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White 

Good evening.  Tonight:  Getting a foot on the ladder.  Well in a moment I’ll be talking to 

two would be MPs about the challenges of a political career if you’re visually impaired.  And 

another long climb – this time to the belfry. 

 

Clip 
That’s the ring – ring.  So Rob pulls now and it rings then, pulls then, so it’s about a quarter 

of a second later… 

 

White 
We’ll be ringing in and ringing out In Touch a little later. 

 

But first, Ellie Southwood and Mark Higgins both want to be MPs.  Ellie for the Labour 

Party, Mark is a Conservative.  We know it can be done of course – famously David Blunkett 

made it all the way to Cabinet Office; Paralympian gold medallist Chris Holmes has recently 

taken his seat as a peer on the Tory benches in the Lords and there are others in public life, 

many of course involved as councillors.  But we wanted to explore how the process works 

and also what, if any, help was available to assist you do your job if you’re visually impaired 

and boost the numbers of disabled people with a political voice.   

 

So this discussion is not about party politics but about the political process.  First of all, Ellie 

and Mark, you’ve both taken the initial steps to be adopted as parliamentary candidates for 

your party, how far have you actually got?  Ellie. 

 



Southwood 
So I stood to become a prospective parliamentary candidate for the Labour Party last autumn 

in a constituency in North West London and got down to the final five. 

 

White 
Five out of how many – if it’s not too rude a question? 

 

Southwood 
I think 13 applied. 

 

White 
Right, so you reckon you did okay, is this your first go as it were? 

 

Southwood 
It was my first go. 

 

White 
And what about you Mark? 

 

Higgins 
I am a member of the Conservative approved parliamentary candidates list, which means I 

was eligible to apply for parliamentary seats.  I got shortlisted shortly after I joined the list in 

December 2009 for the Cambridge constituency and came second. 

 

White 
So really effectively you’ve had a dummy run, you’re going to have another go both of you? 

 

Higgins 
Absolutely yes, absolutely. 

 

White 
Ellie? 

 

Southwood 
Yes absolutely. 

 

White 
Why do you want to do it?  Ellie. 

 

Southwood 
Well partly it’s for my own reasons about why I joined the Labour Party and what I want to 

do.  And it’s also because there is lots of concern about politics in the UK at the moment.  

There is some concern about how representative our parliament currently is and I think the 

only answer to that is for people like me to put myself forward and have a go. 

 

White 
Well when you say people like you – Mark, if I can say to you, do you see yourselves in any 

way as carrying a flag for disabled people or people who are visually impaired? 

 

Higgins 



Well I think inevitably there is going to be a bit of that – Parliament is unrepresentative in 

terms of disabled people.  So however I see it there’s going to be a perception and 

understandably that I’m carrying a flag for disabled people.  And I think there has to be a bit 

of that.  That’s not why I went into it and why I went into it, if I can take you back to the 

Britannia Pub at Euston Station 26
th

 May 2009, a friend of mine and myself we were reading 

an article in the paper about the latest expenses revelations and we both thought – why don’t 

we write to David Cameron and say we reckon we can do better than that lot.  And he didn’t 

and I did.   

 

White 
Right, so that’s where you are.  On this issue of the extent to which you do or don’t represent 

people with disabilities, Ellie, is that a helpful perception, do other people think that that’s 

why you might be doing it? 

 

Southwood 
I think other people do think that and I think to some extent it’s a helpful perception and I 

agree with Mark that to some extent of course part of us putting ourselves forward is about 

increasing the representation of disabled people in public office.  I’m also a woman and we 

still face some significant challenges in terms of gender equality in our public life and also 

coming from a comprehensive school background.  So there are a number of reasons and 

interestingly when I speak to party members who support I need to be selected as a 

parliamentary candidate each one of them has a slightly different perception of why I might 

be standing. 

 

White 
And in terms, Mark, of actually being interviewed for selection, when you’re actually in front 

of a group of people who are deciding whether you’re going to be the candidate or not, are 

you asked questions about your blindness and how you could do the job? 

