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TX:  29.07.11 - Olympic Journey

PRESENTER:  PETER WHITE


White
Now it can't have escaped your attention that last Wednesday marked the date of exactly a year until the opening ceremony of the 2012 Olympic Games.

Clip - Olympic Games Launch (David Cameron)
With a year to go it's on time, it's on budget, the great stadium is finished.

White
David Cameron speaking in London's Trafalgar Square amid much Olympic razzamatazz.  And the Olympic Delivery Authority has declared that one of its aims is to get 100% of spectators arriving by public transport, walking or cycling.  Speaking at the same event London's Mayor - Boris Johnson - claims they're almost there.

Clip - Olympic Launch (Boris Johnson)
The trains will be ready, the taxis will be ready, the theatres will be ready, the buses will be ready complete with a new hop on, hop off feature...

White
Never knowingly underselling!  Well since London was first awarded the Games in 2005 we've been asking on You and Yours a number of disabled people to make the journey from Heathrow to Stratford to see how accessible that transport system is.  In a moment we'll be hearing what it's like from the perspective of somebody with a learning disability travelling on the Underground but first deaf comedian Steve Day repeated the trip he first made for us six years ago, to see if things have improved.

Heathrow Announcement

Day
I'm at Heathrow Terminal 1, 2 and 3 at the Piccadilly Line tube station about to embark on a cross London odyssey to see what it would be like for someone arriving in the UK and trying to get to the Olympic Stadium.  So I'm going with no prejudice, whatever, with an open mind, imagining I've just arrived and I'm off to watch the Olympic Games.  Now whether it's a pleasant trip or it's harder than it is to get a ticket I don't know but we're going to find out.  So come with me.

Heathrow Announcement

To make this journey successful I need first of all information in a way I can access.  I mean I know there are announcements going on but I just won't be able to hear them and I need clear signage and a simple assistance I suppose - information with routes and that sort of thing.  Also I need to know where to get off, so to speak.  It's normally okay if the schedules run as they should do but if a train splits or goes the other way or I need to change then I just won't know and I've been caught out in the past.  And I always travel with sort of apprehension that something like that's going to happen.  So travel on public transport is never stress free.

I'm about to get information - now I hate this, going to the information - I will do anything not to go to an information desk because I know it's going to be a source of embarrassment but I'm going to do it today for the purposes of research.  Normally I would try and find an automated ticket machine, anything, even dodge the fares I think rather than go to an information desk.  

I'm trying to get from here to the Olympic Games stadium, sort of.

Ticket Clerk
Piccadilly Line....

Day
We're here right?

Ticket Clerk
Yeah.

Day
So all the way along the Piccadilly Line to?

Ticket Clerk
Holborn and then the red - the Central Line - to Stratford.

Day
Is there a particular destination for the train?

Ticket Clerk
For this area it's everything.  Do you want a day ticket - are you coming back here?

Day
Yeah, yeah I think so, yeah.

Ticket Clerk
How many?  One?

Day
Just one.

Ticket Clerk
Eight pounds please.

Day
That cost eight quid.  I don't know what that is in euros.  Mind you if you're Greek it's probably half the national debt.  Cheers then.

Ticket Clerk
Bye, bye.

Day
Thanks for your help.

Actually the information desk was okay, because there wasn't a glass screen between me and the lady advising I could actually lip read her quite easily.  I'm not sure if there was a loop system but it didn't really seem to matter in that instance because I could lean in and be quite close.  So actually that wasn't unpleasant.

I'm just entering the tube network so if anybody knows me it's been good, thank you for all your help through my life and to my wife, I really don't know where the remote control is.

Tube Announcement

I'm just going to look at the London Underground board because I can hear announcements - it's probably told you my train's not running - but I never know these things, I'll probably sit on the wrong one.  So I'm going to see what the board says.

It looks like Piccadilly we've got minor delays, so I don't know what that means, probably - what's minor - I don't know, probably anything up to an hour and then after the Central Line good service.

I'm in a Piccadilly Line train, normal train, not really rush hour and it's still very, very crowded.  It's a combination of people commuting and other people coming from the airport.  I think what the Olympic Team should do is to make sure the foreign teams travel by tube to the stadium and our medal haul will go right up.  That Teddy Tamgho if he's quite tall squeezed into a Piccadilly Line train then he's not going to perform very well in the triple jump and Philip Idowu will walk it.

I really love the tube because I was given - because I'm disabled - I was given a freedom pass that allowed me to go on the tube for free, anywhere, at any time and it was fantastic.  Although I used to feel that the ticket collectors were looking at me and wondering why I had a freedom pass - my hearing aids were small and I didn't look particularly disabled.  So I used to think I had to kind of give value for money and kind of do a pantomime version of a deaf man so they wouldn't think that I was defrauding the system.  I used to come and say - Yes, I'm coming through now, yes I can't hear the announcements, yes I am deaf.

We've just got off at Holborn which is halfway through my trip.  There's no visual ticker tape thing, like there was on the Piccadilly Line, so I won't know to mind the gap.  I'll probably have to use my own initiative.

