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PRESIDENTIAL REPORT

by Patti Gregory-Chang

As I sit down to write this report, preparations for the NFB of Illinois convention are foremost on our minds. Our 2010 convention promises to be exceptional. This year our national representative will be none other than Dr. Marc Maurer. It is truly a privilege for us to host the national president of the NFB!

It is still not too late for you to attend convention. You may not be able to get a room at our special rates, but we can always ask if someone wants an additional roommate. Come join us on the weekend of October 8-10 at the Abraham Lincoln Hotel and Conference Center, 701 E. Adams in Springfield, Illinois. 

This year's convention agenda includes special sessions for parents, seniors, significant others, and teens, as well as our general sessions for everyone. Among the topics scheduled for our general sessions are Braille reading groups, sports and recreation, the Youth Leadership Academy, the Law and Advocacy in Washington Seminar, and NFBI internship opportunities. Our speakers have been confirmed and excitement is building. 

On a different note, applications for our 2011 NFBI scholarship and internship programs are now available. For information contact Debbie Stein at dkent5817@att.net or (773) 631-1093. 

FreedomLink, our transitions club for blind teens, is beginning its third year. For more information, contact Kelly Doty at  kelly@dls.net or (847) 390-1738.

Washington Seminar will begin on January 31, 2011. Application forms will be distributed by e-mail soon. If you would like to be part of this year's Illinois delegation, send your application to Patti Gregory-Chang   by December 1, 2010. If you do not have e-mail, please contact Patti at (773) 307-6440 or ask your chapter president for an application. 

On August 28, 2010, the NFBI Board of Directors and several guests met at our convention hotel in Springfield. Naturally items pertaining to our upcoming convention led the agenda. We also began to make plans for 2011. The NFBI will hold a membership-building seminar and a seminar for parents of blind children during the year ahead. As of this writing it appears that our 2011 state convention will take place in Fairview Heights near Belleville in southern Illinois. We have not held a convention in that part of the state for some time. 

Our committees continue to work hard on many fronts. We now have standing committees that work on issues around transportation, public relations, legislation, Braille literacy, and advocacy. If you wish to serve on one of our committees, please contact Patti. 

In closing I want to urge everyone to consider attending the 2011 NFB national convention in Orlando, Florida. More information will follow, but the convention is likely to be held the week of the Fourth of July.  Approximately three thousand attendees from the United States and overseas are expected. I hope you will be there
THE ABRAHAM LINCOLN HOTEL AND CONFERENCE CENTER

By Denise Avant and Patti Gregory-Chang

This year's state convention of the National Federation of the Blind of Illinois is being held at the Abraham Lincoln Hotel and Conference Center, 701 East Adams St., Springfield, Illinois, on October 8-10.

There are two main doors to this hotel. The doors that open onto 7th Street are automatic sliding doors. The hotel postal address main entrance is on Adams. The main lobby door is off 7th Street at the corner of 7th and Adams. Any transportation is likely to drop-off on 7th. The hotel is bordered by Adams Street on the south, 7th street on the west, the Springfield Convention Center on the east (this is where 8th Street would be, but it doesn't go through this block), and Washington Street on the north. 

As you enter the hotel's doors on Adams Street, you will be in the main lobby. A marble floor runs the length of the hotel from west to east.


If you enter the main lobby from 7th, the check-in desk will be on your left. Across from the check-in desk is a carpeted lounge area with chairs and couches. The NFBI's information/sales table will be located here. 


There is a marble hallway running east to west down the length of the hotel which begins at the doors on 7th and ends at the restaurant. This hall runs between the lobby desk and the lounge area at its inception. As you continue down the marble walkway, about three-fourths of the way down, you will find an intersection, marked by a round table on a small round rug. You may find the rug before the table, depending upon your cane angle. To get to the bank of three elevators, turn left (north) at the table. If you were to turn right, you would be headed out another door leading onto Adams Street. On the inside and to the right of this door are stairs leading to the second floor meeting rooms. 


