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White
Good Evening.  Tonight: the move to provide blind-friendly technology for the equipment we use takes another significant step forward.  And ready, take aim, fire:

Clip
Pull.  Good hit it…. Pull.  Got them both.

White
Why more visually impaired people are taking up the perhaps unlikely sport of shooting. 

Now your new PC arrives.  You turn it on, hear a few meaningless bleeps, and you immediately know that there's quite a bit of work to do before it will do what you want it to as a blind user. But at least computer companies seem at last to be waking up to the fact, and trying to do something about it. 

Well Steve Nutt is an assistive technology consultant and he’s with me.

Steve, first of all, just remind us what the landscape has been like for visually impaired people for the last 20 years or slightly more perhaps.

Nutt
Well yeah, I mean I go back to 1980s with computers and I had a computer which talked like a Dalek and didn’t say half the things you wanted it to say, so you really couldn’t do it and it was kind of an adventure and there was no support groups and no learning and things like that.  But now the landscape has changed dramatically what with companies starting to build in speech into their devices directly.

White
Now the screen reader is perhaps the key thing here for blind people, both with speech and Braille, I mean just explain what they do.

Nutt
Well a screen reader basically reads the screen but in an intelligent manner, so what it does is it tries to read what grabs the sighted person’s attention.  So if the sighted person’s looking at something that’s highlighted on the screen the screen reader will try to intelligently read that part of the screen because that’s the bit you need to interact with.  Sometimes it gets it wrong, sometimes it gets it right but some people say a screen reader, oh yeah it just reads the screen but it doesn’t actually do that, it does it in a lot more intelligent way.

White
But they’ve been very expensive haven’t they?

Nutt
They have yes, they go from free to about £900, as I understand it, for the highest priced screen reader.

White
So if some are free why would anyone get one worth £900?

Nutt
Basically configuration – one of the free screen readers I couldn’t use for work, for example, because it doesn’t have enough configuration ability.  On the other hand for someone who wants to read e-mail at home it’s good enough.

White
Right.  And people provide those for free just because they think it’s a good thing to do?

Nutt
Yeah philanthropic, there’s two guys that have provided a screen reader called NVDA, which is free and apparently open source as well, so people can contribute to it and also contribute funding for the development of it.

White
But I mean there have been big developments haven’t there, I mean there is one company that’s integrated some of the things we need across all its devices.

Nutt
Yes, Apple were the first to integrate voiceover into both their computers and their phones.

White
Surely that’s been a game changer hasn’t it?

Nutt
It has yes.

White
So are the others following suit?

Nutt
Kind of, yes.  Android certainly now has integrated speech and I’m really glad about that, Google are doing a good job with Talk Back which is their screen reader, this is not for PCs but for phones.  But Apple have done it all across the whole platform.

White
So things are changing.  Microsoft is now publicising a new development, what have they done?

Nutt
If you have Microsoft Office, now Microsoft Office is a suite of applications like Word Processor, E-mail and Spreadsheet and various other things, if you have Microsoft Office Version 2010 or later you can now download a free copy of Window-Eyes, which is a screen reader from GW Micro, which means that now it’s the same screen reader that I use in daily work and living, you can get a fully configurable screen reader for free if you have Microsoft Office.

White
Okay.  We’re also joined by Dan Weirich, Dan is with GW Micro, which is the company that’s gone into partnership with Microsoft over this.  So Dan I mean, first of all, just tell us a bit of the background to this partnership.

Weirich
Well Window-Eyes, first of all, is a full featured screen reader and it’s been available since 1995.  And recently we were in the discussion with Microsoft and they presented this idea that they would provide Window-Eyes on the condition that someone was using Microsoft Office 2010 or later.  And so in January we made this announcement.

White
In a word Dan what would a blind user of Microsoft equipment be able to do now that they weren’t able to do before?

Weirich
The big difference is of course now is the cost and so now they don’t have to purchase Window-Eyes, they can download it from a website and use it without having to pay for Window-Eyes.

