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White
Good evening.  Keep Our Kerbs, was the succinct message from a group of blind protestors in the latest attempt to resist the new idea of shared surfaces on our streets, we'll be hearing the arguments for and against. But first, are local authorities failing to provide deafblind people with services which they already have a legal duty to offer?  This afternoon the deafblind charity Sense hosted a parliamentary reception to mark the reissuing of Department of Health guidance about these services.  They were first issued eight years ago and Sense says that initially this led to a considerable improvement in the service offered but that since 2005 they've stagnated and in some cases deteriorated.

Well I'm joined by Sense's campaigns officer Lucy Drescher.  Lucy, first of all, can you pain a picture of who we're actually talking about - how many and what range of needs do people have?

Drescher
We estimate 193,000 deafblind people and we're talking about children, adults and a large number of people over the age of 75 because obviously the older you get the more likely you are to have hearing and vision loss combined.

White
And that is the big increase, is it, because these figures are far larger than the ones I remember, so it is this recognition of the older group?

Drescher
That's right, that's really significant absolutely.  And obviously the effect on their lives.

White
What services are local authorities statutorily obliged to provide?

Drescher
So they're obliged to identify deafblind people in their area, to provide a specialist assessment of their needs and then to provide the services recommended in the assessment which would probably be - likely to be some type of one-to-one support provided by a communicator guide or an intervener who works one-to-one with a person in supporting their communication mobility and also to provide information in accessible formats and to have a senior manager who's responsible for making sure all of this happens.

White
And perhaps the most practical of those is the communicator guide, isn't it, this one-to-one person and that's one which you say there's been a drop of 8% in?

Drescher
Yes, absolutely right.  Our survey, which we've done since 2001, has shown in the year 2006-2007 a drop.

White
Well just to give people an idea of what these services can mean in human terms.  Last year we spoke to Simon and Flo who had to fight for services for their daughter Jessica, who was eight at the time.  Jessica's genetic condition has left her with both communication and balance problems.

Simon [Actuality]
Jess, you want to eat what?

Flo
We're very, very lucky that our local authority has a deafblind team because most local authorities don't.  She has got quite a full package of support.  She has a full time one-to-one worker, she receives a service from a local authority visual impairment teacher, speech and language therapy and physiotherapy at school.  And the people who work with her have assessed and ensured that she's provided with equipment as well.

Simon
The eye input is very important given Jessica's visual problems and since we have had a VI teacher it's enabled Jessica to progress.

Flo
I think that it's been so evident really the difference that it makes to Jessica, the support.  She's achieving much better.

Simon
On each level she's pleasantly surprised us, whether it's by her suddenly starting to run which was very scary, bigger or steeper the slide or the bigger the climbing frame the better it is.

White
Jessica, who we understand is now doing very well.  Lucy Drescher, it's often the case that while provision for children is regarded as a priority there's less commitment as vulnerable people get older.  Is that true in the case of people with dual sensory disability?

Drescher
Well in terms of the deafblind guidance that we're talking about actually for children the implementation has been not very good at all I'm afraid, partly because the separation in adults and children's services meant there wasn't a senior manager identified to make sure the deafblind guidance happens for children.  And there was a focus on education being sorted out but not anything outside school.  Whereas for working age adults there were at least this improvement in terms of communicator guide hours but that also then - once you get over 75 - that - I'm not saying that it's better for that group.

White
So it is a patchy service, very much.

Drescher
Patchy, yes a patchy picture.

White
Well also joining us is Anne Bristow who speaks on sensory disabilities for the Association of Directors of Adult Social Services and Anne is director of adult social services in the London borough of Barking and Dagenham.  Anne Bristow, do you accept that a lot of the points that have been made that a lot of local authorities are failing to deliver to this extremely vulnerable group?

Bristow
I think we find that the sensory port does reflect a very patchy position round the country.  There are some examples of excellence in some parts of the country and in other places it's got lost within bigger groupings of people.  I think sometimes there's more work going on then is caught up in the Sense survey because people are classified perhaps only under older people not under deafblind but there's a lot we can do to improve this.

White
Why do you think this is happening - you say it's a small group and that's perhaps part of it, is money a factor as well, staffing?

Bristow
I think a bigger issue actually is people properly identifying the needs.  I think sometimes, particularly when you're working with older people, they make light of their difficulties - oh well what do you expect at my age, it's just my eyes dear, etc. etc.  And we need to encourage people to say actually this is what the problem it causes me everyday because there are things that can be done to assist people and perhaps they think there's not.

White
But it is a statutory requirement, we've been told, and we've heard specifically from Lucy the point about the fact that the communicator guides are falling, therefore local authorities must be breaking the law aren't they?

