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White
Good evening.  

Music

White
Who's this?  Here's a clue - five letters.  The detectives amongst you will have already have guessed the identity of this crossword fanatic.  We'll be hearing from his creator later in the programme.  And that's all the clues you're getting for the time being.

First though, we hear from one group which is feeling particularly unfairly treated in the current round of benefit cuts.  We're awaiting more details about the coalition's programme of welfare reform later this week but one measure which was very clearly announced in George Osborne's comprehensive spending review speech was that people who are either in hospital or living in residential care would no longer receive the mobility component of Disability Living Allowance or DLA.  Sense - that's the charity which represents the interests of people with the dual disabilities of blindness and deafness - says this will have a particularly unfair impact on some of their clients who live in care homes and who use the mobility component of DLA - the upper rate of which stands at just under £50 a week - to achieve their independence by helping with their travel costs.  Well we'll be hearing more from Sense and the government's response in a moment.  But first, Joe Coffin showed our reporter Mani Djazmi around the residential care home where he's lived for the past seven years.

Coffin
I usually get up between five and six and then depending on what day it is I'm ready for nine o'clock.  One day I go to massage, like today, sometimes I go out with the others while drinking a cup of coffee, one morning I go to college.  So we do varied - different things.

Djazmi
What do you study at college?

Coffin
I do a course called sexual awareness - that's right.  It's about relationships and things like that.

Djazmi
And how much of this is made possible by your Disability Living Allowance?

Coffin
All of it.  It pays for the vehicles.  It pays for the upkeep of our minibus and of our car and for the petrol.

Djazmi
So would you mind showing me around?

Coffin
Yes I wouldn't mind.  In here - this is our communal lounge.  John's playing with his [indistinct word] toys; Tony's just relaxing; Caroline's probably talking to her soft toys.

Djazmi
What do you do when you're relaxing in here?

Coffin
I watch telly and I have a drink.  That's John making a noise there.  We're going towards the bedrooms upstairs now.  Hello Sue.

Djazmi
If this did actually come to pass and happen what kind of an impact do you think that will have on your life?

Coffin
A lot, a lot.  It'll mean I won't be able to go out and out for drinks and treats and things like that.  We'll have to rely on the buses and the others - some of them would find it very hard to get on a bus.

Djazmi
At the moment you've got these buses and cars, where do you go - where do they take you?

Coffin
This afternoon the bus is going swimming and then I went out in the car this morning, I went to massage and then we went to One Stop to do a bit of shopping and to have a snack.

This is my bedroom.

Djazmi
Okay and this is where you spend most of your time is it?

Coffin
Yes.

Djazmi
This is the centre of your universe is it?

Coffin
Yes this is the centre of my universe where I spend 99% of my time.  That's my CCTV and then that is my talking scanner, which reads books out to me.

Djazmi
And what kind of difference has it made to your life being able to live in a place like this?

Coffin
A lot because it means I can go out without support, like where I used to be wasn't really equipped for blind people and social services were having to pay for a carer to come in and take me out.  Now it's much better.  That's me organ.

Djazmi
Oh you play the organ?

Coffin
Yes.

Djazmi
Can you give us a burst?

Coffin
Yes.

Djazmi
How long have you been learning?

Coffin
Oh two or three years now.

Organ playing

Djazmi
A lot of people who work for disability charities and places like this one have made some very frightening predictions in terms of what this could mean for the quality of life of people who currently have the DLA component but who might lose it.  They're saying things like it would increase social isolation; it would make people passive and basically just sitting around doing what they're told.  Do you think that's an accurate prediction?

Coffin
Yes I think I do.  They wouldn't have a quality of life if it was stopped.  They wouldn't enjoy life; they would be very miserable, very, very miserable and be very, very, very frustrated.

Djazmi
Have you spent much time in contemplating what your lifestyle might be like?

Coffin
Yes, a lot more boring than this, I wouldn't be able to do half the things I do now, if not all of them.

White
Joe Coffin.  Well listening to that with me Sue Brown, who's the head of public policy for Sense.  I asked her about the extent of the problem - how many people who were both deaf and blind live in residential care.

Brown
Well we know that there are almost 300 deafblind people with complex needs living in homes that we run but I don't think anybody knows the full extent of the number of deafblind people in care homes.  The majority of them will be older people who've lost their hearing and sight as they age and there will be a lot of deafblind people in residential care homes for older people who will also potentially be hit by this.

White
And can you explain what they actually receive at the moment from the benefits system?

