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                        Welcome to Fed News:

Welcome to the sixth edition for Fed News and many thanks for all the contributions sent in for publication. 

May we wish you all a very happy New Year and hope it will be peaceful, prosperous and relatively stress free.

Please keep all your articles and reports coming. The deadline for submission for the March 2013 issue is Monday 25th February.

Welcome:

May we take this opportunity to welcome our new member of staff to the NFB.  Julia Roche take on the role as Office Administrator and we wish her well in this new post.

Congratulations:

Miss Margaret Cowie Chair of the West of Scotland Branch of the NFB has been awarded the OBE in the New Year’s Honours list for charitable services to Blind and Sight Impaired People.   I am sure you will join us in congratulating Margaret on receiving this honour for all hard work over the years.

Getting away from it all:

My wife and I were lucky enough to get a short break in Tenerife just before Christmas. Although Jannette had recently had an accident and broke her arm, we managed along fine and people were most helpful. Many of the people we met either lived on the island or were there for the winter months. 

One friend, Patrick, was there for 5 months with his guide dog, Polly. The relatively dry warm climate makes the island ideal for people with all sorts of ailments and is a welcome escape from the type of weather we have been having of late.

Please let us know if you have found somewhere to get away from it all and are comfortable with the environment. 

Bill Campbell, Fed News Editor.

Year ahead (2013) –by Douglas Gilroy:

Writing this towards the end of 2012, this is probably the appropriate time to reflect on the year ending and the forthcoming year ahead for the Federation.

Financially, (in 2012) we have been making slow but steady progress. Our internal donations have been increasing, thanks to a small dedicated group of members (approximately 40-50), who have been regularly making voluntary standing order donations to head office funds. Additionally, (through writing to personally thank existing donators) I hope to have increased these donations by approximately £400-700 for this year. By encouraging all other members to voluntarily establish standing orders or voluntarily relinquish life membership to become annual paying members, I hope to raise further additional funds.  We also encouraged the sponsorship of production of campaigning material e.g. the new “stop shared streets” leaflet, (which Pauline Topham very generously sponsored). 

On external fundraising, at Executive level a 3 year business plan was created and is being actively used to try and source external funding. As the leader of a small fundraising group, (consisting of myself, David Bates, Peter Westwood & Bill Campbell), I am pleased to announce, that with the assistance of Margaret Cowie of the West of Scotland branch, we managed to successfully secure an application (through an employee scheme), a £5000 donation  from Barclays bank. We are also currently considering making an application to the DWP under the “strengthening disabled people’s led organisations” structural fund. Additionally, we are exploring the possibilities of submitting an application via the voluntary route to secure a “fund raiser”, through the “Reach” organisation. 

Individual members have also contributed to our finances through using “easy fundraising” website for shopping and the sending of flowers through “say it with charity flowers” initiatives.  Myra Fisher of the West of Scotland branch asked her local church to hold a retiring collection and as a result, the Federation ends the year £500 better off. Asking costs nothing!  

Branches could undertake a fundraising event e.g. holding a collection at a pedestrian street, shopping centre, supermarket, bus/rail station, sporting event i.e. Rugby/football ground etc. Individuals could ask any groups, organisation, and church, social club which they are members of, in addition to shops, tea rooms, restaurants, pubs and hotels they visit, to take one of our collecting cans.

Welcome as all the foregoing initiatives are individually, imagine the difference if branches and individual’s made a joint concentrated effort to fund raise and recruit– indirectly new members increase our overall internal fundraising potential. Like Margaret or Myra, not all offers of support, means it must be accompanied by a personal financial donation. Collectively we can achieve much more than one or two individuals can alone! 

 In 2013, we urgently need to turn our attention to recruiting more members. If every member was to recruit at least one member, this whilst not costing members anything financially, will double our membership; will have the indirect effect of helping to eliminate part of our annual financial deficit.

Additionally, another issue requiring attention during the year ahead, is our campaigning, delivery and outcomes, if we are to create a Federation “fit for purpose” for the future, its not adequate, sufficient or delivering to simply shrug our shoulders and say “well that’s the way it’s been done since 1947” –We radically need to grasp the ways and systems of the future. Consequently, a multi pronged approach may need to be introduced, if we are to remain being the true “voice of blind people” in future.

We all have a part to play and can offer different abilities and qualities to the future work of the Federation. Rather than only a small dedicated group, imagine the advances which can be achieved if we collectively pull together.   It’s your Federation, let’s hear from you! To paraphrase the late John Kennedy: “Ask not what the Federation can do for me? Rather, ask what can I do for the Federation?” 

Finally, I wish every member a happy, prosperous and successful campaigning new year.

Executive Council News:

Feedback on Finance & Resources consultation, 

by Douglas Gilroy, Vice president.

Following responses to the consultation on Finances & resources, the Executive Council has agreed:

1. 
Membership subscription rates will be retained and in 2013 will Be frozen at the current rates i.e. ordinary member £12 and associate Member £6.

2. 
With effect from 1 January 2013, the existing branch Capitation system will be replaced with a new “across the board” Membership fee, applicable to all annual and life ordinary and associate members. In 2013 this means Branches paying national funds £6 for every ordinary member and £3 for every associate member irrespective of whether an annual or life member. This sum is payable by the branch and not the individual. 

Effectively this means that every branch, instead of only keeping £3 of  every ordinary member’s annual membership, will instead keep £6. 

