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“International Co-ordination of Library Semccs for blind and Phys:cal!y handicappcd individuals: an overview of IFLA

activities™

Unesco Journal of Information Science, Librarianship and Arckives Admm:m ation. VDl 1, No. 4 (Oct./Dee, 1979): PP 242-247

. FERNANDO H.N.J,

*“The Present situation and the l—utare Project of Library Services to the Visually Handicapped in Sri Lanka”, Paper :

presented at the IFLA Asian Semi
University, Japan, 25th-31st January, 199,
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The First IFLA Asian
Seminar on Library Services
to the Visually Handicapped
in Developing Countries.
January 25th-31st 1991
University of Tokyo, Japan.

By

‘Miss Tanzki Fernaade

Assistant Director (Actg.)

Sii Lanka National Library Services Board

- The IFLA Asian Seminar on Library Services to the
Visuzlly Handicapped in Developing Countries,
was held in Tokyo, Japan from 25th — 3Ist January,
1991. This seminar was organised by the standing
¢ommittee of the section of libraries for the Blind of
the International Federation of Library Associations

and Iastitutions {IFLA) and the Assomatlon of Libraiies.

for the Blind in Japan

The idea of having a seminar like this was based on,

the reconmllon of the ‘ollowmg facts =—

1. 75% of the Worlr"s illiterate people hve in Asia

2. Accessto reading material in alternative media is
severely limited in Asia

3. Many illiterate people are physically disabled and
unable to read print

4, 1990 is International Literacy year
5. 1989 - 1999 is the Usited Nations “Decade of
Caltural Development”

The purpose of this seminar was to promote Library
Services and Literacy Programmes designed to meet

the needs of the visually handicapped and to cncouragcl

and assist the Provision of Library Services for visnally
_ handicapped persons in Asian Developing Countries.
More than hundred (100) participants from twenty five
countries (Developed and Developing) attended the
first Asian Seminar on Library Services {o the Visually
Handicapped. The countrics are Algeria, Australia,
Banglﬁdesh,- China, Denmark, Fiji, France, India,
Indonesia, Iran, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, ' Nepal,

8

Country Reports at the auditcrium,

Pakistan, Papua New Cmmea Singapore, Sti Lanka,

Sweden, Thailand, United K.mgdom Uruguay, USA

USSR and Vietnam.

The official opcmng session of the Asian Seminar was

held at the YASUDA AUDITORIUM, University of
Tokyo. The opening address was delivered by the
President of the Japan Library Associaticn, titled —
Literacy of the Visually Handicapped in Asian
Developing Countiies and the Role of Japan, The

~ Keynote address was presented by Mrs.,. Winnie

Vitzansky, Director of the Danish National Library
for the blind, titled — Literacy and libraries for the
Blind. Seventeen (17) Delegates from Asian developing
countries were selected for the presentation of their
1 was selected for
the-presentation of our country report, 1 presented a
ten page Country Report titled “THE PRESENT
SITUATION AND THE FUTURE PROJECT OF
LIBRARY SERVICES TO THE VISUALLY
HANDICAPPED IN SRI LANKA.”

An Exhibition on Technology for the Visually Handi-
capped was held at the Yasuda Auditorium. This
Exhibition was named as “TENYAKU HIROBA,”
the most advanced braille transcription network for
the blind which is supported by IBM Japan. IBM
Biaille Forum — Braille Translation Network Systen,
Braille Editing Programme, Braille Dictionary System
and Screen Reader were demonstrated at this exhibition.

The Asian Seminar was arranged as sessions and
workshops. _
held on the following subjects.

Sessions e S

- Session 1 : Introdué;ion to Asian Seminar onLibrary
Services to the Visually Handicapped in
developing countries
— Intentions and Goals

— . Participant’s background and expec-
tations by all participants

Production of Special Format Materials
- Braille

—  Talking Book

-~ Other tactile materials

Session 2 :

udnmE g0 B

Four sessions and seven workshops were



' Session 3 : Dissemination of Special Format
Materials

— Circulation
— Radio Reading Service

— Resource Sharing
Session 4 @ User Needs

Workshops
Workshop 1
Workshop 2
Workshep 3
Workshop 4 Radio Reading Service
Workshop 5 Resource Sharing
Workshop 6 Student Libraries
Workshop T New Access Téchno!ogics
International Cooperaticn—the Role of IFLA

Braille Book Production
Talking Book Production
Circulation :

A very brief introduction on the Asian Seminar was
given by the Cheirman, IFLA/SLB Mr. Hiroshi
- Kawamura., He mentioned the main objeztive of this

seminar was to share experience and knowledge among
- the developing and developed countries in order to
provide participants with a positive exchange of ideas.