To get to the Floreale Room, which will be the room for Kids' Camp and Hospitality, walk past the round table heading east and it will be on your left. If you continue straight east from the round table, the Globe Tavern will be on your right. It is open at 11:00 a.m. If you continue walking straight east down the hallway from the table, you will come to Lindsay's Restaurant, which is open for breakfast from 6:30 a.m. to 11:00 a.m., lunch, 11:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. and dinner, from 5:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m.  


The general sessions will be held in the Presidential Ballroom. To get there, turn left (north) at the round table, go past the elevators, and continue walking north. You will come to some carpeting. Continue straight, and you will come to the doors of the main ballroom. If you are getting off the elevators, turn right and walk to the carpet, then to the doors of the ballroom.


The carpeted area outside the ballroom, which runs parallel to the marble hallway, is the pre-function area. This is where registration will take place.


To find the restrooms from the ballroom, come out of the ballroom into the pre-function area. Make an immediate left and walk down a short hallway. There will be steps going down off to your right. They go to the pool and fitness areas on the Concourse Level. As you continue walking, turn right at the second doorway on your right. The women's restroom will be on your left, and the men's restroom will be on your right. 


The NFBI will also use the Governor Yates Suite, which is where the break-out sessions will be held. This room is on the second floor of the hotel. Take the elevator to the second floor, make a left, heading south, and after the last elevator, turn left again, heading east. Immediately after you turn, there will be a set of restrooms on your right--women's on the left, and men's on the right. The Yates Suite is the last room on the right.


The hotel has a pool and a health club. You can find this area on the Concourse, which is level C, on the elevators. You will need to use your room key to access the rooms in this area. To get to this area, turn right off the elevator, and right again. Follow the hallway to the first opening on your right. Turn right. On the left, you will find a snack area with machines for soda, chips and candy. Straight ahead of this area is the entrance to the pool and health club. To the left are the locker rooms--women's to the left men's to the right.


For those of you with guide dogs, there is a dog relief area next to the hotel. Go out the Adams Street door which is straight ahead after turning left off the elevators. Turn left on Adams, heading east. On your left you will find a chain draped between poles (to form a fence) with some rocks and rose bushes behind it. Do not use this for a relief area. When you get to the end of this fence, veer left up an incline. Then veer left again (north) to a concrete walkway that goes between the hotel and the Springfield Convention Center. (This walkway is where 8th Street would be if it went through this block.) You can use the grassy area or the rocky area and the rocks off this walkway for your dog. There are two benches which you will want to avoid. You will find two hooded garbage cans in this area for dog waste.


For smokers there are two benches on the 8th Street side, just past the dog relief area.


To find Bennigan's, go out the Adams Street exit of the hotel, turn left, cross 8th Street going south, make a right turn and go west on the south side of Adams. To find Starbuck's, continue west down Adams and just past the Hilton. Starbuck's is about in the middle of the block. 


The staff at the Abraham Lincoln Hotel is willing to provide you with any further directions you may need. 
CHICAGO CHAPTER NEWS

by David Meyer

The National Federation of the Blind of Illinois Chicago Chapter continues to be involved in many activities. Last month fifty people from the chapter and the community at large took part in a chapter fundraiser, by attending the game between the Chicago White Sox and the Detroit Tigers on August 14. Our fall candy sale will begin soon. Once again we will sell World's Finest Chocolate. It is quite likely that Ken Staley, the Candy King, and his team will sell World's Finest Chocolate confections at the state convention. If you have a sweet tooth or if you need a quick fix during a convention session, please see Ken and help support the Chicago Chapter.

