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Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc

An overview of the more significant outcomes and activities of Conference 2011 are highlighted… Conference was held 30 September to 2 October inclusive. Vice President Jonathan Godfrey “Chaired” all Conference sessions, standing in for the National President, whose personal commitments delayed his joining Conference until the morning of Sunday 2 October. Presentation of items is in no specific order. 

Outcome of 2011 ABC NZ Election

Although this is not a specific activity of Conference, it is where election outcomes are notified officially. While members will realise there was no election, many are unaware about whether all positions have been filled, and who the successful candidates are. To start with, the maximum number of nominations for positions up for election were received, thus all candidates were elected unopposed. In fact there are no changes to the Board and congratulations are extended to Clive Lansink on his re-election as National President, and to the four Members at Large, Dave Allen, Ann Bain, Shaun Johnson and Brian Say. 

Appointment of Vice President and two Members at Large to Management Committee

The Vice President and the two Board Members who join the National President and Executive Officer on the Management Committee are appointed by the Board as soon as practicable following the conclusion of Conference. They are appointed from amongst elected Board Members. These three appointments are for a one year period and remain in place through until the conclusion of Conference 2012.  The Board met immediately following the conclusion of Conference and resolved appointments for the Vice President and the two Management Committee positions:
a)
Vice President: Jonathan Godfrey was the sole nominee for this position and is duly appointed Vice President.

b)
Management Committee: Dave Allen and Shaun Johnson were appointed to fill the two Board Member positions – they join the National President, Vice President and Executive Officer.

Amendment to Constitutional Ruling 10.1

Conference endorsed the proposed amendments. This means that anyone standing for election to the Association’s Board from hereon, will, at the time nominations close for a given election, have to have been a financial member for a minimum of 24 months out of the past five years. 

The Constitution has been updated accordingly and I anticipate this being issued to Branch Secretaries by the end of this month. One copy in each of the following formats will be provided – large print, Braille, audio. Electronic copies will be issued via email.

Amendment to the Branch Handbook and other organisational documentation will occur once the Board’s Rules and Policy Standing Committee has amended pertinent text. Updated copies will be issued to Branch Secretaries once this has been achieved. Additional copies of updated documentation (Constitution and Branch Handbook) in all formats will be available from the National Office, upon request.

Friday’s Business and Activities

The Vice President opened Friday’s business sessions, welcoming attendees to Conference 2011. In conjunction with the roll call, attendees were encouraged to share memories of their first ever Conference. In conjunction with this approach, Jonathan Godfrey (Vice President) and Doug Johnston (National President from 1991-1997) conjointly recognised my length of service (20 years) to the Association. Doug gave a short address, presenting me with a lovely bouquet of flowers.
Conference honoured Elmer Curry, awarding him with Honorary Membership for Life. In awarding Elmer, Conference recognised the extent of his contributions and sustained service to the Association over some thirty plus years.

The President’s Half Hour has become a regular feature of Conference and attendees appreciate this for it recognises the value they place on having some time set aside early in proceedings, to meet old friends and acquaintances and make new ones. This relaxing, social opportunity is one that attendees familiar with the occasion, truly look forward to. As usual this was slotted in between the conclusion of Friday afternoon’s business session and just prior to dinner that evening. 

The evening session commenced with Leadership Seminar participants (Kaye Halkett, Dorothy McCulloch, Chris Scrivens, Mike Stevens and Dave Wilson), each being presented with a certificate acknowledging their participation in this year’s Seminar, by Doug Johnston, facilitator. He then handed over to Mike Stevens who on behalf of participants, shared experiences and the value of having been part of the Leadership Seminar.

Conference then recognised Daniel Phillip’s birthday, with a wonderful rendition of that most appropriate song…

Saturday – Open Day and Award Presentations

Wellington’s Mayor Celia Wade-Brown officially opened Conference, delivering an address that reinforced her Council’s commitment to an inclusive society and working with and alongside disabled peoples’ organisations such as this Association. She recognised local Association members with whom she has worked on issues such as safe walkways and pedestrian access and accessible public transport, both individually and in an Association capacity. 