Bristow
I think there is an entitlement to people for local authorities to meet their assessed need.  I think the difficulty we have at the moment is there are a lot of people who don't have needs as being assessed.  Therefore, the first thing we need to do is to make sure all the staff who are carrying out the assessments actually recognise the problem they're encountering and are able to put together packages of support to help people.  I think Peter we've got a real opportunity now with Putting People First and the personalisation agenda to bring forward a new kind of workforce that can meet these needs.

White
I suppose my point is, is there any point in making these kind of things a statutory requirement if there's no way of checking that they're actually being carried out?

Bristow
I think obviously there's a lot of talk issues today about entitlement and targets.  I think there is a clear entitlement, I'm sure we need to set targets both locally and probably nationally to see that we're making year on year progress.

White
Lucy Drescher what do you want to see happen - I mean these guidelines have been re-issued, what difference will that make do you think?

Drescher
We want to see local authorities implementing these statutory guidelines and making sure that deafblind people receive the services they're entitled to receive.  And we also want to see CQC - that's the Care Quality Commission - and Ofsted asking questions of local authorities when they inspect them to ask them are you implementing the deafblind guidance.

White
But as Anne said in the past few days we've been told that public services are to move from targets to rights and that one of the reasons for this is that they're doing so much better than they were 10 years ago and that's why they can do it, is this something borne out by what's happening for deafblind people?

Drescher
Well not yet no, I wouldn't say so particularly.  And I think for deafblind people the words are irrelevant, whether it's entitlements or rights, I think what they want is to have the support they need in order to be able to take part in activities and get out and do their shopping and whatever it is that they need to do.

White
So it's still probably as much about resources as it is about the name that you put on it.  Lucy Drescher, Anne Bristow, thank you both very much indeed.

Now we've heard before on this programme about visually impaired people's concerns over the growing fashion for what are known as shared surfaces or naked streets, as they're beginning to be known.  It's the idea that in certain areas things will go better if people, bicycles and traffic share the same space and do away with the distinction between pavements and roadway.  Learning to live with each using cooperation rather than confrontation.  Well it sounds very nice, doesn't it, but many blind people have been singularly unimpressed by this philosophy.  There have already been concerns about this in places as far afield as Coventry, Newcastle and Dundee and in the most recent objections around 200 people, with the backing of Guide Dogs and the RNIB, assembled outside City Hall in London.  They're objecting to the proposal to adopt this policy in the London Borough of Kensington and Chelsea where this is being considered in one of the capital's most popular tourist areas - housing as it does the Victoria and Albert and the Natural History museums.  Lee Kumatat was there for us and she described to me the scene.

Kumatat
It was a peaceful and very civilised demonstration Peter, although feeling was running pretty high about the reason for bringing such a group together.  Chief executive officer of Guide Dogs for the Blind Association - Bridget Warr - explained why.

Warr
We're here today to try and persuade Boris to withhold funding that he's offering to Kensington and Chelsea to alter Exhibition Road in a way that will make it seriously unsafe, not only for blind and partially sighted people but also for a whole range of other people with disabilities or impairments.  What they're planning to do is to remove the kerb so that there will be no protected area for pedestrians.  There is a particular risk to blind and partially sighted people because the idea of these shared surfaces is that the pedestrian and the driver make eye contact and that's the way it's safe and it's very obvious therefore that blind and partially sighted people are seriously disadvantaged.

Kumatat
With a shared surface there will be no delineation at all between the pedestrian area and the traffic area - is that true?

Warr
That's correct in its extreme.  We've been working with Kensington and Chelsea for three years now to try and dissuade them from this approach.  They are proposing compromises which quite frankly will not work, they will in themselves be dangerous.  I think the most recent one is steel corduroy effect bands across the edge of the road and of course those are a slip hazard, they're very inconvenient for wheelchair users and they're very uncomfortable for people with any mobility difficulties.

White
Bridget Warr there of Guide Dogs.  But surely, Lee, the council must think it's got an arguably good case why change is necessary and a shared surface is the way to go, so why does it want to do it?

Kumatat
What everyone can agree on, it seems, is that something does need to be done with the Exhibition Road area, it's a nightmare at the moment of parked cars and safety hazards.  Kensington and Chelsea councillor Andrew Lamont, who is himself partially sighted, is very much in support of the project and gave me his and the borough's vision for the future.

Lamont
I support the proposals put down by the borough because I believe that a completely flat or single surface across Exhibition Road will be the most liberating experience for anyone crossing that surface, especially those who have a sight issue because if there's no kerbs or drop kerbs there's nothing to trip on and all the other road clutter will be removed.  So the area will be very large and very flat and therefore very safe to manoeuvre for everyone with access issues.  The proposal is to remove all the parked cars, to restrict the travelling cars to a narrow carriageway - one in each direction only at one part of this very wide road - and either side of where those cars will travel will be delineators - tactile and also visual.  So black gutters, so that the people with low sight, partial sight, will see very clearly where the difference is and studs or tactile corduroy to make it very clear for people who are going to feel the difference where the boundary is from the totally safe part of the pavement to the edge of the buildings.  The traffic will also be going very slowly - less than 20 miles an hour - the slowest speed limit we can impose within Britain.  We'd like to make the traffic go even slower.  And of course there will be much less traffic than on this road at the moment.  So the council is doing an extensive amount to try and make it as safe as they possibly can for as many people as possible.

