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Chairman’s Introduction
2020 was an unprecedented year when Governmental and societal efforts
to protect public health against Covid19 took centre stage. All sections
of society were affected from closure of schools and services through to
adapting to living socially distant from family and friends. However, for people
who are blind or vision impaired, Covid19 presented unique challenges as
it also robbed them of their sense of touch and led to increased feelings of
isolation and vulnerability. In response to this, it was heartening to see how
NCBI responded and adapted its services to ensure continuity of support
throughout the year.
This involved the service delivery model changing to offering services
remotely as well as in person. These virtual services included NCBI Labs
technology clubs, launching the new employment supports, online peer
support groups and the Summer Programme offered to children and young
people. This shift in offering to virtual supports will continue and remain a key
feature of the forthcoming new NCBI Strategic Plan 2021-2023.
Other highlights were the commitment of the HSE to the Eye Clinic Liaison
Officer service expansion in acute hospitals and its expansion into Crumlin
Children’s Hospital. As well as the integration of Vision Sports Ireland and
sourcing funding for its development. Also a number of Advocacy Groups
across the country had commenced before Covid19 restrictions forced
them to be moved online for the remainder of 2020. These groups continued
to meet online and helped raise public awareness of the impact of Covid19
on people with vision loss. The Advocacy groups will continue and grow
in 2021 as engaging and listening to the sight loss community is crucial to
NCBI’s work.
All this positive activity happened against a backdrop of financial uncertainty.
The temporary closure of the retail shops and cessation of all fundraising
events posed significant financial challenges to NCBI in 2020 but I am pleased
4
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NCBI acted swiftly and took the necessary steps to ensure financial stability
of the organisation. I am grateful to the NCBI staff for accepting a reduced
working week and reduced salary while ensuring continuity of services.
I am proud to have overseen the implementation of the NCBI Seeing It Your
Way 2017-2020 strategic plan. It has led to a more comprehensive, integrated
and modern organisation which is better able to respond to the diverse
needs of people who are blind or vision impaired. We are now in a very strong
position to advance key projects which were progressed in 2020 such as
The Wayfinding Centre, initiatives to unite some sight loss charities and the
rebrand of the entire organisation.
Finally, I would like to thank my fellow Board and Committee members across
the Group structure for their dedication and commitment to NCBI. Your ability
to adapt to online meetings enabled us to ensure that good governance
standards were upheld. I look forward to working with you in person again in
2021. I’m particularly grateful to the members of the Finance Committee who
often met weekly during the height of the pandemic to offer guidance and
direction to the NCBI Executive. The commitment and advice of all Board and
Committee members is very much appreciated.

Paul Ledwidge
Chairman NCBI Group Board
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CEO’s Introduction
2020 was a difficult year for NCBI and the entire sight loss community given
the dominance of the Covid19 pandemic. It was a year characterised by
uncertainty, new public health regimes and increased social isolation. For
NCBI, it meant significant financial struggles, temporary staff lay-offs and shop
closures. Yet I am delighted NCBI still attained our strategic objectives of (1)
Better Outcomes (2) Access and Reach (3) Excellence across Service Delivery
(4) People Development (5) Impact and Value and (6) Advocacy. It was
important to see out the 2017-2020 Strategic Plan and Covid19 presented
organisational opportunities that will follow into the next Strategic Plan.
Of particular note, was the investment made in NCBI technology systems and
staff which reaped significant dividends as it enabled the transition to offering
virtual services to service users with ease. This modernising feature is here to
stay. NCBI was announced an awardee of Rethink Ireland funding from the
Social Innovation Fund to develop a new Smart Hub. This will be specifically
for people who are blind or vision impaired and will allow disability information
across multiple sources to be available through an App that will run on
affordable smart devices such as the Amazon Echo and Google Home. This
Hub will be available from November 2021. Lastly, the development of a new,
accessible and interactive organisational website commenced which will go
live in early 2021.
NCBI together with our community of advocates were at the forefront of
highlighting how Covid19 affected people who are blind or vision impaired
particularly the difficulties around social distancing, additional risks posed in
touching surfaces to help navigate and the barriers of outdoor dining spaces
on public footpaths. This led to a nationwide public awareness campaign and
ensuring the HSE Covid19 Tracker App was fully accessible.
The vulnerability of NCBI’s funding model came into stark relief in 2020.
The ongoing deficit in funding from HSE and reliance on revenue from our
6
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shops to make up this shortfall meant that the temporary closure
of our shops for a total of 16 weeks led to a loss of €4.6m in sales
and resulted in NCBI seeking a bailout from the HSE. Thankfully
a combination of this bailout, restructuring of staff, recalibration
of fundraising approaches and buoyant sales when our shops
reopened gave us a strong financial basis entering 2021.
In fact, I am delighted to report the continued expansion of the
retail chain throughout 2020 with a further 5 shops opening,
bringing the total to 118 stores across the country with plans to
expand into Northern Ireland underway too.
I’d like to particularly thank NCBI staff and volunteers for their
commitment and patience in what was a very challenging year.
Without their support and flexibility we simply would not have
been able to adapt and respond to the needs of people who are
blind or vision impaired. Lastly, I thank our donors, supporters and
landlords for their enduring support.

Chris White
CEO NCBI
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Our Values

Our Values
Inclusive Approach
We listen to people who use our services, staff
members, volunteers and all other stakeholders
and collaborates with them in the design and
delivery of our services and all related activities.

Choice
We know and respect the right of people to make
choices about their lives. We will do everything in
our power to support people who are blind and
vision impaired in exercising this right.

Openness and Accountability
We carry out our work in an open manner and are
accountable to all stakeholders for our actions
and decisions.

Pursuit of Excellence
We are committed to attaining excellence
in everything we do through our policies,
procedures and staff.

8
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Our Impact in 2020
Number of service users using NCBI services annually:

2017

2018

2019

2020

70%

Age profile of service users:

22%
Aged 66+

Number of charity shops increase from 2015:

72

2015

88

2016

96

2017

8%

Aged 18-65

109

2018

Aged 0-18

118

118

2019

2020
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Type of services given:

2302

2242

1000
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NCBI Labs

Technology
Support Line

Technology
Live Events

increase in
activity from

events held
and watched by

132%

1,960
support activities
in 2019 to

4,544
in 2020
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5,470
people.

Virtual
Technology
Clubs
engaged

1,554
people.
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NCBI library Services

15%

Library
Service

increase in
membership
up to

4,600

National Training Centre
Eye Clinic
Liaison Officer Service
Number
of students
rose from

12
61

in Q1 2019 to
in Q4 2020

ECLO Service
Over

1,580

support sessions
provided over
the 4 Dublin
based hospitals
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Case Study

