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2021 marks 90 years since National Council 
for the Blind of Ireland (NCBI) was officially 
formed. As a part of the celebrations, we look 
back on its origins and how its mission, 
vision and values are still very much the same 
as those at the forefront of the founders’ 
minds all those years ago.  
 
The National Council for the Welfare of the Blind 
of Ireland was founded on March 10th 1931, in 
the Standard Hotel, Harcourt Street, Dublin. At 
the time, there were over 13 organisations on the 
island of Ireland, looking after a registered 400 
blind people. There was no official register for the 
blind in existence in Ireland.  
 
Not only was it the first voluntary body dealing 
with a disability group founded in the Irish Free 
State, but it set precedents in the provision of 
welfare and educational advancement for 
disadvantaged people in Ireland.  
  
When founded, the services included ‘lady 
visitors home visiting service to poor older blind 
persons; home teaching service, Braille, Moon 
and handicrafts and referral to other charities for 
financial aid. Trying to secure financial 
independence as well as improving educational 
and employment outcomes was core to the work 
and remains so today.   
 
The principal founders included Alice Stanley 
Armitage. Ms Armitage spearheaded the call for 
the government to give financial assistance to the 
very poor. A blind person could receive the Old 
Age Pension at 50 years of age at the rate of 10s/ 
– per week, provided the income did not exceed 
£15:12s. 6d. per annum. Those under the age of 
50 received allowances at varying rates, the 

maximum income allowed in most countries 
being lower than that for the old-age pension.  
  
The change of name to National Council for the 
Blind of Ireland occurred following the fourth 
general meeting in April 1935. NCBI has been 
operating nationwide since its conception in 
multiple settings. This ranged from NCBI sharing 
premises with other charities like St. Vincent de 
Paul or operating from the teacher’s home or the 
homes of the Branch Chairperson or Secretary; 
from the parish or church-related venues, or later 
from the Health Board venues.  

Welcome to NCBI at 90!

 
  2010 
    Irish author Roddy Doyle works with 
   NCBI library to celebrate Braille Reading 

    Fun Day — One of the many initiatives 
    undertaken by NCBI’s Library and Media Services.

 

 
1931 
The Standard Hotel, 79-82 Harcourt Street,  
Dublin, where NCBI was founded on March 10th. 
1931. The first overarching  
organisation that would advance  
the lives of blind people in Ireland 
and emerge as the leading sight loss 
agency in the country.

 
     2021 
        90 years on, NCBI continues to provide more 
        innovation and better services to the over 
        55,000 people living with sight loss in Ireland. 
        With over 130 shops nationwide, the 
        organisation is committed to continuing the 
        work that the founding members set out nine 
       decades ago.
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In 1987, NCBI moved its Head Office to what was 
known as the Drumcondra Hospital on Whitworth 
Road, Drumcondra, Dublin 9. Since then, this 
permanent base, together with its regional offices 
across the country, ensures that people who 
are blind or vision impaired can have access to 
quality services, programmes, and supports, all 
designed to ensure they can live life confidently 
and independently.   
 
NCBI have dedicated an entire edition of inSight 
magazine to celebrating 90 years of working for 
people with sight loss! We have pieces from all 

aspects of the organisation including former CEO 
Des Kenny, one of our longest standing 
Community Resource Workers, Eileen Lynch; 
services users and volunteers who have all 
helped to shape NCBI as an organisation, along 
with the many others who have been involved in 
NCBI over the last 90 years. We have some 
beautiful imagery from the days gone by and we 
look back at the origins of NCBI Retail, the story 
behind Ireland’s second largest charity retail 
chain.  
 
So, sit back with a cuppa and enjoy NCBI at 90!

Nov. 1931 
NCBI’s first home teacher, Eileen Carroll, 
started in November 1931. Helen McCauley, N
first blind home teacher commenced classes i
Clonmel, Co. Tipperary at NCBI’s first County B

Dec. 1931 
The Court House,  58 South William Street,  
Dublin, which was the first official offices  
of NCBI.

CBI’s 
n 
ranch. 

1936  
    
   The first trained guide dog, Beryl, was  
   introduced into Ireland by NCBI. She worked 
   with her owner Mr. McDonnell for many years. 
   Also in 1936, NCBI’s first Talking Book machine 
   was acquired and lent to 14 blind people. Titles 
   included: ‘The Thirty-nine Steps’ and ‘Pickwick 
   Papers’.

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 

1986  
         NCBI’s Low-Vision Clinic, initially run by 
         the Sisters of Charity at Merrion, 
          was taken over by NCBI. 
    1987  
         NCBI moves to the present address of 45 
         Whitworth Road, which was formerly 
         the old Drumcondra Hospital.

   
   
     
   
   
   

1942 
     Employment: Blind workers 
     tended to their allotments in Crumlin, Dublin. 
     This was an arrangement made by NCBI with 
     the Irish Allotment Holders. 

   1960 
     42 NCBI Trained telephonists are now working 
     on the switchboards at various companies and 
     offices in Dublin. 

1969 
     NCBI moved to their 4th home at 10 Lr. 
     Street, Dublin, where it resided until 1
      

     1976 
     NCBI Social Worker Frances O’Grady  
     provided training to those living with  
     sight loss, which included mobility 
     training. 

 Hatch 
 987. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The National Council  
for the Blind of Ireland: A History
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In this special 90th anniversary edition we bring you some of 
the personnel and personalities of NCBI, telling their story, 
heir interactions with the services which we have being 

providing for people with sight loss over the past ninety years.
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On pages 22 & 23 we bring you 
pictures of NCBI people of the past.

