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White
Good evening.  You can't move these days for advice about keeping fit can you?  It's essential to a long and happy life we're told and build it into your daily routine.  That's another one.  But of course the truth is that if you're visually impaired that's not always that easy - not so easy to run for the bus say or jog to the next stop, not so easy to take the stairs in a strange building or indeed if you're not confident enough or well enough not that easy to get out on your own anyway.  And if you're the sort of person who would take up a sport or join the gym then again there are always the nay sayers aren't there - oh you'd be a safety hazard - or - you'll need to do it with a partner, we couldn't possibly take the responsibility.

So how do we stay in shape?  Indeed how do you stay in shape?  There are ways.  Today we'll be hearing what some of you have already told us you do and I'm joined by two guests who not only stay fit themselves but provide some answers for others - Diane Roworth, who's chief executive of York Blind and Partially Sighted Society and Ken Reid, who's an access consultant, he's also chair of RNIB Scotland and a keen sportsman.

Diane, first of all, does your own society offer facilities for visually impaired people who want to stay fit?

Roworth
Yes we do, I'm glad to say.

White
Okay, let's have some examples.

Roworth
Okay.  We have two groups running at the moment that are really successful and in fact our exercise class has been running constantly for four and a half years now.  And that's a group of people who get together once a week to do physical exercise but it's based around a chair, so it caters for all different levels of ability and I have to say this group is for people who are in their sixties, their seventies, their eighties and there are even two people in their nineties that come to this group.

White
Alright, so the image of people having to be great runners or tandem riders or whatever we talk about that doesn't have to be part of what you do?

Roworth
Absolutely not no.  So we employ a qualified keep fit instructor who's worked with us to develop activities and exercises that are good fun but easy to do for people with varying levels of sight and varying levels of fitness, so everybody can join in with the same group, do the same sorts of exercises but to their own level and it works brilliantly.

White
That sounds great.  And you've also - you've got a walking club as well.

Roworth
We do, yeah.  And again this is largely populated by people in their sixties, seventies, eighties and nineties and it's the short walks that you can't really join in elsewhere, so the sort of two and a half to three mile walks.  And we can provide guides for people if they need them.  And a feature of both of the groups that we do is there's a social aspect to it afterwards and that is really, really important because exercise itself it makes you feel good but actually doing it with people who you know and getting some fun and enjoyment out of it makes all the difference.

White
Great, right, now let me bring in Ken, Ken Reid, for example do you have a voluntary organisation in your area with a similar offering and if you did would you join it?

Reid
There is a local society, based in Edinburgh and they certainly have a walking group, I think they maybe even have a seated keep fit group.  But I live 25 miles away from Edinburgh and making that journey in to take part in an activity never really appealed to me greatly.  So I was much more interested in finding something that I could do in the community in which I lived.  It's a fairly small place, there aren't that many blind and partially sighted people around and to be honest I never even thought I must meet up with other blind and partially sighted people to keep active, I just talked to my friends and said what are you doing and some of them go cycling, so I said well can I come too - I have a tandem, will somebody go on the front of it for me?  And somebody said yeah, well several said yes actually.  Most of the time, whether it's cycling or whether it's running, I find that the people who I go with actually get something out of it that they wouldn't have got otherwise.

White
Have you actually tried to join any - I mean you said you do this with your friends - have you tried joining mainstream clubs?

Reid
I have, I am actually a member of a running club which I go to just because it was an opportunity to get a bit more running, I do enjoy running - I've done various different distances - and so it's a good opportunity.  But it is just a mainstream club and I go with one of my friends and normally he does the guiding but occasionally one or two of the other members will do some guiding there for me as well.

White
Diane, what do you do personally to keep fit?

Roworth
Well my latest thing at the moment is I have a personal trainer that comes to my house.

White
That - forgive me - that sounds quite posh and quite pricey.

