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White
Good Evening.  Tonight we meet the blind man who took on the bedroom tax and won; and the next generation of potential visually impaired Paralympians. 

Clip
My favourite was the speed bounce and I got 45 in 30 seconds.

And is that good?

Yes, it’s more than one a second, two – it was in 20 seconds, 2.25 per second.

That’s pretty good.

Yeah.

White
More varied sports from Sheffield later on in the programme. 

Last March Surinder Lall had his housing benefit reduced. Westminster City Council, where he lives, argued that it was simply complying with new government regulations under what's properly called the "spare room subsidy", which says that if you've got more space than you need it shouldn't result in your receiving more benefit. The government's argument is that social housing is scarce, and should go to those who need the space most. But Surinder Lall, who represented himself, argued that his spare room was not a bedroom, as the council contended, but a room he used for equipment he needed to help him in his daily life. He won his case in what’s thought to be the first such successful challenge in England.  He told me more about the case he’s made. 

Lall
I’ve got in my case a close circuit television, a couple of computers, a scanner, four track variable speed cassette recorder, large talking calculator, amongst other things, and I’ve got desk space in this fairly small room that extends to eight feet and four inches and all of that isn’t enough for it.  And I wrote to them in response saying that it wasn’t a bedroom, it was an additional room required for the placement and usage of my equipment.  They seemed to have disregarded that because they’re doing the government’s bidding and wrote again saying that the national regulations state that I have an extra bedroom which they decided that I use for storage and the regulations don’t permit an extra bedroom for storage.  And on that basis it’s clear that they weren’t listening to me so I appealed the decision to the tribunal.

White
And the judge agreed with your point?

Lall
Yes he agreed completely with my point because at the hearing I had two very strong grounds of appeal and I was convinced I wouldn’t fail on them.  But before we got to the grounds of appeal there were various preliminary matters that I wanted to deal with which were the meaning of particular words such as “storage”, the meaning of “bedroom” and “under occupancy”.  And we got on to the second one, which is “bedroom” and my view was that it’s absurd to use the bedroom in this context because you can’t just automatically assume that the particular room is a bedroom, you can’t assume that any room is anything.  A room only crystallises as something when you do something to it and in my case my second room, additional room, had all sorts of equipment in, so it’s really a room for the placement and usage of my equipment – a disability equipment room.

White
Now interestingly you represented yourself in this case, just explain how and why?

Lall
I was actually called to the bar in 1988, so technically I’m a barrister, which was quite useful in this kind of situation.  And when I was appealing this decision it seemed sensible that I would take the case on myself, it’s not particularly difficult legally.

White
But you’ve not practised as a barrister, have you?

Lall
I’ve not practised as a barrister.  I’ve worked in the interim for solicitors and given legal advice in other contexts but I’m not a practising barrister in the normal use of the word.

White
And I mean is that related to your loss of vision?

Lall
Yes, I used to be partially sighted and qualifying as a barrister coincided with me going blind, almost literally blind, and reluctantly I decided that being blind would be too difficult to practice.

White
What difference will this make to you?

Lall
This…

White
The decision.

Lall
Well it will mean that something like £7-800 will be not spent on rent, it’s intended as benefits for the use of cleaners, carers, helpers, readers and so I can use the money that I have for what it’s intended, rather than making up the shortfall in my rent.

White
Surinder Lall. 

Well Westminster Council have told us that they reduced Mr. Lall's housing benefit on the grounds that his landlord described the property as having two bedrooms. They went on to say that the housing association changed its assessment shortly before the tribunal. And they also said they'd previously invited Mr. Lall to apply for a discretionary housing payment to make up the shortfall from the loss of housing benefit, but he turned it down. Well Surinder Lall agreed that this had happened, but he said he hadn't wanted a discretionary payment, which could be withdrawn at any time, but one to which he believed he was legally entitled. 

