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IN TOUCH
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PRESENTER:  PETER WHITE

PRODUCER:  LEE KUMUTAT


White
Good evening.  Tonight:  Hail, floods, even landslides - Britain's had the lot over the past week.  So what happens to visually impaired travellers when normal service disappears?  And audio description spreads its wings.

Now blind and partially sighted people tend to be pretty resourceful when it comes to travelling, as we've been hearing on recent programmes, but most of us would admit that we rely pretty heavily on consistency - getting to know routes, relying on services to be there when we need them.  So what do we do when all bets are off?  This past week has seen some appalling conditions.

News clip
The thunder and lightning was spectacular, the rain would be better described as biblical, Sharon Barber has the details.

The monsoon like deluge has hit Cumbria first with reports of flooding and school closures coming in from Cumbria.

As the storm moved east there were dramatic scenes as lightning struck the Tyne Bridge.  The flash flooding has caused widespread disruption for drivers and train passengers throughout the Northeast.

White
Newcastle and Gateshead were particularly badly hit by this weather last Thursday and Claire Parker was one of those who got caught up in the chaos.

Parker
It wasn't too bad when I left the office as I made my way to the Gateshead Interchange but when I got there the weather had got really bad by then.

White
Now the Interchange - is that like the metro?

Parker
That's the metro station, yeah, it's a big station, it's where the buses and the metro all from there.  And I usually get the metro because that's easier because the metro has announcements, that's easier, it's a direct way for me to get home.

White
So what did you do instead?

Parker
One of the staff in the station directed me to the right stop for a bus to go - to take me back to Sunderland.  I only just got on a bus because there were so many people waiting that they had to turn people away because they were just so packed.  I was stood on the bus for over three hours...

White
Three hours?!

Parker
Yeah, because the bus wasn't moving at all.

White
How long should it take?

Parker
Forty minutes. 

White
And what were the conditions like?

Parker
The roads were just like rivers, all the traffic was just really struggling to move, it was just really scary.  

White
What was scary about it?

Parker
Not knowing exactly where I was because the bus had to take diverted routes because of all the roads being closed.  There was also the sound of the storm outside - the lightning and the thunder was scary but when you're on a bus in the middle of - where you don't know where you are it's even more scary and I was also worried that the bus wasn't going to be able to go anywhere and everybody was going to have to be left stranded.

White
What was the atmosphere on the bus like?

Parker
It made it easier that you were with other people who were I suppose had similar worries about getting home so I think people sort of helped each other in that way and I think everyone was really grateful of the bus driver as well because he really did a great job and it must have been really stressful for him as well.

White
Now obviously you do travel quite a lot on your own, I mean where does that come in terms of sort of experiences you've had?

Parker
If you're on a normal route and there's no sudden disasters or sudden changes then I can travel quite independently but when something like this happens out of the blue, that there's no warning about it, then it's just hard to plan for or to make sure that you're going to be able to be safe.

White
It wasn't just the North of England that suffered, there was rain and storms in the East Midlands, for instance, and Lynda Belton had a journey which at its best isn't a simple one.

Belton
Last Thursday I was taking a trip to Vista, which is the local society for the blind in Leicestershire and to do that I need to go on three buses.  I caught the first bus at 11 o'clock from my village and it wasn't raining then.  I got into Loughborough, where I change buses, and when I got off it had started to rain, so I thought I'll stand underneath the bus shelter to put my coat on and get my brolly up.  The bus shelter is actually opposite a pub which was shut at the time and so I stood there and thought this is coming down even harder and I remained underneath the bus shelter and in front of me, between the pub and the bus shelter, was a gulley that was filling up with water like a little river and it got to be about a metre wide and about four or five centimetres deep and was encroaching upon my feet in the bus shelter.  Very kindly the landlady opened the front door of the pub and there were other people waiting with me as well and said - Would you like to come into the pub and shelter?  So I had to think how do I get across this big puddle without getting my shoes soaking wet and I've got to have those shoes on all day?  So I took my shoes off, hitched my trousers up, walked through the puddle barefoot and into the pub where I got my feet dry and put my shoes back on.

White
So it must have been almost like sitting on the beach waiting for the tide to come in was it?

Belton
Exactly yes.  I then caught my bus to Leicester and the storm followed.  When I arrived in Leicester we had quite a bit of thunder and lightning but I managed to cross Leicester and get on the next bus without getting wet but then the heavens did open and the thunder and lightning was fairly heavy on that next bus.  I actually like the thunder and lightning, I think it's really exciting, but there were some people on the bus that were quite frightened.

White
But quite a convoluted journey in some pretty nasty conditions, I mean have you seen conditions quite like that before in Leicester?

Belton
Not in Leicester, no, I mean I was told with people that I met up with later on in the day they couldn't even get across the road - the roads were like a river - and they couldn't get across the road.

White
But at least for you you never actually felt that you were in danger or in trouble?

Belton
No, no not at all, no.

White
I do hope it was a good meeting.

So the stiff upper lip well to the fore and In Touch didn't really need to go far to find weather stories, they happened to us.

