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Message from the Editorial Team   

The 75th Anniversary Brochure was published by Blind SA on 26 October 2021 in commemoration of 

the 75th Anniversary of Blind SA. The brochure is an update of the development of the organisation 

since the publication of the 50th Anniversary publication, “Droom tot Daad”.  

The brochure was edited by the Editorial Team of Tommie Lehmkuhl, Jace Nair, Philip Jordaan,  

Susan van Wyk and Karin Gouws.   

The Editorial Team acknowledges the contributions made by: Abraham Allies, Susan Bam, Christo de 

Klerk, Cathy Donaldson, Hazel Marshall, Ntshavheni Netshituni, Stafie Pelser, Andre Steyn and Daan 

van Niekerk 

The brochure provides an insight into the development and transformation of Blind SA from 1946 to 

2021 and the vision for the future. 
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Blind SA – the future … 

 

Photo: Blind SA – Alrode 

 

Championing the cause of blind and partially sighted people 

Blind SA as a National Disable People’s Organisation in South Africa has emerged as a 

major national advocacy and empowerment agency protecting and promoting the basic 

human rights of blind and partially sighted people in the country. The organization will 

continue to strive to maintain its objects and accelerate the equal participation in the 

economic, social, educational, cultural and sporting environments. 

The focus for the coming decades will be: 

* Strengthening our member organisations through resource generation, capacity building 

Programmes in organisational development and financial sustainability, leadership and sound 

administration. Our member organisations need to become more accountable and relevant to 

our members and our various constituencies. 

 * Blind SA becoming more representative of blind and partially sighted people at Provincial 

and National level through greater empowerment of blind and partially sighted women and 

youth as well as setting up Provincial structures for more effective coordination at regional 

spheres.   

*   The advocacy, lobbying and networking efforts to ensure self-representation, protection 

and promotion of basic human rights and access to inclusive, integrated, equitable and 

accessible services.  

* Accelerating access to personal growth, economic well-being and independence such as 

Orientation and Mobility, Skills of Daily Living, braille training, computers and technology, 

entrepreneurial and SMME training and development and access to information in accessible 

formats as well as audio description at museums, art galleries, cinemas, theatres and 

television broadcasts. 

Blind SA is poised to advance and champion the cause of blind and partially sighted people 

going forward based on the historic commitment, dedication and enormous success achieved 

over the past seventy-five years. 
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The beginning… 

 Blind SA – 1946 to 2021 - Previously known as South African Blind Workers 

Organisation/Suid Afrikaanse Blindewerkers Organisasie (SABWO)  

 

Photo: Blind SA 1979-2021  

The founding of the organisation was initiated by Dr Walter Cohen, Mr Jan Harmse 

and Mr Antonie Swartz, which culminated in the founding of the organisation on 26 

October 1946. 

Blind SA is an organisation of and for blind and partially sighted persons, adhering to 

the principals of self-help, self-representation, the empowering of blind and partially 

sighted persons and thus the improving of their quality of life. 

Starting with four branches, the organisation currently has thirty member 

organisation in the country 

Services provided for Blind and Partially Sighted by SABWO/Blind SA 

 Braille Services - production of material in accessible formats. 

 Advocacy and Information 

 Economic Empowerment 

 Education and Early Childhood Development 

 Skills Training and Development  

 Study Bursaries  

 

 

 

Page 3 



 

 

 

Presidents over 75 years  

 

   2020 - Mr. Ntshavheni Netshituni 

    

1946 to 1948 - Mr. Anthonie Swartz  1948 to 1951 - Mr. Joe Fuchs  

     

             1951 to 1972 - Mr. Daan Malan           1972 to 1976 & 1984 to 1988 - Mr. Robert Park 
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1976 to 1984 - Miss Connie Aucamp    1988 to 1992 - Mr. Ernest Kruger 

 

      
 

1992 to 2004 - Mrs. Hazel Marshall       2004 to 2020 - Miss Cathy Donaldson 
 

                                                          
2016 - Jace Nair, CEO                                         2003 to 2006    Leon Craggs, Director  
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Highlights  

 1946 - Establishment of SABWO 

 1947 - Blind telephonists/switchboard operators were trained and placed  

 1953 - Braille Transcription Bureau now Braille Services was established  

 1960 - First Study Bursary was awarded.   

 1972 - Employment Committee established, and became the Economic 

Empowerment Committee in 2020  

 1975 - Social Work services were introduced. 

 1978 - Information Exchange established, and became the Advocacy & 

Information Committee. 

 1988 - Skills Development Services introduced. 

 1992 - Constitution changed to make it a non-racial organisation 

 1992 - Successfully lobbied for a secret vote for blind persons in the National 

Elections. 

 1994 - Charter of Rights produced for the Visually Disabled. 

 1996 - First full-time placement officer employed 

 1996 - Braille version of the South African Constitution produced. 

 2004 - SABWO renamed to Blind SA.  

 2006 - Braille Training initiated. 