Service Users

Former CEO Des Kenny

The NCBI Retail story

  Page 5: 
•    Mossie  Cooper long-time NCBI 
service user talks about his years 
of service from NCBI and the 
changes that he has seen, good 
and bad,  in that time.

  Pages 6 & 7:  
•    Former CEO of NCBI, Des 
Kenny, reflects on the 
developments and changes 
which have occurred since his 
commencement with NCBI in 
1986 and the opportunities 
the future will bring.

  Pages 8 & 9:  
•    Chris White CEO NCBI sees the 
focus on improving facilitating 
and advocating access in its 
widest sense for people who are 
blind or vision impaired.

  Pages 10 - 14:  
•    We bring you the story of NCBI 
Retail, from Mrs. Quin’s to  
Re:Newed with some of the 
 people who have helped make it 
one of the largest charity shop 
chains in Ireland.

  Pages 15 & 16:  
•    Eileen Lynch reflects on 40  
years as an NCBI Community  
Resource Worker. 
 
Pages 17 & 18: 
•    Eithne Walsh, Head of Advocacy  
with Féach, talks about the NCBI  
child and educational services. 
 
Page 19: 
•    Ursula Byrne, long time service  
user in Donegal tells her story. 
 
Pages 20 & 21: 
•    NCBI Group Chair tells of his NCBI  
journey and the developments he sees for  
the future.

NCBI People and Services

NCBI CEO Chris White
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inSight magazine caught up with Mossie 
Cooper, who is one of the organisation's long-
standing service users.  
 
“I was born in Offaly. I have been blind since birth. 
I wasn't diagnosed with sight loss until I was three 
weeks old — when a neighbour noticed that I 
wasn't moving my eyes. I have two uncles who 
are also blind, so it is in the family. I would have 
had what was then called a 'home teacher.' In 
1962 when I was nine, I went to school at what 
was then known as St. Joseph’s School for the 
Blind.  
 
Many things have changed over the last 65+ 
years, and in Mossie’s view the most significant 
change within the organisation over that time 
frame is the attitudes within the organisation. "As 
far back as I can remember, we were told what to 
do and how to do it in terms of using the service, 
and for a time, I felt that if you questioned, it was 
like you were ungrateful for the service. Now our 
rights and needs are taken into consideration."  
 
Other changes have been in the area of 
technology. This is where Mossie feels NCBI has 
been the most helpful towards him. With NCBI's 
accessible technology training, a keen 
sportsperson, Mossie can keep up to date with all 
sporting activities and results, independently 
without relying on his sister Mary to update him.  
 
Mossie received his initial training in his local 
NCBI office in Athlone and avails of the helpline 
on an ongoing basis to continue his training. 
Mossie has availed of many different types of 
activity and training over the years, and one that 
he found helpful was mobility training when he 
was sent to Shropshire in England in 1971. 
 

Before Covid 
19, Mossie 
would have 
been in contact 
with his 
Community 
Resource 
Worker in 
Athlone once a 
week, although 
he can no 
longer visit the 
centre weekly, 
he said. "If I 
ever have a 
query, there is 
always 
someone  
at the end of the line, whether it is the IT trainers 
or the Community Resource Workers, this is so 
necessary.” 
 
Mossie believes the best resource that NCBI 
offers is training, mobility, and supports that allow  
people to be more independent. "If you lived 
alone, it means you could get up and get out and 
about. From my point of view, technology has 
changed my life, so I am less reliant on my sister 
Mary to look up different things for me."  
 
As with all of our interviewees, we asked Mossie 
where he would like to see NCBI in the next 90 
years. His response is. "More advocacy for things 
like transport and accessibility. I live in a rural 
area, but I am lucky as I live with my sister, but if I 
didn't I would be reliant on transport through taxis, 
as there is no public transport here, this is 
expensive. More work needs to be done on 
advocacy for those living with sight loss.”

A lifetime with NCBI — 

Mossie Cooper.
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Des Kenny served as NCBI's CEO for nearly 
three decades, the longest serving CEO in 
the organisation's history. inSight 90 chatted 
up with him to discuss how the organisation 
evolved and modernised during his time.   
We asked him what words he would use to 
describe NCBI:  
 
"The words that I would use are professional, 
relevant, national, respected, durable and 
innovative. I was with NCBI for 28 years. Shortly 
after being appointed as CEO in 1986, we 
bought what was then known as the Rotunda 
Annex, a 31-bed recovery hospital for women 
who had just given birth — now our head office 
at Whitworth Road. We bought it for £270,000, 
having raised the money in what was called “the 
national milk run”.  
 
Des began his career in the Irish Association for 
the Blind, which subsequently was subsumed 
into NCBI in 1987. He then acted as General 
Secretary to the National League of the Blind 
until 1980, when he moved to Disability 
Federation Ireland (then titled The Union of 
Voluntary Organisations for the Handicapped) 
as its CEO.  
 
When he came to NCBI, it was run by 
volunteers organised into 26 county branches. 
He explains: "NCBI was very much set up using 
the model of the Royal Institute for the Blind in 
England. There were 26 branches, one in every 
county in Southern Ireland. The staff recruited to 
work in a county were considered to be under 
the direction of the branch committee who 
raised most of the wages of the staff member. 
But when I joined in 1986, NCBI was ready to 
evolve to another model and stage in its 

existence. 
 
To be a national organisation, the local 
committee approach wasn't viable or 
sustainable. We set to slowly change the model 
to one that would manage the organisation 
centrally, increasing our statutory funding to 
replace fundraised income as our sole working 
revenue. The influence and responsibility of the 
county branches was diminished.  
 
