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Djazmi
Good evening.  This week we hear from an aspirant group of visually impaired radio enthusiasts who could potentially be after the job I'm doing right now.  And Minister for Disabled People, Jonathan Shaw, will give us his reaction to planned changes to Disability Living Allowance affecting some of us.

First though we begin with feedback to last week's programme on the accessibility of train travel.  It certainly exercised many of you, including Gill Shepherd from Loughborough.

Shepherd
East Midlands Trains don't seem to be overly sympathetic to the needs of guide dog owners who need extra space for their dog and with many rail companies you can book an extra seat at the time you buy your ticket, so that the dog has a floor space in front of the seat.  You can't do that with East Midlands Trains, they don't permit it, and I understand there are three other companies that have the same policy.

Djazmi
So what's been your experience then travelling with a guide dog on East Midlands Trains?

Shepherd
Well I go to the station days beforehand because I like to have my ticket well before.  I ask to book for extra space and they say no, no we can't do that, phone the assistance people.  Which I do and that to me is an extra phone call, which you shouldn't have to make, you should be able to do this at the time you book a ticket.  And the assistance people - well they do vary, some will say we'll put you on a seat with a table and that will give extra space but in reality it doesn't because if all the seats are filled or most of them are filled the table leg, which is in the middle of the table, gets right in the way of the dog being able to lie down in what would be the available space.  Sometimes, depending on who's on platform duty at Loughborough and they're minded to do it, I will be put in the first class but it's a hit and miss thing and I think we need to be able to plan our journeys in advance knowing that we're going to have room for the dog and it's not - oh we'll wait and see on the day if the train's crowded - and you have this - having to plead with somebody - can I go in the first class?  It shouldn't be necessary should it.

Djazmi
So in an ideal world, Gill, next time you travel on an East Midlands train what would you like there to be in place which doesn't exist at the moment?

Shepherd
So that I could go to the ticket office at Loughborough when I buy my ticket and be able to say can I book an extra seat beside my seat for the dog to have the floor space and they say yes and they do it.

Djazmi
Well we put Gill's concerns to East Midlands Trains and in a statement they told us:

Statement
We are committed to meeting the needs of all our passengers.  To help make this possible we advise passengers who have additional journey requirements to contact our assisted travel service prior to travelling.  The assisted travel team will then make every effort to ensure the necessary arrangements are in place to accommodate the needs of the passenger.  We have specific seats available on board our trains to accommodate passengers who require additional space.  In addition, in circumstances where there is inadequate space in standard class accommodation for both passenger and their guide dog our policy is to upgrade them, free of charge, into first class accommodation.

But is that good enough for Gill?

Shepherd
Well it's still hit and miss. It's still assuming that you buy your ticket on the day of travel, that you go on the train, see if it's crowded and if it's crowded then you ask to go in first class and that to me is just - you can't plan.

Djazmi
Gill Shepherd, not entirely satisfied.  And the general consensus amongst you seems to be that when it comes to trains underground is definitely easier than over ground.

MacMillan
To my mind the newer the over ground train the more likely it is to be difficult to get on or off their trains.  Yes there are nicely bright coloured rails inside the trains but oh dear the steps are now very narrow and there's no longer that nice overhang to the platform covering that nasty gap 'twixt train and ground.  The only way to descend is to ask another human - a passing passenger or less likely a station staff member - to help me down.  At under five foot tall and not terrible coordinated and with little 3D vision the sight of a gap of several inches or more is terrifying to behold.  I've started using the proffered staff help but why do they not come on to the train to help you off at your destination?  It hardly seems worth asking for assistance if you can't have help on and off a train.

Goodman
I live in South London where transport is generally good.  The only problem is the Docklands Light Railway.  They don't seem to have the staff to help and it can feel very lonely on the platform.  Recently I wanted to go to the Docklands Museum and I phoned in advance to find out about possible assistance.  They did tell me the route but didn't offer any help, I had to improvise and wait for a member of the public to help me.

Moore
I've been using the London Underground on my own since 1970 and I find the staff very helpful and was pleased to hear that other people have had the same experience.  I can't fault staff, they are marvellous.

Djazmi
Those comments from Chris MacMillan, Terry Goodman and Susan Moore.