 2010 - Orientation and Mobility Services initiated. 

 2017 – First DAISY Audio book published. 

 2020 - Blind SA Bookshare Library established.  

 

 

 

Championing the cause

 of blind people for 

1946 -2021
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Medal of Honour - The highest award bestowed by Blind SA on members, in 
recognition of meritorious service to the organization.  

 

1967       Mr. P E Biesenbach 

1967       Dr. V H. Vaughan 

1974       Mr. E J J Kruger 

1975       Mr. L J Uys 
1978       Mr. J C Harmse 

1985       Miss C E Aucamp 

1986       Mrs. M Kruger 

1988       Mr. C Venter 

1990       Miss A Botha 

1991       Mr. J C Mostert 
1993       Mr. A C Zeelie 

1995       Mr. R L Park 

1996       Mrs. H Marshall 
1998       Miss C J Donaldson 

2000      Mr. W H Taylor 

2006      Mr. D van Niekerk 

2010       Mr. F A Greeff 
2012       Mr. J Sullivan 

2016     Mr. J B Jakavula 
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Braille Services  

The Braille Transcription Bureau (now Braille Services) was established on 1 August 

1953 and is the second oldest braille printing press in South Africa. Mr Ernst Kruger 

was appointed the director, while his wife was the first voluntary braille typist. In its 

first ten years, braille was produced manually on a Stainsby brailler, a small portable 

braille typewriter. The first complete work produced was the “Constitution of the 

National Party of Transvaal” in Afrikaans. 

To make provision for multiple copies, a “Crabb” braille machine was imported from 

England. It produced braille on a light gauge double metal sheet, from which a 

limited number of duplicates could be made, using a washing machine mangle. The 

process was slow, laborious and costly. 

SABWO’s first full-time employee, Mrs Elize Venter, started on 2 February 1960 as 

an administrative officer and on 15 January 1962 Angelique Wessels (née van der 

Spuy) became the first Head Braille Transcriber.  Currently the Division employs a 

manager, 5 data typists, 5 teams of proofreaders and 4 staff in the printing division. 

In 1953 600 braille pages were produced, compared to 2.4 million pages in 2020! 

During the 1980s the demand for braille rose to the extent that manual production 

was no longer practicable. Braille Services became the first printing house in South 

Africa to switch to computerised braille production.  

In 2016 Braille Services expanded its scope of operation even further and acquired 

the skills to produce material in digital format (DAISY). Apart from producing our 

magazines in this format, the first book to be produced in Daisy format was Cry the 

Beloved Country by Alan Paton in early 2017.  

 

Photo: braille books 

 

Page 8 



 

 

 

Photo: Braille Proofreading Team 

 

     

Photo: Collating of braille books     Photo:  Packaging of braille books  
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Voting in South African Elections  

The democratic transformation in South Africa ushered in “one man one vote” which resulted in 

the entitlement of all blind and partially sighted citizens over the age of eighteen having the vote 

in the first Democratic Elections in 1994. Unfortunately, there was no “secret vote” since blind and 

partially sighted people had to be assisted in voting.  

A year earlier, in 1993, Blind SA successfully lobbied Parliament for the “secret vote” to be 

included in the Electoral Legislation. The realisation of this aspiration to have the secret vote 

became a reality when the IEC in 2009 produced a template that was not user friendly and without 

consultation with blind and partially sighted people.  

Blind SA together with SA National Council for the Blind in 2009 engaged the IEC. This resulted in 

the design and development of the Universal Ballot Template (UBT) - Voting Aid. which was used 

in the Local Government Elections (LGE) 2011. The UBT was further modified for use at the 

National and Provincial Elections (NPE) 2014. 

Blind SA was contracted by the IEC to further modify and manufacture the UBT for the LGE 2016 

and NPE 2019.  

The UBT is an assistive voting aid used by blind and partially sighted people during the voting 

process whereby the ballot paper is fitted into the “sleeve” to assist them to vote in secret. 

The organisation worked with the IEC to roll out civic and voter education since 2011 during all the 

NPE’s and LGE’s. In addition, the organisation received accreditation as an Official Observer at the 

NPE 2019 and monitored over one hundred and eighty Polling Stations throughout the country.   

 

Photo: Production of Universal Ballot Templates (UBT)  
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Education and Early Childhood Development 

 
Since 2005, the Education and ECD committee advocates for quality education of the blind 
and partially sighted child; from early childhood through the schooling system and Post 
School Education and Training. 
 
Guidance is given to empower parents to provide an environment in which the blind and 
partially sighted child can develop to his/her full potential. This enabling environment 
should provide stimulation of all the child’s other senses. The child should be encouraged to 
experiment with different tastes, smells, touch, consistencies and textures.  Children learn 
by emulating what they see.  Children who are blind and partially sighted must be taught to 
emulate using audio prompts.  
Parents and caregivers are provided with information regarding services and facilities for 
blind and partially sighted children. Over the last decade The Parents Network Newsletter 
provided information to more than two hundred subscribers.  
  
