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Theme of the International Conference:
"Participation and inclusion into society. Efficient communication as a way of overcoming the social isolation of the persons with deafblindnes"	
Deafblind Women’s Forum 
with theme: 
“Deafblindness: we, the women. 
Being a recognized deafblind woman with equal rights in modern society”
Plenary session 2, "The future perspectives of deafblind women"  
Lecturer: Boryana Koskina (Bulgaria), chairperson of territorial organization – Kazanlak within the National Association of the Deafblind in Bulgaria (NADbBg).

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Before proceeding to the very essence of the report, let's look at the overall situation in Bulgaria and the EU.
According to forecasts of many national and international institutions , before 2050 drastic changes in the population age structure in Bulgaria will take place. It is expected that by 2050 the relative number of population aged over 60 years ,will be 30% of the total number. The demographic situation in Bulgaria is worse, compared to all other Member States, because the pace of population aging is much higher. According to an UN report from January 1, 2010, Bulgaria ranks fifth on the rate of aging in the world. Early mortality among men is reported by the experts as an extremely difficult problem , which leads their widows to the  so-called problem of female poverty in the higher age groups.

When we talk about future perspectives of the deafblind women in Bulgaria ,we ought to take into account this factor. The other two factors that are crucial to these perspectives are the NADbBg and its activities and the ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with disabilities ,accepted by the Bulgarian Government on the 26th of January 2012.

Deafblindness is a very serious combined sensory impairment, especially when it is total . In such circumstances, it seems unrealistic to talk about prospects. The world around us is difficult to perceive and often it is wrongly interpreted. Some times we are unable to do simple things and we experience various difficulties in all aspects of our daily life. Is it possible to talk seriously about the prospects before us, especially when living in Bulgaria – a small and poor country, which used to be under the umbrella of the soviet union , and which is unable to provide us with conditions for normal life as those which the women in Norway have?

Yes, we can talk about future perspectives , even under those circumstances.
Since August 15, 1997 NADbBg has been working  to improve the situation of the deafblind. During this relatively short period it has done a lot for the deafblind women. They have been removed from the  anonymity and started participating  in the structures of the organization, often in managerial positions, and are often given  assistive technologies. the women possess the  opportunity to read the magazine for the Deafblind "Sound and Light" – and choose the most convenient way for them to do so, including Braille. They are included in the courses and seminars conducted by the NADbBg and in at an organizational level, some of them even started working , thanks to the efforts made by the association. 
The Deafblind women actively take part in the organization of various events – such as holidays, excursions and have the chance to show their talents during National Holiday of the specific capabilities of the Deafblind in Bulgaria. This festival is held on an annual basis only in Bulgaria and we are proud of this and everything shown so far by the Deafblind on stage and at the stadium.

Owing to the NADbBg we will have perspectives.
The National Association of the Deafblind in Bulgaria compounds in its structures 335 women whose average age is around 67. This shows that the deafblindness is a problem mainly of the elderly women. The number of these women will increase, as Eurostat’s prognosis claims that  the population over 80 years of age will increase from 4.1 per cent in 2005 to 6.3 per cent in 2025 and because of the fact that the demographic challenges are among the three main priorities of the EU we should carefully examine the tendencies and prospects before us, so that we can gain a proper orientation and make appropriate choices.

Demographic tendencies in the EU and Bulgaria will lead to more significant increase in pension expenditure. In almost all Member States there are numerous requirements for receiving of a public pension. In Bulgaria 45% of the newly retired are disabled. But the general tendencies in Europe also apply to us - the requirements of obtaining a disability pension because of deafblindness will increase and will be further strengthened. we should be  ready for this ,when it happens .

In the health care system of the EU changes and serious challenges are also expected.  More public spendings for a long-term care will be mobilized due to the fact that people over 80, will represent the fastest growing age group in the EU. The future of care taken for the older people represents a shift from informal care by relatives to its professionalization. This is another perspective of the deafblind women Bulgaria. Our combined impairment is severe and often is accompanied by other diseases. For us it is very important to have access to quality information on all our rights and all opportunities for maintaining our good health, we should be informed about any changes in the national laws, rules and regulations regarding these rights and opportunities. We must also be decisive enough to want the best for our health and to defend our rights in order to receive it.

Changes are expected in the financing of  the public education in the EU. It seems necessary to study in order to maintain a stability on the labour market . This also concerns the deafblind women in Bulgaria as among them there are those who are active or would like to work. Currently,Bulgaria ranks last in Europe when it comes to the  participation of adults in lifelong learning programs . It would be of a great importance to consider the possibilities of various forms of education - regular, external, distant, and also the range of courses offered in "Helen Keller" rehabilitation center. Acquiring new skills and abilities is a complex matter. It not only provides new opportunities for those who can and want to be in the labor market , but acquiring new knowledge contributes to the welfare of the person as a whole.
 For us it is important to learn new things and to practice what we have learned, in whatever field and at what level it may be. Of great importance for us is the qualitative information - what are our rights and opportunities, what can we get and how and to decide what exactly we want.
The third factor concerning the prospects of deafblind women in Bulgaria, and to which much attention should be paid , is the ratified on January 26, 2012 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. This requires changes in many laws, ordinances and regulations. The Minister of Labour and Social Policy Totyo Mladenov said that consistent policy show the striving for full rights of people with disabilities in Bulgaria. 
"During the next 6 months we will prepare two-year program for protect of the rights of people with disabilities. I am convinced that this is the right path and give guarantee that in Bulgaria there will be  complete protection of  the rights of people with disabilities, "said Mladenov.
When this 2-year program is in place, our conversation about the prospects will be continued.

In conclusion I must say that the deafblind women in Bulgaria have interesting and unexpected perspectives. As an example they have Helen Keller and Olga Skorohodova - women with total deafblindness, who possess scientific titles and led very active social life. It is Good to know and reread their biographies ,because these inspiring examples can help us see ourselves in depth and see our perspectives and to understand not only what we can have, but what we can give, whether we are 18 or 81 years old.

Ms. Boryana Koskina,
National Association of the Deafblind in Bulgaria
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