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White
Good evening.  Tonight – just how many forms of identification do you need before your guide dog is allowed on a plane?  We try to disentangle the rules.  And the well-meaning people who think they know what’s best for us.

Clip
There are plenty of people out there is get that the way I operate is the way I operate.  But there are so many people out there who just assume that they know better than I do.

White
More about Mark and problems with his smartphone later in the programme.

Now the freedom for guide dog owners to take their dogs on flights abroad has been a liberating experience in recent years.  That is when it works properly.  But for the second time in a few months we’ve heard of a case where there’s been major confusion about the documentation required, leaving the owners confused and under stress.  David Adams is a very experienced traveller, he’s undertaken hundreds of flights with his guide dog Zoe.  But just recently, as he set off from Stansted Airport on a journey to Ljubljana with his wife Judith, ironically to preside over a European Guide Dog Federation meeting to discuss the access rights of guide dog owners, his trip began to unravel.  

Earlier today as undaunted he set off on his travels to the continent again, although this time by train, he told me what went wrong.

Adams
Someone from the Gate came along and said – Ah I have to check with my supervisor.  And she went off with all our documents and came back a bit later and said – My supervisor says you have to have a letter from Guide Dogs, on their headed paper, saying she’s a properly trained guide dog.  And we were bemused because we’d never had that request before.  

White
So what documents did you have and what documents do you think you’re supposed to have in order for Zoe to fly with you?

Adams
Oh I know exactly what we’re supposed to have and we had them.  We had a pet passport with her chip number in it and also in there a document provided by Guide Dogs with their stamp also certified by Assistance Dogs UK with their logo on it.  It said her guide dog number and it gave various other details about the dog and the phone number of Guide Dogs too – in case anybody wanted to check it.  She also has a medallion on her collar, which says she’s a guide dog and gives their number.

White
But they insisted that you needed this?

Adams
They said you need a letter on letterhead.  And I then spoke to this duty manager, she was called, and said you’re inventing this, I can give you the number of Guide Dogs, we’ve only got now 15 minutes till the flight, will you just please call Leamington Spa Guide Dogs and verify that this dog with all this stuff about her is a trained guide dog?  And she said – No I can’t do that, I have to have something on letterhead.

White
So what happened because by this time your flight was ready to leave and you had to leave on it?

Adams
So I said Judith take the plane, take the bags, go.  And I was left standing there with a guide dog, my passport, my dog’s passport, no money, no toothbrush, very annoyed.

White
But you ended up by having to leave your dog in the UK if you wanted to go to Ljubljana?

Adams
Yeah, well someone from EasyJet called me, having – I think – been called by Guide Dogs.  She said – We’re very sorry, we’ll do everything we can to get you to your conference.  And they did, they did a lot but the bottom line was they put me on a Lufthansa flight to Munich and then I was going to go on an [Indistinct word] flight to Ljubljana.  But I already knew there was a dog on that flight.  They tried to check and they wouldn’t take two dogs, so I said – I don’t want this all to happen again in Munich and leave me stranded in Munich.  So I said I’ll have to leave my dog behind.

White
And just to make it clear this business of not taking two guide dogs, that’s something you come across quite a lot?

Adams
Come across quite a lot, especially with the smaller airlines.  But in anticipation of that and knowing that there were going to be two dogs on the EasyJet flight I called them about two and a half weeks ago and said – Look I’m booked on it, my colleague’s booked on it, are you sure you don’t have a regulation.  And they assured me they didn’t have a regulation about carrying more than one dog.

White
Presumably you don’t question the airline’s right, indeed its duty, to make absolutely sure that the quarantine rules aren’t broken or indeed, as it’s been suggested, that some people might be taking their dogs in masquerading as guide dogs?

Adams
If people do that they should be punished not me.  And as for quarantine regulations they’re not on the way out.

White
What’s the solution to this do you think?

Adams
Stronger regulation.  I think it’s better legislation, I think it’s better training by the airlines of their staff and I think it’s better enforcement of fines or penalties against people who pose as guide dog owners and are not.

White
What was the effect on this, particularly the aspect of it where you were kind of left really?

Adams
Yeah and I didn’t even have a white stick, I got rid of Zoe eventually, I got a friend to pick her up and that friend had the intelligence to bring me a walking stick, which I wrapped white paper round it at the hotel reception, with Sellotape.  But I suddenly realised at the hotel I didn’t know how to get back to reception because I normally just say to Zoe – Find the lift, find reception.  I’ve learnt to rely on Zoe, I’ve had her for six years and she’s my - she’s literally my eyes.

White
I know you’re a very experienced traveller, indeed I think – I think you’ve chaired financial companies.  How does that rank in terms of stress?

Adams
I just felt I was being defeated at every turn by people who were not properly trained, it was awful.  It won’t stop me but I always remember the story my mother, who’s also blind, she was left on a train about my age, 20 odd years ago, and in a siding at Nottingham Station, everybody got off and she was left for over an hour.  She never travelled by train again.

White
So these things do matter.

