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Abstract
ICT Use by the Blind and Visually Impaired in the Arab Region

There is no doubt that Information and Communication Technology has opened a window to
a whole new world of knowledge and communication for both blind and seeing people. In fact, a
cursory internet search will reveal that the technology has been put to the service of blind and
visually impaired people to great extent in Europe and North America. Such technological
advancements have been used to facilitate mobility and to aid in full integration of blind and
visually impaired people into all aspects of life.

It has been shown that the use of technology has allowed blind and visually impaired people
to improve their education, access information, obtain employment, thereby facilitating their
integration and improving their economic situation.

In the Arab world, however, there has been little progress on this issue despite the fact that
the technology does exist and, in many cases, through the initiative of the private sector and of blind
and visually impaired people themselves, has been translated and adapted for Arab users. Still, such
technology remains beyond the economic reach of most blind and the purview of those who can
afford it.

New technologies, although available in the Arab world, are beyond the financial reach of
most people, let alone those economically disadvantaged due to disability.

The greatest obstacle to the widespread use of the technology is the cost of both the
hardware and software. All those interviewed on the subject (Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon,
Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates) emphasized that the absence of
government support in helping blind and visually impaired people benefit from new technology was
a major concern. Private sector initiatives have not been enough in bringing the technology to the
majority, despite helpful payment plans and free training courses.

Another gap in knowledge is the lack of statistics and accurate data in the Arab world, not
only where the use of such technology is concerned, but also in the numbers of blind and visually
impaired people per Arab country, their life situations, their levels of education, their geographical
concentration, their needs in terms of services, and the services provided to them.

It was also noted that there are a number of centers and institutes that provide educational
services for blind and visually impaired people, and that have been training their students on the use
of such technology for the purpose of integrating them into mainstream education. However, the
numbers are still small and the benefits limited to the few.




_\Y‘_

The paper concludes with a recommendation on the need for better more comprehensive
statistical information on the numbers of blind and visually impaired people in the Arab world, their
life situation, their educational needs and requirements.

‘ It also concludes that governments need to take a more active role in making the technology
accessible to blind and visually impaired people to help them reap the benefits of what is available
to them and adaptable to their needs.
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