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White
Good evening.  In a moment we'll be looking at the criteria for Pips, that's the benefit set to replace the Disability Living Allowance? Will coping well affect your eligibility to receive it?  And Guide Dogs at 80! In its birthday year, we'll be looking at the association's past, and its plans for the future.   First though, your reaction to last week's interview with David Rathband, the police officer shot and blinded 16 months ago. In a painfully honest interview last week he made it clear he was still struggling, both emotionally and practically, with the outcome, and listeners were quick with their sympathy and suggestions. We'll be passing your e-mails and letters on to him, but this one from Joan Barnett perhaps best captures the spirit of your messages.

Barnett
I'm sorry to hear that David Rathband is still struggling.  I can hear all the anger in his voice.  We all feel anger at any loss but it is still up to us to be the ones to deal with it.  Accept all the help offered without complaint, even if it seems silly; you adapt it for yourself.  Use all the gadgets; they are your way to independence.  Maybe a guide dog is the answer if you don't want a sighted person to guide you.  The anger doesn't go away; we just learn to deal with it.  Get a punch bag if it helps, scream at the wall; it will release some of it.  Tell your wife you love her even if she wants to clout you at times; you are still normal, just with a change in your life.  I know because I am going through all these things myself.  We're all different but we do support each other at the same time.

White
Thank you for all your responses.  

Now, for the past 20 years Disability Living Allowance or DLA has been the basic benefit paid to visually impaired people.  With its care and mobility components, it was designed to provide financial help with the elements in daily life that might prove difficult: getting around, cooking, cleaning, buying and matching clothes, etc.  But now Disability Living Allowance is ending, and it's being replaced by something called Pips, or Personal Independence Payments.  The question is will the same people be eligible for Pips as currently receive DLA?  The reality is that government has made it crystal clear it wants the welfare budget cut, and well before the introduction of Pips the Department for Work and Pensions told In Touch it wanted to save at least 20% from the DLA budget. 

Well the Welfare Reform Bill which introduces Pips is currently going through committee, but during the recent debate on it in the House of Lords many aspects of it were discussed, including an indication in the published draft criteria for receiving Pips that the aids and adaptations you used would be taken into account in assessing your ability to do various things.   Well one peer who wanted to know more about what that meant was Baroness Thomas of Winchester, disabled herself.  She explained her worries to me. 

Thomas
What concerns me is that a blind person might have an aid such as a white cane or they might have a guide dog, although I think they are specifically excluded from being called an aid officially but a white cane might be considered to be something that would mean blind people did not need the personal independence payment because they could get around perfectly satisfactorily.  But we all know that white canes do not replace eyesight, they may be helpful but it does not mean that a blind person doesn't need extra resources to get further afield.

White
And in terms of how this might be interpreted in terms of fairness what would be your concern about that?

Thomas
Well my concern particularly is people who have done their best to use as many aids, appliances and adaptations as they can might be penalised for having such a positive determined attitude, whereas somebody with exactly the same impairment who had rather a depressive attitude to it all wouldn't have these aids and adaptations and so they might get the personal independence payment more easily.  I think that would be very unfair.  But they haven't given us enough information and so we are really very unclear what they do mean.

White
Baroness Thomas.  Well we put a similar question to that of Baroness Thomas to the Department of Work and Pensions. This is what they told us:

Statement from Department of Work and Pensions
We recognise that aids do not remove a person's disability and that there may be additional on-going costs relating to their use.  People who need to use aids will, depending on their circumstances, be able to score points in the assessment and qualify for the benefit.  We are currently working with disability organisations on the design and delivery of PIP, including testing and refining the proposals for the assessment.  We are still developing the new assessment but have no intention of penalising disabled people who are only able to get around and live independently with the help of a guide dog.

Well the RNIB has been in consultation with the department about Pips, so hopefully can they throw any more light on this issue?  Andy Kaye, RNIB Policy analyst, joins me on the line from Liverpool at the Labour Party Conference.
  
Andy how do you interpret these proposals, what do they really mean?

Kaye
It's true to say that the government has said that guide dogs won't be considered an aid or adaptation for the purposes of PIP but it's still not entirely clear whether they're going to view white canes or indeed other aids and adaptations as auxiliaries and aids which help blind and partially sighted people, screening them out from eligibility in the future.

White
I mean would there be any logical difference, as far as you can see, between say a guide dog and a white cane?  I mean they both aid mobility, they both don't solve all the problems.

Kaye
What we don't want to see is a hierarchy develop between different types of blind and partially sighted people.  What we're clear about is that all aids and adaptations, both white canes and guide dogs, are invaluable to blind and partially sighted people.  But as Baroness Thomas emphasised herself they do not replace someone's eyesight.  So someone still faces very considerable lifetime costs, extra costs, as a result of their disability and that's what should be the judgements at stake here in terms of eligibility for PIP.