Specially in developing countries, libraries wishing to
serve the blind and Visually Handicapped readers, have
often had to produce special format materials such as
Braille, audio tapes, Large Print and other tactile material
by themselves, as the publishing ind ustry is not producing
these material in large quantities. Production of
Braille Books, Talking Books and other tactile material
was explained very clearly during the sessions and
discussed in depth at the workshops.

The braille writing devices, making of copies, computet
controlled systems for creation of braille text, Proof-
reading, Corrections, Paging and titling of braille
books, gatheting of pages, and Binding had been
discussed. Participants from developing -countries
explained the problems they aie facing in connection
with the production of braille books, Several questions
were raised on the use of uncontracted braille (each
letter in piint is repiesented by one cell of braille) and
contracted braille (particular words of common groups
of letters can be represented by a one — or two cell
contraction.) It was emphasized that every country
should establish a National braille code.

plnme oS

Guidelines were given as to how to set up and begin
a talking. book service. Setting up of a stucio for

~ recordings, Types of equipment that could be used,

Tape formats, making of copies, Technical aspects
which are relevant to the Production of talking books
were discussed in detail at the workshop.

Production of Large Print books for partially sighted
and those who have low vision, the main ways of
producing large print such as photocopy enlargir_:_g,
Scanaing and Creating an Original large Print master
were also discussed in depth at the workshop.#Produc-
tion of other tactile matcrials such as Cofintry Maps,
Tactuul Graphi.s, Tactual Graphics for non-braille
readers, -Audio graphics and Soforth were explained
in detail at the sessions as well as at the workshep.

Dissemination of special format materizls was
discussed under the Methods - CilCUl:;liOﬂ, Radio
Reading Service and Resource Sharing. It was
emphasized that literacy is necessary to enable use of
library materials, therefore efficient Ciroulation and
distribution of library materials is essential for the
spread of literacy.” The main featuie of this seminar
was that nine delegates represented the “mainstream”
Library Services of their country. These institutions.
ate Danish Nationzl Library for the Blind, Delhi
Public Liorary, National Library of Iren, Sabah__ State
Library — Malaysia, Nepal National Library, Sri Lanka
National Library, Srinakharinwirot University Libraety ~
Thailand, National Library for the Blind — UK., and
National University of Montevideo ~ Uruguay.

Session and Workshop Leader Mis. Jan Smark
Nilsson of the National Book Council, Austra!la.
stated in her paper titled Circulation and D'i:uib_utm.n
of Materials — “The obvious, starting point for distf:-ﬂ :
bution and circulation of materials in other formats is,
firstly, the National Library in your country, supported
by — where it exists — a local public libraty net’wo‘rk.
Therefore, the presence of these delegates representing
national and university libraries signals a very important
fact — that these institutions can and should recognise
their ‘role in distribution of materials to visually
impaited people in their country, and also, the promo-
tion of and assistance towards people (whether visually
impaired or not) acquiring literacy skills. There is a.
need to lobby the national library in each country to

|




ensure that visually impaired people are included in
savices and not relegated to private agencies. Where
government supported agencies exist, a strong liaison

should be fostered between them and the national
library.”?

A detailed description was given on Radio Reading
ervice which could be introduced in developing
countries in order to provide their print — handicapped
Teaders with the information they need.  People whoe

are unable to read print due to g visual or physical

Impairmeat, could obtain the information they need,
with a combination of easy accessibility and inexpen-
sively through a Radio Reading Service, Following
guidelines were given as to how to establish a Radio
Reading Seryice for visually handicaps : Building up
of a Radio Reading Setvice, how to overcome copyright
Testrictions, allowing it to fre_ei}'-bma(icast 60 an open.
channel, How to contact potential listencrs (Blind and
Visually handicaps) in orde1 to obtain a sense of what
materials shovid be broadcast on the Radic Reading
Service, funding for this Service — Principally, how
much will you need and from wham will it come ?
What will be the “Sturt-up™ Costs ? What will be the
On going costs ? Further to these facts it has heen
mentioned that the governmental agency that admini--
ters the communications laws in one’s country be

contacted initially to establish the \fi'abiiity of obtaining .

a frequency on which the Radio Reading Service may
be broadeast. The rules for number of hours of

broadcast is allowed and whether the service will be

broadeast on the AM band or FM band.

