file_0.png

file_1.wmf


Downloaded from www.bbc.co.uk/radio4

THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT COPIED FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING AND THE DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY.


IN TOUCH

Better Protection for Guide Dogs, Rock Climbing

TX:  14.05.13  2040-2100

PRESENTER:  PETER WHITE

PRODUCER:  CHERYL GABRIEL


White
Good evening.  Tonight:  Why guide dogs snoozing through the Queen's Speech will have slept a little more easily.  And how this....

Clip
What you're going to do is put your right hand over your head, that's it, Darren, that's it, very good.  Now push up, okay your right foot a bit higher, that's it.  Good job.

White
How that's preparing one visually impaired man for one of Britain's toughest climbs.

But first, a little recognised hazard of guide dog ownership was addressed in last week's Queen's Speech - attacks on guide dogs by other out of control dogs.  They're now to be recognised as an aggravated offence.  Well we'll be finding out some of the implications of this change in a moment but first, owner Gemma Brown from Southampton told us last year what a terrifying experience it is to be on the wrong end of one of these attacks.  She's had no fewer than six experiences of this and she described one of the worst examples to me.

Brown
The first occasion I'd had Gus just under a year and I was coming to hand in an assignment at uni during the summer, so I wasn't staying in Southampton and I was just going to get some lunch and out of nowhere - I've got some vision left and I saw this dog charging towards us.  I did what you're not supposed to do - I tried to step in between them to try and protect Gus but I didn't succeed at all, it grabbed Gus by the throat and wouldn't let go, it latched on, it was trying to pin him to the floor for the kill basically.  And Gus was just screaming - there's no other word to describe the noise he made, it was horrific.  The owners of the dog couldn't get their dog to let go because it had locked on to Gus, so they started punching it in the head, in the process they punched Gus in the head several times.  Eventually the owners of the dog got it to let go and I just told them to go, to just leave me, just get away.  And passers-by approached me and said they'd already called the police and the local dog warden.

White
And in this instance what did the police do when they did arrive?

Brown
The police actually found the people involved, the passers-by helped with that, and the police spoke to them, got their details etc.  Later on CCTV was reviewed and because the dog was behaving perfectly well until it saw Gus they decided it wasn't dangerously out of control and they did nothing essentially, they gave the owners a verbal warning.  

White
This is clearly not a problem that's limited to guide dog owners, it's a problem all dog owners face, what do you want to see done about it?

Brown
Well I'd just appeal to dog owners out there if you see a guide dog coming put your dog on a lead because you don't know how it's going to react necessarily.  If you think that your dog might have a problem with a guide dog approaching just cross over the road and put it on a lead.

White
And do you think that any elements of guide dogs and the situation they're in that make this more likely?  I suppose what I'm thinking is six cases that's a lot to happen in one situation.

Brown
Guide Dogs have looked into why these attacks happen and they think it's possibly because guide dogs are trained to ignore all other dogs when they're working, so the other dogs aren't getting the sort of normal reactions and body language to tell them whether the dog is a threat or not, so they're perceiving guide dogs as a threat which makes them more likely to attack possibly.

White
Gemma Brown.  Well since then the Guide Dogs organisation has been campaigning for the law to be strengthened and it now seems that their efforts have borne fruit.  Campaigns manager James White has been telling me about the changes that are being proposed and what they would achieve.

James White
The Queen's Speech set out the government's plans to address irresponsible dog ownership in the rather wordy Anti-Social Behaviour, Policing and Crime Bill.  What that means in the bill is that a dog attack on an assistance dog would be made an aggravated offence, so in essence it's as serious as if a dog attacks a person and that's something that we think is long overdue and we very much welcome.

White
And I mean what difference does that word aggravated make, does that mean more severe punishment, does that mean something's more likely to happen to the attacking dog?

James White
Well to the owner I mean it's very much obviously the owner that we think - irresponsible ownership is something that needs to be stamped out.  So by basically bringing assistance dogs into legislation for the first time that does mean that up to two years in prison could await the perpetrator.

White
But in Gemma's case we hear there that in fact there wasn't a prosecution and because the dog that attacked Gus had not been perceived as being dangerous that actually nothing happened.  Now would this be any different, given the changes that are being made?

James White
We hope so, we do welcome these proposed changes and we think that treating these attacks with the severity that they deserve is very much a step in the right direction and it's thanks to people like Gemma for speaking out and the thousands of campaigners that took time to write to their MP that this issue was given such prominence.

White
But I mean I get the feeling from what you're saying that maybe exactly how this works hasn't been entirely figured out yet?

James White
I think with any piece of legislation you need to wait and see what comes through but we're encouraged by the announcement last week and we would very much hope that that will deliver some positive changes.

White
What advice does the organisation give to owners about this?