Hugh O’Brien,
Co. Cavan

12

NCBI Annual Report 2020

Case Study

Hugh O’Brien (80) retired from secondary school teaching in 2005 with
plenty of plans to enjoy his retirement, however, these altered significantly
as his sight deteriorated. Although his sight loss was gradual, Hugh now has
no sight in his right eye and no central vision in his left eye so he relies on
his peripheral vision in his left eye but that isn’t reliable. He admits his vision
is so poor now that he can’t read books or watch TV and finds it very hard to
put toothpaste on a toothbrush. He can only really see shapes. Despite this
Hugh is coping well and uses a white cane to get around the town which he
knows so well.
He credits NCBI for ensuring he stays independent by teaching him mobility
skills and relying on his cane when he is out and about. In the early days of
adjusting to his sight loss, Hugh and his late wife availed of the emotional
support service which he found very beneficial. NCBI also encouraged him
to learn computer skills and touch typing and despite being initially fearful
and reluctant he admits he’d be lost without these skills now.
As Hugh said: “My fear and hesitancy to embrace technology was really
diluted knowing I had access to the NCBI team to guide me through each
step without overwhelming me with terminology or information.
His proficiency with computers and his keen interest in local history, has
led him to write two booklets: ‘The History of Cinema in Cootehill’ and
“The Sinn Fein By-election 1918’. Both publications have been printed and
distributed.
He’s also a keen actor and last year starred in a film Redemption of a Rogue,
which won at the Galway Film Fleadh. He describes how his sight loss didn’t
affect his ability to perform the role as his scenes were shot in a car or a
bedroom, negating the need for him to be too mobile.
During Covid19, his ability to use the computer and other devices such as
Alexa and his smart phone has ensured he stayed connected with family
and friends, particularly his family. While cocooning didn’t pose a real
challenge for him, his inability to travel has been really hampered specially
to visit his daughter in London.
“For me, Alexa is the most obedient woman I’ve ever known! I can access
my music, news and other information. I use my phone for audio books as
well as phone calls.”
NCBI Annual Report 2020
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1. Better Outcomes
1.1

Introduction

Operating in the midst of the Covid19 pandemic did present both challenges
and opportunities for all NCBI services. Central to everything we did was
prioritising the health and safety of our staff and service users and ensuring full
compliance with the public health protocols as they emerged and evolved.
Staff were trained and service users informed of changes to assessment
processes and site layouts. Being identified as an essential service led us to
ensure our services remained available, accessible and responsive. The ability
of our dedicated staff to be flexible and innovative underpinned this.
Covid19 allowed NCBI Services bring to the fore an internal structural maturity
that was the bedrock of the last strategic plan. Regional Services have now
dissolved, and a full national structure is fully operational for 2021.
Having one national model enables services to achieve a level of
standardisation within them re-focused in favour of the “needs of the
individual”. A shift to offering services remotely either online or over the phone
was another key success in 2020 that will continue into the future. The offering
of virtual services permeated every aspect of our service delivery model.

Children
Team

Training &
Employment
Team

Adult
Team

Library
Counselling Connection
Network
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1.2

Children and Young Person’s Team

Set in the backdrop of not knowing how long the Covid19 pandemic would
last, the Children and Young Person’s team were committed to ensuring
ongoing support to parents and children to allow progress across all
developmental areas and compensatory skills. This also allowed a move
towards a more person-centred coaching model of engagement with parents
which recognise that they are the primary educator of children.
A suite of virtual one-to-one supports to children as well as virtual group
sessions spanning different themes were held. The flexibility of the virtual
model meant we were able to deliver parent and child, parent only and
children only focus sessions – facilitating greater opportunities for learning
as well as enhanced peer support for both parent and child. The extension
into evening and weekend delivery also facilitated a much more targeted and
individually personalised service according to need.

Children and their parents participating in the Learning Through Play sessions

1.2.1 Campabilities
Unfortunately, Covid19 saw the cancellation of the annual Camp Abilities
event but instead NCBI were proud hosts of the first ever Virtual Camp
Abilities on July 1st with campers, their parents, siblings and even the dogs
taking part! Together with our partners at Vision Sports, Cara, Cappanalea
Outdoor Education Centre, Kerry Recreation and Sports Partnership and
IT Tralee along with our many energetic volunteers and past campers an
exciting and fast paced event was delivered.

“it was worth all the extra planning and those
countless meetings on Microsoft Teams to see the
smiles on the faces of the campers.”
NCBI Annual Report 2020
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1.2.2 Summer Provision
Another highlight was NCBI’s first delivery of the Summer Provision
Programme, which for the first time saw children with a vision impairment
included within this initiative. NCBI successfully developed and delivered a
tailored programme of learning to primary school children which included
over 70 live virtual group sessions across 12 main programmes over three
weeks. Each programme ran over 5 days and each session was specifically
tailored to the participants of that group. In addition, we supported these
programmes with parent only sessions as well as one to one training
sessions for some families where necessary, both during and after the
summer provision programme. While the programme was intense to deliver
it was exceedingly well received.

Caoimhe Kennedy O’Hara learning to bake scones as part of the Summer Provision
Programme
16
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Parent’s describing their child during one of our support workshops for parents of
children under 12 months

1.2.3 Transition Year Support Project
In Autumn 2020, the Transition Year (TY) support pilot project commenced.
Its purpose is to support students in developing compensatory access and
life skills required for career exploration, training, and employment. NCBI
staff with support from Clare Kennelly of Inclusive World Training began
the delivery of this unique TY project with priority given to students with
very low or no vision and/or students experiencing reduced access to work
placement opportunities.
This project which will run to June 2021 is hoped to lay the foundation for
a comprehensive national TY support programme open to all students with
vision impairment from 2021 onwards.

Student feedback:
“I never met anyone else before who couldn’t see
very well – that’s the best bit – meeting others”
NCBI Annual Report 2020

17

Section 1

1.3

Adult Services Review

From the start of the Covid19 pandemic, it was obvious that people who are
blind or vision impaired experienced unique challenges. The virus robbed
them of their sense of touch and subsequently their ability to navigate safely
or abide by new social distancing protocols. Also, while most people were
connecting with their families and friends digitally we found for some of
our older service users this was not always their preferred option. NCBI’s
dedicated Adult and Older Adult Teams detected significant feelings of
isolation and vulnerability and developed a range of services to respond
accordingly. These included:

1.3.1	Connection Network
Staff proactively contacted over 5,000 service users, particularly those living
alone or living in isolated areas. Here staff provided support, reassurance
and information on NCBI services as well as referrals onto other relevant
health or community
services. The positive
feedback of these calls
led to the establishment of
our Connection Network
service.
This service is a
confidential and
befriending service led
by trained volunteers
who make weekly phone
calls to those service
users who experience
isolation. The service
offers an opportunity to
share worries or concerns
and build social networks
while offering the
opportunity to be referred
back into NCBI for further
support if needed.
18
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1.3.2 InfoLine
To simplify access for those enquiring about our services and those looking
for information and supports, a centralised InfoLine 1850 33 43 53 was set
up and promoted. The InfoLine ensures there are always staff available to
deal with a query, respond to a need and ensure efficiency of same.

1.3.3 ADAPT Programme
This programme offers adults living with sight loss and low vision the
opportunity to take part in a remote programme. The programme held over
6 weeks for one hour per week assists service users to find strategies to
cope with their sight loss. The programme is offered in several ways: online
or by phone, one to one or in small groups.

1.3.4 Remote Near Vision Assessment
We developed and launched a set of tools to enable frontline staff to carry
out “remote” or virtual near vision assessments, using vision charts and a
laptop/iPad or phone. We further explored the use of virtual assessment
around contrast sensitivity and distance vision. This allowed staff to
continue to provide functional vision assessments (where suitable) when
face-to-face support was not possible.

1.3.5 Online Peer Support Groups
The value of peer support can’t be underestimated especially during a
pandemic. In response staff facilitated the move of existing peer support
groups online as well as developing others across the country. A positive
outcome of this model of delivery was the opportunity for people
throughout the country to be connected, sharing their own issues as well as
sharing solutions.

1.3.6 Online resources
Staff also looked at innovative ways of sharing their skills to as wide
an audience as possible which resulted in the development of online
resources: from ‘tips and hints’, videos on independent living skills to fact
sheets for service users and their families on coping with issues related to
sight loss.
NCBI Annual Report 2020
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Service Users have told us time and again that they require us to support
them psychologically (support and also formalised counselling) in practical
terms in the areas of visual functioning, independence and safety. The
integrated system of referral, assessment and intervention has served us
well but it has also been a challenge. Responding appropriately to the
individual needs of each person who accesses our service is always at the
forefront of our service offer.