Where members are currently making voluntary donations of at least £16 per annum to national funds, members will not have to pay anything further - it is proposed that a relevant credit of either £6 or £3 per member (Depending on type of membership), will be deducted from the total sum payable by the branch – please see point 3 below. Where annual paying MEMBERS make a STANDING ORDER contribution, (again providing it is at least £16.00), per annum, these members will not require to make any additional payment to their Branch.  Their subscriptions will be paid from their Standing Order contribution, with the Branch Treasurer being credited with the Branch’s half of the subscription by the office.

3. 
It is proposed that where any member currently voluntarily donates a minimum of £16 per annum to head office funds, the relevant credit of either £6 or £3 per member (depending on type of membership), will be deducted from the total sum payable by the branch in 2 above. A Standing Order to Head Office of at least £4.00 per quarter has many Important benefits to everyone e.g.:

· It will save having to remember to take subscription  cash to the Branch meeting, or to have to post it to the Branch Treasurer;

· It will save the Branch Treasurer having to chase members for their Subscriptions and to collect, to record and to bank cash payments;

· A few pounds every quarter from individual’s bank account should not be missed by most people, but this could be instrumental in enabling the Federation to strengthen and to improve our service to NFB members and help blind and partially sighted people across the country.

4.
In order to spread the load as equitably as possible, life members are encouraged to either:

(a) 
Voluntarily give up their life membership and become annual paying members ;

(b) 
Make voluntary donations by standing order to head office funds; or,

(c) 
Both if able to do so.

5.  
The Executive Council has decided not to apply a tariff on branch balances at this time. We would hope to continue fostering a voluntary approach to branch and individual donations to national funds.

The extensive consultation on Federation finances and other resource matters have now reached a conclusion. The Executive Council will  implement the above approach in line with the Federation’s Constitution and rules. We would like to take this opportunity to thank those Branches and individual members who contributed to the consultation.

Your executive Council have been discussing …

By David Bates:

The operation of the EC has changed completely from earlier years when weekend meetings were held in a hotel four times a year. Today, short intensive phone conferences are held every five or six weeks for which executives prepare reports on their various specialist subjects, including preparation by email and phone.

Time constraints mean that all subjects cannot be discussed at each meeting, but every Executive is expected to have a good working knowledge on several different subjects, and between them, Executives are expected to be able to cover all relevant issues.

Below is a copy of the basic monthly agenda, but additional issues are added for discussion as and when required.

DLA and Personal Independence Payments – Emily, Jill & Karl:

Disability Action Alliance – Emily & Douglas:

Resources and Expenditure – Douglas & David:

AGM planning – Douglas & Val:

Finance – David & Peter:

Fundraising – Douglas & Peter:

Communications and Development – Karl:

FedTalk and FedNews– Paul & Bill:

Online Resources – Karl & David:

Public Relations – Jill & Val:

Membership and Recruitment – Val & Jill:

Policy Statement – Bill:

Welfare Reform – Emily & Karl:

Employment – Val & Bill:

Social Care Reform – Val & Bill: 
Rehabilitation and Mobility – Paul & Jill:

Pedestrian Environment/Shared Streets – David & Karl; 
Transport – Douglas & Jill.
This upgrade of the NFB administration to a more professional level was planned and administered by Emily Brothers, our President, and comments from the brand leading charities in the blind world indicate that they are pleased to see the Federation preparing to play a more important role at a professional level in the future.

Emily’s leadership in this reorganisation has assured the survival of the Federation, the UK’s leading group of blind people, and set it upon a professional path where it can influence the future lifestyle of blind people.  We must all work hard and make our various contributions if we wish to keep the Federation moving forward and playing an increasing part in today’s harsh and competitive world.

David Bates

Say it with Charity Flowers! –and benefit a deserving charity: 

We all have reasons to say it with flowers, whether it is yourself, your family, friends or neighbours in sending flowers for those special occasions e.g.: Christening’s, birthdays, weddings, anniversaries, promotion, leaving events, Thank you,  Christmas & holiday’s, funerals etc.

Whatever the occasion, why not say it with charity flowers and in so doing support a deserving charity - the National Federation of the Blind of the United Kingdom (NFB UK).

There is no hidden charges or extra’s in doing this for us, all you need do is place your order by telephone or via internet – see below for contact details,   and 15% of the total  retail cost will be donated to the National Federation of the Blind of the United Kingdom (NFB UK).

Its simple, all you need do is:

Telephone 08705 300600 - and when placing your order quote “NFB” as your preferred charity. 

Or booking on line at:  www.charityflowers.co.uk  - and click onto “NFB” as your preferred charity to benefit the NFB UK.

For further information, please contact:

National Federation of the Blind of the United Kingdom  (NFBUK). 

Sir John Wilson House, 215 Kirkgate, WAKEFIELD. West Yorkshire. WF1 1JG. Tel: 01924 29131, Email: nfbuk@nfbuk.org Website: www.nfbuk.org
Reg. Charity No. 236629 (England); SC 040134 (Scotland).

If you can send this to a friend or print it out and distribute it , we would be most grateful. You may also wish to consider including a copy in greeting cards over the festive season.  If you would like copies sent to you for distribution, please contact the office.

Douglas Gilroy. 

Facing our future new members: 

By David Bates:
Four years ago, a message was passed to me, which had been received by the President three weeks earlier.   I phoned up the sender and answered his questions and, a week or so later I was severely reprimanded for my unauthorised action.

Today I can receive a message by email, send an answer and then receive a further reply, and copy the whole exchange of messages to all members of the Executive Council, all within a few hours. The Federation has now moved into the 21st-century so far as communications are concerned!

