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I. Introduction

Indonesia is a vast archipelago with the width of 5.193.000 km2, consisting 17.500 islands. Its population is 216.000.000. According to the estimation of the Department of Health of Republic of Indonesia, the population of people with visual impairment (PVI) is 1.5% of the whole population or 3.240.000 persons.

Formerly there were one or two main Braille producers in charge of Braille production for national needs in Indonesia. Consequently, the number of titles to be brailed was very limited. They distributed Braille books throughout Indonesia via post. As Indonesia is a vast archipelago, the shipment cost was expensive and it took a long time to reach the addressee.

Information technology proved to be an effective medium to exchange information as it can penetrate distance, time and geographical obstacles. With its nature, it may also become an effective medium to solve the challenges in Braille provision in a vast archipelago like Indonesia.

II. Challenges

In 1998, the government of Indonesia in cooperation with the government of Norway through Braillo project distributed embossers to 200 special schools throughout Indonesia. 49 of them were equipped with heavy-duty embossers. Nine of them should function as Main Braille production units (BPUs) and the other 40 special schools should function as Supporting BPUs. 

Yet, up to now only 15 BPUs (7.5%) have ever produced Braille books. The reasons are among others the limited skillful staff in Braille production and limited operating fund available.

Another challenge is limited kinds of Braille book produced by the BPUs. There are very few or no Braille books on Music, Arabic, Chemistry, as well as Math and Physics for advanced learners. The reason is that there are very few or no BPUs, including the productive ones having transcribers mastering on the particular Braille symbols.

In December 2004 workshop in Payakumbuh, it was identified that there were a lot of duplication of titles of books to be brailed by the Main BPUs. It would not happen if there were an effective coordination.

III. Possible Solutions

From the challenges above, we understand that cooperation among BPUs by dividing tasks through Internet/ On-Line Braille Library (OBL) can be an effective solution. The capability of each BPU is different. As mentioned above, there are some BPUs regarded productive, and most of them are unproductive and even never produce any titles of Braille books.

The productive ones should help one another through task division. They should also help the unproductive ones by providing Braille files according to their strengths. They should function as Braille File Supplier and each should have its own specialty to produce Braille files. Besides producing Braille files to fulfill the request of its own clients/ local users, each should respond the request of other BPUs or special schools according to its particular tasks/ specialty. After producing the Braille files, the Braille File Supplier should upload them to the OBL to be downloaded by the Braille File User. In this way, the BPUs or special schools which do not have the capability to produce Braille files (Braille File User) can produce Braille for their own clients/ local users by just searching or requesting, and downloading Braille files available in the OBL and emboss them into Braille books.  Each BPU functioning as Braille file supplier, can function as Braille File User.

To enable the BPUs to do the cooperation, there should be one BPU that function as OBL provider/ coordinator. The tasks of the OBL provider are among others:

· Providing web space

· Designing web page

· Monitoring the OBL membership & its activity

· Maintaining & updating OBL.

Other activities needed to cope with the challenges are trainings. Both Braille File Supplier and User need training to enable them to access Internet and OBL so that they can do the searching, requesting, downloading and uploading. Braille File Supplier also needs to strengthen their mastery on Braille software and Braille symbols relating to their particular tasks. The Braille File User needs trainings to enable them to edit Braille files (in case they need to adjust them for special use) and to emboss them into Braille books.

To do their duties, each BPU needs sufficient fund. It is almost impossible to expect service fee as a main resource of fund as most of PVI come from low-income society and there is no social security for them. The national and local governments have the obligation to provide them proportional fund in accordance to each function. OBL Provider/Coordinator and Braille File Supplier serve for the national needs. They should be funded through national budget, whereas, Braille File User should be financed by local government. Besides, there should be efforts to mobilize resources from local as well as international donors.

IV. Mitra Netra’s Efforts to Encourage Cooperation

To provide model of cooperation and to give example for other BPU’S to let others to share their Braille files, Mitra Netra Foundation (MNF) set up OBL containing its Braille files to be shared for free.

Although it has not been made use by other BPUs as most of them have not been able to access Internet, it can show our sincere willingness to cooperate. It can be seen when we held a workshop to encourage the cooperation, all 15 BPUs invited attended the meeting and supported the idea. They expressed their commitment to be the members of the OBL which was agreed to be called “Komunitas E-Braille Indonesia (KEBI)”. In the Workshop, MNF was appointed to be the OB Provider/Coordinator, the strength and weaknesses of the BPUs were identified, agreement on the rights and duties of the OBL members was formulated, and recommendation was set up. 

The challenges identified during and after the workshop are among others:

1. No experience and fund to access Internet prevent most BPUs to make use OBL

2. Braille software used by MNF and other BPUs are different making the exchange of Braille files rather difficult. It is not easy to open Braille files produced through other Braille file software.

From July 2004 – June 2007, MNF is holding a project funded by FORCE Foundation, ON-NET, and University of Bina Nusantara in order to:

1. Cope with the identified challenges 

2. Enable 5 selected BPUs to function as Braille File Suppliers

3. Give opportunity to experience benefits of cooperation

The activities of the project are as follows:

1. Improving Mitranetra Braille Converter (MBC) to enable it to:

· Open Braille files produced by other Braille software used in Indonesia

· Be compatible to embossers used in Indonesia

2. Developing the features of OBL.

3. Selecting and building the capacity of 5 potential BPUs through trainings & stimulating fund.

4. Dividing tasks among the five selected BPUs to produce Braille files in accordance to their particular strength.

With this activities, hopefully the five BPUs will be able to do their special tasks better and to access OBL so that they can experience the benefit of the cooperation by having one another. If it is successful there should be other effort to make other BPUs to be able to do the same thing, willing to join the OBL and get the benefit from it.

The next effort to be done is to build the capacity of smaller BPU’S to enable them to function as Braille file users. Understanding the strategic effort, Helen Keller International (HKI) of Indonesia is willing to support the effort by providing fund to build the capacity of 4 smaller BPU’S to be Braille file users.

MNF realizes that it is an ambitious project.  The involvement of the government is indispensable if we want to make it successful and sustainable. Realizing it MNF is trying very hard to encourage the involvement of the government. By disseminating the ideas repeatedly through any workshops or seminars held both by the government and MNF itself.

MNF also involves the government in the three-year project mentioned above in order to increase their understanding and sense of belonging. 
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