Service User and family members feedback
‘The Community Resource Worker was so good at giving mam information
on all things she is entitled to. She listened to her and spoke with her so it
was a one-on-one with mam, all her needs were met’.

‘Very good at explaining my eye condition,
understanding, helpful, kind, excellent service’.
1.4

National Training Centre(NTC)

In response to Covid-19 restrictions, the NTC transformed its learning
provision. It operated a timetable of 8 students per day to reduce contacts
and to control cross infection. Students wishing to receive face-toface service provision were timetabled for a day per week. Fully virtual
timetable operated Monday-Friday encompassing all 5 training modules
(Communications, Access Technology, Rehab, Employment Supports,
Advocacy and Peer Support). Self-directed blended learning continued via
eLearning platform. The multi-tiered approach will continue into 2021.

Key Progress in 2020:

stablished curriculum, accreditation and pathways to
•	Eemployment
mapped and embedded.
evelopment of eLearning platform to increase blended
•	Dlearning
options.
mergence of the National Employment Team – 5 additional
•	Eresources.
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Comparison of 2019-2020 Student Exit Profiling
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This chart denotes the impact of the Better Outcomes Framework. Of particular is
that 18 individuals secured employment in 2020.
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This chart details the rise in referrals and the growth of the programme with the
implementation of the Better Outcomes Framework. Service provision increased
from 12 students in Q1 2019 to 61 students in Q4 2020
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ormant’s Accounts Fund awarded – VisAble Project.
•	D18-month
project rolling out the success of the NTCs
curriculum nationally with assistance from the regional
Employment Team over 3 key locations: Cork, Limerick and
Dublin. The aim is to provide access to lifelong learning,
support people to independently seek, gain employment
and develop their careers, participate in open and welcoming
communities, and contribute to and feel included in every
aspect of society.

icrosoft soundscape to go live in Ireland in Q1-Q2 2021
•	Mfollowing
successful pilot with NTC throughout 2020.
ll aspects of Pre-Employment Training Programme and
•	AEnvision
facilitated remotely. Virtual Ironman challenge

facilitated as part of Envision programme to motivate students
during lockdown.

uccessful national Employment focused 3-day webinar
•	Sseries
(50+ participants daily).
TC pioneered successful pilot socially distance exercise
•	Nprogramme
with Vision Sports Ireland to engage community

in physical exercise and promote mental health and wellbeing
during lockdown.

dditional Workplace Partnership Programmes secured from
•	AMercer
International, Toast and Telus.

1.5 NCBI Day Services – Iona Resource Centre and
Lochrann Resource Centre
With the onset of Covid19, NCBI Day and Hub services pivoted its services
to provide meals on wheels, delivery of resources, welfare calls and virtual
timetable. We welcomed services users back to our onsite service on 6th
July 2020.
Day and Hub services are transforming to align themselves with HSE policy
New Directions. This has led to staff restructuring to provide roles that are
central to supporting and progressing service users’ individual needs. It has
also led to improved staff collaboration working between the two hubs.
22
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Tracy Bailey (Kitchen Supervisor) and Sandra Wynne (General Assistant)

Within in Lochrann Resource Centre, Wexford, the opportunity was taken to
refurbish the centre, creating a shared space dedicated for assessment of
service users by regional NCBI staff. Additionally, positive relationships have
been created with all stakeholders, which will only further benefit all service
providers.
Sadly Iona Resource Centre, Dublin lost seven service users in 2020 which
impacted on both service users and staff. Bereavement training was sought
to fully support staff and ensure that service users’ needs were subsequently
supported. Further training has been obtained to ensure staff are continually
developing their skills and the service further.
Iona Resource Centre maintained its Access4All initiative with football clubs,
transforming its Audio Description Commentary service to an online radio
service. This proved hugely positive with over 1,000 listeners tuning in to
the Shamrock Rovers FC European game held at Tallaght. Iona Resource
Centre also engaged with Vision Sports Ireland in socially distanced exercise
to support service users to undertake in healthy exercise and connect with
each other during the pandemic. This was immensely successful.
Positive working relationship has been built with Irish Social Enterprise
Network to support the implementation of Iona Resource Centre Tactile
Treasure Social Enterprise. A business plan has been developed and
positive support from individuals within the network that will assist in the
promotion of Tactile Treasures.
NCBI Annual Report 2020
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Josh Farrell,
Co. Meath
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Josh Farrell from Ballivor Co. Meath is a bright, happy 9-year-old
with an artistic flair. Josh’s parents Kevin and Christina received
the news that Josh had albinism when he was just four days old.
Josh’s parents connected with NCBI who were able to step in
and be the support they needed. Since then they have never
looked back.

“It was a very anxious time for us, and NCBI
were a great support network and were able
to put our minds at ease. We are grateful for
the support the staff continue to give us. Josh
is thriving, and we cannot wait to see what the
future holds for him.”
Josh loves to draw and is a blue belt karate after developing
an interest while being subjected to bullying in junior infants in
school. “Josh was bullied in school, but we were able to get it
resolved within a couple of weeks. Then I asked him if he would
like to do karate, he now has 6 medals and getting better and
better.”
Josh’s school have also ensured he has the equipment he
needs to magnify the board and audio software that will read
what is on the board when Josh’s eyes get tired. He is thriving
academically even with Covid19 school closure setbacks. “The
support has been great from the teacher for homeschooling;
they drop large print work in the letterbox for him.”
“Josh’s confidence is growing daily. Albinism will always be a
part of him and doesn’t hold him back in any way. He inspires
me everyday on what he achieves.”

NCBI Annual Report 2020
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2.	Access and Reach
2.1 Virtual Offering Programme development
Due to the Covid19 restrictions imposed, it became necessary to develop
and offer support virtually which staff responded to instantly. The success
of these programmes has been remarkable with the level of engagement
with online programmes far exceeding expectations. Examples of
programmes that have gone online include those mentioned above
namely Summer Provision, Peer Support Groups as well as the suite of NCBI
Labs technology events and the Learning through Play where small groups
of parents of babies with vision impairment engage in a programme of
developmental stimulation with our early years team.

26
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There also has been a considerable number of live webinars and
virtual meetings with large numbers attending general information
events and smaller numbers attending specific more targeted events.
This shift of delivering many of services online is a new offering of
NCBI that will continue into the next Strategic Plan.

2.2 Increased demand for services
In 2020 NCBI has engaged with more people than ever by
responding to need innovatively, building support programmes and
ensuring continuation of our valued service.
The number of service users we worked with increased to 7,606 up
from 6,921 in 2019. Over 70% of our service users are aged over 66
with 22% aged between 18-65 years and the remaining 8% being
aged under 18 years. Throughout Covid19, NCBI embraced the
opportunity to focus on embedding supports to our existing service
user base and developed longer deeper relationships with them,
while also using the opportunity to develop significant additionality to
our services which helped attract new referrals to us.

NCBI Annual Report 2020
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Case Study

Maura Meaney,
Co. Clare
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Maura Meaney has been living in Shannon, Co. Clare, since
November 2018. After over 26 years in Cork, coming home
to Shannon was a big move. She has been vision impaired
and hearing impaired since birth and, in terms of eyesight,
has approximately 10% vision and uses a white cane. She
works in the civil service in Limerick. She has a keen interest
in accessibility issues in the Shannon region and the general
Limerick City area.

