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White 

Good evening.  Tonight - no dogs, no ground floor rooms – the excuses hotels give for not 

accepting bookings from guide dog owners keep coming.  And the strongest hint yet of closer 

cooperation between the country’s two leading blindness charities. 

 

Clip 
We have a very good memorandum of understanding with Action for Blind People, we have 

similar arrangements with about 45 local societies.  So collaboration is in our DNA. 

 

White 
More form the chief executive of the Guide Dogs later on in the programme. 

 

But first, spend any time with a group of guide dog owners and it won’t be very long before 

you’re regaled with tales of discrimination, whether it’s pubs, shops, taxis or hotels.  The 

latest example to come to our attention is the case of Kim Milward from Northampton.  Kim 

is a keen horror film buff and she recently planned a trip to the capital which involved 

booking a hotel near to a festival of her favourite film genre called Fright Fest.  She went 

online to book it successfully, as she thought, but three days before she was due to arrive at 

Hotel 65 she was suddenly told by email that the hotel didn’t accept dogs and that in any case 

it had no ground floor rooms available.  Kim hadn’t actually asked for a ground floor room. 

 



While our reporter Tom Walker has been to meet Kim and he asked her if she was surprised 

at the way this had been handled. 

 

Milward 
Not 100% because I have had this happen.  It’s rare but very occasionally it does.  But I was 

more annoyed at the fact that they – the assumption of my abilities and it would have been 

nice if they had contacted me personally. 

 

Walker 
When you say the assumption of your abilities, what assumptions were they making? 

 

Milward 
Well obviously that I had trouble with stairs. 

 

Walker 
So in addition to not allowing the guide dog in they’d also made assumptions about what you 

could and couldn’t do? 

 

Milward 
Yeah, yes definitely, well the fact that they mentioned that there was no lift and that there 

were stairs, even when they did concede in an apology email later on that they were wrong re 

the law they did still mention that they had no ground floor rooms. 

 

White 
So Tom what did Kim do then? 

 

Walker 
Well as so many people do Peter she wrote about her predicament on social media and 

luckily a friend who lives fairly close to the venue came up with an offer of free 

accommodation. 

 

White 
All worked out okay in the end in that case but of course there’s a serious point here.  I mean 

apart from being illegal these situations can be very stressful, especially when the guide dog 

owner is with a group of friends who aren’t all guide dog owners. 

 

Walker 
Absolutely Peter.  Kim was very lucky on this occasion.  I have to declare an interest myself 

here.  I have been with a group of blind friends who’ve been refused entry into a restaurant 

because they’ve got a guide dog.  It can ruin a night out if you allow it to. 

 

I asked Kim what she thinks needs to be done to prevent this kind of thing from happening 

again. 

 

Milward 
I feel that disability is the Cinderella under the umbrella of the Equality Act and that there 

certainly needs to be more education and definitely enforcement because all too often an 

apology is given and that’s it, whereas in other instances, say for example you park a car in a 

place that you shouldn’t or you outstay your time limit in a parking spot saying sorry will be 

accepted but then they’ll say thank you here’s your fine all the same. 



 

Walker 
So you think the law needs to be toughened up or enforcement at least? 

 

Milward 
Yes, yes. 

 

Walker 
Did you contact Guide Dogs for the Blind Association and if so what help did you get? 

 

Milward 
Not a lot really.  Yeah I did contact them. 

 

Walker 
What do you think Guide Dogs should do in that situation? 

 

Milward 
I find maybe sometimes a less softly, softly approach.  Yes you don’t necessarily want to 

alienate businesses but remember that disabled people are a part of the community and our 

money is as worthwhile as anybody else and the law is the law. 

 

Walker 
When guide dog owners find themselves in this situation where they’ve been refused service 

what help do you think Guide Dogs for the Blind Association should give them? 

