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White
Good evening.  Losing some or all of your sight should involve losing as little else as possible.  Well that, at least, is the philosophy behind our occasional series Blindness for Beginners.  The idea is we invite experienced visually impaired people to pass on the tricks of the trade - ways to do things when you're losing sight which keep you in control of running your own life.  Which is why this time we're looking at how to stay on top of money and finances.  I'm joined by two people with a wealth of related experience - if you'll forgive the phrase - Diane Roworth is Chief Executive Officer of York Blind and Partially Sighted Society and Diane is partially sighted herself;  David Clarke has worked in banking for 20 years and for the past 16 of those he's been a bank manager.  He's currently working in St Albans, he works for Clydesdale Bank and David has been blind from birth.

Diane, first of all, what's the most common concern you hear from people losing sight about money and money matters?

Roworth
Well it's very ordinary everyday stuff like how to tell the difference between coins and notes, particularly when you're out shopping and you're at the front of the queue and there's a whole host of people behind you chomping at the bit and you're trying to sort out stuff - how do you do it?

White
Yeah, that terrible thing when you're at the front of the queue, as you say, and you can hear people tutting behind you.  So are there key things you tell people?

Roworth
Absolutely, unfortunately, as with most things, it's about being organised.  It's about trying to prepare yourself before you go out to the shop if you possibly can.  So if you've got a whole host of change in your purse it is going to be really difficult to tell one coin from another so try and separate them in some way - so you might leave all your five ps and your two ps at home, put them in a charity box or whatever, separate your pound coins into a different compartment in your purse or put them in a coin holder so that when you actually get to the shop you know exactly where they are and you're not fumbling around in your purse to find them.

White
I mean the compartmentalised purse is a wonderful discovery.  For years and years I went around with pockets absolutely weighed down with coins and always got holes in them and started to lose them, hadn't realised that actually there are some really quite cheap good compartmentalised purses which - that works for me.

Roworth
Absolutely and sometimes people will just get a special purse just to put their pound coins in, so even if you can't find one with different compartments get a small purse that you can keep somewhere on your person or in your handbag that's just simply for your pound coins.

White
David, what about you?  Does a bank manager actually deal in anything as trivial as coins?

Clarke
Well it's funny you should mention it actually because people often say to me that they'll think I'm royalty in that I don't ever carry money around and it's funny I don't and even when I worked in a branch that had a cash machine in it I quite often used to walk out on a Friday night and then think ooh I've got to go to the bank.  And that's largely because I try and avoid money - which sounds a little bit off...

White
Because?

Clarke
... for a person working in bank.  Because I prefer the electronic methods of payment.  Diane's absolutely right scrabbling around in your pockets trying to work out whether it's a fiver or a tenner and no matter how many times you look at these things, no matter how experienced you are at it you always get that nice crisp five pounds that regrettably feels like a tenner and you're never quite sure unless you've got something to compare it to.

White
Actually that's a very good point because of course there is this method, which I think we're all aware of, of identifying notes which of course at least in the UK are different sizes from each other and I guess David when you do carry the odd note you do this thing of putting it between your index finger and your middle finger and kind of measuring it out and the amount it sticks out or is that a bit too primitive for you?

Clarke
No I do do that, yeah, but I mean only a couple of weeks ago a taxi driver said to me that's a tenner not a fiver.  So I've been blind since birth and I still get it wrong which is why, as I say, I try where I can avoid it and it takes it out of the equation.

White
But that's the problem, isn't it, when notes have been used a lot they go limb and a tenner can look like a fiver.

Roworth
If you've got the time before you go out what I see a lot of people doing is folding their notes in a different way, so that you take out a folded note from your wallet and by the way it's folded you know whether it's a five, a 10 or a 20.  So, for example, a five pound note you could fold in half, a 10 pound note you would fold into four lengthways and a 20 pound note you may not fold at all.  So you've got that opportunity before you go out and then every time you get a folded note out of your wallet you know exactly what denomination it is.

White
Which of course is presumably what Americans, who have notes of the same size, that's what they have to do - folding stuff in different shapes and sizes and folding them different ways.  Can we do one more thing before we leave coins and that's these coin holders - I haven't seen them lately, are they still around Diane?