One of my biggest nightmares in tube journeys is the pregnant woman scenario and I do like to give up my seat if someone is pregnant but it's happened more than once.  I offered my seat to someone who I thought was pregnant and turned out wasn't, it was very embarrassing, especially if you're deaf and you can't hear the diatribe that the lady will come out against you.  So now I stay rooted to my seat.  They'd have to show me a certificate of pregnancy or one of those little pregnancy testing kits before I'll give my seat up for anybody on the tube.

Just left Mile End on what I think is the final bend of this journey, even the finishing straight.  Not long to go.  Remember to dip when the line comes up.  But it's been a long, long, tiring journey.

Tube Announcement

Whahooo, I've made it, I've got to Stratford, unbelievably against all the odds.  Looking up I can see the fine sight of - well not quite the Olympic Stadium but the Marks and Spencer's and at the moment that's good enough.  I don't think anybody would actually go on the tube directly from Heathrow to the station, in fact they'd have to be a bit strange to do that, probably go to a hotel and freshen up because that's a long demanding trip.  But the train ran without delay, the signposts were clear.  Compared to six years ago, when I last made this trip for this programme, things seem to be a lot clearer, that's the main thing, I haven't been put into a stressful position so I'm quite pleased.

If I was to award a medal for the performance of Transport for London for this journey I'd give them a silver.  They've done well but you shouldn't give someone the gold medal the year before the event because they will never be able to repeat it.  So silver medal - encouraging, hopefully next time they'll be able to go one better.

White
Comedian Steve Day and if you liked his style he'll be at the Edinburgh Festival throughout August.  

Well Richard Lawrence has a learning disability.  He regularly travels on the bus and the tube from his home in South London to his job in North London so what's the experience like for him?

Tube Announcement

Lawrence
I work - I work every Friday.  I leave my house at Peckham, then I walk to Old Kent Road, I get a bus to Elephant and Castle and then I catch a tube to Old Street.  Sometimes it's good, sometimes it's bad, it all depends how the journey is.

White
When you first did the journey how did you do it - did somebody come with you?

Lawrence
Someone at my day centre come with me to practise the journey with me.

White
So what are the trickiest parts of this journey for you, what are the most difficult bits?

Lawrence
Sometimes a map is not accessible because I've got a learning disability.

White
So what are the things on the map that would be helpful for you?

Lawrence
It would be very useful if it's about more space and more gaps.

White
So you really want it bigger - you want everything a bit larger?

Lawrence
Yeah, that's right, yes.

White
And what happens when things go wrong because of course there always are times when things go wrong and trains are delayed or they aren't going to stop at certain stations - how do you cope with that?

Lawrence
I find it difficult to cope but I ask the staff to explain to me what's going on.

White
And does that normally work - are they normally quite good about explaining?

Lawrence
Sometimes, it all depends, but sometimes there's a bit of jargon and sometimes it's accessible, it all depends.

White
Are you quite well known here at Old Street by now?

Lawrence
I hope so.

White
And what about the public - how do they react to you?

Lawrence
It all depends, some good or bad, sometimes I do understand, sometimes I don't but I just keep to myself to myself really.

White
Well that's Richard Lawrence.  David Congdon is head of campaigns and policy at Mencap.  Do people with learning disabilities perhaps tend to get a bit forgotten, you know there's always a lot of talk about wheelchairs, visual impairments, deafness and so forth?

Congdon
Yeah I think they do, I mean there's been an awful lot of - and quite rightly so - focus on physical problems in accessing particularly public transport and less on the more less obvious problems, such as signage.  I mean I think it's a really big problem trying to make sure that the signage on tubes and other transport interchanges is really good.  There have been good steps to make it better.

White
And what does good mean - clear, large?

Congdon
Yeah, clear, large and consistent.  And I've almost become slightly neurotic myself about it working for Mencap.  When I go to major new interchanges like St Pancras, King's Cross you sometimes are following a sign and the sign doesn't - there's not the sign anymore.  So consistency.  And one of the things that works well is people with a learning disability being involved in doing the signage.

White
What are the most helpful things that the public can do because I think it's fair to say that people aren't necessarily hostile, what they are is confused and don't know what to do - should they leave someone alone, should they approach them - what would you say?

Congdon
I think that's a really good question.  I think the first thing people need to do is be tolerant.  Now that sounds very obvious but particularly in big cities like London where masses of people are crowding on to the tubes, queuing up at a ticket office, people can get very impatient when they see someone taking time to explain to the person at the desk what - where they're going, what price the ticket is, etc., so be patient, treat people decently as fellow human beings and then they will feel they have the confidence to use the system safely.

White
Steve said - Steve Day said things were better than the last time that he went, are you seeing improvements generally?

Congdon
I think generally I think there have been improvements, I think the buses are more accessible, I think there have been some improvements in the way staff treat people but there's an awful long way to go.  It's a lot about recognising that there are people using the system who does have those difficulties.  One of the biggest things that people with a learning disability say to us they have a problem with is they often can get verbally abused, particularly on buses and that puts them off using it, gives them a lack of confidence etc.

White
David Congdon thanks very much indeed.


