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White
Good evening.  Tonight:  The support workers who now need support themselves and a visually impaired grandmother who's gone rather further than reading her grandchildren a bedtime story.

Clip
I have a five year old grandson who as I was printing a book that happened to have one word on each page read the word as it came out of the printer and he couldn't do that with his standard book.  Each letter's probably an inch high - I don't know - it's quite big.

White
More from Eileen Finch a bit later in the programme.

But first, over the past few days we've been hearing about a number of blind and partially sighted people whose employment support workers have suddenly been made redundant and in some cases haven't been paid for work they've already done.  The company which employs them, as part of the government's Access to Work scheme, Scout Enterprises, says it's facing liquidation and is currently unable to pay them.  They're being told they will eventually be able to claim money owing from the National Insurance scheme.  

Hugh Huddy runs campaigns for the RNIB and he relies heavily on his support worker.  News of the problem came to him out of the blue.

Huddy
I got an e-mail from a colleague which said there may be a problem, I've just had an e-mail from DWP saying there could be a problem with support workers and that was two days before I actually got a phone call from DWP and the phone call came less than 30 minutes before the 5 o'clock close of play on Friday, which kind of marked the end of the contract, which my support worker had.  And they did they were really busy and they had so many people to contact but - and I understand that - but I didn't hear until 30 minutes before and there was just no time to plan anything.

White
So what you're saying is that could have left you without a support worker the following Monday morning?

Huddy
Well it did in a way because after the phone call they e-mailed me some options but all of those options, like re-employ yourself or your support worker could be self-employed or you could find an agency, my support worker was coming in on the Tuesday, the following week, I had a huge amount on at work, I was under a great deal of pressure and I had Monday to plan all this stuff but you just can't do everything like that on one day.

White
And just explain what - in your case - your support worker's role is.

Huddy
Well she acts as eyes, things like scanning large printed journals, reading letters that have come in that are hand written or can't be scanned, doing internet searchers where my screen reader just can't function because the website's not accessible.  And what Fleur does is being able to see she can do the things that my screen reader can't do.

White
And how difficult will it be for you to do your job without someone like your support worker?

Huddy
It's mainly time - I can get things done extremely quickly with Fleur but when Fleur isn't there it can take me a lot longer to complete what to me should be a simple task.

White
Well also with us is Fleur - that's Fleur Donnelly-Jackson - here both to tell her own story and in her capacity as Hugh's support worker.  So how did you find out about this?

Donnelly-Jackson
The first inkling I had is I was actually in the office with Hugh on the Tuesday where a colleague let him know, so I had a little bit of prior warning but indirectly and nothing very certain.  About the middle of the week I had an e-mail from a line manager but that was quite vague and had a helpful hint at the end that we might not get paid but she wasn't really sure.  And then at the end of that week, on the Friday, I had a redundancy letter making me redundant literally two days later, so taking effect on the end of the month, which meant I was left not knowing at all what my work situation was for the following week.

White
How come you're here - what position does that put you in?

Donnelly-Jackson
It's put me in a very awkward position and a very uncertain position.  I actually work with Hugh and another client, I have different contractual arrangements with each of them because with Hugh I work supporting him and I'm paid through a scheme called Access to Work which helps with reasonable adjustments and for his employer to have me there in the workplace supporting him and I work with another client, who's a civil servant, very different relationship there again - I do slightly different kind of support work with her due to her specific needs and I have no idea literally at this moment in time how either of those situations are going to work out, there's been some negotiation but it's not resolved by any means.

White
So are you being paid?

Donnelly-Jackson
No, not at the moment, I'm waiting to see whether I can possibly invoice Hugh for some of the work I did for September, there's no resolution in terms of the other client that I support at the moment, so yeah I kind of very much up in the air I think.

White
So you're working a little bit on a wing and a prayer at the moment?

Donnelly-Jackson
Yes but having to think that I might have to review my options very, very soon, if I'm not being paid for the past month and there's uncertainty about this month I very quickly have to think about what I'm going to do and does that mean that I go and sign on, because I've been made redundant officially or do I try and get another job very quickly or do I try and sort out and become self-employed and hope that it works.

White
And what have the Department of Work and Pensions, who operate Access to Work, what have they told you?

Donnelly-Jackson
They have told me nothing.  I have actually written to their Minister for Disabled People off my own back, I've not yet heard anything back.  As support workers you have this very strange arrangement where you support a client, that client might work in a workplace so they have HR in their workplace who I'm having to negotiate with and then you have - the payment comes through Access to Work, it's part of Job Centre Plus and then DWP are responsible for the whole overall arrangements.  And so we're kind of at the bottom of the pile in terms of anybody feeling that they need to tell us anything, arrange anything, deal with us.  When I spoke to Access to Work they don't want to speak to us because we're kind of like a welfare benefit in some ways because we're part of that reasonable adjustment, so they only want to speak to the visually impaired person whose benefit this sort of is.