Rescurce sharing was described as the various means
necessary to give visually handicapped people access to
existing special format material by interlending, coordi.

nation of preduction to avoid waste of resources, and .

exchange of information and knowledge to make sure
that we use our resources in the most effective wa /.

Identification of the existing coflections of speciaj
format material in a country is the very first step in
the process of sharing resources, The organisations
Serving for the blind and visually handicapped. should
have the heldings of the collections of braille, largeprint
and audio material in the ccﬁlntry. Some of the most

_important aspects of cocperation, such as common -

formats and Catalogues to make interlending possible,
Copyright to make it legal, and Coordination of
Production and information to make it as cheap as

- possible were discussed in depth. It was emphasize

that the National Library of each country should have
a National Union Catalegue cf special format material
in the country,and each country’s National Biblio graphy
cught to include special format material. '

User needs of visually impaired people were discussed
at & session conducted by Mr. Bertil Smark Nilsson,
Integration Co-ordinatos of the Box Hill College of
TA¥E, Australia, who is totally without sight.. This
Session was extremely valuable as he came cut with all
hisexperiences gained during the fificen years of secvice,
The following suggestions were made by him.

— Toconducta Survcy on usey needs of the visually
‘handicapped in each country '

— Visually impaired Children be taught sither
braille or large print .

- Acquiring audio reading skills is somet hing that
can be achieved later in life

- Visually handicapped people are literate in their
first language :

-—  Priority should be given to producing material in
braille and large print in the local language

— Information such as Newspapers, Magazines,
advertising material should readily be available

_ for visually impaired people

— To keep in touch with the visually handicapped

" readers informing them of the developments
within the library service

Resources and Transc:iption Services for students
who are vision impaired were discussed at the work
shop-student libraries. Access to Card Catalogues
and online Catalogues Liaison with educational Instito-
tiohs, Face to face Readgrs for students. Equipment
and cornselling are some of the aspects explained under
the heading Resovurces. Transcription services were
explained - under the headings Braille, Large print,
Audio, Machine Readable formats and Graphics in

~ Alternate formats.

1. Nilsson, Jan Smark. How fo Reach the people who need the Service: cireulation and Distributton of matevicls. {Paper presenlte'd
~ atthe IFLA Asizn Seminar on Library Services to the Visually Handicapped) {Tokyo, 19313 p. 3 -4
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New Access Technology to information of knowledge
for the visually handicapped was discussed at the
workshop on New Access Technologies. Libraries
Serving for the Blind and Visually handicapped in
developed and in some developing countries had
installed the most advanced computer sccess sysfem
for the blind and w%ualiy handicarped. The compo-,
nent of the new access technelogies may be broken
into input devices, output devices, data-storage devices
communication devices and central processing unit.

On-ling information retrieval, optical character
Recognition, CD-ROM, voice synthesizer (synthetic
speech) pin-displays, braille printers and Laser Printers
connected to computers will brirng a new environment
for information access systemfor the blind and visually
handicapped. The computer acccss system for the
visually handicapped can be the best example of a
“true user friendly man-machine interface.’

The following equipment had been demonstrated
during the workshop :—

1.. Xerox/Kurzwell Personal Reader

This Reader is a break through in téchnology for
people who are blind, or visually impaired.. It is a
portable system and a powerful tool for all applications
at work, at school, at home or at the library. 1t is an

optical scanner that reads typeset and typewritten

material and turns it into synt hetic speech.
2. Eoreka A4

The Eureka A4 is a totally new concept in equipment
for visually impaired people. This has been designed
in consultation with pofential users. It contains a
unique combination of features to provide electronic
secretarial assistance wherever required. Furcka A4
truly opens-up a whole new world of opportunities in
employment, education, and at home. The Standard

Inbwlt Features of this equipment are Voicé Qutpuy
Disk Drive, Note Taker, Data Base, Word-processor,

- Diary, Scientific Calculator, Alarm Clock, Calendar,
Telephone Modem, Braille and Qwerty Inpui, Computer,
Telephone Directory, Communication Terminal and
Music Composer.

3, Braille Note 43 A
4. Riso Screen Fax SP - 180

- This is used for production of Maps and other tactile -

presentations, .

Hedomae gbusS

them with their fingers.

Seminar.