Guest speakers presented throughout the day on an array of topics – in order of appearance they were…

· Thomas Bryan, RNZFB Head of Support Services and Stephanie Lange, RNZFB Employment Consultant / Practice Advisor: Their topic “Are blind people getting the right education to be employable?” highlighted the diversity of factors that do influence making someone employable and considering what it is, that employers are looking for in employees. One view is that it is not always about education, it is also about the individual having the desired skills and attributes looked for by employers.
· Trevor Garret, Chief Executive, Charities Commission: What is the market place for charities into the future and the Association’s place in this? Reliance on single-sources of funding and competitiveness within sectors were introduced as risks faced by charities and which will influence their role and viability into the future. Clarity around the role organisations such as this Association have with respect to advocacy, and that membership organisations such as this, are best placed to know what to advocate about.
· Kevin Beaver, Chair of Parents of Vision Impaired and Dad to Amanda Beaver (daughter): “How the Association can help parents build a better future for their blind or vision impaired child” was the focus of their joint presentation. Kevin pointed out the Association is very good at what it does, and that the outcomes impact positively for parents of blind and vision impaired children. Amanda spoke of her vision impairment and of not letting this get in her way of her achievements, including at school where availability of materials can be problematic. 
· Carmel Sepoluni, Disability Issues Spokesperson, Labour Party: How the Association can continue to influence change for the benefit of blind and vision impaired people and how disabled peoples’ organisations such as this Association could work with Labour and what Labour would do if in government, to meet its obligations to uphold the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Carmel’s broad, far-reaching topic allowed her to draw upon outcomes of Labour’s achievements when in government and changes made around education for blind and vision impaired children. 
Ongoing difficulties with government departments and agencies making information and technologies available to blind and vision impaired people, were amongst areas where Labour would work closely with the Association to make a difference.
· Chris Laidlaw, Patron of ABC NZ: Chris made a commitment to pop into Conference if he could, even though his work schedule and commitments as a journalist and broadcaster with respect to the Rugby World Cup prevented him from accepting an invitation to join us for much of Conference. He did come along and gladly accepted an opportunity to be introduced to everyone, giving an impromptu address that urged the Association to not be deterred by Government, rousing attendees at the same time to stand firm for their rights as blind and vision impaired individuals.
· Paul Gibson, Disability Commissioner, Human Rights Commission: Government agencies have a role to play in improving the lives of disabled New Zealanders. As blind citizens living in New Zealand, what can we expect from the Disability Commissioner? Paul gave some insight into his background prior to taking up his role as Disability Commissioner, earlier that week.  Paul framed his address in a rights-based context, referencing the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities as the vehicle we must use to make a difference. His involvement as voting member of the Association over the years including attending the 50th anniversary celebrations in 1995, were amongst memories he shared.

· Heather Newell, Director Foresee Communications and Manager New Zealand Blackbaud Pacific: The Board’s work of the past 10 months with Heather, learning more about potential alternate sources of income, developing an infrastructure for this piece of work that includes policies and the establishment of an Endowment Fund, were the primary focus of this address. The importance of Association members actively contributing to funding initiatives such as:

Payroll Giving, bequeathing funds etc, and of Branches using the Endowment Fund as a means of earning interest at a higher rate through investment of Branch funds, were highlighted as areas of work in progress.
Resolutions Committee
It is customary for the Board to appoint the Convenor of this Committee, plus one other from within the Board if perceived necessary. It also recommends to Conference, attendees for appointment to the Resolutions Committee. 

Conference endorsed the Board’s recommendations for the 2011 Resolutions Committee to comprise Martine Abel-Williamson as Convenor and to include Julia Mosen (Wellington), Murray Peat and Paul Brown (Auckland). The Resolutions Committee formulated several resolutions, which you will read about further on this memo.

Remits

Five of the seven Remits submitted for the consideration of Conference, were passed (some with minor amendment), one was referred to the Resolutions Committee for attention and the other was withdrawn in recognition of issues being addressed through a specific Conference agenda item. Remit outcomes are provided in the sequence in which they were presented in Attachment “C” of the Conference Agenda. The text of Remits winning the full support of Conference is provided. Next steps are taken by the Board, whose decisions with respect to progressing them, will be made by at its November 2011 Annual Planning Meeting.

1.
Nelson Branch: Conference was unanimous in its support of the Branch’s sole remit which states: “Conference tasks the Board with ensuring the proposed new Post Office self-service kiosks are fully accessible to blind and vision-impaired people.”

2.
Wanganui Branch: With the support of the Branch’s National Councillor, a slight amendment to the Remit was passed. This resulted in the words “including the Telephone Information Service,” being added. 
The amended Remit was subsequently passed by Conference: “That the Association calls on the Foundation to honour its stated commitment to the principle of equal employment opportunities [EEO] by ensuring that all vacancies without exception are advertised through the email channels set up for this purpose, and also through appropriate local channels, so that all blind and vision impaired job seekers can be informed of vacancies and have the chance to apply and be considered.” 