We began to hire professionally trained social 
workers because there had been a gap left by 
the closure in 1986 of the college that taught 
home teachers for the blind. NCBI, up until then, 
recruited staff and sent them for 20-weeks 
training to the UK to qualify them as home 
teachers.  They taught service users how to 
navigate their homes and how to read Braille 
and to carry out some handicraft work which 
was sold at local craft shows. The closure of the 
College of Teachers of the Blind allowed us to 
recruit staff with a wider range of skills that 
could be applied to different roles. This staff hire 
approach with supplementary training became 
fully operational by 1993, with the branch model 
of influence and management of the local 
county worker finally disappearing in 1996.”  
 
We asked Des to recall what were the greatest 
highlights of his 28 years as CEO of NCBI. 
“The professionalism of the staff of NCBI and to 
grow that workforce into one which was 
respected and valued within the voluntary sector 
and by HSE, ultimately with NCBI winning a 
“Great Place to work” award in 2004. 
 
"I developed the library from just Braille into 
audio which was a massive highlight for me. 
That was made possible by the US Library of 

Former CEO Des Kenny
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Congress, who shared with us the initial 
collections of audio that formed our start up 
collection.  
 
“When I came to NCBI, we were offering training 
as blind telephonists. However, I recommended 
we transfer this training to Rehab, which allowed 
us to avail of their training, to train some of our 
service users on computers as computer 
programmers. The Public Service extended their 
“staff embargo” in the latter part of 2007 to the 
grade of our telephonists, but we were able to 
circumvent the embargo by hiring people 
directly and then subcontract them out to the 
civil service, something that is still in place 
today.  
 
In terms of access, we became recognised as 
competent in consultation and advice around 
public transport, streetscapes, public buildings 
and even the design of audio crossings. All of 
this was just beginning in Ireland, and NCBI 
would become a respected organisation at the 
forefront of accessibility. Our first critical hires in 
the area of accessibility were Heather Hunter 
and Fiona Kelty, they would become NCBI’s 
advisers on accessibility. Our accessibility 
concepts were taken from European work and 
standards, including Braille on lift buttons and 
available on all medicine packaging in the 
European Union. To this day, NCBI's 
collaboration with other sight loss bodies in 
Europe is still going on, winning improvements 
in such areas as air passenger rights and 
Accessible Web Directive.  
 
While innovation is essential, Des explains how 
it was also important to safeguard the rights of 
blind and vision impaired people and 
campaigning for improvements at a national 
level. "We worked to continue to protect the 

Supplementary Blind Welfare Scheme and Free 
Travel Scheme which NCBI had initiated with 
CIE for city bus travel in 1953."  
 
Finally, inSight asked NCBI's former CEO about 
the next 90 years for NCBI. Des explained how 
NCBI would be more a trainer of other 
professionals. The making of training videos and 
providing training opportunities for people in 
statutory services will be important to enrich the 
knowledge of how to promote the independence 
and safety and ease of movement by blind and 
vision impaired people. Monitoring policy and 
environmental changes for obstacles and 
opportunities will be at the heart of NCBI’s future 
in which technology will occupy a greater part 
than it does today. There should be less total 
blindness into the coming decades, and this will 
shape what the future demands of NCBI. 
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An Interview with NCBI’s current CEO Chris 
White  
 
“For me, NCBI is all about improving, facilitating 
and advocating access in its widest sense for 
people who are blind or vision impaired. 
Delivering access to education, employment, 
technology, emotional support, the arts, sport, 
government, etc. Unfortunately, what you find 
now in the visually impaired community is that 
they are significantly marginalised due to the 
nature of their disability. Enabling access in all 
of its forms is what NCBI is all about and it 
motivates me everyday.” 
 
"I grew up in England, with Irish parents in a 
council house. We never owned our own home 
but as first-generation immigrants, the 
importance of education shone through. I 
managed to be the first in my family to go to 
university. When I left there, I had no real 
interest in business, but I was most motivated 
by trying to make the world a better place even 
if it's just the parts around me. I have only ever 
worked in the not-for-profit sector.  
 
“When the opportunity arose to apply for the job 
as CEO of NCBI, what appealed to me was the 
scale of NCBI, the chance of doing something 
more significant and more long-standing, 
navigating through something that could be very 
powerful for the community. I joined in May 
2014. I am the third CEO in NCBI's 90 years. 
NCBI is one of the oldest, most high-profile 
charities in the country, and it comes with 
legacy, perceptions, culture, and a structure 
which can all be challenges, but most of the 
days, I skip into work. I am certainly not the 
cleverest in NCBI, but I have a strong passion 

and belief that we can all be better."  
 
Chris explained that he feels there is a 
responsibility to serve the sight loss community 
in a way that wasn't done for so long. The 
responsibility manifests itself in frustration that 
we are not doing enough, that we are not further 
along, that we don't have a more prominent 
voice with the HSE and other government 
departments. 
 
“Being blind or vision impaired is often a hidden 
disability yet it is the one sense that people can 
imagine and understand the challenges 
experienced on a daily basis by simply closing 
their eyes. Unfortunately, I don’t think people’s 
perceptions or attitudes of people who are blind 
or vision impaired has changed much over the 
90 years. This can be evidenced by the low 
levels of students who are blind or vision 
impaired in 3rd level education and 
subsequently the low employment rate. Often 

Looking back to look forward —
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RIGHT: 
A collage of pictures 
showing Chris involved 
in NCBI Retail, tandem 
parachute jumping, 
‘Dine in the Dark’ 
restaurant experience 
and at the merger with 
Vision Sports Ireland.

people underestimate the capabilities and 
adaptive strategies learnt to compensate for 
lack of vision and presume that it hampers 
ability to be independent and live life to the max.   
 