Adams
These things hurt people.  Travelling alone and being blind is bad enough but what you want to do when you step out of your door is feel that you can make your way to your destination without hindrance and when you feel that people are putting obstacles in your way it can undermine your confidence, stop you working, stop you enjoying life and you just don’t need that.

White
David Adams.

Well I’ve been talking to the Commercial Director of EasyJet, Peter Duffy.  How did he explain what had happened to David?

Duffy
Our regulator, the Civil Aviation Authority, asks that we make sure that the guide dogs which are attending with our passengers, who have visual disabilities, are in fact trained guide dogs.  And that’s very much for the safety of all passengers on the plane, they need to be able to sit in a confined space for a period of time, they need to be able to cope if there ever was an emergency evacuation of the cabin.  So we’re asked to make sure that the dog is a proper trained guide dog and as such we ask our customers that they’re in possession of an official identity document, provided by a recognised training association.

White
Right, well let me therefore explain to you what David had with him.  He had his pet passport, which carries the dog’s microchip number, attached inside the passport was the identity card issued by Guide Dogs for the Blind Association.  That contains the guide dog registration number, David’s name and photograph, the Assistance Dogs UK logo, the GDBA logo, address, phone number, registered officer address, charity number and a general statement of rights of guide dog owners using public transport.  And on her collar, Zoe’s collar, was a brass ID tag, issued by Guide Dogs with her ID number and their phone number.

Duffy
So Peter we didn’t get this right and I’m not claiming we did, so I’m beginning with an apology saying that the way David was handled was not great and we very much apologise for it.  Most of our passengers do turn up with the Assistance Dogs UK branded ID book, which has been designed to support dog owners with access to goods, facilities, services and it’s sort of defined in the UK Equality Act.  So that is the document that we normally see and we fly over a thousand blind people with dogs successfully every month, so this thankfully is a very rare occasion.  But what we did try to do was then get in contact with all the training associations, establish that it was a guide dog, we did then book him on to the next flight to his destination.  We overnight accommodated him, we sent him in taxis, we fed him obviously…

White
And he does acknowledge that you treated him well after that but of course essentially he missed his flight and was subject to a great deal of distress.

Duffy
Of course he did and do you know we’ve learnt from this.  So at EasyJet we have an advisory group of a number of key individuals to help us get travel for people with special assistance right and it’s actually chaired by Lord Blunkett, former Home Secretary, who as you know is blind himself…

White
And who’s had his own experience of very dodgy treatment with his guide dog.

Duffy
And he’s been very tough with us on this and he said to us – Look, you know, regulation cannot be an excuse for pedantry.  And what we need to make sure is that no passenger who wants to fly is left on the ground because of their special assistance requirements.  So what we’ve been able to establish is that we can adopt a more flexible approach going forward and we’ve agreed this with our regulator and we can hopefully make sure that this situation that David went through will not occur again for other passengers.  We have apologised to him, we are very sorry that it happened and we will learn from it and do it better again.

White
David also told me that on the flight back from Ljubljana EasyJet staff, that he talked to, were firmly under the impression that guide dogs couldn’t travel abroad.  They told him they’d never seen one on an international flight.  Which suggests at the very least that the message isn’t getting out to some of your staff.

Duffy
Well I’m really unclear how that could have happened.  So we fly 430,000 passengers with special needs a year, a thousand of those every month are passengers with guide dogs, it’s a very regular thing to see a guide dog on one of our flights.  I really can’t imagine who he spoke to, who would have given him that information.  But Peter I’m not arguing that we didn’t get this wrong, so I think the point that I’m trying to make is that we will change our processes going forward so this doesn’t happen again.  To quote David Blunkett – “we can’t let regulation become pedantry”.  What we’re trying to do is to make sure that our passengers can fly, which is what they want to do and we’ll change our processes to make sure this situation doesn’t happen again, we will learn from it.

White
And do you think that that’s what happened this time – that rules became pedantry?

Duffy
Yes I think we could have been much more flexible, clearly David was blind, it appears it was a guide dog, he was going to speak at a conference for people interested in guide dog issues.  It appears that we could have helped a little more than we did and so we need to make sure that that doesn’t reoccur again.

White
Peter Duffy, Commercial Director of EasyJet.  Well do tell us about your own experiences with any airline, particularly relating to documentation, we’d like to get this sorted out.

But now to travel with your feet rather more firmly on the ground.  Responding to my request last week for you to tell us how easy or difficult it was to travel in your home town and city, this was after Hull had introduced a Travellers’ Charter for visually impaired people, the responses have started to come in.  

Alan Philpott is none too happy with the performance of his home town Peterborough.  He lives about 1500 metres from the Cathedral in the centre of the city and he passes sometimes as many as 23 shop advertising boards – he’s obviously been counting them – on his way there.  Well thanks Alan, let’s hear more and if anyone wants to lob the odd bouquet we’d be very happy to catch it.