Roworth
Well you'd think so but actually the gym that I would use is a taxi ride away and by the time I've paid for a taxi to get there and back and the cost of doing the class in the gym and maybe not got the full benefits out of it because I can't necessarily see exactly what the tutor's doing, then actually I think this is a better use of money to do it this way because I do a lot of Pilates based exercises and my trainer...

White
Which we'll come on to you.

Roworth
But also cardiovascular stuff and my trainer works out a programme that fits me and he can see that I'm adopting exactly the right position, so I know I'm doing the right thing and that makes a big difference to me.  And so I have a trainer at the moment who comes round once a week and because he comes round once a week I do it, he makes me do it.

White
Can I be cheeky and ask you how much that costs?

Roworth
It's £25.

White
Oh right, okay, so you do - yeah - but you do the calculation of whether it's worth it?

Roworth
I do yes.

White
Yeah.  Can I ask you both, I mean on this question of clubs and mainstreaming do you have a technique if you do get the negative vibes - oh we can't let you do this - you know, they'll start talking to you about their insurance policies and that sort of thing?

Reid
The only time I've ever had it was when I started using my local gym, which is run by the local authority and they very much put the barriers up and said oh health and safety, equipment guarantees and maintenance agreements with the manufacturer and all sorts of things and - well I'm a fairly persistent sort of soul so I pushed at them and pushed at them and when they started going on about the maintenance issue I've just phoned the manufacturer and said would it impact on their maintenance agreement if I stuck bump ons onto the machines to be able to feel the controls and the manufacturer said absolutely not.  So I went back to the gym and said no that's not a barrier, you can't have that one.

White
So you played them at their own game really, you got the information.

Reid
Yeah, eventually they just - I just wore them down and eventually they said yeah, okay, we'll let you come in.

White
So persistence there.  And...

Reid
Absolutely.

White
Yeah.

Roworth
I think what you've done there is hit on one of the reasons why people find it difficult to go and join in with mainstream activities because they don't want to have to go through all that arguing phase about yes of course it's fine for me to use your facilities.

Reid
Yeah, so where it's formal facilities I think that's right and most of what I do is with friends and we've just worked out our own techniques and because it's friends then the barriers are much less likely to be put in place.  They know you and what your capability is to start with.

White
Now not all fitness has to involve violent exercise or indeed lots of expensive equipment.  Diane, you've already mentioned this - our reporter Lee Kumutat has quite recently taken up Pilates, which is a form of exercise designed to build up your core strength and improve your posture, a bit like yoga but it's not yoga.  Lee wanted to share this experience with other listeners.

Kumutat
I started doing Pilates because I felt like I was really unfit, I walk quite a lot to and from places and I try and incorporate a walk three times a week but I just felt like a blob - is the best way that I can describe it.

Actuality - Pilates class

I decided I would do the course at an adult education centre rather than a gym.  I just felt that I needed that little bit of extra support.  You've got a student service, you've got a bit more disability awareness and I thought while I'm just starting out again on this road to hopefully becoming more fit I needed that little bit of safety net.  I enrolled online and then when I got the confirmation I e-mailed them to say that I had a disability.  What we ended up doing was I met with the tutor about 10 minutes before the first class and we discussed what help I might need.

Actuality - Pilates class

Jade, the tutor, has been really fantastic.  After the first week Jade and I had another chat and I did ask her to describe a little bit more but not that she wasn't speaking enough, just that I wasn't really understanding what she was saying.  So I said things like what I needed was - have your hands out in front of you like you're holding a ball - or - reach to the ceiling - or - lie in a cross shape - things like that that I could actually apply a shape to I found worked better for me.

Actuality - Pilates class

We do mat work and I found from the beginning that my classmates just - when they went to get theirs they got me one as well, so that's made life a lot easier.

Actuality - Pilates class

The benefit for me has been that I am feeling stronger, I feel more energetic, I'm also a little bit more aware of what my body position should be, so I think that it has helped with my posture.  What the class has made me aware of is that I actually sit and walk with my shoulders up near my ears a lot of the time and that actually that's where I carry a lot of tension.  So I'm making a conscious effort to keep my shoulders further down and relax my arms and I think it is helping.