In addition, the Chicago Chapter will hold a Games Night on Saturday, November 6, at St. Christopher's Episcopal Church, 545 S. East Avenue, Oak Park, Illinois. Those of you who have attended Wonton of Fun dinner dances in past years are familiar with this facility. Tickets are on sale at $25 for adults and $10 for children ages five to twelve. Children under five will be admitted for no charge. Snacks and pizza are included. All of the games can be played by blind and sighted participants, from Scrabble and Monopoly to checkers, dominoes, and chess. Please join us for an evening of fun, food, and fellowship, and help out the Chicago Chapter into the bargain.

The Chicago Chapter participates in a variety of community outreach activities. Several chapter members will again staff an information table at the Wright Community College Health Fair in Chicago. Some of our members have become regular donors at the Life Source Blood Bank, giving back to the community in a critical way.

Several members of the Chicago Chapter will serve as mentors in the FreedomLink program, scheduled to take place in Chicago throughout the coming year. FreedomLink is a transitions club for blind teens. The participants take part in a variety of activities designed to build skills and confidence.

We meet on the second Saturday of the month at Exchequer Pub and Restaurant, 226 S. Wabash, in downtown Chicago. Our meetings are open to all and all are welcome. We hope to see you there! 
HOW ONE CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE

by Jemal Powell

On October 1, 2009, I read an article in the Sun-Times about PACE cutting parts or all of five bus routes. I was concerned about Route 367, which I use in University Park. I called PACE and the phone rep assured me that 367 was fine. A couple of days later I called again to verify this information. This time a PACE rep said that Saturday service on Route 367 was going to be cut. I was very concerned about this prospect. I used that route to go to many places independently, and any cuts would be a deterrent. 

I pondered what action I could take. Then I thought of the village board meeting I had attended two weeks before. A young woman had wanted to start a petition drive to seek better service on 367.

Before I left for state convention on October 8, I called the office of the mayor of University Park and talked to the mayor's assistant, Jona Townsend. I explained who I am and asked if she had had any contact with the woman who wanted to start the petition. When she said that she had not heard from her, I told her about the proposed cuts to Saturday service. I said I wanted to start my own drive as soon as I came back from state convention. She said I should let her know when the drive started, and promised to support it as best she could.

On Tuesday, October 11, I used the computer at the University Park Library to type the petitions. Afterward I caught the bus and rode to the University Park Town Center, where the mayor's office is located. I met Jona Townsend and gave her one of my petitions so she could copy it. She asked if she could distribute petitions at that night's board meeting and I said yes. At the meeting that night, University Park Mayor Alvin MacCowan endorsed our drive and encouraged village residents to sign the petition. A village trustee offered to help gather signatures.

I recruited three friends of mine to help collect signatures with me. We went all over town--to the train station, the bus, the town center, and door to door. We kept at it, despite those who said that we would not succeed.

On October 20 PACE held a public hearing in Homewood. At the hearing I spoke in favor of keeping Saturday service on Route 367. I also presented PACE officials with the first two hundred signatures on my petition. We got 184 more signatures after that meeting and turned them in on October 27.

On November 11 the PACE board was scheduled to vote on the proposed cuts. Due to the public outcry, the board delayed action until its December meeting. On December 6 the PACE board met to vote on the routes that would be cut. I attended the meeting and sat in nervous anticipation. I did not find out the fate of Saturday service on Route 367 until the end of the meeting, when Karen Shinner, regional; planner for PACE South, walked up to me and congratulated me on saving Saturday service.

During my trip back to University Park I was elated by the news. I reflected on the fact that I, a lone individual, had been able to lead one of the most organized and comprehensive efforts to save bus service in the south suburbs of Chicago. I would not have been able to achieve this victory without the lessons I have learned as a member of the National Federation of the Blind.

If you are interested in transportation issues, please join us on the NFBI Transportation Committee, which I am chairing. To join please contact NFBI President Patti Gregory-Chang.
MY DAY IN COURT

by Denise Avant

Rarely does an attorney have an opportunity to argue a case before the Illinois Supreme Court. In January 2009, I was surprised and excited when the Court granted my Petition for Leave to Appeal in one of my criminal cases.

