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White
Good evening.  There's much talk at the moment about the state of the nation but tonight In Touch is painting on a slightly smaller canvas - the state of our pavements; and indeed, in some cases, even their continued existence.  The fact is that walking the streets if you're blind or partially sighted can be a pretty hazardous business.

Wassmer
I think - and I'm not entirely sure - I think that there are supposed to be seven different types of tactile pavement that tell you different things, right?  So this means I think that there's a crossing but even though it tells me there's a crossing there is nothing else here for me that then tells me about the safety mechanisms in place for me to cross.

White
Sandi Wassmer, out and about with our reporter Mani Djazmi.  More of them later.

Sandi's been one of eight subjects of a year long study conducted on behalf of CABE - that's the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment.  They've been studying how we navigate and what design strategies could help us.  Potentially important work since it's reckoned that getting on for 200,000 visually impaired people never leave home alone and that the state of our thoroughfares is a big part of the reason for it.  But of course there's nothing new about this idea, as Jill Allen-King, who we featured on last week's programme, remembered.  She was the architect of the Give Us Back Our Pavements campaign, which started in 1978.

Allen-King
They're still there, many of these hazards, so many blind people are petrified to go out their houses and the millions of pounds that's being wasted in this country on sharing these streets, taking away our conventional pavement, taking away those crossings that we all fought so hard to get those safe crossings for pedestrian and now they're taking them away in many, many cities and that really, really annoys me that they're doing that.  Blind and partially sighted people throughout Europe do want rights, they do want to be able to walk on their pavements.  If you see videos about these shared streets in Denmark and Netherlands you don't see blind people and I say why, because you haven't consulted with us and you don't realise the dangers that you're causing with these shared streets.  Architects and planners don't consider the needs of blind and partially sighted people.  I must say, give us back our pavements please, to local authorities and government so that blind and partially sighted people can go out, every day, and walk safely on our pavements.

White
So what will this new study add?  Well in a moment we'll be talking to three of the participants but first, as I 've said, Mani's been out with Sandi Wassmer, who's registered blind but has some vision, on the route on which she was observed for the CABE study.

Wassmer
When I participated in the study for CABE I initially went walking out with Ross, the researcher, in the streets in my area.  So we first went to the places that I was familiar with and I explained and discussed with him the experiences that I'd had, the frustrations that I had and so on and he videoed me and observed me and then ask questions throughout the things where he needed additional input.

We're now in a situation where I know, because I have some residual vision, that I'm able to cross a road.  Now there is no tactile - well I think there's no tactile - there's a change in environment and it's a different type of paving but there's nothing tactile.  So I'm in a situation where there's a drop - the kerb is dropped - I'm able to cross it but if I didn't have any vision I don't know if this is one of the indicators so I'm now going to cross the road and take my life into my own hands and the same goes on the other side - it's a dropped kerb - so again there's a change in environment but because the roads haven't been particularly well maintained if you don't have a visual indicator of what that changed environment is your cane is not going to give you that data and you kind of have to make some guess work.

Djazmi
But us blind people we're used to getting to know our local area in different ways to sighted people, we get to instinctively know how far a kerb is or how far perhaps a bus stop is from the house.  So isn't that just our way around it?

Wassmer
Sometimes.  I mean it is but things change and I appreciate obviously that that's fine when you're saying okay you're going to get into your local area but if government or CABE or whomever is responsible for these things decides to just say okay, we're going to have consistency, so we're going to say when this occurs these are the rules and have those be applied across the board.  So that a blind person doesn't necessarily have to be restricted to their local area, if they would like to go elsewhere, because then they know that wherever they go in the country that there's specific rules that are applied that are adhered to.  So it's not incumbent on the blind person to adapt to their area based on its vagaries, that they actually have an opportunity to explore elsewhere because the environment is consistent.  I'd like to be much more of an independent traveller.

Djazmi
What do you make of this street that we're walking along here because it's a fairly narrow pavement and it's made even more narrow by the fact that there are trees and lampposts seemingly right in the middle of the pavement as we're walking?

Wassmer
Ridiculous, ill considered.  Again you have to think that right you've got different types of people with different mobility issues walking here, so wouldn't it make sense to have things be consistent, to think okay here's a pavement - you have regular folk, people in wheelchairs, visually impaired people using various different mobility devices - canes, dogs, whatever - so it would make more sense that the pavement is this wide and these things like trees, lampposts are located two inches from the kerb [indistinct words].  This is what I'm saying about consistency.  And if you know that then you're like okay I'm on the road, I know that I can navigate this and I know what the parameters are.

Here I am on some tactile paving and you know what?  It's telling my brain that it's different to the regular paving but it's not telling me that this is something I need to act on.

Djazmi
Why not?  Because it's telling me that there's blistered bobbly paving, which to me suggests that it's a crossing.

Wassmer
Right, well how did you know that?  How did you amass that information?

Djazmi
By experience.