“I would say some of this is down to the lack of 
work on NCBI's part in showcasing just what 
people with sight loss can do and helping to 
change perceptions within the public domain for 
those living with sight loss; we need to change 
attitudes. We need to be more vocal but also 
activate the sight loss community to speak up 
for themselves. This in turns leads to greater 
representation of people who are blind or vision 
impaired in all walks of life and debunks myths 
employers, politicians, educators and public 
have about living life with low or no vision.  
 
What do you think has been the most 
impactful thing NCBI has done in the 
last 90 years?  
 
“I have to tip my hat to Des on this one. I think 
the most impactful thing has been the 

mainstreaming of NCBI's funding into the HSE. 
If you look back into the '80s, NCBI was funded 
largely through local fundraising, and everything 
was county level; their local committee paid 
people who worked for NCBI at the time; they 
were paid by cheque. It wasn't a sustainable 
system. There was too much local power. So 
Des was able to stream NCBI's funding 
agreements with the HSE. That gave us a level 
of certainty, a foundation from which we can 
build everything else out”.  
 
What are you most proud of during 
your time as CEO of NCBI? 
“So far I am most proud of the ECLO (Eye Clinic 
Liaison Officer) programme and keen to expand 
it. If we can have a national ELCO programme 
with an ECLO in all seven diagnostic centres, 
that would be transformational because we will 
be capturing everybody as they are diagnosed. 
Everyone will be aware of our supports and 
services”. 

LEFT:  
Chris White, NCBI CEO 
with Irish Rugby star 
Robbie Henshaw who is 
an ambassador for NCBI. 
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Mrs. Quin was a remarkable woman by all 
accounts and quite single-minded in her 
objectives on behalf of the blind in the Ireland of 
the time. She was born Nanette Norris at 
Drumwhinny, Co. Fermanagh in September 
1899 and was known to her friends as 'Nancy'. 
She was brought up in Dublin and studied 
medicine at Trinity College. During this time, she 
took a course at the Rotunda, where she met 
the Assistant Master, Dr James Quin. For him it 
was 'love at first sight'. 'And wasn't I right?' he 
used to say, long after their Golden Wedding 
anniversary.  
 
She worked as an anaesthetist in Dublin for 
many years, especially among children. 
The couple, along with others, helped establish 
the NCBI and worked ceaselessly for blind 
people for the rest of their lives. 
 
As with every charity, money was needed 
urgently. It was then Nancy commenced her 
‘Dress Bureau’ and opened her first charity shop 
in Dublin; a vacant premises, borrowed for a few 
weeks, where she sold clothes donated by her 
friends. She invented the pop-up shop concept 
and from there searched and secured other 
empty premises to use as a charity shop.  
 
The money raised was used for the training of 
teachers of blind people. These NCBI teachers 
eventually enabled blind people to work 
alongside sighted people, at occupations 
previously denied to them.  
 
Nancy succeeded through her own practical 
enthusiasm, which she transmitted to her 
volunteers year after year. She recruited such 
Dublin friends as Ella Nesbitt of Arnott’s, and 
Sheila Joseph, among many others involved in 

the fashion 
world. She 
and her 
husband were 
popular, 
outgoing 
people, and 
Nancy was a 
good listener, 
especially to 
the young or 
different. It is 
plain that she 
was a woman 
ahead of her 
time, who 
brought out the best in everyone. 
 
She also had great eye for fashion. Her back 
drawing-room would be full of items she'd 
collected all through the year. Her busiest time 
was November, because all the students came 
and got their things from her shop.  
 
It is a fitting tribute to her name and contribution 
to NCBI that the nationwide chain of shops, 
commenced by the late Martin Kenny in 
Wexford and Dublin were named in her honour. 
She died on July 1st 1989 in her 90th year. Mrs 
Quin’s legacy lives on to this day, as the NCBI 
retail chain now exceeds 130 shops with at least 
one in every county. The chain is going  from 
strength to strength incorporating sustainability, 
education and the re-emergence of Mrs Quin’s 
original concept of pop-up shops with the 
emergence of the Re:Newed for NCBI brand. 
NCBI retail has a firm place within the 
community, supporting the work of services that 
NCBI provide for people with sight loss. 

NCBI retail – From Mrs Quin to Re:Newed

Nancy Quin.
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The late Ella Nesbitt, Arnott’s, Dublin.

The late Sheila Joseph.

RIGHT: The late 
Martin Kenny who 
commenced the 
nationwide chain of 
NCBI Charity shops.

LEFT: Nancy Quin in 
18th century uniform 
with an accomplice in 
a Little Shop Window 
in Stephen’s Green in 
1959.

RIGHT: NCBI’ s 
second Mrs Quin’s 
shop, in Dorset 
Street, Dublin, 
which was managed 
by Tom Kennerney 
who was vision 
impaired. The first 
shop had been 
opened in Henrietta 
St. Wexford in  June 
1996 by Martin 
Kenny and managed 
by Alsie Grace.

RIGHT: One of 
NCBI’s Mrs 
Quin’s shops, in 
a colourful 
setting.
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Although the origins of NCBI retail go back 
to pop-ups established by Mrs Quin, the 
structure of the shops as we know it today is 
mainly down to the work of Martin Kenny 
and his wife, Patricia. We caught up with 
Patricia, who has been with NCBI since 1998. 
 
