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White 

Good evening.  In the current financial climate many charities feel they’re having to do more 

with less.  Fill gaps in care left by cuts in central and local provision whilst coping with falls 

in their traditional income streams – donations, legacies, grants.  But they also have to take 

their beneficiaries with them – convincing them that any changes they make aren’t a 

deterioration of service and convincing clients and potential donors that they haven’t become 

businesses in disguise.   

 

Well it’s shorthand but I think it’s a pretty fair summing up of the situation facing the RNIB – 

the Royal National Institute of Blind People – which provides the broadest range of services 

to blind and partially sighted people by a charity in this country and now feels it’s got to 

make some changes to balance the books.  It’s clear already some of those changes aren’t 

popular and we’re going to spend today’s programme unpicking them with the man brought 

in to the RNIB this summer to deal with them.  Neil Heslop has spent 25 years in the 

telecoms industry, he’s been head of strategy for O2, he’s also been the chief executive of a 

start-up company in the United States.  Neil is blind himself and he’s group director now of 

RNIB Solutions. 

 

Neil Heslop, we’re going to talk in more detail about how your changes will affect much 

treasured services such as talking books, talking newspapers, special adapted products but 

first, just in a few sentences, could you explain what you’ve been brought in to do? 

 

Heslop 
My brief is really to do three things:  To find creative ways to bring more content to more 

people, at the same time as the mainstream and in formats that they choose; to be a retailer of 



choice for those products that support blind and partially sighted people to live independently 

and also to work with the business sector to offer solutions that support them making their 

products and services accessible for people with sight loss. 

 

White 
But you see that all sounds very positive but a lot of people are, I think, are probably 

wondering is solutions corporate speak for cuts? 

 

Heslop 
I think solutions is corporate speak for change and I think all of us at a pure human level find 

change a challenge.  And one of the things that I want to ensure happens with the changes 

that we are proposing to make is that people thoroughly understand the context in which 

they’re being made.  RNIB is embarking upon a new strategy period and in that period our 

challenge is to reach more people and to make of a difference to them.  And what that means 

for solutions is that we have to broaden our appeal, broaden our choice to win the right that 

more customers will use our services. 

 

White 
So, I mean briefly because I want to press on to specific things, but who aren’t getting 

services now that you think should? 

 

Heslop 
I would point to the young, perhaps those in employment and I think if we are touching a 

quarter of the available market, as it were, we would probably be doing quite well. 

 

White 
Okay, let’s look at some of the changes in more detail to the bits that are your direct concern.  

Recently the 35,000 or so users of the Talking Book Service got a letter announcing changes, 

this is part of what it said: 

 

Extract from letter 
… our aim is to bring the Talking Book Service to more people than ever before so 

we’re moving to simpler more affordable way of delivering the talking books you 

enjoy.  By saving money on players we’ll be able to invest in new ways of delivering 

the service, such as USB memory sticks and downloading.  We’ll also be able to add 

more books to the collection, giving you even more choice.  RNIB will continue to 

repair or replace your Daisy player until your annual subscription comes up for 

renewal.  After that date the player will be yours to keep.  It will become your 

property and you will need to decide what to do if it goes wrong or needs to be 

replaced.  We’re always here to provide advice if you need it about repairing your 

player or buying a new one. 

 

Well Kirsten Hearn was one of the users who received this and she told us that she 

understood the RNIB had to make changes and savings but this letter, she said, was 

disingenuous: 

 

Hearn 
Well this is a cut by no other means actually and I think that the RNIB needs to say they are 

forced to make cuts on account of austerity and is it actually going to affect people’s right to 

read. 



 

White 
Who are you fearful for? 

 

Hearn 
Well I’m actually fearful for everybody.  I mean obviously the demographics of the RNIB 

talking book library is mostly older people who may have more difficulty using some more 

modern digital applications.  But quite frankly I have lots of problems with them as well.  So 

I’m quite fearful that lots of people will be trapped in this kind of like confused place of not 

being able to do things like download on to their computers, use a USB stick, all those fancy 

things where most of us – and I’m medium technical – sticking a CD into a CD player which 

has an internal speaker in it and having that by my bed or in the kitchen or wherever it might 

be is a really simple thing to do, whereas having to kind of like download and apply it to an 

MP3 player through your earphones or use it on your computer could be a bit challenging. 

 

White 
And Lesley Rands was equally unhappy about how changes to the service would affect some 

of its members: 

 

Rands 
Do people not realise that for some housebound individuals with sight loss a talking book 

machine is their main leisure pursuit and by not offering the player subscription can put it out 

of reach for a lot of people?  Moreover why has this decision been made with absolutely no 

consultation with the people who actually use the service? 

 

White 
So Neil Heslop, I’m sure you knew how much talking books are valued when you did this so 

why are you doing it? 

 

Heslop 
You’re absolutely right, we completely understand what a much loved service this is and how 

important the Talking Book Service is in terms of individuals who can feel isolated and for 

whom it is a lifeline.  I’m blind myself, I’ve been a user of the service, I understand what it 

means in terms of giving access to all sorts of leisure pursuits and so on.   