James White
When we - on a practical level we include advice in the information pack that a guide dog owner is given in the very unlikely event of an attack occurring.  We also include reminders on a regular basis, there's, I believe, a reminder going into a forthcoming edition of the Guide Dogs Matters publication and we're also working with the police as well to make sure that the advice that we're providing to our guide dog owners is absolutely the right - the right advice in terms of reporting an attack.

White
Gemma did make a very interesting point and which I think is speculation at the moment but it is this question of whether dogs are rather puzzled by the lack of signals that they get from guide dogs, in other words the dog is trained not to react to other dogs.  I mean could that be true and do we know any more about that?

James White
I think the question about training is an interesting point.  Guide Dogs haven't actually changed our training to make our animals more passive at all.  It may be a perception, I think, that the training has altered.  I believe that the temperaments of the dogs we breed nowadays are slightly different, we tend to train more sensitive and passive dogs to suit the applicants that we're getting.  So we've got younger people, we've got older people with age related sight loss issues and more people with additional disabilities as well, so I think the perception there might be explained by that switch if you like.

White
But I mean that's a problem isn't it because if the dog is passive and that encourages the other dog to attack that's a worry but you don't want a dog in a way that is less passive because you don't want it to be pulling all the time and trying to get to another dog.

James White
That's right, I think there's research on-going within Guide Dogs obviously to make sure that those points are considered.

White
But do you think there may be changes to the way the dogs are trained to try to react to this problem?

James White
There's people far more qualified than I to talk about the dog owners - the dog training, rather, at Guide Dogs but I do know that we do everything we can to make sure that the training is absolutely top notch.

White
But I return to the point:  people will want to know are there going to be harsher punishments, are you calling for that?

James White
We're confident that we're encouraging the politicians to make sure that this - the Queen's Speech is brought into law as quickly as possible and we are confident that that will deliver some positive changes, yes.

White
James White.

Now this time next month visually impaired writer, Red Szell, will be leaving the relative comfort of his author's desk to tackle what's generally acknowledged to be one of Britain's toughest ascents for a climber, it's the Old Man of Hoy, a 450 feet so called sea stack in the Orkneys.  It was first climbed by a team led by Chris Bonnington and indeed it was a television spectacular and I remember it quite well.  Well Red is doing it to raise money for research into retinitis pigmentosa, the genetic condition which has led to the loss of most of his sight over the years.  

Only about 2,000 people have ever climbed this.  Red started climbing as a schoolboy while his sight was still good but he's now taken up the hobby again and he's determined to take on a climb which has always fascinated him.

Szell
I first saw a documentary about it in the mid '80s and it's such a beautiful iconic finger of rock sticking out of the Atlantic that I just thought I've got to climb that one day.  And 30 years later I'm finally getting my act in gear and going to climb it in June.

White
But it's sheer isn't it, it's straight up?

Szell
It's - well it's got a bulge in the middle which makes it a little bit more challenging.  It's rather like a weather beaten storm scoured version of the Gherkin with a flat top.  And yeah it's pretty perpendicular.

White
So how difficult is it to climb, I mean how difficult is it whether you can see or not?

Szell
It's classed as an HVS - which is hard very severe, which isn't the hardest of climbs but it's not something you'd do on a Sunday afternoon.

White
You mention HVS, there's a lot of terminology here isn't there, there's kind of E1s to E10s, sounds more like food values than anything else, can you just explain what they mean?

Szell
Climbers don't do easy, so you start with hard, which is H, hard severe, hard very severe and then you get into the E numbers.  And there are things called E10s which I think a gecko could climb but probably only one or two human beings in the country.  This is what - I suppose it's a medium level climb as far as climbers are concerned but you have to realise that climbers are a strange bunch who do get off on the adrenaline of clinging on by their fingernails to a weather beaten piece of rock.

White
So let's be serious about this - how have you prepared for this because your sight has steadily deteriorated over the years hasn't it?

Szell
Yes.  I've been climbing on climbing walls at least twice a week in London for the last four years to get my technique and my strength and my fitness to a stage where at the end of last year I thought yes I could probably do this.

White
Well in fact we heard you honing your rock climbing techniques at the beginning of this programme.  Tony Shearman came down to watch you on those sheer walls and he was so impressed we set it to music.

Music

Shearman
That's the sound of Col, he's one of the instructors here, he's going to be talking me up this wall.  Alongside me is Red.  How high is it Red, how far are we going?

Szell
It's 13 metres which is about 40 feet.

Shearman
Forty feet, right, okay, average house size.  Let's go Red, let's go.

Music - The Only Way is Up

Col
There you go, now you've got a foot hold about knee height on your left side, that's the one there and then we'll take a big step up, again, yeah.