Meanwhile the housing association – Waterton and Elgin Community Homes - said they were delighted that the tribunal had accepted that the room in question is not a bedroom. They said, if Westminster Council wishes to blame us, so be it; but as far as we are concerned the most important thing is that Mr. Lall will not now be penalised and won't lose 14% of his housing benefit. 

Catherine Casserley is a barrister with the Cloisters firm of solicitors which specialises in human rights cases.  She explained what she thought were the implications of this case for other visually impaired people. 

Casserley
Well I think he has a point – if there’s no definition in the regulations and it’s not actually being used as a bedroom then I can understand the decision the judge made.  I mean obviously I don’t know if there’s any other legal authority that says anything different but if the regulations themselves don’t have a definition of a bedroom in them then I can understand why the decision was reached.

White
I mean won’t the government be concerned that that could lead to a lot of hasty conversions of bedrooms into workrooms, offsetting what they think is a perfectly reasonable move that they’ve made?

Casserley
Well yes I’m sure they will and I think one of the difficulties when people win decisions at a local level, and particularly when it’s about things that are contained in what’s called secondary legislation, like regulations such as this, is the government can change those merely by laying them in parliament, they don’t actually have to pass an act and they can do that relatively easily and relatively quickly.  So that is the downside of winning something in relation to regulations, that the government can change that law.  Now whether or not they’ll do that I don’t know.

White
No.  And hasn’t the government got a point – public housing, social housing, is scarce and should go to the people who need the space most?

Casserley
Well my understanding of the reason for the introduction of these regulations and cutting down on benefits in effect is that it’s a cost saving measure and people may be aware that there was a challenge made to the introduction of the regulations by a number of disabled people supported by disability organisations earlier this year on the basis that they had an adverse impact on disabled people generally because people might need extra bedrooms for a carer, for example, or as we’ve seen here for disability needs, for example the storage of equipment.  And in fact that challenge was unsuccessful because the court said well actually the government has introduced this as a policy measure, it needs to make cuts, it needs to find savings and this is the way that it’s chosen to do it.  Now in that case permission has been given to appeal, so we don’t know what the Court of Appeal is going to say.  Obviously the government has a right to manage the economy in the way in which it’s doing, however, it also has to bear in mind that disabled people may be adversely affected by those cuts and it has an obligation under the Equality Act to consider the adverse impact and to mitigate the adverse impact where it can.  I would also say that it has obligations under the UN Convention on the Rights of Disabled People to consider those adverse impacts.  And the UN committee is going to be considering the government’s compliance with that convention next year and this I’m sure is one of the areas it’s going to be looking at.

White
So does this mean that the government is under quite a lot of pressure, as far as this particular measure is concerned?

Casserley
I think it’s certainly one of the things the committee’s going to be looking at because if it sees that disabled people are having to effectively pay extra for their disability – which in a way is what they’re doing – if this case hadn’t been won effectively a visually impaired person would have been paying more to have a room in which to store his equipment.  And that’s the upshot of this.

White
But of course the government has argued that there is money for people to ask for help if they need that extra kind of space.

Casserley
Yes and if that money’s there then yes the government can say that and it can point to that.  I think what we don’t know is how long that money will be there for and whether it’s going to cover everyone in this situation.

White
Catherine Casserley.

Well this is what the Department of Work and Pensions told us about this case:

Statement
Our necessary reforms mean housing benefit no longer pays for a spare bedroom in the social housing sector.  But the issue of how rooms are classified is a matter for landlords and their tenants.  Even after the reform we pay over 80% of most claimants housing benefit and we’re giving local authorities £190 million funding this year so vulnerable claimants get the help they need during the welfare reforms.

And the Department of Work and Pensions tell us they are still considering whether they will appeal this case.

Now Actionnaires are a series of clubs, set up around the country by the charity Action for Blind people, to give visually impaired youngsters the chance to participate in a whole range of sport; chances which don't always come easily their way if they are attending mainstream schools and find it hard to get a look-in with their sighted friends.  Last Saturday 150 youngsters from the North Midlands between the ages of four and 16 gathered at the Institute of Sport in Sheffield. Tom Walker was there for us. 

