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White
Good evening.  Tonight:  the airlines who the RNIB say are failing us online.  And the museum that's found a new use for an old friend.

But first:  booking flights online is no longer just a matter of preference, it's about getting the lowest fare, checking in early and sometimes getting the seat of your choice.  Yet even visually impaired people with good computer skills often find it virtually impossible to navigate websites and therefore miss out on the best deals.  Almost 10 years ago AbilityNet, which monitors the accessibility of websites in many areas, gave airlines a pretty poor rating for their performances.  Well now the Royal National Institute of Blind People has taken out legal proceedings under the Equality Act against BMI Baby, alleging that its website is inaccessible for visually impaired customers.  Their campaigns' manager Hugh Huddy told me more about their case.

Huddy
RNIB's taking a case against BMI Baby because part of the website can't be used by screen reader users, which means if you're blind and partially sighted and you rely on a screen reader which converts the text seen on screen into speech you can't actually complete the booking process online.

White
Now when did you actually get to hear about this?

Huddy
It first came up in 2010 when BMI Baby refreshed their website, they relaunched a new website, it was previously usable by screen reader users but then after that it stopped working.

White
So can you just explain what measures you've taken to try to fix it with BMI Baby?

Huddy
Yes there's been a lot of exchanges of e-mails and there's been technical people involved explaining how fixes can be found and solved.  There's been the usual amount of sort of negotiation and when can this be fixed and what's happened is that months and months and months have gone past and the fixes have not been made.

White
Okay.  Well one of the customers who's been trying to use BMI Baby is Alexandra Bowmer  from Loughborough, just explain your experience with the website Alexandra.

Bowmer
I previously used the website successfully to search a flight in terms of not just recreational purposes but also for business and then in 2010 found that one of the routes I would normally use to fly to to see family and friends was only offerable through BMI Baby.  Tried to book it, failed miserably on many occasions, spent a good six or seven hours trying to find a work around, finally missed the opportunity to make that booking at a reasonable cost, having had to draft in some sighted assistance and really not at the time when I would have wanted to do things and found it very frustrating.

White
And can you just spell out for people exactly the kind of problems that you experienced?

Bowmer
It's very simple - you put in the airport from which you wish to fly and the airport you want as your destination but then of course you can't search on the dates because you couldn't use the calendar, it was only usable to those who could use a mouse, which defeats the object of trying to select flights.  And I'd perfectly happily used other websites to book flights and like to do that independently at a time that suits me.

White
And I gather one of the things about this is you wanted it to be a surprise, so you couldn't actually - couldn't ask your partner for example.

Bowmer
Indeed, while it was meant to be a belated birthday surprise, wanting to fly out and give him a nice weekend away and that of course didn't happen in the end.  I did finally book a flight but using their premium rate telephone number, which was around 65 pence per minute and I thought that was just adding insult to injury.

White
Yeah, so I mean they do have a call centre, that was your main reason for not doing it, the cost involved, you want to be able to do this thing at the same price as other people.

Bowmer
Well I want to be able to do it in the same way as other people too, which is to do it independently, do it at the time I wish to do it and if that's at two in the morning so be it.

White
Alexandra, thank you very much indeed.

Well we also have asked for a response from BMI Baby, this is what they told us:

Statement - BMI Baby
We commissioned a report from the RNIB and received the results of the audit in November 2011 in which the RNIB detailed what we needed to do on our website.  We have a project team in place to action the recommendations which requires the bespoke development of BMI Baby's website technology.  This inevitably takes a period of time to develop but in the meantime we have a new local rate telephone number for people to call to speak to our call centre to obtain our discounted website fares.  We have also added an accessibility page in order to keep customers up to date with our progress.

So how do some of the other airline websites fare in the accessibility and usability stakes?  We've asked Lee Kumutat to try and book a flight using the websites of four major airlines.  Just before you tell us about that did you try BMI Baby?

Kumutat
I did and I can report that it doesn't work, you cannot select a date at all, it is broken.

