
+ 

 

Downloaded from www.bbc.co.uk/radio4 

 

THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT 

COPIED FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING 

AND THE DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL 

SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

 

IN TOUCH – Mobile Phone Answering Service, Gary O'Donoghue 

 

TX:  22.11.2016  2040-2100 

 

PRESENTER:   PETER WHITE 

 

PRODUCER:   CHERYL GABRIEL 

 

 

White 

Good evening.  Tonight, bringing back simplicity to using the phone.  And catching the 

President’s eye. 

 

Clip – O’Donoghue 
Standing outside buildings when people are going in and out and I’ve done a bit of that at 

Trump Tower, you do rely on other people, as other people do, so say who was that.  And 

sometimes you get it wrong. 

 

White 
The likely pluses and minuses for a blind correspondent in the Trump White House. 

 

But first, I’d like a quid for every time I’ve heard somebody say – Why can’t I have a phone 

which just makes phone calls?  For many blind people the all singing all dancing smartphone 

has been a life changer but for someone like Barbara Hunter, who’s 96 and losing her hearing 

as well as her eyesight, even a relatively uncomplicated phone presents problems. 

 

Hunter 
Because my eyesight is pretty bad I couldn’t always see the numbers and I’d probably try 

three or four times before I hit all the right numbers to get through.  Sometimes I even gave 

up in despair.  And so this is great because I just have to contact them and say who I want to 

speak to and they do it all and put me straight through.  I can’t go out alone by myself now, 



so I spend more time talking to friends on the phone.  It was very frustrating before when I 

had to keep trying to get the right numbers. 

 

White 
Barbara Hunter. 

 

But now there’s a scheme which offers to combine a phone without all those whistles and 

bells with a service which will actually make your phone calls for you and quite a lot else 

besides.  Another user – Audrey Maerwood – explained how it works for her. 

 

Merwood 
I press a button and you hear a ringtone and then an operator answers and says – This is Fuss 

Free Phones what can I do for you Audrey.  And I ask them either to ring a number that 

they’ve got on the list, because you know they have a list of calls of people that I like to call 

fairly regularly, and I can add to that at any time.  So when I get through to them, if it’s 

somebody I regularly ring I just say – Will you put me through to so and so – like my 

daughter, for instance, I say – Will you put me through to Linda Theresa – and they do that. 

 

White 
What difference has this made to you? 

 

Merwood 
Oh bags of difference because I feel more free, for one thing, to make text messages, which is 

very convenient for my daughter and I and for other people too – my nieces and other 

members of the family who have mobiles.  I can say what I want to say to them on a text, 

which they can read at their leisure and respond.  It’s made a big difference to me. 

 

White 
The idea has been pioneered by Simon Rockman and the company he founded – Fuss Free 

Phones – in conjunction with the Royal National Institute of Blind People.  He told me how it 

was meant to work. 

 

Rockman 
Fuss Free Phones is a personal telephone service and it’s particularly good for visually 

impaired people because we have a telephonist to help you. 

 

White 
What kind of services does it offer at the moment? 

 

Rockman 
So putting a call through, sending a text and you can ask the telephonists to look up things for 

you on the internet. 

 

White 
So how much does this cost the individual – give me an idea of how this works financially? 

 

Rockman 
So we’ve based the prices of the service on what people typically spend on their mobile 

phone anyway, so it’s £20 a month with 600 minutes including calls to the call centre, 

unlimited texts. 



 

White 
But that’s the money that the phone company would normally get, you can’t both get it, how 

does… 

 

Rockman 
No we are the phone company as well. 

 

White 
So you act as the phone company? 

 

Rockman 
Like Virgin or Tesco or Giff Gaff, we’re what’s known as a virtual mobile network.  We use 

O2 but it’s our own sim cards, our own phone numbers, we are the phone company. 

 

White 
So how many subscribers do you have at the moment? 

 

Rockman 
Not quite 200, we’re still very new. 

 

White 
And how many staff do you have, including call centre staff? 