Walker
As every sports man and woman knows the warm up is absolutely vital and in front of me here at the English Institute of Sport in Sheffield there 150 children plus parents and coaches all being put through their paces by Lesley Inganni who organises the Actionnaires events for Action for Blind People.

Inganni
Yeah the Actionnaires have been running for approximately 10 years now and they’re a great opportunity for blind and partially sighted children and young people.  They did start off as sport but now we’ve expanded them to be a multi-activity club now and we do activities that the young people want to do.  So from sport to music to cooking to drama and obviously here today we’ve got the athletics event.

Walker
When I was at school athletics was pretty much laid on because I went to a special school for blind kinds, but nowadays many of them are in mainstream, does that present challenges for you?

Inganni
Kind of because some schools have excellent provision for the young people but other young people they might be the only child at that school and the staff don’t necessarily know how to involve them in sport.

Walker
I’ve moved on to the shot put with group 10, most of whose members are between the ages of 13 and 16.  And very soon the coach, Pete, is going to give them some instruction on how to do this sport.

Actuality
Pete
Who’s done shot put before?  You’ve don’t it so you’ve got a general idea.  You need it in your neck before you start…

Walker
I’ve just stepped aside from the shot put and I’ve met a woman called Britney Stead, Britney’s 16 and takes part in goal ball and athletics, how have things gone so far today for you Britney?

Stead
It’s gone really well so far.  We’ve done speed bounce and 400 metres.  The speed bounce went well, I’ve beaten my score from last year and the 400 metres I didn’t do as well this year but I was only three seconds off my last year’s time.

Walker
What do you get out of attending the Actionnaires’ clubs?

Stead
I get a lot out of it because my vision at the minute’s not secure, so I could lose it, could not lose it so being round people with other visual impairments really helps to boost your confidence and things.

Walker
Today’s event is being supported by British Blind Sport and over lunch I spoke to George Ferguson, who’s their sports development advisor.  And George says that visually impaired people want to be able to compete against people with the same disability.

Ferguson
Blind and partially sighted people are being filtered into mainstream environments now through education so they’re getting used to maybe more other mainstream environments around them.  One thing we found through feedback from those individuals is that they still want impairment specific opportunities, the likes of today, where they can come down and compete on a level playing field with other visually impaired people.  

Walker
Twelve year old Alice Hopkins from Nottinghamshire would agree with George Ferguson.

Hopkins
Some of the sports that I’m going to be taking part in I’ve done at school but never like properly and official done.

Walker
Why have you never properly done them, what was the problem?

Hopkins
Because the games have never been adapted that well for me to be able to play them with the rest of my class at school.

Walker
So tell me about the Actionnaires’ day today, why is it good, what do you like about it?

Hopkins
Because I’m able to play against people my average age that have the same condition as me, so I’ve not got an unfair disadvantage and we’re all equal.

Walker
One of the people taking part today is Charlie Woodhead, Charlie’s 16 and he experienced some difficulties in taking part in sport while at mainstream school.

Woodhead
People did see me, when we were playing football, and they thought that passing me the ball wouldn’t be such a good idea because it might lose them it, I might kick it to the wrong person and I often had to do sport with a teaching assistant separately from the group, which I didn’t mind but it wasn’t as such the sport at school and I didn’t get to meet friends and be competitive at school with sports.

Walker
What sports do you do?

Woodhead
At Actionnaires we do all sorts – goal ball we do mainly.  We do a little bit of football, mainly athletics like long jumps, high jumps, running – everything really.

Walker
And what does Actionnaires offer you that you can’t get anywhere else?

Woodhead
A more fair playing field for sports that I enjoy really because I can play with people of a similar ability to me where I’m not at a disadvantage, whereas I would be at a general club and it is just a really good environment to be in with other people like yourself.