Wassmer
Okay by experience right.  So let's add something else into the mix.  I have ADHD and it never occurred to me, I did not make that connection.  You also have to consider yourself that some people have multiple disabilities and elderly people who have other issues with memory or cognition may not make that connection.  So although you're a smart cookie, you managed to do it, the thing for me is that I never knew what this was, and it never occurred to me to ask.  So no one told me and I couldn't work it out so I never trusted it.

Djazmi
But now that you do know, do you trust it anymore?

Wassmer
No because I think - and I'm not entirely sure - I think that there are supposed to be seven different types of tactile paving that tell you different things, right?  So this means I think that there's a crossing but even though it tells me there's a crossing there is nothing else here for me that then tells me about the safety mechanisms in place for me to cross.  So I happen to be able to see that there's no light here.  So I'm here on a crossing and actually it's meaningless because if I was here by myself I'd wait for someone else to come along.

Djazmi
Really.

Wassmer
Yeah.  The thing is that also statistically of people who are registered blind 97% have residual vision, so it's only 3% that are total.  So I think there's been some assumption that the tactile paving is only reliant on your physical capabilities.

White
Sandi Wassmer pounding the pavements with Mani Djazmi.  But of course as Sandi points out we all navigate in slightly different ways, with different preferences about what we use.  I've been talking to three of the other participants in this survey - Tony Kingsnorth, he has deteriorating sight and he uses a symbol cane; Dick Groves and Mark Pemberton only have light perception.  Dick uses a long cane, Mark is a guide dog user.

Pemberton
I'm a piano tuner by trade and I was going out to work and literally I was observed just doing that - going out to work.  And that included a fair bit of walking, quite a bit of buses and a small train journey.

White
Any revealing disasters or things that happened to you while you were out being observed?

Pemberton
Well Peter I would have said [name] was very sort of confident if not cocky.  With the first bus stop I got to my dog refused to go; my sat nav said I was nearly there but not quite.  And in the end I realised the bus stop had actually been dug up and there was nothing but a hole there.  So it all did go wrong.

White
So the high tech, good as it is, actually in the end you needed an old fashioned form of mobility …

Pemberton
She looks after me, she makes sure I won't get hurt, yes.

White
Let me bring in Dick Groves, you're a long cane user, so what did this involve for you?

Groves
I live in Bromley, Kent, which is a suburb of London and a big shopping area and we did a route from my home to the railway station, which is about a mile in distance and takes in quite a number of problems.  And the first one was crossing one of these famed red routes where there is no provision at all for visually impaired people.  Eight crossings in this conglomeration and I have to do it by gauging when I consider that the sequence of events is allowing me to cross, which is not very safe at all.

White
That sounds terrifying.

Groves
It is terrifying and then it was on the high street itself, where there was a mixture of problems from dwarf walls to street furniture, lampposts in the gutter side, in the housing side, in the middle of the road in some places.  Indiscriminate use of blister paving to not be able to tell what's what.  Huge stone balls, which are supposed to be decorative and named after the particular councillor and they're known as George's - well I'll leave that to you to imagine, right I won't go into that.  And one street of shared space.

White
So you've managed to highlight just about every problem that anyone could think of.

Groves
Oh no there's plenty more.

White
Alright, well let me bring in Tony Kingsnorth.  You have some vision left and you use a symbol cane, so what was your experience?

Kingsnorth
Well basically it was to walk into Enfield where I shop.  I live on the edge of a conservation area which means lots of bushes and trees and really the highlight of the actual event was we ended up in a famous store and I was describing the problems I have shopping in the food hall because they have decided to make their floors black, which reduced the ambient light and I find it very difficult to see around the food department as opposed to the other parts of the store which have the white floor, so you get a certain amount of reflected light.

White
And so as part of your experience, just staying with you for a moment Tony, were you just watched or were you kind of quizzed on what was good and what was bad and what you'd like experimenters to do?

Kingsnorth
I was fitted with a video camera on my chest and there were still shots taken while I did a running commentary on all the problems I had between going up the kerb where you had a lot of bushes and trees and you had to kind of navigate those and also walking around the shop.

White
Let me go back to Dick, because given that you picked out so many things that were a problem, what would you say to CABE about the key things you would want them to do if they were designing the environment differently?

Groves
Certainly it is to bring in visually impaired people at the very beginning and this is something that I would say for all planners and decision makers.  We find so often that we're the afterthought.  The key things for me are to have clear unobstructed walkways, so that I can go in a continuous direction and know that I'm not going to hit benches and lampposts and anything else that happens to be in the way.  So that's really for me.  And if there can be some form of marker that would indicate for me the route then that would be absolutely superb.

White
Right.  And Mark, again what would you pick out?

Pemberton
Some consistency really with the buttons for pressing traffic lights, for example, the normal thumb of rule that they're from the direction of the traffic but that's not always the way.  And you can spend some time trying to find the button or the tactile turner underneath the box on the crossing, so that's always very confusing.

White
I'd like to ask you all about this so called blister pavement, the whole idea of tactile paving, because this is one of the things that they're looking at.  But Dick, I think it was, mentioned inconsistency in the kind of paving there is.  I'm just wondering how you use that kind of information.  Tony you first?

