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White
Good evening.  Tonight, turning up the heat – keeping control of the technology which increasingly runs our homes.  And who are you?  As visually impaired people just how much do we know about the people we’re talking to?  The answers to that later in the programme. 

But first, as the nights begin to draw in that perennial household battle between those who are always too hot and those constantly complaining they’re too cold starts to rage again, so that whoever rules the thermostat rules the roost.  There’s no doubt that modern technology is widening the choices we can make in running our homes but if you’re partially sighted is accessibility keeping up with smartness when it comes to your cooker, your washing machine and in particular modern central heating systems?  

Well it seems on that later point at least things are beginning to happen.  A couple of years ago we talked on this programme to Chris Lofthouse of RICA, that’s an organisation which researches for older and disabled people, about some of the work that was being done on this and apparently that broadcast and your responses have borne fruit.  Chris reminded me of some of the issues they were looking at then.

Lofthouse
All the things that I’m sure many listeners identify with, which is tactile feedback, clarity of the use of screen or readings and that’s the difficulty that many people have had – to set the heating on and off, to set the temperature, to know the gradations between your settings and that kind of obvious feedback.  We also looked at the development at that time of a new app, which was very interesting, which we featured and that enabled somebody with a smartphone to control their central heating and that was a technological leap forward.

White
Well also with us is Rebecca Dibb-Simkin and she’s Head of Product Development with British Gas and you’ve moved this on since then, just explain how you got involved in this.

Dibb-Simkin
So British Gas was developing a new range of heating controls which included our hive product which you can use with an app, so you control it via the app or your computer but you can also control it via the thermostat, the piece of hardware on your wall.  So what we tried to do was bring in things like some tactile feedback, so the dial on the front of the device you can tell when you go up in half a degree increments….

White
Right, so this is the point where you’re trying to set your thermostat, you’re trying to make it go up or down to keep your house at the temperature that you want it to be and this has – these are not very nice radio genic noisy clicks but they are clicks and what does it each click represent?

Dibb-Simkin
Half a degree.

White
What does strike me, Rebecca, is this is a very soft action and I can feel the clicks but I’m a bit surprised that people didn’t say they wanted something more distinct and actually even that made a noise.

Dibb-Simkin
Yeah, it wasn’t something that came out of the work that we did with RICA, actually to be honest that would be something relatively easy for us to look at whether we could bring in a solution, I can’t promise.  There’s also on the top of the device there are two boost buttons which could be felt as well.

White
And what do they do?

Dibb-Simkin
So if you touch the one on the right it puts your heating on for an hour and the one on the left puts your hot water on for an hour, so it’s one touch and your heating is enabled.

White
And can you double that, so if you want it to be two hours or three hours?

Dibb-Simkin
Yes you can, you can go up to six hours, so you can just keep pressing.

White
So this has made it possible for people to do these things actually tactilely but most of what you’ve done is to try and make the visuals more user friendly isn’t it and because I can’t actually contribute very much to that, because I have no vision at all, we’ve brought in Cheryl, who does need to set your equipment.  And I mean can you just explain the problems you have Cheryl?

Gabriel
Well I can’t actually see the unit, I use a hand magnifier and on the unit I’ve got at home, in fact I haven’t used it for so long I can’t really remember even what it looks like, I just know it’s really, really inaccessible so I’m – because I don’t live on my own I’m very ready to say okay you do it dear because I can’t see to do it.  But now this is really exciting, if I think I can actually – I’m going to just put it on Rebecca because – could you show me how you put it on?

Dibb-Simkin
Well I’m not going to tell you, I’m going to see if you can work it out….

Gabriel
Well I’m going to describe it first of all.  It’s a little box, which is about three inches square and about an inch deep, and would this be wall mounted?

Dibb-Simkin
Yes it would be wall mounted.

Gabriel
Right, so there’s a – it’s very, very shiny, in fact it’s really like a mirror, in fact I can see my face in it and there’s a circle right slap bang in the middle, it’s about an inch wide in diameter, so – ooh I’ve just turned it without my magnifier, I can see some writing’s come on, it says 26 degrees point three, 26.3 degrees, I’m going to press the middle – I don’t know why I’m going to press the middle but I do press the middle – you press the middle on a lot of things and something happens, so I’ve just pressed it.  Right Tuesday 120 – whoops it’s gone off – 1205, a little tap – there’s a little tap, it’s gone off again, actually yes how do I keep it on for longer?

Dibb-Simkin
So this is one of the challenges we’re working on continuing improvements at the beginning, so this is a battery powered unit.  If you increase the length of time before the screen goes to sleep it drains the battery life.  So this is the home screen, as we’d call it, so in the top left you have the day and the time, the target temperature.  Now as you turn the temperature up the colours change, so they get more red, so when I’m on 27 degrees it’s quite a dark red…

Gabriel
That’s true.

Dibb-Simkin
When I go – if you keep looking at it – if I go right down…

Gabriel
Oooh it’s gone to lime green.