Walker
I’m now at the standing long jump and Lucy Miller is about to do her standing jump.

Actuality
Are you ready?

One, two, three, go.

Hurrah.  Well done.

Walker
How did you get on Lucy?

Miller
Alright, I’m really good at doing standing long jump.

Walker
In terms of the Actionnaires clubs what do you get out of going along to their clubs?

Miller
Meeting new friends, helping people, trying new things – I get quite a lot out of it.

Walker
But while the emphasis of today is on people enjoying themselves there are people here as well who are effectively talent spotting and one of them is Shelly Holroyd from British Athletics.  Shelly, tell me about what you’ve seen so far.

Holroyd
The day’s been really good so far, I’ve spotted at least three athletes, potential athletes, that I’d like to place into a club and find a new coach for them, progress them from that level, put them into some competitions next year and see what they can do.

Walker
What’s the difference between identifying a visually impaired athlete and identifying a fully sighted athlete or is the process basically the same?

Holroyd
It is the same in some respects but with visually impaired athletes I tend to look for spatial awareness, just to make sure that they know where they are.  Some of the visually impaired athletes that I’ve seen or children that I’ve seen in the past don’t have that particular spatial awareness so they can’t run in a straight line or their arms flail quite a lot or they don’t really know where the legs are going.  It’s that kind of process that we go through which is what I look for – the spatial awareness is the main factor for me.

Walker
Now when I was at blind school belting down the track at 100 miles an hour all the facilities were laid on pretty much for us, for children that go to mainstream it’s different these days.

Holroyd
It’s very much different, the thing that we’ve been doing with the clubs as well is to help the clubs integrate disabled athletes in particular with the visually impaired athletes, so we might suggest that the club have high visibility vests just to make other athletes aware that they have a visual impairment, to use whistles and not just put their arms up to say on your marks get set go.  We have gone through that process to make sure that the clubs and coaches are fully aware of this process.

Walker
And in terms of the people you’ve identified are they going to make it, do you think, to Paralympic level or is it too early to say?

Holroyd
It’s very much too early to say but you never know, I mean we’ve spotted a few athletes a couple of years ago who went to the Paralympics in 2012, so anything’s possible.

Walker
The final event is a relay, there are three teams so far lined up, it’s going to be a little demonstration event and a couple of the coaches are desperate to get them all in line.

Okay the prize giving ceremony is over, the children have got the medals round their necks and I’m just with Lesley Inganni in the middle of the auditorium.  How’s it gone?

Inganni
It’s been a brilliant day, I think everybody – the young people and all the adults who’ve been involved today - have had an absolutely brilliant time.

Walker
And as for next year?

Inganni
Hopefully we’ll be coming back, so yeah fingers crossed that we’ll be able to come and make it bigger and better.

Walker
With a medal freshly put round his neck with me now is Munda Bashamac, Munda’s from Liverpool, he’s been taking part in today’s events, what have you enjoyed about today Munda?

Bashamac
My favourite was the speed bounce and I got 45 in 30 seconds.

Walker
And is that good?

Bashamac
Yes, it’s more than one a second.  It was in 20 seconds – 2.25 per second.

Walker
That’s pretty good.

Bashamac
Yeah.

Walker
And what about today have you enjoyed it?

Bashamac
Yeah.

Walker
Why, tell me about today, what have you done?

Bashamac
We’ve done 60 metre sprints, we’ve done speed bouncing, we’ve done standing jumps, we’ve done the long jump, we’ve done javelin throwing and we got medals at the end.

White
And that report was from Tom Walker in Sheffield.  

For more information about anything in the programme you can call our Actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after tonight's programme; you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk or you can go to our website, where you'll also be able to download the programme free.  Oh and by the way you may remember that a few weeks ago we did an item on blind mums well only fair we want to do one on blind dads, so if you’re a blind father and you’ve got a story to tell us well then do get in touch.   From me Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.


