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Macrae
Hello.   Remember the TV advert for Skittles which said "Taste the rainbow"?  Well we've news tonight of how that fanciful notion is becoming a reality.

Clip
There is some sort of phantom effect as I go on - I also feel my tongue tingling and I'm like okay how do we shake that?  I think of pop rocks popping in my mouth.

Macrae
News coming of how in America scientists think they've got the problem of turning visual information tactile completely licked.

News too of a set of awards specifically aimed at those people with Macular Disease and their supporters.  And from Mani Djazmi a news round up bringing you up to speed on some of those things that might otherwise just have dropped off the radar.

But first, the idea of presenting visual information in tactile form is hardly new.  What I'm reading now is in tactile form - Braille - which has been around for almost 200 years.  Tactile maps and diagrams are also a familiar part of many blind people's lives.  Getting and interpreting that information relies on the finger tips usually but in America, only in America, they've taken that on to an entirely new plain.  There they're using electrodes - not as worrying as it sounds - to convey visual images captured by a specs mounted camera to the tactile receptors on the tongue.  Called the Brain Port this technology allows people with no sight at all to recognise objects and to distinguish areas of light and shade.  Scientists in the States said that it has exciting possibilities for the future.  To find out more I was joined earlier today from a studio in Washington by BBC reporter Jane O'Brien who told me more.

O'Brien
Well Ian it's a different way of seeing.  In the same way that you would use touch to read Braille, the Brain Port uses the millions of tactile receptors on your tongue to relay a visual image to the brain.  It looks quite simple.  It consists of a pair of sunglasses with a tiny camera mounted on the frame and the camera converts the scene in front of it into a pixelated black and white image which is then transmitted to an array of electrodes on a small flat piece of plastic that goes into your mouth.  Now white or light areas picked up by the camera stimulate the tongue and the darker areas don't.  And once you've learned how to interpret the sensations in your mouth you can pretty much make out contrasting objects and even navigate a room.  So to get a demonstrate of how it works I went along to the Lighthouse Organisation in New York, which is of course one of the world's leading vision and vision technology researchers and there I met Albert Rizzi, who's helping to test the device, and Dr William Seiple, who's heading the testing programme there.

Seiple
Let me show you what he can do, he cannot see at all but if we put a white disc in front of him, this disc is probably four inches in diameter, and ask him to locate it he can then, by using the simulation on his tongue and scanning his head back and forth, he can appreciate the spatial location of that and actually reach and pick it up.

O'Brien
What does it feel like - does it tingle?

Rizzi
Yeah they have pop rocks, in a word that's what it's like, if you ever have had like any sort of like Bromo [phon.] Seltzer or sort of fizzy thing in your mouth, it feels like the top of your tongue is constantly getting bombarded with little bubbles, little just explosions on your tongue.

O'Brien
And it doesn't get - it doesn't get uncomfortable?

Rizzi
No, I wouldn't call it uncomfortable, it's noticeable, there is some sort of phantom effect as I go on, I also feel my tongue tingling and I'm like okay how do we shake that.  But no that's the sense that I get, I think of pop rocks, popping in my mouth.

O'Brien
Albert actually lost his vision completely about three years ago after a meningitis infection but as well as now being able to discern white objects on a dark background, as we've just heard, he's even been able to read simple letter shapes and became extremely emotional as he remembered the moment that he was able to identify the number seven during one of the experiments.

Rizzi
I cried.  It's still new for me, you know, it's still trying to process the abrupt end of sight and the beginning of blindness and it was overwhelming.  I didn't believe that I could do it, I didn't believe that it was possible.  It just opens up so many possibilities that I thought would be closed to me forever.

Macrae
Now Jane, as we've indicated, there are many different kinds of this sensory substitution, as this sort of technology's called, there are cameras, for example, which can give us audio information now and I've experienced exploring an environment through, what's called, Habtech [phon.] technology, how is the Brain Port different?

O'Brien
Well I think the exciting thing about this device is that it's mobile.  The control box to adjust and control the camera is about the size of a TV remote control and there's only one wire from the sunglasses to the electrode panel that goes into your mouth.  So this is something that can be used out and about, which is what makes it so important to Albert.

Rizzi
I can see it being used very adeptly around the house in order to discern where things are on your counter top or your cabinets.  Being able to discern when a door is opened or when it is closed.  Is it true sight in the sense of what you see?  No.  Is it another way to use those sensors that I am left with to interpret my environment around me?  Absolutely and it totally accentuates those abilities.

O'Brien
Do you think it makes a difference that you have been blind for really only three years, so you've got a huge amount of visual memory, does that help in any way or does it hinder the relearning process?

Rizzi
I think it's a combination of both because I'm so anxious to be able to have whatever simulated sight I can I think that my want for vision complicates on some level.  But at the same time it assists in the sense that I'm able to understand what a sphere is shaped like, I can understand the conical shape.  But then again just based upon having worked with other blind people and been in the company of other blind people simply put - just because they haven't seen it doesn't mean they can't define it or digest it.

