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White 

Good evening.  Tonight:  A seasoned perspective on the changing role of charities for blind 

people.  Stephen Remington looks back over 20 years as a chief executive as he prepares to 

step down at Action for Blind People.  And will our new bank notes be easier to identify?  

And why the major American organisation of blind people has rejected the idea of bumpy 

money. 

 

When Stephen Remington took over as the head of Action for Blind People disability living 

allowance for visually impaired people had only just been introduced, talking computers were 

still the exception rather than the rule and charities were still seen as providing the icing on 

the cake when it came to services rather than the cake itself. 

 

Stephen came to the job from a very different background, having been director and then 

chief executive of Saddlers Wells for 15 years.  He’s presided over a period where Action has 

considerably expanded its role in providing services, from running hotels to offering 

employment advice and sports and activities opportunities for young people.  Five years ago 

the organisation bought into a much closer association with the RNIB, in a move aimed at 

pooling resources in a tough financial climate.  Some saw this as a future model for blindness 

charities, others as a dangerous loss of autonomy.  More of that in a moment.  But first I 

asked Stephen Remington how he’d come into blind welfare – an interesting shift from arts 

administration. 

 

Remington 



It was a great jump – I’d done 20 years in the arts and as ever the battle for funding was as 

difficult as it always was and so I thought well let me make a move at that particular juncture 

in my life, if I was going to make a move it seemed like the right time to do it and I was just 

extremely fortunate that the trustees of Action for Blind People thought I might have some 

transferable skills and it happened. 

 

White 
Did you have any particular interest or knowledge, at that stage, of visual impairment? 

 

Remington 
Not over and above any other area of disability or what I would call human need work.  So 

the answer is no. 

 

White 
You say the battle for funds but I mean the battle of funds goes on in the world of visual  

impairment probably more so than in the arts doesn’t it? 

 

Remington 
Well when I first arrived at Action for Blind People it seemed like a relatively benign 

environment in terms of funding.  I have to say that my long experience in the arts has served 

me well in the last few years in terms of finance because it’s got tougher and tougher as we 

all know in our world. 

 

White 
So what did you regard, when you came to the job, as the things that you or the organisation 

could do which other organisations perhaps couldn’t or weren’t, because it’s still quite a 

crowded market in the sense of as well as organisations there are the voluntary organisations 

as well, there’s local authorities, it doesn’t mean everything gets done but there are quite a lot 

of people in the field aren’t there? 

 

Remington 
Well you put your finger on it because it’s a crowded market but not everything does get 

done.  But to answer the first question first, when I first arrived Action was just moving into 

employment in quite a big way.  We had been a provider of sheltered employment and 

continued to do so for a while but the trend then was very much moving towards people 

being able to be employed in regular mainstream jobs, to retain their jobs if they lost their 

sight and this has remained a huge priority for us and is so still today. 

 

White 
And yet the figures of people employed don’t go up very much, do you find that depressing? 

 

Remington 
Well if you’re going to ask me what I was pleased about in the last 20 years and what I was 

less pleased about I’m afraid employment would be on the downside because you’re quite 

right for all the work that has gone on through Action and many other organisations it’s been 

a pretty intractable problem.  Government programmes aren’t really fit for purpose, their aim 

is to get as many people off benefit and into work – I understand that – but people with 

particular needs who are perhaps further from the job market find it tougher and tougher to 

get on to these programmes and to benefit from them. 

 



White 
So if you’re not pleased about that what have you been pleased about? 

 

Remington 
Oh I’ve been hugely pleased about the shift from what I think I would have regarded when I 

started as a rather more paternalistic and institutional approach towards one where it’s all 

about empowerment, it’s all being led more and more by blind and partially sighted people 

themselves, who knows sighted people in our world may become redundant one day, not just 

yet but we are totally committed to being led by blind and partially sighted people in the way 

our organisations are developed, designed and managed. 

 

White 
Well of course you have a successor to be appointed to you, what are the chances of that 

successor being visually impaired… 

 

Remington 
Well…. 

 

White 
…that would be one more job in the market? 

 

Remington 
Well that’s true but I am able to say that I have absolutely no influence or involvement with 

the appointment of my successor. 

 

White 
Okay, you batted that one away.  You have been there during a great deal of expansion of 

services for Action for Blind People – benefits advice, leisure activities for young people, 

training.  Was this because no one else was really doing it? 

 

Remington 
I think some of the things we did were indeed because no one else was doing them, some of 

the initiatives – the Actionaires clubs, I’ve already talked about the employment, which 

remains a very high priority.  Other things like benefits advice, there were and have been and 

still are other agencies who give this advice but there’s still terrific unmet need.  And this 

leads to some of the duplication, which has been part of my work in the last two decades, to 

try to avoid duplication between organisations and you referred to the great many 

organisations there are Peter and that’s been a frustration - not that there are so many but that 

we don’t work as seamlessly together as perhaps we could.  It’s a great advance that we’ve 

got the UK Vision Strategy and Vision 20/20 UK, both of which I’ve been very proud to play 

a part in, and these give us a framework in which we can cooperate much better.  

