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White
Good Evening.  Today we hear about redundancies among the Braille production staff at the National Library Service for the blind in Stockport; sad news for the staff members involved, of course, but what does it mean for the supply of already scarce Braille books?  And Mani Djazmi takes self-defence classes.

Clip
When you learn the ju-jitsu techniques life is going to be much, much easier because psychologically it's really important as well.  If you have the self-confidence when you're walking on the street you're walking different - you're not scared, it show off on your face as well.

White
But first, just under three years ago it was announced that the National Library for the Blind, which houses one of the largest collections of Braille books in the world, would be merging with the Royal National Institute of Blind people, the RNIB. For avid Braille readers who, like me, had grown up relying on their postal service of Braille books, it caused a twinge of alarm. But both organisations were at pains to reassure us that concerns that this might represent a falling-off of commitment to Braille, and the production of books, were unfounded. This was Helen Brazier, the library's then director, talking to us at the time.  

Brazier
The merger itself actually is a big sign of RNIB's commitment to Braille because we shall be bringing together our two major Braille libraries on the one site in Stockport and that will make it easier to manage and we'll be able to exploit it more advantageously.  But also documented in our business plans there's continuing commitment to the Braille service, commitment to supporting Braille learners and in fact only the other day we were talking about planning for the celebrations of Louis Braille's bi-centenary in 2009.  So the commitment to Braille is definitely there on RNIB's part and is stretching way ahead into the future.

White
So it was with concern that we heard from Alan Young, now retired but who had worked at the library for almost 20 years as an adviser on Braille production, that the whole of the production staff, nine people in all, were about to be made redundant. He was both very worried, and puzzled.

Young
My concerns are these:  That by getting rid of this production team on block the RNIB and Braille generally is going to lose a fantastic amount of valuable experience.  Some of the people working there have experience of Braille transcription for about 20 or 30 years.  And I just think that the RNIB is currently in no position to take on the amount of work that is carried out at the library.

White
They are a charity of course and times are hard, with modern technology does it not make sense, perhaps, to do it all in one place?

Young
Yes it does and I can understand their point of view.  But if they're not ready to do it it is going to leave an enormous hole in the production of Braille books.

White
So what will be the role of Stockport then as far as you can see?

Young
I don't understand what the role will be.  The RNIB has recently refurbished the building, as if they were going to continue using it, and they now have a new canteen, a new kitchen area, a new reception area and what's the point?  When the production team goes you will be able to walk along the bottom corridor and the top corridor of the building without seeing anybody.  In my view the RNIB is simply not prepared for this transition to take place.  I know they're trying to save £150,000 but I'm not sure that they're going about it the correct way.

White
We've also heard from one of the Braille production team.  She asked to remain anonymous but these are her exact words which are being read for her.

Braille Production Team Member
There are nine people in our team who've been told that we're going to be made redundant.  We haven't been offered any alternatives.  We haven't been offered redeployment, other job offers - nothing.  Even now there's concern about the amount of Braille books that are provided because you know there are less than 5% of printed materials ever produced in alternative formats and people are complaining there's not enough Braille books.  The effect is going to be less books provided.  We produced 250 Braille titles last year.  People want more Braille, not less.  And getting rid of experienced Braillists doesn't seem to me to be the way to go, especially in Louis Braille's bi-centenary year.  We have over a 150 years experience between us and those skills, once they're lost, you can't replace them.  We're absolutely devastated.  We're quite passionate about the job we do.  Everybody in the team wants to make life easier for blind and partially sighted people by providing more reading materials.  Despite what the RNIB will say about having new automated methods of producing books we just don't believe there's going to be the same amount of choice for blind and partially sighted people because we don't just do straightforward ones, we also do complex books and we find it difficult to believe that books can be automated to such an extent that it's going to negate our years of production experience.  No two books are the same and although you might be able to automate straightforward text, if you get anything that's got the slightest difference the automated systems don't work the same.  Cookery books, gardening books, self help books - we've done quite a lot of those in the last few years, there's no way they could be automated.  When we all go there isn't going to be one single Braillist in the building, so nobody will be able to read or write Braille and you know RNIB say they're committed to Braille but it certainly doesn't look like it from our angle.

White
Well, to get some answers to those question I've been talking to the RNIB's chief Braille officer - Peter Osborne and I asked him why this decision had been taken.

Osborne
I think it's right to say that these are extremely difficult times for organisations and we have to look very critically at the resources that we have available to us and how we're using them.  The nature of the decision that we've taken is to consolidate production around one major production site in Peterborough.  I think it's worth adding that we've invested over a million pounds in the Braille production facility in Peterborough now, it's one of the most modern facilities in the world and is capable of producing more Braille than ever before and producing it more rapidly.

White
So this is a financial decision essentially?

Osborne
It is essentially a financial decision, it's also about consolidating the resources to best effect around one site.