 

Milward 
Maybe a little bit more backing by saying this is unacceptable.  Shall we say a slightly 

tougher stance, not an aggressive stance but more positive criticism, saying no you should not 

do this, we’re going to enforce the law more.  It’s alright reminding places of their rights but 

perhaps a slight slap on the wrist would be more beneficial. 

 

White 
Well in fact Kim has now had an apology from the hotel which acknowledged to her that it 

got things wrong and that she was indeed right about the law.  The hotel also pointed out to 

us that in fact they had then offered Kim a room but by that time she’d made other 

arrangements. 

 

Well I’ve been talking to Richard Leaman, Chief Executive of Guide Dogs.  I pointed out to 

him that these cases keep cropping up, if it isn’t hotels it’s restaurants, if not restaurants then 

it’s taxis.  So why wasn’t the message getting across? 

 

Leaman 
Well that’s a really good question Peter.  It’s, as you’ve said, it is against the law.  In this 

particular case with Kim we wrote immediately to the hotel, reminding them of the law and 

as you say they’ve sent an apology.  It is very frequent, it is hugely embarrassing and 

distressing when it happens.  We did a survey last year, interestingly, sadly, there are many 

other problems much higher on our guide dog owners’ list.  So taxi access, for example, is 

top of the list.  Actually hotel access only came – I think it was number eight in the list of 

their concerns.  It’s never right when it happens and we always react immediately when it 

does.  And for each individual type of access problem we approach it in a different way but I 



should be very clear we always support our guide dog owners and we’re a very strong 

campaigning organisation on a national level, so this isn’t something we don’t take very, very 

seriously. 

 

White 
But clearly Kim thought you could have been tougher and is there a sense in which you don’t 

want to be too militant on this for fear of losing goodwill from donors? 

 

Leaman 
No absolutely not.  If we were worried about alienating people we wouldn’t have campaigned 

as aggressively and as vociferously on four or five major issues that have changed national 

legislation.  So we have been pushing the government for four years to get audio visual 

equipment on buses, finally only a few days ago the government have tabled an amendment 

to their own buses bill to get that fitted.  We’ve done it for electric vehicles, we’ve done it for 

pavement parking, we’ve done it for dangerous dogs.  We are fearless in our campaigning on 

behalf of blind and partially sighted people. 

 

White 
But the thing which makes people aware of the law, which this hotel doesn’t appear to have 

been, is cases isn’t it, prosecutions – people getting hit in the pocket? 

 

Leaman 
I think it is partially about the threat of a stick but it’s also about education.  Quite a lot of the 

particularly taxi and restaurant access problems are just raw ignorance of the law.  And it’s 

worth saying that we have a protocol with our colleagues at RNIB in cases where the law has 

been broken, there is no apology, there is no intent to put it right, we work with the RNIB to 

prosecute these people because it’s wrong. 

 

White 
Because what people will say is if we park somewhere where we’re not supposed to park, it’s 

no good saying sorry, we’ll still get a 60 quid fine or something like that. 

 

Leaman 
Yeah quite and I think those people who break the law and who refuse to accept access, for a 

taxi or for a hotel, they will be prosecuted.  The RNIB and ourselves work together to do that 

and there have been cases where it’s happened. 

 

White 
As I’m sure you know we’ve been featuring the concern being expressed about the possible 

closure of specialist hotels for visually impaired people, two of which Guide Dogs own and 

one of the reasons for that very high level of concern is precisely this point – that mainstream 

hotels people say don’t always cater well for them, whereas hotels such as the ones at 

Windermere, Teignmouth and Western-super-Mare do, so I mean can you tell us anymore 

about what might happen? 

 

Leaman 
Well yeah but I mean that’s a really interesting case in point.  I mean firstly a lot of guide dog 

owners are very upset about the closure of these hotels.  I know for sure it was an incredibly 

hard decision for Action for Blind People to make - to close them.  But set aside the specialist 

hotels for the moment should we not be aiming for a society where hotels, taxis and 



restaurants accept, encourage, support and invite blind and partially sighted people to come 

and should they have to go to a separate place, a specialist place, shouldn’t they just be part 

of a society that is welcoming and open and accessible to everybody? 