Macrae
So what potential do they say the Brain Port actually has then and what are its limitations?

O'Brien
Well Ian that's a tricky one because in the sense that there are no limits to what the tongue can feel its potential is extremely promising.  The limitations really have more to do with the ability of the person using the Brain Port to interpret the meaning of the stimulations they receive via the tongue.  But either way Dr Seiple says it will only really be successful if it can be proved there is some practical application for using it.

Seiple
If this device is only useful for finding Styrofoam objects on a black tablecloth or looking at sevens there will probably be no demand for it.  But if we can show in this research that our subjects can go into a kitchen find the refrigerator, get a jug of milk out, pour them self a glass of milk then there will be a use and this device will be widespread and cheap and available.

O'Brien
And he adds that at this stage he's very optimistic.

Seiple
I was sceptical at first but just watching Albert do this for six hours, eights hours he's been doing it, I think the possibilities are way beyond what I thought.  It's a matter of perceptual learning, we need someone who will be devoted to it, take it in their mouth and use it and learn how to use it, it's all feedback learning and I think the possibilities are wide open.

Macrae
And when's it likely then to be available on the open market?

O'Brien
Well the manufacturers are hopeful that they'll get all the regulatory approvals in the States and in Europe this year.  But unless the training is available to create the demand, as Dr Seiple says, it may remain costly and pretty difficult to get hold of.

Macrae
Jane O'Brien reporting from Washington.  And if having heard that you're wondering why do they bother well frankly so were we a bit.  So I called Dr Bob Thompson, retired GP and chair emeritus of the Macular Disease Alliance.  Now he used to be well known on In Touch for embracing high tech solutions to access problems which he encountered but I suggested to him that in this case we had a prime example of something which was driven not by the need but by the science.  How did he feel about that approach?

Thompson
I prefer to see things driven by need and that approach has always worked best for me.  But as a rider to that I would say that sometimes science does produce something that fulfils a need.

Macrae
So here we have something which is turning visual information gathered by a camera into tactile information which is then received and perceived on the person's tongue, in general would you say that people who have a recent visual memory would prefer to have visual information as directly as possibly they can or would you be interested in trying to learn how to interpret it in a tactile way?

Thompson
Well not me personally but I'm assuming from what you've told me about this device is that it's really for people with very profound vision loss, possibly even stone blind, and they are going to reinterpret their environment through tactile methods.  I still have peripheral vision and because of that I prefer to utilise that and learn how to use it more effectively.

Macrae
So what kind of approaches are you taking now to maximising the information that's available to you?

Thompson
Very simple things but I suppose the simplest thing I use is I wear contact lenses because my peripheral vision is okay so I want it in focus as much as I possibly can but I also use very simple devices for the most part, I use a pair of binoculars which are head mounted for - well things like reading music if I'm playing the piano or if I'm out and about and I want to look at a scene or something.  For reading I do use high tech, I use something called Max Port, which comes from America.  It looks a bit like a computer mouse which you scan across print and that feeds its image up into video goggles, which you can adjust, you know magnify, image intensify and so forth.

Macrae
Well what's prompted you to leave, by and large, leave the high tech solutions behind?

Thompson
Complex, expensive, quite a lot of fiddling with them as well.  Another device I use, and it's a very simple device, I use a hyper-ocular pair of spectacles, just one eye - my stronger eye - with a times 12 magnification and with that I can read newspapers and do crosswords and that sort of thing.  But you know I did at one time use all the high tech for this sort of thing but it takes you five minutes to fiddle around and get things working.  Now I just put on a pair of glasses and I'm reading.  I like simplicity.

Macrae
Dr Bob Thompson.  And your views on any of the issues opened up by the item are always welcome.  Contact details to come at the end of the programme.

And we stay in the area of Macular Disease because I'm joined now by Pete Torkington.  He, himself, has AMD and he's also a worker on a helpline run by the Macular Disease Society.  He's here today though to tell us about a new set of awards which the society has just announced.  Pete, welcome.  First of all, tell us just generally what are these awards.

Torkington
Well these are the Macular Disease Society Awards for Excellence.  So these are a new set of awards and the reason why we're launching them is because we're aware that all across the field in day to day life yes there are some problems and some difficult areas but there's also a lot of people doing a lot of good and going above and beyond the call of duty and helping people.  And we wanted to be able to recognise that.

Macrae
In what sorts of areas are they offering help and support?

Torkington
Well we've got three categories.  We've got a category for medical professional, so that could be an ophthalmologist, somebody like that.  We've got a category for somebody working in the field of low vision, so it could be somebody like an eye clinic liaison officer or maybe somebody working in rehab.  And then we've got another category with 10 awards and they're really to recognise anybody, it could be a local volunteer who takes people to the hospital in their car, gives them lifts or to local low vision meetings or macular group meetings.  The idea is really to appreciate and recognise that there are people out there who are going the extra mile and helping and making a real difference.

