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White 

Tonight, news of a device that makes electronic Braille behave more like print.  And the spy 

on the dog – how your guide dog can tell you who’s nice and who’s not.  

 

Clip 
I’ve had a lady who stopped me when I got to the bottom of an escalator once and she tapped 

me, I stopped, and she said to me I should apologise to everybody behind me for holding 

them up.  And it’s heart-breaking to hear things like that. 

 

White 

But first, modern digital Braille equipment is very clever - it can store large amounts of 

material, including books; you can download print, from colleagues or friends, so that it 

comes out as Braille; you can write on them too and access your emails and the internet, on 

the most sophisticated ones.  But there’s one problem - you can only read one line of Braille 

at a time.  Which is fine, if you’re just reading text, not so fine if you want to get an overview 

of something more complex such as a calendar, say, or complicated maths.  But now it seems 

we’re moving closer to a solution to that as well.  It’s called Canute, after the King, and Ed 

Rogers is the founder of Bristol Braille Technologies which is a not-for-profit company.  

 

First Ed, just explain what your company does. 

 

Rogers 

We are trying to develop devices which make learning to read Braille more affordable.  So 

we’re trying to radically reduce the entry costs for Braille literacy and the price for readers. 



 

White 
Right, well I’ve started to explain this but you’re more the expert, give us some more detail 

about why you’ve done this and what makes this different from what we’ve got already. 

 

Rogers 
We’re trying to make in the Canute a machine which is not only more affordable than 

existing refreshable Braille options but is also multiple lines.  So on the Canute we have 360 

cells of Braille split over nine lines, which is equivalent of about a third of a page of print 

Braille.  And by doing that it enables far more types of content to be appreciated better than 

they would otherwise be on a single line display and it’s also more practical in many 

circumstances to distribute something as digital text than it is as paper Braille, as we all know 

the size of paper Braille is rather large. 

 

White 
And this is because if you can only see or feel one line at a time you can’t do what a sighted 

person would do with print, which is taking a lot of it at a glance. 

 

Rogers 
Yeah or do what a Braillist would normally do with paper which is skim up and down the 

page. 

 

White 
Yeah, as I am on this hard Braille script that I’m using. 

 

Rogers 
The single line displays have lots of advantages and are very useful in certain regards but 

reducing the context of a line isn’t helpful especially for things like maths. 

 

White 
So give us some – more of an idea.  We’ve mentioned maths, I mean what are some of the 

other things that you can do with this that you can’t do with just one refreshable line. 

 

Rogers 
Well when we first took this to Dublin to the NCBI to test it – the National Council for the 

Blind of Ireland – it suddenly became quite obvious that music was going to be one of the 

biggest advantages for this.  You have tabula data, things like calendars and spreadsheets, are 

something which are really not that convenient on a single line.  And of course more prose 

and poetry based things as well also have benefits.  You can actually show blank lines and 

you can afford to have big wide open spaces, just as it would be on the print version or a 

paper Braille version. 

 

White 
Right.  Now it’s notoriously difficult to explain a machine like this, particularly when a lot of 

your audience is blind.  I mean it’s sitting in front of me.  The first thing that strikes me it’s 

big, it’s much bigger than the digital machine that I use. 

 

Rogers 
Right, I mean we’ve brought the tenth prototype of the Canute here but it will be – they will 

all be larger than your average Braille displayer to say the least.  So it’s a desktop device 



which is something which you would keep at home or in your school and you’d read content 

which might otherwise you would expect to have on a Braille library – a whole shelf’s worth. 

 

White 
Now if I run my hands across this somebody reading Braille on the radio is not very 

interesting but I mean I suppose what we should explain is if I were looking, say, at Braille 

music I’d be able to see both what the left hand or feel what the left hand and the right hand 

is doing, would I be able to do more sophisticated things than that? 

 

Rogers 
Right, well anything that you could do over nine lines is effectively what this machine can 

do, it changes page at a time rather than scrolling through text.  And you can format it as you 

like.  So something like a month would fit – a month’s calendar would fit on one page with 

the details of the weeks and it structures the data very differently than if you’ve only got a 

single line of it.  And of course because it’s digital it’s far more convenient than paper for 

those sorts of things. 

 

White 
So is this the finished article? 

 

Rogers 
No, this is the device which was last tested in New College Worcester in November – I think, 

is that right Sean?  And we’ve since built three more prototypes which we’ll be running tests 

soon in Dublin, in London and in Reading and then we hope to be going to market later this 

year with a final device.  Our target price for the Canute is to try and match the price of a 

Perkins Brailler. 