White
I mean there might well be a way of interpreting this which says that's what rehabilitation equipment is supposed to do, it's supposed to make you more able to cope and if you succeed in doing that do you actually need the same amount of financial help as somebody who has not been so successful.  Isn't that - isn't there an element of logic in that?

Kaye
Well if we take that question, if we think about the individual with a white cane who's trying to make an unfamiliar journey into the town centre, for example to go to the GP or to go shopping, if for some reason the transport is cancelled that day or the bus route is re-routed it doesn't really matter that they have a white cane, that they're fairly independent, they're still going to possibly need some assistance, even if it's just intermittent to complete that journey successfully.  So what we're arguing is that yes of course consider whether someone is independent or not but blind and partially sighted people will always face greater barriers to participation in everyday life than perhaps is being considered or suggested through some of the proposals here.

White
I mean I made the point that we know the government wants to save money, is there an implication here that they perhaps want to make sure that more able visually impaired people don't actually get this benefit or at least don't get as much?

Kaye
Well it's true to say that of course the government is looking for very significant savings of up to 20%.  Having engaged with the Department for Work and Pensions they have given us some indication that they would like to see those people, for example blind and partially sighted people that do face extra difficulties in relation to mobility and communication, getting eligibility for PIP in the same way they do with DLA now.  But what we've got to emphasise is that until we get the bill through parliament, until these details are absolutely finalised we must continue campaigning for a fair settlement, for a fair benefit.

White
Of course quite recently a group of totally blind and almost totally blind people have become eligible for the upper rate mobility allowance, is it possible that that group of people just might be the shortest benefit in history because looking at that issue about [indistinct word] some people may wonder how long they're going to hang on to it?

Kaye
That would be an extremely regressive step if we were to see the people that were eligible for the higher rate mobility component from April 2011 in effect losing that entitlement in two years' time from 2013.  Together with Guide Dogs for the Blind, Action for Blind People, many other organisations working with blind and partially sighted people we want to campaign for blind and partially sighted people to make sure that automatic entitlements are still available, so where you clearly have a significant sight problem and you will continue to do so for the rest of your life you shouldn't have to continue undergoing reassessment.

White
Andy Kaye, thank you very much indeed.

Well we contacted Guide Dogs as well and asked them for their reaction to the issue, they told us:  "We at Guide Dogs very much consider our dogs to be vital mobility aids to our blind and partially-sighted clients.  Regarding the point about the DWP, disabilities minister Maria Miller has publicly promised that blind and partially-sighted people won't be penalised for having a guide dog, but we will keep lobbying her office to ensure she stands by the promise and we will carry on fighting hard to ensure that blind and partially-sighted people are not punished financially if they use a guide dog."

Well staying with Guide Dogs  Lee Kumutat now reports on the 80th birthday celebrations of the Guide Dogs for the Blind Association.  In touch, of course, is 50 next week - a mere stripling. Guide dogs were started in 1931 and despite scepticism at the time the idea was a pretty instant success.  But Lee has been looking particularly at how they plan to face the next 80 years. Amongst the plans already carried out is a £19 million breeding centre at Leamington Spa. Lee's report begins with Matthew Bottomley in one of its new bespoke facilities. 

Bottomley
Just ahead of you is the hydrotherapy pool, so you can feel the side there - it's a glass panelled four sided box, if you like, with a sort of treadmill at the base and it's about three or four feet wide.

Peacock
I'm Caroline Peacock, I'm the national puppy care welfare coordinator.

Kumutat
Why does a national breeding centre for dogs need a hydrotherapy room?

Peacock
We have lots of different dogs coming through the centre, some of them are younger puppies and some of them are adults and we use the hydrotherapy for lots of different reasons - we use it for dogs post injury, so if they've had a soft tissue injury; if they've had surgery on one of their bones or a ligament we can use it to help them recover from that; we can use it to help build up stamina in some of our dogs and also if we've got some overweight dogs we can use it to help them burn off the calories and get fit again.  We're going to use one of our broods - Helga.  Good girl.  So it comes up from underneath them and it'll start to bubble up around the treadmill in a minute.  Good girl Helga.  So she's just having a walk around as the water's started to come in under her feet.  So we'll stop the water filling and what we'll do is we'll start the treadmill going.  The measurements run in metres per minutes, so at the moment it's just going at five metres per minute, which is very, very slow.  And we'll just speed it up.  

Kumutat
She seems perfectly happy.

Peacock
She's quite happy. 

Kumutat
The national breeding centre is equipped to produce up to 1500 puppies per year.  It is eco-friendly and fully accessible.  It has a visitors' centre, viewing gallery and a shop.  At Guide Dogs HQ in Reading income generation and organisational growth are the main priorities for chief executive officer Richard Leaman.