Today I was talking to a Federation member who uses Facebook.  Last week he placed some information on his Facebook page, which was automatically transmitted to over 900 others to whom his page is connected.   Some of these people considered the message to be very important, so they added it to their own Facebook page, from where it was transmitted to their list of contacts.   Within just a few hours this message had therefore been read by something over 20,000 people, many of whom who were interested in the subject of the message.

Even though they may be visually impaired, all such young people have something in common: they would never dream of joining the NFB because being mostly in their 40s or younger, they couldn’t face the embarrassment of their friends discovering that they were associated with a group of strange wrinklies from yesteryear who didn’t even understand how to communicate properly.

For the cool guys of today, Facebook and Twitter are faster, cheaper and more effective than the telephone for keeping in touch with their group of friends, and they will often check for their messages over a dozen times a day.

I am often told that the Federation needs to recruit more members, and that preferably these prospective members should be quite young, but I suspect that we are looking for non-existent people; 30 year olds who think and act like our average 70 and 80-year-old members!

We were once youngsters ourselves, but which of us would be able to adapt our present attitude and ways sufficiently to become acceptable to a group of 20 something year old, so how can we expect any of today’s normal youngsters to regard us with anything but pity and amusement?

I have found it easier to communicate with people who I have never met and who are not aware that I am blind, so would it perhaps be possible for some of our younger members to make regular tweets and Facebook messages which would encourage contact from younger, enthusiastic people’ who were not aware of our age?   Would it be possible in this way to build up a group of younger Internet members who were not expected to attend meetings and AGM’s, and who could make telephone contact with suitable Fed members who would not cause them any embarrassment?

I expect that we have some members who will not be able to understand this message, and who may be dreaming of the day when the Federation might return to the glory days of the 1980s when membership was high, the money was rolling in, and the Federation was not subject to any constraints, - or would it perhaps be more practical for us to stay and move forward within the real world of today?

The article below was sent in by Karl Farrell.

The mind's eye can learn to see, even in those blind since birth:

 By Melissa Healy, Los Angeles Times For the Booster Shots Blog.

 November 12, 2012.

 People blind from birth can be taught to "see" images that are conveyed as sounds, says a new study that calls into question a longstanding belief about  the limits of the human brain.

Devices that scan visual images and reinterpret regularities as sounds were used to retrain the brains of congenitally blind people in a study published this week in the journal Neuron. The authors - at the Safra Center for Brain Science at Hebrew University in Israel - put people who had been blind since birth through 70 hours of training with a visual-to-auditory sensory substitution device.

Initially, the subjects were able to distinguish among faces, houses, everyday objects, body shapes and textures. Eventually, they were able to read letters and words, identify facial expressions and locate people's positions. In one video, a blind person is shown a picture of a woman with a ponytail and identified the hairstyle.

Blind people have long used the capability to use another sensory perception to compensate for blindness: Braille and blind walking canes allow people without sight to read and navigate. But when the authors of the current study put subjects in a brain scanner, they gained insight into the process by which training with a sensory substitution device allowed the mind's eye to "see."

The human brain is a remarkably efficient and adaptable organ: when an appendage such as a hand is amputated, or a sensory perception such as sight is lost, the specialized regions of the brain in which input from the hand or the eyes is processed are reassigned to other duties.

But scientists have long believed that the brain's adaptability is limited by early conditions: when a person is born blind, the capacity of the brain's visual cortex to process sight never develops, scientists have believed.  With that lost opportunity, a window is closed, and even if eyesight were to be restored, the visual cortex, they believed, would forever remain "blind" to images.

Not so, the current study finds. When blind subjects listened to the "soundscapes" that conveyed information about a visual image, they showed activation in their visual cortex. In fact, when sounds conveyed the shape of letters, subjects who had never "seen" a letter showed activation in a patch of the left ventral visual cortex that uniquely comes alive when people with normal vision read letters and words.

"The adult brain is more flexible than we thought," said co-author Amir Amedi.  With the right training approaches and technologies, the brains of people who have been blind for a long time - even since birth - might be "reawakened" to the task of processing visual information, he said. For some, he added, such training might even restore some lost vision.

In fact, a 2008 study first offered tantalizing evidence that scientists were wrong in their long-held belief that a congenitally blind person could never have normal vision even if eyesight were restored. A young Indian woman identified only as SRD was born blind of dense congenital cataracts, but her vision was restored when she was 12 at the Iladevi Eye Clinic in Ahmedabad, India. Twenty years after she regained her eyesight, a team from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology discovered this rare instance of a congenitally blind person whose vision was restored, and tested her extensively to see how she saw.

SRD's sight was virtually normal, though the MIT team found that she did not use certain cognitive tricks that most sighted people use to make sense of conflicting visual cues.

Other interesting cases of visual impairment and the cognitive strategies that the blind and the sighted use to make sense of their world are discussed by neurologist Oliver Sacks in his book The Mind's Eye.

 Source URL:

http://www.latimes.com/health/boostershots/la-heb-blind-brain-sound-reading-20121109,0,5532598.story
Colin Howard, living near Southampton in Southern England.

--

If you wish to find out more about the Association, please visit our website at: www.avios.org.uk 

To unsubscribe from this group, send an email to

avios+unsubscribe@googlegroups.com 

The article below was sent in by David Bates. Perhaps this could be a way of funding specific projects in the NFB?
Crowdfund your area's projects one brick at a time:


As the recession bites and budgets are cut, websites are springing
up that allow citizens to club together to fund everything from
parks to bridges

by Lisa Grossman

PEOPLE are doing it for themselves. New crowdfunding platforms are popping up all over the world to allow citizens to fund public
projects, from park benches to community centres.