 

White 
Which is about five or six hundred quid? 

 

Rogers 
Something around 600.  We may not get there initially but that’s what we’re aiming for. 

 

White 
Let me bring in Sean Randall, because you mentioned taking it to New College, there’s a 

group called the Braillists, looking at this, of which Sean is one but you also teach at New 

College in Worcester Sean, a school for visually impaired students.  What do you make of 

this? 

 

Randall 
Well for me I mean this is very impressive because apart from the price, which is huge, the 

big thing, as Ed said, is the structural advantages that people can have with their Braille.  One 

of my recurring themes with students is they don’t understand much about visual layout – 

tables, spreadsheets, anything like that – which they haven’t been exposed to, if they can’t see 

to get the concept across is extremely difficult.  The idea of below, rather than having things 

in a line, is something that they struggle with. 

 

White 
Yeah because it’s linear you do a line and then you do another line then you do another line.  

Because I was thinking of all these things – they’re a bit esoteric – but of course if you 



mention something like spreadsheets, if somebody’s doing – just trying to do their accounts I 

guess. 

 

Randall 
Yeah, when I was a student, going back a decade or more ago, and we were doing exams the 

examiners always said – write your name at the top of every page – and of course when 

you’re typing in a computer that’s called the header and unless you print your work out you 

don’t see that, the header doesn’t focus – come into it.  So a lot of the students didn’t know 

about headers and footers, it didn’t mean anything to them.  And so one of the major things is 

the comprehension of visual layout and how visual relates to text and I think that’s very 

important. 

 

White 
What did the other – the youngsters think of it from other points of view? 

 

Randall 
There were a lot of comments and some not so good, mainly they were concerned with its 

volume, its speed and weight because it’s quite a big machine, as you’ve commented already 

and it can take a while to flip the page, as it were.  And I think we’ve been spoiled by the 

current live Braille machines which instantly give you the next line. 

 

White 
You – I mean you were brought in to make suggestions about how it could be improved and 

so are some of the other braillists, so are there currently things that you’re suggesting? 

 

Randall 
Yes and we’ve given Ed feedback and I hope he’s found some of it useful. 

 

Rogers 
We’ve been working on it. 

 

Randall 
I’m sure you have yes.  I must admit I was very impressed with the way in which feedback 

was immediately taken on board and plans put in place to make changes, that’s something we 

haven’t seen… 

 

White 
One thing that does strike – and Ed has alluded to it – is that you can do all these things with 

hard old fashioned hard copy Braille, so given that you have I think to feed the Braille into 

the machine on a memory stick at the moment, why not just use hard copy Braille for these 

things? 

 

Randall 
Yeah I mean the immediate answer to that is of course not everyone’s got access to an 

embosser but if you think about things like magazines and newspapers, which people would 

normally read and throw away, I think that really rockets up the value of something like this.  

And if, for example, I’m just talking theoretically, if the RNIB, who produce the magazines, 

and Bristol Braille, who sell the machines, got together and people could get the magazines 

delivered on to the device that would do tremendous things for recycling and for the Braille 

production, that side of things, overnight. 



 

Rogers 
And also of course for person – just people storing Braille in their own house, it’s impossible 

to store more than a few volumes unless you’ve got a reasonable sized house. 

 

Randall 
My poor postmen because wherever I’ve lived you’ve got old postmen bent double like 

something out of a war poem because of all the heavy volumes of Braille they’ve been 

carrying around to the post office. 

 

White 
Is there anything else like this available that you know of?  And let’s be honest this isn’t 

available yet but you’ve said you hope it will be by the end of the year.  Is anyone else in the 

same place as you are? 

 

Rogers 
There’s no one – there’s no one on the market with multi-line Braille and certainly none that 

are promising something at a price like this.  There are always a variety of projects 

attempting this who’ve ever quite got this far that we’re aware of.  The important distinction 

we’ve tried to put between ourselves and previous projects, which have sometimes let the 

Braille reading community down, is that we’ve been testing this publicly for a very long time.  

We list the meetings on the website, anyone can come along and join the braillists group 

which runs our testing groups.  We’re trying to make this as open as possible, we show the 

machines even when they’re not fully built and ready to go and that’s what informs the 

direction we go in and is what enabled us to get this far. 