They opened the first permanent shop in 
Wexford town. Martin, who was on the board of 
the NCBI Wexford branch, went to the then 
CEO Des Kenny proposing opening a charity 
shop to raise funds for a new office. The shop 
was set up and took off with donations from the 
public and volunteers running the shop. Shortly 
after another shop opened on Dorset Street, 
Dublin, then Newbridge Co.Kildare. Martin soon 
realised this was a full-time job and became the 
NCBI Head of Retail, opening dozens of shops 
throughout the country. His ambition was to get 
to 100 shops and reach €1 million in profits. 
Unfortunately, Martin passed away before he 
got to see the result. 
 
Patricia explains "I joined when Martin became 
Head of Retail. I had my own business running 
a tile shop in Arklow. So, when a new shop 
came on board, I would work setting up the 
shop at night. When the NCBI shops took off, I 
started as Warehouse Manager in Bunclody, 
then progressed to Area Manager then Accounts 
Manager/Office Manager. In 2000 I married 
Martin. He died after a short illness on 19th 
August 2006.  
 
When Chris White joined, he had the same drive 
and vision as Martin and worked with me to 
continue to drive the charity forward. I have 

taken on different duties, roles and 
responsibilities over the years. Although they 
can bring challenges, I enjoy it every day. As 
they say: "When you enjoy what you do, it 
doesn't feel like work". 
 
What is your fondest memory of your time 
working at NCBI? “It was the day we opened the 
100th shop. I was very proud to be part of that 
day and during the celebration Chris took the 
time to look back at where the shops started 
and where the shops are going.  
 
“Over the years I have made some great 
friends; that could not have happened without 
NCBI”. 
Finally, inSight magazine asked Patricia; What 
she would like to see for the future of NCBI?  
“I would like to see NCBI progress and grow in 
strength but not lose sight of the charity ethos. I 
have no doubt this won't happen to NCBI”.

Patricia Kenny and NCBI Retail  
as we know it today

At the opening of the 100th NCBI store in Rathmines, Dublin.  
L-R: Trish Kenny, Operations Manage; Janet Kavanagh, Area 
Manager; Kevin Halpin, former Head of Retail; Catherine Nolan, 
Rathmines Shop Manager and Orlagh Butler, Area manager.
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Liz volunteered 
at NCBI 
Edenderry for 
an incredible 
15 years. Her 
contribution 
has been 
enormous. Her 
NCBI 
colleagues 
loved to see 
Liz coming into 
work in the 
afternoon as I  
knew the shop  
was in safe hands while the shop manager 
tended to work in the back. Her quality mark 
was diligence. Her customer skills were 
excellent, and customers loved to meet her and 
have a chat with her.  
 
On customer appreciation days and coffee 
mornings, she would bake goodies and bring 
them along. She always brought in sandwiches 
and treats for co-workers. She was the mammy 
of our little NCBI family in Edenderry. Liz did all 
of this right into her 88th year. 
 
Unfortunately, when Covid19 struck, she had to 
make the difficult decision to give up work at the 
shop. One of her colleagues said of Liz: "I have 
learned so much from this fantastic lady, but 
most of all, I have learned it doesn't matter your 
age; you can still make a difference and 
continue to be valued member of the 
community. Liz showed me the importance of 
dedication, making a commitment and always 
fulfilling that commitment." 
 
Liz was an inspiration to all at NCBI, keeping the 
spirit of Mrs Quin and her legacy alive.

Rose is our glamorous granny and a long-
serving volunteer in NCBI's Youghal shop! She 
is a polio survivor with a heart of gold who 
doesn't let anything hold her back. She takes 
part in as many fundraisers as possible, both for 
the NCBI and a polio support group. She loves 
her dogs, grandchildren, hats and handbags.  
 
Rose is a loyal shop volunteer at NCBI who is in 
every Thursday afternoon without fail and has 
been with the charity since 2009. She is a great 
salesperson; for example, if someone was trying 
to choose which dress to buy, she will talk them 
into buying all three because it's still cheaper 
than one new one. They'd regret it if they didn't! 
 
Whenever there's a raffle in the store, it is 
guaranteed that Rose would have sold 90% of 
the tickets. She starts friendly competitions, 
challenging the other volunteers to beat her 
sales when she's had a busy shift which can be 
pretty amusing to watch them all desperately 
trying to sell things.  
 
Aside from her hard work and dedication, Rose 
is also a great friend to many staff and 
customers. Rose is always there for a chat and 
an honest opinion.

Long-term shop volunteer Liz Williams Rose Russell O'Donovan from Youghal

Liz Williams (left) with Dawn 
Mooney, Edenderry shop manager.

Rose Russell O’Donovan
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Geraldine Lee, NCBI Navan shop manager 
and service user, has run a tight ship for 
nearly seven years. Reflecting on what has 
been achieved over this time, Geraldine 
shares her experiences of working for NCBI 
retail and her incredible team of staff and 
volunteers.  
 
Registered blind 
‘Nearly eight years ago, I was busy working in a 
real estate office where I had been for the 
previous ten years. I loved my job. However, I 
knew my eyesight would restrict me from 
progressing my career as an Auctioneer as l 
needed to drive. So I knew I had to change.  
I saw the job advertised for a shop manager for 
the new NCBI Navan shop. I was registered 
blind. I had fundraised since I was small for this 
charity as I also had three visually impaired 
siblings. I hadn't any retail experience; however, 
I knew I was a quick learner and could quickly 
ease into the role. I got the job! The shop 
opened in October 2014. I'm still here! I have 
met the most amazing, kind-hearted individuals 
along the way.  
 
