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White
Good evening.  We start with a riddle: Why didn't the blind pedestrian cross the road?  Answer, say campaigners:  Because it's just too dangerous.

Also why visually impaired viewers are having to wait to get the full benefit from David Attenborough's latest blockbusting series and In Touch's answer to Donald Campbell.

Clip
Come on Ian put the throttle down.  Here we go again.  Hold tight Paul.  Whoooooo.

White
Tony Shearman, taking to the water later in the programme.

But first, is getting around and specifically crossing roads more hazardous than it used to be if you're blind or partially sighted?  Well a number of campaigners and quite a lot of In Touch correspondents think it is.  Amongst other things they cite fewer audible and tactile crossings to tell you when it's safe to cross, shorter periods to make those crossings, the current enthusiasm for shared surfaces which have involved the removal of clearly marked pavements and the disbanding of at least two bodies designed to advise local authorities and the Department of Transport about disabled people's travel needs.  

In the Staffordshire town of Leek there's currently a row over a staggered crossing - this is where pedestrians can use a central reservation as a waiting area.  Vin Collier explained how the changes have affected his travel.

Collier
Previously we had a roundabout and it was negotiable by a bleeper crossing that went straight across and you could go right round the roundabout street by street and up the other side.  A long way round, fair enough but that's what a blind person does.  Now after the alterations there's a staggered crossing and it's a vibrating crossing, so therefore if you're not against the post you don't know whether it's vibrating or not.

White
Perhaps we ought to explain that they have a little disc on the post and that either vibrates or turns round and you can put your hand on it and tell.

Collier
Exactly, but you have to be there and if there's a queue you get nowhere near it.

White
So you don't know it's working.

Collier
So you don't, hence why - that's why the bleeper was such a help.  And you get in the middle, you go down to your right four or five paces and you stand there and if a high sided vehicle comes past you can feel the nearness of it on your face, especially if you're on the front row.  And on the other road there is no pedestrian crossing whatsoever and I haven't been across, I must admit, because I daren't.

White
So you're too scared to use this?

Collier
But I won't use that at all because I'm too scared.  So therefore to get to the other side I have to go right back up the street that I've just come down and right across the top of it and come back down the other side.

White
Can I just ask you how long you have to get across this crossing?

Collier
Seconds.  All it needs is a bleeper pedestrian crossing that goes straight across, I can't understand why it's staggered because it just makes it dangerous.

White
Vin Collier.  Well Staffordshire County Council told us that the crossing is part of a wider plan to turn the town into a shared space, it said it has worked with Guide Dogs for the Blind and it's included measures like tactile kerbing and that the crossing has been fully audited and is safe to use.

Well Peter Barker is Professor of Inclusive Environment, he's worked for both the RNIB and Guide Dogs and also with the Department of Transport and local authorities, he is himself totally blind and an experienced traveller.  Peter, this - is this an isolated case or is this being reflected throughout the country - these kind of anxieties that Vin's just explained?

Barker
Well I think the first point is that blind and partially sighted people have every right to expect the streets to be safe and accessible and not get any worse but there is some evidence that they are getting worse and I think that's because local authorities are struggling with increased traffic and congestion problems and they're looking for different ways of doing things and problems are arising.  It looks as though in some areas audible crossings are reducing in their frequency, sometimes that's because of objections from local residents...

White
Objections for what - because it's noisy?

Barker
Because of the noise and that sort of thing, it is possible to have them so that the noise level is reduced during the evening or comes off altogether after say 10 o'clock at night, that can be done - technically that can be done.

White
So why are these problems happening - is it about money?

Barker
I think it's about the local authorities looking for ways of dealing with increasing traffic and congestion coming up with  new solutions which haven't been properly evaluated, properly researched and are rarely ever independently evaluated so lessons aren't being learned and passed on to other authorities.  I think a lot has got to do with cutbacks, the training budget is the first casualty for a local authority, so highway engineers and others planning new systems aren't as up to date with knowledge as they should be.  Many local authorities have now lost their access officer.  The major charities, they've cut back on the resources they've got to give out - give expert access advice and then the Joint Committee on Mobility of Blind and Partially Sighted People that's been closed down and I think most notably the Disabled Persons' Transport Advisory Committee that advised the Secretary of State for Transport that's now been closed.

White
So where are they getting their advice from?

Barker
Well they're not, I think they're making it up as they go along and it's no wonder that a lot of mistakes are being made.  There are some organisations around that can still give advice - Guide Dogs can give some - but somehow a grip has got to come from the Department for Transport and I just don't think they have, they've lost a lot of their internal skills.

White
Okay, well we would like to stay with this item, Peter Barker thank you very much for filling in a lot of that detail for us.  We'd like your help with this - send us your personal experiences and your views about what could improve the situation and we will return to it.

