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White
Good Evening.  Tonight, the problems which accompany ageing if you're blind. One woman approaching that time of life says the care being offered is often not good enough.  And the visually impaired cricket squad preparing for a unique trip.

But first let's meet this week's studio guest. Dennis Robertson has spent most of his professional life as a social worker, but three years ago he was elected member of the Scottish Parliament for Aberdeenshire West, representing the Scottish National Party. Despite the fame achieved by David Blunkett, visually impaired MPs are still a pretty rare breed and the challenges are considerable.  Dennis' interests seem broad and varied; he's on committees dealing with subjects as diverse as energy, the economy, sport, a range of disabilities including visual impairment, and Scotch whisky. Dennis, welcome to the programme.  Was this a longstanding ambition of yours?

Robertson
Actually when I came out of social work I was working for Guide Dogs for a while and they were likeminded people.  And one of the people I actually met at the time, who encouraged me to move into the political arena, was John Sweeny, who’s actually the cabinet secretary for finance in the Scottish government now but at that time he obviously wasn’t.  And that’s how it all started.

White
I see only in the last few days you’ve spoken out about the future of Braille, why did you think it needed defending?

Robertson
I think Braille for many years has been on the decline in terms of people using it and I, for one, don’t use Braille as often as I used to.  But I think it’s important and especially when we’ve got children now going to mainstream schools to ensure that they have the appropriate medium and people to teach Braille, if that’s what the medium the young person needs.

White
But does it not cope with the torrent of paperwork that must come across your desk, I mean how do you deal with that?

Robertson
Most of what I get comes electronically, to be perfectly honest, and I do have, as every other MSP does, we do have staff.  So with things like mail and what have you people tend to go through that and sort of bring to my attention the most appropriate mailings and if they require answers.  But in terms of committee papers all that comes in audio format.  And can I say that my journey on the train tends to allow me to read my committee papers.

White
Right, snap, I do the same.  I want to put to you a question which inevitably is raised for someone like you, we used to put it to David Blunkett quite a lot, how much do you regard yourself as being a representative of your disability, as well as your constituency?

Robertson
I think I do in many respects.  I like to be seen as an MSP first but an MSP who is blind rather than the blind MSP.  But in terms of trying to be a role model I think I am, in terms of trying to say that people can achieve a sort of career in politics, if that’s what they want to do, because I have.  In trying to bring it forward you have to raise that awareness.

White
But it’s inevitable that you are a more powerful voice on visual impairment because you live it.

Robertson
Absolutely and the cross party group I represent in the Scottish Parliament has visual impairment and because I’ve got a long knowledge and experience of that, having been blind myself even in the social work days, yeah it’s obvious that people do ask me and a lot of my MSP colleagues will ask me for advice on certain issues, quite rightly so.

White
Well Dennis do stay with us while we find out about another group of visually impaired ground breakers.

Women’s sport seems to be on a bit of a roll at the moment, what with England as rugby world champions and increasing coverage of the mainstream soccer and cricket teams but it’s certainly been true up till now that if you were a visually impaired woman who wanted to join a cricket team it would have to be one which was overwhelmingly male.  But over the past four years or so an all-women’s team has been built up, largely due to the efforts of Beth Evans and a charity called The Change Foundation.  The foundation aims to develop the opportunities of disabled people through sport and now Beth is about to take her 11 woman squad to Nepal to pit their skills against another emergent women’s team.  But she has a double motive, as she explained to Lee Kumutat, when Lee went to their last training session at the weekend before going on tour.

Actuality
You get four t-shirts, one pair of shorts, two pairs of bottoms and cap and hoodie in your bag.  Leanne Harvey, Elyse, Sarah – please do not lose your kit bags…

Sarah
I’m Sarah.

Kumutat
You’ve just got your kit Sarah, does it fit?

Sarah
Yep luckily, thank the lord.  I was worried about that.

Kumutat
Have you been away on a team tour before?

Sarah
Yeah, I went to Barbados.

Kumutat
And was that an all-women’s…?

Sarah
No, no that was a mixed team.

Kumutat
Because this really is a first isn’t it, I mean blind cricket has traditionally been played in mixed teams hasn’t it?

Sarah
Mixed teams and very male dominated.  I’ve played cricket for 12 years now and since then I’ve always been sort of one of the only females, two or three females in a team, and that’s why this is the whole point of this team is to show that we can play cricket too, no one cares if we’re going to be prancing about and chipping our nails and crying because we’ve chipped our nail but we’re not really like that.

Kumutat
Seventeen year old captain of the team Lois Turner showed me around the team’s training ground and told me why she’s so passionate about cricket.

Turner
You’ve constantly got something going through your head every single ball that is bowled.  When you’re fielding a ball you don’t just stand there and if the ball gets miss-thrown, so if someone throws it wonky then you have to get it.  You have to all constantly be ready, your reactions have to be on target, so you have to be aware of what’s going on within the game, it’s concentration.  You have to be able to work as a team to back each other up, which means that if they miss the ball because of how much they can see the ball or whether they just miss-field it because it’s gone too fast you’ve got to work as a team and that’s the main thing and these girls have done that really well.

