[image: image1.png]


[image: image2.png]


[image: image3.png]


[image: image4.png]



Supporting people who are blind and vision impaired since 1986

Contents
From the ED................1                 
Participant Profile…….1  
Volunteer Profile………2
Board Profile……………2
Staff Profiles……………3
Tech Talk……………….. 4
CNIB Report…………… 4

FFB Conference………..5

Up-Coming Events…….6
[image: image5.jpg]


Announcements……….6

[image: image6.emf] 

[image: image7.jpg]L



From the Executive Director
BALANCE has received special funding from the Ministry of Health to create a technology training centre to accommodate the computer group classes and other activities.  A part-time technology instructor has already been hired and the hunt for new office space is underway.    

The strategic planning process sees BALANCE undertaking a new Healthy Living Initiative.  Knowing that health and wellness have become an important part of today’s society, finding ways to be more active can be difficult when you are blind.  BALANCE would like to support participants who are interested in developing healthy living and wellness goals through access to information on nutrition, diet, exercise route training, and participation in community activities.  Any information or input on this initiative from our stakeholders would be most welcome.

On behalf of all of us at BALANCE I wish you a healthy and warm winter season, happy holidays, and a wonderful New Year.

Participant Profile - Sameh Abdou

My name is Sameh Abdou.  I have arrived as a permanent resident of Canada on September the 8th.  In my country, Egypt, I used to work as a news translator and interpreter in the radio and other institutions.  However, I felt that I need to learn how to lead a totally independent life.  Therefore, I decided to immigrate having all the required qualifications.  Before coming here, I browsed the net to search on the possibility of leading this life in Canada.  I learned from a Canadian friend through the chat about BALANCE Toronto.  I contacted them to see what can be done.  What surprised me was the quick response from the team there, especially Molly who visited me on the second day of arriving in Toronto.  Then, the whole team started with me: mobility, daily life skills and access community courses.  I would not be exaggerating if I describe Charlene, Jennifer and Patricia as well as Tom and Molly as honest, loving, efficient sincere people.  This helped me go through the Canadian Community faster than I could imagine.  Now I have learned a lot of routes to work anywhere if I get a job opportunity.  Now I can clean my house, wash my clothes and feed myself independently.  Now I am in a course for employment that I hope would provide me with a suitable job.  I hope that during the coming period, I would be able to fulfill my dreams as a new immigrant in this country by finding a suitable job in translation or interpretation or any related field. 
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Volunteer Profile - 

Jo Billard
Hi, my name is Jo Billard.  As a former participant, I am grateful for the assistance BALANCE has provided me and wished to find a way to show my appreciation, so I became a volunteer. 

For close to ten years now I have been helping BALANCE staff in a variety of ways.  Whenever there is a need for extra support, I have encouraged BALANCE to contact me for assistance with proof reading of the BALANCE BEAGLE, Brailing of Christmas Cards, and critiquing of materials for Annual General Meetings.  Helping BALANCE with the proof reading of written materials helps fulfill my desire to be both conscientious and thorough. 

I recognize volunteering as a constructive way of expressing appreciation and offering a positive contribution towards a good cause.  It gives you valuable experience and shows that you care.  I encourage all of you to volunteer your assistance – it can make a huge difference in both your own life and someone else’s!
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Board Profile – Darren Cooper
As a participant and Board member for the past three years, I have been actively involved with many aspects of BALANCE including writer and editor of the BEAGLE, fundraiser, and Executive Board member.

In addition to my work with BALANCE, I am currently employed as the Access Centre Coordinator with the York Federation of Students at York University.  Prior to this experience, I have held positions with the Active Living Alliance for Canadians with a Disability-Ontario and the Canadian National Institute for the Blind.

I am also a member of the Board of Directors for Canada-Wide Accessibility for Post-Secondary Students, a non-profit organization that strives towards eliminating barriers for post-secondary students with disabilities.  In this capacity, I have, most recently, co-organized the annual Breaking Down Barriers conference.

If that wasn’t enough, I am also a competitive shot putter, training towards the 2008 Summer Paralympics.

I hold a Bachelor of Arts degree in Communication Studies from the University of Windsor, and am currently pursuing a second B.A. in Disability Studies at Ryerson University.

Staff Profiles – 
3 New Guys @ BALANCE
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Shane            Tom            Jeff

Tom Dekker

I came on board in mid-October as Daily Living Skills instructor and Community Access Facilitator.  After many years as an adaptive technology instructor, both here and in the US, I am a recent graduate of the Mohawk College program for rehabilitation instructors of the visually impaired.  My main interest outside of work involves getting creative with accessible music production software and collecting polyrhythmic music from all over the world.  The great ethnic diversity of the BALANCE participant base is sure to be a great resource in that department.

Shane Laurnitus

Hi, my name is Shane Laurnitus and I am proud to be a recent addition to BALANCE’s staff as Volunteer Coordinator / Community Access Facilitator.  

After graduating from high school in 1994, I faced many years of uncertainty in terms of career direction.  In 1998, I started taking courses in various disciplines in an attempt to identify my calling.  After completing courses in psychology, counselling, business and nutrition with honours status, I still lacked vocational clarity.  

In the summer of 2001, I finally discovered where my career would take me.  In June of 2001, I accepted a job at the CNIB teaching blind and visually impaired students how to prepare for college and university.  I continued to work for a subsequent three summers and learned that rehabilitation was the direction I wanted to continue.  Now I am happily employed at BALANCE!!!

In my personal life, I prize nutrition, exercise, music, photography and communication. 

