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White 

Good evening.  Tonight:  the problems of coping with a visual impairment when you don’t 

know precisely what condition you’ve got.  We talk to the young man who didn’t get an 

accurate diagnosis of his condition until he was 18.  And the latest attempt to make art 

accessible to all of us. 

 

Clip 
And are there different smells or…? 

 

Yeah it’s all different smells, so generally when the sound goes higher it becomes more 

freshy and watery, it goes lower it becomes more woody and floral. 

 

Piano 

 

White 
More on that in a few moments.   

 

But first, last week Amanda Brown wondered whether she was the only person having 

trouble with Apple’s latest operating system IOS7.  In her case because of the pale colours on 

her iPad.  While you’re not, Amanda, indeed you’ve unleashed a huge response from 

listeners. 

 

First of all these two, who’ve had their own problems but have also tried to come up with 

solutions. 

 



Listeners 
Like Amanda I thought oh no, how am I going to use my iPad?  It was like having more 

vision suddenly taken away and very upsetting.  But then I found a setting in accessibility 

which is called Accessibility shortcuts.  There’s an option to set the device, including iPhone 

and iPod Touch 2, to invert colour quickly.  That is you can set it to invert colour when you 

tap your home button three times.  I absolutely love this feature. 

 

Firstly I agree that IOS7 is rubbish as it doesn’t allow for a very distinctive feel for a user 

who may be blind or partially sighted.  Secondly, I was shocked that Robin Spinks, Manager 

at RNIB, is out of touch because Apple has launched its IOS7.2 version with minor updates, 

bug fixes and the reintroduction of the Greek keyboard.  Thirdly, where there is a problem 

there is always a work around or solution, although I strongly believe Apple should come out 

with an update to the software to improve the viewing experience.   

 

White 
That was Ivor Cardozo [phon.] and before that you heard Joan Finise [phon.]. 

 

Well we’ve invited back Robin Spinks, the RNIB’s senior digital access manager, who’s 

looked at your responses.  First of all Robin, I’d better ask you are you out of touch, has there 

really been an upgrade you didn’t know about? 

 

Spinks 
The version that is current Peter is version 7.0.2, so that is the current version of IOS and the 

version of course I was referring to would be a future version which would be 7.1, which 

would come after the current version 7.0.2, so hopefully that clears up any uncertainty around 

versions. 

 

White 
It’s quite difficult of course to follow workarounds when you’re having them described on 

air.  I mean this question of inverting the colour, can you just put that into words of one 

syllable for us? 

 

Spinks 
Absolutely, this is a feature which has been available for some time, it was originally called 

Triple Click Home, so it is available in IOS6 and in fact previous versions.  And what it 

allows you to do is basically to assign the home button, the physical button on the face of the 

device, you can triple click that and you can assign that triple click to a function, so you can 

either use that to turn on the voiceover, the screen reader, or you can use it to turn on 

magnification or as the listener has suggested you can use it to turn on inverted colours.  

What it means in practice – if I’m using the Notes app in IOS7 I can actually turn the colours 

that are light into dark and the dark into light.  And interestingly what it does with IOS7 

Notes is it turns the yellow and white labels into blue on black, which I know many people 

will find much easier to see.  There is also another feature and that is the reader feature in 

Safari.  Now what that will do many people may not be aware of it, what that will do is it will 

allow you to read the text that is in the Safari web browser in simple plain text without any 

adverts or pictures around.  And you can access that by looking to the very left hand side of 

where you see a web address and you’ll see a little square that’s made up four horizontal lines 

on top of one another, if you press that that turns on the reader, if you press it again it turns 

reader off.  So that will make the reading experience on the internet much easier for people 

with any version of IOS. 



 

White 
I mean just given the fact that people have very different kinds of sight and sight deficiency, 

does this solve the problem for everyone? 

 

Spinks 
Absolutely not.  So I think people’s individual needs are absolutely that – they’re individual.  

