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White
Good evening.  Later today, as if finding a place to live weren't tough enough these days if you've got a visual impairment we'll be hearing from the woman who's coming up against a brick wall because of her guide dog.  

But first, can there be such a thing as too much good news if you're in danger of losing your sight?  Over the past couple of years there has been a bewildering selection of stories suggesting a range of treatments for Age Related Macular Degeneration - known as AMD - which causes over half the blindness in this country.  Drugs, stem cell surgery and most recently laser have all been cited as on the brink of breaking through when it comes to treating AMD.  It's suggested that they're all on the point of providing a cure or at the very least of halting the disease in its tracks.  Here are just a few of the headlines:

Headlines
Pioneering laser eye op could prevent millions going blind.

Blind to be cured with stem cells.

Laser that can halt blindness.

How stem cells on a contact lens can help the blind to see again.

Blindness cured by stem cell miracle.

Pioneering laser eye op could prevent millions going blind.

White
So just what is someone who already has this condition or thinks they might be susceptible to it supposed to make of it all?  With those latest stories we thought it was high time we turned to someone not directly involved in any of the research to give us an independent view of just what the prospects are and what offers the most help to who.  Alan Bird is emeritus professor of medical ophthalmology and honorary consultant at Moorfields Eye Hospital's Institute of Ophthalmology.  

Professor Bird, first of all, can we just get it clear - there are two forms of AMD aren't there?

Bird
Well often we hear the terms wet AMD and dry AMD but I prefer to talk about early and late Age Related Macular Disease.  In early disease there's a build up of debris at the back of the eye but the vision may be normal or at least people have very few problems such as difficulty seeing in bright light and prolonged after images.  The ability to read is virtually unimpaired at this stage.  There's then late disease which is divided into two - geographic atrophy in which the retina dies away, which is known as dry, and choroidal neovasculisation where abnormal blood vessels grow at the back of the eye and destroy the retina and that is often known as wet.

White
So what can we treat most effectively and what does not lend itself very well to treatment at the moment?

Bird
It has been known for quite a long time that laser applied to the back of the eye will cause the debris to disappear but unfortunately the laser treatment causes a reaction which negates any benefit from the clearing of the debris.  The new form of laser treatment, which you've alluded to, is one in which the damage is vastly less and it is thought that it would cause clearance of debris but there may not be the complications we saw with conventional laser.  It should be emphasised, however, that this has not been proved as being of overall benefit so it's something that's still in the stage of development.

White
And what's the timescale on this because with those headlines you can see why people will immediately have huge hopes of what can be available?

Bird
Clinical trials are very time consuming and from the beginning of a trial it may be three, four or even five years before there is a clear difference between those who have been treated and those who have not.

White
So we are talking about quite a long time?

Bird
We're talking about quite a long time before it's proven beyond doubt that it's of benefit.

White
And if it has an effect on the very - the early stages, how do people actually know that they need it?

Bird
Well a lot of people have been identified as having early disease particularly regular visits to opticians when people get reading glasses and so on, the debris building up at the back of the eye is visible and opticians are very good at picking this up and often will refer them to their local ophthalmologist at a time when their vision is still good.

White
But are there any symptoms if you haven't had those kind of tests?

Bird
Well the sort of things people might notice is difficulty seeing in dim light or bright light or it takes much longer for them to adapt from bright light to dim light or when driving - headlights coming at you will leave a very long after image.

White
But I mean you know there are claims in some of the papers that this treatment could start within two to five years, does that seem likely?

Bird
You may have an idea that it's effective without proving it beyond doubt and you certainly have to undertake a controlled trial.  That is a situation where half the eyes are treated and the other half are not to see which set of eyes do best.  Those results may not be available for three to four years once the trial has started.  But people may begin to think about how they're going to deliver the treatment in the meantime.

White
But to make it absolutely clear this kind of treatment - using laser - this is not going to stop existing damage is it, can it reverse any damage?

Bird
It can't reverse the damage to the retina - that's certainly the case.  And the laser treatment is one of many treatments that are now being looked at - certainly there's a lot of research into early age related maculopathy, it's been identified, for example, that inflammation is involved and particularly this is based on the genes known to confer risk and there's a lot of research to identify whether or not we can interfere with this inflammatory response at the back of the eye.

White
Now can we move on to the drug treatments which are better known because those are the treatments that people who actually have quite advanced damage are receiving.  So where do we stand with that - things like Lucentis and Avastin?

Bird
Well all these drugs are aimed at interfering with the blood vessel growth at the back of the eye, the so-called wet form.  Now the blood vessel behaviour is determined by a diffusible agent called VEGF and there are drugs that are designed to remove the VEGF, so Avastin, Lucentis are very effective in doing that.  And the results of treatment have been absolutely stunning when you consider what we could do even four years ago.  There is the problem, however, that it requires an injection into the eye every month for several months or even several years and the difficulty in delivering treatment is quite - quite a problem.  So there's again a lot of research looking for longer acting agents or maybe different ways of delivering anti-VEGF drugs such as by a drop, for example, or even by mouth.