5. Stereo Copying System.

The Sterco Copying System represents a great
advancement in the dissemination of information to
the blind and to people with low vision. Through
this system pictures, maps, graphs and the like conld ba .
casily raised, so that the blind would be able to fee! .
“The Stereo Copying iSystem
developed by Matsumoto Yushi Séivaku Co.- Ltd.,
Japan revolutionizes the life of the blind,” and “The
blind can now see pictures, maps, graphs and sofnrth o
This system is used ior reproduction m Praille text
too, -

The Role of TFLA was explained under the Intér-
national Cooperation by IFLA’s project manager for
the Advancement of Librarianship in the Third World
Programme, Bergitta Beigdall. The fcllowing Core
Programmes of IFLA were discussed at the Seminar,’

— Universal Availability oi Publications (UAP).

-~ Universal Bibliographic Control a-nd' Intes-
national Marc (UBCIM)

— Preservation and Conservation (PAC)

-~ Universal Dataflow and Telecommunications

(UDT)

~  Advancement of Librarianship in the Third
World (ALP)

Importance of the Th[rd World membership in IFLA
IFLA’s ALP Programme, its objectives, programme,
contents and pricrities and the future plans were
explained in detail. It was hoped that many of the
developing countries particiz ci:d in this Seminar weuld
encourage their institutior: to become IFLA members
when they return to their respective _couutries.

: ‘itmlv Tour

Study Tour to the lapan Braille Library and the
National Diet Library was arranged at the end of the

"

" Japan Eraille Library

Japan Braille library is a»nanonal nen-profi tvclunteer
service organisation, which provides biaille books and
cassetie teres free of charge to blind and visually
impaired people. This library consists of approvimately

A



140,000 volumes of braille books and’ 360.000 recorded
cassette tapes. This is considered to be the oldest and
largest littary emeng braille libraries in Japan,

Services of the Japan Braille Library are : Lending
Service, Reference Service, Preduction of Brzaille bocks,
Production of Tapes, Braille classes for the newly
~ plind, special Training Courses for further educating
quzlified transcribers and readers.

This library has a Supplies Division of aids and
appliat.ses which meets the unique needs of blind and
visually impaired people. These aids and appliances
include various items suchas braille writing instruments,
cassette tape recorders, tactual quartz dial watches,
specially adopted games, scales etc. This division has
succeeded in meeting the needs of the visually handi-
capped by developing new special mateiials, and
adopting existing materials for special use.

12

National Dict Library

The Naticnal Diet Library belongs tc the legislature
in which resides the highest state power of.Japan.
It is the only National Libravy and piovides services
for the Diet, 1or the government and for the people in
Japan. All publications inJapan are deposited in the
Library, which prcduces the data bases of domestic
publications. The National Dict Library is a large
cemprehensive library for the people with a combined
function of research seivices for the Diet.

To meet the needs of the visually handicapped, the
Library has been engaged in the production and loaning
of recorded academic literature through the Japan
Braille Library since -1975. The libiaiy has also
published in series the “National Union Catalogue of
Braille and - recorded books™ since 1981 and makes
efforts to collect braille publications and large print
books. TR e
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INFORMATION DEVELOP?

VOLUME 7 NUMBER 4

Information Development is an International Journal
for Librarians, Archivists and Information Specialists.

Volume 7 Number 4 October 1991 — This issue is on

Information Development in Sri Lanka. The Editor of
this issue is Mr. J. Stephen Parker and the Guest Editor
is Mrs. Ishvari Corea, Chairperson of the Sri Lanka
National Library Services Board.

Seven articles in this issue were writtén by Sri Lankan

Professionals in the field of Library and Information -

Science. These articles aim to illustrate wide range of

activities currently being undertaken to promote library -

and information development in Sri Lanka.

The articles and tHe Authors are as follows —
FEEDING HUNGRY MINDS : grassroots
library services in Sri Lanka. by Ishvari Corea.

THE NATIONAL LIBRARY OF SRI LANKA
AND THE NATIONAL LIBRARY SYSTEM.
by M. 8. 1J, Amarasiri.

SCIENTIFIC JOURNALS OF SRI LANKA.
- by Nimala R. Amarasuriya,

MICROFILMING FOR THE SAFETY OF

LIBRARY MATERIALS. by N. T. 8. A. '

* Senadeera.”

LIBRARY EDUCATION IN SRI LANKA.
by 8. M. Kamaldeen.

NEWSLETTERS -AND  DEVELOPMENT
COMMUNICATION. by Vijitha Fernando.

