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White
Good evening.  Tonight, when it comes to the welfare of blind and partially sighted people, do charities do more harm than good?  Well that’s the contentious argument of a book just out, we’ll be talking to its totally blind author in a few minutes.  But first, yet another attempt to find out what help and services visually impaired people really want.  It’s being launched under the title, ‘Seeing It My Way’, and led by Action for Blind People which is now part of what’s known as the RNIB Group.  Its publicity says that ‘for too long, visually impaired people have been tolerating services which are patchy, uncoordinated, and of variable quality’ and it’s inviting people to tell them exactly what they want.  Well Stephen Remington is Chief Executive of Action for Blind People and he’s with me.  Stephen, first of all, how’s this going to work?

Remington
OK.  Well you say, yet again we’re asking people what it is that they want.  One of the huge challenges always is that if people don’t know what is available, how do they know what they want?  So what we’re focussing this approach on, is on the basis of outcomes in people’s lives.  And what we’re finding people saying to us, that they want someone to talk to, and that’s actually our outcome number one, that we’re putting out for consultation.  That I have someone to talk to.  And there are ten of these outcomes, and they are out for consultation at the moment, and it’s really important that we get a response from blind and partially sighted people round the country.  Our draft is based on what people have told us over many years.  This consultation needs the endorsement of blind and partially sighted people.

White
And how are people going to give you this information?

Remington
Well, there are contact details which you may be able to give out for us at the end or at some point, but by email, by visiting website, filling in a form, or on the phone.

White
Can people give you the information they can just talk to you, ‘cos that would be the ultimate irony wouldn’t it?

Remington
They can talk to us at a specific telephone number at the National Blind Children’s Society.

White
Right.  And we will give that information as you say. The thing is Stephen, I said once again, because I think we actually know what blind and partially sighted people want, you know they want universal and speedy help with learning to cope when they go blind, access to equipment which can help replace what the eye can do.  Equal chances to work if you can and an income which allows you to live with dignity if you can’t, you know, aren’t these the things that we, we really know?

Remington
Well beautifully put Peter but that means a different set of things for every individual.  And we believe that by focussing on the outcomes and helping people to find their way to those outcomes with appropriate tool kit of support, that then we are really individualising the approach.  Too much in the past we’ve said this is what we have available, this is what this charity does or that charity does.  Now we’re really turning this on its head, this is something Action for Blind People has been doing for some years, this is gaining momentum as a way of working and we are really focussing on the needs of each individual.  Of course we’re not reaching everybody, and that’s a huge problem.  There are many people we don’t reach.  There are many people not articulate who don’t understand what’s available.  We have a tremendous distance still to go, which we hope this will be another big step towards it.

White
Isn't the real question at the moment, not actually what we want, but who’s going to provide it?  You know, we know the state of the public finances at the moment, we know that a lot of local authorities are saying we’re not going to be providing services directly, we’re going to do it via agency.  It’s clear isn’t it, that you know, if we want good services, the voluntary sector, the charities themselves, are gonna have to provide a major part of it?

Remington
Well this has been a partnership for a great many years, whether you want to define a partnership as a contractual partnership, or simply a relationship between organisations, partnership working has been essential in our sector for a very long time.  And the voluntary sector, the third sector in our county, has for a very long time, been expected by successive governments to take up the slack, to deal with a great many of the issues that the state is not longer able to.  And this is not new, but it’s getting a great deal tougher now.  It’s also a time for great opportunity Peter, if I may say so, it’s a time when we can think differently about the way we work.  

White
But isn’t the most likely way to give people consistent services across the UK, which is one of the complaints, that they aren’t consistent, which is to have statutory services which mean you get the same provision whether you’re in the Scillies or in the Shetlands, and that's harder to do if you’re relying on individual for example, local organisations?

Remington
Well I can’t disagree with that at all. Everyone should have access to the same services, to a certain quality, wherever they live.  And this is what we would say about the outcomes in Seeing It My Way.  Everyone should have access to the toolkit that enables to achieve those outcomes, to a consistent standard around the county wherever they live.

White
Look, as this debate takes place, a book has come out which casts an interesting light on the debate, which I’d like you to hear something about and comment on.  Graeme McCreath grew up in the UK, incidentally went to school and still is a close friend of David Blunkett, so knows a bit about our political system, went to Canada to follow a career as a physiotherapist and he’s now written ‘The Politics of Blindness’, the basic contention of which is that charities are a barrier to progress in effectively addressing the unmet needs of blind people.  Canada’s largest charity for blind people, is the CNIB or Canadian National Institute of the Blind, their equivalent to our RNIB.  When I met Graeme McCreath the other day, he began by citing the political authority for his argument.

McCreath
There’s a quote in my book, Nelson Rockefeller who was one of the richest guys in the world, said, ‘I think our charities are injurers.  If they don’t people make independent of that, then I think this is the problem, people live and die under the CNIB in Canada, without any real improvement in their lives.  From one generation to the next.  And I see people in total despair.  It’s very sad actually, and what it’s putting across is an image that we are dependent charity cases, and I think that is rather unfortunate that the general public, that’s their perception.  And all my life I haven’t worked, but I’ve spent 40 years explaining that we can work, and it’s really to do with the image of incapacity compared with capability.  

