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1.
About the Association

1.1
The Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc, founded in 1945, is a voluntary advocacy organisation of approximately 2,000 members who pay an annual subscription.  Given that over two thirds of those requiring blindness-related services become blind very late in life, this figure represents the vast majority of the blind community who are economically, socially and vocationally active.

1.2
The Association deals primarily with the Royal New Zealand Foundation for the Blind, it being the main service provider of services to our members, local and national Government, as well as government and disability agencies.

1.3
The Association’s primary role is to advocate to those whose decisions affect blind people; it continually works to remove the barriers of discrimination and promotes a better understanding of the needs of blind people throughout society.

1.4
The Association was the first consumer-driven advocacy organisation for any group of people with disabilities to be established in New Zealand.  We remain the only consumer organisation where blindness or vision impairment is the only criteria for membership, and the largest blindness consumer organisation.  While there are other organisations focussing on issues and challenges faced by specific subgroups of the blind community, many active members of those organisations are also members of the Association for deliberation on general blindness issues.

1.5
The motto on our letterhead sums up the purpose of our organisation, "blind people speaking for ourselves".

1.6
Over our 57-year history we have worked with service providers and Government to strive for independence, equality and opportunity for blind and vision impaired New Zealanders.

1.7
It is with the unequivocal support of our members, that we make the following representation to the Education and Science Select Committee in support of the Foundation’s Private Bill.

2.
Historical Involvement of Association and its Support for Change to RNZFB Governance

2.1
The Association was founded for, and continues to base its policies and processes, on strong values of full participation by blind and vision-impaired people in those issues that affect us.  A need for governance reform of the Royal New Zealand Foundation for the Blind was one of the major reasons for the Association being founded in 1945.  The Association's founders were adamant that quality services to blind and vision-impaired people could only be provided when a true partnership existed between those providing services and those receiving them.

2.2
In the mid-1990s, it was widely accepted that the anachronistic Royal New Zealand Foundation for the Blind Act 1963 needed to be replaced. The Association's core values led it strongly to the view that in the context of modern thinking on disability issues, the process of determining a new instrument of governance should be led by blind and vision impaired people ourselves.  A process that would lead to a new Constitution for the Foundation founded on principles of self-determination must itself reflect those principles. 

2.3
In April 1996 representatives of the Board, the Association and organisations dealing with specific subgroups within the blind community came together.  This meeting resulted in the establishment of a Governance Task Force.  Its purpose in broad terms was to develop a constitution, related governance instruments and a detailed plan of organisational structure that would be broadly agreed among interested parties.  The representative group that appointed the Task Force chose its members based on expertise and standing in the blind community.  Its work was completed over three years and involved hundreds of hours deliberation that included stakeholders of which this Association is one. 

2.4
The process followed by the Governance Task Force was widely supported by Association members; it was thorough, transparent and inclusive.  It issued three consultation papers at intervals during the course of its work.  The first two were made available to all stakeholders in their chosen format.  From this a list of interested parties were drawn up and those on this list were regularly kept appraised of developments.  Debates were robust and the ultimate consensus reflected a legally sound conclusion that had broad agreement.

2.5
Following the Governance Task Force’s report to the Board in 1999, the Foundation’s Board considered it necessary to form its own Working Party (comprised exclusively of Board Members) to progress transitional matters not considered by the Task Force.  The Board’s own Working Party proceeded outside the stated parameters and made unilateral and substantive changes to the Governance Task Force’s recommendations and Constitution.

2.6
The Association’s National Council met in February 2000 to discuss the Board’s unilateral changes, expressing a strong view that the Board’s actions constituted an act of bad faith.  Although the two organisations endeavoured to work together and resolve differences in this regard, dealings between the Foundation and Association deteriorated from through until the Association’s Conference in October 2000.  At this juncture, it was agreed by Conference that attempts be made to reconcile the diametrically opposed differences between the two organisations.

3.
The Association and Foundation Unite to Progress Future Governance of the Foundation
3.1
In January 2001, in the sincere hope that a mutually agreed position could be reached, representatives from the Association and Foundation met in a retreat environment for two days.  The fruits of this meeting resulted in the establishment of the Governance Reform Implementation Team (GRIT) which comprises two representatives from each of the Foundation and this Association.  A “Record of Agreement” (Appendix A) was signed by both parties (Association’s National President and Foundation’s Board Chairman), on 24 January 2001; this reflected agreement on the vehicle to progress an alternative means of governance to that of the RNZFB Act.  The record also documented agreements around contentious issues that previously proved as a stumbling block to progress.

3.2
The GRIT worked relentlessly on behalf of its respective organisations and the blind community to address resultant processes and issues.  Having achieved a consensus position, it then conducted a referendum of all Foundation members in August 2001, that offered the choice of supporting or not, the transition to a new act that provided for a future referendum on an incorporated society.  Throughout this process, the GRIT ensured that cognisance was taken of both organisations’ views with an outcome mutually agreeable to both organisations.  More importantly it ensured agreements reflected the best interests of blind people whilst also protecting the longevity and perpetuity of the Foundation.

3.3
Of note is that while the Foundation has, since 1996, funded a significant proportion of costs related to the review of its future Governance, the Ministry of Education actually provided $25,000 towards costs incurred, during the life of the Governance Task Force (1996 to 1999 inclusive).

3.4
The Private Bill now before the Education and Science Select Committee, is the painstaking result of hundreds of hours of accumulative work.  The Association firmly believes this reflects an exemplary consultation process, which enjoys broad agreement amongst the blind community and stakeholders.

4.
Conclusion
4.1
The Association is encouraged by the present Government's commitment to people with disabilities having a greater say in the policy formulation process, and taking control of our own lives.  We stand on the verge of an exciting new era in disability policy, where one of the oldest disability-related charities in New Zealand will have an instrument of governance that reflects the modern view that better services are delivered when those for whom the services are intended have broad control.  While the decision to switch to that model will ultimately be Parliament’s, this Association hopes its input as the only true blindness organisation, speaking on behalf of significant number of blind New Zealanders, can help influence that decision.

4.2
As the voice of the organised blind in New Zealand, this Association therefore urges Parliament to endorse the Foundation’s Private Bill and to effect a swift transition to this new instrument of governance that enjoys widespread support in the blind community.