"People can collectively buy improvements to their neighbourhood as easily as buying books online," says Chris Gourlay, founder of
London-based crowdfunding firm Spacehive.

Gourlay got the idea for Spacehive while working as an architecture and planning reporter. As the UK economy tanked, funding for public spaces like playgrounds and sport facilities more than halved. The crowdfunding model, where interested companies or individuals pitch in to fund projects for a few pounds each, had already been proved successful in the tech start-up world by companies like Kickstarter.

"The idea was maybe there's a way of using the Kickstarter model to pump the same kind of investments and creativity into the planning sector in the UK, at a time when the gap between expectations and what people were actually getting was widening," Gourlay says.

Spacehive launched in March. It offers a list of projects that people
can pledge money towards. The money is only taken once the total
funding needed has been reached, with the site charging a small fee on each donation. Already pledges have enabled the Glynoch community centre in the UK to reach its funding total, after residents had spent seven years in limbo while the bureaucratic process rumbled on.

Similar ventures are emerging around the world, from a bridge in the Dutch city of Rotterdam being paid for plank by plank to
Brickstarter in Finland and US companies Citizinvestor and
Neighbor.ly. "The idea is catching on," Gourlay says. "There's a
sense that this is a timely thing."

Part of this timeliness is the recession. These projects are largely
born of necessity, says Jordan Raynor of Citizinvestor. "You might ask, doesn't government already do this? Don't we already pay taxes?" he says. "The short answer is, at a time when government budgets are tighter than ever before, governments are just not performing a lot of the city services they have historically performed."

For instance, in February 2010, the city of Colorado Springs turned
off a third of its streetlights in an effort to close a budget gap.
Individuals could "adopt" a streetlight for $100 to $240 apiece,
depending on the kind of light. The city is finally bringing all the
lights back on this month. This shows people are willing to pool
resources when taxes fall short, says Raynor. Crowdfunding sites may just make it easier.

But is this really a good idea? Some worry that this strategy might
make rich neighbourhoods richer, as they collectively fund nicer parks and wider boulevards, while poor neighbourhoods struggle. But Raynor insists that because Citizinvestor lists projects from cities' existing wish lists, wealthy areas funding their own projects should free up city funds for poorer neighbourhoods.

Longer term, civic crowdfunders want to spark a city planning
revolution. "We have a vision of getting government to work a little
more like a vending machine. I put money in, and get out the things I want," Raynor says. Gourlay agrees. "In an area of public life - planning - which most people think is opaque, unresponsive and not for them, you can shorten the time between expression of what they want and when they actually get it."

Travel and Leisure:

Train companies praised at new accessibility forum

08/11/2012


In the last 10 years the number of journeys made using the Disabled Persons Railcard has increased by 165% to nearly 4,000,000, which shows that improving accessibility is helping more and more people to travel by train.

Even though record numbers of disabled passengers are choosing rail, the industry is not complacent and remains fully committed to helping more disabled people to take the train.

Campaigners and passengers joined with MPs and senior rail industry figures in Parliament on Monday for the first National Rail Accessibility Group, set up by the Association of Train Operating Companies.

The forum was set up with cross-party support to facilitate discussions on accessibility improvements, policy and legislation affecting access to the railways, in a move designed to share best practice and keep improving the service offered to disabled passengers.

In a message to the group Transport Minister Norman Baker praised train companies and London Underground for their performance during this summer’s Olympic and Paralympic Games.

Norman Baker said: “Following this excellent result we need to consider what lessons can be learned for the everyday running of the network as we welcome ever increasing numbers of passengers including those with disabilities.

“I see this new group as a welcome means of exchanging experience, ideas and best practice between rail users and providers and wish it much success.”

ATOC’s Head of Disability and Inclusion, David Sindall, outlined the latest improvements to rail access including the successful introduction of the Passengers Assist booking system ahead of the Olympic and Paralympic Games – which has handled more than 830,000 bookings since January.

Michael Roberts, Chief Executive at ATOC, said: “A great deal of work has gone into improving access to the country’s rail network for disabled passengers but we know that there is a long way to go. That’s why we are playing a leading role in bringing passengers, campaigners and the industry together to help improve access to rail for disabled people.”

Julian Huppert MP for Cambridge, who chaired the event, said: "It is only when you see our transport system through the eyes of a disabled person that you realise the challenges they face accomplishing tasks that we take for granted.

“I hope the launch of the National Rail Accessibility Group will mark a turning point in the way disabled people are treated across our transport network and transport operators, our government and local authorities will all play their part in bringing about positive change.”

Notes to Editors

Over 140,000 people travel on the rail network using the Disabled Persons Railcard, in the last year holders made nearly 3,998,686 journeys. In 2001/02, ATOC figures show that 1,506,704 journeys were made using the card, representing an increase of 165%. For more information on the Disabled Persons Railcard, click here.

In the period between 8 January and 13 October more than 830,000 assists were completed through the new Passenger Assist booking system, which represented 250,000 passenger journeys. For more information on Passenger Assist, click here.

Other speakers at the Portcullis House event included:

( Liz Sayce, Disability Rights UK
( David Mapp, Commercial Director at ATOC
( Kirsty Monk, Accessibility Manager at Southern Railway

Aids and adaptations:

Barclays launches audio ATMs:
Barclays is proud to have fulfilled its commitment to the Royal National Institute of Blind People's (RNIB) Make Money Talk campaign and around 80% of Barclays cash machines are now audio enabled. Barclays is the first major high street bank to provide this facility.

