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TX:  02.07.10 - Theatre Access

PRESENTER:  WINIFRED ROBINSON


ROBINSON
This was Stevie Wonder at Glastonbury at the weekend.

WONDER
I want you to encourage the world to make the world more accessible for those who are physically challenged.  Make it more accessible, let there be nowhere that I can't go being blind or one can't go being deaf or someone can't go being paraplegic or quadriplegic.  Make it accessible so that we can celebrate the world as well as you can.

ROBINSON
Disabled access is about doors being wide enough, ramps and all of that but it goes deeper - some people, for example, can't go to the theatre without a carer coming too, so they need an extra ticket, so who should pay for it?

The problem is there's no consistency.  Colin Morris has spina bifida and he uses a wheelchair and he goes to a lot of concerts and gigs.  Colin, what's your experience?

MORRIS
It varies really.  Some places, albeit concerts, theatre, cinema, one of my other passions is motor racing, some give concessions and some don't, there's no hard and fast rule.  And certainly with theatre in mind again I use a local theatre but again the actual concessions that they give don't actually - sometimes it is a concession, sometimes it's not.  I mean to give you an example - I've signed up to their two year assisted access scheme, which is free to join but you need to provide proof of disability allowance, attendance allowance and again they say that the carer, partner, companion get half price tickets to most shows but not all where discounts are available.  Again it doesn't include Friday and Saturday performances, which in my mind is the ultimate time when people go to things like that.  So again you're sort of given the concession in one hand but not actually giving it because of the time that the person wants to go.

ROBINSON
The charity SHAPE, which promotes disabled access to the arts, is trying to bring some consistency to how disabled people are dealt with when they're buying tickets to all kinds of events.  Richard Muncaster speaks for them.  Richard, what's your solution to this?

MUNCASTER
Well we're piloting at the moment a scheme, an access scheme, that's going to try and tie together all of the various access schemes that operate across of the other - all of the London venues at the moment.

ROBINSON
So this is London only at the moment?

MUNCASTER
At the moment it's London only, we predominantly operate in London.  But if it works successfully in London then there's no reason why we shouldn't be able to pilot it in other areas and roll it out across the country.

ROBINSON
So how exactly does it work?

MUNCASTER
Well what we're looking for is uniformed access scheme.  So at the moment what we've got is lots of venues with lots of different access schemes, all with different eligibility criteria, all offering different concessions.  And the problem from the disabled person's point of view that if you want to benefit from those concessions you have to join umpteen different venues own access schemes.  And we thought it would be a fantastic idea if we could just have - just join one and that would give you entitlement to all the benefits of those different access schemes. 

ROBINSON
So you're trying this where?

MUNCASTER
We're currently piloting it at the Hampstead Theatre and we've had interest from the Oval, Jackson's Lane, Richard, and Arcola and Stratford as well who are also interested in joining the pilot.  And we're talking to other venues as well across London.

ROBINSON
Lucinda Harvey's from the Theatre Managers' Association, what do you think of the SHAPE idea?

HARVEY
Well whilst on the face of it the access card is a really commendable idea and I have had several people commend it to me in the process of coming here today to talk about it.  I think the problem is, is that there are a lot of complications, so there is also a certain amount of cynicism about how it can be rolled out in order to be able to do everything that SHAPE wants it to do, how can it be a one stop card?  The complications being the extent and breadth and variety of theatrical production.  And also just on the face of it the law - the Disability Discrimination Act - saying that you can make a reasonable adjustment.  So if you are a small theatre, for instance, with a small number of seats and you have a certain amount of finance available to you, you can do something slightly different to a large theatre with a huge amount of resource and tailor the scheme accordingly, something like the big national houses.

ROBINSON
From SHAPE's point of view where do they stand on this business of the free ticket for the carer?  If everyone signed up to your pilot scheme does the carer get a free seat or not?

MUNCASTER
Well the pilot scheme has to be flexible and it takes into consideration the comment Lucinda's just made really that all these venues, all the different organisations, have lots of different motivations, lots of different drivers and the scheme has to be flex enough to accommodate them all.  So our scheme would only give people access to a venue's own benefits, or own concessions, so it would then be up to the venue to decide what they wanted to offer to that disabled person.  We would just make sure that they only had to join one scheme.  Now as far as free companion tickets goes we currently - again we're not in a position to force venues to insist that their companion seats be free, we would love them to be able to but we recognise that they're not all in a position to do so.  And one service that we offer at the moment is called SHAPE tickets, which provides free volunteers to support our members to go to theatre or galleries, whatever it might be, and provide that access assistance support and we pay for that.  It's an incredibly successful scheme, it's just been awarded the Queen's Award for Volunteering.