White
Is it an option for you to be self-employed?

Donnelly-Jackson
I would like to be self-employed and remove the middle man - the agency - out of this and so it's much more clear and transparent and I know what I'm invoicing for and we set a clear rate but I'm not quite sure how it's going to work given how complex all of the relationships are around this.

White
What about that from your point of view Hugh because of course if Fleur were self-employed effectively you would be paying her directly and Access to Work would have to give the money to you?

Huddy
And that sounds fine, these things are a very big change in the working culture though because if we could have known about that quite a few weeks ago maybe we could have found out what rates she'd be paying and what other issues do I need to be aware of to make sure that it all works out.  We've had to do this in a day really.

White
Fleur, just finally, I mean you've been talking to other ex-Scout employees I think and other support workers, how are they feeling?

Donnelly-Jackson
There's uncertainty is the main thing, there's a lot of confusion, I'm seeing people who basically are feeling like their life has just been turned upside down, they don't know what to do, they're having to deal with very complex processes.  So I think confusion, people are very confused about what to do and what their rights are in the situation.

White
Fleur Donnelly-Jackson and Hugh Huddy. 

Well we've heard from a number of other visually impaired people and their support workers who have similar stories to tell.  So why has all this happened so suddenly?  Ray Smith is the chief executive of Scout Enterprises and he told me what had gone wrong.

Smith
In August we were told by the prime contractor which was Rehab JobFit, which holds the contract with government for the work programme, that they were going to take our contract away as we couldn't maintain the level of jobs required.  And when that started that sort of tipped us over the edge.

White
So how big a proportion of what you did was your Access to Work responsibility?

Smith
About - well we were employing just around 300.

White
So you went into company voluntary administration?

Smith
No, not quite, we're not in administration, we will be by the 19th of this month...

White
But you were in CVA - that's correct?

Smith
Oh yeah, yes, yes, that was over - we ran into problems about three years ago, or four years ago... the contract was coming to an end in September...

White
Right but it had been renewed hadn't it?

Smith
Yeah but they'd renewed it - they renewed it six times.

White
But when you were made aware that your contract with Access to Work had been extended did they know that you might not be able to fulfil it?

Smith
No, no, no, no, they wouldn't, they wrote to us and said we'd like you to continue for another year...

White
Shouldn't you have told them that you weren't really in a position to do that?

Smith
Well - that happened almost simultaneously at the same time, yes.  So they weren't aware when they offered it but of course when we got talking to them, when we told them what the situation was and we're very concerned, so that was it really.

White
I mean do you think in a way you've rather let down the support workers because they had no inkling of this did they?

Smith
... we had - we thought - we were very concerned about that, we thought that we'd got it sorted but the works and pensions people decided that they would withdraw the contract and it naturally came to an end in September anyway and that they would then write to each one offering them three or four different providers which may look after them in the future.  That's what they decided to do.  I know that they were very concerned about the way it was going but they never at any time asked us if we were paying the wages, well we did tell them we just couldn't for other reasons, we were told that we just couldn't.

White
But do you think you've let them down?

Smith
Well in that sense yes but you know in the end the whole thing was taken out of our hands, so we couldn't do anything.

White
Are you likely to get into this kind of area again?

Smith
We are packing it in, we're expected to do the work and to get paid later and charities in the main do not have substantial funds to invest in that and this is what's going wrong with the work programme, this is why a lot of charities have gone bankrupt and we're going to be one of them because the government will not - they just won't pay out anything up front.

White
Ray Smith of Scout Enterprises.

Well the Department for Work and Pensions say they've no one available to talk about this on the programme but they have told us, in a brief statement, that they had contacted all claimants who are affected by the changes at Scout Enterprises and have helped them make alternative arrangements with other local access to work service providers in their area and to ensure they continue to receive the support they need.  In answer to our questions to why there was no notice given they told us they began contacting people as soon as they heard.

Well we'll be following this story, as it develops, and you can also hear more about it on You and Yours later this week.

Now this reaction to last week's story about the security methods companies use on their websites to check that requests for information are legitimate.  The anti-spam devices causing problems for visually impaired internet users are called audio captures and we've heard from Tim Gebbels who says:  "

Recently attempting to sign an e-petition I couldn't do it independently because of the audio capture.  There were six words, five of which were distinguishable enough as phonetic characters, one, however, was inaudible.  It was only with the help of a sighted friend who could see the accompanying image that I could complete the form.  This was a petition on a government website about cuts to disabled benefits, the irony was too painful."

Well now, like many grandmas, Eileen Finch likes reading stories to her grandchildren but her sight isn't good enough to cope with standard print.  There are services producing books which combine Braille and pictures but Eileen's not a Braille reader, so she's created her own - 30 so far - and she wants to expand.  She's got a licence from the publishers and she's also managed to get her books into some libraries.  She told me why she'd wanted to do it.