Dibb-Simkin
It goes – yes so when you get to kind of nine degrees it’s blue, because it’s a bit nippy.  You can also do all kinds of other clever things with it, so this button down here, which you can feel, is the menu button.

Gabriel
Okay, it’s got the three little lines so equalling menu.

Dibb-Simkin
Three little lines.  And you can set a schedule, so here when you press the menu button it comes up and says heat hot water, so I say I want to set a schedule for my heat, tell it to come on and off.  Go into schedule…

Gabriel
Now let me just have a read of this because the very good thing about this is that I can actually get my magnifier over the top of the button and actually read the writing, which is very exciting because having had a digital radio and not being able to do that I really realise that that’s something you’ve improved isn’t it.

Dibb-Simkin
Yes, yes, we actually tested with someone with a magnifying glass.  So we did look at that to try and improve it.

Gabriel
And it’s quite – it’s black writing with a white background and if you move across – if I’m just turning the little dial intuitively there and it’s scrolled through the different words and each word is then highlighted.

Dibb-Simkin
Is highlighted and we also changed the way we were highlighting to make it a little bit more…

Gabriel
If only this spoke Peter could do this.

Dibb-Simkin
Well we’re getting on to that, yeah, no, I – yes.

Gabriel
I mean it doesn’t – if it did say have a chip in it Pete could do this himself as well.

Dibb-Simkin
Oh yeah absolutely.

White
Now this is all very well but for someone like me – and I can imagine people at home kicking the furniture who are – who have got no sight and saying where’s the speech chip, we’re used to having them on microwaves, we’re used to having them on bathroom scales – just about everything, it’s not – it isn’t rocket science.

Dibb-Simkin
I think this is for us the start of a journey, as I said we haven’t looked at inclusive design before, we haven’t got one yet, we’ve made quite a few changes from the feedback that we’ve had so far.  It would be something – we could put a speech chip in, there’s no reason why we couldn’t and it’s certainly something that we could do.

White
You’re not the only people who’ve got central heating systems of course, this can be used with other people?

Dibb-Simkin
Yeah any gas boiler.

Gabriel
I don’t have to be a British Gas customer?

Dibb-Simkin
You do not have to be a British Gas customer, no.

White
Rebecca Dibb-Simking.  And we’d welcome your experiences and your suggestions about other gadgets which could do with an accessibility shakeup.  Details of how to do that a little later in the programme.

We always welcome your feedback and just occasionally that steady stream turns into a flood.  Which is what’s happened over last week’s debate about the RNIB campaign to save the jobs of advisors on sight loss in our hospitals.  While most people approve of the cause the RNIB was taken to task for stressing the fears of going blind rather than what could be done to help.  And its use of the terrors about blindness of personalities, such as Dame Shirley Bassey.  Your response this week shows that many of you agree.

Harvey White
I’m angry and distressed by the character of RNIB’s appeal.  RNIB cannot continue to transmit an inconsistent message like this.  Shirley Bassey’s remarks that she would rather be dead than blind is a common enough reaction in fully sighted people – celebrity or not – to the idea of losing sight but this attitude should be countered by RNIB’s appeals, not exploited by them.  In my view this appeal is close to prostituting blind people inasmuch as it demands money in exchange for dignity and respect.

White
That from Harvey White.  And Piers Numaling [phon.], though a little more mildly, essentially agrees.

Numaling
Sight loss isn’t a nice thing and it’s taken me a lot of hard work to pick up the pieces over the last 13 years as my sight has failed.  I lost my driver’s licence, my job and a lot of social opportunities to start with but I’m now happily married and with my second amazing guide dog I go to work every day just like many visually impaired people do.  There was nothing wrong with the ad campaign mentioning the horror, it’s just a real shame that the RNIB gave little emphasis to the fact that with support from various sources people can and do pick the pieces up.

White
Richard Godfrey-Mckay feels we’ve been here before.

Godfrey-Mckay
Around 15 years ago I had this same debate with the then Director General of RNIB concerning a similar campaign.  The point I made then and which I make now is that the ad is fine as far as it goes, in seeking to alert sighted people to the importance of taking care of one’s sight, however, what the ad should also do is stress that with the assistance of eye clinic liaison officers and other rehabilitation professionals there’s now a great deal which can be done to mitigate the problem of losing sight and ensuring that everyone losing sight retains as much independence as possible.

White
And indeed a number of sighted listeners also wanted to express their concern.  Sue Profit thought the campaign was:

Profit
Completely counterproductive.  It is probably true that many people’s initial responses to being told that they will lose their sight would be intense fear, distress and anxiety.  The trouble with this campaign is that in presenting these emotions so powerfully through the spontaneous words of well-known people the listener is most of all impacted by that response rather than thinking beyond it into what support is needed to get past that response, not helpful at all.

White
And as for Lizzie Hillman.

Hillman
I saw the RNIB poster with the new campaign at the train station and audibly gasped.  Crass, sensationalist and not an effective way to get to anyone worth influencing.  I feel everyone can see through the simply premise – yes there would be fear from a diagnosis of sight loss but the major part of the equation is how do I best deal with this new situation.  Humans are resilient, ill-conceived from RNIB.