Now Liam O'Carroll has been enjoying this:

Clip - Africa, David Attenborough
Or at least he would have been if he could get the audio described version of it, it is of course David Attenborough's series Africa but as Liam told us he's having trouble watching it along with a number of other BBC programmes.

O'Carroll
I'm a big lover of audio description of television, the problem is though that we often as users of AD we have to wait longer to get it, some of us quite a long time.

White
So give me some examples of what you've been putting up with.

O'Carroll
Well it took about three weeks to get episode one of Death in Paradise, that was quite frustrating, still waiting for episode three of Africa and the latest episode of Ripper Street is still not on the AD list.  And this has happened quite often.

White
And I suppose the key thing, especially with a series, is that this is happening - this is a time when you want to be talking about it to other people, you get one episode you wait for the next one, it's taking you out of the mainstream isn't it.

O'Carroll
Yeah and so there is obviously a risk that you could have things spoilt if you hear about what happened - discussed on the media or from other friends, it just makes you feel like you're getting an equal service.

White
Have you made these points to iPlayer?

O'Carroll
I often e-mail them in, I copy the RNIB in, I get replies saying yeah we'll look into it and sometimes it does result in things suddenly appearing and you're not always given an explanation of what the delay is or what the problem is.

White
I mean audio description does take a bit of time, is it not just that it takes a bit longer to do it?

O'Carroll
I'm not sure why because if it was broadcast live at audio description that implies that it's already been done, so why would it take longer to upload it?

White
What would be reasonable as far as you're concerned?

O'Carroll
The next day.  Some things do make it on the same day - there was a recent series, drama series, called Father Brown I noticed that the episode that was broadcast live on Monday lunchtime did appear by the evening, so it's doable but I think we can wait a day for it but I don't think a week is really fair.

White
Well listening to Liam O'Carroll with me is Dave Price, he's head of BBC iPlayer.  Dave, I mean first of all can we just explain how this process works because just to take the example that Liam gave of Africa it must have been done weeks if not months in advance, why can't that be audio described ready for people to see - blind people to see - in exactly the same way that sighted people would see it?

Price
The systems which we have previously developed to deliver audio described programmes were developed several years ago and those systems they rely today on using the broadcast as a way in which we capture audio described programming, so Africa is being broadcast live to everybody on BBC1, our systems are currently capturing that audio described audio track and they are mixing that audio track with the original track to make that programme available within iPlayer.

White
But can't that audio description be done in advance in any way given that the recording is presumably there?

Price
At present the only way for iPlayer to capture the audio described track is to capture that track off broadcast and one of the things which the team are currently working on at the moment is a new system to reliably ensure that we are capturing that track and we're publishing it to iPlayer in the same timescales with the same reliability and the same speed as we would for other content within iPlayer.

White
So what makes it slower at the moment?

Price
A lot of content within iPlayer is pre-delivered.  However, we receive the original version which is pre-delivered and that content is published and it's ready for audiences the moment that the transmission finishes.  As we have to record the audio described track and that separate programme off broadcast there is inevitably a slight delay after that.  What we're looking to do though is to reduce any delay to make it far quicker to be delivered to the visually impaired audiences.

White
Now at the moment this takes human effort does it?

Price
That is absolutely correct.  Today there are humans involved in the process, tomorrow there will be fewer humans involved in the process and like the rest of the content which is published in iPlayer it will be very much more automated.  With audio described content and the intervention of humans then that process is susceptible to a degree of human error and certainly we try to minimise that human error and we're putting in place more and more monitoring, so as Liam suggests, we certainly strive to see fewer occurrences of episodes being missed and not correctly published to iPlayer.

White
But your long term solution is to try to provide a completely automated system is that right?

Price
Less about whether it's automated is more about we're working hard to deliver a solution which is both reliable and speedy and treated in exactly the same way as other content which is published within iPlayer.

White
David Price of BBC iPlayer.  And the team told us that you can expect to see those improvements in the summer, we will of course keep an eye on that.

Now if you've ever fancied bungee jumping, base jumping, super car driving but as a visually impaired person have worried about your safety we found a business which tries to help you in your daredevil ventures.  iCan Experiences advises companies who provide so-called extreme activities to find ways to make them suitable for visually impaired people.  The business is run by Paul Nichol and we asked the intrepid Tony Shearman to assess Paul assessing an extreme sport.  So which one did he choose?

Tom
Right so we've got our coats on, next up is our life jacket, goes on like a waistcoat, zip this up, there we go, so you're perfectly fastened in there, great stuff.

Shearman
Okay, well I'm actually standing on the South Bank of the River Thames, Houses of Parliament away to the right, in the shadow of the London Eye but we're not going on the London Eye today we're going on a speed boat.  Paul's here alongside me, Paul, so tell us about what's about to happen.