White
Okay.  What about the others you tried, how did you get on?

Kumutat
Well I always think of going to a new website when you're visually impaired and using assistive technology is like walking into a new building for the first time - you have to familiarise yourself with it before you can move around it efficiently.  But as we all know there are better building layouts than others and the same principle applies to websites.

White
So let's have the bad news first - who were the worst of the ones you looked at?

Kumutat
Well the four I looked at were British Airways, easyJet, Ryanair and Virgin Atlantic.  The site I had the least joy with was Ryanair.  I couldn't get past the screen where you enter your departure and destination airports.  I typed in London to Paris, thinking that would be easy, making sure I'd written them in the correct boxes and when I pressed the search button I'd get that annoying Windows error sound and a message saying please enter a destination and departure city, which was very frustrating.  A friend of mine who vets websites as part of his job had a look and we discovered that you had to know the exact name of the airport.

White
So for instance you couldn't just write in the destination as Paris, you had to put Charles de Gaulle?

Kumutat
Exactly and that's fine if you can find a list of the departure and destination airports that the airline operates out of but we couldn't find one of those.

White
Okay, so that does make things a bit tricky.  What about the others?

Kumutat
I had used the British Airways site before, so that one wasn't too bad, it too doesn't make it immediately obvious how to select where you want to fly to but I discovered it does have a pull down list of destination and departure airports.  But you had to perform some screen reader gymnastics to be able to use it.  The easyJet website gave me quite a shock.  When I finally found my way on to the fares/prices page it told me my flight to Paris would cost £8,899.  It took me a minute to twig that for some reason the screen reader wasn't seeing the decimal point, I think this is really poor because it would be very easy to make sure prices were read out correctly.  The other thing about easyJet was that the site clearly knew I was using a screen reader - very clever - and showed me a message that said screen readers please be aware that information appears on the right hand side and dynamically updates.  I thought it was odd that the message was addressed to the screen reader, not to the screen reader user, kind of like when people give directions to my guide dog.

White
Okay, so you'd like a slightly more personal approach.  What about Virgin Atlantic?

Kumutat
This was the last website I looked at and I was pretty much at the end of my tether by this point, so I found myself cheering out loud when the first thing I came across on the page was a phone number for booking flights and even better it incurred no booking fee.  But I was pleasantly surprised by the Virgin Atlantic site - it was pretty intuitive and each page consistently had the same feel to it.  I got as far as almost paying for a flight back to Sydney.

White
Oh we don't want you to go quite to those lengths.  How would you sum up though?

Kumutat
I do wonder where the line is drawn between accessibility and usability.  It does take users of assistive technology much longer to find their way around a busy website, like that of an airline, and I suspect that if companies made the user experience better for those using assistive technology they'd be making it easier for most other people because I've certainly heard sighted people describe some of these websites as nightmares to use as well.

White
Lee, thank you very much indeed.  And just finally to go back to you Hugh, so staying with that question - where do we draw the line between legal accessibility and actual usability?

Huddy
The line is drawn by individuals, if they decide to challenge using the law.  So if someone steps forward and says I can't use this then you can take legal action, otherwise websites can carry on doing what they're doing.

White
So I mean is the problem the law or is the problem the fact that perhaps people aren't using the law enough?

Huddy
Well it's a bit of both because organisations like BMI Baby and the other website designers should be launching websites that everybody can use and that includes screen reader users and if they're launching them - and in this case 2010 and leaving it till 2012 to actually get a report on what they need to do to fix it - that's a long time to leave blind and partially sighted people out of that way of shopping or buying their tickets.

White
Hugh Huddy.  We did contact Ryanair and easyJet.  easyJet said it's currently in the process of reviewing its website specifically to understand and address any accessibility issues.  Ryanair say they work very closely with the RNIB and they quoted the RNIB as saying it's now possible to select airports and dates with a screen reader and keyboard only.  Thanks very much for implementing these changes.  Well we went back to the RNIB on this who did acknowledge there had been some improvements.