I have been an attorney with the Office of the Cook County Public Defender since September 1987. Most of my time has been spent working on direct criminal appeals to the Appellate Court, where I have argued many cases. I have petitioned the Illinois Supreme Court on a few occasions, after losing in the Appellate Court. But until January of 2009, my petitions were not granted.

The Illinois Supreme Court is very selective about the cases it accepts. Among the cases it is willing to consider are those involving the death penalty or cases that revolve around an important question of law. In my case the state appealed after the trial court ruled that it could not use a defendant's written confession at trial. The state had filed an action in child protection court against the defendant, and she was given counsel. Two months later, she was arrested. Based on the exact same facts, criminal charges were brought after she gave a written confession. The prosecutors in the criminal case, though telling the client her constitutional rights, failed to contact her child protection attorney. They did not seek the attorney's consent or presence during questioning.

The question before the Illinois Appellate Court was to what extent did the rule barring contact with a represented party apply, if at all, to criminal cases. Unfortunately for my client, after extensive briefing and oral argument, the Appellate Court reversed the trial court's decision. However, there was a dissent, which was another reason for the Illinois Supreme Court to take the case. Furthermore, the First District, where our case was heard, was in conflict with a decision in the Fifth District. Conflict between the appellate districts was still another reason for the Court to accept the case.

When I received notice of the argument, I was not worried about whether my blindness would prevent me from providing my client with the best representation I could give her. As long as we have proper training, blindness rarely prevents us from doing what we want to do. Based on my ability and experience, I know how to prepare for an oral argument. I have reasonable accommodations in the office, and this certainly aids me in preparing my cases. All of the attorneys here have unlimited access to one of the computerized legal research databases. Using this resource, I can research and read cases on my own while writing briefs and preparing arguments. In our office, we do mock arguments before heading off to argue at the appellate level. This practice helps the attorneys be well prepared to advocate on behalf of clients.

Because there are many successful blind attorneys across the country, I have not lacked strong role models. President Marc Maurer of the National Federation of the Blind was successful in private practice. Here in the Northern District of Illinois we have several blind attorneys--an Assistant United States Attorney, two other Assistant Public Defenders in the criminal trial courts of Cook County, and one supervising attorney with the city of Chicago. All I had to do was prepare and enjoy my argument in the Court. 

As is the practice in our office, the chief of my division and I drove down to Springfield, where the arguments are heard, the afternoon before the big day. The office had granted me permission to have my reader/assistant with me. My chief took us out to dinner and encouraged me to relax and get a good night's sleep.

The next morning we were off to the Illinois Supreme Court. I would not be truthful if I did not admit to being nervous. But my ability, experience, and preparedness calmed my nerves. Because I had never been in the Supreme Court, I asked my chief if we could set out early so that I could go into the courtroom and get familiar with its layout. We arrived before the first argument. My chief explained where everything was located--the counsel table, the podium, and the seats for all seven of the justices. I then went back to the foyer area to listen to the three other arguments that were scheduled that day. Listening to these arguments gave me a sense of the mood of the court--i.e. which of the justices would be active in asking questions and follow-up questions. On that morning four of the justices were very active in their questioning of counsel.

Finally, my turn came. I had twenty minutes to present my client's position, and ten minutes in rebuttal if I needed it. The lawyers keep track of the time by watching for different colored lights to go off to let them know when their time is nearly up or is in fact over. There are many ways an attorney can offend the justices during an argument. One is by failing to answer their questions. Another is by continuing to answer when the time has run out.

I have some limited vision, but I did not think I could concentrate on the argument and watch for the light at the same time. The Court agreed to used a bell to clue me in as to when I needed to wrap up and end the argument.