Roworth
Well I know you can get the pound coin holders but I do know that - certainly we get ours from RNIB and I do know they're having trouble sourcing them at the moment, so whether we'll be able to get them in future I don't know, but I know we can definitely get hold of the pound coins, which also doubles up as a euro coin holder as well.

White
Okay.  Let's come on to, if you like, bigger money - the idea of using the bank and the kind of services that you would be entitled to as a relatively newly blind person.  David, I mean first of all I think people would be interested to hear that as a person blind from birth you're a bank manager, I mean what's the biggest challenge for you in that line of work?

Clarke
Well I think paper was initially the biggest challenge, then when I started working in a bank back in 1994 of course everything was written down on paper and when it was handwritten that made it completely impossible to deal with independently.  But it was the start of the era of OCR scanning.

White
OCR, that's optical character recognition.

Clarke
Which meant that I could start to scan things into my computer to read them but over the years, very, very quickly, e-mail and Excel and Word attachments have become the norm and these days when I'm working with my clients I just give them the heads up that it would be far easier for them to send it directly to me rather than to print it off and then send it to me.

White
Well you see I find that really interesting because a lot of blind and partially sighted people contact us, people who use the kind of screen readers you've been talking about and computers and say I'm trying to get my bank to communicate with me by e-mail, they tell me it's not secure.  How do you suggest people persuade banks - I mean you do it because it's useful for you because you work for them but is it less secure - e-mail?

Clarke
This is a very personal view but if you're going to put something into a postal system I would suggest that's relatively insecure as well.  You would hope, as you would with e-mail, that no one will interfere with it during the process but you never quite know what's going to happen to something.  So I would say there's a genuine lack of security once information leaves one place and goes to another.  But certainly my clients would tend to try and manage that process by encrypting or passwording or that kind of thing.  I think there is a genuine issue with banks being attacked, if you like, by people seeking to get hold of data and therefore there needs to be a great deal of care.

White
So you would suggest to people that they don't give up on the idea of e-mailing and try perhaps to persuade their bank that this is their choice, this is something they would like to do?

Clarke
I would suggest that we carry on doing that but I think also you do have to appreciate that e-mail is still relatively new, it does come with security risks and I would suggest that any reluctance that's currently being displayed is based on an unwillingness to face those security risks on behalf of the bank and on the behalf of the customer.

White
Right.  So could you just spell out for us then the ways in which people can ask for services - the basic ways to find out what's happening in your bank account?

Clarke
In terms of what you can ask for generally what people would need to know is what is happening on the bank account and statements along with documents such as loan agreements and leaflets about products can all be provided in Braille, in large print and audio by most, if not all, of the UK banks.  We seem to have had very good progress in that area.  And when I say documents I think it's quite legitimate to ask for anything that could be sent to you in print that that could also be put into those other formats.  But of course there are many other ways in which you can approach your bank - you still have the ability to walk through the door and see somebody, you have telephone banking most of the time 24 hours a day and then of course there's the internet which is a personal preference of my own where you're able to do all your banking, stop your standing orders and direct debits and all that kind of stuff and manage your balance transfers payments all at your convenience.

White
Alright let's take those three one at a time and start with, as you said, walking through the door - personal banking.  Diane, that's your preference isn't it?

Roworth
Yeah it is, I do most of my banking face to face other than the direct debit stuff of course but yeah I'm lucky I live in a city and it's very easy for me to get to the bank, so I'm quite happy to go there when I need to do.  But I do pick and choose a bit as well so I will use other forms, so I will use ATMs and I will use a bit of telephone banking but mostly it's face to face.

White
I mean what strikes me is that somebody newly losing their sight and worrying about keeping control of their account, in those very early days they're not going to have Braille, they probably haven't got a computer yet, they're going to prefer that method at this stage aren't they?

Roworth
If that's what they're used to doing then yes, you want to be able to carry on doing what you're used to being able to do.

White
So if you're very computer literate you might very - fairly quickly - get on to the idea of using speech as a way of doing it instead of print?