Leaman
Recent work we've undertaken shows there is still more demand for guide dogs than we can currently satisfy and therefore we intend to gradually and sustainability build the guide dog service.  That means that we have to somehow breed lots more puppies and that's really at the very heart of building the new national breeding centre which will allow us every year to hopefully breed about 1500 puppies and then in the fullness of time allow us to get at least 900 partnerships built every year, increasing year on year after that.

Kumutat
What is Guide Dogs financial position now and I guess looking into the future as well?

Leaman
We are finding fundraising very tough at the moment and as we continue to grow the guide dog service we are having to draw heavily on our reserves.  Now they have dropped dramatically over the last three years and will continue to drop over the next two to three years.  And trustees are keeping a very careful eye on the extent to which we reduce our reserves as a responsible charity should in order to deliver services but also make sure that we protect the organisation and our service users for the one big promise that we make and that is that once we give you a guide dog we will give you a guide dog for the rest of your life.  Now that can mean for a person up to seven or eight guide dogs in their life at around £48,000 per dog.  We're making a £350-400,000 commitment to every guide dog owner.  So the total liability for our existing guide dog population is £250 million.  So when I say that our reserves are declining now below £50 million and continuing to decline there will come a stage where reducing our reserves too far would be irresponsible.

Kumutat
Was the new national breeding centre quite a risk at this time?

Leaman
It was a properly researched and business cased decision to invest in the guide dog service in a way that will allow us to grow.  It also frankly - it's a better building for our animals, I think it's a better way to breed our dogs and I think it's also a much more engaging building for the public.

Kumutat
One way the organisation has increased demand is by relaxing the criteria people must meet in order to become a guide dog owner.  People who are visually impaired and have additional disabilities, children under the age of 16 and people who still have useful vision are now eligible.  But will catering to a broader range of needs change the way dogs are trained?  A question I put to Mark Richards, senior trainer at Leamington Spa Dog Training School.

Richards
I don't think there'll be a huge change.  The trainers are very skilled.  I think they may link up with perhaps a district team working closely with a dog requiring to perhaps work on the right or retrieve, like for dogs for disabled and preparing them jointly with the district team and perhaps dogs for disabled or hearing dogs, so that we are utilising the skills of the trainers.

Kumutat
So you think more kind of organisational partnerships to create more guide dog partnerships?

Richards
Yeah definitely.

Kumutat
And it's partnerships and collaboration, rather than merger and acquisition, that Richard Leaman is concentrating on.

Leaman
The new strategy calls for greater collaboration with local societies, with our partners in the RNIB and Action for Blind People and that is what we're actively pursuing at the moment.  And through collaboration we can make incredible savings in terms of avoiding overlap and duplication, we can share back office functions, we can share offices.  The ideal set up - and it exists in a number of areas of the United Kingdom already - is that as soon as sight loss is diagnosed at the eye clinic, eye clinic liaison officers will signpost or forward individuals on to the relevant local society and major national charity.  And that's the joy of the [indistinct word] system because it intervenes at the very moment when the blind person says who on earth do I talk to.

Kumutat
So in a few years' time, if I am that person who's had the bad news and I phone guide dogs and I say I'd like to learn how to use a cane around my area, do you think that is something that the answer will just immediately be yes?

Leaman
Err, oh, I don't think Guide Dogs would necessarily always be the right answer and I don't necessarily think Guide Dogs is going to be a universal provider of long cane training, I think there are some incredibly capable local societies who provide long cane training and Guide Dogs will do it as and when we're contracted to do it and where we can do it.  I wouldn't like to pretend that we're going to be a sole provider.

Kumutat
So you don't envisage any time Guide Dogs sort of changing its name to something like National Orientation Mobility Service?

Leaman
Well we're now entering into the realms of branding and fundraising and one of the principle reasons why we're uneasy about merger and acquisition because we're absolutely aware and we've done a huge amount of research on this that the British public see as Guide Dogs, which is Labradors getting blind people out and about.  I think we have to be acutely conscious that we're taking a huge risk if we start to change names or if we start to dilute that hugely attractive proposition which is dog helps man or woman get out and about.

Kumutat
Puppy gets the money doesn't it really.

Leaman
Well there is that but we've got the confidence in our professionalism and our passion for our work.  So Guide Dogs becomes the underpinning quality assurance to an array of services which are about getting blind people out and about.

Kumutat
As a guide dog owner myself I couldn't leave the new breeding centre without meeting one or two of these little earners.

White
She's a sucker for a puppy that one - Lee Kumutat gave us that report.

And that's it for today.  We always welcome your queries and suggestions as you know; do call us on 0800 044 044 or e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk. There are links to the ticketing arrangements for our 50th anniversary celebrations - that's next Tuesday - on our website; bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  From me Peter White, my producer Cheryl Gabriel, and the team, goodbye. 


