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IN TOUCH – Blind children; your feedback; Red Szell column

TX:  03.06.14  2040-2100

PRESENTER:  PETER WHITE

PRODUCER:  CHERYL GABRIEL

White
Good Evening.  Tonight: Why the numbers of children being registered as blind or partially sighted is sharply rising and its possible consequences.  And one visually impaired man's view of the world from a reluctant sitting position.

Clip
“Are you travelling alone?” asked the guard.  When I replied that I was he held me there and radioed for backup.  There was, he explained, a danger I might slip down the gap between the train and the platform.

White
To find out whether he did or not stay tuned.

Now we're used to hearing that visual impairment is rising amongst older people, the mere fact of our living longer would explain that.  Much more surprising, though, to learn that the number of children born with serious sight defects has risen by over 20% during the past decade to an estimated 1800 a year. The figures come from the charity Blind Children UK, formerly the National Blind Children's Society and now being administered by Guide Dogs. The research also suggests that parents are unhappy about the slowness of diagnosis and the possible consequences for their children's future development. Well I've been talking to Guide Dogs' chief executive Richard Leaman, and I asked him first what we know about the possible causes for this rise.

Leaman
There appear to be a number of reasons.  Firstly, that initially a lot of children are not necessarily having the sight loss checks shortly after birth and at six weeks and ideally every two years after that.  So there would appear to be a lack of consistency about when those sight checks are actually undertaken.  And there’s also a parental element and it’s really why Blind Children UK are trying to highlight the problem, that there are so many very small indicators that parents can pick up on that might indicate their child has got sight loss that perhaps they’re not aware of and it’s what we’re trying to raise awareness of today.

White
Now Blind Children UK now comes under your umbrella, as the Guide Dogs organisation, in the past your remit’s been very clearly defined as majoring on guide dog ownership and guide dog owners have tended to be rather concerned when you’ve departed from this, is this a potential problem now?

Leaman
No and you and I have discussed this on several occasions, Peter, that the mission of Guide Dogs now is to provide mobility to blind and partially sighted people and enable them to get out and about on their own terms.  And so as part of that strategy we had always intended to develop our services for children and particularly the support we can give them for their mobility and long cane usage, to continue to grow the guide dog service but also to provide a sighted guide service to more often than not our slightly more elderly clients of which we know there are tens of thousands out there who will need the service.  So Guide Dog strategy has always been for at least the last five years to grow beyond the guide dog service and yes there was a time when I think guide dog owners felt threatened by the change.  That is certainly not the case now and we’ve been talking through with guide dog owners and their representatives the changes that we’re making and the growth of the children’s service and they all recognise it for what it is, which is a crucial intervention at a vital stage of these children’s lives and one that of course may, it may not, but may lead to guide dog ownership in due course.

White
And I gather on this whole issue of mobility you’re concerned about blind children’s mobility and the opportunities they get to be trained.

Leaman
We are and I think it’s fair to say that our research across the country has indicated a postcode lottery in terms of what is provided by local authorities for children with sight loss specifically in the area of habilitation or mobility – mobility support.  And there are some areas where children with the local authority, with Blind Children UK are getting good habilitation, good mobility support.

White
By habilitation we mean perhaps what people think of rehabilitation except that these are children who are being trained for the first time?

Leaman
Absolutely, absolutely.  And those children are able to move around, to play in the playground, to make friends, to socialise and end up with the competence and social skills to go into – into full employment.  The other side of the road is less attractive, it tends to mean the children are left on their own or at least not moving around in the classroom, not making friends, not socialising and making the challenge for them when they leave school so much more difficult.

White
So what’s the evidence it’s not happening?

Leaman
We’ve mapped the country and there are some local authorities where the provision is good and we work in collaboration with some of those.  There are parts of the country where there is no service for children with sight loss.

White
So are you actually looking to step into this gap that you say exists?

Leaman
Well yes and no, we have been working with the Department of Health who have been, I have to say, incredibly positive about this.  In order to get the requirement for habilitation, for mobility training, into the code of practice, which is an element of the Children and Families’ Act that’s just been passed.  Now if that does happen we do expect local authorities then to have to include habilitation in their local offer and that’s the stage where we will be talking and working with those local authorities, who don’t provide that service, to help them and to ensure that they do.

White
And does that mean – I repeat the question – you doing it?

Leaman
We would like to do it in partnership with them, it should be – in our view it should be a statutory requirement, we recognise though that in the current economic climate that may not be the case, so we’re prepared to find ways to work with local authorities in order to deliver those services.  But what I wouldn’t do and shouldn’t do is say yes of course we’re going to do it all because actually I think the state owes blind children the support to get them mobile and to get them socialised and to enable them to go to work, I don’t think that should be a charity, that should be a government responsibility.