Kingsnorth
I don't use it because I don't feel the tactile, the soles of my shoes are thick enough to almost obscure the actual tactile thing.  And the other day I worked with someone in a wheelchair and he was saying that with the tactile pavements you get actual different kind of profiles of the actual tactile thing which I thought would be very confusing.

White
How do you mean - different kind of profiles?

Kingsnorth
Well he said that you get different - the way it's sloped in one direction and it gives different messages.  And of course we do get a lot of people complaining of tactile when they're in wheelchairs.

White
Indeed.  Dick, what about you?

Groves
I think I agree with Tony.  For me the blister paving means almost nothing, I can't distinguish between blister paving and block paving, which is very popular.  The thing that I have found and the researcher, Ross, and I went and had a look at the scheme in Ashford in Kent where they've put in a ribbed route for long cane users and I've actually come across this abroad in Brisbane, where they've got a really super layout there and you follow the whole thing along knowing you're not going to hit anything else all the way through.

White
What about you Mark?  As a dog user would you rely more on the dog than this kind of information?

Pemberton
Flat kerbs generally I'm not keen on, I'm sure wheelchair users are but the dogs tend to not see that as a kerb …

White
Because they've been trained to notice a proper drop - a kerb that goes down three or four inches?

Pemberton
Yeah, so if you miss the tactiles, and that's easily done, I'm sure we all have, you're in the road without realising it.  So it's not good.

White
So, staying with you Mark, is consistency the thing that is perhaps most required, if we're going to use tactile paving?

Pemberton
For me, in my situation as a dog user, yes, we all need I think different requirements but that would be much helpful but you can overdo the tactiles and I've been in places where I'm thinking does this mean there's a road in front of me or is it telling me there's a crossing to my right, I'm not sure.  So it depends if you know the area well [indistinct words]…

White
And Dick, your main wish seems to be, as you say, knowing that you've got trouble free paving and you can walk in a straight line safely.

Groves
Yes I take up Mark's point.  I wouldn't operate on my own in an area where I didn't know every part of it extremely well, I would have to rely on somebody else, I couldn't - if you were to put me outside the door here now I'd be totally useless.

White
I don't want to talk forever about shared surfaces because we've raised it and we would talk forever, I'm just interested to know if shared surfaces are going to come in does that, in some ways, obviate all of this because a lot of blind people would see that as a bigger problem than any of the things that we've been talking about so far.  Dick?

Groves
My local council Bromley have laid out a totally new shopping area in Orpington and they did consult us early on, it's not totally shared space but it's a pretty good compromise, where I've spoken to my pals who live there who are visually impaired and they say yeah this is better than it was.  The traffic has been slowed down, has been brought down to a single line, they've put ribbed paving where they haven't got a defined kerb line.  And yes it could be a lot better but it's pretty good so far.

White
I suppose - I mean that's interesting in that you're the first person that's come on this programme who's actually had a good word to say for it, but so far what the problem seems to be is you describe different areas and you've all got different experiences, which means that any blind person travelling has no real consistency of what they might find, have they, I mean if you're in a - the minute you're in a strange town the signs mean something different.  Tony?

Kingsnorth
Yes I think I'd agree with that.  I have to say our council doesn't seem to be very progressive in trying to improve the layout of the street scene.  I mean we've had a number of years where barricades and railings have been put in position, now they're taking them out and that's causing quite a lot of people to have a number of very sad comments about it because they get used to a certain thing and then suddenly it's gone and they get lost.  The other thing is too is that we have these kind of crossing control points and it's only on the right hand side that you get the cone underneath the control box, on the left hand side it's not there and that does create problems.  Also I think they're not using colour in a good way to help people with visual impairment, not just someone like myself but other people where they have a certain amount of macular degeneration.

White
Just finally can I ask Dick and Mark - is it feasible to expect actual consistency, could we get local authorities to do the same things in the same set of circumstances so that people actually would have some sense of security.  Dick?

Groves
Well I don't see any problem at all with having standard systems.  There is in every other form of road markings and layout and whatever - there are national standards and they keep to them.  The problem here is I've been quoted national standards and when you actually sort of burrow into it nobody really quite knows what it is we need and what we should have.  But yes the inconsistency is really sour and I take up Tony's point about the rotating cones.  Why can't they put them in all of them, we're only talking about a matter of a couple of pounds?

White
Mark, finally, is it feasible?

Pemberton
Yes, yes I mean on a positive note it has got better, certainly in my borough, the crossings are much better, 90% I would say are now blind friendly with some kind of audio or tactile, so it has got a lot better and I can't see why it shouldn't just be made better all over.

White
So thanks to Mark Pemberton, Dick Groves and Tony Kingsnorth and now we'd like to hear your experiences and your suggestions to designers of the environment and planners about what would really help.  The plan is to put your suggestions to some of the people who can make a difference, including CABE itself, the Department of Transport and local authorities.  You can give your views on 0800 044 044 or e-mail us via the website at bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  And there'll be a podcast of this programme from tomorrow.

That's it, from me, Peter White, my producer Kathleen Griffin and the team, goodbye.