 

White 
But isn’t the key thing about this that, as Kirsten says, this is a cut, it’s effectively a cut in the 

sense that you don’t get the security of a machine that’s quite easy to use, that you know that 

you’ll have and when it goes wrong it’ll be replaced?  That’s a cut isn’t it? 

 

Heslop 
It’s a change and I completely understand that all forms of change cause a degree of anxiety 

and I wish to acknowledge that.  But for those people who are actually enjoying the service 

currently the degree of change that we’re talking about is relatively modest.  People will 

continue to receive Daisy books in the format that they’re used to.  One of your contributors 

expressed an anxiety that there would be a need to change one’s method of delivery and 

suddenly move to a digital download – that’s absolutely not what we’re saying.  What we 

have to do is find a home within the breadth of our updated modernised reading service for 

all customers to live comfortably within and that includes older subscribers whose needs are 



best served by simple players.  There are huge numbers of simple, more cheaper, more 

accessible players on the market… 

 

White 
So you’re saying when they buy another one they can buy a cheaper one but they will have to 

buy it won’t they? 

 

Heslop 
They will because in order to invest in the breadth of the service and give much greater 

choice we have to make trade-offs about where we do so.  And yes we are asking people to 

make a contribution in terms of devices but we’re seeking to do that by bringing forward a 

number of different options for them to do and we will also be bringing forward financing 

solutions that help support that process. 

 

White 
You say you’re going to offer support to people who need to buy alternative machines or 

indeed a similar one to the one they had or get them repaired.  How much confidence can 

people have in that, most people who want that kind of help want it face to face, not on the 

phone, can you afford to do that? 

 

Heslop 
Saving money is part of it but a much bigger part about it is engaging the customers and 

broadening choice.  We have a large technology support squad that provides face to face 

support for people in their own homes and clearly that has a huge part to play.  But what we 

have learnt from talking to customers and to consulting with them is that their customer needs 

are changing. 

 

White 
Can we turn to Talking Newspapers which until 2010 that was an autonomous charity, 

providing a wide range of newspapers and magazines to visually impaired people in a number 

of accessible formats – audio and electronic – which could be both e-mailed and downloaded.  

Now three years ago the decision was made to merge with the RNIB, primarily because of 

Talking Newspapers financial situation, a process which was completed this summer.  Now 

at the time of the plan I suggested to its chief executive, John Kerby, that in losing its 

autonomy it might lose its ability to control the continuing provision of its core business, i.e. 

giving people newspapers, at the time he was bullish about that: 

 

Kerby 
We’re very conscious obviously of the danger of being swallowed up by, as it were, a 

leviathan, I’m not being rude to the RNIB, but they are a very large organisation.  But the 

nature of the association we’re talking about leaves National Talking Newspapers and 

Magazines as a separate charity with its own separate registration in its own right, with its 

own trustees, relying therefore on the same dedicated band of volunteers to do the work for 

us.  So we’re very confident that this association arrangement, assuming we can get to the 

final point of concluding it, will guarantee that we carry on doing what we’re doing at the 

moment only more effectively. 

 

White 
But the fact is that there are now to be some big changes – the process of producing 

electronic newspapers is proposed to be moved away from Heathfield, redundancies do seem 



inevitable and Neil McLachlan, who’s been one of the pioneers of the association’s service 

for many years and a former trustee, still feels very strongly against the idea of a merger. 

 

McLachlan 

If you have a problem getting a file or something like that it is very easy with the Talking 

Newspaper at Heathfield, you simply phone somebody up, that you can actually speak to the 

guy who’s actually doing.  Otherwise with the RNIB you’ve got a much large organisation 

and it is probably going to be very difficult to actually get what you want at the end, we all 

know what customer service is like.  Financial – I do feel that a small charity like the Talking 

Newspaper Association of the UK might it going to be in a much better position to get 

funding from donations and so on from people because it’s got a very clear objective, it’s 

small, people relate to it than the RNIB would be able to because that’s a much bigger but it 

is much less likely in that situation to get funding. 

 

White 
But as I understand it, Neil, at the time the Talking Newspaper Association was broke 

basically – they were up against it. 

 

McLachlan 
That – but then we have always been broke and basically what happened in that situation was 

that we would make an appeal to our subscribers and they would very generously help us out 

and that I believe would have been the case in the future.  My other problem obviously is the 

technical side of things because it is there that I think that we’re going to have the greatest 

problem because I developed the first text [indistinct word] system within Talking 

Newspaper Association and then Heathfield developed their own and that has taken a long 

time and even now there are still certain magazines and publications which can’t be properly 

processed. 

 

White 
So what is it you’re afraid that the ordinary user of the talking newspaper system will actually 

notice? 

 

McLachlan 
I’m afraid, at the very least, that’s going to happen is that there’s going to be a degradation in 

service.  There will be certain newspapers and mags like for example, New Scientist, 

Economist, Money Week, Nature, Investors Chronicle – these are ones that will probably not 

be processed by whatever system they develop at the RNIB at Peterborough. 

 

White 
And that’s because what – they are more complicated to do, it’s something to do with the 

layout – why would they be difficult whereas other things like the Sun and the Mirror, for 

example…? 