ROBINSON
But you couldn't do that across the board could you?

MUNCASTER
No, at the moment it's funded purely in London by London councils and we've made a very strong commitment to our funder to look at ways that we can roll it out across the board, or roll out different models across the board and that's really where this access card came from.

ROBINSON
Well one theatre that's already said it won't be taking part in your SHAPE card scheme is the Royal Opera House and Elizabeth Bridges speaks for them, why not Elizabeth?

BRIDGES
Well the Royal Opera House has its own access ticket scheme and we've had that in operation for over 10 years.  As Lucinda said London theatres vary in the quality of their facilities for disabled people and with our own access scheme with our own criteria and our disability - our discount eligibility we think we can apply a scheme which suits individual needs, we can give a much more personalised service and we've been doing that for a number of years now.  It's a very successful scheme - there's over 2,000 members at the moment and every performance we're able to offer at least 19 disabled wheelchair access spaces in the theatre and it's very, very well used.

ROBINSON
Are they discounted those tickets - the wheelchair access seats?

BRIDGES
If you need a carer with you in the auditorium the companion ticket is free and if you are - if you're in receipt of disability related benefits you do get a discount on your tickets.

ROBINSON
So you wouldn't be interested in the SHAPE scheme just because you think it can't possibly be as good as your own?

BRIDGES
Well it's not about it not being as good as our own, we already have a system.  It's a very personalised service, dedicated box office operators who are trained actually by SHAPE to provide this service and it's been working well for us for a number of years.

ROBINSON
Lucinda, would it be fair to say that some of the shows give very few tickets away to anybody?  I've sometimes been told this by charities, I don't know charities for disadvantaged children for example, that some of these big shows really don't give anything away because they say they just can't afford to, they'll make their own charitable donations where they wish but they won't give tickets away?

HARVEY
That's a difficult one to answer because I can't answer for everybody.  Obviously there are people who give huge amounts of way.  Cameron Mackintosh company, for instance, does give large amounts of money away.  But you are coming down ....

ROBINSON
But do they give it in the form of tickets?

HARVEY
Sometimes they do, yes, sometimes they have entire performances that are given over for charity and certainly for disadvantaged children in certain circumstances.  But likewise there are others who don't.  The vast majority of the West End, as you know, is commercial, some of it is subsidised.  So again it comes down to what you can and cannot do and obviously it also comes down to the corporate identity of the producer and the theatre involved.  Certainly in terms of access and pricing the projects that I've run for the society called Access London Theatre has been purely and simply about making people aware of the fact that there is a huge potential market out there for disabled people to come and enjoy the show, along with family and friends.  And a variety of services, not only SHAPE's volunteers ticket scheme, but also situations such as caption performances and audio described performances and signed performances.  And that is a huge potential market and I think my main point is whilst I really commend the card I would be more interested in making sure that there was more awareness for people to know that there is a vast amount out there for people.

ROBINSON
Colin Morris, you've been listening to the debate, what do you think, it doesn't sound like this unified system you've got in mind is anywhere near does it?

MORRIS
No.  I mean one thing or two - several things, points, that I want to make is I have a physical disability, I'm independent, I drive, I get about so one would ask the question why should I need to be accompanied.  That in itself does throw up a lot of issues or has done in the past in the fact that until I met my lovely partner I didn't have anyone to go with, I had to rely on the goodwill of family - a great brother and sister - which occasionally meant I gate crashed the same concert as they wanted - you know they'd made arrangements to go to a concert with their partners but because I wanted to go to the same concert I gate crashed their evening.  Now picking up on some points that Lucinda has made and the other lady.  In the 2001 census people were asked if they had a long time illness, disability that affected their everyday lives and just over nine million people answered yes to that question.  And even in 2008 and 9 according to the Department of Work and Pensions statistics in the UK alone households containing a disabled member had a total net income after housing costs of £170 billion between them ....

ROBINSON
So there's a big market there that could be tapped.

MORRIS
There's a big market there and you could - sorry, sorry - you could narrow that down even further to there's something like 6.5 million disabled adults in the UK with a disposable income of approximately £1.5 million.  So any business whether it be theatre - whether it be the leisure industry, any business basically that is not tapping into this and not having - not providing facilities for the disabled that's a lot of business that they're denying themselves.

ROBINSON
Okay, thank you for your contribution, we must leave it there.
  