White
And again what can these drugs actually achieve, what could they be reasonably expected to achieve?

Bird
Well remarkably people with poor vision but in the early stages of disease where there is not massive cell loss we've seen people's vision improve enormously - people going from a vision of 6/60 - that's just reading the top letter - to reading more than half the chart and regaining driving vision.

White
And what about the stem cell therapies that we've heard about, where do we stand with them?

Bird
Well it is the case that if you've lost cells at the back of the eye then none of these treatments are going to be very helpful so you could argue that replacing cells is the only sensible approach.  Nevertheless, I think this is some way ahead, we're not talking about stem cell treatment being shown to be effective within the next five years.  

White
So can you sum up your advice to sufferers in a nutshell because we've got various forms of AMD and various forms of treatment, what's the advice that you could safely give to anyone with the problem?

Bird
Well I think firstly the major message is that a lot of people are working very hard to resolve the problem.  And what I think is very encouraging is many pharmaceutical companies are now helping in identifying new forms of treatment, better forms of treatment and treatment delivery and I think that is very encouraging.  So I think people with Age Related Maculopathy, in the early stage with good vision, there is nothing definitive as yet except that they clearly shouldn't smoke, particularly if there's a family history of Age Related Macular Disease because that clearly increases the risk.  The situation is changing day by day, or at least month by month, so they should not give up hope.

White
Professor Alan Bird thank you very much indeed.

Now just before our next item we've time to squeeze in an e-mail from Azim Rauf who contacted us from Islamabad in Pakistan in response to last week's story about the couple who went round the world on a motorbike.  He says he used to listen to In Touch while doing his masters at university in Birmingham.

E-mail from Azim Rauf
I am a lawyer and blind since birth, it was amazing to listen to the couple who went around the world.  I share the view of the lady that people normally don't ask you, rather they prefer to talk to the one who is accompanying you.  I worked for an airline for a couple of years, every time I was boarding the guy standing at the gate of the aircraft used to say:  "Are you alone?" or "You can't travel alone".  And then whenever they got to know that I was working for the airline they would resort to apologies or try to make me more comfortable.

White
Good to hear from Azim and e-mail's welcome wherever in the world you happen to be.

Now house hunting is tough at the best of times if you have a visual impairment.  Getting hold of accessible information, forming an accurate picture of the property and of what you're getting for your money.  But when Diane Marks started flat hunting in Brighton she hit a snag she hadn't anticipated.

Marks
Towards the end of January, beginning of February, I was looking to move from where I am now and every letting agent we went into in Brighton they were quite happy to take the guide dog because obviously they saw him immediately I walked in the door.  But the majority of the landlords that they contacted said no, no pets allowed, full stop, no taking into consideration at all that he was a guide dog.

White
And what reasons did they give?

Marks
There were no reasons, they just said no, no pets.

White
So you - as it were you'd already indicated your interest to the letting agents who had said, what, no problem as far as they were aware?

Marks
Absolutely, we wanted to go and have a look at the flats, see what they were like and sort of make our decision from there but even several of the letting agents we said look, you know, we want to go and see the flats they tried many times to say to the landlord - look this is a guide dog, it's not a pet.  And the landlord just said no, forget it, no way.

White
And how many flats and landlords did you get this reaction from?

Marks
I think in total we probably got it from about between, I would say, 10 and 15 landlords.

White
Have you encountered this anywhere else?

Marks
Only have it as second hand knowledge from other guide dog owners whom I know who have had exactly the same story and the same problem.

White
And what's your reaction to this because presumably it means at the moment that you can't move?

Marks
Well that's exactly what it is and I must just stress that my current landlord has been fantastic, I couldn't ask for better.  But my reaction is this is not fair, I feel as a blind person with a guide dog that it's discrimination against me being able to find somewhere bigger that I can move into with my dog.

White
Of course we do have a disability discrimination act in this country and initial inquiries would suggest that this is covered by that, that having a guide dog, allowing a guide dog, is a reasonable accommodation to a disabled person, have you tried pointing that out to any of these landlords or indeed the letting agents?

Marks
Well the letting agents have actually - a few of them that I've overheard on the phone have actually said to the landlords - look, you know, you do realise that this is going against the ethos of the Disability Discrimination Act.  And even then the landlords have sort of said no, sorry, no pets.

White
What would you like to see done about this?

Marks
I think landlords - some form of information, whether it's a pamphlet, a leaflet, a meeting needs to be held where these landlords need to be sat down and told look, a guide dog is a reasonable adjustment, therefore although I know some landlords would say no, I don't want my flat messed up and things like that but I just feel they need to be wised up a little bit to where they can go and what they can do.

