa should be pro-active and demonstrate ownership of the newsletter by sending in their articles promptly. 

2. The articles presented must be educative, inspiring/encouraging and directed towards the total growth and development of the visually impaired women in Africa.

3. There is need to explore the possibility of reaching gout to more blind and partially sighted women of Africa through the newsletter by: increasing the number of copies to be published, translating the newsletter into local languages, having it in other formats such as video/audio tapes, C.D’s and diskettes etc

4. Coming up with appraisals as a motivational measure to article writers.

I hope on behalf of the editorial team that we have served you in the best way possible and apologies of all the short-comings you may have experienced during the four years. Indeed, through your articles we have been able to consolidate all the women voices into one strong vibrant and loud voice which we believe had made great difference to the situation of blind and partially sighted women of Africa.
One again, thank you very much for your tireless efforts in supporting our course, your active participation in all the activities carried out during the four years, your correction when we did not meet your expectations and your encouragement when things proved so difficult that we probably found ourselves at the verge of giving up. As you prepare for the fourth AFUB Women’s Forum and the General Assembly in Morocco, we sincerely wish you all the best and the urge you to keep the banner of the Women Voices lifted up high.

May God bless you.

Eunice Oniala (editor).

SHE IS BLIND BUT HER STUDENTS SEE A BRIGHT FUTURE:
(Written for Women Voices by Eunice Oniala)

Please note:

This article was published in one of the daily newspapers in Kenya. The Daily Nation, on Thursday 17th October 2008.

I have therefore included it in this issue of the newsletter, not for self praise, but rather, as a way of encouraging and inspiring the blind and partially sighted women in Africa who may be suffering from low self esteem. The underlying message is: whatever you do, do it to your best.
I have written out the article word for word in accordance to the publication in reference. The only missing bit is a lovely photograph taken of me by the journalist as I was working on my computer. Please enjoy yourselves as you read.

Bahati Girls takes every pride in School’s excellence in national examination:

By Kezia Kanyi

Bahati Girls High School in Nakuru has been topping the provincial school’s category for decades in the Kenya certification of secondary school examination; but what has escaped the attention of Kenyans is the fact that the school has been producing excellent results in English and Christian Religious Education. Nothing remarkable until one gets to know who is behind the success in the two subjects. Visually impaired Eunice Njeri Oniala has been teaching in Bahati Girls for years, whereas many will excuse themselves for disability, Mrs Oniala has been thinking otherwise.

Second best:

Apart from topping the provincial category the school has been leading in the two subjects for the last one decade. During the last year’s Kenya Certificate of Secondary Examination some fifty four students scored grade A while eighty four students scored B plain and above. Bahati Girls Secondary School was the second in the best provincial school in the country after Precious Blood lat year.

For Mrs. Oniala, her life in the classroom is almost similar to that of other teachers except that her students must be extra attractive. Unlike other teachers she does not write on the chalk-board. ‘I train my students to be attentive and inquisitive; I normally ask them questions every now and then to make sure that they are following.’ To catch up with the latest textbooks Mrs Oniala has a helper who reads the books to her; as the assistant reads she prepares short notes in her braille machine.
Mrs Oniala was born with perfect eye-sight. However, when she was six she started experiencing eye problems. Within one year one of the yes was totally blind while the other was gradually losing the ability to the see. Her desperate parents sought medication from a traditional doctor but the problem worsened.

Family gave up:

By the time her parents sought professional help from a missionary nearby it was too late. She was referred to Kenyatta National Hospital but nothing would be done to bring her eye-sight. After battling with the problem for some time the family gave up and she was later enrolled at Thika Primary School – a special school for the visually impaired. She was an excellent student and the urge to go on saw her secure a place at Kahuhia Girls’ Secondary School where she did her forms five and six. Her results were good and she was admitted to Kenyatta University.

Upon completion of her degree course she was posted as a teacher to Kilima-mbogo Teachers’ Training College in 1983. She was transferred to Bondo Teacher’s College where taught for six years before being moved to Bahati Girls in 1996.