Now here’s a familiar scenario.  You’re waiting thoughtfully on the pavement, wondered where to go next, and before you realise what’s going on someone has you helpfully in an arm lock and is marching you to the destination of their choice.  Of course this unsolicited help is well meant but that doesn’t stop it being very irritating.  Tom Walker thinks he’s found a very 21st Century parallel, connected with smartphones.  It happens when blind people are listening to the speech on their phones with the screen switched off to protect their privacy when some well-meaning soul will reach across and tap on your screen to warn you it’s not on.

Well Tom’s been following this up for us on social media.

Walker
Yes as you say Peter I saw a post on social media from somebody who was really quite indignant that this had happened to him, a visually impaired friend of mine.  So what I did was I put my own post on social media just to see whether any of my visually impaired friends had had a similar experience.  And while I didn’t exactly get an avalanche of responses I did get seven or eight people who’d all had the same experience.  One of them is Mark Fielding, from Blackpool, and I went to see Mark and started by asking him how he accesses his smartphone.

Fielding
I access my smartphone using voiceover, which is a speech system, which talks, it’s stimulated by touches on the screen and taps and swipes.  So what happens is if you touch the screen it tells you where you’ve touched and then if you wish to open that app you can double tap on that and that will tell the device to open that app or you can swipe from left to right or up or down, depending on where you wish to go.

Okay we need to look up train times or the cost of trains from Blackpool to Manchester for when we go away in a couple of weeks.  So I’ll just…

Synthetic voice

Trainline will give me tickets.

Synthetic voice

Skip that, it’s all new stuff.

Synthetic voice

Walker
Now as a user of speech and a totally blind person of course you don’t actually need the screen to be on do you?

Fielding
No there is a thing on there called the Screen Curtain which has proved very useful.  When I worked in a high school, for example, I would always keep the Screen Curtain on but what that meant was the screen was effectively blank, although it would still operate as if it were fully functional.  So, for example, if I wished to – if I received a text and there were pupils around and I needed to respond to that text I could use my mobile phone, nobody could see what was on the screen and I was able to listen to it with an earpiece, so nobody could hear what it was saying.

Walker
The screen’s been off, that’s caused a bit of confusion among the students and maybe even other colleagues.

Fielding
The students mainly have been quite intrigued and so often they’ve said to me – Oh sir, your phone’s switched off.  I’ve just simply replied – Well no it’s not switched off, I just keep it so that you can’t read what I’m writing or who’s writing to me.

Walker
How did they react to that?

Fielding
They thought it was quite funny actually and thought it was quite cool.  There were a couple who had similar smartphones to mine, a couple of kids who had similar smartphones to mine and they tried to get voiceover working on their phones as well and decided that they’d like to give it a go.  They weren’t great at it because it takes a little bit of practice but they had a lot of fun with it.

Walker
So have you ever been in a situation Mark where somebody has helpfully taped on your phone while you’ve been using it?

Fielding
Yeah I was on the tram in Manchester going to the Manchester Derby at Old Trafford and there was a man standing next to me while I was using the phone and he tapped on the screen and then he said to me – Oh your phone’s not working, do you want me to switch it on for you?  And then proceeded to try and grab the phone to switch it on and I just said – No, no it’s fine, don’t do that.  And I don’t think he was trying to steal the phone, he was genuinely – he genuinely thought he was being helpful.

Walker
How did you feel?

Fielding
It is a little bit – a little bit irritating, a little bit frustrating because I mean he clearly thought that he knew better than I did and fundamentally that is the problem.  He thinks he knows better than I do and in actual fact clearly he doesn’t, he just doesn’t understand what’s going on.

Walker
Is that your general experience of sighted people that they actually think they know better than we do?

Fielding
Yes, absolutely. I mean obviously there are plenty of people out there who get that the way I operate is the way I operate but there are so many people out there who just assume that they know better than I do. 

White
Mark Fielding there talking to Tom.  And Tom just before you rush off, I mean what strikes me about this is as Mark says it is a modern version of what happens.  I mean the classic example I can think of is the way particularly totally blind people navigate.  You’re in a situation where you want to go from A to B, to a sighted person the logical way may look like a diagonal but you may prefer to do it in a right angle because it means you can follow a wall.  A number of times people say – no, you’re not going the right way.  It’s that sort of thing isn’t it really?

Walker
It is absolutely.  I’ve had similar experiences because although I’ve got a small amount of residual vision I still sometimes go a maybe more indirect route than a fully sighted person would choose to use.  And Mark makes an interesting point I think there as well about sighted people when they see us sometimes think that they know better than we do and sometimes we have actually thought about these things and are making a conscious choice to do something slightly differently.

White
Right.  Now I know perfectly well we’re going to get into trouble over this because every time we appear to be rejecting help, which is kindly meant, we’ll get inundated, so we will get inundated and I accept that.  But I think what we’d also like to hear about is other people’s experiences of this, either 21st Century examples or just things that have been happening all their lives.  Tom Walker, thanks a lot.

And to share those examples with us you can either call our actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme, you can email intouch@bbc.co.uk and if you’re able to go online you can get more information from our website and you can also download the programme to listen to at the time of your choice.  From me, Peter White, producer Siobhann Tighe and the team, goodbye.


 

