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White
Good evening.

Race Actuality
And they’re off…

White
And we are indeed off because tonight starting in the 8.40 at Broadcasting House will be Whitby Jet, the horse owned by Mr Alan Pickering.  Well in fact where we really are is in the parade ring at Windsor racecourse, a little further down the race card I’ll be finding out from Alan what the appeal of racehorse ownership is, if, like him, you’re visually impaired.

But first, two people who’ve already come up on the rails and won their race.  Two charities for visually impaired people have just appointed new chief executives.  Mariam Martin, who’s worked at Action for Blind People for 20 years, has been appointed as their new boss; Tony Rucinski, himself visually impaired, is the new head of the Macular Society, their first visually impaired chief executive.

Well we thought it would be interesting to talk to them together about the state of the sector and what the key areas are affecting blind and partially sighted people that they think should be their priorities.

But first, why do they think they got the job?

Rucinski
What I’ve been told is that I represented a good image of the organisation back to them and one maybe that they hadn’t seen themselves.

White
And was that something that you pitched quite hard at your interview?

Rucinski
I’ve been a member of sight loss organisations in various guises for quite some time.

White
And Tony you are a trustee of the RNIB.

Rucinski
Yes I am a trustee on the group board but I’m going to give that up as of the end of May.

White
Miriam, you’re not in the armed forces, as far as I know, you’re not – you’re not from a business background, you’re not from a large corporate charity doing something other than visual impairment, why did you get the job?

Martin
Well I think some of my familiarity with perhaps some of the current issues, my experience and history of our relationship with RNIB and I think with drive and determination to ensure that blind and partially sighted people continued to be at the heart of our organisation.

White
What do you think at the moment charities are doing well, what are they not doing enough of?

Martin
I think charities have responded pretty well to the economic environment over the last few years but I kind of think that circumstance made that happen rather than that being an ongoing thing.  So I think one of the things that perhaps charities could be accused of is just continually doing more of the same, rather than looking at perhaps different ways of doing it.  And I think the other thing that’s perhaps changed is that lots more charities are wanting much more involvement with those that they work with and support.

White
I mean are there specific services that you think the charities should be more directly involved in?

Martin
I just think for me there’s something more that we need to be doing around voice and getting the voice – particularly in our sector, blind and partially sighted people – heard, so it’s not just in terms of what we deliver as a charity but more widely because I think sometimes it’s lost in the bigger disability agenda.

White
Tony.

Rucinski
I prefer to look at it Peter from a demand and supply point of view, so the charities I think are focusing an awful lot on supply side stuff, so take employment, for example, making sure that people are educated, making sure that people have got employment skills, etc. etc.  But actually if you look at some of the research it indicates that the problems are on the demand side.  So if the research is true then maybe 80-90% of employers don’t feel they could employ a blind or partially sighted person.  Now that’s a massive stumbling block, no matter how qualified that person is or how much the charity has done with that person to get them to a position.

White
What would you do that could change that?

Rucinski
It’s a big influencing exercise and I think it’s something for the sector to embrace together in terms of our leadership development among blind and partially sighted people.  I mean I got my job, hopefully, not because I’m registered blind but because I was the best candidate on the day and I think that should always be the case.  But what the sector should be doing, in my opinion anyway, is working with blind and visually impaired people to make them the best candidates on the day.

White
As Tony’s brought us to the issue of employment Mariam, why do you think that those figures that we’ve got, about 70% to 75% of visually impaired people of working age not having a job, it’s been like that for decades?

Martin
The first one is that we’re still not in a place where we recognise the abilities of people rather than the disability.  And I suppose what I mean by that is if you think back to the Paralympics of last year or even the most recent Winter Paralympics nobody ever talked about what those athletes couldn’t do, it was all about their abilities and each one of us are a kind of a package of a number of things, characteristics, abilities, skills, experiences and we’re just not in a place yet where society recognises individuals as those packages, it’s always – it kind of seems to be well that person can’t see very well so that means they can’t do stuff and I think that’s one problem.  And I think the other one is that perhaps no sector organisation has addressed particularly well is what goes on in schools in terms of education for blind and partially sighted children and young people.  So we know that those people leave school less well qualified than their sighted peers and indeed those of children with other disabilities.  So for me there’s about a lot more preparation going on in schools but it’s the societal change, for me, is the biggy.

Rucinski
You’re absolutely right Miriam about the education and that is a challenge and the charitable organisations should be meeting that very readily and I know RNIB do some great stuff in that area.  But you roll that forward into other things like – so on the way here if I go to Starbucks to get a cup of coffee, now I will be there with my white stick and I will say to the lady behind the counter or the gentleman behind the counter what paninis have you got and she’ll say they’re just there in the window.  And you say I can’t see, oh here’s a menu.  No, no, no I can’t see.  And it’s not her fault, it’s because she so rarely comes across blind and visually impaired people.  Actually for somebody visually impaired to go and get a cup of coffee you’ve got to be tough.  You’ve got to be able to withstand an awful lot of indignity just finding the counter, let alone getting your cup of coffee.  So you’ve either got to be tough or you’ve got to be really desperate for caffeine – one of the two things.  And often with me it’s a little bit of both.  But there is that degree to which I think for blind and visually impaired people to succeed they’ve almost got to have that robustness.