“I have a desire to improve life conditions
for myself and others, particularly in
terms of access to resources, physical
environments, employment and
education for people with disabilities and
specifically those who are blind or vision
impaired and those with Dual Sensory
Disabilities”.
For the above reasons, Maura joined the NCBI’s Local
Advocacy Network in Limerick and is now facilitating
these meetings and working with members to improve
accessibility and inclusion for all. She has also become
involved with the Limerick Public Participation Network
engaging with community organisations and the local
council on the development of public policy that will
enhance the lives of all community members.

NCBI Annual Report 2020
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3.	Excellence through
Service Delivery
3.1 Eye Clinic Liaison Office Service (ECLO)
Whilst clinics remained at limited capacity or closed for most of 2020,
the ECLO Service continued to support patients and their families by a
combination of in person and an online TeleECLO model. Over 1,580
support sessions were provided across four of Dublin’s largest acute
Ophthalmic Departments in the Mater Misericordiae University Hospital,
the Royal Victoria Eye and Ear, Crumlin Children’s Hospital and CHI at
Temple Street.
In 2020, the service continued to grow and develop with notable
achievements including the development of Ireland’s first sensory pack
and tactile colouring books supported by the Hospital Saturday Fund and
ESB Energy for Generations Fund at CHI at Temple Street. Also the launch
of NCBI’s first Parents Only Support Group for families of young babies from
CHI at Temple Street ECLO Team in collaboration with NCBI’s Children and
Young Persons’ Team.
Feedback on the ECLO Service remains very positive from patients, families
and the eye clinic teams. The ECLO Service has continued to be a strong
and impactful service and hopes to continue to grow and develop over
2021.

3.2 Gerard Byrne Bursary
The Gerard Byrne Bursary consists of two annual grants for undergraduate
students who are blind or vision impaired studying on a full-time basis in the
Republic of Ireland. The value of each scholarship is €1,500 per year and
continues for the duration of the undergraduate programme.
Now in its fourth year, the recipients of the 2020 Gerard Byrne Bursary are
Sean Moyles and Megan Callaghan. Sean Moyles, 21, from Crossmolina,
Co Mayo is currently in third year studying Sports Science and Exercise
Physiology at Athlone Institute of Technology.
30
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Gerard Byrne Bursary

Megan Callaghan, 19, Ballybofey, Co Donegal is currently in second year
studying Home Economics and Irish teaching at St Angela’s College, Sligo.
Since its launch in 2017, the bursary has successfully supported 10 students
through their education and into full-time employment.

3.3 Library Access Service
The Library Access Service continued to deliver bespoke accessible titles
throughout the Covid-19 pandemic. The pattern of borrowing, requests
and types of enquiries that emerged during 2020 focused the Library’s
production and delivery of accessible titles on three main services:
Digital Library Services - Bookshare Ireland’s enrolment increased by
60% during the first quarter of 2020. As the pandemic crisis unfolded, all
schools, universities and colleges were closed, and many students with print
disabilities were at home with few digital resources to help them with their
studies. Bookshare Ireland provided a lifeline to over 300 students as they
were able to access their digital titles 24/7. The Library Access service saw a
second surge for Bookshare membership in September 2020 with the new
academic year. Bookshare Ireland provides access to over 650,000 titles in
various accessible formats (PDF, Epub, Word, BRF, and DAISY).
NCBI Annual Report 2020
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“I would recommend that
all vision impaired students
join Bookshare. I started
my journey in Higher
Education in October
2019, a month later
Bookshare Ireland was
launched, and I haven’t
looked back. I now have
access to all my books that
I need. I can listen to my
course books in audio on
my way to college... “
Aoife Tierney 2nd year Dundalk Institute of Technology

Traditional Library Services - The Covid19 crisis highlighted the importance
of our Free Postal Library as a national service- especially for our older patrons
who are not digitally connected. Also, and especially that our Library was the
only operating Library in Ireland (all public libraries in Ireland were closed).
Production Services - The Library Access Service worked very closely with
the HSE on the production and distribution of accessible information leaflets
relating to the pandemic. Booklets and information leaflets were produced in
Braille, audio and large print and distributed on behalf of the HSE.
Lastly, the Library Access Service became a partner with the Lego Foundation
following the launch of their new Lego Braille bricks. These bricks are a new
and innovative way to teach Braille in schools. The Library team commenced
Lego Braille training with teachers in November 2020. The kits will be
dispatched to schools in early 2021.

3.4 Vision Sports Ireland
In March NCBI formally merged with Vision Sports Ireland, a body dedicated to
the promotion of sports and leisure activities for blind or vision impaired people.
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Unfortunately, directly following the launch, the pandemic closed sport. All
local, national, and international events supported by Vision Sports were
postponed or cancelled.
Vision Sports sought the views of members by conducting a survey which
found 75% were unable to meet national recommended guidelines on
physical activity during Covid19, with an alarming 90% reporting their physical
activity had been severely limited largely due to the physical and social
distancing guidelines restricting the use of guides/pilots for exercise.
Vision Sports responded by developing two innovative leading solutions.
Firstly, we pioneered the highly successful socially distant long cane guide
walking and running programme. Secondly, the Government Expert Group
on Return to Sport adopted and commended Vision Sports Pass-Sport, the
designated guide buddy solution.
Through regular bulletins we engaged with members promoting positive
health, wellbeing, fitness, and nutrition. With our sports sector friends we
collaborated on home exercise and information programmes. In addition, we
ran Nice2MetreYou, the Vision Sportscast, where members met and chatted
with our top sports stars.
Vision Sports were
successful in grant
applications through
Sport Ireland for core
activities as well as
the restricted Dormant
Account Funds. In
addition, we were
awarded funding EyeCan
Project, incorporating a
new accessible digital
platform (app and web)
as well as audio visual
awareness campaign
and a series of 20 return
to sport events.
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Co, Dublin
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Growing up with a visual impairment was hard as children
jeered me because I couldn’t see very well. But with the help of
organisations like NCBI and Child vision, I finished school and am
doing a course in journalism. The arrival of Covid19 meant my
course proceeded online. My visual impairment continues to be
challenging, given the high level of visual content but the college
are very supportive.
I resisted using a cane, stubbornly thinking I could get around
safely without one. As my sight deteriorated, I was hitting things
more frequently. Through NCBI, I learnt how to use a cane; function
rather than looking cool won the day. My confidence built the
more I used the cane, and now I wouldn’t go anywhere without it.

My passion is golf having started to play when
I was 12 years old. One summer, I just played
golf for the whole summer. By chance, I found
out about Irish Blind Golf. They were very
welcoming, and I really enjoyed the day.
I have been playing ever since, and I’ve had the opportunity to
play in International Blind Golf Competitions. I’ve played in the
World Blind Golf Championships in Japan, U.S. Blind Golf Open
in Arizona, a second World Blind Championship in Rome, and the
British Blind Open. The best experience was winning the Italian
Blind Open in 2016, which was one of the proudest moments of my
life. Sport truly is available for all, visual impairment or not but living
with Covid19 has meant golf courses have been mostly closed and
international competitions have stopped. While waiting for it to
restart, I am developing my independence skills and zoom sessions
with a personal trainer to help me maintain a good level of fitness.
“Believe in yourself” is my motto that motivates me everyday.
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3.5 NCBI Labs
Introduction
2020 was an exceptional year in many respects, affecting all aspects
of NCBI, and throughout the pandemic, the importance of technology
has never been more apparent. With the Digital Transformation Project
completed in early March 2020, the NCBI Labs team was able to pivot
the organisation to virtual service delivery and remote working overnight,
allowing for the smooth, continued functioning during a time of crisis.