Over 3,000 Barclays ATMs that have an earphone jack can now ‘talk’. This means people can plug their headphones into the raised jack on the ATM and hear the on-screen instructions through their earphones. As we upgrade the rest of our network, all replacement ATMs will also have a jack. This means that in time, 100% of our ATMs will be audio enabled. 

It’s not just people with sight loss that will be able to benefit from the audio ATMs. People with dyslexia, learning disabilities or other cognitive impairments may also prefer to follow audio instructions instead of visual ones. And they don’t need to be a Barclays customer to benefit from this new functionality – anyone with a bank card that enables them to use the LINK ATM network can use Barclays ATMs.

People will be able to find their nearest audio ATM using the ATM finder tool on the barclays.co.uk website. They will need a card that is PIN-enabled – if their current card is signature only, they can request from their bank a card that has a PIN for ATMs but still asks for a signature when using it in shops.

Bob Bond, Barclays Chief Customer Network Officer, said: “This enhancement to our ATMs provides greater access and choice when using ATMs. We hope the increased independence and privacy it offers will enable a new group of people to access ATMs and undertake an essential activity that so many of us take for granted”.

Implant lets the blind read Braille with their eyes:


Converting text to Braille images sent electronically to the
retina could allow some blind people to decode signs in their
vicinity

by Douglas Heaven

SOME blind people could soon be able to "see" words and sentences using an implant that streams images of Braille directly to neurons in the back of the eye.

Blindness can be caused by a degenerative disease called retinitis
pigmentosa (RP), which kills photoreceptor cells in the retina but
leaves intact the neurons that carry visual signals to the brain.
People with the condition can be helped by a visual prosthesis such as the Argus II. Made by Second Sight in Sylmar, California, it contains a camera mounted on a pair of glasses. Video from the camera is "displayed" across a 10-by-6 grid of electrodes implanted over the retina. These electrodes stimulate neurons, giving users a pixellated view of the world that allows them to distinguish light and dark regions and even detect features such as doorways.

But deciphering letters and words with the prosthesis is slow because of its low resolution. Now, Thomas Lauritzen of Second Sight and colleagues have come up with a version that presents the user with Braille. Since Braille represents letters and numbers as dots in a 3-by-2 grid, it can easily be displayed using the electrode array of the Argus II.

A volunteer with RP who tested the modified implant correctly
identified individual letters 89 per cent of the time and two to
four-letter words 60 to 80 per cent of the time (Frontiers in
Neuroprosthetics, doi.org/jtr). Subjects should score higher on longer words, Lauritzen predicts, because getting a letter wrong creates less confusion than when the word is short.

"I saw patterns of white dots in my field of vision," says the
volunteer, who did not wish to be named. It was sometimes difficult to identify the Braille patterns precisely, he says, but "with more
training one should be able to read short texts quite quickly". Still,
he did manage to read one Braille letter per second. By contrast, the pixellated alphabet seen with the standard implant can take tens of seconds to decipher.

The modified system is not intended to replace Braille texts. Where it comes into its own is in situations when no Braille version of a text
is available. It could be useful for reading notices and street signs,
for example. "I could imagine a scenario where Braille messages could be transmitted to help inform me how to best get around a city," the volunteer says.

Software already exists that can decode about 90 per cent of signs,
Lauritzen says. This software could be built into the Argus II in
future.

Within the US and Europe, the implant could benefit some 65,000 people with severe RP, says Brian Mech of Second Sight.

"Anything that potentially leads to new ways to realise vision is very
welcome," says Pete Osborne, chief Braille officer at the Royal
National Institute of Blind People in London. However, he questions
whether Braille, developed to allow reading by touch, will work well as a visual alphabet. "The proof will be in the pudding," he says.
______________________________________________________
Copyright Reed Business Information Ltd.
Hans Cohn has very kindly sent in a series of articles for inclusion in Fed News, the first of which is included below unedited. 

FITNESS AND HEALTH:

Against the biological clock 
The “blind hype” at the gymnasium By Michael Herbst

{The author is CEO of the DVBS, the German federation of the blind in study and employment in Marburg}

No time for fitness?

I arrange my way home according to the mobile phone, while hurrying along the river bank. To my front door it’s 120 minutes. 60 of these I shall spend on the training area of the gym, 20 more in the changing cabin. 80 minutes for the fitness three times a week, twice on a working day. That means finishing the day at the office after ten hours - 80 minutes of depriving my family, I’m thinking, rather than my employer. But at the time wife persuaded me to try endurance training, so that’s now her lot. Our children are of the age, when answer the question “shall we play something?” by “papa, since when have you been drinking in the afternoon?”

“Time-optimised training” the sports scientists call what I’m now facing. Time is the limiting factor, at least in my life, and so it’s a matter of using the 180 minutes a week as efficiently as possible. Time enough which constantly fascinates me. Yet, it’s 3 hours sweating, six times changing clothes, three times showering, but it’s time well invested. People looking for reasons not to have it will find them. But after ten years of rather sporadic and insufficient sporting and physical activity, at least, came to the conclusion in my mid-forties that this could not go on between the ages of 40 and 70 when man sheds 70% of muscle strength. With today’s fitness training I can influence the quality of life of my remaining years.

Meanwhile my inner self merrily celebrates near the grill in smoke-filled pubs, after the fifth cup of coffee during overlong periods of wakefulness. I rarely have to rouse myself to sport. As a health fanatic with missionary zeal I am, however, a total failure.

What to do to stay fit if blind?

