Saturday 30 October

Official opening

Tony Best: I know that some colleagues in Sense have been working really hard on your behalf over the last few weeks, Liz Duncan, and Tracey cook, who are the part of the local planning Committee and Ges Roulstone, have been working non-stop to make sure that the conference happens, and that you are comfortable throughout the whole of it, and that it is a success.  I am very pleased to introduce now your Chairman, and the person who has led the development of the meeting up to now, Ges Roulstone, Ges has very many years experience of working in the field of disability, I am very pleased to say he's a senior member of the staff of Sense.  He's one of our original directors, having worked hard, loyally and successfully for Sense for a number of years before that. 


It is just like Ges that he would choose as the title of his keynote opening presentation " the spirit of the conference".  Would you welcome Ges Roulstone.

Opening Speech – Setting the Scene

Ges Roulstone: Thank you Tony for those few words.  Thank you all for coming here today, for the start of the conference.  Let me repeat a few words that Tony said earlier in welcoming you to this beautiful and historical spar town of Harrogate and to the 5th international seminar of the acquired deafblindness network. 


From its first conference, in 1994, ABDN has held regular international conferences for professionals working in the field of acquired deafblindness.  The first in 1994 was in Hilversum, in the Netherlands.  Then in 1996, we met in Poitiers in France.  Then in 1998, Osimo in Italy and our last conference was in 2002, in Zurich in Switzerland. 


Each successive conference has attracted a larger number of delegates than the one before.  This year we are delighted, as you heard a few minutes ago, to welcome 147 delegates, 50 more than attended Zurich in 2002. 


Greater numbers of delegates reflect the representation from more and more countries.  From our origins as a small group of professionals working in Northern Europe, and Scandinavia, we have expanded to become ever more international in focus.  This year at Harrogate we have delegates from no fewer than 17 countries, crucially delegates from every continent, truly world-wide representation. 


The growth in importance of the Popularity of this conference reflects an increasing understanding of the phenomenon of acquired deaf blindness and a corresponding growth in interest in work in this field from social workers, to medical professionals, and policy makers.  As people live longer, we see a trend towards an ageing population, revealing rising numbers of people who develop impairments of sight and hearing, as a consequence of ageing. 


In another context, we have a growing awareness of the needs of people with Usher Syndrome and other medical conditions that give rise to dual sensory impairment. 


In both cases, there is an ever greater need for professionals to share experiences, best practice and research. 


There is a need for more than that.  There is also a need to link talk with action, and to develop a sense of continuity and progress in our work. 


As a coordinating group, we took a decision, in Zurich in 2002, to link the outputs of that conference with the agenda for this year's event in the UK. 


The Zurich conference identified 6 key areas for future international action.


· The first was learning from acquired deafblind people themselves. 

· Zurich also required us to pay more attention to creating greater awareness for deafblindness.  

· The last conference looked at developing better ways to identify people with a dual sensory impairment. 

· There was also a call for the establishing and monitoring of equal working relationships between deafblind people and professionals.  

· There was also a call for the development of an international forum and development of technology and information sharing. 

· And finally, in Zurich, there were lots of calls for greater work to ensure that deafblind people had legally enshrined rights. 


Those are the calls for action that came from Zurich in 2002.  And you will see those themes reflected in the programme for Harrogate 2004. 


Deafblind people themselves are represented this year more than ever before.  We will all have greater opportunities to learn from their experience, both as users of services and as professionals themselves.  The spirit of inclusion and equality has been underpinned by ensuring that deafblind colleagues were key members of the UK planning team for the event. 


The outputs of Zurich 2002 are also reflected in key topic areas such as legal frameworks to enshrine the rights of those citizens with dual sensory impairment. 


We will be hearing key speeches on this subject on Sunday from representatives from the European Parliament and Romania. 


The benefits of technology and advances in this area for deafblind people was another subject that Zurich delegates called for more coverage on and so we will have a plenary session on the subject on Monday, delivered by colleagues from Denmark and Germany. 


There will also be 15 workshops for you to choose from, covering topics on awareness raising, communication, employment opportunities, rehabilitation and overviews of services to people with acquired deafblindness in different countries. 


Members of the coordinating group of ABDN will attend each of these workshops and will give brief feedback at the plenary session the following morning. 


The theme of this year's conference is expectations, opportunities and possibilities.  Exploring the relationship between people in the world of acquired deaf blindness. 


The use of the word " expectations " is deliberate and reflects our desire as a network to be more inclusive in our work and to recognise people with acquired deafblindness, not as passive users of services, but as active consumers with hopes, expectations and most importantly, a voice.  And not only active consumers but, fellow professionals with skills and insights that have greater currency and value because of the added element of personal experience. 


Furthermore, we must explore the expectations of everyone in our field, not just deafblind people themselves, but everyone with something to contribute; Service planners, managers, researchers, political lobbyists, medical experts, therapists, technologists, communication support colleagues and let us not forget, families. 


Being honest with each other about our respective expectations will lead us to examine the opportunities that lie before us, for closer and more effective working, partly through the ever-greater expansion of this, the largest and most active of networks recognised by the DbI and this in turn will permit us to look ahead with confidence to the possibilities that the future holds in store. 


Thank you for listening.  Enjoy the conference.

We will now have coffee.  Thank you.

 
Just for the purposes of accuracy, and fairness to everyone, Tony in his remarks, before he introduced me at the last session, very kindly made reference to members of the UK planning group.  But in so doing, he missed out the names of 2 or 3 people. He was not to be expected to remember everyone's name.  He very properly mentioned Liz Duncan, as co-ordinator, of the UK planning team, and my PA Tracey Cook, but he inadvertently missed the names of the equally important Susannah Barnet, and Megan Mann plus Susannah’s support worker Emma Stones. So I want to insert that back into the conversation so that everybody gets due regard for the work they've put in. 


I am pleased to say that we now turn to the first of the plenary sessions of this conference.  Between now and 12.30 when we have lunch, we will be hearing from 3 speakers.  Today's theme of this conference will be focusing on the subject of expectations.  As a planning group we felt it was important to start a conference of this sort by exploring the questions of: What do we want?  What do any of us want?


We follow that up with another question; to explore, what is reasonable and just, in what is inevitably, an imperfect world?  Where demand for resources always exceeds supply of resources.  And how do we direct resources where they are most needed?  We will be hearing a great deal on this subject in the next hour or so from 3 different perspectives, first of all from a personal perspective, then the societal and then the organisational perspective.  I think it is fitting that we should start a conference of this sort by hearing from a deafblind person themselves.  Jane Sayer is now going to talk to us of her experiences as a deafblind person and how her life changed with the provision of effective and efficient communication. 
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