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White
Good Evening.  Tonight: As the debate for and against an independent Scotland gathers pace, we look at the possible impact on visually impaired people and a call for the settings on central heating equipment, complex enough for most people, to be made more accessible to blind and partially sighted customers. We'll be looking at some equipment which could help. 

Now the referendum on whether Scotland should become independent of the United Kingdom is only just over six months away, reflected in the increasing intensity of the yes/no debate. But one aspect which hasn't yet received a great deal of attention is the vast number of charities and voluntary organisations which for decades, in some cases centuries, have provided support and services to specific groups of people across the UK. A classic example in the field of visual impairment is the Royal National Institute of Blind People - the RNIB - formed in 1868, and so far, based on the idea of providing services across England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.  It provides direct services in such areas as specialist libraries, equipment, and it offers policy advice on things like employment, education, and social care.  And many other charities serving visually impaired people are based on the same kind of model. So how would they react in the event of a "yes" vote?  Well I've been talking to Ken Reid, chair of RNIB Scotland, who began by explaining the way it works at the moment. 

Reid
RNIB UK is a single entity and we cover all parts of the United Kingdom and we have one strategy, one set of policies that cover all areas.  We then have to adapt those and make sure those are right for the Scottish environment.  And one of the key things in that is to remember that an awful lot of things that really are important to blind and partially sighted people are delivered out of Scotland now already, regardless of what might happen in September.

White
Such as?

Reid
Such as health, education, travel, employment – all of these things are managed by the Scottish government, they’re all devolved responsibility already.  So as RNIB Scotland we then have to do our lobbying, our negotiation, our discussions heading for the same outcomes for blind and partially sighted people but dealing with the government in Holyrood rather than the government in Westminster to deliver that.

White
In which case if there were a yes vote would the RNIB’s writ continue to run in Scotland or would we see something more like SNIB – the Scottish National Institute for the Blind?

Reid
Oh we’d love to hold on to the Royal as Alex Salmond has indicated that the Scottish government would as well.  What we know is that we are going to have to put more resource into Scotland to deal with the Scottish issues because no matter what happens in September there will be more authority in delivering services out of Holyrood.  There’s a 2012 Scotland Act means that there is no status quo in this situation, things are going to be different regardless of what happens.

White
Right.  And we are at the moment in a situation where cuts are being made, are having to be made, by the RNIB throughout the UK.  We’ve seen indications, for example, that there are some cuts in things like transcription in Scotland, so would you be taking over at a time when you’d have to be considering cuts rather than strengthening performance?

Reid
If we decided that it was the right thing to do, to have a separate organisation, we would have to look at how we structure that organisation and some things, I think, we probably would establish autonomously in Scotland and some things we would probably have to contract from the rump of RNIB, whatever that might be called, for the rest of the UK.  So something like Talking Books I can’t imagine we could replicate the Talking Book Service that exists in the UK at the moment for Scotland alone, so we would want to look at a way of contracting that if we should get to the point where it was right to have a separate Scottish organisation.  Much of the Braille library has taken the last 150 years to be developed, we couldn’t possibly instantly recreate that as a mirror.

White
So that would imply…

Reid
… valuable to do so.

White
That would imply the relationship would – you think – would stay quite close?

Reid
I would like to hope so yes.  I suppose it sounds a little bit like the independence lobby has been saying is that we want to pick and choose the bits that will suit us and the bits that won’t suit us.  But that wouldn’t mean that it would be an isolated organisation, it would be an organisation with relationships within Scotland and also throughout the rest of the blind and partially sighted communities.

White
Can we just discuss a couple of the practicalities for visually impaired people?  I mean what can you tell us, for example, about accessibility of information to help us form opinions in Scotland?

Reid
What RNIB Scotland will be doing is getting both campaigns to provide us with a synopsis of their key points and key issues in accessible formats, so we will get that circulated to our members in Braille, in audio, in large print and electronically, so people are able to read that independently without any bias or input from a third party, make their own choice as to how they think they would like to vote.  And you have to recognise that our members come from all communities in Scotland and we’re not going to give them any guidance on which way to vote because they have their own views on that.

White
But when might that happen because of course stuff is coming out now as we speak?

Reid
Yeah it’s coming out piecemeal at the moment.  We have requested it from the campaigns and when – I think when there’s a sort of a more total picture because I think there are three potential scenarios coming out of the whole election.  One is that there is a no vote based on the current structure, the other is there is a no vote based against a sort of enhanced offering if you like, so no to independence but we will get more powers delivered to Scotland.  And the third is a yes vote.  And until those three scenarios have been totally clarified I think it would be confusing to people to send them one thing and then send them another thing in a couple of weeks’ time when it’s moved on.

White
There are many other organisations in Scotland representing visually impaired people who are in the same position as you – Guide Dogs is an obvious example, there’s a strong voluntary sector – would this be an opportunity, if there was a yes vote, to merge?

Reid
Goodness me I hadn’t even thought about that one.  

White
Think about it now Ken.