Szell
I don't find that I miss my eyesight quite as much rock climbing, you can feel around, nobody's going to get in your way, tell you that you're going to bump into them.  It's quite nice to have my hands free and not be using my stick all the time.  I do miss not being able to see some of the ledges and some of the holds but with Andreas, who's a fantastic instructor, well you'll hear Andreas in a minute because I'm a bit stuck and I need to know where I put my next hand.

Andreas
Right Red, what you're going to do is put your right hand over your head, that's it, down, that's it, very good....

White
So what sort of fitness regime have you had to put in place to do this?

Szell
I've been lucky, one of the guys at Climb London has given me a fitness regime which I do 50 pull ups with my palms facing out every morning, I have to hang from one arm as long as I can which has gone from about three seconds to about 30 seconds.  I have to do crunches which are glorified sit ups where you have to raise your legs from the ground as well, I have to do six sets of two minutes of those.  And I have to do 200 press ups a day.  And my wife is happy with the result but my body spends quite a lot of time aching.

White
So has this all been aimed at the Old Man of Hoy?

Szell
It was aimed at getting me back out on fairly serious rock climbs.  I took on the Old Man of Hoy because my climbing partner, Matthew, nagged me into it.  I mentioned to him that I wanted to do it one day and he was very taken by the idea, he likes a challenge, so he's brow beaten me into doing it.  So he and I have spent the last four months doing an awful lot of exercise to get strong enough for what is going to be a seven hour climb from bottom to top and down again.

White
We'll come on to the whole business of coming down again but I mean how much do you rely on a companion in this, what's the relationship like?

Szell
I'm actually going to have two companions.  There is going to be somebody who leads the climb - he is a qualified British mountain guide - so he puts in what is called the protection, he leads the route and I then climb the rope which he pulls in, so that if I do fall I only fall a metre or so.  I then have to have a second person climbing in parallel to me so that if I get into difficulties or I just am not seeing a - well feeling where the hand hold or foot hold is he can say put your foot out to seven o'clock about six inches and you'll find something worth treading on.  So I'd say once every four or five moves I have to have somebody spotting a hold for me, otherwise I would just get exhausted hanging 200 feet up above the Atlantic and then I'd have to come back down again.

White
I have to ask the naive question - I mean how dangerous is it?

Szell
The Old Man of Hoy is red sandstone and that can be a bit loose, so I could be highly unlucky and something could fall on me and that could hurt.  I could have a metre fall and just land awkwardly but that's probably just a bruising.  So it's not that unsafe.  I'm probably more unsafe crossing the Finchley Road.

White
Right.  But rather further to fall of course.  

Szell
I will always be roped up.

White
What are the most difficult parts of this to do technically for you?

Szell
Technically the two most difficult parts are what are called a traverse where I have to move about 10 metres from the left down a couple of metres and across a very thin ledge, at which point I'm about 150 feet up with nothing below me apart from the sea and a half inch wide ledge.  A lot of people get very scared at that point because of exposure, you just feel that there's nothing underneath you.  Fortunately not being able to see very much in my own mind I'm only five inches off the ground, so I shouldn't imagine that'll be too bad.  But the bit that really scares me is the overhang or the old man's belly, if you like, I have to go up underneath his belly and that sticks out a good four to five feet and I don't like hanging upside down and hauling myself up arm over arm, so I'm hoping I get that right the first time.

White
Now part of this is - it's also to raise money for research into retinitis pigmentosa, the condition that you have, how much are you hoping to raise?

Szell
I'd like to raise £10,000.  The Just Giving page has been open for 10 days now and so far we're up to four and a half thousand pounds.  So fingers crossed I might even go past the target I've nominally got in my head. 

White
Now I have a typical blind person's picture in my mind of this thing that you've described going straight up to a point, which it probably doesn't, what actually will you find at the top and what will you do when you get there?

Szell
It's a flat grassy top, about the size of half a cricket pitch.  There is a box up there, apparently, with a log of all the people who've climbed, which I will try and sign in my best scrawl.  And then it's a 450 foot abseil down to the causeway at the bottom.

White
With your free hand how would you like to do an audio diary for us while you're up there?

Szell
Umm - you might need to edit out some of the language - yes I will happily do so, I hope you've got a seven hour tape.

White
Well let's hope we can get a seven hour slot for it.  And we'll be following Red Szell's adventure later in the summer and there's more details about his climb on our website.

And that's it for today, you can e-mail us with your comments and queries intouch@bbc.co.uk, you can call our actionline on 0800 044 044 within 24 hours of tonight's programme ending and there's a free download of the programme from our website, that'll be up from tomorrow.  And just one programme signpost for you:  Face the Facts tomorrow is looking at the policy of sheltered employment and the potential effects of the closing of the Remploy factories, which will all have disappeared by this autumn - that's Face the Facts tomorrow lunchtime here on Radio 4 at 12.30. 

For tonight, from me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.
  