Once I got past my opening statement, the justices were very active in questioning me. As I expected, blindness did not matter. It was just me  standing before the seven men and women, advocating for my client and my office. The justices asked me well over twenty questions. The tools I had to aid me were my memory and intellect, my outline of the argument in Braille, and a few Braille notes about the more important cases relied upon by the parties and the court. 

I am not an exceptional Braille reader. I developed my skill too late, and when I did learn to read Braille I was not always encouraged to use it. Nevertheless, having the ability to read Braille is far better than not having it at all. If I could not remember a point, I simply read it from my outline.

After my time was up, the assistant state's attorney went forward with her argument. She did not get as many questions as I did. I had to rebut some of the state's argument. Once again, the justices asked me questions. Then, just like that, it was over. When you do an argument, you prepare a lot, and the case in the Appellate Court takes all of an hour.

My chief and superiors, who were in Springfield for other reasons but came to the argument, congratulated me. My colleagues had an opportunity to watch the proceedings online later. Many of them came up and acknowledged that, however the Court ruled, I had represented my client and the office well.

Based on the questions the justices asked me, I thought that the chances of my client winning were slim to none. I felt sad and expressed my feelings to one of my colleagues. Without missing a beat, she said, "That's all right. You're a good attorney and you did all that could be done to argue that case." Another of my colleagues, whom I have known since coming to the office, said, "I heard you did well during argument. But I knew you would." I felt better because my colleagues believed in me as an attorney. Over the years I had shown them that my blindness had nothing to do with my abilities. 

As I expected, my client did not prevail. But with the passage of time, I have come to believe that I provided her with effective and vigorous representation. And this is what I am meant to do.

WHERE THE SIDEWALK ENDS 

By Steve Hastalis

I was fourteen years old in the summer of 1966, between my freshman and sophomore years of high school. My parents took me to music camp at Michigan State University in Lansing. Toward the end of the session, my mother wrote me a Braille letter. She told me that we would move from the Beverly area on the south side of Chicago to a western suburb. I distinctly remember her writing, "The public transportation won't be what it is in the city, but we'll make it work."

Shortly after we moved to Western Springs, my mother came to me on a Sunday night and suggested, "Let's go for a walk."

First we walked along the curving streets of our subdivision. These streets had no sidewalks. We then walked out to 55th Street, a main road with dirt shoulders and, again, no sidewalks. Cars and trucks passed within a few feet of us, going about 55 miles per hour. Large trucks created compression in front and suction behind, pushing and pulling as they passed. Their diesel engines produced considerable noise and fumes. We walked east to Wolf Road, past the parking lot of a grocery store and a gas station. We walked through turning lanes as crossed an intersection.

"I don't like this," I commented, but my mother did not reply. We both knew that I had to learn to walk through this terrain. I had to go to the grocery store, to the stop for the transit bus which still ran then, to the bus stop for the school bus I used when I stayed after school for extracurricular activities, and ultimately to the train station about a mile and a half north.

Shortly after we moved, my mother arranged for a mobility instructor to show me more of the area. We walked and drove around the neighborhood, but the instructor did not show me anything new. I finally disclosed my big goal to her, "I want to walk to the train station."

She immediately divorced herself from that endeavor, saying, "It isn't safe, but you can do it if you want."

I was taught to respect my parents and teachers. I did not say anything for fear of being considered a rebellious teenager who did not respect adults. I certainly had thoughts to this effect: "Isn't it the job of the mobility instructor to make it as safe as possible? What's the point of this mobility lesson?"

I contemplated the striking contrast between my mother's positive attitude and this instructor's negative approach. My mother insisted that I overcome less than ideal circumstances and succeed, while and mobility instructor sadly lacked creativity and belief in blind people. This instructor and I obviously had only one lesson.  I have no recollection of her name or organization. My mother did not imply, even slightly, that I have further lessons with her. My mother and I had a clear yet unspoken understanding that we would not let this instructor's negative attitude stop me from reaching my ultimate goal.