Reid
Okay, there’s absolutely no reason why not I would say from my perspective, I don’t carry any baggage that says that any of that is off the agenda but I don’t want that to be seen as being acquisitive or aggressive to any of the other organisations who are operating in Scotland.

White
Will this maybe in some people’s minds would this be an opportunity to raise the bar, I mean Scotland has always been very proud, for example, of its education services, won’t some people feel that this is the moment when the country can choose its policies on visual impairment?

Reid
It certainly is but as I said earlier many of the services that relate are already delivered from Scotland and those probably won’t change, so it’ll be the few services that are currently run out of Westminster that will be transferred to Scotland that will be up for negotiation and the biggest of those is welfare and we would have to look at how a welfare service could best be designed to meet the needs of blind and partially sighted people.

White
You say that RNIB Scotland and RNIB UK still haven’t made up their minds about some of these issues, isn’t it about time you did – the vote is in September?

Reid
We are in the process of considering that.  We started the process last year, it’s not something that we would want to do in a hurry.  We don’t want to commit too much resource to planning for something that may not happen, so we’re very definitely going to have a continued discussion about it and we will have an idea of where we want to go.  But the vote is in September, the minimum time period for a separation is another 18 months after that, some say it will be a lot longer, so that’s the time when we’ll actually start to implement and move towards whatever structure we think will be the right one to take us forward for the longer term.

White
Chair of RNIB Scotland Ken Reid.

Do give us your reactions, and we'd like to hear about the plans of other organisations serving blind and partially sighted people. 

A lot of interest has been sparked off by our discussion last week on the sleeping problems experienced by totally blind people, and also news of a potential new treatment. Well I asked you for your experiences and solutions; thanks for all your response, we were particularly tickled by this one from David Chatten-Smith. 

Chatten-Smith
I listened to your programme last week with great intent but guess what?  I fell asleep!  No it was not at night-time but during the day.  I too suffer from the same sleep disorder.  As I am totally blind this has some impact on my life, not only at home – as my wife thinks that she bores me to sleep – but also during the day.  Oh how I long for a full night’s sleep and wake up feeling refreshed.

White
And so said a lot of you.

Another topic which also captured your imagination was the story of a visually impaired bell-ringer. As we suspected, he's not alone; Rosemary Wilkinson teaches bell-ringing. 

Wilkinson
Some years ago I was tower captain at Glasgow Cathedral and I taught a totally blind learner.  It had its exciting moments as these bells require a very precise technique and my pupil could not see the rope which he had to catch.  But he succeeded, learned to ring rounds and then methods.  It is not necessary to see the bell you are following, in fact one of the exercises to improve striking is to position the ringers facing outwards and therefore unable to see the other ringers.  This forces them to listen rather than watch.  I would say to your participant don’t worry about looking, concentrate on your technique and listen to your bell and the bell ringing world will be your oyster.

White
Keep them coming and while on the subject of access do you have difficulty with setting your central heating and hot water the way you want it?  Blindness charity Thomas Pocklington Trust says that many of us do, and that this means at a time of rising energy prices we're at a disadvantage when it comes to keeping fuel bills down.  They have commissioned RICA, the Research Institute of Consumer Affairs, to look into this, and they have produced a guide to solving some of the problems. We'll be hearing from RICA in a moment about their findings, but I began by talking with Michael Smith, one of the identical twins we recently featured on the programme, who have both relatively recently lost much of their vision. 

Now Michael I couldn’t help noticing when we came to talk to you and Daniel one of the things that came out of what you said to us with living your very capable lives was that you had difficulty dealing with your heating system, just explain the kind of problems that you have.

Smith
Well when you came and spoke to us my mum and dad were in Turkey, so I think we were manning the house by ourselves and my dad just said don’t do anything with the heating because it’s on a program timer.  But you came in the morning so we needed to turn it on because normally we’d have left for work by then.  So I needed to get Cheryl…

White
That’s Cheryl Gabriel our producer of course.

Smith
… to have a look at it because all I was doing was just memory, I wasn’t hearing anything, there was no indication, all I knew was the heating goes on when you press it three times.  Once that’s out of sync you’re in serious trouble because you need assistance by that point.

White
That’s right and that’s exactly the problem I had – I stood in front of my heating system on Sunday night thinking about this programme and realised that because I live with other people it’s fine, I could learn how to do my system because most of it is in fours – there’s on and off and twice a day – but as soon as someone else has moved something I don’t know the point from which I’m starting.  And mine make no noises, there’s no kind of tactile information on them whatsoever.  

Let’s turn to Chris Lofthouse because Chris is the outreach manager for RICA.  Chris what kind of things have the people that you’ve been researching with said to you?

Lofthouse
Well we tested seven products with 12 visually impaired testers and what you’re saying is correct – that people find that there are partial solutions, there isn’t independence, so there’s not an inclusively designed product out there both in terms of the programme and the thermostats.

White
I mean yeah thermostats are interesting as well because mine simply goes from one end to the other, it stops at either end, I could estimate probably how to do it roughly but of course if you’re talking about wanting to save money you want it to be quite precise don’t you.