 

Rockman 
The call centre’s outsourced and there are 60 people in the call centre trained up to use the 

service.  So usually there’s about 10 available at any one time.  We will add services – I want 

to do medicine reminders, I want to do home shopping – but we don’t need those to make 

money, they are just extra services.  On the overheads of running the business we’re not yet 

making money but we need to grow the subscriber base in order to do that. 

 

White 
Are there any competitors in the field who are offering the same kind of thing and would you 

welcome them? 

 

Rockman 
Yes I would welcome them because our overall problem is awareness, people don’t know we 

exist and I’ve found in previous businesses having a rival makes both businesses stronger.  

But there aren’t any in the UK.  There are similar services in France, America, Japan – the 

senior service is huge – and Israel has a senior phone service and they’re all very successful. 

 

White 
I mean you’re not a charity, you’re a business aren’t you. 

 

Rockman 
Oh we’re very much the model of doing well by doing good, yes we are.  We’ve got a 

business plan, we’re in the middle of fundraising at the moment, we’re looking at 2018 and 

having 20,000 customers. 

 

White 



Simon Rockman. 

 

Well to find out more about the relationship between the RNIB and Fuss Free Phones I’ve 

been talking to Steve Tyler, he’s head of the RNIB’s Accessible Solutions Unit.  First of all, 

how do they see the advantages of this system? 

 

Tyler 
Fuss Free Phones really is a concierge style service, that’s how the industry knows it I guess 

and it really relies on human to human contact.  So we’re really aiming the service at people 

who are not at all technical but who could benefit from either keeping in touch with close 

family, friends, having emergency contacts but also expanding the service. 

 

White 
What’s the relationship between the RNIB and Fuss Free Phones, which is of course a 

commercial company? 

 

Tyler 
Well the relationship really is a partnership, we effectively re-sale a product.  We’ve had 

quite a lot to do with how it might work, so the partnership really is experimental and we’re 

really seeing how the connectivity that we offer works for people. 

 

White 
And how does this work financially, I mean what’s the financial split of funds generated 

between the commercial service, the RNIB and presumably Doro who make the phones? 

 

Tyler 
There are three players in the game, there’s Doro, the phone maker, there are the owners – 

Fuss Free Phones who are the owners of the concierge service and then there’s RNIB.  Really 

we’re just a sales channel and I can’t go into the commercial detail of it but it’s a very 

minimal kind of … we’ve worked quite hard to set this process up, it’s very unusual from our 

perspective to offer the kind of service that this is.  

 

White 
But as I understand it in your own terminology this isn’t an approved product? 

 

Tyler 
The RNIB approved mechanism is quite a specific mechanism, it basically is a means for us 

to verify that a commercial service ticks the boxes around accessibility for people. 

 

White 
And has that process not been gone through with this? 

 

Tyler 
No, that’s a consultancy service largely, it’s mostly aimed at commercial companies who 

offer their own services but who want us to verify that they are or are not accessible.  Most of 

our products on the shop and the services we sell don’t go through an approval process in that 

way but of course by definition we sell them, so we’re standing behind them and we’re happy 

to deliver those services. 

 

White 



Is anyone offering a similar service because clearly with a thing like this if there’s 

competition that can force process down which might be good for consumers? 

 

Tyler 
We’re looking all the time for new propositions and to keep the prices down.  For this market 

that’s especially important, as you know.  So at this point in time no we’ve not found 

anything that’s comparable, that’s not to say there aren’t any but we’re always on the look for 

those. 

 

White 
You say you can’t tell me exactly what the kind of financial split is but I mean is it fair to say 

that RNIB is making some money from this? 

 

Tyler 
We breakeven and our policy in general, other than for – you know we have subsidised 

products, we have breakeven products and then we have products that do bring in margin but 

from the shop perspective of end users those products are very limited. 

 

White 
Simon Rockman seems to think this could be very big, do you agree? 

 

Tyler 
Well we hope so.  What we know is the kind of product and service behind it is exactly the 

kind of thing that people tell us they want.  So whether this is exactly the right package, 

whether this is the precise service that people want we’ll see but certainly this is what people 

tell us they would like. 