- SELECTING SOFTWARE FOR A DEVELOP-
MENT INFORMATION DATABASE.
by Hemamalee Geethananda. :

summIc s

ENT OCTOBER, 1991

FORTHmmNG PUBLICATIONS OF THE BOARD
Sri Lanka {ISBN) Publishers Dircctory first Edition 1991

With the Introducticn of the International Standard

" Book Numbering System in Sii Lanka, the ISBN

Agency which is housed at the Sri Lanka National
Library Services Board was able to collect most current
information on varicus aspects of the publishing

_industry. Among other things this Directory of Publi-

shers is one result of the ISBN Project in Sri Lanka-
The first impression of the ISBN Publishers Directory
which is the first of its: kind, was published_ i this
country in 1987 This is the first adition, which will
be released within a fow days. :

The registration of publishers in the ISBN Agency
and the comnilation of the Directory was based on the
information supplied by the publishers themselve:,
In comparison with the first imnression of this Directory,
the number of publishers included has also shown an
increase of 50%,. The Directory records 716 publishers
who have been identificd by the Sri Lanka ISBN Agency,
and categoriced into 3 groups. :
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The Sri Lanka (ISBN) Publishers Direc'tory is a
valuable reference source for those who are concerned
with books or publishine in anvwav.

CONFERENCE INDEX

Generally conferences are more relevant to specific
and limited groups and the proceedings remain mainly
as grey literature, Therefore, an index to conferences
is a useful access tool for non documentary information.
* This index covers particularly the field of Social
Sciences, a topic discussed and recommended at the
APINESS meeting held in Bangkek in 1986, when the
National Library of Sri Lanka was appointed as the
national focal point for the APINESS network.

Information regarding Ccnferences, Seminars and
Workshops held in Ministries, Government Depart-
ments, Corporationsand many private Estcblishments
in Sii Lanka during the period of 1987 - 1990 are
included in this index, This contains 2,153 entries.
The entries provide basic information such as. title,
date, venue, sponsor and organiser.

NATIONAL BIBLIOGRAPHIC
SERVICE PUBLICATIONS

Sri Lanka National Bibliography 1991 1 .- 6 (Januafy
~ June) and 1991 7 —12 (July - December). This is
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the only authoritative record of books published in
the country in Sinhala, Tamil and English Languages.
It records ‘he material received under the Legal Deposit
Law of Sri Lanka and incorporated with a Catalogue
of Forthcoming pubhcatmm It is also an indispensa-
ble aid for : '

- — Checking bibliographic details for selcctl.on
and acquisition '
— Obtaining authoritative Catalogue records
— Information retrieval especially to researchers,
publishers, librariansto have an overview of
local publishing industry :
Available on annual subscription local
Rs. 180.00 (with postage) overseas US$ 17.50
(with postage)

Sri Lanka National Bibliography : Cumaulated Volume
1962. This is a unique record of books published in
the country in 1962 in Sinhala, Tamil and English
Languages. This records the material received by the
National Archives Department during the respective
vear. It consists of three parts such as classified section,
author title, series, index and subject index.

The classified section is enumerated under Dewey
Decimal Classification system (18th ed) and catalogued
under AACR 2 Znd edition, 1978.

Author, Title, Series Index Section and subject index
is arranged alphabetically. This Bibliography is in
great importance to : _

— Information retrieval for researchers, pubb-

" shers, Librarians on "etrcrspectwc materlal in

the country. ;

NEW ARRIVALS

Annual Reports of the Central Bank From 1950 to 1987,
on Microfiche

As one of the most important sources of financial,
economic and statistical information on Sri Lanka,
these Central Bank Reports (MicroFiche edition) are
invaluable both for reference and tesearch. Annual
reports from 1950 to 1987 are available on MicroFiche
in the National Library of Sri Lanka for reference
purposes. :
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society Ceylon Branch
From 1845 - 1959 on MicroFiche

The old series from 18451949 and the new series
from 1950 - 1959 of the Joutnal of the Royal Asiatic
Society Ceylon Branch are available on microfiche in
the Natiopal Library of Sri Lanka for reference

gedmne gowds .



purposes. There are 362 microfiches. including tho
Journal Index.

AGRINET USER SEMINAR

The Agrinet group of libraries organised a ouve day
user-seminar at .the Postgraduaie Institute of Agri-
culture, Peradeniva on 28th November, 1991. This
seminar was sponsored by Council for Agricultural
Research Policy (CARP) Sri Lanka and the Post
gradunate Institute ot Agriculiure.