White
But what should the role of charities be then, in visual impairment, I mean, they do have the job of raising money, don’t they have a dilemma there, where to raise money, you need to show that people have got a problem?

McCreath
They do.  But unfortunately, they just become or has become, the CNIB in Canada’s been a big fundraiser for itself, so it’s self serving, and I think it has tended to forget that it really should be acting on behalf of blind people, and helping to improve their lives.

White
You talk about the issue of employment, for example, and you make the point that you know, the numbers of people employed, blind people employed, are low. And haven’t changed much over the years, and yet to be fair, in the UK at the moment, you could say we’re in a similar situation, the figures around the 30% mark, they haven’t gone up, you know, is this perhaps to some extent, a systemic problem more than one you can lay at the door of voluntary organisations….

McCreath
Oh yes…

White
Or charities?

McCreath
I’m not blaming.  I think the charity organisations are a symptom of the problem.  I think government has the responsibility, and is not, is offloading that responsibility to charities for blind people for sure.  

White
Because in fairness to our own organisation, RNIB, one thing it has done pretty energetically over the last 30 or 40 years, is campaigned over benefits, and income.  Are you saying that hasn’t happened in Canada?

McCreath
That has not happened in Canada, that I am aware of, I’ve found no evidence or ever heard of anything, because even.. there was studies done in the 1970’s, suggesting that blind people could, because blind Canadians used to have an income based on blindness from 1930 to 1950.  But that was done away with, and ended up with what we call welfare.  And if you show any initiative to work you lose all this money, and that’s what I hear is partially being talked about in Britain now, isn’t it?

White
Well we are… 

McCreath
 (talk together..NOT AUDIBLE)

White
We’re seeing cuts in public services at the moment, and it seems clear that more of the responsibility of providing services for visually impaired people, will be expected to be met by charities and voluntary organisations, the so called big society, or the third way.  So what do you see as the risks of this?

McCreath
Well the thing is Peter, I, the whole concept and the principle of charity is there’s not political will to make blindness are real positive experience for the public.  Because if there was, that would be the end of it with our own demise.  And unfortunately, I think for a long long time, that’s what’s being going on.  And unemployment, statistics have never changed in Canada in 50 years.  Therefore there’s something’s broken. And what we need to do is have a whole new outlook.  And that’s why I’m suggesting that government should come on board after all we pay taxes, we vote, and we should really get progressive legislation. And I haven’t written the book for myself, I’ve written it to try and help people.  I’ve had my working experience, I’m 64, 65 in a month.  And I’ve done fine.  That’s one of the reasons I’ve been able to put the book out.  

White
You mean you’ve now got nothing to lose!
(LAUGHTER)

McCreath
Well not just that, I’ve had the whole years and years of experience to see the real picture.  I think it’s the responsibility of government for all of us to be helped along and given the best opportunities, that’s why I did real blind people, and the acronym stands for respect, which I find we don’t have at the moment because we’re viewed as dependent charity cases; equality of opportunity which we definitely not getting, and that’s one of the reasons why there’s so much majority aren’t working.  And I’m really talking in my book about working blind people.  And then assimilation into the mainstream, and I think that’s so important that we need to aim to do that.  And finally the L is liberty.  And I think that those three give you liberty for blind people.

White
I suppose the key thing I want to push you on a bit more is the sense that you know, you grew up in Britain, you’ve gone over to Canada but you’ve still got friends over here, how much is this a warning to us, and how much is it a situation which is really specific to Canada?

McCreath
I think it is partly a warning, because one of my chapters does compare the RNIB to the CNIB.  I always found the CNIB… don’t get me wrong, when I was younger I found the CNIB excellent. Sorry the RNIB excellent and it was quite a humble thing, but I find it’s changing and going more towards the CNIB.

White
In what sense?

McCreath
I the sense that there’s no discount prices on equipment. And you know, their income is 100 million.  That’s what they told me.  And you can look that up anyway.  And the spokesperson said they can’t sustain discount prices.  I find that very hard to believe.  What is really their purpose, if they’re not helping blind people even to get reasonably priced equipment, and braillers are expensive if you’re a young person or a student, they’re very costly.

White
I mean one of their arguments, one of the RNIB’s arguments is it’s our job now, not necessarily much to provide services as to make sure other people provide services so you know, you get services from your local authority, from social services, from transport systems.  Isn’t that in a way, is what you think should happen isn’t it?

McCreath
Well it is, but that doesn’t cost a hundred million.  I mean….

White
So you think they should do both?  You think they should campaign and provide services?