Technology Service Delivery
During the Covid19 lockdowns, the NCBI Labs team was able to transition to
a completely virtual model while rolling out new virtual initiatives. Our focus
was on maintaining service delivery and training staff to deliver services
remotely.
Our key technology services to the sight loss community in 2020 were:
1.

Technology Support

NCBI Labs staff offer technical support and guidance to Service Users and
their families. During lockdowns, this service has seen a significant increase
in utilisation, with an 132% increase in activity (from 1,960 support activities
in 2019 to 4,544 in 2020).
2.

Technology Training

The nationwide team of technology trainers pivoted our training delivery to
an online model, via Microsoft Teams. This means the technology training
services has seen minimal disruption, and Service Users continue to avail of
online training in their homes during lockdowns.
3.

Live Online Technology Events

We completed 27 Live Technology Events which were then uploaded to
both YouTube and iTunes. This new initiative has been a hit with Service
Users, and these events have been watched by over 5,470 people.
4.

Virtual Technology Clubs

These new clubs have been rolled out nationally and have been a
successful support system for our Service Users during lockdown, drawing a
total of 1,554 participants over the course of the year.
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5.

Technology Sales

We continued to sell assistive and mainstream technology as normal, with
no interruption to this service, with a total of €349,451 in 2020, from 297
separate orders.

Key Projects & Initiatives
Some key project initiatives and successes completed by NCBI Labs in 2020:
1.

COVID Tracker App

In 2020 we had significant success with quality assurance work, including
the HSE COVID Tracker Ireland App, which has 1.3 million users. It is
estimated that this has brought our work directly into contact with 260,000
users of accessible technology, making it by far the most wide-reaching
service NCBI has ever provided.

2.

Accessibility Audits

We also audited the new Bank of Ireland Mobile App, which received an
award for its extremely high level of accessibility for users with sight loss.
Additionally, we have audited for other organisations, including Bord Gáis
Energy and Dublin City Council.
3.

NCBI Smart Hub

We were awarded a sum of €200,000 by the Rethink Ireland programme from
the Social Innovation Fund. This was to build the brand new NCBI Smart Hub
which is a first for service users, and will empower them by allowing digital
access to NCBI services.
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Tallaght Training Centre

4.

NCBI Website & MyNCBI

In 2020 we rebuilt NCBI website to the highest standard of accessibility.
We also launched the myNCBI portal, which will allow Service Users the
freedom to view and maintain their own information.
5.

Tallaght Technology Training Centre

We built the new state-of-the-art Tallaght Technology Training Centre,
a best in class for the technology training of people with sight loss.
This project has also allowed us to secure donations of over €40,000 in
technology equipment.

Technology Focus for 2021
Despite the unprecedented pivot to digitalisation that has affected all
staff and Service Users, the NCBI Labs team has managed to adapt and
outperform expectations. Our goal for 2021 is to double down on our
focus on technology in NCBI, and to continue to improve our virtual
model. We will continue this path of high performance and further
develop the programmes we implemented in 2020, while also setting out
new, ambitious objectives that will bring us closer to our community and
improving the lives of individuals with sight loss.
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4.	Personal Development
4.1 Objectives
The Covid19 pandemic presented totally unforeseen consequences on
NCBI staff and volunteers throughout 2021.
The primary objective of the NCBI Human Resources function is to ensure
the availability of a competent and willing workforce to the organisation as
well as to meet the needs, aspirations, values and dignity of employees and
having due concern for the socio-economic problems of the community and
the country.

4.2 How Covid19 affected staff
Meeting the objectives as elicited above provided very significant challenges
due to the Covid19 pandemic during 2020. The temporary closure of NCBI
stores spanning 19 weeks in total and the loss of that revenue meant the
majority of retail staff along with some other staff across NCBI Group were
temporarily laid off while remaining staff took a 20% pay cut. Upon easing of
restrictions, all NCBI sites and staff had to adapt and ensure compliance with
infection control measures and all service users were informed of the new
protocols when undertaking assessments and services.
Covid19 also presented an opportunity for restructuring the organisation
in line with strategic priorities and led to 17 staff accepting a voluntary
redundancy scheme. In total, NCBI employs a total of 304 full time and part
time staff across NCBI’s Group, Services, Foundation and Retail Companies.

4.3 Training
Again Covid19 curtailed NCBI’s ability to promote ongoing training of its staff
as there was a freeze on the Learning and Development budget from midMarch. Some aspects were continued over the medium of technology and
significant training was implemented to meet the demands of the continuance
of our services and also of our retail operations while providing a safe and
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effective working environment during the ever-changing and incremental
challenges consistent with evolving public health advice that appeared with
the onset and deepening of Covid19.

Staff % per company
NCBI Group, 6%

NCBI Foundation, 1%

NCBI Retail
NCBI Services

NCBI Services,
39%

NCBI Group
NCBI Foundation

NCBI Retail,
54%

Employment Engagement methodologies continued to be enhanced and a
virtual Staff Engagement Session was held in September 2020 (replacing the
planned attendee session that was originally to take place in May).
Employee Relations methodologies continued to be improved and smoother
relations have ensued. Work continues on removing barriers to addressing
these issues at an early opportunity and allowing appropriate systems and
expertise to be engaged.
Policies and procedures were also reviewed proactively to move with
legislative requirements and enhanced implementing systems were applied.
Human Resources oversaw, with operational management input, and
implemented a very successful voluntary retirement scheme which was aimed
at refocusing the organisation to meet the demands of the “new normal” and
to fit in with restructuring and reorganisation that was contemplated.
In Q4/20, HR led out a new Staff Opinion Survey that went to all staff members
in Services, Group and Foundation (a survey for Retail will follow in 2021).
The survey led to many informative findings. A process of engagement will
take place now in Q1/2021 with staff to identify learnings and courses of
actions that will then be implemented over the coming year(s) to continuously
improve our levels of staff engagement, with further Staff Opinion Surveys
benchmarking on the progress achieved.
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5. Impact and Value
5.1 Retail
NCBI retail began 2020 with a very buoyant start with strong sales across
the chain and a successful partnership forged with TESCO to receive unsold
stock from them and the generous donation of a van from Carraig Donn.
However, the onset of Covid19 pandemic and the temporary closure of
our shops spanning 19 weeks over the year did present real challenges
especially resulting in the furloughing of valuable staff and the loss of so many
volunteers. The loss of revenue totalling €4.6m put significant strain on NCBI’s
finances and lead to organisation wide staff salary cuts, restructuring and a
bailout from the HSE.
However, Covid19 also presented opportunities for NCBI retail to modernise,
be innovative and expand. This began with the development of online
furniture and fashion sales originally with a partnership with Thriftify and then
trialling our own Click and Collect system from a number of stores during
the Autumn lockdown. Both initiatives were successful in garnering income
and ensuring NCBI continued to engage with our customers. All stores were
modified to comply with HSE Covid19 guidance around hand sanitation
stations, social distancing signage and donation collection points. The internal
retail management structure also changed to be more responsive to our
expanding chain.
During 2020, some shops did not reopen after Covid19 but new stores
opened in Dunboyne, Dundalk and the furniture warehouse in Kylemore. All
new shops have a new sleek modern design accentuating our commitment
to sustainability and the value of our shops in funding our frontline services to
people who are blind or vision impaired. We also took over the charity shops
of Debra Ireland and Down Syndrome Ireland (one each in Phibsborough and
Kilbarrack, Co.Dublin) which were rebranded and opened in December 2020.
This now brings the total number of NCBI stores to 118.
NCBI was also delighted to expand our chain with the acquisition of the six
Age Action charity shops across Ireland. These will open in 2021 with the
largest store being Camden Street, Dublin. It is also planned to extend the
retail chain into Northern Ireland in 2021.
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NCBI CEO Chris White, NCBI Dunboye Shop Manager Anthony McGivern, Former
Taoiseach John Bruton, NCBI Area Manager Janet Kavanagh

In December 2020, Covid19 restrictions eased and all stores opened ahead
of the festive season. NCBI also opened its first sustainable pop-up shop
on Grafton Street, Dublin, thanks to Irish Life donating the premises for the
month of December. This bespoke store branded Re:Newed for NCBI secured
donations from well-known fashion designers like Lainey Keogh and Simone
Rocha and the fit out was made from recycled materials. The store garnered
significant publicity and interest from celebrities and bloggers alike. The
success of this store together with all the others across the country led to
December 2020 being our most profitable month on record.