White
If they’re not online is there a way for them to do it?

Weirich
Yes, the goal was to have it just online but there’s an interest in some hard copies, discs and so on, so it’s continually changing.

White
Right now the screen reader developed by your company while being very popular, it’s not the market leader, why did Microsoft go with you?

Weirich
Well it may not be the market leader but it certainly covers all the bases as far as support and as far as accessibility.  So whether it’s the market leader or not it is certainly recognised in our industry as certainly a top screen reader.

White
Now Microsoft said on this programme a couple of years ago that they wouldn’t fully integrate a screen reader into their own system, I mean why not, what’s not to like about that?

Weirich
This is a difficult question and this is a changing time.  People expect to pick up a smart phone, a mobile phone, and expect to have some sophisticated software installed at a very low price, people are expecting things to be built in and they like that.  On the other hand there is some advantage to have some competition because competition drives quality and drives new features.  And so there is this plus and minus, this ying and yang, kind of attitude about how it should work.

White
If companies like Microsoft did integrate this into their system – the screen reader for example and maybe other things – would that put you out of business?

Weirich
That’s hard to say.  That’s – certainly it would change things but again there are a lot of customised employment related packages that are important, some of the larger systems that are using accounting software and database software.  For example we work very closely with one of the largest banks in the world who employ people who are blind and they need special customisation to make the software work for them.  And so that’s really what a company like GW Micro can provide.

White
Okay.  Steve Nutt, let me just go back to you finally.  Just to go back to where we started in a way – your computer arrives, you switch it on, it’s still – even with the equipment we’ve been talking about – it’s still not blind person ready straightaway is it, how much is this really a step forward?

Nutt
I would say actually I would disagree with you, it is blind ready nowadays because Microsoft have built in narrator, so all you need to do now is hold down the Windows key and press U and it starts talking.

White
But that is a fairly limited example of something.

Nutt
But it’s also true of Apple, even though they’ve integrated voiceover into their system you still have to press a keystroke to turn it on.  So I would say once you’ve got narrator running you can then install a screen reader like Window-Eyes or any others.  And just to say I’m glad that we have competition because if Microsoft did something – Apple do voiceover and they do voiceover, they do nothing else so if you don’t like that screen reader you’ve got nowhere else to go.

White
Right, so you want them to be competing with each other?

Nutt
I do, yes, I want innovation.  If you don’t know anything at all about a computer I don’t think you’re going to get it out of the box and turn it on maybe and know what to do immediately and that’s the difficulty – it’s not the screen reader, it’s actually learning the screen reader.

White
So you’re saying everyone needs help at some point?

Nutt
I think so yes, even sighted people do.

White
Steve Nutt, Dan Weirich thank you both very much indeed.

And we’d like your comments please, as always.

Now the sport of shooting is perhaps not such a surprising enthusiasm for visually impaired people as some people might think. In the days when they were known as St. Dunstan's, the service veterans charity was very quick to see its potential as an enjoyable sport for people who'd lost their sight in the armed forces, and equally quick to realise the advantage of audio technology to help blind people aim straight. 

And now, apparently, the sport is well and truly on the rise, whether it’s the modern acoustic air rifle variety, or other forms of the sport. There are over 30 clubs in the UK offering acoustic shooting and another six about to open their facilities for visually impaired people. 

Our reporter Tom Walker has been to find out how it’s done. Before he met a clay pigeon shooter in Hertfordshire, he attended the blind target shooting championships which took place this weekend at the West Midlands Regional Shooting Centre at Aldersley near Wolverhampton.

Announcement
You will have four sighting targets, you may put unlimited number of sighting shots on those targets…

Nash
My name is Ken Nash, I’m Vice-Chairman of the National Small Bore Rifle Association but I’m also Vice-Chairman of British Blind Sport and we run the event today which is our blind shooting championship every year as a joint exercise between the organisations.