So let's have your views and experiences.  Details about how you can do that at the end of the programme.

Now I don't know about you but whenever someone suggests a visit to a museum I still inwardly sight, just why would someone with little or no sight want to traipse around a series of glass cabinets and roped off displays pondering their contents - not my idea of fun.  However, I do know there are some very good interactive and accessible exhibitions and we're about to tell you about another one.

Bristol City Council's new state of the art museum - M Shed - recently won a Jodi award for its Penfriend audio information project which innovatively uses the Penfriend labelling device to give blind and visually impaired people access to information about the various exhibits.  Now we've reviewed and mentioned the penfriend on the programme several times and many of you may have one to label your spice jars and CDs etc.  For those who haven't the Penfriend is a device that records and stores sound files which are linked to individually coded labels.  When these labels are touched with the pen the information is played back.  Well Paul Sullivan heads up inclusion and access at M Shed and it was using his penfriend at home which gave him the idea of widening its use at the museum.  When the project was launched recently Cheryl Gabriel went along to talk to Paul and other visually impaired visitors to see the results.

Sullivan
So here's the first label that you would hear if you were handed this at the front desk.

Label
Welcome to M Shed, Bristol City History Museum.

Sullivan
It came about simply by experimenting with the penfriend at home and realising that if you can label a tin of beans or a bottle of wine you can label a museum object.  And because it's so reasonably priced - they're about 59-60 quid - they were very affordable compared to standard museum audio tours.  What we found is that the visitors actually liked hearing the voices of the curators and other people who work in the museum and catching their enthusiasm and of course their great knowledge of the objects.

For those of you that haven't worked them before it's a fat pen with a mushroom shaped head which contains a speaker and just below the speaker there's a button.  Once it comes on all you have to do is touch the tip of a pen - the pointed end - flat on to one of the penfriend points, that you'll find around the gallery, and it will start speaking.

Label
The objects at M Shed are displayed in a different way from many other museums.  For example in the Bristol People....

Sullivan
Can we just show you these tactile maps because they're down here, didn't notice these before, these are fantastic.  They're not like street maps of today, they're overall impressions of the area.  And they work from pre-Bristol - this is the second one which is more about Bristol beginning to spring up as a walled city.  And we've used the penfriends on these to record the information that's written on the printed key.  Down the right hand side here Cheryl there's a whole range of different tactile features that represent the castle, the river, a hill fort, Roman villa, places of worship etc., and then the penfriend gives you the description of each of those, so just a quick...

Gabriel
So you're just putting the tip of the penfriend now on the orange - I can see the orange label just in the corner of the map there.

Sullivan
And it should...

Gabriel
Ah there it goes.

Label
The walled city.  This is the key to the tactile map to your left.  [Indistinct words] the map arranged in a vertical line slightly below and to the left of this disc.  They are, from top to bottom, an engraved wiggly line...

Gabriel
It's good isn't it.

Sullivan
That's what I mean it's a bit kind of unpolished if you like but it's all there and people seem to like it.

Gabriel
I think it's good actually, it's less formal isn't it...

Sullivan
Exactly.

Gabriel
It's more how somebody would describe something to you if you were in the museum with somebody just telling you what's happening - that's really good.

Sullivan
So we think these are brilliant.

Label
The Bristol Life Gallery is on the first floor at the far end of the building.  This gallery is about the relationships between Bristol people.  Here you can discover...

Gabriel
Amelia, how are you getting on?

Amelia
Brilliant, we've been in to all the galleries, had a quick look round all of them.  So the bus, the horse and cart downstairs, the fire engine and in here we've just been looking at the chocolate bit.

Gabriel
What's the chocolate bit?

Amelia
It's a bit about the history of chocolate and they've got some moulds there that can be felt as well.

Gabriel
We're actually in front of a glass cabinet that looks like there's a lot of books and maps but to be honest I can't read any of them and presumably neither can you, so what do we do now then to find out what's in there?