Re:Newed Pop Up shop on Grafton Street, Dublin
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Sadly, 2020 brought the sudden passing
of Karen Meagher, NCBI Retail Area
Manager for South West. Karen joined
NCBI in March 2018 and brought energy,
passion and experience to the role
which was evident in all the stores she
was connected with. She will be greatly
missed.

Karen Meagher

5.2 Foundation
A planned move toward a direct giving model was brought forward early in
2020 in response to the Covid19 pandemic to offset the projected loss of
€310,000 income from planned events and collections.
NCBI made two significant direct mail appeals in the year. These clearly
highlighted the impact of Covid19 on those who use our services, as well
as informing potential donors on how they could help NCBI maintain its
services throughout the country. Direct mail campaigns were supported by
a new giving portal – www.donate.ncbi.ie as well as through direct telephone
contact. Over 6,000 direct gifts were made with many committing to support
NCBI monthly.
Companies too responded to various appeals. The push to connect with
more people at home has led to unprecedented demand for laptops and
other devices. An appeal to companies and supported by the American
Chamber of Commerce Ireland led to a supply of laptops and other IT
equipment. These were repurposed by the NCBI Labs team and made
available to individuals who have pressing need for the devices for work
or education purposes. Companies participating in the scheme included
Wisetek, Cognizant, PepsiCo and Coca Cola.
Novartis backed a programme to restructure what would have been an
in-person patient information roadshow, planned for 2020. The NCBI
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Vision Series is a series of informational videos beginning with a ‘Guide for
Optometrists’ and focuses on how NCBI services can complement the role
of Optometrists by offering holistic rehabilitative services to their patients.
The second of the Vision Series concentrates on Wet Age-Related Macular
Degeneration offering accessible information on the symptoms and treatment
regime applicable to this condition. The remaining videos will be launched in
2021.
Over thirty companies associated their Christmas giving with NCBI, the largest
number in seven years. Their support was recognised with a Christmas tree
and ‘Tree of Light’ banner at the Whitworth Road offices.

Companies that supported NCBI Tree of Light campaign

During the year, a high level of public support for charities was facilitated
by mainstream broadcasters and this led to the availability of significant
new funds for direct application by charities. NCBI was awarded two grants
from the ‘RTE Does Comic Relief’ fund which was staged in June 2020
and distributed by the Community Foundation of Ireland. The first grant of
€40,000 is for the redevelopment of the NCBI website and a grant of €15,000
for the purchase of production equipment to support webinars and other
broadcast events.
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The Eye Can Lottery was
launched in June and features
a weekly prize draw for €200
prize. Players can register for
the draw online for €8.80 per
month. The Eye Can Lottery
can also be played in some of
the NCBI shops. The Eye Can
Lottery is proving successful
and gives fun and a sense
of connection to people at a
difficult time.
NCBI’s partnership with
Shannonside/Northern Sound
and with Highland Radio was
particularly successful in the year. Radio Bingo numbers are called live on
air, and many people, confined to their homes, are able to participate in the
daily game on their local radio stations. Two players won Jackpot prizes in
excess of €20,000 each.
Many individuals transferred their
support to virtual events including
Mark Finnegan who ‘ran the
Vancouver marathon’ within a 1km
radius of his home and raised €4,400.
Joe Dowling from Limerick walked
200 miles around the domain in
Newcastle West and raised €3,200.
Billy Shanahan raised €3,000 even
though the annual Trip to Tipp was
cancelled.

Mark Finnegan

The Foundation reports to donors on
the impact of their gift and to thank
them for their ongoing support. In
2019, the Foundation hosted a
Thanksgiving Dinner for supporters in
the headquarters of Airbnb. This was
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not an option in 2020 and an online Christmas Concert was staged as an
alternative. The concert featured Christmas music, reports from the year
and interviews with people who talked about the impact of the pandemic
on their own sight challenges. Extremely positive feedback from the
online concert underlined how a new platform for communication could
be developed that celebrates the talents of the community and provides
an opportunity for wider performance. As a result, the Foundation will
explore new funding for arts projects and online engagement.

Some NCBI staff and friends participating in the Run a Muck challenge January 2020.

Strong support for NCBI through the legacy programme continued with
36 people contributing €675,254 during the year. NCBI is very mindful
of the support from individuals through the course of their lifetime and
the generosity they express by including NCBI as a beneficiary in their
will. These gifts are treasured by the Board as they have often helped
the organisation develop new services and respond to need. Hopefully,
these projects will serve as a fitting memorial and a celebration of the lives
of those who have planned their giving in this way.
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Legacy donors during the year included:
Angela Gilmore
Mary Bridget Doyle
Mary Foley
Peter Whitty
Brian Gallagher
Charles O’Brien
Sarah (Sadie) Powell
Gwenyth Murphy
Raymond Gunn
Annie Bourke
Edward Rafter
Kieran Smyth

Noel Gibney
Marion Burke
Katherine Sheanon
Nora Leahy
George Lundy
Nora Ward
John Joseph Sullivan
Noreen Walsh
Catherine Gleeson
Frances Murphy
Kieran Mohan
Elizabeth Cambie

The Foundation honours the memory of all those who have
supported its work and services.

The Power is in YOUR will...
be part of OUR vision

It can be a frightening time when you, or a loved one’s
sight, starts to fail. National Council for the Blind of
Ireland (NCBI) provides support and services to almost
55,000 people with a vision impairment nationwide.
Serving people since 1931, our experience helps
people to live independently and to make the very best
of their remaining vision. We provide the rehabilitation
support, guidance, and technology skills needed. Public
support is vital to ensure these services continue to
grow into the future.

You can help by remembering NCBI in your Will.
By making a gift, big or small, in your will to NCBI, you
leave a legacy of hope for so many people.
For further information phone (01) 882 1972
or visit www.ncbi.ie/personal-giving/ Email:
foundation@ncbi.ie
CHY 12673
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Sara McFadden,
Co. Mayo
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Sara McFadden, from Castlebar, Mayo, is the first visually
impaired rally navigator in the country. Sara is a second-year
student in IT Sligo, studying Business and Sport and is hoping
to go into teaching. Sara has excelled in sport from a young
age, qualifying as a GAA coach and has a silver All Ireland
Camogie medal. Sara has been a long time service user, with
her parents reaching out to NCBI when Sara was just a couple
of weeks old.