 

Higgins 
Well actually when I went for my seat I was shortlisted and it was contested by way of 

something called an open primary, which means that everyone is entitled to come along, 

everyone who lives in the constituency is entitled to come along and have a say about who 

the candidate is going to be.  So I wasn’t asked anything about that by any member of the 

public.  When I go out door to door, however, there are some people who ask me about it and 

I actually quite like that because they get to know you as a person, you are more than just a 

name on the paper. 

 

White 
So what do they say – do they say how are you going to represent me if you can’t read all 

these forms that I might have to fill in and all that sort of thing? 

 

Higgins 
No it’s not that actually, it’s how do you play cricket, was the most recent example I can 

think of. 

 

White 
Ellie, do you ever get asked if you play cricket? 

 

Southwood 



No sport doesn’t tend to come up a lot when I’m out on the doorstep I have to confess.  One 

that came up quite a lot was – because of course everybody thinks of David Blunkett – so 

how would I manage without a dog, how would I get around, how would I get around in 

Parliament?  And that gave me a really lovely opportunity to talk to people about how there 

are different ways of managing and how different things work for different people at different 

times. 

 

White 
Can I ask about a couple of the very practical things?  You mentioned being on the knock – 

going from door to door – I mean just physically Ellie how do you do that – do you take 

someone with you and is that itself perceived as ooh Ellie has to have someone with her 

every time she goes out and does anything? 

 

Southwood 
This is the ongoing dilemma.  So yes I take a guide because it’s much quicker and I can 

approach the front door much more confidently if I have a guide.  When the person opens the 

front door I always make sure I’ve had a conversation with my guide about them sort of 

stepping out a little bit and most people, to be honest, are quite happy to do that anyway.  But 

to make sure that the conversation is very, very much between me and the person who opens 

the door. But that was something I gave quite a lot of thought to – was how important is it to 

appear physically independent, i.e. standing alone – and I’d certainly never hold on to 

somebody’s arm while I was on someone’s doorstep – and how important is it that I 

demonstrate how I use the support I need.  And I think the answer is somewhere in the 

middle but that’s how I did it. 

 

White 
On the knock for you Mark, how does that work? 

 

Higgins 
Well a couple of things I’d say about that.  The first is that more and more people do not tend 

to leaflet on their own anyway or certainly leafleting in groups has become more common.  

When I knock up I don’t necessarily designate a guide but I will go along with another 

person, who happens to be knocking up at the same time.  And I do precisely what Ellie said, 

I completely agree, you don’t want to be seen holding on to somebody’s arm etc.  On the 

other hand you’re blind, there is no point in trying to disguise it, it’s not going to be a terribly 

well-kept secret for very long, so it’s a waste of energy.  I think one of the things that’s 

frustrating though and that is unavoidable is that some candidates will say to their 

association, agent or whatever – give me 500 leaflets and after work I’ll just go round on my 

bike and I’ll deliver them, I’ll finish in 10 minutes.  We cannot do that, there isn’t any way 

really of doing that and that’s been something that for my part I’ve wished I can do and I’ve 

had to get used to not being able to do. 

 

White 
Can I just ask you both quickly?  There is a perception that this is a more difficult thing for 

visually impaired people and other disabled people to do and that there aren’t enough people 

represented.  Ellie, there is some actual help – financial help – available isn’t there? 

 

Southwood 
There is.  So something called the Speakers’ Council decided – which is a cross-party 

funding stream for what is called the Access to Elected Office Fund.  Anyone can apply, so 



Mark, as a Conservative candidate and me, as a Labour candidate, we apply to the same fund.  

And the idea is it will cover costs that you encounter because of your disability.  So I made an 

application to the fund when I was running to be selected as a prospective parliamentary 

candidate to cover taxi costs for getting to meetings that I couldn’t get to in public transport 

and also some human help, so some of that guiding when I needed a guide perhaps at very 

short notice and I needed a lot of time from a guide.  So it is and it’s designed to be a time 

consuming and challenging and personally quite gruelling process and that meant I needed a 

guide a great deal and couldn’t quite persuade any of my friends to give up that much time. 

 

White 
Right, have you used that at all Mark? 