Roworth
Absolutely, there is no right and wrong way of doing this, it's finding the way that suits you best as an individual. But usually when you can talk to somebody face to face, explain what the difficulties are and build up that relationship then that's the best way of getting what you want at the end of the day.

White
I find now - but I have been with my bank for about three million years - I find now that they will come and see me.  David, it's reasonable isn't it for you to say I'm a newly blind person or I'm losing my sight, I'm not confident to come to the bank, will you come to me?

Clarke
And you know any genuine request like that would be taken very, very seriously and I think the thing you have to work out here is the whole reason why there are the choice of all these delivery channels that the banks use is to meet people's preferences and enable them to transact on their account at any time of the day they like.  There's a real deep desire to provide the best service possible but the genuine people on the ground providing these services take it very, very seriously and as part of their day-to-day job to make sure that all of their customers get treated professionally and to the best of their ability.

White
Because you know what people will say - it's much more difficult now - the friendly bank manager - it's more difficult to make that relationship.

Clarke
Well it is and times have changed dramatically but personal banking is still available, it will sometimes potentially cost a little bit more because it costs a little bit more to provide and you can handle your banking affairs that way.

White
Diane, you must see quite a lot of people who are in this situation, do you give them that kind of advice, ask your bank, do see if you can get them to offer these kinds of services?

Roworth
Absolutely, I mean we will tell people that they have a right to get information that they need in a format that they can actually use, so a. you're perfectly entitled to ask for this and your bank should make every effort to make sure that you can get whatever format information you need but do talk to them.

White
I have to say I'm a big fan of telephone banking, it's not the same as having a chat with your bank manager but it's something that you can use very easily on a day-to-day basis, I mean you don't need computer skills to do it, as David said, you get a pin number, you can ring up, you can check on the state of your account, you can check what's likely to go out or go in in the next two or three days, you can pay bills - which is something that - if you have to mess about signing cheques and that sort of thing.  And all you need is that pin number and being confident with the idea of taking instructions, as it were, it'll tell you it but it talks you through the stages.  So I have to say that works particularly well for me and most of the big banks will do that, won't they David?

Clarke
Well they will indeed and also most of them will have an option to talk to somebody as well.  And I hear what you're saying about coming to your home but sometimes that's not practicable but what you can do, of course, is either ring one of the branches on one of those telephone calls have a really quite personal discussion about your affairs and knowing it's confidential.  Because I think one of the key things we're talking about here is security and independence and it's really important that your financial affairs stay secure, so as much as you can do yourself the better and also independence - you don't want to be talking to other people outside of the bank about your financial affairs and involving them, you want to be able to do that yourself.

White
And the other really good thing about telephone banking - and I guess you'd say this about online banking as well - you can do it any time of the day or night, so if you're an insomniac and you want to start worrying about your money at two o'clock in the morning you can actually do your telephone banking at that time and indeed if you wait long enough you might even find somebody to talk to at that time of the morning as well.  David, that's also your - the flexibility is your feeling about online banking yeah?

Clarke
Absolutely, I mean I think it's fair to say that I was a fairly early adopter in the internet and the screen reading world so I do appreciate that it does take a certain level of being au fait with computers and technology but for me it's made a world of difference in all parts of my life and banking's just one of them and able to have that independence to go on and do my banking, book holidays or just do general shopping and banking's no different.

White
Can we just talk quickly about - because there are some really very down to earth gadgets and bits of kit aren't there - Diane, if I can come to you, things like signature guides and so forth?

Roworth
Yeah in years gone by banks used to be able to provide signature guides and a note gauge so you could measure your notes if you wanted to do and a chequebook template for those people who still like to use chequebooks and I'm assuming these things are still available - do you know?

Clarke
Yeah they are.  I mean I think what I would say is that the use of cheques is a prime example really which is quite difficult for a fully blind person to use and I certainly wouldn't use them myself but I know many partially sighted people still use cheques and whilst it's still legal tender carry on but those kind of gadgets do need to continue to be available because obviously signing particularly, I mean a signing gauge can be used for a chequebook but of course it can be used for many things.