White
Of course landlords may feel that they've got perfectly legitimate reasons for not wanting a dog, you know, perhaps they feel that the dog will dig, perhaps they feel that it'll pee on the carpet.

Marks
But the thing is about guide dogs is that they are very well trained and you as the owner are actually responsible for ensuring that they don't dig in the garden, that they don't pee on the carpet.  And most - no all guide dogs have a dedicated spending area where you take them out, however many times a day, to ensure that that doesn't happen.  And in fact if anything they're probably cleaner than most normal ordinary house dogs.

White
Would you contemplate the law - to using the law to try to do something about this?

Marks
Only if it gets silly, in other words if it gets to the point where every single landlord I am approaching says no sorry, then yes maybe but at the moment, no I'm just willing to go with the tide and actually see what happens.

White
And I mean just out of interest why not use the law, that's what it's for?

Marks
I suppose being someone who's a little bit nervous about sort of pushing the discrimination act with people it's - I don't really want to rock the boat too much at this early stage.

White
And presumably really all you want is somewhere to live.

Marks
Exactly.  

White
So what is Diane's position and what, if anything, can she do about it?  I'm joined by Catherine Casserly, who's a barrister with the law firm Cloisters, and who has a particular interest in discrimination cases.  Catherine Casserly, is this against the law?

Casserly
Well the Disability Discrimination Act now contains provisions meaning that landlords have to make changes, not only to the way in which they do things - so, for example, the way in which they communicate with their tenants - but also in relation to the terms of their tenancy and that means that where they have, for example, a no pets clause and that would prevent someone with an assistance dog - a guide dog - from taking up those premises they need to take reasonable steps to change that term.

White
So are guide dogs - are they always exempt from no pets clauses?

Casserly
They're not exempt per se, I mean if, for example, you're talking about premises where a large number of people have incredibly severe allergies and it would cause a problem then it might not be reasonable.  But in the vast majority of cases it is going to be reasonable for landlords not to have those terms in where they're dealing with someone who needs an assistance dog for their daily life.

White
So is not doing that - is not making that reasonable adjustment - is that contravening the Disability Discrimination Act?

Casserly
Yes, if you don't make an adjustment and it would be reasonable for you to do so then you're in breach of the act.  Of course what that means is that an individual has to bring a claim and understandably lots of people don't want to do that.

White
No, as we heard there from Diane.  So what advice would you give Diane and people having similar experiences to her?

Casserly
Well I think there are a number of different options, I mean there will always be some people who will be quite keen on taking a case, not just for the sake of it but to make sure that changes happen and I think a lot of landlords may be ignorant about what guide dogs are and what their training is.  But then there will probably be - also be some people who won't change unless a case is brought against them.  So I mean bringing a case is always an option.  I also think that more awareness does need to be raised because I suspect a lot of landlords don't understand what their obligations are.  And lastly I think another issue is if this is a persistent problem and if there are a lot of people experiencing this with landlords then it's something that people should report to the Equality and Human Rights Commission because they have powers to investigate particular sectors and it's perhaps something that they should be looking at.

White
Catherine Casserly thank you very much indeed.

Well we also put Diane's experiences to Brighton and Hove City Council, this is what they told us:

Statement
The city council is committed to ensuring that landlords in the city work in a fair and proper manner, this includes encouraging private landlords to sign up to the Brighton and Hove Landlord Accreditation Scheme.  Unfortunately, if private landlords choose to operate outside our guidelines there is very little recourse for the council.  In the case of this listener we'd be happy to help them find a property through our housing options advice team where a number of possibilities would be available.

So if local accreditation schemes are largely ignored, less than 5% of landlords in England have apparently been accredited, is there anything else which can be done nationally?  Well it is an issue which is being addressed by the Department of Communities and Local Government.

Statement
The government is currently undertaking a public consultation into the private rented sector.  The deadline is August 7th and we welcome contributions from the public.  The government wants to improve the quality of the private rented sector by increasing professionalism and driving out bad landlords.  New proposals to be taken forward for consultation include:  introducing a light touch national register of every private landlord in England to increase protection for both vulnerable tenants and good landlords; landlords will need to include their registration number on all tenancy agreements and could be removed from the register for persistent poor performance; greater local authority support for good landlords; local authorities will be encouraged to create local lettings agencies to better facilitate tenancies in the private rented sector.

Well we'd welcome your comments and experiences.  You can call our action line on 0800 044 044, you can e-mail In Touch via our website bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch and there's a podcast of the programme as from tomorrow.  In three weeks time we'll be reviewing some good summer audio reading, if you'd like to check our reviews against your tastes the books will include:  Sissinghurst by Adam Nicholson and Ruth Rendell's latest chiller Portobello Road. 

From me, Peter White, my producer Kathleen Griffen and the team, goodbye.


