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White
Good evening.  Later today Mani Djazmi will be here with a round up of news of particular interest to visually impaired people, including the latest potential Paralympic cycling sensation.  But our emphasis today is on public transport, particularly trains - over ground and underground - and on how well or otherwise they're serving our needs.

Travel, if you're blind or partially sighted, can be an adventure, it can also be a nightmare.  A great deal depends on the quality of help that you get and increasingly on the quality of the technology devised to make it easier.  In a moment we're going to be hearing one individual take on the London Underground but I'm joined to discuss the state of our transport by Peter Barker, who is professor of the inclusive environment at Reading University and a seasoned blind traveller himself.

Peter, is travelling around, as a blind person, getting easier or harder?

Barker
It's getting easier, no doubt about that but there's a long way to go.  There are many areas where it is still extremely difficult.

White
And I mean what are the factors that are making it easier?

Barker
Well two or three years ago the Department for Transport sponsored a project to investigate the benefits that the Disability Discrimination Act had produced in the public transport field and that showed that there were improvements but it highlighted a number of areas where things weren't really going terribly well.  The level of front line service to passengers was one of them, the level of staff training and awareness that was one area, the delivery of information systems during the journey, there was a second area - the information wasn't always there, it didn't always work and in the case of buses, of course, it's non-existent.

White
So inconsistency then ...

Barker
Inconsistency yeah.

White
Well now for a personal take on travelling.  A few months ago we asked Australian visitor to London Lee Kumutat to give us her impressions of living here and one of the things that struck us forcibly at the time was her enthusiasm for the London Underground.  It's a little bit counterintuitive isn't it - the system is old, crowded, noisy, full of steps and gaps to mind - and yet it generally gets a pretty good press from the visually impaired people who use it, many of them daily and I'd include myself in that.  

So we sent Lee off to find out why generally it's perceived as performing so well.

[London Underground announcement]

Kumutat
At a pub around the corner from King's Cross Station I met up with a couple of seasoned tube customers who are blind.  Neta Docoup [phon.] and Liam O'Carroll [phon.] and asked them for their thoughts on the Underground.

O'Carroll
These days just turning up at the station on spec - it's usually alright because the staff have definitely had a lot more training than they used to have, you can tell that in the way they speak to you, they've got a coded word VIP - to mean visually impaired person.  Most of them are pretty good at that, offering you their arm when it comes to guiding you.  So I feel generally we're in pretty good hands in the London Underground.

Docoup
Assistance seems to be a lot better coordinated.  So if you go to an Underground station that you're actually not familiar with you can actually trust that, you know, they will be able to radio through to the other station and that they will meet you at the other end.

Kumutat
Down in King's Cross Underground Station I started by asking a member of staff - Isaac Kinates [phon] - just how it all works.  What, for example, would happen if I came to the barrier and needed assistance?

Kinates
We would not assume people need help, we would not also assume as well they don't need help, we would not be patronising.  We would approach the person and offer as much help as we can.

Kumutat
And so somebody accepts help and says yes I do require assistance - what happens then?

Kinates
First of all we would radio base to tell them what we intend to do.  Then we take the customer through the safest route to the actual platform.  Most of the time we would lead the VIP onto the train behind the driver, so that the driver knows as well what we're trying to do.  Then we have to phone the other station and tell them to meet the VIP at the next station.

Kumutat
What kind of training did you have to know exactly what to do when you meet a visually impaired person?

Kinates
Before I start this job I wouldn't feel confident enough to approach people because I would say to myself I don't want people to feel that I'm patronising.  But after the training I'm confident enough because I know it's part of my job to stop anyone and ask them if they require any help.  And how we talk to them, how we approach them, what we do when we approach them is always part of the fantastic training that I think we have.

Kumutat
Of course the staff would be used to interacting with visual impaired people at King's Cross with the RNIB close by but with six and a half thousand platform staff how does the London Underground keep tabs on whether the same level of service is maintained across its network?  I asked Wayne Trevor, accessibility and inclusion manager.

Trevor
We work directly with people themselves and organisations that represent people like the RNIB to make sure we say to the individuals and the members how is this working for you, are you getting the sort of service that you expect.  What we also have is a more structured way of gathering that feedback in the form of a mystery shopping survey.  So we employ disabled people, some of whom are blind or have a visual impairment, and they make real journeys, testing our staff, out on the system encountering difficulties like service disruptions and seeing how our staff respond.  And we collect that centrally, we feed that back to our front line managers who can then act on improvements right on the customer front line.

Kumutat
And sometimes the frontline even goes the extra mile.  Once when there was a problem with the tube Underground staff showed me all the way to the bus stop and then waited with me until it came.  I've had this sort of help more than once and so have Liam and Neta.

Docoup
For example, if you are travelling somewhere and the train has to stop for some reason then they are very good.  I've had experiences where they've actually taken me upstairs to the office and rung for a cab to help me complete my journey just because I'm not really sure of which part of London I'm in at all and it might be complicated taking the bus.  So they have done that before, which is brilliant.

