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According to a 2018 estimate by the World Health Organization, 253 million people worldwide are blind or have severe to moderate vision impairment. More than 90% of these are resident in developing countries, where the World Blind Union estimates that people who are blind have only a one in ten chance of going to school or getting a job. The World Blind Union estimates that less than 10% of books are accessible to people with print disabilities

The WIPO-administered Marrakesh Treaty to Facilitate Access to Published Works for Persons Who Are Blind, Visually Impaired or Otherwise Print Disabled (MVT) came into force in 2016, when 20 countries became Contracting Parties to the MVT. The number of Contracting Parties has since increased rapidly to 70, covering 97 countries because the European Union joined in one bloc.  The MVT is the fastest growing treaty in the recent history of WIPO and all signs indicate that membership will continue to grow rapidly.  WIPO aims to make this a universal treaty among its 193 Member States. There is still work to be done, it is not enough for Member States to ratify or accede to the MVT, countries need to implement the provisions of the MVT into national law, otherwise people who are blind, visually impaired or otherwise print disabled (“the print-disabled”) cannot benefit from all that the Treaty has to offer.

Once the provisions of the MVT are transposed into national law, books in accessible formats may be produced and exchanged across borders for the benefit of people who are print-disabled without the need to request permission from the copyright owner. Beneficiary persons are considered to be those affected by a range of disabilities that interfere with the effective reading of printed material.

The Accessible Books Consortium (ABC) is a public–private partnership led by WIPO to implement the objectives of the MVT.  ABC contributes to the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through helping increase, and distribute, the number of books worldwide in accessible formats.  SDG No. 4 relating to Quality Education is particularly relevant to ABC’s activities.

ABC was launched in June 2014 and includes organizations that represent people with print disabilities such as the World Blind Union, libraries for the blind, standards bodies, organizations representing authors and publishers, as well as collective management organizations. Its goal is to increase the number of books worldwide in accessible formats, such as Braille, audio, e-text and large print, and to make these available to people who are print-disabled. 

ABC works in three areas, namely:
Capacity building – over 12,800 educational titles in national languages have been produced in accessible formats through funding, training and technical assistance provided by ABC in 17 developing or least developed countries in the past five years.
Accessible publishing – ABC promotes the production of “born accessible” works by publishers, that is, books that are usable from the start by both sighted persons and the print disabled.  Publishers and publisher associations around the world are invited to sign the ABC Charter for          Accessible Publishing, which contains eight high-level aspirational principles relating to digital publications in accessible formats.  Hachette Livre, one of the world’s largest publishers, was the 100th signatory of the ABC Charter.  
ABC Global Book Service – is a global library catalogue of accessible formats that enables participating libraries for the blind from around the world to share items in their collections and distribute accessible titles obtained through ABC to their patrons.  The ABC Global Book Service now has 575,000 accessible works in 80 languages available for cross-border, clearance-free exchange to benefit people who are print-disabled.  Over 70 libraries for the blind from around the world have joined the Service.
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