White
Now Alan Young, with many years of transcription service behind him, he says he can't see how you can make up those 250 titles, which are currently produced at Stockport, what would you say to that?

Osborne
We will be able to produce as many Braille books this year as we did last year, we're aiming for the same levels of production.  The production team is very confident about that, we've looked into various ways in which that can be achieved, working with modern technology, making sure that we get good files from publishers etc., and we're very confident that can be achieved this year, so we're on that strategy.

White
And what about that point about complexity - that while maybe automation is fine, when it comes to more complex books there are problems and you have got rid of a great deal of the Braille experience that you have on your staff?

Osborne
That, I agree, is the biggest area of challenge, I would have said that affects 40 to 50 books of the area that we've been talking about and we're in discussion with the transcription teams in Peterborough, we have methods in place, to make sure that those books get produced.

White
The RNIB itself has been campaigning on the lack of Braille for people, so you can understand why people think it's very strange that you should be making Braille staff redundant.  I mean can you give a guarantee that there'll be no diminution in Braille production as a result of this, either in terms of volume of Braille or titles?

Osborne
As a Braille reader I'm appalled by the lack of titles that are available.  Obviously as a Braille reader I want more and more information made available in the format of my choice.  So RNIB will do its level best to make sure that the volume of titles and the nature of the titles that we produce is at least equivalent to that that we produced last year.

White
If you were going to do this why spend money - a rumoured £100,000 or so - on renovating the building in Stockport, I mean what's the role of that building now?

Osborne
Stockport is still the site on which our major Braille library is held, it's a very, very important site in the organisation and it's the site from which all of the Braille titles are distributed and to which they are returned.  So the main library function continues to exist in Stockport.

White
And what's it for though, does that mean it's just a distribution centre from now on?

Osborne
I don't believe so, I think it's also the source of considerable expertise in the library sector.  From there we coordinate activities with a whole range of libraries, a whole range of partnerships.  We have involvement in the International Federation of Library Associations etc.  So I think it's much more than just a distribution site.

White
But it was said to us there would be no Braillists left in Stockport after these redundancies, so how can it be a centre of expertise?

Osborne
It may not be a centre of expertise in Braille production but I think it will continue to be a centre of expertise in library management and the provision of library services.

White
How do you feel about this?  I mean you've said yourself you're a Braille enthusiast and I know you are, this decision - it feels like a backward step and it's kind of what we were told wouldn't happen when I talked to Helen Brazier in 2006?

Osborne
From a personal point of view these sorts of decisions are the most difficult that I would ever have to take, as a manager I'd ever have to take.  So I agree that it's very difficult.  And I would like to take the opportunity to pay tribute to the work that has been done by this team.  I hope that people will reflect on the sheer volume of Braille that they have actually contributed to the library and the many thousands of people who've gained pleasure from reading the Braille that they have produced.

White
And of course we'd like to hear your views too.  Contact details at the end of the programme.

And still with books, just a quick reminder that next week two guests will be reviewing their idea of a good summer read in audio books. And if you fancy pitting your tastes against theirs, the books in question are Sissinghurst which is Adam Nicolson's account of his family's famous home and gardens; A sense of the world, which tells of James Holman, the extraordinary 18th Century blind traveller and explorer; and Ruth Rendell's latest chiller - Portobello. All these books available commercially. 

Now, like it or not, we as blind and partially sighted people are a vulnerable lot when it comes to things like street crime. Not being able to identify assailants is one disadvantage, and for some, not being able to fight back is another, although most respected advice on this says "don't".  One man whose tackling the issue of teaching self-defence to visually-impaired people is Steve Nicholls.  Steve's a professional martial arts trainer, and currently also teaches self-defence classes which are specifically aimed at blind people. A couple of weeks ago he gave a group of six people a taster of his classes, which focus on the art of ju-jitsu. Mani Djazmi went along for us. 

Actuality from Class

Class member
Finding myself kneeling on the floor in less than 10 seconds was quite amusing actually.  You want to learn something so that you can defend yourself if need be, especially as you can't really run away from the attacker.  You need to be able to immobilise them.

Actuality from Class
Tutor
In this class what we're going to cover is basic principles of self-defence.  And when I say basic I mean really fundamental principles of self-defence.  I don't want you thinking you'll be doing leaping spinning back kicks and Jean-Claude van Damme stuff when you leave here.  That's it, I'm leaving now right.  Get me coat.  

When we're working with each other - let's say, for example, at the moment I'm twisting Alan's fingers quite painfully - he taps himself, which means ow, [indistinct word] quit, stop, give I yield.  Yeah?  So the minute you hear that or if you want to tap the person you're working with that's fine.  Is that clear?  This is important, this is really important because if you don't stop people get broken.  Alright, so let's start with something very simple.  Let's pair everyone up first, have you got a partner?  Okay.