Martin
Absolutely agree – resilience, self-determination – all of that.  I mean I know from some of the young people who I’ve met who have done extremely well through their university life and secured very good jobs as graduates and that’s the one thing that they will have in common is that absolute resilience.

White
But surely there are some things an organisation can’t do for you and maybe putting resilience there is something that maybe you can’t do, that – isn’t there some level of individual responsibility there?

Rucinski
Okay, you’re absolutely right and it’s not just visually impaired people, it’s parents of visually impaired people too because often these things are traits which are engendered, if you like, from a young age – that ability to stand on your own two feet, that ability to cope, that ability to deal with and live in a risky environment because if you’re blind or visually impaired you’re going to perhaps experience more risk than the average person later on.

White
One more thing, there’s been much talk of mergers or associations amongst visual impairment organisations, call it what you like, Miriam you’ve been part of one, will we see more of them?

Martin
Do you know this is probably going to be a bit controversial for some but I hope we see more if it means we can be more joined up.  But merging isn’t – it’s not the only way and having been part of Action involved in that association where we were very much the smaller partner I’m not going to say that it’s been easy all through the last five years but we have matured and I think we are beginning to see now the benefits.  It’s all about making sure that money is spent in the right places and I just think that there’s quite a lot of duplication and competition out there still.  Organisations can work together without having to give up brands or names or local organisations who are much loved, it doesn’t have to be about a big organisation acquiring and swallowing up a small one.

White
Tony, your views on that merging?

Rucinski
There is a lot of double counting in some areas of the sector and that isn’t necessarily something which needs to be dealt with by merging, it’s just needs to be dealt with by communication.

White
I mean some visually impaired people think they’ve got more choice if there are more organisations and they’re doing more directly – Talking Newspapers do talking newspapers; Piano Tuners do piano tuners – and that means it’s focused, it’s not fudged.

Rucinski
Yeah and choice is often a good thing but waste in the form of needless competition in a sector which is strapped for cash isn’t always a good thing.

Martin
I don’t know does the average person really mind who delivers their service as long as it’s a good one and delivers what they need? 

White
Well I suppose the if is the key part of what you said – if it does they probably don’t care.

Tony Rucinski, Miriam Martin, thank you both very much indeed.

And now after all that rarified talk of visual impairment politics In Touch has given itself a day out at the races.  Last Saturday a former GP hit the headlines as the owner of the winner of the Grand National.  And we’ve come here to Royal Windsor racecourse to meet Alan Pickering, who after a successful career in insurance and pensions is now following the great love of his life – owning and racing horses.

Mr Pickering.

Pickering
Hello Peter.

White
Very nice to meet you.

Pickering
We did meet before about 40 years ago when you ran Youth Action York.

White
It’s lovely – lovely to see you.  And can I just ask because your horse today here at Windsor is Whitby Jet…

Pickering
Whitby Jet yeah.

White
… so should I put any money on him?

Pickering
No.  [Laughter]

White
No?

Pickering
The best tip is to keep your money in your pocket. 

White
Right.  So how many horses have you got?

Pickering
Seven and they’re all named after Yorkshire seaside resorts, so we’ve got Whitby, Robin Hood’s Bay, Flamborough, Oliver’s Mount which is a place in Scarborough, Fyling – all based on the Yorkshire coast.

White
When’s Whitby Jet running today?

Pickering
Whitby Jet is running in the 4.40 today and he’s a wonderful horse, if he was – if he was a human and lived next door he’d be your favourite neighbour.

White
And how much do you do with the horses themselves, how much contact do you have with them?

Pickering
I have a trainer called Ed Vaughan in Newmarket and I tell him what my budget is and he will go and buy the horses for me but as soon as they come to the yard Ed introduces me to them and you can get quite close, as close as it’s safe to get, so you can stroke them and pat them.  And there was one very docile horse and Ed let me run my hands round its body and round its legs, so I could actually literally get a feel for the animal.

White
I’ll tell you what Alan it’s just come on to rain and it’s been a pretty wet day.  Shall we try and find somewhere with a bit of shelter?

Pickering
A bit of shelter and a cup of coffee I think Peter.

White
Sounds like a good idea.

Well we’ve come inside to the hospitality box and we’ve got that cup of coffee that Alan was craving.  Now I’m intrigued because your racing connections go back quite a long way don’t they?

Pickering
They do, more than 40 years.  I grew up in York, used to go to watch the races at York, my second job was as a gardener on York racecourse and my claim to fame is that I swept up after a famous horse called Mill Reef had done his stuff in the parade ring and then went out to do his stuff on the racecourse.  So 40 years ago I was sweeping up after a horse and a few weeks ago I had a horse called Robin Hood’s Bay that won the winter derby.