Lofthouse
Yes you want to know exactly where you are and with these products you can’t get the same information that a sighted person could.

White
Are Michael and I being a bit pathetic here, can’t you adapt your own systems – put bumps on circular things to indicate how far they are round and all that sort of thing?

Lofthouse
I mean you can but we’ve carried out research on inclusive design of products, we’ve been banging on about this for I don’t know how many years, so why the hell should you is the answer really.

White
So you’re saying the companies should do this basically, the companies that provide this kind of equipment?

Lofthouse
I think so because really finding out how to set your central heating for older people with visual impairments I think is key.

White
Yep, well you’ve brought in some examples of the kind of kit that you think might help.

Lofthouse
We’ve got a box here which is a programmable thermostat which I’m just putting in front of you, it’s a plastic box.  On the left hand side there is a rocker which you can feel and a big plus and minus.

White
Oh yeah, like that – oh and it’s begun to buzz.

Lofthouse
It’s begun to buzz because you’ve hit the plus button which is the top rocker and it’s hit the limit which is 27 degrees and the bottom rocker will reduce that down.

White
By a degree at a click?  Because what you need is you need the feel of it or the sound of it to actually relate to a number of degrees don’t you?

Lofthouse
You do and in actual fact you haven’t pushed it hard enough to move it down, so…

White
How’s that – I’m beating the hell out of it now.

Lofthouse
You still haven’t moved it.

Smith
There are quite a lot of sounds though aren’t there but I couldn’t program a thermostat on my own obviously could I?

Lofthouse
No not with that no.  

Smith
But it does make sound and that probably is the biggest rocker switch I’ve ever seen in my life.

White
It is a very big rocker switch.  So have you got anything here that actually works?

Lofthouse
Well I’m going to bring in a big box here which is another programmer but this one doesn’t set the detail of temperature and such like.  It’s hot water and heating control.

White
Right, so this – it’s round, there are four bits sticking out of it and a round button, a very big button, and some Braille on here which says “timed” and then “off” and then “on” and then a “W”.

Lofthouse
So the W stands for water.

White
And on the other side is a “H”, so I guess that’s heating.

Lofthouse
Correct.

White
And that’s got off and on and timed.  I’m beginning to see how that would work.  That’s fine if you read Braille, most people don’t.

Lofthouse
No, it’s got the letters on there but again it’s in grey small writing, which is a bit tricky.

White
Michael.

Smith
Well the advantage of this I suppose is the fact that it is tactile unlike mainstream products at the moment, so if you were to sit down with it for 10 minutes with a sighted person you could be able to – you would be able to use that in the future because there are bumps to read the time for example and large rocker switches and Braille.

Lofthouse
We did testing in 2004 and the market has not really changed but we’re really in a sense throwing down the challenge to design an inclusive product to enable people to use their central heating correctly.

Smith
Would mobile phone apps, for example, negate the need for products such as this in the future?

Lofthouse
Definitely, I think that that is the technological leap that if people can control their central heating from a smart phone app, as they are with other things, and obviously have the voice output from the software to be designed as part of that, that’s the key really.

White
And what do you know?  One of our technology experts who we have regularly on the programme, Léonie Watson, has got one of these and has agreed to demonstrate for us exactly how it works.

Watson
I’m heading home on the train and it’s a horrible cold afternoon outside so I want to make sure the house is lovely and warm by the time I get home.  I’m going to use an app that’s connected to the thermostat and the central heating system we have at home.  

App
Selected, off button.

Watson
So I can hear that the heating is currently off and there are buttons to let me choose between program number one for the mornings, program number two for the afternoons or both, having it come on to a pre-set program for both morning and afternoon.  But the one I’m going to go for is just to turn the heating on right now.

App
Selected, on.

Watson
My train is about to pull into the station, so I’m just going to quickly check using the app that it’s come up to the set temperature.

App
Current temperature – 21.0.

Watson
Lovely, I’m feeling warmer already.

White
Léonie Watson.

Now there is a guide which is out, how can people get hold of it and in what formats Chris?

Lofthouse
Well the guide is available online both on the RICA website and on the Thomas Pocklington Trust website, they funded the research, it’s also available from Thomas Pocklington Trust in audio CD and in Braille.  And it’s available free from both of us in print as well.

White
Chris Lofthouse and Mike Smith, thank you very much indeed.

Smith
Thanks very much.

Lofthouse
Thank you very much.

White
And there's more information about both the guide, and the equipment we've been talking about there from our Actionline, which you can reach by calling 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme and you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk. There's also a download from our website from tomorrow.

Just one more thing - in a couple of weeks’ time we're interviewing the Minister for Disabled People, Mike Penning. The emphasis is going to be on employment and benefits, but if you have a question you'd like us to put on any issue related to visual impairment, do let us know.  Obviously we can't guarantee to ask everything, we will though do our best to reflect your concerns. That's it.  From me Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat and the team, goodbye. 
 