All the guide dogs within the team are part of the family.

Actuality – team practising

Kumutat
The team’s coach, Beth Evans, was motivated to develop a visually impaired women’s cricket team after a trip to Nepal four years ago.  At the time there were 60 women playing in their competition and now Beth says it’s well over a hundred.

Evans
A lot of visually impaired people in Nepal aren’t allowed to do anything, generally don’t go to school, quite often are just kept at home, shut away and so this cricket gives them an opportunity to get out and do something and actually realise they can do more.  Some of the girls train in bare feet or in sandals.  The training facilities they have are completely different to the training facilities here.  Public transport over there is hugely different.  The thing I’m most excited about is my team seeing what they can do over there, not just on a cricket pitch but off it, what the conditions are that they live with daily and seeing how much that might affect my team.

Kumutat
Beth is standing at the wickets and the girls are running up and bowling and trying to hit the stumps.

Actuality – team practising

Harvey
My name’s Leanne Harvey.

Kumutat
And it’s your birthday today Leanne.

Harvey
Yeah I’m 21.

Kumutat
Happy birthday.

Harvey
Thank you.

Kumutat
How do you feel about going away on tour?

Harvey
Before it was like a bit scary but I know when I get there it’ll be alright.

Kumutat
What’s the training regime been like?

Harvey
It’s been quite hard.  We only train like once a month usually but because we’re going we’ve done about four sessions in the last month to get ready for it.

Kumutat
So are you feeling fit?

Harvey
Yeah.

Kumutat
The team’s tour to Nepal is being supported by a number of charities and the players have been doing their own fundraising.  Jade Denholm-Quinn works in a children’s nursery and has only been playing with the team for three months.

Quinn
I was trying to think of all sorts of things I could do and I came up with a 12 bridges walk of London and most of the girls from the team joined me on it and it was really good and I got about 250 which is good for the short amount of time.  We stopped in London and played a bit of cricket in the middle of London, to show people what it was like and we got a bit of interest, so yeah it was really good, it was a success.

Kumutat
So why then so much enthusiasm after only such a short time?

Quinn
I like working towards something, so I felt like I wanted to work towards – get fit and get better at cricket.  It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity really. 

Kumutat
And how are you feeling about going, some of the other girls have said they’re feeling a bit nervous?

Quinn
I’m really, really excited but I’m quite scared as well, bit mixed emotions.

Kumutat
What are you frightened about?

Quinn
Flying from the start and I think just – I’m a bit scared of change, so it’s like a whole different world out there but it will be really good, I’m looking forward to it.

Kumutat
In blind cricket the bowlers throw underarm, 10 pin bowling style, as Elyse Bezuidenhout, team player and aspiring coach demonstrated.  I did give it a go but was – well to be frank – rubbish at it.  It was that satisfying thwack of bat on ball I was keen to try and under Elyse’s excellent tuition achieved mild success.

Bezuidenhout
You put your bat behind you.

Kumutat
Really?  But that’s… alright, okay.

Bezuidenhout
And when she says play you’re basically going to kneel.

Kumutat
Oh look that’s never going to happen, I’ll never get back up again.

Bezuidenhout
Like you’re proposing to someone.

Kumutat
Am I really going to kneel?  Alright.

Bezuidenhout
And all you do is you keep the bat along the floor and you just swish.

Kumutat
Okay.  But she bowls really fast.  Can you bowl a slow one Sarah?

Bezuidenhout
Ready when you are Sarah.

Sarah
Ready?

Kumutat
Yeah.  [Thwack]

Bezuidenhout
What a shot.

Kumutat
Thank you.  Now’s the time for me to retire.

Do you envisage a time when there will be a women’s only competition in England or in the UK?

Harvey
Hopefully one day, maybe there will be.  I mean I’ve worked very closely with the ECB, England and Wales Cricket Board, and we’re very aware obviously that there are lot less women playing cricket and so setting up a league is not really plausible, at the moment anyway.  So I think what the suggestion is that maybe we try and set up little pockets of teams and may be they’re only six a side teams, maybe we’re not strict with the rules and we just get together for festivals to begin with.

Kumutat
Out of this tour what’s your main objective?

Bezuidenhout
I would like to go back to Nepal in a couple of years wearing an England badge.

White
Lee Kumutat reporting there from Surrey.  Are they going to extend their touring team from 11 to 12?  Probably not.  And incidentally there is now a Pakistani women’s team and there are some plans for them to go and play a series in Nepal.  Listening to that with me is member of Scottish Parliament Dennis Robertson.  And Dennis, I mean one of your many responsibilities as an MSP is sport and health, what do you make of that, I suppose it’s all about opportunity isn’t it really?