My current team, some of whom are here since 
the "get-go", are very aware of my sight loss 
and help and guide me each day. 
We have a service centre for the blind and 
visually impaired out the back of our shop. 
Individuals with sight loss make appointments to 
see the amazing Jean, our Community 
Resource Worker. The team in Navan meet 
these individuals regularly as they are walking 
through the shop. I can see how kind and 
emphatic the volunteers are towards them.  

 
I tell them about the challenges I face; I find it's 
good for them to know as a little help goes a 
long way! Some examples of how they are very 
mindful about my sight loss are they never leave 
items lying on the floor. If I'm finding it hard to 
read a label on a garment, all I have to do is 
ask, and they are there to help! 
 
They also see people walking out of the shop 
after visiting our Community Resource Worker 
with maybe a new magnifier or a cane in their 
hand. The team sees how simple these little 
aids can make such a difference for the visually 
impaired.  It drives home the message of what 
we do and why we do it.  
 
This pandemic has hit everyone. Some of my 
team have lost parents or have been sick 
themselves; however, they have come back with 
more energy and commitment to raising money 
for the NCBI. I'm so grateful to each and every 
one of the volunteers because, without them, I 
certainly wouldn't be able to do what I do.

Geraldine Lee NCBI shop manager and service user

Geraldine and the Navan team.



15

Eileen is one of NCBI's longest standing 
staff members, dedicating the four decades 
of her career to working for those living with 
sight loss in Ireland as a Community 
Resource Worker (CRW). She shared what it 
was like to be there, through NCBI's highs 
and lows for the last 40 years. 
 
"I worked in the Cork office for a while, and then 
in 1991, I moved to Dublin I started in Whitworth 
road and moved to Dun Laoghaire.  
 
No training in Ireland at the time.  
In the 80s and 90s, NCBI hired CRW's with a 
social work background. I studied Social 
Science at UCC; after I joined NCBI, I studied 
rehabilitation, Braille, mobility and independent 
living skills in London. We had to travel to 
London to train because there was no training in 
Ireland at the time. NCBI always supported 
those who wanted to do training in those days, 
although it wasn't a requirement; only three of 
us in Ireland trained in mobility around that time. 
 
The most significant change I have seen in 
NCBI over my time there has been computer 
use. When I started, everything was 
handwritten, old paper files, but that's 
completely changed.  
 
The other thing that has changed is that we 
rarely go to the service user’s homes. Most 
service users come to the office now for an 
assessment.  It was nice to go to the service 
user’s homes to get a sense of their whole 
environment and family life, so I think something 
in between would be ideal.  

 
Standing with collection boxes at church 
gates. 
Another thing that changed for NCBI from when 
I started working is we previously were heavily 
involved in the fundraising side of the 
organisation as it was run by the committee in 
the local town or village. As Social Workers 
(now CRW’s) we were expected to help in 
fundraising often standing with collection boxes 
at church gates and deliver Christmas gifts for 
the committees. 
 
This  changed (for the better) by the late 1980s, 
and thankfully  we now have more time to focus 
on building relationships with the service users 
and providing them with the tools they need to 
live their lives more independently and 
confidently.  

Eileen Lynch – 40 years with NCBI! 

Eileen Lynch, one of NCBI’s longest 
serving staff members.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 16.
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At the time, NCBI service was not split into the 
life cycle model, segregating service users by 
age like children and young people, working-age 
and the older age groups. Meaning you could be 
dealing with service users of all ages. Now the 
service users are split into these groups, which 
means that those who have expertise are 
working with that particular age group.  
 
Before, referrals would have come from mainly 
eye specialists, but now people are referring 
themselves. Through recommendations from a 
neighbour or friend, this has increased the 
number of people using NCBI services. In 
addition, setting up the Eye Clinic  Liaison 
Officer in hospitals has also allowed people to 
get the emotional, educational, and life support 
they need at the point of diagnosis, which is 
very important.  
 
What was your fondest memories of looking back 
at the last 40 years of working for NCBI? 
Looking back over her time in NCBI, Eileen 
found it challenging to pick just one that stood 

out amongst the rest, but she did say that 
working with smaller teams. “I think it was a 
fantastic place to work when you are younger, 
there were many staff from all different 
disciplines all working together for one goal.  
 
The social aspect of working at NCBI had 
always been wonderful. Going training in places 
like Copenhagen, nights out, and parties that 
used to be held at NCBI. As well as the 
fundraising trips over the years, one year I went 
skiing which was just so much fun.”  
 
When we asked Eileen what she would like to 
see for the future of NCBI, she explained that as 
the organisation goes into its 91st year, it is vital 
to continue providing a holistic approach to 
services, bringing all service users along with 
the organisation. Eileen finished by saying: 
Thanks for the memories and happy times. 

CONTINUED FROM  PAGE 15.

NCBI Management and staff at conference  at 10 Lr. Hatch 
Street, Dublin,1970s. Pictured, front, CEO Bill Martin. 
Seated front left, Patricia McLoughlin, the ‘voice’ of NCBI 
for some years; and standing left behind her Senior  Social 
Worker, Kitty Bunyon.
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inSight 90 sat down with 
former Chairperson and current 
Head of Advocacy for Féach 
Eithne Walsh to talk about the 
work of Féach, and NCBI's role 
in helping to shape the future 
of young people with sight loss 
in Ireland. 
 
“I have three kids, two of whom are 
visually impaired. They have an eye 
condition diagnosed when the eldest 
was six years old, so they had it before 
we knew they had it. Maya is now in 
her first year in college, and Cormac is 
17. Although they have sight loss, they 
are living very full lives”.    
 
When Eithne's two children first 
engaged with NCBI at ages 7 and 4, 
respectfully, there wasn't a specific 
child service and they  had minimal 
contact with NCBI.  
 