 

White 
But what a lot of our listeners say is yes that would be fine but we haven’t reached that point 

yet, so don’t take away our accessible hotels. 

 

Leaman 
Well the hotels – I agree and the hotels themselves, as I say, it’s a really tough decision and 

unfortunately at Guide Dogs we’re not by any means hoteliers and we’re very hopeful that 

they will be sold as a going concern and that the facilities will stay as they are for the 

moment.  It’s actually… 

 

White 
As specialist hotels? 

 

Leaman 
Well yes but it’s actually very sensitive at the moment because the staff, who work in those 

hotels, are under consultation.  But the work we’ve done with RNIB and Action so far is 

aiming towards sustaining that capability for the moment.  But my longer term aspiration and 

I think everybody would feel this way, is that this should be something that should be 

available across the country, not just in two or three locations.  But if a blind or partially 

sighted person goes to a hotel they should expect that hotel to have the facilities and the staff 

to be aware of how to support a blind or partially sighted person across the country. 

 

White 
But are you saying that these hotels – it’s not a fait accompli – they may not stop being 

specialist centres? 

 

Leaman 
Well I honestly don’t know Peter, I mean we’re not involved in the negotiations or the 

consultation with staff, we’ve been talking to Action, if they can be sold as a going concern 

that would be good, we don’t know where it’s heading.  And if they’re not, if they don’t 

continue as they are, we’re surveying a lot of our guide dog owners at the moment, our aim 

with Action is to find a way to support blind and partially sighted people when they go on 

holiday and when they go to a hotel and if it’s through those hotels as a going concern that’s 

an option, if it’s not through those hotels we will need to find another way because it isn’t 

right. 

 

White 
Just one more question:  You were saying earlier in this interview that you were working 

closely with the RNIB on the issue of the law and taxis and guide dogs.  In a recent interview 

that we did with the retiring chief executive of the RNIB we reminded Lesley-Anne of a bit 

of crossing of swords a little while ago on the whole issue of how much cooperation there 

should be between the two of you.  She gave, what I would say, is quite am emollient answer, 

I wonder how this idea of closer cooperation is progressing. 

 

Leaman 



It wouldn’t surprise you to hear me say that we in Guide Dogs we have collaboration at the 

heart of what we do.  We have a very good memorandum of understanding with Action for 

Blind People, we have similar arrangements with about 45 local societies.  So collaboration is 

in our DNA.  I think we actually have a window of opportunity now, I’m talking to Sally 

Harvey at RNIB… 

 

White 
She’s the acting chief exec. 

 

Leaman 
Yeah, yeah, she’s the acting CEO.  Together we’ve got lots of ideas, there are plenty of 

things that we could do together, we want to do together and all being well then hopefully 

you and I will be talking in a few months’ time and we’ll be able to talk about some of the 

things that we’ve managed to do together… 

 

White 
About a merger? 

 

Leaman 
Ah well that’s probably quite a long way down the line.  If I give you an example of that.  We 

collaborated with the National Blind Children’s Society probably about four and a half years 

ago on a programme called Movement Matters, that’s enabling young blind children to move 

around, to work in their school and to work with their parents, this is a really good 

collaborative piece of work.  That led eventually to the two organisations merging.  So in our 

heads and I’m not sure if I’m on record saying this before but I’ve always felt that the first 

step towards unity is some really good meaty collaborative projects that deliver results for 

blind and partially sighted people.  And I’m talking to Sally Harvey now, we’re always keen 

to collaborate and now is no different. 

 

White 
So on unity are you saying never say never? 

 

Leaman 
You can never say never about unity.  Our most important imperative is that the two charities 

work together in the best interests of blind and partially sighted people. I’m talking to Sally 

Harvey about ways in which we can collaborate right now.  Who knows where it might go. 