White
But I mean history tells us, Guide Dog history tells us that Guide Dogs have got involved before with local authorities and at a time perhaps when money then suddenly became tight for you too, it brings me back to the issue of the concerns of core guide dog owners and the worry about you over committing yourself.

Leaman
Yes I didn’t – you’re right – I didn’t conclude the logic with that discussion.  We have kept Blind Children UK as a completely separate entity from the Guide Dogs group, so both the income and the expenditure and the operations and the management of Blind Children UK are completely separate, so we will not be prejudicing guide dog owners or the growth of the guide dog service which will continue with our operations for Blind Children UK, that’s a completely separate fundraising and financial proposition.

White
Can I just ask you about one final issue, a different one, we ran on In Touch a feature about six months ago about people who train their own guide dogs and the question was raised about whether your organisation would be able to offer support to people who did it in order to validate what they’d done, it was being considered at the time, have you made a decision on that?

Leaman
We are still in discussion with our colleagues in the Assistance Dog UK group about the accreditation of self-trained dogs.  I think if I can speak on behalf of Guide Dogs we’d be very reluctant to support that, not the least because we often find there are fake assistance dog owners out there who pretend to own guide dogs and we already struggle to get registered guide dogs into establishments, into taxis and so on, so I think any further blurring of that distinction between those that are accredited properly trained and have a little ID card to prove it and those who are playing games is less well defined.  I’d also say that in our minds there is a huge difference between a dog that has had the extensive training that all the assistance dog organisations give to their dogs and are on the diet and diet is particularly important to make sure the dogs are well behaved in public and the owners know exactly what they’re doing and how to behave.  There’s a raft of difference between those dogs and dare I say it those who are trained by individuals without all the backup, without all the experience and professional competence that the large organisations bring.  So it would not be for me to stop individuals from doing it but I don’t think it helps registered guide dog owners at all and I do think there are risks that these self-trained dogs will not behave to the same standards that the assistance dogs do.

White
But in the cases we actually looked at, in one case somebody was told they would have to wait quite a long time for a dog, about a year, in another case someone who was a bit concerned about the dog that they’d had but they were looking for your validation, in other words they were happy and believed they would like to see their dogs checked by your people, doesn’t that get around the problem of people making false claims to be owners?

Leaman
That is perhaps another approach we can take and certainly within the Assistance Dog UK group we could probably look at that as a third way.  Certainly we would not wish to be going out and accrediting and accepting accreditation of dogs that we hadn’t had a significant hand in training and we didn’t have a significant hand in its health, its welfare and its diet.  And I think as you go down that path it becomes less and less likely that an individually trained dog without that backup is going to be something that we would be prepared to put our name against.

White
Aren’t you just worried about losing your monopoly position as the guide dog trainers of UK?

Leaman
Well it’s funny because monopoly is a word that you would use if you were a competitive market where you’re out there trying to undercut your opponents.  We are a charity that gets no government funding, we are every year growing the guide dog service to help more and more people with sight loss get out and about and we’re determined to keep doing that.  Now if other people – and there are one or two out there – if other people want to do that great, I don’t have a particular axe to grind with other organisations helping blind people out, that’s what we’re here to do.

White
Richard Leaman.  Your comments please.

And now for some of your feedback. There's been a fair bit of concern about a proposal to shift the help for visually impaired students from a state allowance, directly on to universities. Sian thought that Universities Minister David Willetts, who came on the programme a few weeks ago to explain the move, could benefit from a bit of disability awareness training himself. 

Sian
I wonder how David Willetts would suggest visually impaired students actually get to the library, before finding some random library assistant to help them find their books.  Should they rely on the kindness of strangers to be helped from lecture to seminar to café to halls?  I worked as a support worker for a blind student while I was at university, it was an extraordinarily close relationship – I was her PA, her guide and her friend – and was proud to be all of those things.  I don’t presume to know how it feels to be a visually impaired student starting university, leaving home for the first time, but I think the idea that this support can be fulfilled by old balls around the university is absurd.  I wonder how Mr Willetts would feel if his researchers and assistants were replaced by a large group of other people who, with the best will in the world, had other jobs to be doing.  He might believe this support is not specialised or skilled but it is essential and it should be personal.

White
Meanwhile Anne Rigby found herself in great sympathy with Richard Lane and his column on the problems of killing time when you can't spend those spare moments just gazing round. 