“Initially, a care worker came to see us, and we 
were just given copybooks with thick lines in 
them; that was the level of intervention, and we 
used the Visiting Teacher. Then when Maya was 
about 10 or 11, the life cycle model was 
introduced at NCBI, and that's when intervention 
started, including the commencement of 
Campabilities. It benefited Cormac more than 
Maya at that stage. She was relatively 
independent and less open to the intervention 
because she hadn't known them, and I think 
when kids are introduced to something younger, 

they are more open to it. Cormac was  involved 
in the technology camp in Limerick and was 
shown to use different types of equipment, 
which was great.  
 
One of the most significant differences for 
Cormac compared to Maya was post-primary 
school; he did a functional vision test. This test 
was the first proper vision test where the results 
were written in a language that teachers could 
understand as it covered not just Cormac’s 
visual distance but also his inability to see 
colour and eye fatigue. 

Féach, children, and the future of NCBI

CONTINUED ON PAGE 18.

Eithne Walsh, Head of Advocacy, Féach.
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Now Maya is at University. She is in her first 
year at UCC, studying Speech and Language 
Therapy. She uses the NCBI services to 
navigate college, and she is still under the 
Children and Young Person's Team. They have 
been a significant help to her. Maya's sight has 
changed over time, and because I was very 
aware of what she needed, we have had her 
typing digitally and using digital books since 4th 
class in school. That was all fine until her vision 
changed again in 3rd year in secondary school. 
This meant changing the way she was 
consuming information for the Senior Cycle, and 
this meant learning through listening; the natural 
transition in university was to use Bookshare, so 
Maya relies very heavily on Bookshare.  
 
Féach was set up over 25 years ago by a small 
group of parents of children with sight loss to 
provide peer to peer support. However it soon 
became obvious that there was a need to 
advocate to improved services for blind and 
vision impaired children. Féach was 
instrumental in advocating for the free 
companion pass, the establishment of the 
National Braille Production Centre (now 
Reading Services) and recently helping to 
ensure summer provision was made available 
for students in post primary school. While in the 
past they had more social events with the 
emergence of NCBI Children and Young 
people’s services and the full calendar of events 
offered there, Féach has been able to 
concentrate on advocating for improved 
services and has recently added an educational 
strategy to its remit.  
 
In 2019 NCBI provided us with a grant to help 
with the running of an office which allowed  us to 

start producing leaflets and guides to support 
parents. In 2021, we produced a series of 
guides and workshops for parents on the 
supports available to students in school. This 
Autumn they will publish a Guide for Schools on 
how to support blind or vision impaired students. 
Schools often have never had a blind or vision 
impaired student and can be unsure of exactly 
the support they need. Féach is confident that 
the parent and schools guides will create a new 
awareness around the needs of blind or vision 
impaired students which will lead to better 
educational outcomes. The thirst for knowledge 
from parents and schools is huge. We started 
2021 with a membership of 320, currently it 
stands at 390. The more parents we have the 
louder our voice and the better our advocating. 
This is an exiting time for our group.” 
 
When asked what the biggest changes Eithne 
has seen in NCBI, she explained; "15 years ago, 
there was no one on the Board of NCBI from 
Féach, and since the appointment of Chris 
(current CEO of NCBI,) there has been a lot 
more collaborative work between NCBI and the 
service user. The work is not just proactive but 
is reactive. An example of this is the Transition 
Year programmes for students with sight loss, 
which was not available until very recently. So 
there is a real sense of being reactive, we feed 
into it, and NCBI responds, which is fantastic. 
Together we are much stronger."  
 
Our final question to Eithne was to ask what she 
would like to see from NCBI over the next 90 
years. Her answer was to continue in the 
direction of a more holistic approach, which in 
turn, over time will normalise sight loss, allowing 
young people who have low vision to lead fully 
independent lives. 

CONTINUED FROM  PAGE 17.
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Ursula noticed she was losing her 
vision driving home from Galway 
over 30 years ago. Not long after 
that, she was diagnosed with AMD 
(Age-related macular degeneration) 
in her fifties. Since the early 1990's 
Ursula's sight has gradually 
deteriorated, she explains, "Now all I 
can see are shadows." 
 
"When I was finally diagnosed with 
AMD, the doctor referred me to NCBI. 
Initially, I didn't have too much contact 
with them except to get magnifiers and 
bump dots for things like my washing 
machine, my phone and the remote 
control.” 
 
Mobility Training 
However, over the years Ursula has 
kept in regular contact with her 
Community Resource Worker. "If I 
need anything, I just call her." NCBI 
also helped Ursula get back to using a computer 
as she would have been a keen typist before 
losing her sight. She also availed of mobility 
training. "Bernie, my CRW taught me how to 
walk with the cane, but you know what, pride is 
a great thing, so I don't use it often except when 
I am with my Grandchildren."  
 
"I worked my whole life in our family shop, but I 
cannot do that anymore as I can’t see the 
change anymore, which is unfortunate, and I 
can't drive anymore either." So instead, Ursula 

Ursula Byrne, Killybegs, Co.Donegal – 
Long time service user

relies on her husband Jimmy, who she 
affectionately calls her "guide dog", to get her 
around.  
 
"NCBI is great for keeping in contact and being 
a place to reach out to, we have had our 
meetings now over the phone since Covid19, 
and there is a great sense of community, 
chatting with other service users through these 
calls. So NCBI has always been there for me, 
and I think they are a fantastic resource as a 
charity. I would be lost without them."

Ursula Byrne, NCBI service user, Donegal.