The objective of the seminar was to creafe an awarcnsss
amons Agricultural scientists in the Kandy region about
Agrinet Services and to provide information aboul new
technological developments in Agricultural information.

More than 100 participants from six institutions namely

the University of Peradeniya, Departmeant of Acri-
culture, Peradeniya, Veterinary Research Insiitute,
Department of Export Agriculture, Tea Rescarch
Institute, Institute of Fundamental Studies and eighteon
librarians from the ‘Agrinet group attended the
seminar. :

Professor Y. D. A. Senanayake in hir key note

address appreciated the services rendered by the Agrinet -

through Cooperative efforts of agricultural librarics in
the country. Four speakers delivered talks on the
following topics.

1. Impact of Agrinet . Services on Ac,,ricu"tural'

Information in Sri Lanka — Mr. M. I. C. Perera,
Coor¢inator/AGRINET

2. Agrinet Future Directions — Mrs. 1. Mudan-
nayake, Librarian/PGIA

3. Advanced Intormation Technologies of Agri-
cultural Information Users in Sri Lanka —
Mr. N. U. Yapa, Head Librarian/TIMI

4. Views from a user — Prof. J. M. R. §. Banda.ra/_
: Faculty of Agriculture, University of Peradeniya.

An exhibition on Agriculiural “Journals available at
the Agricultural Libraries in Sri Lanka was held at the
PGITA auditorium on this day.

IN DENMARK :
Deaf — Blind People Read Teleyision

New technology cffers danish multi disabled access
to more information.

pedmc gaizﬁﬁi

Modern Information technology and word processing
offer a wider range of information to deaf- blind
people, who up te now had very poor aceess to any
information.

Sirce carly November 1990 a danish project, developed
in a cooperation between Denmark Radio (The Danish
Radio and TV Company) and Denmarks Blad
Bibliotek (The Danish library for the Blind) has
brought danish toxt ~ TV (telly text) news to deaf-!/lind.
The project connects two soris of information and’
word processing. The one used by Denmarls Radio in
editing news from home and abroad — and the one
used by the Denmarks blind bibliotek in connection

with the data mastered production of writing in braille.

The output of the preject is 2 somewhat special
sort of newspaper : Eight pages in braille, containing

. telly text news, mailed five times a week to the deaf-

blind, offering far more information and more current
news to the braille readers than ever before.

SHIDOKUKYO 1N JAPAN

Shidokukyo is a group striving for “the Right to
Read” of ihe print handicapped. It covsists of bling,
low visual and sighied members who agree to the
philcsophy of the Right to Read.

This was founded in 1970 and were organised by a
group of blind and partially sighied students, The
Association for Protection of Visually Disabled person’s
life and rights in Tokyo, a volunteer group for braille
transcription (AYUMINO - KAD and another volun-
teer group making audiotapes.

Information on Shidokukyo could be obtained from
the following perscns.
01. M. Masaru Mochizuki,
President, Shidokukyo,
Hagiwara - 80 2F5, _
1-17--13, Motomachi, Kiyvose, Tokyo,
204 Japan, '

0z, Mr, Masaharn Iehihashi,
Executive Secretary,
Higashi — Naganuma, Inagi, Tokyo
206 Japan.
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Here is a Problem

that Needs a Solution

By

M., C. Jayasiri

L=

To get to the subject straight away, I would like to
say, that the problem: 1 have in mind is mass-illiteracy
among the blind and the visually-impaired people in
this coﬁntry, and the immediate solution is to set up a
network of library services for the blind.

Sri Lanka can be proud of a very high literacy rate,
Statistics reveal, that over 85 percent of the population
can read and write, However, if we breakdown thiS
figure and compare it with the literacy rate of the blind
and the visually-impaired cennnunity, in this country; —
though it is ohly about two percent of the whole popula-

-tion - indications are that it is a crisis situation. .

A literacy expert at the United Nations says :
“undoubtedly, sight impairment is a major factor in
causing illiteracy.” And, illiteracy is causing many
serious problems within the blind and the visually-
| “*Most defini-
tions of functional illiteracy™ says the illiteracy cxpert

impaired community in this country.