 

White 
Steve Tyler. 

 

And we’d be interested in hearing from any of you who’ve used this system or indeed 

anything like it.  Details of how to get in touch with us at the end of the programme. 

 

Now two years ago blind broadcaster Gary O’Donoghue, frequent contributor to In Touch, 

landed the plum job of the BBC’s World Service correspondent to Washington.  Since then 

we’ve been tracking his progress as he occasionally brings us up to date with his own version 

of Letter from America.  We couldn’t let the recent momentous election campaign in the 

States and it’s equally momentous result pass without getting Gary’s take on it.  But when I 

spoke to him yesterday I began by asking him how he was being affected by the President 

elect’s unconventional way of forming a government. 

 

O’Donoghue 
Well it’s enormously difficult and of course standing outside buildings when people are 

going in and out and I’ve done a bit of that at Trump Tower you do rely on other people, as 

other people do, to say who was that.  Sometimes you get it wrong. 

 

White 
Have you had to use any particular tricks or techniques to keep up with or get ahead of the 

press pack? 

 



O’Donoghue 
Do you know that’s – no I haven’t, I mean what I have tried to do is plan a bit more.  So, for 

example, one of the things I do a lot on is the Defense Department – Pentagon – here and so 

the names that have been floated around for Defense Secretary – and we still don’t have one 

as of the time we’re recording this on Monday – but I’ve been making sure over the weekend 

that I’ve looked up a couple of articles, got a couple of people to – producers – to send me a 

couple of bits and pieces to read so that I’m sort of ready to go because when the name drops 

I’ll have to write something very quickly for the next hour and that little bit of extra planning 

– and I guess some people might be doing that too – but other people could Google a couple 

of things very quickly and knock out a voice piece and it’s just not as quick for me to do that. 

 

White 
Now of course we all remember the fuss that was made when Donald Trump appeared to 

make fun of a disabled journalist who asked him a question he didn’t like and he’d written an 

article he didn’t like.  Have you interviewed Mr Trump yet? 

 

O’Donoghue 
No, no in fact the BBC’s got almost no access to Donald Trump as of now despite many, 

many efforts to do so, a few doorsteps.  I threw a question to him actually at one of the events 

at his new Trump Hotel on Pennsylvania Avenue, which is just like less than a mile from the 

White House and I asked him pre-Brexit I asked him about Brexit and he gave his first 

indications then that he thought Britain would leave.  So he turned out to be right about that 

as well. 

 

White 
Would you like to get a one on one? 

 

O’Donoghue 
Yes I would because I think at the moment there’s obviously a huge disparity in view, isn’t 

there, between those who say – the one’s up close say he’s a really nice guy, actually he’s 

very inclusive etc. etc. and the public figure which during the campaign was very abrasive, 

some say divisive, some say was racist at times – that’s the accusation, these are serious 

allegations and serious words and I suppose you want to know, don’t you, as a political 

reporter – you’re always trying to work out what part of the process is pure campaigning, 

what part of the process is real belief, what part of the process is a kind of mixture of the two.  

And of course this has been a campaign like no other and one of the challenges for me, as a 

blind person, is so much of it has been conducted on social media and finding the right tools 

and finding the right people who can filter that quickly enough and accurately enough for me 

is a big challenge – you don’t just need to read the New York Times every day, that’s a kind 

of starting point but a very, very low starting point. 

 

White 
Yeah, it’s been updated eight times by the time the New York Times comes out, yeah.  Now I 

remember your telling me when you were preparing to go out to Washington that part of the 

excitement, in fact a big part of the excitement, for you was the fact that you’d be covering 

the 2016 Election, did it live up to your expectations? 