Nicholls
My name is Steven Nicholls and I'm teaching a prototype self-defence curriculum for the visually-impaired.  This started with one of my students, who's a care worker for the RNIB, he suggested that I teach a self-defence course for the visually-impaired in Maida Vale.  And then a lady at the first class said well presumably Mr Nicholls this is programme you would like put throughout Britain.  And we hadn't even considered that, so we responded oh yes of course, naturally.  And we went back to the drawing board and realised that we had to write a full curriculum, document it and also to give whatever information we could about teaching the visually-impaired, working with visually-impaired, what kind of teaching skills would be useful.

Actuality from Class
Tutor
Okay Ramin's got me in this position.  Hand comes over, we've got the first lock - boom.  Good.  Maintaining control with my right hand I'm going to extend his arm, so it's in a straight line, whilst exposing the elbow.  Then I put my forearm against the elbow.  Guys don't be brave, just tap when it hurts, it will break, it will, it's supposed to.

Nicholls
There's no reason why someone who's visually-impaired couldn't go into any class.  However, the nature of the sort of assaults that a visually-impaired person is going to come across is very, very, very much touch related and touch sensitive.  Meaning clearly boxing or karate is not going to be the most appropriate form of self-defence, purely striking.  But once a visually-impaired person has their hands on somebody or they've been grabbed by somebody they have as much chance as anybody else.

Boakes
My name is Peter Boakes, I'm 42 years old and I'm one of the students in the class taking self-defence.  I was approaching a cash point, there was normally a down and out person that would help me across the street and I used to bung them a couple of pounds here and there just to help him out.  And then one night it was close to November he helped me across the road, saw me to the cash point, I thought he'd walked off, he made a grab for the money and when he made the grab for the money his accomplice kicked me in the back of the kneecaps, I fell to the floor and then he proceeded to kick my mouth and I lost all my teeth.

Djazmi
How long is it since that attack took place?

Boakes
November last year.

Djazmi
How did you feel once you'd recovered from the physical injuries, how did you feel about going out?

Boakes
I became depressed and I became isolated.  I've been on Prozac and literally too scared to go out on my own, I don't go out at night.  But I've been going out a bit more frequently because I've been going out with other people.  But I have panic attacks when I'm on my own.  I can't literally go out of the front door without somebody by my side.

Djazmi
So classes like this and being able to do this properly, not just after a one-off class, how does that prospect sound to you?

Boakes
It sounds quite good actually because it'll give you the confidence back to be able to walk around without fear of the attack because you know that you'll be able to defend yourself.

Actuality from class

Djazmi
That's Umit Turkusev, who's also one of the trainers in this class.  He's now blind but in the day when he was in Turkey he was a boxer, professionally for five years, and he's been working with Steve Nicholls for the last four months.  As a visually-impaired person how much has your self-confidence grown with the knowledge that you can defend yourself if you're attacked?

Turkusev
When you learn the ju-jitsu techniques life is going to be much, much easier because psychologically it's really important as well.  If you have the self-confidence when you're walking on the street you're walking different - you're not scared, it show off on your face as well.  I lost my vision totally in a six month period and I lost really my confidence but then I turned to ju-jitsu I learned many things and it's working perfectly.

Djazmi
So I've grabbed Umit, what's he going to do about it.  I'll grab his right shoulder.

Turkusev
Sorry, sorry, sorry. ...

We have some examples, if you do this very strong I can carry on like that, so strong, I can grab ...

Djazmi
Yeah okay Umit, okay, no one likes a smart alec.

Nicholls
We're not scare mongering, of course not, but I have not yet taught a class where somebody has not had an incident and usually it's more than one.  So unfortunately being seen as vulnerable can attract the very aggressive element.  We certainly run a programme in Central London through the British [indistinct words] for self-defence for the visually-impaired, we've put together an entire system in this effect but we've put together essentially a curriculum which is going to be distributed throughout Britain whereby somebody within their own constituency would be able to locate somebody who'd been trained by us and certified by us to teach this particular course so that they could learn it wherever they might be.

Actuality from Class
Tutor
You have to make sure that you put the person on the ground because there is nothing worse than hurting somebody a little bit and then losing contact with them.  Now you have a very angry, very hurt ...

Humphries
I haven't been attacked but I used to go out quite a lot with my previous guide dog and when you're out late in the evening, particularly using the Underground, it can be quite intimidating sometimes and I think doing this course you do now think well if somebody did kind of get hold of my arm or something I can just move away quite easily and quickly.

White
That was Becky Humphries, ending Mani's report. And you'll be glad to know that Mani has been returned to us relatively unscathed. 

You can contact us on any issue through our action line on 0800 044 044 or indeed you can email In Touch at bbc.co.uk/radio4.  And there'll be a podast of tonight's programme as from tomorrow. That's it from me Peter White, my producer Kathleen Griffin and the rest of the team, goodbye. 