Macrae
So how do people nominate other people or how do you get nominated yourself?

Torkington
Yeah you can nominate yourself.  Anybody can be nominated, it's very easy to get hold a nomination form, you can call the Macular Disease Society.  The closing date for nominations is June 30th, so a couple of weeks to go, so now's a great time, if anybody listening to the programme, maybe they've been to the hospital recently or maybe they've been along to a group meeting and somebody's helped, now's the time to get the application in and get the nomination in.

Macrae
In general terms then what kind of support do you, as a society, offer to people?

Torkington
Well we tend to be very close to our members and people with Macular Disease, so we have a helpline, which is where I work, we have local groups around the country, so if somebody wants to go along and meet other people who've got Macular Degeneration, we publish a whole number of booklets which help inform people so they can move on and start to adapt.  And we have an excellent counselling service.  So there's a range of services really and they're changing and developing all the time.

Macrae
Well Pete Torkington thank you for joining us and details of how to contact the society and indeed of how to nominate or be nominated for the awards are available from the action line and from our web pages.

And now to a man who's never won an award in his life here's Mani Djazmi with a news round up.

Djazmi
No but I did once win a silver medal in a chess competition when I was about eight years old which meant a great deal to me.

Boats aren't something we mention a great deal on In Touch but perhaps we should because Roger Hall, who's a guide dog owner from South Wales, has been chosen to represent the principality at the Smithsonian Folk Life Festival later this month.  It's a major cultural event in Washington DC and he'll be demonstrating traditional methods of boat restoration and talking about his time as a yachtsman.  

Well Roger first took up boat making professionally 28 years ago, after he became fed up with the kind of jobs that were typically being offered to blind and partially sighted people. Since then he's been busy restoring and making boats and I asked him if boat making is something which lends itself to visually impaired craftsmen.

Hall
Well certainly restoration work does which is 80% of the work here - repair and restoration - because generally speaking it'll be decay in the timber but you've still got basically a tactile picture of what it was like.  If one side of the boat is disappeared or it's missing you've got the other side to take your own patterns from.  There's a way round every job.  You have to have your practical skills, you have to be confident with machinery and stuff like that but there's nothing that can't be done really.

Djazmi
And is there any machinery that you don't use because it's just too dangerous?

Hall
No, no.  There are certain things - free hand cutting on a band saw, for example, if I didn't have a pattern to follow I might ask somebody just to follow that curve sort of thing.  But as far as general use, no the planers, circular saws, all that sort of thing, it's all as normal.

Djazmi
What are the challenges of being a visually impaired boat builder?

Hall
I don't think they are any more difficult than the average blind person feels, to be quite honest, I mean I'd love to be able to drive and [indistinct word] my own boats and that sort of thing.  But as far as the boat building side of it is concerned I suppose it would be actually interpreting drawings and getting somebody to explain a drawing to you, that's quite a challenge.

Djazmi
What's been the most satisfying project that you've worked on?

Hall
Probably the restoration of the Aberystwyth lifeboat John and Naomi Beattie.  She was built by the Thames ironworks in 1906 and we did her for Swansea Museum, in fact they made a television documentary about the restoration, and they rowed her round to Aberystwyth eventually where she was originally on station.  Then she came back to the Swansea Museum.  That was very rewarding.  But there was one other very unusual one that we did for a museum near Exeter, a place called Topsham, and that was a boat that was designed by a gentleman by the name of Captain Peacock in about 1850.  And she was most unusual inasmuch as she was assimilated to a cygnet or a swan, complete with figurehead.  Very beamy thing but exactly the same shape as you would see in a cygnet and it was rather a beautiful unusual thing and that was quite rewarding.

Djazmi
Roger Hall.  But if what floats your boat is the earth you might think about entering the fourth Blind Gardener of the Year competition, run as always by the gardening charity Thrive and the RNIB.  This year the theme is Growing Food and the competition is, as always, open to anyone who's into gardening, regardless of experience. There are three categories you can enter:  Blind Gardener of the Year; Young Blind Gardener of the Year, which is for those below 18 and Gardening Club or Group of the Year.  Your deadline for entries is 20th July.

And finally a heads up for next week's programme which is a follow up to our recent edition of Blindness for Beginners.  Our panel of experts on visual impairments will be Richard Lane and Dr Rowena Forbes, who will be making her debut as an In Touch panellist.  So if you have a question about anything to do with being blind or partially sighted, no matter what it is, let us know and we'll ask them.

Macrae
Mani, thanks very much.

And that's it for now.  Details of everything you've heard tonight are available from the action line on 0800 044 044.  Which is where you can also request a factsheet.  Or visit bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch for that information from the web.

Next week Peter's back to host, as Mani says, a Blindness for Beginners edition of In Touch but for now, from me, Ian Macrae, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodnight now.