Rigby
Hanging out when I have some spare time is one of the biggest issues I have in terms of travelling and generally being out and about.  While sighted people can wander around the station and surrounding areas while waiting for their connecting trains, getting a snack and a drink, buying and reading a magazine while doing some shopping I usually find myself stuck on a platform or sitting or standing in the station concourse not knowing what to do and getting irritable and frustrated.  That’s why I was really glad the issue featured on the In Touch programme.  I wonder how others feel about this and what solutions others find to this.

White
Now we've had this response to our new feature, the In Touch in-tray, in which we're offering to find answers to those often-asked questions. We tackled last week the problems of people who are losing their sight and greatly miss being able to read the papers. Juliet Warboys had personal reasons for thinking we'd missed out one very good solution. 

Warboys
I was interested in your programme last week and surprised that the Big Print Newspaper was not mentioned.  This was started by my mother, Catherine Roy, over 30 years ago when she went to visit our great aunt who was over 90 at the time.  Mum was sad to see that Aunt Blanche only had the choice of the Sun or the Mirror to read, rather than The Times or Telegraph, simply because of the size of the print.  For an intelligent person she found it very frustrating not to be able to read the news in some depth anymore.  Mum got in touch with various people she knew in the publishing trade and managed to get the project off the ground, mostly by the force of her personality.  She did all this totally off her own bat and with her own money.  She was a modest woman who had a law degree but never worked for a salary.  She would be so glad that the paper she started is still going.

White
Well it is indeed still running, Juliet.  Big Print, as it’s called, is now produced by the RNIB, it consists of 16 large pages, with a round-up of the week's international and national news and sport.  There are features too on showbiz, cinema, theatre, TV, music and there’s a two-page leisure spread with a quiz, double crossword, recipe, gardening tips and horoscope. You also get a free TV and radio listings guide with the paper, which is all produced, as its name suggests, in 16 point print.  More details from our website.  And we’d like to hear from people perhaps who are reading it, tell us what you think of it.  

And now, for the latest in your personal columns, this comes from novelist, rock-climber and househusband, Red Szell. 

Szell
I’m tired of being pushed around.  It seems I can’t leave London without some well-meaning soul fetching a wheelchair for me – to make things easier.  Easier for whom?  Last time I checked my visual impairment hadn’t spread to my legs.  It’s bad enough losing one aspect of my independence without another being snatched away.

Recently I turned up to Stansted Airport, having navigated my way there unaided, on time with a rucksack full of climbing gear and ready to tackle an Italian rock face.  All I needed was a bit guidance through the gloom to the Departure Gate.  But oh no, my arrival initiated a procedure. 

I was ushered into a corner, seated and told to wait.  Resistance was futile – I had entered the health and safety zone.  Forty minutes later with my flight being called for the final time the inevitable wheelchair was produced.  My wheezing charioteer was significantly older and rounder than me and I feared for her wellbeing throughout the ensuring white knuckle ride.

And it’s not just airports.  At Victoria Station I made the schoolboy error of checking at the ticket barrier that I had the right platform.  “You travelling alone?” asked the guard.  When I replied that I was he held me there and radioed for backup.  There was, he explained, a danger I might slip down the gap between the train and the platform.  I explained I was in a hurry, he explained he was “just doing his job”.  The minutes ticked by and I considered vaulting the barrier.  Eventually an electric buggy arrived but the train had departed.

After an hour’s wait I was driven 15 metres to the next train.  Apparently this service was intended to facilitate my journey.  I shouldn’t be surprised, it’s the same impulse that has hosts at parties seating me on arrival.  And I don’t mean to sound ungrateful – an offer of genuine assistance is a joy to receive - but being subjected to a one size fits all risk assessment solution is like being labelled a liability for daring to step outdoors.  I know airport and railway staff have a duty of care and a host has every right to direct proceedings at his or her own party but these well-meaning souls might consider that I live with my condition and a good doctor consults with his patient before dispensing treatment.

White
Red Szell.  And I can only say hear, hear. But what do you think?  Do let us know.  And we're very keen to hear from more of you about aspects of life when you're visually impaired which maybe get overlooked, the quirkier the better.  And don’t forget, we do understand the problems of reading scripts if you're visually impaired, we will actively look for ways to help you deliver your ideas, you do not have to be a super Braillist to take part in this aspect of the programme. 

You can contact our action line on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme. You can e-mail ntouch@bbc.co.uk" intouch@bbc.co.uk  and you'll find more information about everything in the programme on our website, from where you can also download tonight's and subsequent programmes. From me Peter White, producer, a returning and welcome Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.    