“Without the NCBI I definitely wouldn’t be
the same person I am today, not just for me
but for my family.”
It hasn’t all been plain sailing for Sara, “I was told at 12 I
wouldn’t be able to drive, due to the severity of my sight loss,
but I grew up in the racing community and my parents are
so heavily involved I always wanted to rally. This news was
devastating.” Not one to be defeated, Sara soon realised that
if she couldn’t drive, she could navigate, and in July 2018,
Sara got her navigator licence. Since then, Sara has won
countless national rally competitions.
Unfortunately, Covid19 led to the cancellation of competitions
but Sara has continued to practise when she can to keep her
skills sharp while she attends College remotely.
Sara’s advice to those struggling: If you have a dream in life,
then try your absolute best to fulfil it. Being a visually impaired
navigator isn’t expected or normal. Everyone has something
they want to do in life, and I have always said there are a
million ways around doing something. I live by the quote:
“The only thing worse than being blind is having no vision”.
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6.	Policy and
Advocacy
2020 posed real challenges to the Policy and Advocacy Team as
burgeoning advocacy groups were no longer able to meet in person,
dedicated advocacy campaigns were postponed and staff were temporarily
furloughed. However, much was still accomplished.

6.1 Advocacy Groups and Training
Despite Covid19, every effort to recruit new advocates, offer training and
ongoing engagement opportunities were undertaken so that NCBI’s
strategic focus on engaging people who are blind or vision impaired was
advanced. Of particular note was the following:

•	In 2020, four local advocacy groups were established in Cork,

Wexford, Limerick, and Donegal. They met monthly before moving
online where they are still active. It has also spawned a more informal
weekly ‘check-in and chat’ session which is led by active advocates.

•	NCBI advocates were placed on Disability Consultative committees,
user groups and forums as opportunities arose e.g. Irish Rail, Dublin
Bus, Bus Éireann, Go Ahead, Public Participation Networks etc.

•	Advocates fed into formulating key NCBI submissions including the
Joint Committee on Disability Matters and Bus Connects.
•	Comprehensive advocacy e-learning training modules were

developed to upskills advocates which they could do at their own
pace. Two modules went live with a further one planned for 2021 as
well as online tutorials to support student learning outcomes.

•	Advocates actively participated in a range of NCBI activities

including internal committees, in media interviews, and at briefings
and events.

•	Our advocacy network (database) grew by almost 20% in the last
twelve months, standing at 509 subscribers.
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6.2 General Election 2020
NCBI Policy and Advocacy team helped inform political parties,
candidates and electorate on the key issues facing people who are blind
or vision impaired. Our Manifesto 2020 was published and disseminated
widely. Also a political hustings was held in association with other
disability organisations giving an opportunity for advocates to raise issues
directly.
The newly formed Department of Children, Disability and Integration will
see the transfer of disability functions within the Department of Health and
HSE to the new Department. NCBI will keep this under constant review.

6.3 Response to Covid19
A core plank to the Advocacy work in 2020 was to publicly highlight and
lobby on the unique challenges that Covid19 crisis brought to people
who are blind or vision impaired. Key issues included difficulty in abiding
by social distancing due to inability to see new markings or gauge
2m distances and increased isolation due to their sense of touch now
carrying additional risks. Our collective advocates played an active part in
this national social distancing awareness campaign.
Contact was made with all main grocery retailers to highlight these
challenges and request support. Extensive media coverage was
undertaken as well as regular social media content seeking greater public
understanding of these issues. We worked with the Department of Health
and HSE to run a national public awareness campaign on the challenges
of physical/social distancing for blind and vision impaired people. Also a
detailed submission was made to the Special Joint Oireachtas Committee
on Covid19 outlining the concerns of people who are blind and vision
impaired during the pandemic.
The Covid19 pandemic did help NCBI secure change to how the Blind
Welfare Allowance was paid. Previously many local HSE offices paid
recipients by cheque in post or in person but thankfully this switched to
electronic transfer in most regions as recipients were reluctant or unable
to go in person but still needed the financial security. NCBI Policy and
Advocacy will continue to ensure it is available in all regions electronically
in 2021.
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Minister for Health Simon Harris at Iona Resource Centre

6.4 Budget 2021
Some of NCBI’s recommendations ahead of Budget 2021 were
adopted and will have a positive impact on people who are blind or
vision impaired. This included removal of the Blind Welfare Allowance
as income by the Department of Social Protection means assessment
procedures. Also recipients of Disability Allowance will now be eligible
for the Warmer Homes scheme provided they meet the other general
eligibility conditions.

6.5 Advocacy Campaigns
Unfortunately, our annual Clear Our Paths campaign was cancelled
due to Covid19. This public awareness campaign seeks the removal of
temporary obstacles such as parked cars, overhanging branches and
wheelie bins as they can make safe and independent travel difficult for
people with sight loss.
Also our Employment Campaign which aimed to highlight the high
levels of unemployment among adults who are blind or vision impaired
and what can be done to address this was postponed. However a Guide
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for Jobseekers and a Guide for Employers were published and widely
disseminated.
Both of these campaigns had a number of advocates involved to be
spokespersons. They will be undertaken in 2021.
NCBI remains an active member of the Disability Action Coalition
which rebranded into the National Disability Services Association. This
grouping of disability services organisations remain united to change
their relationship with the State to one of collaboration and partnership
where adequate funding is provided for the delivery of services.
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Sinead McSweeney,
Co. Cork
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Sinead, a nurse from Cork, was diagnosed with type one Diabetes at
a young age. In 2008 she noticed black spots in her vision and was
diagnosed with Diabetic Retinopathy. Her sight deteriorated quickly
with an abrupt loss of vision in 2010. Now Sinead has just 8% vision in
one eye and is completely blind in the other.

“For a time, there were many stresses, I feared
my career was over, would we be able to cope
financially etc.?”
“My first point of call was NCBI. They assisted me with completing
forms for Blind Pension and Disability Allowance. I was introduced to
the technology supports and I did mobility training. This gave me the
independence to go back out into the community again. When I first
lost my sight, my biggest fear was being stuck indoors and not getting
out to do anything.”
“When my son was born I got great supports from NCBI and the Irish
Wheelchair Association. There are loads of tools to assist you with
things. Becoming a first-time mother with a visual impairment was
stressful and daunting, but you learn to work around these things. Ben
is now in Junior infants. He recently had to draw his family, he drew his
Mammy with no eyes because to him, my eyes just don’t work!”
“Although I did take time off when I was first diagnosed due to the
number of surgeries I had, I returned to work as a nurse. I was thrilled
to return to work because I didn’t think that would happen, but
with support, I could adapt to my position especially with the use of
assistive technology.”
My advice to someone who has been recently diagnosed with a
visual impairment is - be aware that following diagnosis it’s a bit of
a rollercoaster. I think you have to go through the emotions and the
stressors at the start. Take it one day at a time, think positively, and
things do work out. Seek the help that is there. I am very grateful for the
supports I received from NCBI.”
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Oversight Committees
GROUP BOARD – there were 5 meetings held in 2020.

• Paul Ledwidge
• David Hickson
• David Keegan
• Tony Murray
• Martin Conway
• Donnacha McCarthy
• Eithne Walsh
• Anne Troy
• Sean Costello
• Roddy Feely
• Nancy Holland
• Rahim Nazareli
• Jason Smyth

5/5
5/5
1/5
5/5
4/5
2/5
4/5
5/5
5/5
3/5
4/5
2/5
3/5

Finance Committee met
13 times in 2020
Retail Board met
6 times in 2020
Services Committee met
6 times in 2020
Foundation Board met
5 times in 2020
The Nominations and
Governance Committee
met 3 times in 2020

The Financial Results on a Consolidated basis are set out below;
Result highlights are
➤	Surplus of €2.89m arising from a combination of cost reductions and
Government Covid19 support receipts. These included:

•	Impact of Covid19 on trading income which is down by €3.05m
on 2019.
•	Income from Government. supports of wage subsidies and business
restart grants
•	Cost reductions implemented in response to loss of income from
Covid19
•	Voluntary Redundancy programmeme to reduce the 2021 cost base
•	One-time Covid19 support payment from HSE
•	Legacy Income
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Balance sheet highlights are
➤ Growth in Financial Assets and Cash position.
➤	Increase in deferred revenue balances which represent State funding
for 2021 programmes which are primarily aimed at innovations in post
Covid19 environment.
➤	Increase in restricted Charity Funds arising from deferred revenue
primarily.
The Directors wish to acknowledge the strong level of state financial
support and also in particular the support of employees in what was a very
challenging period, most especially in Q2 2020.