As I open the door, the first thing that hits me is the noise level of a bistro. The food here is good and too plentiful. Only the lack of fat and the addition of one or two fitness drinks point to the fact that this is a place for performance skills. To right and left squash is being played. And the walls are covered with sportswear. The atmosphere here is familiar. I’m greeted from the bar, “hi Make, everything o.k.?” They accept that I’m training blind here. They’ve had time to get used to that for at first I never came alone. My wife trained with me, and increasingly I found my way around by myself. If they’d had scruples because of my disability, we would have talked about it but if I couldn’t have convinced them, I would have gone somewhere else.

As foot- later goal baller there were two disciplines I could not bear: long-distance running (if god had wanted us to go jogging, why did he give us bicycles?) and strength training (whom can I abuse here about testosterone reduction?) Who needs weight training, guides and/or special conditions for the blind c. in order to be able to run, cycle or swim?

Running about with items of conventional machinery lying about is not without danger if one can’t see anything and possibly doesn’t know where one is. After all, weights are moved around here, and that can be painful.

Nowadays good sports facilities offer a combination of devices for strength and endurance training as well as other forms of group training, such as “stealing”, “body step” or “spinning”. This last one is a kind of bicycle ergometer training with music and constant changes in time and resistance…They need experienced coaches, and even it takes a while before a blind person can join in. It is best to look out for courses with few participants, where trainers have more time for explanations of manoeuvres which are simply not easy to copy. 

It pays to employ the training devices to full capacity; so training groups are formed, where the machines are grouped round a column of water behind glass. When air is blown into the column, the water bubbles and the training starts. When the water is still, one changes to the next device. On some an acoustic can be inserted, a gong for starting, a bark for changing devices.

The trainer adjusts each device according to the size and ability of the trainee. The figures are compuserised by chipcard for future use. On some devices the trainee himself can adjust the settings; touchscreens are not used. Some devices have motors replacing weights, making them safer for use by visually impaired trainees.

What should I do in a multi booth?

In the changing room I meet a mixed, likeminded bunch. Gone are the days, when muscle packed bodybuilders ruled the roost. There are some, but there seem to be fewer of them. Then there are the easily identifiable slimming sportspeople. Most of them are like me, wanting to keep fit. For everyone the gym carries many training and mobility gadgets (sauna, solarium, sport TV) and looks after their physical wellbeing. The apple juice which I tap into a drink bottle at the bar is included in the membership fee, but not the for which there may be time afterwards on the other side of the bar. The most important thing for me, however, is that I can manage this sport by myself. The movement is not dissimilar to the parallel technique used in cross-country ski-ing. Apart from setting the touchscreen by means of the “crosstrainer”, I am not dependant on any help for warming up. 

How does training the blind work in the gym?

The training area on the first floor is like a gym full of equipment. That used by me has some special features. For one thing, the squash courts on the ground floor are open at the top; for another, there are three badminton courts at the sides; then there are TV screens with descriptions of various programmes hanging, where trainees spend longer over one technique, such as endurance training. Most of the gadgets in this “cardio area” contain consoles provided with headphones, where “sufferers” can divert themselves with radio and TV transmissions. Sometimes it’s very noisy here, restricting orientation as much as the various gadgets lying about helter skelter on the floor. Usually one of the trainers hails me at the reception desk, takes me to a vacant “cross-trainer” and sets up my warming-up programme. Since I can more or less guess the arrangement of the different devices, and especially, since one of the women trainers gave me a short orientation course, I can manage on my own with a white cane. I feel my way to the paper towels, moisten one and return to the cross-trainer, find a waste bin to discard the towel, activate an acoustic signal with my chipcard and let my group know I’m coming. There are two courses to choose from, a strength-and-endurance course and one just for pure strength. I obediently toggle between them every six weeks, as advised. Everything is now routine.

This form of is not cheap. There is a monthly fee of an entry fee and occasionally a six monthly service charge. There are cheap variants of fitness training on offer, but they are hardly usable for blind people. Moreover, for time-optimised training you need the corresponding know-how and suitable clothing. Without going into too great detail: The three above-mentioned hours a week are only enough if A) the training is continuous, B) the training is constantly intensified, C) dependant on the training goals one changes the exercises. Stamina and coordination are today much less important for survival than they used to be. In the 19th century, says the sports scientist Andreas Bredenkamp, people walked miles a day, today only 800 to 1400 yards. So there is something to compensate for. Somehow I usually manage to squeeze the three hours training into my by no means monotonous professional and private daily life. Only fixed appointments I cannot always keep. There is no longer any room for competitions; it is certainly about capability, personal wellbeing, active planning of leisure and self-determined action.

“Try it in comfort” – thoughts on stress avoidance and treatment

by Dr. Phil. Eva-Maria Glofke-Schulz

{The author is a qualified and practising psychologist and psychotherapist.
She is totally blind as a result of congenital Retinitis Pigmentosa. One of her specialities is work with disabled people. For many years she has also been concerned with the problems of independent living. In 2007 Psycho-social Publishing published her book LIONESS IN THE JUNGLE. Blind and visually impaired people between stigma and self-assertion.}
While the fashionable term “stress” has received a negative connotation owing to the thoughtless use of language, producing a feeling of inner tension, we run the risk of unnecessarily talking ourselves into a state of exhaustion. A sensible, narrowly conceived definition would be: stress arises, when we believe ourselves faced by (usually disagreeable) demands which we are unable to master without help and/or only with the help of suitable social support, so that we feel ourselves menaced and overtaxed. Acute stress is not always harmful, but brings a certain acid test into our life leading to learning and development, inasmuch as we can see a positive challenge in the mastery of the situation. Chronic stress without sufficient periods of rest and recovery, however, can threaten our health.