White
Is that the biggest win you’ve had?

Pickering
By far the biggest win I’ve ever had, it’s the most important race on the flat, not jumps, on the flat in winter and I’ve watched it lots of times and won it this year and it was wonderful.  And I jumped up and down, I didn’t stop jumping up and down for nearly a week Peter.

White
So really a bit pointless for me to say what does a blind man get out of going to the races because you obviously get a very great deal.

Pickering
An awful lot because the commentators paint a wonderful picture and one of the top commentators is a really good friend of mine called Simon Holt and he commentates on the Grand National and when he’s commentating he always has me in the back of his mind thinking what would Alan want me to say next about what’s happening.

White
So really for you it is – it’s all about atmosphere?

Pickering
It’s not because it’s atmosphere and I can see the pictures in my mind, so it’s atmosphere, it’s memory and it’s seeing those pictures in my mind because if I want to cheat I can say that my horse won even if it didn’t.

White
Now what – what really intrigues me is that you’ve had a visual impairment from young, you were doing that job as a gardener on Knavesmire which is where York racecourse is, how did you get from there to being chairman of the National Association of Pension Funds, did you just have a knack for understanding these kind of issues?

Pickering
I guess you’d expect most people to do it the other way around and get rich and then they get poor in finance, then they end up sweeping dung.  But no I did it the other way round and yes I did have a penchant for personal finance, industrial relations and pensions.  I was very lucky because when my sight began to deteriorate I thought this is the end of my employment and it was quite a surprise when it did begin to deteriorate because my parents had chosen not to tell me it was a progressive disease.  I think they were right, they didn’t want me giving in but when it was getting worse first of all I was worried that it was my fault, not trying hard enough, then the doctor said no, no it’s nature taking its course.  And then I said to me employer at the time my sight’s getting worse is this the end of my career with you and they said no, no Alan, whatever it takes we’ll help you.

Racecourse actuality – cheering

White
Is this a financial exercise as well as being a hobby?

Pickering
No, no, it’s my contribution to the RSPCA really in that once I said to the person who was filling in my tax form with me, I said how do I account for my racehorses?  And he said oh the Inland Revenue regard racehorses as a wasting asset.  Say no more Peter.

White
What are the high points of a race day for you?

Pickering
Hearing the jockey tell me what the plan is for the race.

Here I am with LiamKeniry, riding my horse today, a future champion jockey.  What’s the plan today Liam?

Keniry 
The plan just we’ll take our time, get the horse settled and relaxed.  He likes to be ridden with a bit of restraint and he likes to come through horses and the quicker the pace they go early on the better it will suit our horse.  The ground has gone soft so we just have to see how he handles the ground really.

White
And what’s he like if he doesn’t get the result that he wants?

Keniry
Oh he’s fine, he’s fine, he understands the game, so yeah you’d hope…

Christine
He kicks me….

White
That’s Christine over there, the long suffering Mrs Pickering.

Pickering
Right, we’d better go and get….

White
You’ve got to go haven’t you?  Thank you Liam.

Christine is here as usual, what role do you play at this point Christine?

Christine
Oh I tell Alan a few things that are happening, what position the striped hat is.

White
The striped hat – that’s your colours?

Christine
Because it’s a striped hat in blue and yellow, yes that’s right, that’s how I follow it along and whether he’s overtaking anything and which position he’s in.

White
So the commentator is commentating on the whole race, you’re commentating on your horse…

Christine
On our little bit.

White
On your bit.  Right, do you get excited?

Christine
Yes.

Actuality
Six to go…

White
We’re right by the winning post here, the race commentator is just announcing the horses.  There is Whitby Jet – so he’s got a mention Alan, he’s made it to the starting point anyway.

Actuality – race commentary
And they’re off….

White
Come on Whitby Jet.

Pickering
Come on Whitby.

Actuality – race commentary

Pickering
Not today. 

White
He wasn’t last.

Pickering
No, no he was about…

Christine
Nine or 10.

White
How do you feel about that Alan?

Pickering
He’s come home safe, that’s the main thing.

White
Is it?

Pickering
Yes.  Things can only get better Peter.

White
And for you I suppose the next big thing is this race on Good Friday?

Pickering
Yes the next big race for me – Robin Hood’s Bay will try and win the winter championships, he’s won the winter derby, we now want him to win the winter championships.

White
And can I be so indelicate as to mention prize money, this race on Good Friday, is there big money involved?

Pickering
Yes it’s about £100,000 for the winner.

White
I mean you said you weren’t in it for the money but that’s not to be sniffed at is it?

Pickering
It isn’t but I might put it in my pension fund.

White
And that’s it for today.  We lick our wounds having lost a bit of money.  You can call our actionline for 24 hours after the programme.  You can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk and there’s more information on our website, that’s bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  And that’s it for today, from me, Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat, Alan Pickering, his horse Whitby Jet and the team, goodbye.