 

White 
Now you mention cooperation, a few years ago of course  you went into a much closer 

association with the RNIB, why did you agree to that – I know you don’t call this an 

amalgamation, although some people did at the time, but why did you do that? 

 

Remington 
We don’t really mind what it’s called, we call it an association and we’re very glad that 

Action for Blind People is part of RNIB group.  I think that the more rationalisation and 



integration we can get within our sector the better and there were a variety of circumstances 

which came together at the time which made it a very sensible thing to do.  But above all 

what we did was eliminate pointless competition, RNIB and Action were chasing each other 

for contracts and undercutting each other and it was ridiculous, tripping over each other at 

every turn.  So we’ve got that very considerably sorted out.  Sadly there are still hundreds of 

other charities – I should not say sadly. 

 

White 
But you did so is that what you think? 

 

Remington 
No, it isn’t.  Let me put myself right on that.  Sadly because it’s confusing and there’s 

duplication in administration, infrastructure, back office costs and so forth which I’d love to 

find a way for us to avoid, just as RNIB and Action are developing far better integrated 

systems, so that we are able to be more efficient and concentrate our efforts on the frontline 

work. 

 

White 
You say you don’t mind what it’s called, although you do call it an association, some people 

called it a takeover – they’re bigger than you – in business terms it could have been seen as 

what you might call a hostile takeover? 

 

Remington 
No, no not all, I mean it was never that, we fully agreed to it, it wasn’t a matter of buying our 

shares on the stock market or anything like that because they don’t exist and it was a very 

amicable arrangement which seemed to me to be the benefit, not only of both organisations 

but above all to blind and partially sighted people because we provide a more seamless 

service. 

 

White 
So now you’ve taken that first step isn’t it logical that eventually you do become one 

organisation – you are doing very similar things, I mean do you really think your role will be 

– I’m sure you’re going to say it’s going to be replaced now but in future? 

 

Remington 
Well what – what management posts a particular organisation needs is indeed for the future, 

yes I am going to be replaced in my present position and that’s fine, who knows what may 

happen down the line.  But I think the idea that it would be beneficial just to wrap the two 

organisations into one – what do we mean by that?  Do we mean that the Action for Blind 

People brand and its culture and its different way of working, its distinct qualities, would 

disappear?  I think that would be a great shame.  And I think both donors and blind and 

partially sighted people themselves actually relish the fact that there are two brands operating, 

two organisations operating within this single framework. 

 

White 
And what would you say is its distinctiveness then, how would you describe its brand? 

 

Remington 
Action’s brand – well people tell us that we are seen as lively, that we get things done, Action 

by name Action by nature is one I like particularly.  We are slightly younger in our flavour 



and all these things I like.  But we’re much less well known than RNIB is, so what a great 

combination to have RNIB’s terrific national status and recognition and Action’s perhaps 

slightly more fleet of foot and getting stuff done? 

 

White 
What are you most proud of with your association with Action over the last 20 years? 

 

Remington 
I think for all the fact that there is so much fragmentation in our sector the fact that we have 

created frameworks in which the sector is working very much better together, where, for 

example, the Royal College of Ophthalmologists and the College of Optometrists, the general 

practitioners sit around the same table as representatives of local societies and this happens 

both at national level, at local level.  I know this sounds structural but I do think it provides 

the basis for something great going forward. 

 

White 
Are you worried about the lives of visually impaired people in the future?  It’s a very kind of 

volatile situation at the moment where many things are changing – what’s your mood as you 

retire? 

 

Remington 
I am worried, there’s a lot of positive things have happened in the last 20 years, I think 

there’s far more awareness in society about the additional needs and opportunities and 

potential of visually impaired people and people with other disabilities.  I think there’s been a 

lot of good move towards independence, innovations in society have I think been terrifically 

beneficial in recent years.  But I do worry desperately – we mentioned earlier about 

employment situation hasn’t really moved at all, people still lose their jobs unnecessarily 

when they lose their sight, getting into work is extremely hard and as it has always been 

perhaps even harder in the future.  One of the most important things we have to do is to 

ensure that we are there for people as early as possible in their sight loss journey, this means 

being in eye clinics, being in and around doctors’ surgeries, being in the community so that 

we can get to people as early as possible when they learn that they’re going to be losing their 

sight.  If we can do that then I’m hopeful.  If we fail to get to all those places that we need to 

be there then we’re not going to achieve the improvements that we need to but I’m optimistic. 

 

White 
Stephen Remington. 