 

White 
Okay, we’ll have to leave it there.  Ed Rogers, thank you very much indeed.  Sean Randall, 

I’d also like your take on this next item as well.  Bit of a change of gear really. 

 

When we’re out and about on the street, some people are brilliantly helpful to us, some are 

not and to be fair we don’t always cover ourselves in glory either. But the problem for us is 

that, by definition, we can’t always judge the circumstances. We don’t know about the looks 

we get, we don’t know if the guy who didn’t help us was loaded down with a heavy suitcase, 

all that kind of thing.  

 

Well Amit Patel decided he wanted more information about what was going on around him in 

these situations. Amit’s relatively newly blind, he’s an even more recent guide dog owner and 

he joins me now. 

 

Amit, just explain what you’ve been doing and what prompted you to do it. 

 

Patel 
So recently we put a camera on Kika, the guide dog, just to see what she sees because I found 

doing a commute in the morning I’d have good days and bad days but on the bad days I 

would get other commuters telling me that Kika, the guide dog, has just been hit by someone 

or been barged out the way or people are trying to race her to the escalators or trying to get 

off the train before us when it’s very clear to everybody that if they give us a few seconds 

we’re out of their way and they can get on with their lives as normal. 

 



White 
And you’ve had some fairly – fairly nasty things said to you I think. 

 

Patel 
Oh absolutely, we’ve had – I’ve had a lady who stopped me when I got to the bottom of an 

escalator once and she tapped me, I stopped and she said to me I should apologise to 

everybody behind me for holding them up.  And it’s heart-breaking to hear things like that.  

But the funny thing was when she did actually say this to us someone else came up to me and 

said oh I overheard what she said, are you okay.  I said, yes I’m fine, kind of trying to brush it 

off.  But the funny thing is we actually got to the tube before she did, we actually passed her 

on route.  So we didn’t actually hold her up, she probably held me up. 

 

White 
So how does the technical side of this – how does the camera work and where is it 

positioned? 

 

Patel 
It’s all trial and error.  Kika is a shaker and she has – she loves to shake the moment she gets 

off the train or gets on the train or before she knows she’s going to have to do a long walk.  

So trying to place the camera on Kika was difficult.  But we managed to get it on her harness, 

giving – just above her head basically, just so everybody can see a Kika eye view, is what we 

call it.   

 

White 
And how do you monitor its results because you work with someone, don’t you? 

 

Patel 
My wife.  This is a partnership.  It all came about by one day someone telling me that she got 

hit by an umbrella while someone was trying to get past her and I said to my wife it would be 

great to put a camera on her and actually get her perspective on things.  So when we 

eventually did manage to put the camera on what we’ll do is – if I feel I had an incident when 

I got home my wife would just view the footage and we will download the clips on to her 

twitter account.  

 

White 
How accurate is it – how clear is it?  I know you don’t know that but what does your wife say 

about the signal you get? 

 

Patel 
Fantastic.  So if it’s not in the waterproof housing you’ve got great audio along with it as 

well.  We find the picture quality is brilliant, absolutely fantastic.  But sometimes the camera 

– when she does her shakes – the camera does move and it might be pointing up in the air.  

It’s all trial and error. 

 

White 
Now you’ve had one particular case, haven’t you, where you’ve actually used this and in a 

way used it as evidence? 

 

Patel 



Yeah absolutely, so for those who live in London recently London Bridge station’s just 

reopened on a new site which we’re not very familiar with, not with the new station anyway, 

so one day Kika got me to the new station and we had to then try and get on the 

Underground, which is still based at the old station.  We kind of got halfway down our route 

and Kika stopped and she sat down on my foot, which to me means that she doesn’t know 

where she’s going or there’s nowhere to go.  I stood there for a while hoping that a member 

of staff, someone, would hear me or see me because I could hear the staff members trying to 

assist everybody else.  And eventually I had to call out for help.  And when a staff member 

did actually come over to me and give me assistance the first thing he said was – I didn’t see 

you.   

 

White 
But when you monitored this you saw something different. 

 

Patel 
When my wife saw the footage it was obvious that one particular staff member saw us over 

10 times and the funny thing is there were five, six staff members standing around me within 

a couple of metres who all saw me. 

 

White 
Now you contacted Network Rail about this, what did they say? 

 

Patel 
They basically said it was out of their hands because the closure was very last minute, the 

staff were there to help but they’re going to review their training. 

 

White 
Did they apologise? 

 

Patel 
They did, they did apologise. 