Income Sources
Fundraising / Retail /
Other Sources
25%

Statutory
75%

Expenditure Breakdown
Administration
Costs
10%
Frontline
Services
90%
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CONSOLIDATED STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL ACTIVITIES
FOR THE YEAR ENDED 31 DECEMBER 2020

Notes

Continuing operations
2020
Funds
Unrestricted Restricted
Funds
Funds
Total
€
€
€

2019
Funds
Total
€

Income from:
Donations and Legacies

6

1,469,263

13,243

1,482,506

2,074,837

Trading activities

8

6,220,580

-

6,220,580

9,275,149

Charitable activities

7

-

7,264,706

7,264,706

7,444,987

Other income

7

3,050,565

Rental income

9

192,433

-

192,433

187,646

Investment income

9

19,724

-

19,724

217,903

8,182,557 19,135,122

20,086,931

Total Income

10,952,565

904,608 3,955,173

886,409

Expenditure from:
Donations and Legacies

10

651,964

-

651,964

568,231

Raising funds

8

6,293,355

-

6,293,355

7,965,464

Charitable activities

11

943,566

8,274,637

9,218,203

10,391,984

Governance costs

12

77,492

-

77,492

77,492

8,274,637 16,241,014

19,003,171

Total Expenditure

7,966,377

Net income/(expenditure)

2,986,188

(92,080)

2,894,108

1,083,760

5,372,468

971,952

6,344,420

5,198,618

-

-

-

62,041

(1,130,185)

1,130,185

-

-

7,228,471

2,010,057

9,238,528

6,344,420

Total funds brought forward

22

Aquisition reserves brought forward
Net transfers between funds
Total funds carried forward

22

There are no recognised gains or losses other than the
surplus or deficit for the above two financial years.
On behalf of the board

David Hickson
Director
Date: 19th May 2021
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CONSOLIDATED BALANCE SHEET
AS AT 31 DECEMBER 2020

Notes

Consolidated
2020
€

Consolidated
2019
€

Fixed assets
Tangible assets

13

4,997,916

5,332,188

Financial assets

14

3,761,987

2,807,164

8,759,903

8,139,352

Current assets
Stocks

15

259,610

211,733

Debtors

16

1,072,819

556,729

Capital in progress

17

-

996,271

3,702,919

1,297,252

5,035,348

3,061,985

(1,780,674)

(1,099,134)

3,254,674

1,962,851

12,014,577

10,102,203

Cash at bank and in hand

Creditors: amounts falling due within one year

18

Net current assets
Total assets less current liabilities
Creditors: amounts falling due after more
than one year
Long term liabilities

19

(1,100,553)

(1,007,017)

Capital Grants

20

(1,675,496)

(2,750,766)

9,238,528

6,344,420

Restricted funds/(debt)

2,010,057

971,952

Unrestricted funds

7,228,471

5,372,468

Total charity funds

9,238,528

6,344,420

Net Assets
The funds of the charity:

The financial statements were approved by the
Board on July 29th and signed on its behalf by

David Hickson
Director

Paul Ledwidge
Director
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Organisational Structure
The NCBI group of companies includes the holding company NCBI
Group, hereafter referred to as the company, and four subsidiary
companies - NCBI Services (Registered Charity 4626), NCBI Retail
(Registered Charity 20619) ,NCBI Charitable Foundation (Registered
Charity CHY 12673) and Vision Sports Ireland (Registered Charity
10793).
The NCBI Group Board, currently meets at least six times annually
and retains overall responsibility for the strategic direction of the
companies. The day-to-day running of the company is overseen by a
senior management team, which is headed by the Chief Executive and
supported by other senior staff.

Principal risks and uncertainties
The directors consider that the following are the principal risk factors that
could materially and adversely affect the company’s future operating
results or financial position:
-

Fluctuating income from NCBI Retail

- 	Further unanticipated funding cuts or the withdrawal of support
from the HSE
-

Overdependence on unpredictable legacy income

- 	Over-reliance on trading income to support the deficit in Services
where the full cost of services is only being 75% funded by HSE
The company has business policies and organisational structures to
limit some of these risks and the Board of Directors and Management
regularly review, reassess and proactively limit the associated risks
insofar as possible.
The company maintains a Corporate Register where risks are evaluated
and mitigating actions taken. The company has risk management
policies which seek to identify business risks and ensure that they are
actively controlled and managed.
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Reserves Policy
NCBI’s Total Reserves (represented by Restricted and Unrestricted
Funds) are assets (principally tangible fixed assets and cash) held by the
NCBI Group.
Tangible assets are effectively restricted, in that they are not immediately
available.
Reserves for the purposes of this policy describe that part of charities
funds that are freely available.
The directors have considered various factors, including company wind
up costs, involved in assessing level of required reserves and analysed
the available assets. The increasing activity levels reflected in income
and expenditure growth of NCBI prompts a need to target increasing
cash reserve levels.
The Directors are of the view that freely available reserves need to be at
a level of €6m and increase further to a level of €6.4m as resources allow
over the period of the current Strategy Cycle 2021 -2023.
Freely available reserves represented by cash and short-term
investments stand at €5.5m as of Dec 31st 2020. The Directors note that
is an improved position from 2019 which helps to ensure that finances
of NCBI remain in a sustainable position.
The Directors have considered 2021 Capex plans and full year cash flow
projections which indicate that unrestricted reserves will reduce during
the period to end June 2021 and increase over the balance of 2021.
This policy is in line with Charities SORP (FRS102)
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Funding raised through
NCBI Foundation helped deliver

• Library & Media Centre....................................................................€243k

		National Library service for Braille, Digital Media and Audio.
Production of Braille and Audio material for library users in a state-ofthe-art media production centre. Operation of Bookshare.ie which
provides digital access to 700k titles which greatly helps students in
3rd level in particular to access learning material.

•	Cork Library

Finance Cork Library located in Nessan House...............................€45k

• ECLO programme – Eye Clinic Liaison programme..............€80k

		Fund implementation of pilot programme of locating Eye Clinic
Liaison staff in Acute Hospital settings in Crumlin Hospital, Temple
Street Hospital, Eye & Ear Hospital and Mater Hospital. Location in
clinical setting reduces the referral time from point of diagnosis from
years to weeks with improved outcomes.

• Vision Sports

		The Foundation grant aided the work of Vision Sports in the
amount of.....................................................................................................€33k

• Educational Bursaries

		Grant aided the Gerard Byrne bursary which assisted
5 students.................................................................................................. €7.5k

• Feach

		Grant aided a support group for parents of blind & visually
impaired children......................................................................................... €7k

• Technology NCBI Capital projects.............................................€355k

		Projects to further develop NCBI Technology offering for people
with Sight Loss
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If you or somebody you know,
is experiencing significant
difficulties with their eyesight,
NCBI can help.
Call us on:
1850 33 43 53
NCBI
Whitworth Road
Drumcondra
Dublin 9
NCBI Group: CHY 20902
NCBI Services: CHY 4626
NCBI Retail: CHY 20619
NCBI Charitable Foundation: CHY 12673

Follow us:
www.ncbi.ie