Actuality - Pilates class

White
Right, she can have a rest, we can't.  Diane, have you done Pilates?

Roworth
Well with my instructor then yes I have done some and I totally relate to the issue of knowing exactly what to do with yourself, where to put your arms etc.  And that was one of the things I went through with my instructors - I need you to give me very precise instructions and because you're there watching just me he can do that and that's what I really value about that - I know what I'm doing is the right thing.  And actually it is quite hard work.

White
Ken, you?

Reid
Never.

White
Never.

Reid
Never tried anything like that.

White
But you are - one thing you do do a lot of is swimming I think, which we haven't mentioned.

Reid
I do yes, I also swim in addition to the cycling and running that we've already mentioned, yeah.

White
So how do you - you see I swim, I try to swim, but swimming pools are dreadful places, aren't they, they're very echoey, they're bad for blind people, there's all this messing about with lockers and keys and things like that, all the wet socks and..... have you got a way of dealing with that?

Reid
I guess partly because my sight loss was progressive and swimming is where I started when it came to being exercise, so I was swimming at school when I was fully sighted, I just kept on doing it.  So as my sight loss deteriorated I just adapted step by step.  Now I can only see shapes, light and dark.  I tend to go to the pool with somebody, actually get changed and get sorted and then they make sure the lane I'm going into is free.  With the lane there then you're contained, you can't really go very far, and just keep going up and down.  I can normally see the dark line on the bottom of the pool, depends a little bit on the lighting and the day but most of the time I can pick that out.  But I also learnt to count - so I know exactly how many strokes it takes to get from one end of the pool to the other - and I also count my lengths and I just have numbers for - sounds very sad actually but...

White
No, no it's fair enough.

Reid
...it keeps me in touch.  Most of the time it works but my nose will vouch for the fact that it doesn't always.

White
Actually you've pre-empted something I was going to ask you both about which is that one of the problems with sport also is the boredom of the repetitive kind - the running kind, you've just mentioned swimming - going up and down - any tips - I'll stay with you first Ken - for dealing with that?

Reid
Many people may have read Alan Sillitoe The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner...

White
Yeah.

Reid
As a blind person you don't have that because you've always got somebody with you.

White
Oh because you run with someone?

Reid
And we chat.  We talk most of the time - one of my cycling companions did famously say to me at the bottom of hill - For goodness sake Ken don't keep talking all the way up the hill.  But basically we do talk to each other as we're going along similarly running.

White
Diane, have you got a way of dealing with that?

Roworth
Well I'm one of these people that doesn't like repetitive exercise because I do get bored and I think that's the key is actually finding something that you really enjoy doing it because that way you're going to continue to do it and you're going to get much more out of it.

White
Okay, let's give you some other examples of the things people are doing themselves because our listeners have been keen to tell us about what they're up to.  This, for instance, from Ian Harrison:

Harrison (Read)
I go regularly to a gym in Hull which is part of a national chain.  In general the staff are helpful, especially when they get to know me.  The gym improves my mental state as much as my physical wellbeing.  Going gets me out of the house and brings me into close proximity to other people.  It can be so easy to hibernate.  There are some things, however, that could make the experience easier and I have two real bugbears.  All the treadmills and bikes have touch sensitive controls, they are flush to the surrounds and it is very hard to press the right button.  Placing bump ons on these is impractical due to the large number of people using the equipment.  Surely it would cost almost nothing to build in some form of tactile guidance, such as there is on a keyboard?

White
Ken, you've talked about getting adaptations to equipment, what's your answer to that?

Reid
Oh I did actually go for bump ons.

White
And it wasn't a problem?

Reid
I wouldn't say that entirely, no, we also had to put signs up, particularly for 16 year old kids, to say these are actually there for a reason not just for you to pick off...

White
Rip them off.  Okay.