The key strategic objective is to advocate and provide for an inclusive school system where 
blind and partially sighted learners receive a quality, sustainable and equal education with 
curriculum adaptations and appropriate assistive devices, as well as accessible publications. 
In cases where blind or partially sighted learners do not cope in mainstream schools the 
committee will advise and advocate for placement in a special school for the blind. 
Post School Education and Training is achieved by supporting adult learners to write the 
National Senior Certificate and Second Chance Matric Programme.   
 
Blind SA has been in the forefront in advocating for an inclusive, sustainable and equal 
education by campaigning for accessible Learner Teacher Support Materials – braille 
textbooks and initiating the Section 27 litigation which resulted in an out of court 
settlement in 2018.  Campaigns for the improvement of physical infrastructure and safety 
and security of learners are continuously initiated. 

 
Photo: Handing over of Tatrapoints 

 

Page 11 



 

 

ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT:  

In 1946 the only employment opportunity for blind people was sheltered 

employment. It was the view of the founding fathers of SABWO that blind and 

partially sighted workers’ abilities allowed them to accomplish much more in the 

open labour market. Blind people were then successfully placed in positions as 

telephonists/switchboard operators. 

At first, placement services and trying to find employment for blind and partially 

sighted persons, was undertaken by volunteers.  

The committee was formed in 1972, and was responsible for facilitating the 

employment of blind and partially sighted people.  

Some of the jobs identified includes CEOs, lawyers, switchboard operators, call 

centre operators, telesales agents, data typists, pastors, computer programmers, 

massage therapists, broadcasters, musicians and piano tuners. 

Today it is widely acknowledged that blind and partially sighted people can, with the 

correct resources, be employed in most positions. During the last 25 years since 

1996, 59 persons were placed, giving these individuals the opportunity to contribute 

to the economy of South Africa. 

Abraham Allies who works as the chief switchboard operator at the Department of 

International Relations and Cooperation is an example of a successful placement.  

He was initially placed at Delmas Hospital in Mpumalanga in 1997.  He then took up 

a position at the then Department of Foreign Affairs in Pretoria in 2000 and was 

promoted from principle to Chief Switchboard Operator in 2008.  

The committee moved its focus to include training of member organisations; job 

readiness, CV preparation; advocating for placement, reasonable accommodation 

and entrepreneurial training. 

In order to support self-employment, the organisation introduced Small Micro and 

Medium Enterprise (SMME) development, by initiating entrepreneurial training and 

support for entrepreneurs.    

The International Labour Organisation (ILO), accredited Start and Improve your 

business (SIYB) training module was introduced in 2019 with four persons qualifying 

as accredited trainers 

In view of the new focus the committee it is now the Economic Empowerment 

Committee. 
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Photos:  SIYB Training at Val Verde Lodge in Johannesburg 
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Orientation and Mobility  

O&M refers to training that enables blind and partially sighted individuals to learn to 

travel safely by applying safe techniques. The aim of O&M training is to provide 

independence to blind and partially sighted people in order to be able to perform 

certain skills independently. 

O&M Services commenced in 2010 with one O&M practitioner. Currently three O&M 

practitioners are employed.  

 

The photo above was taken during O&M training at Ekurhuleni in 2020 

                                                                                                   

Clients are taught to perform skills of daily living, for example cooking, cleaning, and 

grooming. It helps them to be independent in their home environment and it builds 

their self-esteem.  

 

 
Blind person pouring boiling water. 

 

The outbreak of Covid-19 changed the world in many ways and additional services 
had to be provided. These included highlighting Health and Safety protocols, social 
distancing by retraining sighted guide skills and the distribution of essential packs, 
personal protective equipment and food hampers.  
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Braille Training  

 

 
South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA)-accredited Braille Training 

Braille training started in 2006 with SAQA accreditation in 2012. During the past 15 

years approximately 453 persons were trained in braille.  Educators from special 

schools for the blind received CPD points from South African Council for Educators 

(SACE) for the braille training.   42 Blind and partially sighted adults received training 

to become braille trainers 

Assistive Devices 

In 2018 Blind SA also took the decision to import the Tatrapoint mechanical braille 

writer, and the BrailleMe Electronic note taker. This machine is much cheaper and 

lighter than the Perkins braille machine. By doing this, we can put writing equipment 

in the hands of those who cannot afford the more expensive machines. 

  

Photo of Tatrapoint    Photo of BrailleMe 
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World Read Aloud Day  

In commemoration of international mother-tongue language day and and wrld braille 

day the organization hosted world read aloud day 2018 to promote the culture of 

reading.  During the past 3 years more than 600 blind and partially sighted learners 

from 17 schools for the blind participated in reading a short story. The story is printed 

in braille and large print in south African language 

 

 

 
Photo:  Siphumelele Pre-school being read to by Wellington Pike 

  

 

 

Photo: Prize giving after World Read Aloud Day – Christiana School 
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