O'Carroll
Occasionally tube staff will take you beyond the station and all the way to where you want to go.  I once got a fella to take me all the way to Bush House, from Waterloo Station, which involved going across the Thames - that's my record for the furthest distance I could get someone to take me.

Kumutat
Focusing its disability awareness training on attitudes and interaction, rather than concentrating on the politically correct things to say and do, appears to be working pretty well for the London Underground.  I just hope a similar programme is copied in Sydney someday, where assistance on the suburban rail network is almost non-existent.  And now I'm off to apply for one of those mystery shopper jobs.

White
Now London's not the only UK city with an underground system of course, for instance the Metro in Newcastle is part underground, part over ground.  Several blind people we asked there were pretty complimentary on the whole.  The one criticism was that there's sometimes a problem with lining yourself up with the doors, the trains have a tendency not always to stop exactly where you're expecting them to.  And this was the view of John Gird [phon], who knows the Glasgow system, known as the Clockwork Orange.

Gird
The Glasgow underground system's a very antiquated system.  It's very dank and noisy, in fact if you're waiting for a train anywhere near one of the stations either side of the Clyde you can actually hear water running, which is quite worrying.  When you get on the trains they're extremely noisy and they really rattle about.  The platforms are very narrow as well so you're always a little bit uptight.  I'm totally blind, although I use a guide dog, I'm always a little bit uptight, especially when it's busy just in case you get knocked off the end of the platform.

White
So you do still have quite a lot of those island platforms?

Gird
Yes we do, yes.  The staff are very, very helpful, they'll give assistance to get to through the barrier, if there are escalators to turn them off, they'll always accompany you down stairs and they'll nip back upstairs, as soon as you're on the train, and phone ahead and they'll also ensure that the driver knows where you're getting off.  It's a big contrast actually - the underground system's a big contrast to the electric - North Electric train line - which I use because a number of the stations have been modernised and they've got automatic train announcements now on board the trains and at the platform as well.  And you've even got the talking lifts to get you up to the platform.  And it's a big help actually, as a blind person it's a tremendous help.

White
John Gird.  Well Peter Barker, professor of the inclusive environment at Reading University, is still with us and listening to that.  That seems, in a way, a classic example of what you were talking about really with a pretty dodgy infrastructure but good services.  On the London Underground it's run by one organisation and it's an integrated system where I think you've got something like 25 train companies throughout the UK?

Barker
That's right.  We I think have to have - consider which of two approaches we want to improve public transport.  Either we have regulations, in which case people have got to do it or we leave it to the train operating companies to do what they believe is right.  Now it would be good if they had a clear understanding and a real commitment to deliver a high quality service but some of them actually need regulatory enforcement.  Let me give you an example of a simple design feature.  John, there, was talking about getting close to the edge of the platform, on some railway stations you find blister paving warning you that you're getting near the edge of the platform, on others you don't.  Why?  It's a standard, it's proven to be effective by research.  It's very confusing and I think fundamentally unsafe actually.

White
And so just to make it absolutely clear what are our over ground trains - what are their obligations and aren't they contained when they bid for the franchise?

Barker
There are duties that they have to exercise and that's pretty clear and those duties are to provide a good level of service and an accessible system but how they do it isn't specified.  So they have their own interpretation of how they choose to do it and sometimes their level of understanding of what is necessary really isn't up to scratch.

White
What should we be doing to try and bring about some sort of consistency in the system because as you say inconsistency is potentially dangerous, not just annoying, isn't it?

Barker
I would suggest at least two things that the rail industry could do.  The first is to set up very formal, very clear educational programmes, not just for the front line staff but for those responsible for taking decisions - senior people - so that they really understand what the issues are and how low cost the solutions could be if they really have well trained design staff, as well as front line delivery staff.  That's the first thing.  If that doesn't work in a very short timescale then I think we've got to go back and get much more regulation.  If we look at the Rail Vehicle Accessibility regulations there's no doubt that they've give us a much more accessible transport fleet.  If we hadn't had those regulations it wouldn't have happened.  So regretfully there is a place for regulation.  And I don't think that present franchise requirements, where the train operating companies and ROSCOs have a duty to provide accessible services, I don't think that's good enough, I think we've got to say the steps they have to go through to implement that duty, to put it into effect.

White
Let's just talk a bit about the potential technology and I mean here the technology perhaps to help people actually navigate these stations, potentially whether they're underground or over ground.  We've got an example of how technology can help.  The RNIB React system which is one of the ways which has been devised to give you directions when you activate it with a fob.  Now they already have these in Brighton, Birmingham, Newcastle and Glasgow, there are plans to introduce them in other places like Inverness and Partick in Scotland.

React announcement
Welcome to Queen Street Station.  As you enter the station the travel centre is to the left and across the concourse.  Toilets and left luggage are to the right.  And the platforms are straight ahead.  Please mind the steps as you approach the entrance.