But there are tools within the operating system to enable you to use it in a range of ways and 

to allow you to customise it, so we can never have enough customisation but this will allow 

people the opportunity to deal with that very particular issue of dark on light versus light on 

dark. 

 

White 
Right.  Now it also seems it’s not just those with low vision but some people with no vision 

who are having problems.  This came from Toby Davey. 

 

Davey 
If you have an iPhone 4S and have upgraded and answer an incoming call for some reason 

the iPhone goes into speaker mode so everyone can hear the start of your conversation.  You 

have to almost shake the phone to get the call back into the earpiece of the phone.  Apple’s 

response was that they are not sure when this issue might be resolved.  It makes it really 

annoying when trying to have a phone conversation. 

 

White 
What’s your reaction to that Robin? 

 

Spinks 
Typically what they will do is they will acknowledge that they have your enquiry but they 

will never tell you we’re going to fix this and the fix will be available in x number of days or 

weeks, that’s just not the way the company operates.  Some companies do that but Apple’s 

not one of them. 

 

White 
I mean some of our e-mailers were making exactly that point and there was a feeling that 

maybe the RNIB should be putting more pressure on Apple to do it and we should be putting 

more pressure on the RNIB to get Apple to do it. 

 

Spinks 
Absolutely, we’re in contact with Apple and with customers who are using products on a day-

to-day basis, we’ve had a lot of traffic on this and we are watching very carefully the update 

cycles for the next big update, which should be 7.1, we are looking for some significant 

improvements to come through in that update. 

 

White 
So if we don’t get some results very soon do you have a plan B? 

 

Spinks 
As with any technology scenario like this where there’s been a regression in terms of 

accessibility or an unforeseen difficulty’s emerged what we’ve done is we’ve gone into 

advocacy mode with the necessary organisation, brought to bear our international friends – 



other agencies who work in the field – and we’ve escalated it and we’re prepared to do that in 

any case where this happens. 

 

White 
That would mean what – going to the top? 

 

Spinks 
Absolutely, we’ve done that previously, we’ve contacted the chief executive at Microsoft, 

other companies, and been successful.  So I’d be hopeful that we will be seeing a response to 

this in the form of a software update very soon.  Should we not see that we’ll move on to plan 

B. 

 

White 
Robin Spinks.  And sorry for the slight loss of quality on that interview, it had to be 

conducted over the internet. 

 

Now as that last item indicates there is a view that just about anything can be made accessible 

to visually impaired people, although some things are more challenging than others.  Clearly 

if you’ve got some sight you can make the most of it to appreciate art, indeed there are plenty 

of examples of artists whose unusual way of seeing the world because of their visual 

impairment has given their art its distinctive quality.  But what about those with no vision?  

Well our reporter Tom Walker, who has a little sight, has just been round what’s being 

described by the organisers as the first art fair created with blind and partially sighted people 

specifically in mind.  It’s been devised by the French pioneering artist Scratchadelia. 

 

Well as Tom went round the exhibition in the dark the first exhibit he encountered was a 

fibreglass skull described to him by the exhibition’s curator Dino De La Vega. 

 

De La Vega 
Be careful – step up… 

 

Walker 
And can I step up there? 

 

De La Vega 
Yeah you can. 

 

Walker 

Okay, so what are we looking at here Dino? 

 

De La Vega 
So we’re – actually we’re touching a massive skull. 

 

Walker 
So that’s it. 

 

De La Vega 
That’s really interesting because few – really a few do what you just did.  If we go around 

actually – if you let your hand travel around the work.  So right now… 

 



Walker 
I feel the eyes – I’m feeling the eyes.  And then this feels like a nose or a snout or something 

like that. 

 

De La Vega 
So actually there is no eyes because… 

 

Walker 
It’s where the eyes would be – the sockets. 

 

De La Vega 
So no sight.  And then the nose.  If I switch on… 

 

Walker 

Oh yes please do, yeah we’ll switch the lights on.  Even with my limited eyesight I can see 

that it does look like a human skull I would say.  It begs a question then from my point of 

view is obviously I was feeling this and couldn’t tell it was a human skull, am I, as a visually 

impaired person, getting the real experience here though? 