McCreath
No I think the services, first of all it should be provided and dealt with by government, or if you like an agency for the government depends how they want to structure it.  But I don’t think as a charity, you see what’s not happening in Canada which you are telling me is happening here, they don’t act as advocates for blind people.  There’s a lot of recommendations that were made in the study in the 70s and the CNIB went the opposite direction.  Which is very unfortunate.

White
Is the logic of what you’re saying, is that things will never be right in terms of dignity for blind people unless charities go?

McCreath
Yeah, well, you could say that when you break your back you become a paraplegic.  And you’re rehabilitation is done by the government in a hospital.  When you lose your sight, people in Canada, oh well you’ll have to go to the CNIB.  First of all they don’t have the resources to do anything, and it really shouldn’t be done by a charity.  And I think that we must move on to become 21st century citizens and not Victorian charity victims.  

White
Graeme McCreath talking about his book, ‘The Politics of Blindness’.  Well Stephen Remington, Chief Executive of the charity Action for Blind People is still with me listening to that.  Clearly, Stephen, there are individual differences between what happens in Canada and Britain.  But on this general point that he makes, it’s in charities best interests to stress the dependency of visually impaired people because that’s how they raise money.  Which is their reason d’être that’s his real point isn’t it, what do you say to that?

Remington
Well let me start by saying I am very interested and agree with quite a lot of what Graeme was saying.  However, on that key question about how we portray sight loss in order to strike the balance between helping people secure their independence and at the same time raising money, that is certainly a challenge, there’s no doubt about that.  In fact I was talking only the other day to the fundraising director at RNIB about this very point, and we were discussing it, and we felt that while it is a challenge we probably get the balance about right.  It isn’t about paying doomsday, negative pictures of sight loss, it is about showing the capacity and the ability that people can achieve, or have inherently but sometimes need a toolkit or a helping hand to enable them to release that.  

White
But the fact of the matter is, as things stand at the moment, what he was arguing is, blind people are citizens who are entitled to have their needs met as a matter of entitlement, not of charity, but if that was done by charities, that’s how the public’s going to see it isn’t it?

Remington
Well I can’t disagree that everyone who has additional needs in our society should have those needs met in an ideal world, I don’t disagree with that.  But we have this strange construct in Britain where there’s been for a century and a half at least, a combination of voluntary or so called voluntary organisations and state rubbing along together, and delivering services.  Surely the really important thing is that blind and partially sighted people in the UK can achieve their independence, that their capacity can be recognised as against their incapacity.  And that it doesn’t matter who delivers it.  And if it’s the voluntary sector or charities working in partnership with government and local government, surely that’s fine?

White
So how do you raise funds without stressing dependency?

Remington
Oh I think you can very well stress the capability and the opportunity without needing to stress dependency, we don’t talk about dependency any more.  If we do, we’re getting it wrong, we should not, we should always be stressing what we’re looking for is to assist people to gain their independence, or regain it.  It’s absolutely crucial.  We all believe that Peter.

White
Do you think maybe it’s the sighted people, maybe even sighted people listening to this, find this argument quite difficult to understand, that in a way I’m, and as Graeme McCreath has just put, and I’m tending to represent to you, perhaps they don’t understand why blind people aren’t just grateful for the money that’s raised on their behalf?

Remington
I don’t think it’s about gratitude.  Some blind partially sighted people are grateful for the support they get, every individual is different.  And some people are less capable of redeveloping their independence than others.  Lets be clear about that too, I know as you do, a very large number of blind partially sighted people who don’t need any help at all, doing great things in life and getting on with it.  Others are in a very much more difficult position.  And perhaps need more of a helping hand.  And I think it’s important not to be entirely dogmatic and suggest that no one needs any help at all.  And I think that help can be, support can be tailored to each individuals need, I come back to that as the most important thing, everyone is an individual.  

White
So what do you want to come out of the ‘Seeing It My Way’ project?

Remington
Well we’d like the endorsement as far as we can, of blind and partially sighted people who can take the time to reply, that we’re getting the outcomes broadly right.  We can then use this as a tool with government, with local government, to persuade them to ensure that to a consistent standard around the country, those outcomes are achievable everywhere.  And I do believe that organisations, voluntary organisations, charities, local and national, have a significant role to play working in partnership with each other, none of this old competitive nonsense, working together to achieve a network, right around the country, that is supporting this but not doing things to people or for people, but empowering them to do things for themselves.  

White
Stephen Remington, thank you very much indeed.  And of course we would like to hear your views on that debate.  There’ll be a link to Seeing It My Way on our website, there’ll also be details of how to get hold of Graeme McCreath’s book.  You can also get a free download of tonight’s programme from the website.  That’s at bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch .
And also a reminder that next weeks programme is another edition of Blindness for Beginners, and this time we’re concentrating on gadgets and gizmos.  Not just high tech, low tech as well, what to look out for, what works, what doesn’t work, design, we’ve already had a good response to this, but we’d still like more, both your questions about equipment and your tips.  You can contact our action line on 0800 044 044 or you can email us at intouch@bbc.co.uk" intouch@bbc.co.uk
That’s it from me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.    