 

White 
I mean Network Rail confirmed to us that they did apologise to you.  They told us that 

London Bridge was particularly busy on that day in question and they did have extra staff but 

they welcome feedback from passengers – positive or otherwise. 

 

Patel 
Yeah. 

 

White 
What are you trying to achieve here Amit? 

 

Patel 
Do you know what, so when this incident happened it wasn’t the start of us putting the 

camera on, the first time we actually put a camera on Kika it shows Kika doing a normal 

route – off a train, through a station, up and down the escalators – and that’s what we wanted 

to highlight, we wanted to highlight how wonderful guide dogs are, how much they have to 

work.  And if you see them working don’t distract them, that’s all we wanted to highlight.  

But we managed to capture this while it was on and I think it shows – it shows that there’s a 



bit more training that’s needed in transport or even just generally, people just need to slow 

down slightly. 

 

White 
You’re putting some of this information online, in fact we’ve actually got a clip of Kika’s 

twitter feed here. 

 

Actuality 

Is there a member of staff anywhere?  Hello?  Hello?  Member of staff? 

 

Sorry sir. 

 

Five minutes I’ve been waiting here.  I can hear you staff members talking.  Seriously 

did you not see the guide dog?  What do I do, where do I go?  Into the station. 

 

Which part of the station? 

 

Underground. 

 

White 
Well, we can hear you calling out there and you’ve explained what happened there.  There is 

a point here though, aren’t you concerned you’re actually – you’re invading people’s privacy 

putting that up, presumably some people can be identified? 

 

Patel 
Oh absolutely but at the end of the day I’m looking out for my safety.  It’s hard enough to 

navigate London when you can see, try and do it with your eyes shut, it’s a whole new world, 

it’s scary, it takes so much confidence just to get out and about.  And you kind of rely on the 

services, you’re told that all these services are available for vulnerable passengers but if they 

don’t work someone needs to highlight it. 

 

White 
But I suppose there is a danger that you could just antagonise people by doing this isn’t 

there? 

 

Patel 
There is.  I don’t go out – out of my way, half the time I don’t even remember to put the 

camera on.  Some people just see the camera and we – they probably see the camera more 

than they see the guide dog.  I have more conversations with people asking me oh your dog’s 

wearing a camera.   And I’ll explain to them why she’s wearing a camera and most of them 

understand. 

 

White 
And aren’t you putting yourself at risk?  I mean you’ve got – for a start you’ve got a valuable 

piece of equipment on the dog. 

 

Patel 
Yeah that was our biggest concern.  That’s why when I’m uncomfortable it comes off, it’s not 

on there 24/7 on Kika.  It’s on there – just on – maybe on the busy commutes we do, just 

highlight what actually the dog has to go through. 



 

White 
Well Sean Randall’s still with us and has been listening to that.  You’re totally blind, like 

Amit and me, what’s your reaction to that? 

 

Randall 
Well as a guide dog owner myself I think if I put a camera on my dog he’d start performing, 

he likes the limelight.  And he’s stopped on several occasions because on the school run 

children have prostrated themselves in front of him and given him a big cuddle.  So if he 

stops I can’t assume there’s nowhere to go, I have to assume there’s a child in the way. 

 

White 

But I take it – I mean you get the point of what Amit… it’s exasperation in a way. 

 

Randall 

Oh precisely, yes, yes and the number of times people have stopped me to hinder.  People 

assume that they know where you’re going better than you do sometimes and it can be very 

hard.  I mean this goes along with what other sectors of the society are doing, there are 

initiatives for older people and vulnerable people to wear cameras and devices that detect 

when they fall.  And I just think that it sounds crazy outside of the context, if you hear a man 

puts a camera on his dog, you sort of think why is this man a bit mad?  But thinking about it a 

but more and listening for those few minutes to Amit I do think that there’s method in it and I 

do think it’s obviously done him a lot of good.  And I hope that Guide Dogs especially can 

run this and use the footage. 

 

White 
Sean Randall, Amit Patel – thank you both very much indeed. 

 

And we’d really be very interested in listeners’ reaction to this, whether you’re visually 

impaired or not.  Can it change things or will it just antagonise people?  You can call our 

actionline for 24 hours after this broadcast on 0800 044 044, you can email 

intouch@bbc.co.uk and if you’re able to there’s information on our website from where you 

can also download tonight’s and many previous editions of In Touch.  From me, Peter White, 

producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye. 
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