Reid
They changed the equipment and the equipment we have now has got some tactile sense to it, as the keyboard he described, so there are markings on there that I can feel, so I don't need the bump ons anymore.

White
Okay, now this - this has also been the experience of Derek Howey, who like Ken, lives in the Edinburgh area.

Howey (Read)
I took early retirement a couple of years ago and made a rule - I must do at least one thing every day.  And so I joined a local gym.  Even better as a graduate of Edinburgh University they offered me a pretty good deal at £23 a month.  The Edinburgh University gym is absolutely huge and stretches over several floors.  For example there are between 30 and 40 treadmills alone.  A place of this size could be quite overwhelming for a blind person.  This was overcome by quite brilliant staff support.  First of all when I asked what I should do with my guide dog when I was in the gym it was they who suggested that I take the dog in with me and helped us find a route around the different machines.  In addition they provided me with one to one staff support for the first two weeks and they set me up with a programme that showed me how to use the machines.  Importantly I go to the gym every morning after everyone has gone to work, the gym is quieter then and the staff can give me more of their time if need be.

White
Derek Howey.  Interesting though that evidence there that gyms are - can be very helpful, so I mean in a way Ken that's backing up what you were saying.

Now given that space is so often a problem with keeping fit, as well, particularly if you don't want to go out and join all these things, this suggestion from Terry James:

James (Read)
If you haven't got room for your own multi-gym or exercise bike why not get yourself a hula hoop?  You can exercise a surprising number of muscles without the risk of tripping over or running into anything.  The hula hoop is inexpensive, very easy to store and can be used anywhere there is enough room for on the spot gyration, indoors or out, so it's not weather dependent.

White
Good idea.  Now I went to a blind school where one of the things they got us to do, as boys, was skipping and of course I felt, at the time, a bit indignant about that - skipping was a girls' sport - it's a great way for keeping fit though isn't it?  Ken.

Reid
Oh absolutely, yeah I have a skipping rope and if it's nice I'll step out the back door and in my garden I've got a bit of space where I can skip.  You don't need to go to the gym, you can do press ups on your living floor or sit ups or squats or anything like that, yeah, you don't need massive amounts of space, you don't need the specialist equipment, just a wee bit of time and away you go - put some music on and forget about it.

White
Right, talking of time we're beginning to run out of it.  Diane, just finally, are there things that you personally do or have found useful to do?

Roworth
Well I'm not sure whether it's strictly in terms of fitness levels but one of the things that I like to do in my spare time is sailing, now you do need to be reasonably fit to do sailing because holding the sails in and out can be quite tough.  

White
You haven't bought your own boat to go with that personal trainer?

Roworth
Absolutely not but I am going on a weekend in May specifically for visually impaired sailors with an organisation called EAST - which is the East Anglia Sailing Trust.  So this is going to be my first experience of sailing in this country - I've done a lot in Greece in the Ionian and in the Aegean but this is going to be my first experience of sailing in this country, so I might be in for a nasty surprise.

White
Right.

Reid
Especially if you fall in.

White
Indeed.  But loads of ideas there.  We've heard from more people than we can possibly mention, although thanks to all of you for getting in touch and a number of organisations wanted people to know about the facilities that they provide - Henshaws Society, for instance, they're based mainly in the North of England, they certainly do a lot of fitness material and Action for Blind People wanted to tell us about Fitnet UK and the launch of that, that aims to bring people who want to keep fit together.  And also do check with your local society and Diane's explained what's happening in York, there may well be something in your area.

We will bring together as much of this information as we can and we're going to put on our website and of course you can also call our actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after this programme.  Do keep your information coming in, it does enable us to share your experiences with everyone else.  And there's a download of tonight's programme also from our website.  That's it, I'm afraid, from the super fit Diane Roworth and Ken Reid, from the not so super fit Peter White and from our, for me, depressingly slim producer Cheryl Gabriel, who's obviously doing something right, goodbye.