 

White 
Richard Leaman, chief executive officer of the Guide Dogs for the Blind Association with 

some thought provoking ideas there. 

 

But now from the politics of Guide Dogs to the more personal aspect of throwing in your lot 

with a dog.  Red Szell has been musing on his first few weeks with a new companion. 

 

Szell 
It’s that time of year again when the low autumn sun shines like an angle poise lamp in the 

eyes and lengthening shadows obliterate all trace of the path ahead.  The time of year, as I 

said last year, when a simple walk to the shops can turn into a blindfold game of donkey 

kong.  But this year it’s a two player game.  I have a wingman or rather a guide dog to see me 

round the assault course.  Yes despite my reservations about man’s best friend and the 



protestations of my cat I finally had to admit that I need more assistance than my white cane 

can give.  

 

So for the past three months I’ve been stepping out with Ella, my shiny new black Labrador.  

But, after years of fighting to retain my independence it’s difficult adjusting to the 

interdependence of life with a dog.  It’s not unlike life with a toddler.  A helpful toddler but 

one with permanently arrested development that requires stimulation and exercise and taking 

to the potty.  And to be perfectly honest I don’t always want to stop what I’m doing to take 

the dog out.  Trusting your life on London’s busy streets to a dog in glorified romper reigns is 

far from stress free.  So far the accidents I feared haven’t happened.  I’ve had a few bumps 

and scrapes but nothing calamitous and fewer than I used to have with my white cane.  But 

that was before autumn arrived when my fuzzy keyhole vision still provided a degree of dual 

control.  Nevertheless today I think I turned a corner, or at least Ella led me round one.   

 

It was a bright and blustery afternoon and I really didn’t want to go out.  My inbox was 

overflowing and my editor impatient.  But the dog was restless which made it impossible for 

me to concentrate.  So I grumpily grabbed her harness and set out for the heath.  Ella all but 

dragged me there and when I let her run free she shot off like a toddler let loose in a toyshop.  

Reunited with my white cane I tapped my way along the path that skirts the duck pond 

listening to the wind tearing the leaves from the trees and to Ella gallivanting with a couple of 

other dogs.  I stopped to talk to their owners and enjoyed the warm sun on my face.  It was 

ages since I’d last passed this way.   

 

When the kids were little we used to come here all the time, to feed the ducks and 

decompress a bit.  Happy days.  A dog came tearing towards me and I flinched before 

recognising it as Ella.  She hurtled past me and I heard the unmistakeable sound of her diving 

headfirst into a huge pile of leaves.  I was still laughing when we got home.  And with Ella 

flopped at my feet and a cup of tea in my hands I thought how much I’d missed the simple 

pleasure of taking a walk in the park.  Deadlines be damned, we’ll be back again tomorrow. 

 

White 
Red Szell.  Sounding as if he maybe in the first stages of conversion. 

 

And just two snippets of information before we go.  A parliamentary committee is currently 

looking into the subject of disability and the built environment including the contentious 

topic of so-called shared spaces where pedestrians, cyclists and motorists use the same 

surfaces.  It’s something we’ve featured several times on In Touch and the Women and 

Equalities Committee is aware it raises strong opinions on the part of visually impaired 

people.  Well time is almost up for taking the public’s views about this but we’ve been told 

that the committee recognises that submitting evidence can be more tricky for us so they’re 

giving us a little more time to do it.  They say that you can go to the parliament website, like 

anyone else, but if you find that awkward you can email your evidence on this topic and if 

you don’t use email either there is a phone number you can call to discuss alternative ways of 

giving your views, including possibly recording them.  Well details of the website and the 

email address and the phone number can be got from our actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 

hours after the programme.  And also one more thing – The Secret Life of Sue Townsend 

Aged 68¾ is a television documentary about one of In Touch’s very favourite former 

contributors.  It’s narrated by Julie Walters and it’s on BBC2 this coming Saturday evening at 

nine o’clock.  That’s it from me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, 

goodbye. 