3.
Auckland Branch: two of the Branch’s three Remits to Conference were passed these being the first two listed in the Remits’ attachment to Conference...

a)
“That the Association's Board investigates new ways in which the Association may play a more proactive role in RNZFB Board elections and promote more engagement of members in the electoral process, and reports its findings to Conference 2012.” 

b)
The Association calls upon the Foundation to conduct a comprehensive review of the adaptive technology service and that this review be considered by the Foundation's management and Board as a top priority for inclusion in the next Business plan. The topics to be covered include: products and services to be supported, nationally consistent delivery of services and support to users regardless of where they live, and the role of the Foundation as a consultant in this field. A clear strategic driver for the review must be increasing the availability of adaptive technology to those blind people who want and need it.

c)
Auckland Branch’s third Remit was referred to the Resolutions Committee for amendment.

4.
Southland Branch: Of the two Remits submitted to Conference, the first was passed and the second was withdrawn.

a)
That Conference calls on the RNZFB Board of Directors to be more accountable to its voting members by developing and practicing a more transparent method in monitoring the performance of Board Directors that includes but is not limited to publicising the attendance of Board Directors at all Committee and full Board meetings. That publication of all information relating to the RNZFB Board of Directors must be circulated to all voting members prior to the annual Board election each year.

b)
This remit was withdrawn in acknowledgement of the discussion topic scheduled for Sunday 2 October with respect to assessing the Foundation three years into its new structure.

Resolutions of Significance

Conference Resolutions come about for a number of reasons – they may be amended or totally reworked Remits, or they can arise from discussion occurring on a given topic. Resolutions are rarely created on the spur of the moment. Instead work involved in amending a Remit or crafting a Resolution often falls to the Resolutions Committee. The following resolutions (and the catalyst for their existence) in no particular order, are brought to your attention.

Resolution 1:
That the Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand notes the New Zealand government’s ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2008, that gives blind and vision impaired people the right to access services, information and technology. 
The Association reaffirms its commitment therefore, to lobby commercial and government agencies to ensure accessibility of new and emerging technologies.

Resolution 2: Arising from the third of Auckland Branch’s Remits this states “That this Association investigates individual and systemic legislative approaches to ensure that blind and vision impaired people can communicate with and obtain information from private and public organisations in a format of their choice.  That following this investigation the Board takes appropriate action.”
Resolution 3: An outcome of the Membership Strategies Discussion Paper, this resolution states “That Conference notes the paper on development of membership strategies and instructs the Board to continue its work, with specific regard to constitutional changes, branch structures, and investigating additional opportunities to empower blind consumers.”
Resolution 4: A procedural oversight with respect to the term of office for Patron required Conference to endorse the process to address this. It was moved “That Conference reappoints Chris Laidlaw as Patron through to Conference 2012, and consistent with Constitutional Ruling 16.2, that due process for the appointment of Patron is carried out in 2012.”
Resolution 5: Following on from the in “Committee” discussion that assessed the Foundation three years following restructuring, Conference passed the following resolution, entitled the “Dot 4 Statement” which has been conveyed to the Foundation’s Board of Directors. 

[Begins] This Association notes commitments that were made at the time of the Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind restructuring in May 2008, which it broadly supported.

The Association acknowledges the good work and commitment of Foundation staff to deliver services that benefit blind people. However, the Association has real concerns about the current culture of the Foundation, and the direction it appears to be taking.

This Association calls on the Board of the Foundation, as a matter of top priority, to take the following actions:

1.
The Foundation must respect and value the collective wisdom of blind people as expressed through consumer organisations so that those organisations feel respected and valued.

2.
The Foundation must deliver visionary and high quality services that inspire blind and vision impaired people to live fully independent lives.

3.
The Board of Directors will, in partnership with consumer organisations, critically evaluate organisational information, and develop policies that truly reflect our needs and aspirations.

Relevance of Statement Title: The resolution/statement title emphasises the fact that the Foundation has changed from being the Foundation “for” the Blind, to the Foundation “of” the Blind. In Braille, the contraction for the two words “for” and “of” differs by means of one single dot only. 

The word “for” consists of Braille dots 1 to 6 inclusive, whereas the word “of” excludes Braille dot 4. Thus, the difference in Braille, between “for” and “of” is dot 4. [Ends]
Presentation of Awards

The “element of surprise” is the key to presentation of awards, conducted during the Conference Dinner. Award recipients for 2011 are…