Finch
I wanted to share and read books with my grandchildren, I did it with my own children - well certainly the oldest one I did - and I couldn't find books that I wanted to read to them really, not in the quality and as beautiful as I wanted.  Basically the same as other people's really.

White
And that's quite important isn't it - this idea that they should be attractive to the children.

Finch
It's utterly critical because if you read something that's not attractive then they not - they want to touch it and hold it and it's theirs, you're just somebody on the side really.

White
And what - just explain the logistics from your point of view, what sort of book do you need to be able to read to your grandchildren?

Finch
My access is 75 point print minimum.

White
For those who don't know, what does that look like?

Finch
Oh it's enormous, it's probably - each letter's probably an inch high, I don't know, it's quite big.  And I mean the thing is that people don't do 75 point print, people in the business of transcribing would see that as much too big, people don't use it because it is too big but the truth of it is that people do use it in a particular situation like reading to children.

White
So you need that kind of print and you also obviously want that combined with pictures to get the children interested.

Finch
Well the children want the pictures and actually believe it or not the children absolutely love the 75 point print.  I have a five year old grandson who as I was printing a book, that happened to have one word on each page, read the word as it came out of the printer and he couldn't do that with his standard book.

White
Now there are companies like Clear Vision, for example, charities like Clear Vision, why are their books not good for your purposes?

Finch
They are absolutely excellent in the absence of anything else because they did provide me with 75 point print but the book size is so small that often one word wouldn't fit on a line and when you read large print it's very difficult in the first place, so you have to have it designed to make it as easy as possible and their books they just don't have the production to make 75 point print as presentable as I do.

White
So you decided to do your own, how difficult was it to actually bring that to fruition?

Finch
Extremely difficult, I understand why people don't do it.  I wanted the books to be as good as those in the shops, we bought equipment, the equipment didn't work very well because the Braille means that pages are all big and thick at one end of the book and the other end's all thin.  I mean I'm not going to go into it all - and then the Brailler wasn't happy with the paper, it just went on and on and on.  And now a year and a bit later we're there and we still address problems but actually we're there.

White
And when you say there where are these books available then?

Finch
I've had 22 orders so far and have held back on marketing because it's been so difficult to produce but now I'm there I've had 22 orders, mainly from libraries and a couple of users, but actually the idea of having these books on library shelves is so exciting - I can't tell you.  [Laughter]

White
Where did the money come from to do this?

Finch
I had some funding, a small amount of funding, but actually more than the amount of funding I got has come from - come from me really, that's where it's come from.

White
I mean are you - are you aiming to make any money out this in the long run?

Finch
Oh yes I am.  I can't make a profit but I can have the job of doing it, well that's all I want actually, that's all I want.

White
And what sort of books are you doing in this format?

Finch
At the moment I've published the top 30 early years children's books - the Gruffalo, We're Going on a Bear Hunt, Walking Through the Jungle.

White
And do you have a final aim of how many of these because I think Clear Vision, for example, can lend about 14,000?

Finch
Oh I'm sure they can, I'm sure they can.  Well do you know what I think I'm going to take the first year with my marketing to see what happens because Clear Vision have a small subscription, they're a charity that are funded and they're in a cycle of their own that they've made for themselves over the years, I'm not Clear Vision at the moment, so I think one step at a time, let's see how the first year goes.  But I want to say that my books - there is no question about it - they are unique and they are stunning and they're accessible too.

White
And are your grandchildren your greatest critics?

Finch
They don't criticise the books actually, no, there's nothing to criticise, they're lovely.  I'm sorry to be so - I'm sorry to be so bold in my pleasure of them but really if you - if you come across them you would appreciate them.

White
So it's obviously given you a lot of fun?

Finch
It's given me a lot of fun and the feedback I get from people is always - always positive, so that spurs me on, it spurs me on.  It was for me - initially it was for me, I thought well if nobody else wants them then fine but actually people have been so receptive that it's encouraged me.

White
Eileen Finch.  And there's more about Eileen's books on our website and also about other organisations, such as the lending library known as Clear Vision that Eileen talked about.

As for next week well the accent is going to be very much on teenagers, in particular we're going to be hearing about some of the adventures of four youngsters who've recently taken part in a film which premieres at the BFI Film Festival in London on Sunday.  They play the roles of pupils at a Portuguese school which receives a visitation from a rather unusual teacher with some rather unusual theories.  You'll get no more out of me than that at the moment, do join us for it.  Plus a reminder that all 10 editions of Can't See Will Cook, our series on imaginative and safe cookery, are up on our website and can be downloaded individually, everything from Scroggie Pie to a Lebanese fish Melange.  You can get a free download of this programme from the website from tomorrow and if you want to comment on anything you've heard you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk or you can contact our actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours from the end of the programme, which is now.  

That's it for today from me Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat and the team, goodbye.