Amelia
So I was going on to the labels, I was going to unplug it so we can listen - we can all hear it.

Label
The first family of chocolate.  The world's first salad bar of chocolate was produced by a Bristol company - JS Fry and Sons - in 1847.  Before that chocolate had been served as a drink or as small tablets...

Gabriel
Is it coming out of the penfriend or is it coming out of the machine?

Amelia
That's out of the penfriend - out of the penfriend.  So technically I can walk away with this now and I have been in some places, just taking the label, and walking away and I've had an earpiece plugged in so I've been listening to them as you walk around to the next bit.

Label
... search book open at a page showing labels of Friar's chocolate cool tablets.

Gabriel
Oh that's what it is, the book's got all the labels as the old Friar's chocolate...

Amelia
Yeah, yeah.

Gabriel
Wow.  And here's the - what are these?

Amelia
Moulds of chocolate, which contain the chocolate bars.  It's really impressive.

Gabriel
There's a double deck bus here which I have to say is probably one of my favourite things because I just love old buses.  And are there any penfriend points in the bus?

Sullivan
There aren't any in the bus because there is integrated audio in the bus, so when you sit on the seats you hear conversations that would have taken place on that bus.

Gabriel
So it's done the job for you?

Sullivan
Exactly yeah.  

Gabriel
How exciting is this - up the little metal steps.  

Bus commentary
...so naturally it says private so I didn't take any notice.  The next day I was up in front of the governor at Morris Hill.

Gabriel
This is great, I'm the only on the bus, on the back seat.

Bus commentary
You're holding up the bus [indistinct words].  

... in the summer you know we used to show them opening...

Gabriel
It's brilliant, it's very, very atmospheric and for those of us that remember buses like this it's very nostalgic indeed.  Down the metal steps and off again.

Butt
I'm Barry Butt, I'm from Guide Dogs.  I think it's absolutely fantastic.  I don't have any vision at all myself and it's been absolutely wonderful to go round and just put something on a disc and it tells you all about what's here. 

Gabriel
What's been your favourite thing that you've seen so far, what's taken your fancy?

Butt
I really enjoyed hearing about the book of punishments and the slave trade but also the transport and how people were living, particularly the gallery downstairs, I really enjoyed that gallery.

Gabriel
Do you use a penfriend normally in everyday life?

Butt
I've never ever used a penfriend before and I was certainly thinking in investing in one, it's something I never really thought about before, I'm a Braille user and I've always used Braille on everything, but this just seems a really fantastic way of doing things.

Gabriel
Elisabeth, it's Cheryl from In Touch.

Elisabeth
Oh hi Cheryl.

Gabriel
Hello.  Have you had a chance to have a look round?

Elisabeth
Yes I've been here before but I had another look round and saw some new things today I haven't seen before.  I think it's a lovely museum but I would say that, wouldn't I, because I was part of the original disability group that Paul set up.  But I think the penfriend has made such a difference because people get bored in reading to you and anyway I can sort of do it at my own pace and I can get it into my radio wave which is really helpful for me.  I'm totally blind, I'm severely hearing impaired, this is my hearing aid and it's supplemented with the radio wave that you've got in your hand.  It's comparatively cheap, which a lot of these things are not, and also you could you use it for other impaired people or even anyone literacy impaired for instance, not just blind people.  Or you could use it for people whose first language is not English because you could record the messages in whatever language you like.

Butt
Certainly for children I think it would be absolutely fantastic.  When I was growing up we'd go to a museum on a school trip or with parents you were never allowed to touch anything, they were always very quiet places that you weren't really allowed to do anything in and I hated them.  Now I'd love to spend a long time here because there's so much to do and I think every museum in the country really could benefit from this.

White
Barry Butt ending Cheryl's report.  And there's information about the penfriend and the project on the website.  And that's it for today, do let us your ideas, queries, suggestions, you can call our action line on 0800 044 044 or you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk.  From my, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.