Mrs. Oniala is married mother of eight, four boys and four girls. Her eldest child is thirty-one years old and last born is aged eleven. Her husband, Mr. Andrew Stephene Oniala, a teacher at Bondo Teachers’ Training College is partially blind, but all their children have no eye problems. Her children have done well in their education; The eldest is an accountant with a firm in Nairobi while her two daughters are students of Maseno and Kenyatta Universities. She currently lives with three of her children.
Needy orphans:

Over the years, she has learnt to do most things on her own and it is clear that neatness and orderliness are important to her. She is able to retrieve anything with ease because she arranges them in ways best known to her.

In a bid to give back to the society, the family started a children’s home in 2006. With the held of the administration officers and the churches, she was able to identify needy children in Bahati area. The home offered shelter to fifteen girls and also took care of twenty other needy children who were non-residents.

Unfortunately, she had to close down the home last year due to lack of sponsors. She found other well established homes were the girls were accommodated.

Mrs. Oniala is a leader in the African Union of the Blind and has been the Vice-Chairperson of the Women’s Committee for the last four years. She is also an active member of the Kenya Union of the Blind; she is a role model to many girls and a great inspiration to many others, who have had an encounter with her, especially her students.

Mrs. Oniala has especially inspired members of the Kenya union of the Blind, where she holds counselling sessions with them every once a month.

Their Honesty:

The teacher says that she marks exams and continuous assessment tests in school without any problems. Her assistant usually reads what the student has written word for word, and a good point is ticked.

If she does not agree with the point, the assistant underlines or writes down the necessary comments as dictated by the teacher. The students are equally helpful and if they complain about the marking she takes it up with the assistant immediately.

This is, however rare, says the teacher, who applauds the young girls for her honesty.
The fifty five year old teacher is competent computer user and she types her exams and continuous assessment tests on her own. 
A SUMMARY OF THE 2007 IDP FOURTH FORUM PROCEEDINGS

by Eunice Oniala.

(This article has been published due to public demand from our readership as most ladies were unable to lay hands on the issue that had the above named event which took place as from 7th to 10th May, 2007 in Nairobi Kenya at Pan-afric Hotel. The said forum had its theme as Jamii Jumuishi (Social Inclusion) and was geared towards the achievement of four primary objectives:

1. Information/experience sharing among persons with visual impairment; 

2. To enable the blind and partially sighted participants hold discussions around available service models.

3. Provide an opportunity for colleagues from across the continent to get together for the purpose of supporting each other in this field of blindness.

4. Provide an opportunity for more persons with visual impairment to learn of new areas of services that are being developed across the continent.

The gathering provided members present with an opportunity to have a fruitful interaction with partners and stakeholders; e.g. university practitioners, planners, blind and visually impaired leaders and grass root workers, students, regional and international NGO representatives, government and organizational leader. 

The IDP forum was opened by the Minister of Gender, Sports, Culture and Social Services in Kenya, an activity that was proceeded by speeches from some notable officials;   e.g. Dr. Aubrey Webson (IDP Consultant), Mr. Chris Friend,      Dr. William Rowland ( President World Blind Union), Mr. Paul Tezanou (AUB President), Mrs. Ambwere (Commissioner for Social Services in Kenya) among others.
All speeches made on this day laid emphasis on the importance of the function and its theme of inclusion as well as the role to be played by individuals, co-operations, communities and governments if persons with visual impairment have to make a headway. The millennium development goals (MDG’s) were highlighted and it was considered imperative that disability is fitted into them before 2015.

A minutes silence was earlier observed in honour of the late Dr. Diarra who perished in the plane crash on the night of 4th May 2007 on his way from Burkina Faso to Nairobi.
In the afternoon of the same day, a very emotional speech was made by the honourable Floyd Maurice, (Minister of State in Jamaica). He talked of the need for empowerment in technology among the blind. He gave a very thrilling and inspiring speech which was based on his personal experience as a leader. He stated that despite the many challenges in a blind person’s life all is possible with dedication and commitment. Honourable Floyd Morris advised that all delegates to this forum should go back home and convince their governments to ratify and sign the U.N. Convention immediately.