Of course it doesn't take train travel to be intrepid.  A few weeks ago we heard from Richard De Costabadie, who's partially sighted, talk about his decision to take the plunge and get a white stick for the first time.  Well he's not the only one, his comments prompted listener - Joanna Shute - to write in with her experience of getting a white cane.

Shute
I think going out with it for the first time was one of the most difficult things I've ever done.  But on that occasion I was much cheered by being asked twice by passing motorists for directions.  On the second occasion I'd got safely and hoped unobtrusively into town when a woman shouted out - "Elijah, get out of the way, a blind lady is coming" - I wished the pavement he was sitting on would swallow me up.  At the other extreme I had safely negotiated a woman with a pushchair and toddler following behind on a narrow pavement, it was quite obvious she had no idea what the cane meant.  This was confirmed when she called back to me to say - "My little boy wants to show you his new shoes".  Reactions from friends and family have been mixed, people either say how sorry they are to see me out with a white stick or how glad they are that I've at last made a sensible decision.  On a big plus side I do find crossing the road much safer and the general public and shop assistants, in particular, most helpful.  In one chain store I asked an assistant for help and she grabbed me enthusiastically by the arm and said - "Oh good, I've just been on a course about you".

Djazmi
And I wonder if that shop assistant's service lived up to her confidence.  That was Joanna Shute with her white stick adventures.  And if you want to add your feedback then you can call our action line on 0800 044 044.

Now you'll remember the granting a couple of months ago of the so-called higher rate mobility component of Disability Living Allowance to people with severe sight loss, that's effectively another £30 a week for over 20,000 people.  Before he went on holiday Peter White spoke with the Minister for Disabled People, Jonathan Shaw, and asked him what led to this somewhat surprising decision which came amidst a worldwide recession.

Shaw
When I was appointed one of the first things I did was to review some of the correspondence that had come in to my predecessor and I found a letter written by myself, actually addressed to the Secretary of State, supporting the increase and saying that he should do it immediately.  And so I read this letter out to a lobby of the RNIB and so they weren't without any doubt of my personal commitment to seeing the increase.  And the reason why when 70% of people who are blind can't get a job and that simply is unacceptable.  And if this additional 30 odd pounds is I hope going to provide people with the opportunity to get out and about more and to get work then that's going to meet one of our important goals of independent living.

White
How will the criteria be worked out as to who is entitled?

Shaw
It is for around 20,000 severely visually impaired people and we are working with the RNIB and a series of medical experts in order to really whittle down the exact detail.  We will be implementing it from 2011, we've agreed that with the RNIB, it's going to take a bit of time to ensure we've got the systems in place, all the computers in place and as the Minister, who's got responsibility for IT across this huge department, I want to make sure that it's ready.

White
Of course we have registration - we have blind registration and partially sighted registration - but does this mean that people will have to undergo some kind of additional test which will establish eligibility to higher level DLA?

Shaw
Yes, I mean that's the detail that we need to work on, not on our own but in partnership with the RNIB.  The system that we bring forward needs to be simple to administer, to understand but also obviously has to protect the public purse and it's always about getting that balance.

White
When the Welfare Reform Bill first came out we were told by your predecessor that actually this unfortunately couldn't happen because the government wanted to put more resources into access to work - you know the scheme that pays for equipment and help for people in work.  You've said you see the two things as being part of the same coin but as you've said a lot of people who will get DLA are not in work themselves and this won't automatically lead to work will it.

Shaw
The arguments put forward by the RNIB and the 70% figure, that I've just quoted, was from their - from their lobby paper, so I think that it most certainly will provide more opportunity for people to get in work but it will also, as well, improve people's quality of life and in some cases vastly and I'm pleased that we're able to have that discussion in government, listen to the RNIB and I was, as I say, pleased to be able to make that announcement to the House of Commons.

Djazmi
Minister for Disabled People Jonathan Shaw talking with Peter White.

Now I probably don't need to tell you that radio has always been a fantastic, if not ideal, medium for blind and partially sighted people.  The amount of choice nowadays, not just in programming but also in the ways to listen, is bigger than ever but could there be a demand for a sort of back to basics radio?  Ofcom, the media regulator, is currently in the process of granting broadcast licences for a vast array of community radio stations up and down the country.  One of these stations, hoping to gain a full time licence, is Redstone FM, a not-for-profit community radio station in and around Redhill in Surrey.  As part of its application bid the station's committed to offering training opportunities for blind and partially sighted people in order to gain experience in all aspects of radio production and presentation.  Our reporter Johny Cassidy went along to one of their classes as they prepare to go on air.