 

McLachlan 
Yeah exactly, yeah well the reason for that is that these other papers, like the Sun and the 

Mirror and The Times etc., they all come from a particular source, it’s called the NNLA – the 

National Newspaper Licensing Agency – whereas some of the other publications, such as 

New Scientist and Nature etc., those come directly from the publisher and therefore the 

format for that is different. 

 



White 
How do you read the mood at Heathfield? 

 

McLachlan 
Obviously people are shell shocked.  Certainly myself and another ex-trustee that I’ve 

discussed this with, we could see that this was going to happen but I don’t think either of us 

expected it to happen quite so suddenly.  Basically what is going to happen is within probably 

as little as three months newspapers and magazines will not be delivered from Heathfield.  

We just hope that they will be delivered at Peterborough but so far there’s absolutely no 

guarantee that that is going to be the case. 

 

White 
Neil Heslop, you heard what Neil McLachlan said I mean what about this fear that you 

actually don’t have the technical knowhow to take on this work and that no handover process 

has been put in place to acquire that knowhow? 

 

Heslop 
Five years ago NTN’s revenue was £1.4 million, today it’s £600,000.  So there has been a 

dramatic change and while Neil’s absolutely right to say that NTN’s fundraising capacity is 

significant and important even after that, in that period of association between the 1
st
 

February 2010 and the end of June this year, the RNIB have subsidised the NTN operation by 

more than a million pounds.  So that’s clearly a very difficult backdrop against which to 

confront some of the choices… 

 

White 
So are you saying people are going to have to accept a cut service because the money isn’t 

there? 

 

Heslop 
No, that’s not what I’m saying.  What I am saying is that it is incumbent upon us to find 

creative ways to maintain the existing service and go beyond it in a different way.  So NTN 

formally merged with RNIB on 1
st
 July, from that point we’ve made further investments with 

a view to a long term investment in the Heathfield site.  We have embarked upon a 45 day 

consultation with staff where we have set out proposals and some of those proposals do imply 

a change to what is carried out within Heathfield. 

 

White 
Because what people are going to want to know is am I going to get the service that I got 

before, am I going to get as many magazines and newspapers and am I going to get them in 

the same kind of format. 

 

Heslop 
And the straightforward answer to that is yes and yes.  It would be crazy for us to set out 

upon the ambition to deliver more and start by delivering less of what people are currently 

having.   

 

White 
But you do have to save money.  I mean I haven’t actually asked you to spell out – how much 

money have you got to save? 

 



Heslop 
Well it’s not as straightforward as an amount of money that we have to save.  We have to hit 

a balanced budget, as you would expect us to do.  But our guiding light in everything that 

we’re doing is how do we look after customers, how do we ensure that any changes that we 

make are as minimally disruptive to the experience of the services that we have, how do we 

make sure that every pound that is entrusted to us – these are hard times, we are a charity and 

we’re being given other people’s money and we have to make sure that every pound of that 

money is giving us a bang for buck in terms of delivering for our customers. 

 

White 
But that is the point – you are a charity, some of these services will never be able to make 

money and it’s part of a charity’s job to provide those services, as you say, in the best way 

you can but when you say balancing the books isn’t that a point of a charity – that it doesn’t 

always balance the books? 

 

Heslop 
Oh absolutely and certainly our plan in the coming number of financial years is we will 

continue to subsidise at significant levels the portfolio of activity that we currently offer.  So 

the idea that every single service or every single product has to be profitable or pay for itself 

is just not the case.  I, as a manager across the breadth of what we have to do, have to balance 

the books but within that there will be a mix of things that make money, other things that 

recover their costs and the continuation of services that we do currently and will do in the 

future we subsidise because it’s in our customers’ interests so to do. 

 

White 
Neil, you’ve enjoyed a very successful mainstream business career, so why have you now 

come in to the charity sector to answer questions like this? 

 

Heslop 
As you mentioned right at the beginning I’m blind Peter, yes I’ve spent 25 years in the 

corporate sector, in the telecoms industry, where I have acquired a number of experiences and 

skills about leading organisations through significant periods of change and doing so in such 

a way to deliver for customers in a cost effective fashion.  That’s what I believe I bring to the 

party.  Through all of my mainstream career because of my passionate commitment the cause 

of visual impairment and the rights of individuals with a visual impairment to enjoy the 

achievement of their potential, be that in education, employment or at leisure, I’ve wanted to 

make a contribution to the sector.  And given the nature of some of the challenges that we as 

an organisation have I felt that I could make such a contribution. 

 

White 
What will you regard as a success? 

 

Heslop 
I would regard as a success is that in five years’ time the numbers of blind and partially 

sighted customers that are enjoying our services has doubled. 

 

White 
Okay, that’s a clear enough answer, we’ll invite you back in five years’ time to see if they 

have.  Neil Heslop, thank you very much for joining us.   

 



And we would, as always, welcome your comments on anything that you’ve heard – you can 

In Touch actionline for 24 hours after the programme on 0800 044 044 and you can e-mail 

intouch@bbc.co.uk.  That’s it for today, from me Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and 

the team, goodbye. 
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