 

O’Donoghue 
And some.  I mean it’s – everyone has been completely bewildered by the last year or so, 

year, eighteen months, I mean hardened old hacks here have no idea what has happened, 



people are still scratching around for an analysis to understand it.  We were all wrong time 

and time again over stuff, me included, just wrong, just time and time again.  You take some 

of the statements that Donald Trump made – we, sort of general sort of political reporters 

think there are some things you can’t do in terms of insulting the public and things like that 

and getting away with it but it did work.  And there’s an interesting thing I think here, which 

I think – I suspect PhDs will be written about in future, is the extent to which voters here in 

the US heard a literal message as opposed to a general message.  We focus on the literals 

because that’s what we do day in, day out and actually in post-election interviews with a lot 

of Trump supporters when you ask them about the wall they say well yeah, it might be a wall 

but he’s going to make – he’s going to control immigration.  So they took a much more sort 

of nuanced message than we did. 

 

White 
Now this is you on Election night, very much in the thick of things… 

 

O’Donoghue 
There was an enormous roar a few moments ago when California was called by the 

networks….[cheering]… 

 

Voice 
Sounds like another one. 

 

O’Donoghue 
.. and you can imagine that but of course that’s completely and utterly predictable, 

pretty much silence when the Ohio result was mentioned and also the same for North 

Carolina and of course huge amounts of nervousness about Florida.  It’s looking 

worse and worse, grimmer and grimmer for Florida in this race for Hilary Clinton. 

 

White 
Any particular memories of the campaign that will stay with you and that particular moment 

that we heard there? 

 

O’Donoghue 
Well I mean there were so many moments.  I mean there were moments from that final 

Philadelphia rally which I went to with Hilary Clinton which had both Obamas and Bruce 

Springsteen and Bon Jovi there, sort of cold Philadelphia night and 20,000 plus people 

watching that and thinking this time tomorrow we’re going to kinda know what’s happened.  

And then in Hilary Clinton’s campaign headquarters – that clip you just heard there – it was 

extraordinary.  We were sat at the back of the room, there’s a lot of different levels of access 

you get, and the aides were bringing out people – I mean I interviewed a couple of senators 

and a congressman or two and ex-governors – they were wheeling people out on a ready 

basis, even to the foreign media, which they never do, they never, never do.  And then they 

started to get a bit of a wobble about what was happening in Florida and then the wobble 

became more of a wobble and then Ohio became a real problem and then the complete 

operation shut down, there was no one to speak to, not even the interns, the campaign interns 

were around bringing the coffee round.  And I wondered whether this was a sort of thing 

about being blind or not because a lot of people were focusing on shots of people in the 

crowd who were crying and there were one or two, it wasn’t mass tears but there were one or 

two and then of course as a visual thing you’d focus on that.  But what I noticed was the sort 

of – the sense of the air being sucked from the room, it was like a vacuum had been created, 



the volume had turned down massively on people, there was a hush – it was like a party 

turning into a wake in the space of about half an hour.  It was quite an extraordinary 

atmosphere and one of those kind of moments you will remember.  I said to my producer, 

who’s just started here in the United States, I said – Take a moment, stand here and absorb 

the fact that you’re here because this is one for the grandchildren. 

 

White 
And do you think that in a sense you would have got that atmosphere perhaps more than 

some of the other people there? 

 

O’Donoghue 
I think because they were focusing obviously on pictures and you would and there were a few 

people crying in the crowd and that’s a picture, right.  But I was just sort of sensing a chill in 

the air and a silence and as I say just like a – it was as if the life had seeped out of the place.  

And of course visually – and this was something that I was helped with with the people 

around me – there were two very visual interesting parts to the evening, one was the stage she 

would have made her speech on, and of course she didn’t appear at all, was in the shape of 

the United States, would you believe, and of course they had this – it was the Javits Center, 

which is a big conference centre in Manhattan and it has, Peter, a huge glass roof and of 

course the whole thing about shattering the glass roof and everything and then the end of the 

evening there it still is. 

 

White 
Gary O’Donoghue in Washington. 

 

And that’s it for today.  If you’d like to contact us about anything you’ve heard you can call 

our actionline, that’s 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme.  You can email 

intouch@bbc.co.uk or if you’re able you can go on our website where there’s more 

information and from where you can download tonight’s programme.  From me, Peter White, 

producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye. 
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