Robertson
Yeah it is.  I was interested in the technique – having to kneel to actually hit….

White
That’s not the way I play, still.

Robertson
It’s certainly not the way I used to play either.  And it seems a lot less dangerous, their techniques, than the one I did many, many years ago at the Royal Blind School.  It did bring back a memory of fielding and running into another player and landing up in hospital with concussion.

White
But opportunity is important isn’t it, I mean we were constantly told that the whole point of both the Olympics and the very successful Commonwealth Games in Glasgow this year was legacy, do you think that legacy is finding its way through to visually impaired youngsters who want to play sport?

Robertson
Yeah I believe it is actually and just a few weeks ago we actually had the organisers for the Commonwealth Games at the Scottish Parliament.  Parasports was actually brought up as part of the legacy and one of the good things about the Commonwealth Games was it was an integral part of the Commonwealth Games, it wasn’t an add on, it wasn’t an extension of.  During the Games parasports was on an equal footing, which is great and that would be fantastic if we could actually just bring that into other major tournaments.

White
Clearly part of the reason for encouraging sport is for health reasons but I know you have a very personal reason for not wanting sport to become too much of an all-encompassing obsession don’t you.

Robertson
Yeah absolutely and I think everyone accepts the fact that we’ve got a problem with young people and weight and quite often it’s people being overweight.  But the thing is if we get that message across sometimes we’ve got to be very careful how we do that because young people tend to sort of regard their body and they’ve got body image and that can sort of – well it can bring its own problems.  And as you’re probably referring to in my own situation I had a daughter with anorexia and Caroline died three years ago.  But we’ve got to be very careful when we’re taking that forward that we are aware that if there’s any trigger signs that we respond to that.  I think it’s great to be healthy, it’s great to be fit, it’s great to have good diet but let’s make sure that we’re actually monitoring and gauging this and that’s a responsibility of families and teachers as well.

White
And that’s – I think you are still campaigning on that issue now because of your experience with Caroline.

Robertson
Yeah very much, very much.

White
Now it is sometimes suggested that despite the benefits of integration in education sport can be one of the casualties because not too easy, for instance, to join a mainstream cricket team.  Well interestingly our personal columnist this week is speculating on the value or otherwise of integration but at the other end of the age scale.  Mary Phillips has been looking with some concern at the future of her own generation.

Phillips
During the post Second World War years there was a large increase of children born with visual impairment due to retinopathy of prematurity.  The combination of lungs and eyes not being fully developed and the excess of oxygen caused total blindness and partial blindness and I am among this group.  I am concerned that the care needs of older blind and partially sighted people are not being considered.  

A mainstream hotel cannot provide the level of care which was a feature of the Bradbury Hotel, which is due to close on 31st October.  Many guests needed help with finding their way to their rooms.  Daily trips out were provided and the staff were trained in visual awareness.  It was also an opportunity to catch up with old friends.  More generally I feel there should be some provision concerning the long term care of elderly visually impaired people, both for the lifelong visually impaired and those who lose their sight later in life.  Visiting friends in nursing homes they feel isolated, often sitting in a lounge where the television is a constant companion.  Staff not fully understanding their needs, leaving these people feeling unhappy.  People with little or no sight will not be able to participate in all the activities provided in nursing or care homes, will not be able to read newspapers unlike their fully sighted fellow residents and will be unable often to move about unaided. 

 I would like to see somewhere where older blind people who knew each other as children could renew friendships and perhaps make friends and help others who go blind later in life to cope with their situation.  An ideal facility could include sheltered accommodation in addition to residential care.

White
Dennis, as a former social worker, does Mary Phillips perhaps a point, the generation brought up with specialist training suddenly doesn’t get it at the end of life?

Robertson
We used to actually have dedicated homes for the elderly in Scotland and it closed and partly the reason it closed is because there were not enough people coming forward or who wished that particular type of care.  And I think maybe it’s a generational thing and I think integration for me is by far better in that we’re all living that bit longer and I think as people get older you have natural degeneration of vision, hearing and mobility.  And I actually believe that most care homes now and nursing homes their awareness if of a much higher level than we give them credit for and I’m not sure that I agree with Mary in terms of her summing up, to be honest.

White
Because presumably still the great number of visually impaired people who go into residential homes have only become blind recently, so I guess what you’re saying is they feel they want to stay with what they regard as the mainstream world?

Robertson
Absolutely.  They make adjustments obviously because of their lack of vision because they’ve just acquired it but people who have been blind all their life – and I used to work with people like Mary with retinopathy of prematurity and many other conditions – but people adjust to those conditions all through their life and really I’m sure they take that knowledge with them if they actually eventually go into a care home.

White
Dennis Robertson, thank you very much indeed.

If you have views on anything that we’ve discussed today you can call our actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after this programme, you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk or for more information or to download tonight’s and subsequent programmes you can visit our website.

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

 