As VI people we are exposed to a multitude of additional hazards and stresses. Thus for us in particular a health-promoting way of living is important, in order to prevent or treat stress. Collective solutions are just as necessary as individual strategies in meeting the disability-related and remaining challenges.

What is stress?

Hans Selye, the originiator of psychological research into stress understood stress to be any challenges, efforts and annoyances facing human. This wide-ranging definition has long been accepted into our every-day dealings with stress: When we use the word “stress” today, we include everything requiring a certain effort. A quite normal working day, perhaps even a meeting with friends we may call stressful unthinkingly, without specifying what we mean by it. Sometimes a sentence such as “I really am so stressed” has to be regarded as a status symbol, thereby emphasizing its importance and irreplaceability. 

What are stress factors?

Stress factors can affect us from outside: bright light, noise, excessive or inferior demands, inhuman working conditions, inadequate social recognition and support and profiling opportunities, poverty, time pressure, stigmatisation etc, internal ones can originate from the soul: perfectionism, negative self-image, self-devaluation, unfavourable attitudes, disappointed expectations, fear of failure etc.

Sometimes we distort positive challenges to become negative or increase them by the application of intensified thought processes. As such we consider

· Selective perception of situation aspects (we complain when it rains, but fail to notice the agreeable clear air after long sultriness)
· Selective generalisation (we relate separate events and experiences to our life as a whole (“everything shit, yours Emma”

· Personalising (“the weather is bad because I haven’t eaten everything on my plate”)

· Catastrophize (“when I can no longer see, I will spend the rest of my life sitting around”).

Equally unfavourable are the inability to delegate, profiling aspirations, generalised expectations of helplessness (“I can do nothing anyway”) just like exaggerated control ambitions(“I can do anything I want if I only make enough of an effort”) etc. 

The acute stress reaction is biologically sensible: the organism prepares for struggle or flight, rapid reactions become possible. So long as we can calm down afterwards, there is no problem. In the long run, however, stress-induced reaction patterns are dangerous because we, unlike our ancestors, do not have adequate defensive mechanisms.  In chronic stress situations our body switches to dangerous “endurance alarm: in our brain the morphology and a number of nerve cells are changed, in the Hippocampus and Prefrontal Cortex stunted, * in the part of the brain controlling emotions they are increased. Palpable consequences are restriction of the ability to experience emotions as well as the cognitive functions such as concentration and memory as well as perception. Irritability, sadness, fear, hopelessness, helplessness and impotence can bring about a state of depression and terminate in nervous breakdown. 

If they occur more frequently from behavioural abnormalities such as rapid and staccato speaking and wolfing of food,   narcotics, alcohol and painkillers, uncoordinated working conditions, lack of planning, multitasking, mislaying or losing objects or abrasive social intercourse, it is high time to think about changes. Further warning signals are social withdrawal, activism or inactivity, retreat into “low-effort activities” such as slavish TV watching. Physical alarm signals are oversensitivity to noise, nausea, insomnia, disturbed sexual function, exhaustion, swooning fits, muscular weakness, dyspnoea, conditions of the digestive system etc. If we ignore these, the risk of high blood pressure, diabetes, heart conditions, stroke or sudden loss of hearing is greatly increased.

Visual impairment and stress

Everybody suffering from visual impairment or progressive loss of sight is familiar with a multitude of burdensome troubles, events and daily situations which have to be mastered and can be experienced as excessive stress

· Disquiet at the appearance of first symptoms

· Shock at learning the diagnosis
· Added stress factors accompanying sight loss such as pain, stays in hospital, operations, side effects of medicines
· Unfavourable reactions of the general public – stigmatisation

· Fears about the future
· Bereavement or crisis management
· Disfunctional attempts of stress management, e.g. fixation on medical research and persistent pursuit of unsuccessful outcomes
· Daily cares such as mobility problems, increased nervous tension through overconcentration, risk of accidents, performance pressure, environmental barriers etc.

Of course, we must guard against ascribing to ourselves the sole responsibility for the prevention of harm from stress. Society must also play its part in bringing about inclusive and health-promoting conditions for work and life in general. The greater the success in debunking barriers (also inside people’s  heads)and create a society with equal rights for all, the sooner we as VI people will be able to relax,     the sooner we will find our rightful place within that society and master daily life. 

Nevertheless, it remains our responsibility as individuals to develop sensible strategies for our life and struggle against stress:

Healthy living:
Healthy living means avoiding certain stress factors as well as strengthening body, mind and soul up to the point of coping better with unavoidable stress factors. These include:

· Development of a posture of inner awareness

· Creation of an inner entity which does not totally involve itself and is capable of assuming a perspective from a certain distance

· Timely recognition of stressful situations and early warning signals for reacting against them

· Development of a, if anything, optimistic and humorous attitude towards life and its possibilities and challenges

· The capacity to see beyond our own confines and place our own life into a more sensible context.

· Engagement in sense-directed activities (job, family, volunteering, civic responsibilities etc.)and positive, attainable goals

· Cultivation of satisfying leisure activities, e.g. music or creativity

· Fulfilling social contacts

· Honest concern with conflict

· Healthy, balanced nourishment

· Measured ingestion of pleasure-giving drugs

· Exercise in the fresh air

· Sport without exaggerated efforts to achieve

· Relaxation-producing activities (autogenous training, breathing exercises, Yoga etc.)