Walker
Before I met the shooters Ken told me how the sport works.

Nash
The system uses conventional 177 target air rifles, shot at a distance of 10 metres.  The target is the reverse of a conventional target in that it is white in the centre and then goes out through levels of grey to black.  It has a highly intense light source illuminating the target.  The sight on the rifle is measuring the light reflected from the target and because the target is white in the centre it reflects more light from the centre.  That is then converted into sound, the shooter hears through headphones, the closer to the centre they are aiming the more light, the more light the higher the frequency of the sound they hear through their headphones.

Walker
So what techniques do the shooters use to locate the centre of the target?  Hussain Patwa, from the Bon Accord Small Bore Club in Aberdeen, tries to visualise where the target is in relation to where he’s standing.  

Patwa
For me I tend to build up a mental map of where I am and where the target is and as I say initially it was a coat over my shoulder, as with experience I’ve learnt to just visually map that out and also use my hands, a. to make sure I’m lined up with the shooting point and b. obviously just to get myself on to the aim.  I still do need a hand now and again but usually once someone’s guided me to where it is or once I’ve found where it is I tend to be able to compute where I was coming from and where I’m going to.

Walker
Dave Garrett-Smith, a shooter from the St Austell Shooting Club in Cornwall, uses a slightly different technique.

Garrett-Smith
Well the difference between us and the sighted shooter – a sighted shooter can look along the gun and he can see his sight, we can’t.  So basically what we have to do is find the sound, first of all, and then you move the gun in a circular motion in gradually decreasing circles until you can find the highest pitch you can.

Walker
Once you’ve kind of found that highest pitch what do you do then to try and stay on that?

Garrett-Smith
Well that comes with practise, it’s controlling your breathing mainly and holding the rifle as steady as you can and when you fire try and hold that sound as long as you can, like a follow through.

Actuality in Training Room

Walker
I’ve come into the training room here at the Aldersley Stadium, I’m joined by Billie Davis, Billie is a member of the Blackburn Acoustic Rifle Club and Billie’s just finished her shoot, how did you get on Billie?

Davis
I think I did really well, subject to confirmation but I was getting sort of into the 90s in my sets.

Walker
I understand you’re a free standing shooter, that’s quite unusual for visually impaired people.

Davis
Yeah, it just means that you’re not on a stand, it means that you’re holding the weapon yourself, you’re just bracing it with your arms and hands.

Walker
And how do you identify where the target is doing that?

Davis
I think experience.  I draw a big circle and I home in on the noise and when the pitch is the highest that you can possibly get it that’s when you’re on a 10.

Walker
For Marquita Harris, a team mate of Bllie’s at the Blackburn Club, one of her major challenges was learning to balance when preparing to shoot.

Harris
I didn’t realise I swayed as much as what I swayed when you stand still, I always thought I stood still but I don’t.  It’s the balance, you have to get your balance right and that’s quite hard for me as well.

Walker
It’s said by a number of people that this sport is very much on the rise.

Nash
Indeed, we’re increasing the number of clubs all the time.  Two weeks ago I installed a club over in the Isle of Man, that was number 32 on the list.  They vary in size, as you might imagine, from just a few individuals at a club to clubs with in excess of 20 members.  So we’ve got I estimate well over 170 individuals throughout the UK who are shooting on a regular basis.

Walker
So why do they do it?  Joe Stinton from the Helston Shooting Club in Cornwall speaks for all the shooters I met.

Stinton
I just really enjoy it, it’s a sport that all the visually impaired we all can play on equal playing field, no one’s got an advantage over anyone else, it’s open to all disciplines, we have a good laugh, lots of fun and we are enjoy our shooting.

Walker
So that was Wolverhampton, I’ve now moved to Hertford, I’m at the Lee Valley Shooting Association Club and with me is a man whose voice you may recognise, it’s Sean Dilley.  Sean is a political reporter but in his spare time he also shoots clay pigeons.  Sean, clay pigeon shooting is it really possible?