Nichol
Well it's two parts:  there's a little bit of sightseeing, witty commentary from our man Tom here to tell us all about the sights of London and then after that Ian, the skipper, who's going to put the throttle down and off we go for a speed boat trip up and down the River Thames.

Shearman
Can't wait.  Okay we'll talk more on the boat.

Tom
Okay hello, hello, hello, my name's Tom nice to meet you.  Your skipper today is Ian, hello Ian.

Ian
Hello.

Tom
A few safety things before we go - the exists on the boat are to your left and right, they're everywhere, okay.  If we're going too fast for you if you raise your hand we'll slow down but we will laugh at you, okay, because we're on a speed boat, that's why we're here - true?

All
True.

Tom
Right let's go.

James Bond music

Shearman
So Paul tell us why you set up the company.

Nichol
It all started as me looking for something to do and it dawned on me that actually it's quite difficult to find operators, providers and the information you needed to find out what was a good experience or a good activity and what was possible and what wasn't.

Shearman
So what do you look for when you're assessing a company or an experience?

Nichol
One of the big things is - is what are the staff like, are the staff friendly, welcoming, are they able and wanting to work with people with disabilities and visually impaired people and that makes such a huge difference as to what kind of experience people have.  So if the staff aren't really that interested or bothered then we walk away at that stage.  And then it's really looking for what facilities they might have - are there disabled toilets, is there disabled parking, where is it, what's the terrain like - and bringing all that information together and making sure people are going to have a good time.

Tom
Okay so our first stop coming up, you probably recognise is the Houses of Parliament, you've got these two iconic towers at other end, firstly you have the clock tower which is called?

All
Big Ben.

Tom
Classic, it's not, but I love doing that - it's not, it's called Queen Elizabeth Tower, there we go - Big Ben is the biggest bell up there, thirteen and a half tonnes.  On the other end...

Shearman
Have you ever actually failed an experience Paul?

Nichol
Yeah, yeah absolutely.  I approached one organisation and they weren't particularly responsive and didn't show a huge amount of interest in what we were trying to do, despite all my desires and wants to get them on board I had to walk away.

Shearman
What was the activity?

Nichol
It was something called Spearing or Zorbing - a big, big rubber ball where you get inside and roll down a hill.

Shearman
Right, I'm not sure I fancy that one anywhere.

James Bond music

Tom
Our next stop actually is pretty cool - MI5 on our right.  Whereas across the river, further on, we have MI6 - that's the one we want to talk about surely, okay foreign security, that is James Bond.  Eight floors up, five floors down and apparently there's a tunnel underneath the Thames the links MI5 to MI6 - I'm not sure that's true but it sounds pretty cool.  It's bomb proof, it's bullet proof, it's radioactive proof, it's one of the most expensive buildings ever built and it stars in the new Skyfall film, it gets blown up, they've rebuilt it pretty quickly, it's looking sharp again.

James Bond music

Shearman
Anyway let's have a chat with the skipper, Ian, who's actually behind us.  Ian, Ian, tell us a bit about the boat we're on, it's called a rib, where is it called a rib?

Ian
It's a rigid inflatable boat - it's got a fibreglass base and the sponsons round the edges are air filled.  Twelve metres in length and it's got twin 200 horse power engines on the back.  It does give us a top speed of about 40 plus knots but on the River Thames they've imposed speed limits above Tower Bridge and then once we get outside of the speed limit restrictions we can go up to 30 knots and that's the maximum speed limit for the River Thames.

Shearman
Okay are we close to being able to open her up?

Ian
We can now, as soon as you're ready, just give me the nod and we can go.

Shearman
Okay - shall we go for it?

All
Yeah.

Shearman
Show me some speed Ian.  

Music - Queen

Shearman
Wow this is great Paul.  It's like being on a rollercoaster.

Nichol
It certainly is but better I think.

Shearman
So what other experiences do you do Paul?

Nichol
Oh well we've got loads, we've got indoor skydiving, we've got blind supercar driving, spa days, personal shopping...

Shearman
What's the most extreme you do?

Nichol
Possibly the bungee jump or the tandem skydiving, jumping out of an aeroplane.

Shearman
Yeah well you can keep those.  This is about my limit I think Paul but this is great.  You've had to try all these experiences what's been your favourite?

Nichol
I personally really enjoyed the bungee jumping.

Shearman
You're mad, is there one experience you wouldn't do?

Nichol
Not yet, my general feeling is that I've got to give it a go first and if I'll do it then there's a chance that somebody else will do it.

Shearman
Come on Ian put the throttle down, here we go again, hold tight Paul.

Music - Queen

White
The fearless Tony Shearman with a bit of help from Queen.

That's it for today.  You can e-mail us with your comments at bbc.co.uk, you can call our actionline for 24 hours after the programme and you can get more information and a free download of today's programme from our website.  From me, Peter White, producer Katy Takatsuki and the team, goodbye.