Roworth
And you can get one from RNIB, if you don't want to go to your bank you can get a nice little signature guide and a note gauge for I think it's about £1.20p or £1.30p, something like that.  And the other - for people who really do like their gadgets - is a note gauge and this vibrates according to the size of the note, so if you put a five pound note in it you can get one vibration, if you put a 10 pound you get two, three for a 20 and four for a 50.  So if you are a gadget freak and you like that sort of thing then maybe that can help you tell the difference between your notes.

White
I must admit you've come up with one there that I've never come across, I've never seen the vibrating note gauge.  Also we haven't mentioned yet in detail statements and of course these are available - bank statements - in accessible forms at all banks, or at least they should be.  I get mine in Braille but David what other forms can you get your bank statement in?

Clarke
You can get them in large print and you can get them in audio as well.  This is interesting again, a personal slant on it, but I got so much Braille statement material clogging up my post-box I actually cancelled all my statements and again just use them online nowadays, they come in at quite a size, don't they Peter, when they arrive?

White
Yes they do, especially - Braillists will know that there's grade one and grade two and quite often they seem to send them in grade one, which means they're a small book plonking on your floor.  Large print is always, Diane, something of a lottery isn't it, what do you find about asking for large print statements?

Roworth
It can have wonderful effects like a bank I know does absolutely brilliant large print, it's very black, it's very bold, it's about 18/20 point and it's fabulous to read.  But then there's another bank who will actually send me enlarged print, which is taking an A4 piece of paper and blowing it up onto A3 on a photocopier and that does not necessarily make it readable, it makes it bigger but if the print is very faint to start with, if it's very small to start with, simply blowing it up on a photocopier on to A3 doesn't necessarily make it more readable.  So if you do find that happening to you then go back to your bank and say well actually please could you send me it in proper large print.

Clarke
And I think something you've highlighted there is - I may be doing the bank a disservice - but that sounds like a bit of a Spanish practice created to help you, again I don't think that's acceptable, I think what we have to be looking to do is have a proper process in place so whoever you call, however you request it - if you pop into the branch or you request it on the internet - that process can be requested without you having to go through any hoops or special arrangements because you can guarantee at some point that process will fall down and you'll be left without a statement.

White
Right.  Summing up then, perhaps one piece of advice you'd give to someone who's losing their sight and still worried about keeping control of their money and Diane perhaps some people are saying oh don't worry mum we'll do that for you, we'll go into the bank, we'll sort it all out for you, slightly taking the whole business of control away from you.

Roworth
I would say go at your own pace, decide on which bits are causing you the most difficulty at the moment, talk to people - talk to other visually impaired people or go to your local society - and find out what the options are and choose the one that you feel most comfortable with.  There's no right and wrong in all of this, you've got to do what suits you best.

White
David, one final piece of key advice?

Clarke
Yeah well I would certainly reiterate what Diane says, it's very important to go at your own pace, very important to maintain your own independence over your finances.  And you have no - there's no reason to share any of that information with any third party, be they family or otherwise.  So it's very, very important to decide which way you want to bank and make sure that happens.  As I said the banks are genuinely interested in knowing how you wish to bank and genuinely interested in the feedback you have.  So, for example, where Diane was talking about one particular bank that does the large print statements very well then that would be a great bit of information for the bank that you said didn't because they're not going out of their way to be awkward they just haven't got the same process in place, so that kind of sharing of knowledge would be very helpful.  But I've mentioned it a few times and it won't surprise to mention it again - security, whether it's of information or the systems you're using or the way you're accessing the bank, I think because of the changes going on in your life and the reducing eyesight I think it's very, very important to make sure you're secure at all times, be it money, chequebooks, bank cards or indeed using the ATM.

White
And there I think we'll have to leave it.  And that's it for another week.  I'd like to thank my guests:  Diane Roworth and David Clarke.  If you'd like any information about the items that we've been talking about you can find it all on our website at bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  Or you can call our actionline for 24 hours after the programme on 0800 044 044.  And of course we like to hear from you, you can e-mail us intouch@bbc.co.uk.  There's a free download of this programme available from tomorrow, again from the website.

From me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.