 

De La Vega 
Of course, there is no right or no wrong experiences, just your experience.  The real 

experience is yeah when you start to free your mind, like you activate your imagination and 

it’s not real what it’s about, it’s more about how you feel the piece, how you’re connected 

with the art because art for me, yeah, it starts to work when you act on it, it doesn’t work if 

you don’t act on it. 

 

Walker 
So what’s the objective of this exhibition? 

 

De La Vega 
The objective of this exhibition actually firstly is to make art accessible to people with sight 

loss but at the same time I’m trying to be the bridge between sighted and not sighted people.  

I had a lot of feedback about the experience in art galleries and I was quite shocked actually 

hearing how at art galleries they were behaving towards blind people and people with sight 

loss. 

 

Walker 
I then moved on to an exhibit called Essence in Space, the artist, Chang Hee Steve Lee, 

explained to visually impaired musician Kevin Sitizabal how his perfumed laboratory 

worked. 

 

Lee 
When I press a key on the top here, piano – it makes a droplet down there… 

 

Sitizabal 
Right into the tray – is there a tray? 

 

Lee 
Yeah it’s a kind of a big tray.   

 



Sitizabal 
And are there different smells or…? 

 

Lee 
Yeah it’s all different smells, so generally when the sound goes higher it becomes more 

freshy and watery, it goes lower it becomes more woody and floral.  [piano playing] 

 

Walker 
Kevin, what did you make of this installation? 

 

Sitizabal 
The whole idea of smelling music is fantastic because it kinds of goes into this whole talk of 

synaesthesia, there’s people that sense something extra when they hear music, where some 

people see colours and maybe some people might get smells according to this idea and I think 

it’s fascinating the fact that the higher register of the piano can sound more watery maybe and 

on the lower sort of registers of the piano can sound more fruity.  And I think the whole idea 

of smelling a piece of music really enhances it and I’m really, really intrigued by it. 

 

Walker 
This piece by visually impaired artist – Emily Davison – involved fitting a small video 

camera to her guide dog’s collar.  As Emily walks round the campus of Goldsmith’s 

University we see the library and other buildings from the dog’s perspective. 

 

Clip of video 

 

Davison 
At the end of the day we all are rational thinking human beings with our opinions and 

whether we experience something with our hands or our eyes it’s still an empirical perception 

we’ve had of the world and it’s all contributing to this big marketplace of ideas that we have 

in society and I think the more opinions the better.  So I strongly believe that it doesn’t matter 

how you perceive art as long as you have an opinion on it and as long as you are able to 

converse with other people about how you found that piece of art. 

 

Walker 
And as for the rest of the exhibition Kevin how have you found that? 

 

Sitizabal 
Yeah I found it fascinating because being totally blind and the whole idea of that you can’t 

touch in art galleries and stuff, the word art sort of made my heart sink a little bit because I 

always wanted to interact with it far more than I was ever able to and obviously I never got a 

lot out of art galleries, as much as I knew that I could have been despite audio guides and 

things like that.  So this idea of being able to actually touch the pieces of art and interact with 

them in my own way and gain from it what I can by touching art is amazing and it’s an 

amazing concept. 

 

White 
And that report was by Tom Walker. 

 

This year’s exhibition is now over but we understand there are plans to make this an annual 

event.  There’ll be more information on our website. 



 

Now it’s only natural that if a child has problems with their vision the family will want to 

know what’s causing it.  But for David Shervil [phon] this remained a puzzle throughout the 

whole of his childhood.  The problems he faced were described more in terms of difficulties 

with movement and it was only at the age of 18 that he received a full diagnosis which 

showed that he’d been born with both albinism, which affects the eyes, and nystagmus, which 

meant that he has very limited depth perception and very little peripheral vision.  

 

David explained how he coped with this as a child. 