Lee Kumutat set out cheerfully enough from Kings Cross to do some recordings in Scotland but at Newcastle Station her plans were radically changed.  Because of the landslip north of Newcastle Lee, along with thousands of others, was stranded on the station.  So what was so hard for her about that?

Kumutat
Finding staff was impossible and at the same time the storm was right overhead, so there was thunder and lightning going on every few seconds.  So my guide dog was beside himself, so he was actually of no use at all.

White
What about special assistance, which is there - you know that's what's supposed to be there to help disabled people in particular?

Kumutat
Well there were other people who probably needed more help than I did at that time.  There was a lady who was still sat on the train and needed to be got off the train.  And that actually took some time as she was quite distressed, she didn't know what was going on.  So I think there were people who did need more help than I did.  But again it was relying on fellow passengers that really got me through.  I didn't see a member of staff until I was brought to the information centre by a police officer.

White
And you had to get another train and I guess the problem was in that situation it's very hard to grab the initiative?

Kumutat
It was very clear that trains weren't going anywhere so the idea was what happens next.  And everybody was in the same boat and the staff didn't seem to have any information.  What I ended up doing was booking a hotel but it was actually being able to get out of Newcastle Station to get to my hotel that was proving a problem.  And it was the first time, in a long time, that I actually thought I wish I could see because I was aware that people were finding their way out of the situation and I really felt that I couldn't.  I felt powerless.  I feel that I'm quite a resourceful person but I wasn't really afforded the opportunity to be as resourceful as I wanted to be.  I think if I could see I would have picked up my bag and walked out of Newcastle Station and found a taxi or a bus and at least gone somewhere.  It was the feeling of not being able to do anything for myself that was really difficult.

White
You eventually got to Edinburgh, you got the job done for which you'd gone and lo and behold coming back you had another problem.

Kumutat
I did eventually get to Edinburgh but it did take me 26 hours from door to door and on the way back I encountered more frustration because I was being guided by an assistant onto a train and the guard of that train said - Sorry mate we can't get her on at this time because you've got to walk her down to where there are no reserved seats and that's just going to take too long.  And that conversation happened really without me being aware of it because they were clearly using eye contact and gestures and he just let that train go.

White
And the assumption was that you couldn't, in a way, be asked whether you wanted to actually get on the train and take your chance and find a seat because at least then you would have left with everyone else?

Kumutat
That's exactly right.  If I had realised what was happening I would have just said get me on and I'll find a seat on the train.

White
Being realistic, you know, these circumstances were very unusual, is it really fair to be that critical of systems when systems couldn't really be created for such circumstances, isn't what you experienced just another aspect of being blind, unfortunate but inevitable?

Kumutat
I think there is an element of that but I do think that we are more vulnerable in those situations than others that can see and perhaps we could have a staff member allotted to a group of us or something to at least let us know what's going on.  I don't think it's unreasonable, I think if we're in a situation where we haven't got a clue where we are - I'd never been to Newcastle in my life before - a bit of extra assistance from staff is not an unreasonable ask.

White
So just what is supposed to happen in those kinds of unforeseen circumstances?  We wanted to ask the Association of Train Operating Companies about the kind of training offered to staff to help vulnerable people but despite repeated requests for information about this over the past couple of days no one was made available to us, nor despite asking for one have we received a statement.  The line on which Lee was travelling is operated by East Coast Trains, this is what they told us:

Statement (Read)
The disruption to services between Newcastle and Edinburgh last week was due to unprecedented weather conditions.  Staff worked tirelessly through the night to arrange alternative travel and accommodation for everyone who was stranded.  During disruption our main aim is to ensure customers get to their end destination and staff prioritise vulnerable customers, including children, the elderly and people with disabilities.  We drafted in as many extra staff as possible to help with between 40 and 80 staff on hand at any one time.

And of course we'd be interested to know your experiences and hear your views.

And now to your feedback.  We've had a gratifying amount of it over the past couple of weeks and we stay first with travel.  Many of you reacted to our report on the apparent distinction the government was considering making between the use of guide dogs and canes when calculating the new Personal Independence Payments benefit or PIPs.  Carole Gausden from Manchester is angry at the suggestion that learning mobility skills could result in your receiving less benefit.

Gausden
At various times I have been both a guide dog and white cane user and have the scars to prove it.  Getting about on foot by either method incurred no actual cost but we don't have the luxury of spontaneously getting into the family car or jumping on to a bus for a trip out.  Instead the majority of visually impaired people have to pay for taxi fares, rail travel or expenses for a sighted guide in addition to our canes or dogs.  My understanding of the purpose of DLA was to pay for those additional costs specific to a disability.  As far as I can ascertain the purpose of PIP is to penalise achievements and independent living.  We should not allow the government to pretend they care whether blind people have independence or dignity.  We need to make them admit that PIPs are nothing more than a cynical exercise in cutting benefits to some of the most vulnerable people.  As a start perhaps we could get support of MPs and the media to rename it The Personal Initiative Penalty.