White
Now you operate that if you've got a fob and you get that reaction back to you.  Fewer than a thousand people though carry the fobs and it costs, I understand, £20,000 per station to install.  So Peter is React the way to go?

Barker
I think React was a very good starting point at introducing this sort of technology, not only into the transport environment but into others.  But it is something that could be I suppose improved in the future.  There are technologies around now which have superseded that and what we need to do is to bring those forward, not from the research areas and the development areas, but actually into the reality, into the day-to-day use in our public transport systems.

White
So what do you mean by that - can you give me some examples of the kind of things that we might see and in a reasonable amount of time, not in about 10 years time?

Barker
Yeah, one of the technologies that can deliver this is RFID - Radio Frequency Identification.  It needs to be tried and tested a little bit more but I'm working now with the University of Reading and Guide Dogs for the Blind Association and we're actually carrying out trials in the university environment at the moment to develop a practical system and actually it'll be going forward to a real environment I think before the end of this year.

White
But I mean presumably that is the problem - that technology is moving very fast, you're asking people to invest quite a lot of money, you could find yourself investing in something which by the time you've got it in place was back in the eons of history really.

Barker
Future proofing is what they call it.

White
Is that what they call it.

Barker
Now it's impossible to totally future proof technology because you can bet your life there's always something that nobody's thought of yet around the corner.  But with RFID technology I think you can say with certainty that you'll have a viable system for many years.  The changes that will take place in the use and the application of that sort of technology are in the device that the user carries and that will get better and better as time goes on.  The ultimate objective must be I think to have the mobile phone.  I think we've got to recognise that people's requirements will differ and I would like a system whereby if somebody needs somebody to guide them around the underground system or the surface rail system then somebody is there.  But for those who want to be independent then they should be given the technology to enable them to be independent.

White
Professor Peter Barker thank you very much indeed.  And for those of you who use buses we'll be returning to that specific question in a future programme.

Finally today with a round up of the latest news of special interest to blind and partially sighted people Mani Djazmi.

Djazmi
Thanks Peter.  And staying with the theme of trains - it's time to answer a listener query.  Robin Saunders who lives near Folkestone in Kent contacted us with this concern about his local train operator.

Saunders
As I understand it South East Trains have instructed their staff on trains and also the revenue enforcement people - the guys who try to catch people on the ticket barrier on the way out - that if anybody's travelling without a ticket they cannot accept a railcard so they can't issue tickets with the discounted price.  However, if you're visually impaired and you turn up to a railway station and the ticket office is closed effectively you denied the possibility of travelling with the use of your discounted travel.

Djazmi
Well I've been in touch with South Eastern Trains who gave me this statement:  
They say we expect all passengers to buy a ticket before boarding a train and our side of the bargain is to make sure the facilities to do so are available.  Disabled passengers who are unable to buy a ticket before getting on a South Eastern Train can buy a ticket from a conductor using their railcard.

And finally Peter one of the issues I remember you highlighting at the Beijing Paralympics last year was the poor contribution to the British medals tally by visually impaired athletes.  Well the prospect of an improved performance at London 2012 has received a boost with two gold medals in cycling at last month's Paralympics World Cup for Simon Jackson.  The 36-year-old only turned to the sport last year after a serious back injury forced him to retire from judo in which he's won three Paralympic golds.  Jackson and his sighted pilot Barney Storey on the tandem sprint and the kilo in Manchester but where do these successes rank in his glittering array of career achievements?

Jackson
I'm really pleased about it but I think there are better and bigger medals to be won in cycling.  As the World Championships are in November this year that's the one I want to aim for now and obviously the bigger picture is 2012.  So there's a lot more to come from Simon Jackson in cycling.

Djazmi
And what do you say to people who have the opinion that the credibility of Paralympic sport is diminished by the fact that a guy in his mid-30s can take up a sport and a year later be so successful at it?

Jackson
This might sound very arrogant - I'm a world class athlete me, it doesn't matter whether I was in judo or whatever I did.  I keep myself fit - I train every single day - and cycling is all about power and speed, exactly the same attributes that judo have got.  So I agree with people thinking oh you can get to the top so quick, the only reason I can get to the top is because I'm a world class athlete.  If people want to think that that's fair enough.  They ought to try and get on a tandem and do a kilo in one minute four seconds and then they'll see how hard it is.

Djazmi
So there!  Simon Jackson, who's having a rare old time at the moment because he's just got married as well.

White
It's good to see that Simon's got over his basic shyness.  Mani Djazmi thanks very much indeed.

And that's it for today.  Do keep calling and e-mailing with your stories, suggestions, etc., no need for you to be shy.  You can call the action line on 0800 044 044.  You can e-mail us at bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch and there'll be a podcast of today's programme from tomorrow.

From me, Peter White, today's producer Kathleen Griffin and the team, goodbye.