Brown
Well at the moment in terms of their DLA mobility component what happens is when we negotiate how much the local authority will pay for the service we provide the local authority expects to take a proportion of that DLA mobility component.  That goes towards some of the things that Joe was talking about, like having a car for the home so that people can get out and about.  The remainder of that remains with the person so that they can do travel independently of that communal transport system, for instance, if they want to go back and visit family for a weekend, things like that.

White
So what effect are you saying that the withdrawal of this money would have?

Brown
The proportion that goes to the residential home will either mean that the people living in those homes are much more restricted about what they can do in terms of getting out and about or it means, which is what the government says it means, that the local authorities will have to pay.  Now that's all very well but government has been talking about giving extra money to social care to cover the costs for local authorities, if they're simply giving with one hand and taking away with the other that extra money is actually much less than they imply.

White
There is this £2 billion which has been earmarked, we're told, for social care; won't that actually deal with that problem, I mean that's the money that is supposed to be earmarked for exactly the kind of things that you're worried will go?

Brown
Well I think there's two points there.  First of all that money is not ring-fenced, which means the local authorities can spend it on whatever they choose to spend it on and one of the things we're very worried about is that they won't spend the whole amount on social care, that it will be used to prevent cuts to other perhaps more popular services that they would otherwise have to cut.  The second thing is there's no point the government saying look we've put this extra two billion in, if with the other hand they're taking a significant amount out through the DLA mobility component.

White
And amongst the groups who are already involved in making representations to the government about this are the RNIB and Guide Dogs.

Well also with us was Liz Ball, Sense's campaigns involvement officer.  Liz is both deaf and blind herself and you'll sometimes hear my questions being transcribed for her into Braille on a computer.  Liz herself lives independently and she explained what the mobility component meant to her.

Ball
I'm unable to travel on public transport independently, so whenever I go out - whether that's to go shopping or to go to work, to go and visit friends - I have to have a support worker with me.  Now I'm fortunate in that the hours for my support worker are paid for by social services or by Access to Work but the travel isn't, so every time I travel I'm not just paying my fare I'm also paying the fare for my support worker.  So without the mobility component of Disability Living Allowance all of that would be costs that I would have to find myself which is quite considerable - if you're always having to pay double that soon mounts up.  And I wouldn't be able to do all the things that I do.  I am really concerned about the impact that it is going to have on deafblind people and other disabled people living in residential care.  Residential care is their home, why just because they happen to be living in residential care should they not have the same freedoms to get out as anyone else has?

White
You're a representative of deafblind people, what are the kinds of things you're hearing from other deafblind people about the effects this might have?

Ball
For some people it's going to mean that they simply can't get out and do things, for other people it will mean that they lose the control over when and where they go.  People are really worried that they are at best going to be told when and where they can go and at worst not going to be able to get out at all.  The government keep talking about fairness and choice and control and these are the very things that are going to be lost.  When talking about this particular issue at one point at least compare people living in residential care to patients in hospital, that comparison to me just doesn't seem logical at all and it seems to me that perhaps there's not a recognition of what this actually is going to mean to people.

White
Sue Brown, let me finally return to you.  It's difficult to believe, isn't it, that the government would want to bring this about, would want to cause damage to a group as vulnerable as deafblind people?

Brown
I suspect that they may not have thought this through, they may not have realised that this amount of DLA is already factored into the system and therefore to take it away will actually have this impact and that's why I'm hopeful that we could actually get this decision reversed.

White
Sue Brown and before that Liz Ball, both of Sense.  Well we asked the Department of Work and Pensions about the implications of this measure for deafblind people.  Minister for disabled people Maria Miller sent us this statement.

Statement
We have had to make some tough decisions to help tackle the enormous debt that we inherited from the previous government.  I know that people are concerned about the impact this will have on them, this is why the spending review had a number of measures within it designed to support disabled people, such as an extra £2 billion on social care and continued support through the £6 billion Supporting People programme.  Local authority contracts with care homes are designed to cover services to meet all of residents assessed needs including any mobility needs.  So an individual's care, support and mobility needs should be met by residential care providers from social care funding.  Our commitment to increasing the take up of personal budgets in adult social care will give disabled people more choice and control over their services, including accessing transport that suits them.  As soon as a person leaves full time care they will get their award if they are still eligible.  This government's commitment to protect the people who really need our services and support is clear and has not changed.

Well if you or your organisation have any comments about that we'll be returning to this subject very soon I'm sure.