· Loving body culture (e.g. time for a hot bath)

· Regular structuring of the day

· Enough sleep and other periods of rest and stillness)

· Social interaction with animals

· Training the capacity for enjoyment and heedful sensible perception.

Accepting the impairment:
The more we quarrel with our impairment, the more will we experience stress: perhaps we are ashamed to be identified as impaired. Feelings of rage, revolt, depression or despair will deprive us of the joy of living and the strength to be active. In short: it creates stress to revolt constantly against what we cannot change. If, however, we can learn to see ourselves as individuals as well as victims of impairment we stand a good chance of living in peace with our impairment we can continue to develop our value judgments constructively. We cannot, of course, abolish impairment-related stress altogether, but we can reduce it to the unavoidable minimum in the long run.

Dealing with stress:
If we ask people, how they manage stress, we often learn that the hope it will eventually disappear by itself represents the only conscious strategy of mastering it. Classical attempts of overcoming it which at least in the long run do not work are:

· Passivity

· Flight into unrealistic wish fantasies

· Excessive alcohol and drug consumption 

· Ceaseless and continuous muddling through 

· Being subject to bouts of irritability and aggressiveness 

· Exaggerated caution and self-pity 

· Repression 

· Too much of a good thing (e.g. jogging) 

· Exaggerated concern with one’s health

Action-oriented strategies:
Here it is a matter of adopting active, observable attitudes designed to attack the stress-producing situation, solve the problem or ameliorate it. That would be the case if you were to persuade your local community to have an acoustic signal installed at the most dangerous point of the road you have to cross; or to get a guide dog for the benefit of unstressed mobility; or you ask for help where this is necessary. Solution-oriented stress prevention should have priority for it tackles the problem head-on and for good. Sometimes, however, solvable and insoluble problems are hard to distinguish from one another.

Periods of recovery:
A stressful situation is best coped with, if it results in calm being restored. It is important, therefore, to take note of stress reactions, in order to achieve relaxation. A short break, a warm bath or a visit to the sauna can help. Sometimes it may be better to work off the frustration with some vigorous sporting activity, to afford a good meal or to reward oneself in other ways for a stressful situation successfully overcome.

Mental stress management:
Here I am referring to strategies arising in your head by questioning your habitual attitudes, value judgments, goals and thought patterns and, if necessary, change them. Test yourself whether and when you resort to stress-aggravating styles of thinking. If yes, make it your first step to stop them. Ask yourself if you could interpret the situation differently.

Encourage yourself to question norms hitherto taken for granted and look for suitable alternatives.  For the inner debate with our impairment this is particularly important and helpful. Question perfectionist service demands and exaggerated control ambitions, but also unconscious expectations of helplessness.

Develop realistic and sensible life goals – be they in your job or private.

Try to see difficulties not in advance as threats, but as a positive challenge which enables you to grow.  But also learn to accept your personal limitations gracefully, instead of constantly comparing yourself with people of your acquaintance (particularly sighted ones) Sometimes it can simply be helpful not to take yourself quite so seriously and or to plague others with too fixed expectations.

Passive stress management:
You have by now got to know many possibilities of avoiding or overcoming stress. Miracle treatments they are, of course, not. So there will always be stress situations which you will not be able to avoid with even the most enlightened strategies. But even then you are not completely helplessly engulfed in the whirlpool of events. There always remains the possibility in any situation to do things which can reduce feelings of tension and mitigate uncontrollable effects of stress. As particularly helpful methods I mention relaxation techniques and positive self-instructions (silent conversations with yourself).

Relaxation: If you are standing in the midst of a traffic noise at a busy crossing and are uncertain when you can cross you will hardly unroll a mat, lie on the ground and start to meditate. But you can call on separate elements of a relaxation programme which – assuming previous training – can bring about palpable relief of tension. If you are familiar with the progressive muscle relaxation technique according to Jacobsen or Alexander you can contract and relax a single muscle group (e.g. the face muscles) you will notice how the relaxation reaction spreads over the whole body. Also helpful are breathing exercises.

Positive self-instruction: you can learn to talk to yourself encouragingly and calm yourself. Phrases like: “you’ll manage it”, “take your time”, “breathe in deeply and it will ease” or something similar can get you through many unavoidable stress situations. Sometimes the way you confront someone in face of stressful aspects of reality already helps (e.g. the confirmation of life with an impairment with the simple phrase: “yes, that’s how it is!”)
Summary:
Of course, you can’t be immunised against stress the way you can against infantile paralysis. No strategy however good will always help- here, too, perfection would be out of place. Yet, you can do a lot to improve your quality of life, in order to reduce the consequences of harm from stress considerably.

· Important components of the Cerebrum, the human brain, the seat of intelligence, muscular activity etc.

{Both these articles are taken from HORUS, the journal of the German Federation of Blind and Visually Impaired People in Study and Employment (DVBS) Nr. 3 2012}

Finally:  Hopefully, you will have found this newsletter both interesting and informative. Please keep articles and reports coming for inclusion in future issues. The deadline for the March issue is Monday 25th February.
Bill Campbell. Fed News Editor.

N.F.B.U.K.  contact details.  NFBUK, Sir John Wilson House, 215 Kirkgate, Wakefield, West Yorkshire, WF1 1JG, Tel: 01924 291313, Email: nfbuk@nfbuk.org .

Disclaimer: Whilst making all reasonable efforts to provide correct information, NFBUK cannot guarantee that the data provided by this Newsletter is accurate in every respect. Contents are passed on for recipient‘s information only, and NFBUK does not endorse and is not responsible or liable for any content, advertising, products, or other materials on or available from included projects, websites or resources. 
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