White
But not everyone takes that view.  Joanne Pass emailed:

Pass
I totally understand where RNIB are coming from, the advert is primarily aimed at sighted people and as a sighted person the prospect of life with little or no vision is a very scary thought indeed.  Having lost my sight 11 years ago I can relate to the feelings of fear and anxiety.  Making people stop and think about the fact that if such a life changing thing as sight loss happened to them, knowing that a sight loss advisor at their local eye clinic would be there to help them would be of great benefit.  Well done RNIB.

White
And here are two more votes of confidence in what they’re doing.

Galbraith
I think the RNIB should be praised for its hard hitting campaigns to protect the sight loss councillors in the hospital eye units.  If you ask almost anyone losing their sight would be one of their top fears and to be told that news in a hospital by a busy consultant with no one to turn to and awaiting for social services and other agencies to get involved must be a terrifying and lonely experience.  I have only a tiny bit of sight left but even that and with all the skills to cope I’m frightened of losing it.  Keep up the good work RNIB.

Murphy
I want to lend my support to the RNIB for their current campaign.  When I was diagnosed five years ago and began losing my sight quickly I was terrified, emotionally a wreck and quite afraid.  As the years have gone by I’ve come to understand that I can lead a full life and that organisations, like RNIB, will help me along the way.  But adjustment doesn’t come overnight and we as human beings need lots of reassurance and encouragement and I had none of that at the beginning, I didn’t even know it existed.  So good on you RNIB, I believe you’re going about this the right way.

White
Jean Murphy and before that Alex Galbraith.  Do keep your responses coming, whichever side of the debate you find yourself on.

Now as visually impaired people we’re used to having to reach conclusions about people on what shall we say is incomplete information.  Mike Lambert’s been pondering a recent experience of this in his latest column.

Lambert
I have the day off work to attend a course on equality and diversity.  Not being familiar with the venue I allow myself bags of time to get lost and arrive ridiculously early.  The trainer gets me a coffee and seats me at the table along with three other early birds.  The woman to my right is in the admin section at Cambridge, the man opposite is head of plumbing at a Welsh college and the man on my left teaches media psychology.  I’ve never heard of media psychology and decide to ask a few questions about it.  The man’s halfway through telling me about his work when the trainer interrupts.  The course is about to begin.  

To get to know one another we’re to interview the person sitting next to us, then introduce them to the whole group.  I’m put into a pair with the media psychologist and realise I don’t know his name.  He can see my name badge but I can’t see his.  I point out my difficulty, glad for an excuse to mention my disability and the man tells me his name is Nina.  Nina?  I must have misheard.  Maybe it’s short for some male name I don’t know.  I decide my confusion doesn’t matter and listen on.  Nina’s describing the formation of an LGBT group at work and this leads us into a discussion about gender identity.  So maybe that’s it – maybe Nina’s transgender.  Although just because a person’s interested in LGBT issues doesn’t mean they’re LGBT.  Maybe I’m just making a lazy assumption to dispel my discomfort because in truth I’m starting to feel uncomfortable.  As a blind person I’m used to dealing with a lot of additional uncertainty in my life but this not knowing if I was speaking to a man or a woman is something new and disconcerting.  I listen hard to Nina’s voice, there’s something soft and tentative about it but the pitch is unmistakably male.  

Interviews done I sit back and listen as people on the far side of the room start introducing their partners.  I mentally review everything I’ve found out about Nina, feeling increasingly nervous as my turn approaches.  I tell myself that any concerns I have about Nina’s gender are a matter of little consequence.  The whole point of the day is equality and diversity and I shouldn’t get so hung up trying to slot people into neat pigeonholes.  And then I have a horrifying thought – how am I going to get through more than a couple of sentences without committing myself to he or she, his or hers?  I can’t keep saying Nina does that, Nina does that, it would soon sound ridiculous.  It’s no good thinking I can just float along in glorious uncertainty, this matter of pronouns will be my undoing.  It’s almost my turn and I’m in a state of near panic.  Just before it’s my time to speak I lean across the table and ask Nina – which pronoun do you prefer.  “She” Nina replies very nonchalantly.  

Later over mid-morning coffee Nina finds me.  “I liked your question about pronouns”, she says.  “I’ve sometimes had that happen on the phone, I mean people not being sure but let me tell you if you could see me you’d be in absolutely no doubt.”  We both laugh and resume our conversation about our work and the course.  At the end of the afternoon I ask if anyone’s walking back to the station and if I can take an arm.  Nina offers and as we exit the carpeted building on to the street I immediately catch the click of her heels.  Neither of us expected this encounter but with a little honesty and humour I think it’s turned out to be a valuable and thought provoking experience for both of us.

White
Mike Lambert.  And if you want to tell us what thoughts it’s provoked in you we’d like to hear.

That’s it for today.  There’s more information on our website about anything in the programme for those who can go online, you can also download this edition and arrange to download others in future.  From me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.