· Beamish Memorial Award: Margaret Seabrook was quite taken aback when she heard her name announced as the recipient of the Association’s most prestigious of awards. 
Her years of service to and membership of the Association and the diversity of contributions she has made to the blind community in general are renowned. Judging by the support from those present, there is no doubt Margaret is a most worthy, deserving recipient of the Beamish Memorial, which may be awarded to an Ordinary Member, in recognition of their outstanding contributions to society in their particular field of service to the community.
· Extra Touch Award: Invercargill City Council receives the Extra Touch Award for going that extra mile when reintroducing its Sandwich Board By-Law. This by-law recognises the right of blind and vision impaired pedestrians to walk freely and unobstructed around the city’s pavements, and imposes a one million dollar fine for anyone caught breaching it. Southland Branch Chair Vic West received the award on behalf of Mayor Tim Shadbolt. A Southland Branch delegation will present the Award at a small ceremony this month.
· Johnston Trophy for Leadership: Brian Say was awarded this Trophy in recognition of fundraising prowess which resulted in around $50,000 being raised to fund the new digital talking book players for Foundation Members throughout the Nelson / Marlborough region. His efforts promoting the Association throughout the Nelson Branch region thus increasing membership and attracting young members was recognised also.
· John McDonald Trophy: this Trophy is awarded to the Branch with the highest membership in relation to Foundation registrations. Awarded to Gisborne Branch (for the second year in a row), it has 23.6% of the Foundation’s membership as at 30 June 2011, an increase of 1.6% on its efforts last year. Presented by Wanganui Branch in memory of John McDonald’s tireless efforts towards increasing Association membership, Wanganui Branch has eliminated itself from the contest on the premise it has the highest membership – this year recorded as 27.2% of available Foundation members.
Door Prizes
This is a fun part of Conference - door prizes help break the monotony of business sessions and liven things up a little. Branches are encouraged to enter into the spirit by donating a door prize at a value of around $50. We have some branches that really do go that extra mile and by taking advantage of sale prices or by negotiation, render a door prize of much greater value but pay no more than $50. 

Everyone present at Conference is eligible for a door prize (guests, members and staff). You can only win one prize however, and there is but one requirement which is that if your name is drawn, then you must, without exception, be in the room at the time the draw is done. If you are not, then the opportunity is missed (at least for the time being) and a re-draw occurs. Although you may have missed out, your name does go back for a further chance. 

The list of door prizes sponsored by Branches, and those receiving them, in no particular order, are:
· Gail Mann – “circle of friends” clay pot-plant and candle-holder from Auckland Branch.
· Mike Stevens - $50 Amcal gift-card from Nelson Branch.
· Murray Peat - $25 Warehouse gift-card from Gisborne Branch.
· Kaye Halkett – $50 cash from Rotorua Branch.

· Maria Stevens – mink blanket from Canterbury Branch.
· Nola Burgess and Shaun Johnson – one bottle of Hawkes Bay wine each from Hastings Branch and one box of chocolates each from Southland Branch.
· Dave Wilson – Barkers gift basket of jams and goodies from South Canterbury Branch.
· Vaughan Dodd – assortment of Dunedin-made produce and alcohol from Otago Branch.
· Richard Johnson - $50 cash from Wanganui Branch.
· Ann Bain - $30 Warehouse gift-card from Mid-Central Branch.
· Christopher Hunt – liqueur-filled chocolates from Wellington Branch.
· John Puhara – assortment of liqueur-centred chocolates including some named after Tim Shadbolt, from Southland Branch.
Conclusion

A few disruptions to Conference proceedings which fell outside the control of the Board and National Office were experienced. Two instances are highlighted, the first of which is our inability to provide Braille formats of Conference material to meet members’ needs. This was a direct consequence of the National Office Braille Printer malfunctioning. Our back-up approach i.e. the Foundation, was overloaded with voting and constitutional Braille printing requirements for members and understandably, was unable to assist us in this time of need.
An audio recording of all Conference sessions, including our awards’ presentations, was carefully undertaken for formatting and circulation on CD. An unfortunate error occurred which resulted in the files being completely erased prior to formatting and copying. Although the company has accepted full liability for this situation and strengthened its internal procedures, this is a little like the ambulance at the bottom of the cliff. A letter that formally recognises responsibility for the situation, and which conveys the company’s unreserved apology has been received. A credit of $800 (more than three times the cost of hiring equipment) has been applied against our Conference account, by the company.
Saturday night’s raffles ($2 each or three for $5) were once again enjoyed by everyone.

Last but not least my thanks go to everyone involved in making Conference a success. Acknowledged in particular are:

· Jenni Dunkley, National Office

· Brentwood Hotel Staff

· Microphone Runners: Phillipa Wilson and Colin MacLeod

· Colin MacLeod for taking care of the audio recording of Conference sessions.

· Scrutineers: Harete Phillips, Phillipa Wilson, Rae Johnson and Mary Johns
· Raffle Ticket sellers…

I hope this summary which touches upon various aspects of Conference is of interest. A more in-depth account of Conference outcomes can be obtained from your National Councillor or the Minutes of Conference. 
Ends