 

Higgins 
I haven’t.  At the time that I was shortlisted it didn’t exist and in any event I only had four 

days between being shortlisted and the open primary, so it was chaotic for me and for 

everybody.  So far I’m currently involved in the council’s selections etc.  I haven’t used it at 

local level because I am very fortunate to have a situation where I’ve got a local association 

which is very well staffed with volunteers, there is always someone who can come and leaflet 

with you.  I would imagine though that in future parliamentary selections I am very likely to 

make use it for the same reasons that Ellie has given. 

 

White 
Can I just ask you very quickly one final question?  What’s the daftest question you’ve been 

asked – either on the doorstep or perhaps by a member of the public or by a member of your 

own party?  Ellie. 

 

Southwood 
The daftest sight related question has to be about - how does she manage to eat?!  And the 

only response I could think of was if I hadn’t sort of figured it out I probably wouldn’t have 

made it to 31 years old. 

 

White 
Ellie Southwood, Mark Higgins, thanks very much indeed. 

 

Oh and we should also say that Emily Brothers, who is blind, has been selected by Labour to 

stand at Sutton and Cheam in the next Election. 

 

And now for another man who wants to get to the top, not through politics, in the case of Rob 

Bywater.  Rob, who’s partially sighted, wants to be a bell ringer, a campanologist.  Well he 

approached his local church in the town of Whittle-le-Woods in Lancashire and with the help 

of David Briggs is nearly ready to join the band and make his debut ringing rounds.  Well our 

reporter Tom Walker met Rob outside St John the Evangelist Church and he realised his first 

challenge was climbing the bell tower’s spiral staircase. 

 

Bywater 
So welcome to Whittle-le-Woods’ church, we’re just about to go up the staircase to the bell 

tower.  Now just watch here because it’s a very tight spiral staircase but there’s a handrail 

here. 

 

Walker 



Once we had shoehorned ourselves up the narrow staircase we reached the relative safety of 

the ringing room.  Here David Briggs was waiting to put Rob through his paces for the final 

time before he joined the other seven members of the band to ring in rounds. 

 

Briggs 
… okay and I’ve put this little bit of luminous tape on the bottom of the [indistinct word] and 

the rope on number three.  I’ll ring number three and I’ll tutor you when to get… 

 

Walker 
When he joins the band Rob’s job will be to ring bell number four, straight after bell three.  

And it wasn’t long before David had removed the silencer from bell four so that Rob could 

hear how well he was doing. 

 

Briggs 
So now what we’ve got – we’ve got the ringing going on and believe it or not when you pull 

the bell – this is another thing for a learner to learn – he pulls the bell and if I say it’s gone 

then it’s much sooner that it’s gone before the bell rings.  It rings right at the end of the 

stroke, it’s just one of the physical attributes of the bell.  It doesn’t really matter when you 

continually ring but it’s a bit disconcerting at the start. 

 

Bywater 
It adds another – definitely adds another factor with the bell sound doesn’t it, yeah.  Okay. 

 

Briggs 
Go on. 

 

That’s the ring, ring, so Rob pulls now and it rings then.  Pulls then.  So it’s about quarter of a 

second later. 

 

Walker 
So how did Rob find out that his local church was looking for bell ringers? 

 

Bywater 
Well I was at church one day and there was a notice in the church newsletter about bell 

ringing and my wife said oh I think you’d be good at that and I’d never thought of it and then 

I thought well it sounds interesting, I’ll turn up on Monday and have a look and I did. 

 

Walker 
Like most novices Rob was a tad apprehensive about the sheer magnitude of the bells and 

what could happen if things went wrong.  For Rob, as a partially sighted person, the 

challenges are very clear. 

 

Bywater 
Watching the bell next to you, how hard to pull on the rope –really simple solutions that 

we’ve come up with.  We placed a wooden box under the bell rope and you can tell when 

you’re doing your strokes right it whacks the box in a certain way, it makes a kind of a very 

wooden hollow noise when it hits the box, so it’s things like that that really help. 

 

Walker 
What other adaptations have been made for you? 



 

Bywater 
We’ve put a yellow sticker on the wall here and a luminous bicycle trouser clip on the bell 

next to me, so that I can tell whereabouts the bell is that I’m following, it’s important that you 

follow the bell next to you quite closely with bell ringing, so there’s not a big gap between 

the rings. 