Dilley
I’m never going to be a clay pigeon shooting champion but for me, what I get out of clay pigeon shooting, is – well the tactile experience is like something that you’ve never really experienced before.

Actuality – Hertford
Dilley
Okay well we’ve done this many times Alex, so if you’re all right I go ahead and load the gun in a [indistinct word] direction.  The gun is read to fire.  I’m going to mount it.  Alex, is that the right direction?

Alex
Yeah that’s fine Sean.

Dilley
Okay so it’s like that yeah?

Alex
Yeah just straight up, not off to the left.  Straight up.

Dilley
Like that?

Alex
Yeah that’s it.

Dilley
Okay, okay.  Pull.

Alex
It’s slightly more to the left than that, just slightly left of that.

Dilley
Okay.  Pull.  

Alex
Good, so you were just high and just right.

Dilley
Clay pigeon shooting I guess I started about 18 months ago, maybe two years ago, and it’s because in younger life I’ve been very fortunate to have shot most forms of firearms over the years and I’ve certainly shot shotguns and rifles on farmland, just the experience really.  And then I was looking at the idea of doing a charity event for Guide Dogs and I just thought well actually I’d like to give this a go myself and I came down to the club we’re at now, Lee Valley, had a bit of a go at it and I decided well you know why stop at one visit.

Walker
And with the help of his coach it doesn’t usually take Sean too long to get his metaphorical eye in.

Dilley
Generally I need to take a good few shots with a coach who can tell me whether I’m too high, too low, too left, too right and eventually I’ll get it.  There are some that obviously are a little bit difficult and certainly in clay pigeon shooting down the line you get to these ideas of simultaneous clays and things and I can’t envisage that’s ever possible but do you know what, if I’m having fun and if I’m having that experience does it really matter whether I’m good or not?

Walker
On the question of whether clay pigeon shooting is safe for blind people Sean is emphatic.

Dilley
With any firearm whatever it is the barrel should only ever be pointed in a safe direction and also that gun should only ever be loaded when you’re ready to shoot it.  When you do clay pigeon shooting or even if you have a go at target shooting in ranges, which I have abroad, with a variety of firearms and pistols, to even sub-machine pistols, you know you’re in that safe direction, you’re not loaded until you’re there.  Shooting with a sighted spotter and in my case I always go with experienced instructors who – supervised shooting sounds such a draconian way of putting it but they assist me, they spot where things are, they explain what’s in front of me.  But the beauty of being in that safe direction, even if you have an accidental discharge or a negligent discharge, in military terms, it doesn’t really matter.

Walker
For an independent appraisal of how good Sean is I turned to his instructor Alex Mitchell.

Mitchell
Well as Sean himself says he’ll never make a clay shooting champion in the same way as a fully sighted person would and he’s certainly the best blind shooter I’ve ever come across.  What can I say – he’s a man who really enjoys his sport and makes a really good fist of it.

Actuality
Dilley
Pull.

Alex
Good, hit it, straight…

Dilley
Pull.

Alex
Got them both, got them both.

Dilley
Fantastic – fantastic.

Alex
If I were you I’d quit while you’re ahead Sean.

Dilley
Yes that’s me done.

White
Tom Walker reporting, back in one piece I’m glad to say.

By the way we’ve had a number of personal columns in the last few weeks or so and we’d very much like to hear more of them.  We want your personal take on any aspect of being visually impaired and we’d like you to feel confident enough to tackle subjects which do divide opinion amongst visually impaired people, whether it’s about lifestyle or people’s attitudes, your own attitude to your situation.  We do understand that for some visually impaired people reading a script can be a challenge, we’d be happy to look for alternative ways of helping you deliver your ideas.  If you’ve got an idea you’d like to get off your chest contact our actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme or you could e-mail us at intouch@bbc.co.uk.  And don’t forget you can also subscribe to a regular download of the programme from our website.

That’s it from me, Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat and the team, goodbye.