Sometime later, my mother took me to the train station. As we drove north on Wolf Road, she explained in a very matter-of-fact way, "The sidewalks stop at 49th; after that, the drainage ditch runs three feet from the road."

"Okay," I thought to myself, as I contemplated the seriousness of her directions and admonition. I returned from the city that afternoon, got off the train, and walked south along the west side of Wolf Road. After I crossed 49th Street, I stepped onto the grassy road shoulder. I stopped and explored carefully with my cane, finding the drainage ditch. These conditions confirmed my mother's directions exactly.

I safely walked the rest of the way home on the road shoulder between the pavement and the drainage ditch. I continued through the intersection with the turning lanes at 55th Street, along the dirt road shoulders of 55th Street, and through the curving streets of the subdivision.

Later I figured out a route involving parallel side streets a block or two west of Wolf Road. The residential streets gave me a much more pleasant and quiet walk away from the heavy, fast traffic and drainage ditch on the main road. However, my new route had a significant drawback--there was no stoplights when I crossed 47th Street and 55th Street. I listened carefully to the traffic and crossed quickly during quiet moments.

After that day I felt liberated, having gained greater independence in a very tangible way. Family members still drove me to and from the station frequently, because they offered, not because I required assistance. Occasionally I also took a taxi.

A large metropolitan area such as Chicagoland runs the gamut in terms of travel conditions. It has downtown office buildings, city streets, rail terminals, and elevated and subway train stations. It has suburbs with curving streets in subdivisions and main roads with dirt shoulders, drainage ditches, and no sidewalks. A commuter train takes people between outlying suburbs with rural travel and downtown big-city travel conditions, usually in less than an hour. A blind person who wishes to partake of all that a large metropolitan area has to offer should acquire enough experience and confidence to handle this wide variety of travel conditions on a moment's notice.
NFBI CALENDAR

October

2-- 10:00Heartland Chapter meeting, 250 West John Casey Drive, Bourbonnais

3-- 6-7 PM, Reading on the Go planning meeting for convention, via teleconference 218.936.1200, code reading (7323464)

     8-9 IABS Board meeting, via teleconference, 218.936.1200 code IABS (4227)

8-10--NFBI State Convention, Abraham Lincoln Hotel & Conference Center, 701 East Adams, Springfield, Illinois

16-- 1:30 PM, Blackhawk Chapter Meeting, South Moline Township Center, 637 17th. Avenue in East Moline.
       Chicago Chapter Meeting, Exchequer Pub, 226 S. Wabash, Chicago , Illinois
17--6-7 PM, Chicago Chapter Fundraising Committee, via teleconference, 218.936.1200, code Chicago (2442246)

November
6-- 10 AM, Heartland Chapter Meeting, Bourbonnais Public Library, 250 West John Casey Drive, Bourbonnais, Illinois

      10:30 AM, Ferris Wheel Chapter Meeting, Lincoln Library, 326 S. 7th, Springfield, IL

      5-9 PM, Chicago Chapter Games Night Fundraiser, St. Christopher's Episcopal Church, 545 South East Street, use Adams entrance, Oak Park, IL
13--1:30 PM, Blackhawk Chapter Meeting, South Moline Township, 637 17th Avenue in East Moline

       1 PM, Chicago Chapter Meeting, Exchequer Pub, 226 S. Wabash, Chicago, IL

14--6-7 PM, Braille Literacy Committee Meeting, via teleconference 218.936.1200 code NFBI (6324)

December

4--Heartland Christmas Party, time and location TBA

11--1 PM, Chicago Chapter Meeting, Exchequer Pub, 226 S. Wabash, Chicago, IL, Christmas Auction

       4 PM, Ferris Wheel Christmas Party, Chesapeake Seafood House, 3045 Clear Lake Ave., Springfield, IL

       5:30 PM, Blackhawk Christmas party, Christ United Methodist Church, 3801 South 7th, East Moline, IL