“define it as the inability to read and wiite in order
to be gainfully employed and live successfully in an
independent manner.” In the case of the blind, this
means inability to-read and write braille. As the
!iteracy expert suggests, one would have to ;ubstizute
the term “communicate” for the ability to read and
write. Therefore, along with reading and writing,
2 blind person must be able to communicate in othey
ways such as listening and typing. * Blind persons can
express themsalvcs by learning to type. But to mead,
blind people must learn braille, Braille is the only
medium of literacy available to the blind, and there is
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a0 sudstitute to it. Inability to read and write is just
as detrinental to the blind as it is to the sighted.
However, due to various factors, over 90 percent of the
blind in this'country including both children and adults
have practically little or nothing to read atall. Whether
it be in Sinhala, in Tamil or for that matter, in English
braille. As such, are functionally illiterate. This is a
major concern for those of us who are invoived in the
blind welfare movement. If over 90 percent of the
sighted population have practically little or nothing to
fead in print, it would be considered a 'national
catastrophe. There is much food for thought in this
argument for the so-called media and literacy experts
grappling with the problems of development in this
couniry. '

Education of the blind in Sri Lanka began in the
year 1912, And today, after nearly eighty years of
blind education — but without adequate rehabilitation
and training facilities, the blind and the visuaily-
impaired in this country are still struggling to feel
their way out from darkness into light. The task
that faces our organisation today is how to accommodate
the blind and the visually-impaired people in a changing
society and become relevant to them.

The fact that I was prompted to get into this whole
issue of braille literacy is that because I find that blind
people arc not close to the norm in terms of measuring
the literacy of the population. Literacy in the dictionary
is defined us the ability to communicate effectively in
terms of both reading and writing. The fact is, that
by that definition, the majority of blind and visually-
impaired people in this are not able to communicate
very well either in print or in braille, in reading of in
writing. Some of our blind readers no doubt are
using talking books and they read at a considerably
higher rate of .books than does the average citizen.
Reading recorded material is fine.. But no country
estimates its literacy rate on the basis of how -many
pecple. can understand recorded material. - Literacy
depends upon the individual’s ability to read and write
for himself. There is no argument that braille, like
print, is a communication medium, . with specifi¢
adiﬁantages. There 1is, in fact, no real substitute for
it. When all else fails, braille still works., Therefore,
everything possible must be done to raise the level of
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awareness in oui community of the importance of
braille, to engender a sense of urgency in solving the
problems that limit both its availability and the reading
ability of those who should be realising its benefits,
and to solicit support for effective promotion of braille.

At this juncture, I would like to quote Mr. Nicholas
Scott, Hen. Minister for Social Security and -the
disabled people in the United Kingdom. Aunnouncing
an initiative to improve information services for the
disabled people, the Hon. Minister said : “pecple with
disabilities including the olind, have a special need for
information to maximise their cpporiunitics for indepen-
dence.” In like manner, there is an argent need for a
national effort to be made in Sri Lanka to improve the
information services for the blind by requesting the
soclal service providers to create organisations or
agencies to provide social access to national information
resources for the benefit of the blind.

The year 1990 had been proclaimed by the Uaited

~ Nations as the International Literacy Year. But

unfortanately, for the blind in this country, the year

1990 passed off without any commsnt or action on the
part of the authorities.

We have received requests, recommendations and
resolutions from students, teachers, organisations and
interested individuals throughout the country requestmb
the setting up of a national library service for the blind:
The purpose of this exercise would obviously be to
encourage the production, teaching and use of braille

as the primary medium of literacy for all blind persons -

who are physically and mentally able to make practical
- use of it,

The so-called welfare and literacy experts in the

country often maintain that such an exercise, or for

“that matter such legislation, would require great
expenditures on the part of the Provincial Councils and
the State. Many peoplé say this, and most people
believe this. But according to a literacy expert at the
United Nations: “in assessing the cost of braille
literacy, it is necessary to bear in mind two costs
associated with the status quo. First, there is the
recognised cost of illiteracy. Tedays world of work
requires no less to the blind than the sighted the ability
to read and write fluently and with precision. TIlliteracy

gnme gbasts

tends to ecquate low—paymg jobs with consequent
lessened tax revenue, lower purchasing power, and
thus low living standards leading to rpoverty and
frustration.” And sometimes, no jobs at all, with
the attendant burden on the family, community and.
the couniry as a whole. This means that with a goed
education, the ability to read and write is absolutely
essential. For anyone, to get a good job, and to
integrate one-self into the soclety literacy is most

in‘mortant

Secondly, the literacy expert says, that over and
above the tangible cost of braille illiteracy, there is the
“intangible cost of wasted lives, and talents lost to the
society.” At a time when unemployment is rampant
can our society ‘and the country bear these costs?
Everyone of -us, blind or sighted deserve the right to

_livc a full-fledged literate and a happy life.