 

Walker 
As well as making those adaptations Rob’s trainer David has slightly adapted his teaching 

style. 

 

Briggs 
Well, being more descriptive and not necessarily taking longer but thinking how could I 

explain it in a different way, which I’ve had to and another thing was gauging how much 

sight Rob had.  And not a lot of people meet visually impaired or blind people. 

 

Walker 
So it is more hands on and just being more descriptive really? 

 

Briggs 
More descriptive and more – thinking of a different way of explaining it.  If a person doesn’t 

get it this way then it’s got to be another description hasn’t it, rather than another look I’ll 

show you. 

 

Walker 
And as far as David is concerned Rob has taken everything on board. 

 

Briggs 
He’s been good at learning, listening, whether through Rob’s life and education and etc. that 

that’s what you have to do with an impairment – you’ve got to listen and adapt, I’m sure it is 

but he’s done very well. 

 

Walker 
So Rob you’ve had your final training session, you’re going to be ringing in rounds in a few 

minutes – any final nerves? 

 

Bywater 
Yeah, yeah just a few nerves at the minute, it’s the first time in rounds so the nerves are 

definitely building. 

 

Walker 
Rob has finished his final training session, the band have arrived, so this really is a moment 

of truth for Rob. 

 

Actuality 
Look two.  Trebles going and she’s gone.  Ease off slightly Rob on your tail stroke.  Rob pull. 

 

Walker 

Time for the verdict on Rob’s debut performance.  Trainer David Briggs first, followed by 

Donna Jones and Elaine Spur who were ringing with Rob for the first time. 



 

Briggs 
I’d give him a nine. 

 

Walker 
That’s not bad – not a bad start. 

 

Briggs 
First attempt – he didn’t worry, he got in when he needed to, he did what he was told which 

he has all through his training, so it’s just more of the same. 

 

Jones 
I think he did exceptionally well, considering he’s had such little practise.  He’s, I believe, 

had about eight or nine sessions and for him to actually come into the band and ring with the 

band is an excellent result. 

 

Spur 
Because I was sat out and I was watching him and I thought he did very well, he seemed to 

be able to function, he was controlling the bell very well, he was catching it where he should, 

he was pulling it where he should because when you’re ringing a round you’ve got to be able 

to know what the bell in front of us you is doing, you’ve to know when to pull off, you’ve to 

know when to catch and then you’ve to know that if you cause a call change you’ve got to 

know which bell you have to go, which I think he did really, really well. 

 

Walker 
So Rob you’ve just completed your first round – how did that go? 

 

Bywater 
It felt fantastic to hear the note from my bell in context with a round of other bells around it, 

it is completely different. 

 

Walker 
Did any issues arise as a result of you being visually impaired or was it all pretty 

straightforward? 

 

Bywater 
I’ve not been able to do this as much when I’ve been training but I did rely on my hearing a 

lot more, I thought does it sound right and I could hear that sometimes it was closer to the 

next bell, other times it wasn’t.  The main thing I would say with my vision was just 

remembering to look right – predominantly my left eye is the far stronger one so I’ve got to 

turn my head quite a long way round.  So that was the main issue really but I’m sure it’ll get a 

little bit more natural. 

 

Walker 
And although Rob’s still very new to bell ringing he’s already developing a keen sense of 

when things have gone well. 

 

Bywater 
When you realise and the bell tells you it’s like hitting a sweet spot with a cricket bat really 

and getting the ball scoring a six.  I think that’s the achievement for me, it’s when you get it 



right you can actually feel you’ve got it right, it looks right, it feels right, it is right and that’s 

the buzz for me is getting the skill right and the timing right. 

 

Walker 
And just in case you’re wondering – this is what the people who live near the church heard. 

 

Bell ringing 

 

White 
Rob Bywater, keeping them all awake in Whittle-le-Woods. 

 

And that’s it for today.  Your comments always welcome either to our actionline on 0800 044 

044 for 24 hours after the programme, you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk and you can get 

more information about anything we’ve talked about today from our website and you can also 

download tonight’s programme as from tomorrow.  From me, Peter White, producer Cheryl 

Gabriel and the team, goodbye. 

 

Bell ringing 
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