Redstone FM Jingle

Actuality - Briefing Session
Right, first of all, what we wanted to look at this morning is the programmes which you've got coming up during the broadcast.  What we want you to do is think about how you're going to develop your own individual style.

??
Redstone FM grew out of radio training courses which I used to run at the RNIB college in Redhill and doing the training course what we felt was rather than do simulations of radio programmes for students to do is to get one of the Ofcom temporary licences which would give them the chance to actually broadcast their work to a live audience, rather than just a couple of members of staff and other students.  So 2005 we did the first of these temporary broadcasts and did a total of three from the RNIB college, before it closed in 2007.  We've kept going since then and are coming up to doing our sixth temporary broadcast and we've continued to offer opportunities to blind and partially sighted people to produce and present their own shows.

Actuality
You think about how you want to sound on the radio, what kind of personality do you say, Chris - Chris Wilsdon - on air as opposed to the ...

Wilsdon
My name's Chris Wilsdon from Sidcup in Kent, I'm 42.  I first heard about Redstone through my employment advisor with the RNIB.  He - I'd spoken to him about - expressed an interest in doing some radio or some voice work.  He sent me the details of the course and I applied and got accepted on the course.  Out of this experience I'd like to learn a lot more about the way radio works, we've had some training regarding voice coaching, which I found very useful and a lot of skills I can take forward into my own life and any future employment as well.

Actuality
... developing your on air personality, it's like taking bits of the real you ...

Wilson
I think radio for blind people is a fantastic medium.  With the expansion of the internet, with the different technologies around it's so easy for people to listen now.  The audience reach is much greater.   I think it's a great way for people - particularly for blind and partially sighted people to keep informed of anything they want to know - what's going on on the local road or the latest charts or the sports news - I think it's fantastic.

Actuality
... identing the station every link.  Forward promoting either what you're doing on your show or what other people are doing on their shows later on in the day.  Or it's sticking to the house style in terms of how we get in and out of the travel or what's on ...

???
When it comes to accessibility issues with blind and partially sighted people and producing their own programmes I think there's two parts to it - physical things like operating a mixing desk, relatively simple, where they are tactile and they can feel - people can feel where the faders are, where the buttons are and things like that.  I think it's more difficult with the digital mixing desks because there it's all kind of lights and very soft touch and it's difficult to work out whether the buttons are on or off.  When it comes to computer systems I think that's more challenging and whilst there are programmes like JAWS, for example, which can read what's on the screen, when it comes to a play out system it does make it more challenging in getting things lined up and then making sure that the JAWS voice doesn't end up going out on air.  And we often find that we have to have sighted assistance in double checking that things are loaded up the right way and in the right place.

Actuality
If you're doing a telephone interview, if the caller sounds a bit quiet, turn the fader up so that it sounds right in your ears.  And I think that to a large extent you don't need to worry about not being able to see a meter because your ears should tell you if something's a bit quiet or something's coming through a bit loud.

Wilsdon
As far as accessibility we've been told that if we need it we'll have a sighted assistant who will load up the play out system, be able to talk to us about our cues and the times, so we can get things timed properly.  I, myself, I'm going to try and use the console, I have some sight, but until I've actually seen it and felt it I won't know whether I'll be able to use it myself.

Actuality
The other thing which I think I look for and I can usually tell from listening to a tape or listening to it live is whether you've got your finger on the button for your next item, whether it's a song or whatever, because if you come to the end of what you're saying and then you're fumbling about thinking what - and you're umming and ahhing and you haven't got your finger on that button.  And the thing about being prepared and moving that show on is, as I said last week, is having that finger on that remote start button ...

Wilsdon
I'm doing Fridays the 5th and 12th June from 3.00 p.m. till probably 5.00 p.m., so just dipping into the drive time slot.  So just trying to ascertain exactly what I'll need to be doing for my show and mixing that up with some good music and some good humour hopefully.  I'd like to think this is the start of a burgeoning career but we'll see, I'm just looking forward to doing my broadcast, to learn as much as I can from the people around me who've done this before and we'll see where it takes us but who knows.

Redstone FM Jingle