Jeff Overmars

I began working as an Access Technology Instructor at BALANCE on November 1st.  I come to Toronto from the East coast via the Caribbean where I spent last winter teaching JAWS and Zoomtext to clients of the Antigua and Barbuda Society for the Blind.  I studied Journalism at the University of King's College in Nova Scotia, travelled throughout Europe and Canada, and studied Sociology at St. Francis Xavier University in my hometown of Antigonish.  I have written for the Halifax Chronicle Herald, Daily News and The Globe and Mail.  I look forward to meeting participants interested in learning computers and am very happy to be working with BALANCE. 
Tech Talk – Tom Dekker

One major component of my job as a BALANCE DLS/CAF instructor involves traveling to participants’ homes all over Toronto.  With my Trekker, a personal GPS (global positioning satellite) system just like the one found in many new cars, but equipped with speech output and a very user-friendly tactile keyboard, the traveling is much less stressful.  With a map of Toronto in its memory and the ability to know my exact position relative to satellites in orbit around the earth, Trekker keeps Dekker on track.  It even allows me to “stick pins” in the map which will then speak a customized message next time they are visited.  It is even possible to plan routes ahead of time and receive notification if you’re going the wrong way.  You can also look up stores, restaurants, etc, and then plot a route to them from your current location.  For more information about Trekker, explore www.humanware.com or call me on Ext. 25 at the office with your questions.

CNIB releases report...
The CNIB released a report last week outlining some issues of interest to BALANCE participants that drew from a national survey of the country’s blind population.  The report, An Unequal Playing Field, presents what the CNIB calls “unprecedented” feedback from visually impaired people, parents of blind children; ophthalmologists and optometrists; rehabilitation agency service providers; and teachers of students with visual impairments.  Among some of the findings are that many blind people are living below the poverty line and that access to employment is a significant barrier faced by all.  The report states that only 25% of working age blind people are currently employed.  And while working age adults with vision loss feel that potential employers are largely unaware that Canadians who are blind or who have significant vision loss make qualified and capable employees, the report acts only as a tool with which we can work to expose this misconception for what it is.  It’s the first study of it’s kind in Canada in over 29 years and as technology has drastically changed the work environment it’s no surprise that changes must be made to accommodate the significant numbers of visually impaired and blind persons in Canada seeking to enter, or in some cases re-enter, the workforce.  

An Unequal Playing Field presents a number of recommendations to alter the atmosphere, among them a hope to increase federal/provincial/territorial understanding and resourcing of the unique employment and transportation service requirements of persons with vision loss.  

You can download the report at the CNIB website at http://www.cnib.ca/eng/media-centre/stories/needs-report/needs-report.htm  

Foundation Fighting Blindness Conference (www.ffb.ca)  Toronto, Nov. 18th & 19th, 2005 

BALANCE participated at this recent conference with a display table and information sharing about our services.  

This conference was held over two days with approximately three hundred people attending.  

The first day was dedicated to AMD (age-related macular degeneration).  “AMD is the leading cause of blindness in Canadians over the age of 50 – but few are even aware of the disease and its symptoms.” www.amdcanada.com Dr. Patricia Harvey co-ordinated the AMD day with many discussions about wet and dry AMD and the various treatments available.  AMD basically affects central vision (reading vision) with people usually maintaining good peripheral vision.  The treatment for dry macular degeneration is high doses of vitamins and minerals and for wet macular degeneration is laser photocoagulation and Photodynamic Therapy with verteporfin for injection.  These treatments may slow the disease and the vision loss.  Your ophthalmologist will be able to give you more detail on the treatments if they are appropriate for you.

The second day was dedicated to Retinitis Pigmentosa (RP) and Related Retinal Degenerations.  This day was co-ordinated by Dr. Elise Heon.  RP represents about 95 to 105 different diseases.  There has been a great deal of time spent on isolating the affected genes and researchers feel they have now isolated approximately 100 of the 150 genes.  Presenters stated it is now time to take the research to the people by testing the therapies through clinical trials.  As the first step, there must be a population base, willing to participate in the trials, from which to draw.  To this end the FFB is in the process of setting up a registry of patients.  For more information about the registry talk to your ophthalmologist or the FFB.

Up-Coming Events  
· March 2006 BALANCE Forum             Stress Reduction Strategies 

· June 2006 BALANCE AGM 

· November 2006 - “a BALANCE affair” celebrating 20 years     

Announcements

· BALANCE News Line
Recorded weekly, usually on Fridays, with information you might find interesting.
416-236-1796 x33

· Congratulations to Jennifer Beliaeff-Hulett and Devin Hulett on the birth of their son, Trevor.

· BALANCE Website – remember to check the website to find out what’s new at BALANCE www.balancetoronto.org 

· Note - Articles that appear in the BEAGLE do not necessarily reflect the expressed opinions of BALANCE.

BALANCE thanks Whole Net Technology (416-463-9018, www.wnt.ca) for sponsoring the printing and mailing of the BEAGLE
------------------------------------------------------------------------------

BALANCE
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Supporting people who are blind and vision impaired since 1986

Yes, I would like to contribute to BALANCE.  Enclosed is my donation of:

$25     $35     $50     $100     $200     other     (cheque enclosed)

I prefer to use my VISA card:   VISA card number________________  Expiry ________

Authorized Signature __________________
Name:___________________________

#302 – 4920 Dundas Street West, #302

Address:_________________________

Toronto, ON  M9A  1B7

Charitable tax number: 13278 4851 RR0001  Tax receipts issued for donations of $10 or more
THE  BALANCE  BEAGLE
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