Now Eric Westbrook is a self-confessed crossword and he wants everyone else to be able to get the fun out of them that he does.  To that end a couple of years ago he came on In Touch with news of a crossword he'd designed for people with low vision.  But what, I asked him at the time, about totally blind people?  There are Braille crosswords of course but as we know many people don't use Braille - what about them?  Well Eric took this on the chin and since then he's been searching for the answer.

Westbrook
I went away thinking yes we've got to do something about this.  We put messages around on blogs and up came the same name twice of Ian Humphreys in Albany, Western Australia, who was - when we contacted him - already working on something quite similar and we joined forces, improved and improved the program that was tested by an international team of blind crossword solvers until we were ready to release it, which it has now been released.

White
So explain a bit more about Ian's website because essentially that's a games website, games adapted for the needs of blind people isn't it.

Westbrook
Yes indeed.  Ian runs software called Spoonbill software.  If anyone Google's Ian Humphreys Spoonbill they will find him very easily or blind games.  And he has done - I think there's now 14 or 15, the last one was Scrabble, the one before that the crossword, his early ones were card games like Hearts and Cribbage.  And they all work on the principle that you hear what's going on, you get information - audio information - you use keyboard entries to communicate with the program.

White
But effectively, to kind of keep it simple, you get on to the website, you then download the crossword with its spoken clues and then fill it in yourself?

Westbrook
Yes there is actually a crossword grid there but you don't need it.  And once you get into using the program even people with some sight would hardly bother with the grid because the useful screens have two lists, one list is the answers - which are called words - and another list which are the clues and you have an across screen and a down screen and you scroll your way through the clues using arrow keys and listen to them, you might eventually find one that you can do and then put the answer in.

White
Is there on the spot advice with actually how to navigate the crossword?

Westbrook
Yes there is, there's a very extensive help file that Ian's written and then there is what Ian would recommend to start with a series of tutorials which get to the very basics of how to use the program.  They also come with a beginners guide to cryptic puzzles, so that the program is useful for a blind person that used to do crosswords but can no longer do them because of reasons of eyesight or they're useful to people who have never done a cryptic crossword before and would like to try.

Music

White
Well crossword fans don't come any more dedicated than Chief Inspector Morse - the answer to our opening conundrum of course - and his creator Colin Dexter.  But last year due to vision problems of his own Colin had to contemplate life without the daily challenge of three down, four across.

Dexter
I used to love coming home with a paper and sitting there and then seeing how quickly or of course how slowly I was coping with it.

White
I wonder whether you could imagine doing a crossword, which is very much a - usually a written exercise, just using the spoken word, could you imagine doing that?

Dexter
You mustn't query me about computers because I've written a lot of books in my life, let me tell you the truth and that is I have never touched a typewriting key, let alone a computer key.

White
So I'll take that as a no then.  Of course your great creation - Morse - is a crossword fanatic and the names I think of Morse and his sidekick, they have crossword significance don't they?

Dexter
They do indeed.  When I decided I would just write one book I thought I want somebody who's extraordinarily clever and I said who's the cleverest fellow I've ever met in my life and that was through the crossword world - Sir Jeremy Morse.  A very well-known man, he used to be chairman of Lloyds Bank, he was on the International Monetary Fund, he's a fellow of All Souls, is brilliant at chess and crosswords and I thought I would give him a post as a chief inspector.  And the same with Lewis - Mrs Lewis was one of the competitors.

White
And you were pretty nifty yourself on the old crosswords weren't you, you were quite fast?

Dexter
Well I don't know about fast, I used to write cryptic crosswords for the Oxford Times but I was not the swiftest solver by many, many a mile.

White
Colin Dexter. 

Well we felt we couldn't let Eric Westbrook go without setting you a special tailor-made In Touch crossword clue.  So here it is.

Westbrook
The letters for the answer are three, five, seven, three, five.  And the clue is Roman's two, Venetians One.

White
We've been puzzling away at that in the office.  Please do the same and do let us have your answers to Eric's challenge.  No prizes of course, just a bit of fun but we would love to hear from you.  You can call our action line on 0800 044 044 or e-mail the programme via the website at bbc.co.uk/radio4 then go to In Touch, where you're also find information about how to access the crossword website.  And there'll be a podcast of today's programme from tomorrow.

That's the last of producer Kathleen Griffin's current run, many thanks to her and a warm welcome back to Cheryl Gabriel next week.  From me and the team goodbye.
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