20

inSight 90 sat down with NCBI's current 
chair of the Group Board, Paul Ledwidge, to 
discuss how he became involved, what he is 
most proud of and what the future holds for 
the organisation.  
 
"I have worked in disability my whole life 35 
years with St. Michaels house who provide 
services to people with intellectual disabilities 
the last 20 years as CEO. The reason I became 
involved in NCBI was down to the former CEO 
Des Kenny. NCBI at the time wasn't in great 
shape financially, and as an accountant, I was 
asked to become involved. It came at a good 
time as I had just retired.  I would have known 
the health service quite well as I had been Chair 
of Disability Federation of Ireland and also Chair 
of the Federation of Voluntary Bodies. This had 
given me a good understanding of how to work 
with the HSE and other government bodies.” 
 
Current structure of the organisation 
Paul joined in around 2013 as a board member, 
and one of the things he did when he started 
was to chair a finance committee along with a 
subcommittee of the Board that looked at the 
structure of the organisation. This committee 
developed the current structure of the 
organisation. "Then the Chair of the Board 
stepped down, and I was asked by the Board to 
become Chairperson which I did in 2017." 
 
Reflecting on his time as Chair of NCBI, Paul 
says, "I think the most significant thing for me 
was a change in the structure of the 
organisation to the life cycle model. I think that 
gave us the ability to focus more clearly on 

service user’s needs. I came from an 
organisation (St.Michael's House) where it was 
difficult to ask the service user what their needs 
were, and for those living with sight loss, there is 
no problem in asking them and getting an 
answer. You are in a position to be able to work 
with people and attempt to meet their specific 
needs. I think that is why I have been interested 
in the whole area of advocacy because you can 
communicate with service user's and design 
services to meet their needs. Another highlight 
for me is the development of the ECLO service 
(Eye Clinic Liaison Officer). I think offering this 
service is a game-changer and is very important 
in reaching service users at the point of 
diagnosis. 

… And now from the Chair of the 

Paul Ledwidge, Group Chair, NCBI.
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I also think the development of IT and NCBI 
Labs to support service users will be a major 
area of expansion for the future. Accessible 
technology will have a significant impact on 
people’s lives and NCBI needs to be driving it.  
Establishing the profitability of the shops has 
given us the ability to deliver on services. The 
shops generate a large amount of income for 
NCBI that enables us to provide better services 
for those living with sight loss."  
 
Development of IT 
We asked Paul what he felt has been the most 
impactful development for those living with sight 
loss over the last 90 years. Again, the answer 
came back to the development of IT in the area 
of accessibility and the independence it will 
allow for those who are blind or visually 
impaired. 
 
"I think we are just on the cusp of it being 
developed into something completely ground 
breaking and will have a significant impact on 
people’s lives, and that is why I have been 

pushing to build NCBI Labs internally.  
Paul shared his thoughts on the public 
perception of NCBI and those living with sight 
loss in Ireland. 
 
"I think there is a lot of work to be done to 
change the public perception of blind or visually 
impaired people. I believe that NCBI does try to 
change this, but I think one of the things that we 
need to do more work on is the public 
understanding of what NCBI does as an 
organisation. The title doesn't fully convey the 
work that NCBI does. I think more work needs to 
be done on this, and we are looking at how we 
can communicate the work that is being carried 
out to the public and potential service users.  
 
Finally, Paul outlined what direction he sees 
NCBI going in; "In the future. I hope that there 
will be a consolidation of services for those with 
sight loss in the medium-term future and that 
there will be one voice for people with vision 
impairment. We have made some progress, and 
I hope to see a lot more in the future."

Board

Paul Ledwidge, Group 
Chair, presenting NCBI 
service user, Lucy 
Riordan with her 
‘Learning for Life’ 
certificate on the NCBI 
Rehabilitation 
programme. 
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Alice Stanley Armitage Denis Barrett Barbara Knox Molly Rochfort-Wade

Founding address: Standard Hotel, Harcourt Street. 58 South William St — 
1931-1934.

7 St. Andrew’s Street —  
1934-1938.

13 Molesworth St — 
1938-1969.

Blind home teacher Helen McCauley at Clonmel. Brendan Walton one of NCBI home 
teachers giving Braille lessons.

The Founders

John Hehir, first Braille typist 
Trained by NCBI for employ-
ment at IMCO.

The Services

Miss Heythorntwaite’s Bamboo pipes class. Radio for the Blind Service. Eddie Ward, Telephonist, St Bricin’s.

The Services



23

The NCBI Ro    chfort Wade Hostel 
at its last address 33 Moyne Rd.

 The NCBI Talking book service a service 
user listens on the Nuffield  player. 

First Irish guide dog Beryl 
with owner Mr. McDonnell.

10 Lr. Hatch Street — 1969-
1986.

NCBI Head Office Whitworth Road, Drumcondra 
— 1986 - to date.

The Purpose built NCBI Training Centre at Whitworth Road.

Nancy Quin James Quin Doris Armitage Olivia Hughes Denis ByrneT. Gilman Moorehead

Mr. Henderson’s Kiosk at the 
junction of Mourne Rd. and 
Sperrin Rd., Crumlin.

Miss Armitage’s annual day out to the Zoo, Dublin. Bernadette Culliton, F.A.O.I., at the 
NCBI Low Vision Clinic, Head Office

Norah Bailey, NCBI’s library shows M. Devaney, 
Cavan CRW, the Talking Book machine.
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‘‘11993311  ——  22002211  
  ……aanndd  ssttiillll  ggooiinngg  ssttrroonngg‘‘

NCBI Infoline: 1850 33 43 53 
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