White
Well of course it does beg the question, doesn't it, what's wrong with a good old kerb?

Kumatat
It does beg that question.  Lord Low, outgoing chairman of RNIB, says that research shows that a kerb is still the best way to go.

Low
The research that University College London have conducted for Guide Dogs shows that, we've tested - University College has tested how discernable different guides of delineators are - 30 millimetres and other heights - and the finding of the research is that really the only delineator which seems to work is the traditional kerb.  So Kensington and Chelsea and all those who would institute shared surface schemes need to take account of that research.  I think that Councillor Lamont is really thinking in terms of his own personal experience, of someone with a considerable amount of sight, who doesn't really need the kerb in order to distinguish when he's in a pedestrian area and where the cars are.  But if you can't see at all, if you're totally blind or severely visually impaired it's a no brainer - unless there's a kerb you don't know whether you're walking in amongst the traffic or not.

Vox pops
It's absolutely dangerous for visually impaired people I think.  Not everybody's sensible who are driving and somebody might walk into a road visually impaired and a car might hit them, it's going to be chaos, absolutely chaos.

What shared surfaces are doing effectively is imprisoning blind people, in my opinion.  As they propose to roll these out all over the place it's actually going to be counterproductive in that it will encourage blind people not to come out because they're very fearful of straying into an area where there is traffic.

I figure that the basic principle of shared space is that the people using it are supposed to make eye contact well of course that immediately rules out anybody with any kind of visual problems.

White
Just some of the voices of the protestors there.  Well Lee Kumutat thanks very much for that report.  

So can some kind of compromise be reached?  Well I've been talking to the Mayor of London's director of transport Kulveer Ranger and I put to him this point that both the people we've heard from and research by UCL suggest that the pavement is by far the clearest indicator of a division between people and traffic.

Ranger
We need to find a way of working towards getting different options and delineators that can be used by blind and partially sighted people to know where they are and where they're going.

White
But that's the point, isn't it, the kerb is such a well known symbol and it is the thing that everybody - that all blind people have treated as the way to divide the road from the pavement from time immemorial and it's particularly totally blind people and the suggestion has been made that the research from UCL about this is that the kerb is really the only clear delineator that means something to people?

Ranger
Well it's in the context that you describe it there and Peter I have to say you did just describe it as delineating the pavement from the road.  Now in a shared space, with a shared surface, we're now moving into a different concept ...

White
But there's still traffic isn't there.

Ranger
There will be traffic, the traffic will be going at much slower speeds and much lower volumes as well and we need to sort of define how we move things on from the kerb because a kerb just divides and actually reinforces speed and a heavy use of traffic.

White
But blind people feel safer when the traffic is divided from the people.

Ranger
Which is exactly why we should find a way of making sure that they feel just as comfortable in this kind of environment as well because there are many positives to be gained from it and that's why we're looking to work with all the various groups to ensure that we get a suitable outcome.

White
Kulveer Ranger, who's transport advisor to the Mayor of London.

And finally in recent years another battle has been going on about the right of guide dog owners to take their dogs with them on long haul flights.  As regulations about taking guide dogs in and out of other countries have been relaxed the argument has moved to whether it's practical and fair to the dog, for that matter, to undertake long flights.  Well long haul doesn't get much longer or haulier than UK to Australia, precisely the trip that our guide dog owning reporter, who we heard earlier, Lee Kumatat is about to undertake, so we've asked her to keep audio diary of the trip with the help of her dog Bo of course.

Kumatat
It starts two months before I plan to travel with applying for an import permit from Australia and an export permit from the UK.  We then go into all kinds of blood tests that have to come back with certain levels before Australia will agree to let the dog come in.  Unfortunately Bo has to have his last meal at least 24 hours before he flies, which makes him quite miserable.

White
 I was going to say that must be very distressing for him I should think.

Kumatat
I think it is quite distressing.  It certainly means that he looks pretty miserable on the morning of the flight as I pack and he sees no food but it's important that he's empty for the trip and the first leg is 13 hours, he gets a toilet stop, and then it's eight hours onto Sydney from there.

White
And we've actually asked you to take a tape recorder with you and give us a kind of audio diary of you and Bo making this journey.

Kumatat
Yes I'm hoping to do that.  I'm doing the last days - recording the last meal and also his last vet appointment.

White
Well we shall look forward to hearing your views and his about that when you come back.

Kumatat
Thank you.

White
So more from Lee and Bo when they return.  More from you, hopefully, on any issue that you'd like to raise with us.  You can call our action line on 0800 044 044.  From me Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the rest of the team, goodbye.