 

Shervil 
I just learnt how to do things at my own pace and I was always behind other children at 

school where they would pick things up quicker than me but I learned to cope and just get on 

with things.  It’s held me back in terms of some independence, like being able to go out for 

example by myself and as I’ve got older I’ve become more dependent on other people where 

my confidence has gone or taken a knock and I haven’t got the bottle to just go and do things 

like I used to.  So that would have been about 17, 18 years of living unaware of what my 

situation actually is. 

 

Shearman 
Alongside us is also Sue, who’s David’s mum listening to that, what’s it been like for you as 

a mum over the last 20 odd years? 

 

Sue 
Very frustrating.  You get told that your child has got global motor delay, which is an 

umbrella term for they don’t really know what’s going on.  The fact that he didn’t walk until 

he was two and a half didn’t seem to raise that much in the way of concern.  The fact that 

David could see where he wanted to go to but not any of the obstacles in his way to get to 

there, so he would plough through toys, children, anything that was on the floor, because he 

couldn’t see it.  And in some respects it’s now realising that we had a child and have an adult 

now who has this visual impairment that should have been picked up years ago.  And it’s 

been a struggle trying to find out what things he’s entitled to with help in getting around, 

education wise – they wanted us to put David into a special school for children that were 

physically disabled when actually he wasn’t physically disabled that he couldn’t get around, 

it was his vision that was letting him down to be able to do an awful lot of stuff.  And we 

stuck to our guns and David, bless him, went through mainstream school, he got his GCSEs 

with classroom assistance, went to college, he got his national diploma in music technology.  

He’s now wanting to set up in business and he’s done it. 

 

Shearman 
I know you said you didn’t feel any different at the time because you didn’t know any 

different but now that you know what you know how does it make you feel? 

 

Shervil 
I have to actually think about things before I do them because I used to fall over generally but 

I used to just think oh yeah I’ve fallen over that’s all part and parcel of growing up but it 

wasn’t, it was because of my problems that I was falling over and that’s what made me think 

maybe I should be more careful and that’s why I’ve lost my confidence because I’m thinking 

now should I do this or shouldn’t I whereas I used to just go and do it and if I fell over then I 

fell over and I’d just get back up and do it all over again.  But I’m currently a sound engineer 



in a studio and doing things on the radio, however, before that I actually trained and studied 

mechanics to become a car mechanic and it was through that that although I was good enough 

at it they thought I’d struggle to get employment in a work based environment to be able to 

keep up with the demand of the fast paced workload.  So I went to my next hobby at the time 

which obviously was the music and I’ve been there ever since. 

 

Shearman 
So what tricks did you employ to cover up your visual impairment then? 

 

Shervil 
I just watched people in my surroundings and if it was something that I could see them doing 

and I thought I could do it I would watch them and then copy or mimic what they were doing 

pretty much. 

 

Shearman 
And you managed to get away with that largely? 

 

Shervil 
Yeah as long as they were just standing a fair distance in front of me so I could see them 

perfectly well I could easily get by. 

 

Shearman 
Were there occasions where it didn’t work? 

 

Shervil 
Oh yeah definitely, if I was so focused on one person and what they were doing the other 

people around me become oblivious.  So if I ended up going into someone else’s path 

obviously they’d knock into me and then that would knock me over or put me out of my 

concentration and that was it – I’d be stuffed then. 

 

Shearman 
And the fact that you don’t carry a white cane or anything when you do bump into somebody 

what’s been their reaction? 

 

Shervil 
What are you doing mate?  What was that for?  And then obviously I have to say that I’m 

sorry I’m visually impaired.  And fortunately now I’ve got a card, so I can just show them the 

card and then it – their mood completely changes, they become so – most of the time they’re 

sympathetic and they’re like oh we’re really sorry for maybe upsetting for coming across 

bolshie or something like that but nine times out of 10 I just get up and get on with it. 

 

White 
David Shervil and his mother Sue talking to Tony Shearman. 

 

That’s it for today.  You can call our actionline on 0800 044 044 and you can e-mail 

intouch@bbc.co.uk and there’s more information about everything on this programme on our 

website from where you can also download a podcast of tonight’s programme.  

 

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