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Ladies and Gentlemen,

We all know why we are here at this conference. We have common field of interest, serving children, youth or adults with visual impairment. It is obviously clear for us what the special terminology means and what are the major barriers a person with visual impairment has to deal with. We all know what influence of the different kinds of vision problems has on learning and teaching process and how information is most easily accessible for someone who is low vision or blind. But we are unique, small and quite separate group of people in our society as well as the population we serve is the smallest among the others with special needs.

How can we expect from ordinary people to know about the special needs of their fellows with visual impairment and to help them properly if we, the so-called experts do very little on sharing our knowledge to the public? 

On the other hand, how can we expect our governments and authorities to give more money on making the environment and information accessible for visually impaired people if the consumer organizations themselves are either not informed well enough or too shy to advocate their rights? These are the real barriers our societies confronting especially in my region, the Central-Eastern part of Europe or as it is often called the post-communist countries. This critique is as true as the presence of financial backward combined with inappropriate attitudes precipitated and explained by anti-democracy and most centralized economy before changing the regime in Eastern Europe. The iron curtain also prevented us from exchanging information, travelling and establishing firm contacts not only with the West but also within our region. Information barrier was significant for teachers as well for visually impaired people.

The similar political and economical background of Eastern European countries has led similar social problems after the changes. When unemployment has increased they were blind people first who lost their jobs. The society needed new skills and new professions. Prompt information and on-going training became and still are the most valuable features in open market. To come up to the expectations someone has to use new information technologies. These challenges had great influence on the education and rehabilitation of blind and visually impaired people in this region. Institutes and individuals tried to find solutions and many good ideas were born. 

For realization of these creative but rather sporadic plans a big regional project was launched in 1996 known as the Eastern European Network on Access Technologies. The project was initiated by Overbrook School for the Blind and financed by the Open Society Institute of Soros Foundation. Project EENAT set up its goals to utilize regional collaboration and new developments in access technology to expand educational and employment opportunities for visually impaired and blind persons.

Today when European Union and regional thinking is in focus for both parts of 

Europe, it is easy to understand why a regional approach was born. It is more effective since 

· It builds upon existing political economical and cultural alliances;

· It builds upon the existing levels of competitiveness and collaboration;

· It makes maximum use of existing human resources;

· It dispels the myth that outside expertise is always required and

· It creates regional self-sufficiency.

While all countries in Eastern Europe had similar needs related to education and employment of blind and visually impaired persons, the first phase of the project started its activities in those five countries ( namely the Czech Republic, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland and the Slovak Republic) where a basic foundation of access technology had already been established. During the second phase the project had expanded the network to three additional countries, Estonia, Latvia and Romania.

As there were all the Baltic countries involved in the second phase, a sub-regional network for these countries was also developed.

Project EENAT is managed and administered by Overbrook International and by the Project Advisory Group which consist of representatives from the region, one for each partner country. Project Advisory Group represent not only countries but different kind of fields and professions (e.g. consumer organizations, special teachers of children and youth with visual impairment, trainers in access technology, officials form local ministries, etc.). Since 1999 the project administration has been supplemented with special members, representing powerful European organizations, such as VISIO from the Netherlands, the British Computer Association of the Blind and the Nordic Education Group.

The concept of the project came from the region, from blind and visually impaired people, from professionals and from local leaders. After the local suggestion regarding to the representation of the given country in the Regional Advisory Group, guiding principles, national and regional priorities based on national survey on the level of access technology and the needs were set up and in the beginning mainly national level of activities were developed. 

These guiding principles remained the same during the 5 years of the operation of the project. These are:

· adhering to the project goals

· not diminishing the existing support from local governments or private sectors

· securing matching funds from other resources

· confirming continuation as a result of the activity

· fostering collaboration

· segregating funds into separate accounts

· securing secondary benefits wherever possible

Project activities had been set up as the results of baseline surveys in the field of access technology used in special schools, integrated educational programs and adult training programs. These activities include: 

· national level training programs

· regional training of trainers programs

· regional research and evaluation activities

· national level access technology innovations

· regional conference

· regional electronic discussion list and 

· development of training materials.

Let me give you a few examples of the activities during the first and second phases of the project, which shows how emphasis from basic awareness courses on national level was shifted to more specialized regional workshops for trainers. 

National level courses in the 1st phase (a few examples):

· course for parents on the basic knowledge of access technology

· course for blind administrators

· course for students and teachers 

· course for integrated high school students and for their teachers

· course on braille transcription

· course for large print screen readers, etc.

Regional level workshops in the 1st and 2nd phase (a few examples):

· Evaluation of access technology meeting the individual needs of people with visual impairment (Prague)

· How to teach Windows to blind users? (Bratislava)

· Assisting technology for MDVI children and for early intervention (Budapest)

· Music transcription (Bratislava)

· Jaws for Windows (Braislava)

· Wintalker (Prague)

· Windows applications :Word and Excel (Bratislava)

More specialized courses were possible because of developing an Evaluation and Research Center in Bratislava. This center, led by Branislav Mamojka made an objective evaluation in accessibility of hardware and software in order to find the best solution for our region regarding:

· adaptation of foreign products 

· development of lower cost national products prepared for adaptation for different languages

Evaluation, recommendation and negotiation were executed in the main types of access technology (e.g. OCR system, note-takers, large print software, braille translator programs, screen-readers for Windows, internet access) 

When finishing the first phase of the project, a regional conference was organized with the attendance of 19 countries. The proceedings of this Regional Conference were disseminated on floppy disks to all participants and are still available on whish to order. 

During the second phase of the project, development of training material became one of our priorities. There are three kinds of publications that are available or will be available this year in English and in local languages:

· “Yes, I Can!” Visually Impaired People in the Work Place: Technology Opens New Opportunities (1998) which is a collection of case studies in Eastern Europe on visually impaired people successfully employed in the open market with the use of access technology for future employers

· “Yes, They Can!” Preparing Parents and Educators of Blind and Visually Impaired Individuals in the Field of Access Technology (in press) which is a manual consisting of 7 modules with different level of knowledge (from Getting Started and DOS to Internet Access and Designing Accessible Web Pages )

· “Yes, We Can!” Access Technology as a Tool for Successful Integration in Education and Open Market Employment for Visually Impaired and Blind People (filming in process) which is a video film for public education on national TV programs 

As a conclusion, you would probably like to hear that all of our problems will have been solved by the end of the operation of Project EENAT. I would not say so. What we have learnt from Project EENAT is much more than we expected: the lesson is that even we are small countries in Europe, (most of us with a population of less than 10 million) but with collaboration to each other our region can represent a considerable power. We also realized how much human resources, creativity and strong wish for further development can be found. We hope that our efforts will bring accessibility for people with blindness and visual impairment living in our region in the near future. Operation of Project EENAT will reach its end this year but as grandfather always plants walnut-tree for his grandchildren we surely believe that EENAT will bear its fruit, too.

Finally, let me express my thanks to all contributors of Project EENAT, especially to our “grandfather and gardener”, Larry Campbell.
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