Various presentations were made by many other vibrant and dynamic speakers during this forum. e.g.
1. Henrietta, a senator in South Africa made a speech highlighting on the following areas:
(a) There are twenty persons with disabilities in the South African National Assembly, four with visual impairment.

(b) She emphasized that inclusive education in should embrace all areas of life, sporting included

(c) She remind delegates present of the importance of technology in addressing issues of sports among the visually impaired and criticised the media for its negligence of the audio role turning all attention to use of vision
(d) She advised persons with visual impairments to utilise theatre instead of just being known for singing e.g. the blind themselves should act in programmes rather that have the sighted act blind. This also implies that the blind should use and sensitise the national co-operations so that they can make the blind visible.

Giving an example of a poem titled ‘Disability is not a crime just give me time’ the Honourable Member of Parliament stated that poem writing can also change difficult situations.

2. Zakeria Mohammed Yacoob (Judge of the Constitutional Court of South Africa) made it clear in his speech that people with visual impairment do not need a special place of their own in society, nor do they require a better place than is accorded to other members of the community, but in essence he emphasised on equality of dignity and human rights. This therefore paved way for deliberations later on the program based on disability, poverty and human rights. It was felt that disability is an agenda that needed to be included in the international struggle for poverty.
3. Mr. Noah Kabbakeh shared experiences of the relationship between blindness and poverty from Sierra Leone perspective. He explained that poverty not only causes but worsens disability.
4. Cornelius Ojangole gave a speech on case studies conducted on disability human rights monitoring in Kenya and Cameroon. He presented a paper set to know insights on Human Right issues in the mentioned countries and stated that though human rights go beyond all attributes of life, the subject is tackled from the social and attitudinal point of view.
5. Phitalis Were highlighted on challenges facing persons with disabilities and listed them as follows:

(i) Information technology

(ii) Unemployment/limitation sin occupations

(iii) Weak organisations for advocacy

(iv) Weak human rights organisations which are unable to institutionalise and internationalize disability issues e.t.c

He made the following suggestions as the way forward:

(i) Persons with disabilities should change their attitudes and market themselves confidently

(ii) There is need for employer sensitization
(iii) Establishment of disability enterprise fund for economic empowerment

(iv) They should lobby for a budget that will facilitate education inclusion programs to alleviate poverty

(v) Strengthen and support of parliamentary committees that deal with disability issues

(vi) There is need for our government to take an affirmative action to better the lives of the visually impaired globally

(vii) Such government should also formulate and implement disability friendly laws.

Other topics discussed during the IDP Fourth African Forum were:
(i) The new disability convention:- a tool to fight social exclusion of blind people

(ii) Social integration of persons with visual impairment in Uganda

(iii) Access to information

(iv) Blindness and social exclusion in Madagascar

(v) HIV/AIDS among the blind and partially sighted in Africa e.t.c

Other exciting incidents during this memorable occasion included: The celebration of AFUB’s 20th Anniversary and the launch of the Dolphin pen which goes a long way in enabling persons with visual impairment access technology much more easily and conveniently now more than ever before.
My observation is that the four days were heavily loaded and it may not be easy for me to give a comprehensive coverage of all the activities that unfolded during the period in question.

Members expressed their joy as they actively participated in all discussions held and I would not help but see the hunger in everyone’s mind to learn more. There was a very clear indication that although people with visual impairment are situated in various countries within the African continent, we all share similar experiences in the area of exclusion, go through the same challenges in life and therefore need to stick together in our fight for equality and promotion of our dignity and human rights in this inhuman world.

Women Voices recognizes the tireless efforts made by those involved in the preparation of this event, the World Blind Union IDP Program that brought together so many participants and stakeholders together and all delegates for having played a vital role in making the IDP Fourth African Forum such a great success.
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