 

Now we’ve always believed at In Touch you should set the agenda, so we relish your 

questions, like this one from Brian Williams: 

 

Williams 
I hear that the Bank of England will be introducing new plastic bank notes in 2016.  Having 

visited Canada in the last few years where they have tactile markings on their bank notes, 

which are plastic, some of them having one, two, three or four depending on the 

denomination, wonder whether In Touch have looked into whether the Bank of England will 

be following their example especially as the head of the Bank of England is Canadian? 

 

White 



So we set out to discover what is happening.  We’re indeed to have new bank notes, which 

will be made of tougher material and will therefore last longer it’s hoped, so is this a chance 

to have more distinctive markings – for example Braille or some other form of tactile 

distinctiveness – rather than just relying, as we do now, on identifying them by touch based 

on their different sizes?  This is what the Bank of England have told us: 

 

Bank of England statement 
Prior to the public consultation the bank worked with the RNIB to establish that 

polymer bank notes would not present any notable difficulties for blind and partially 

sighted people.  Importantly the bank will continue to print each denomination of 

bank note in different sizes of height and length, a key step to assist with 

identification.  The bank will also continue to use raised print to give our notes a 

tactile quality. 

 

So what input are blind people themselves having into this decision?  Well apparently the 

RNIB is in talks with the Bank of England, Steve Tyler, who’s head of strategy and planning 

at RNIB Solutions told us they’ve done an evaluation for the bank with blind and partially 

sighted users, the bank needs the notes to work in machinery, such as cashpoints for instance, 

and the RNIB needs the notes to be easily identifiable.  What they’re investigating is a 

combination of tactile, colouration and size differences.  It’s felt that Braille is of limited use 

– after all only a small proportion of blind people read it - they’re looking at other forms of 

tactile markings that anyone can identify just by being able to count them.   

 

Interestingly not everyone believes that tactile marking on bank notes is a high priority for 

blind people.  In the United States all denominations of notes are the same size, a classic case, 

you’d think, for having distinctive tactile markings but when offered this the American 

National Federation of the Blind turned it down.  Chris Danielsen, of the federation, told me 

why. 

 

Danielsen 
The incorporation of such markings in the United States was actually part of a court order 

that was issued a few years ago to our Treasury that said that our Treasury must introduce 

such tactile markings on our bank notes and the argument that was made in that court order 

was that blind people simply can’t use bank notes if we can’t identify them in some way and 

that tactile markings are absolutely necessary in order to be able to identify notes.  Now blind 

people, of course, in our country and in yours have been using bank notes for years the fact 

that they’re not tactilely marked is inconvenient but most blind people have strategies to deal 

with that.  And what we didn’t want was a court saying that anything that blind people 

couldn’t see we can’t use.  And the logic behind that can get us into all sorts of trouble, for 

example, if a blind person can’t physically read a contract with their eyes do they really have 

the capacity to agree to that contract?  And that was what we were concerned about. 

 

White 
But just to get this clear – you’re worried that this could lead to an underestimation of what 

blind people and partially sighted people can actually do, that it might actually lead to 

restrictions in things like contracts? 

 

Danielsen 
Well yes, it could, if the logic is that anything you can’t see is something that you can’t 

understand.  The inability to recognise notes tactilely is not the biggest problem, I mean so 



many blind people are unemployed that even getting money is a problem, let alone being able 

to identify it when you do get it.  So it’s important to keep this problem in perspective. 

 

White 
But Chris American bank notes are identical sizes, aren’t they, so that must – well I know 

because I’ve been to the States it does cause a problem, I mean what kind of strategies do 

people use? 

 

Danielsen 
When notes are received by a blind person, particularly if a cashier is helpful enough to 

actually count back the change for example, then what you do is you fold the notes in 

different ways or organise them in your wallet so that you know what they are.  Also there 

have always been bill identifiers that you could buy but they tended to be very expensive but 

now if you have a smart phone you can get an app that can identify the notes. 

 

White 
Of course the problem with folding notes different ways is that if, as you say, even if you’ve 

got a helpful cashier or storekeeper the fact is that if you’re in the front of a queue with a lot 

of restless people behind you and you get a bundle of notes sorting them out still takes time 

and is tricky isn’t it? 

 

Danielsen 
It can be an inconvenience, we don’t deny that.  Our concern was let’s keep the problem that 

this creates for blind people in perspective and not blow it up into a thing where people feel 

like blind people can’t use money or make transactions simply because we can’t see them. 

 

White 
Chris Danielsen. 

 

Well we’d be very interested to hear your views on that.  That question came directly from a 

listener, if there’s anything you’d like us to investigate why not let us know and we’ll do our 

best to get to the bottom of it.  You can call our actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after 

tonight’s programme, you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk and there’s more information about 

tonight’s items on our website plus a download of this programme from tomorrow.  From me, 

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