White
There was also a strong reaction to news that a diversity organisation had sent out inaccessible e-mails to visually impaired people inviting them to their awards ceremony for good practice.  Alan Hunt wondered why we hadn't recommended the legal route for redress.

Hunt
I was just listening to the article on web accessibility and was very disappointed that no one referred to the Equality Act 2012.  Websites are now supposed to be accessible to everyone under the act including partially sighted and blind people.  It's as if the act does not exist.  It seems that disabled people are unaware of their rights and that service providers do not realise that they have legal obligations under the act.  Is this because the act is effectively a lame duck requiring people to personally take a company to court?  I don't know but it's very frustrating that even the BBC seems unaware that disabled people are protected from discrimination in this way.

White
Well Alan we do frequently mention the Equality Act but it does have to be borne in mind that the act is civil rather than criminal law, which means any case against a company has to be brought either by you or a disability organisation.  There have been isolated cases of this happening, such as the RNIB's case against the airline BMI Baby because of its inaccessible website.  This was settled out of court.  A result may be but it does mean the law receives no more clarification.

Meanwhile for Carl Grint the issue is just that it didn't need to happen in the first place.

Grint 
As a web developer I have built accessible websites in starting in the industry.  The requirement to build accessible websites is not a cost issue, it is a usability issue and for a diversity organisation it should be the cost of not being accessible rather than one of increased development costs.  I have worked on projects for the public and private sector from simple brochure sites and full eCommerce sites through prescription order systems and patient referral systems for the NHS, all web based and all accessible with the most expensive system costing £5,000.

White
But Hazel Darvell from Aylesbury told us about the very positive experience she'd had.

Darvell
After hearing this topic on In Touch last night I thought my story would be uplifting.  I'm on friendly terms with all the staff at our doctor's surgery and recently decided to use their online repeat prescription service.  I took a look around their website only to find there was no structure for screen reader users.  I then e-mailed my GP who in a very short time contacted their web team and after I had explained what was needed it was fixed within 24 hours.  Now we can navigate around the site using headings to help us.  I think my conclusion is that if the willingness is there it can be done.

White
Do keep those reactions coming in.

And finally one more use of the technique of audio description.  We're used to it being employed to describe the action in the silences on TV, in a film or at the theatre but the company VocalEyes is now asking well known voices to tell us what it is they love about favourite London buildings.  VocalEyes chief executive Judy Dixey told me more about it.

Dixey
We heard about this project called New York Beyond Sight a couple of years back and it seemed a brilliant idea to get celebrity Londoners to talk about their favourite bits of London in a similar way, so hence we've got London Beyond Sight which is going to team up London celebrities with their favourite landmark and then we are getting our audio describers to script that and then the Londoners will record that including their own personal reflections as to why they're interested in that particular landmark.

White
And are they completely aimed at visually impaired people?

Dixey
They're not just aimed at visually impaired people, it's for sighted and non-sighted people alike.  Both Londoners and non-Londoners - visitors from all over.

White
And are you trying to tie this in with the Olympics or is this forever as it were?

Dixey
No it'll be forever.

White
So what are your favourites amongst these - pick out what you think will be some of the highlights?

Dixey
There's the Cenotaph which is being recorded by Alistair Stewart.

Clip - Alistair Stewart
The monument stands proudly in the middle of the two-way road as if on an island in its own river of traffic and pedestrians like the support for a non-existent bridge.

And quite fun is Alison Steadman, the wonderful actress.  She's chosen the Pelicans in St James' Park.

Clip - Alison Steadman
There they were sunning themselves on the rocks in the lake with their huge wings stretched out to dry like cormorants.  Apparently the originals were a gift from a Russian ambassador in the 17th Century.

White
So not a place but a kind of thing?

Dixey
Exactly, something that is redolent of London to her.

White
And you've also nodded towards the BBC I think.

Dixey
We have.  Bush House has been chosen by Zoe Wannamaker, a really interesting actress.

Clip - Zoe Wannamaker
Two massive fluted stone pillars rise 12 metres high to support a broad platform on which two statues stand beneath a rounded roof.  They are both men and each holds a flaming torch and a shield.  These two figures represent Britain and America.

Dixey
You would have thought she might have chosen the Globe but in fact we've got Mark Rylance doing the Globe instead.

White
And you haven't done them all yet, so how many are you hoping to have in the end?

Dixey
There are 17 on the website already, we're hoping to have 40.

White
And is that the only way you'll be able to appreciate them - online - what are the plans for where they'll be?

Dixey
It is online but you can also download that as a podcast, you can put it on your mobile as well, take it with you when you visit.

White
Judy Dixey of VocalEyes.

And there's information about that project and indeed everything else on tonight's programme available from our actionline, you can call that on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme.  You can e-mail us with your comments and suggestions - intouch@bbc.co.uk and there's a free download of tonight's programme from our website, that's available from tomorrow.

From me, Peter White, the safely returned and now I'm glad to say dried out Lee Kumutat and the team, goodbye.