Broadly looking at owr rights and privileges, we
find that the sighted have an unfair advantage over the
blind where reading and writing is concerned. The.
sighted person can at random walk into a bookshop
at any time of the day and pick up a book of his choice
to read and enjoy. He could buy a pen or apencil
from any simple store. He can also walk up to a news-
stan¢ to pick up the newspaper of his liking, But
this right and this privilege is not for the blind. The
bookshops and the news-stands have something for
everyone. Their topics vary: on travel, cooking,
health, ageing, exercise, employment, self-employment,
education, autobiographies, inspirational material,
religion, resource, directories, ‘products, aids, equipment
etc. We pay lip-service in saying that blind people
need help to stand on their feet. True. Blind people
need education, they need rchabilitation and training
facilities, employment 'opporl'unities and independence
and every thing sighted pecple wish to have, but the
question is how can we achieve these ? Still weare
not masters of our destinies. Blind people have the

tight to keep abreast of cuirent events, to enjoy a good

book as any other group. We have the same right of
independence. But without braille literacy, the blind
will be kept forever on the edges of life, For the
schoolgoing blind children, for the young blind seeking
esnpleyment, and for those blind people in employment
and for those adults, they need the provision of braille
to keep them in touch, and keep them alive.
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Every time we speak, every time we write, at every
forum, in every conversation, the blind are calling for
acceptance and equality. However, there can be no
acceptance, and no cquality without literacy. Without
the working knowledge of the written language, full
intepration into society is little more than a pipe~
droam. His excellency the President notes: “In a
fre€ society, a fuller life for the affluent will have no
meaiing if the poor and the under-prlvl‘owd are
excluded.”

Therefore, [ humbly appeal to the authorities
concerned to walk in our direction, to rescuc us from
illiteracy, poverty and frustration. We need a hand-up,
not a hand-out. Qur priorities are : equal opporiuni-
ties and total independence thrcugh braille literacy.

Coming back to the discussion once again, one may
ask other than reading books, what are other ways in
which braille can be put to use ? For instance, braille
bank statements to keep at home. Make a personal
bank repister. After cheques are typed, Dbraille
information on them so they can be identified when
they are cancelled and returned in the bank statement.
Braille all receipts yon want to keep. When ycur
billsarrive, and someone reads them to vou, immediately
braille the part of the stub that you will keep for your
reccrds. Do not detach the other part of the stub
until you have prepared the cheque and are ready to
mail the payment. Have some papers on which you
don’t wish to write braille? Write the information
on a large envelope ; then keep the papers in that
envelope. Make labéls for foods. Cut the paper
into label-sized pieces, write in braille and attach them
to the apackges, tins, bottles, ctc. Have trouble in
keeping the colour of shoes in mind; staple label with
colour of shces in skoe box.

Janguage.

Russel
Braille the name of the

sender on the flaps of envelopes of letters you want to
keep. These are scme of the many ways you can put
braille into use. So, braille literacy is absclutely
essential for the bling and the visualy-lmpaired.

In Japan, braille libraries handlc all matters
coucerning the blind and visually-impaired people and
their culture. Following are some of the activities
handled by the libraries of the blind in Japan :
Bducating volunteers in braille transcription, voice
recording, and publishing crservicing bocks in braille,
Pyblishing and servicing in ‘large print for the
partially-sighted. * Preparing textbooks for blind
children who go under the integrated -education,
Braille transcription and voice recording of textbooks
for blind university students. Transcribing examination
papers into braille also answer sheets into Japanese
Also: Tiansciitbing and publishing the
advertisements of private compznics inte braille.
Transcribing varicus information regarding public and

~ private facilitics or lccal areas. Counselling people

who have ‘gone blind and teaching them the art of
reading braille, and typing, developing, selling and
servicing various devices for the blind etc.

Literacy is the key to de\-’elopmenth Everyone of
us must learn to read and write for hlmself Without.
literacy there can be no development,

Finally, I appeal to. all well-wishers of the blind
the sympathisers of the cause of blind welfate, and to
all- our many friends who work and understand the
blind to genuinely support our cause for braille literacy
to be achieved in the shortest possible time. 1 wish,
to remind you of that great philosopher Sir Bertrand
when  he rightly said : “remember your
humanity, forget the rest.”
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