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Djazmi
Good evening. Lots of reaction from you in tonight's programme to the stories we recently covered on self defence classes and redundancies at the National Library for the Blind. And our reporter Lee Kumutat returns home to Australia with her guide dog Beau, but not without considerable preparations for the journey.

Clip - Kumutat
So my dog doesn't offend anybody on the plane he has just had a bath.  So here he comes.... Look at you, we're going home.  Yeah, good boy.

Djazmi
First though, we brought you the news that the whole of the production staff at the National Library for the Blind in Stockport, nine people in all, were to be made redundant.  We  put concerns about the future of Braille production and services to blind people to the RNIB's Chief Braille Officer Peter Osborne. For those of you who missed it, here's part of his response.

Osborne
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.  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.  As a Braille reader I'm appalled by the lack of titles that are available 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.

Djazmi
Not surprisingly this has caused quite a reaction. Someone who got in touch, wishing to remain anonymous, was one of those who's been made redundant.

Redundant member of staff
Peter Osborne failed to answer how RNIB can maintain transcription levels and in the future hopefully increase levels while making experienced Braillists redundant.  Investment in embossing equipment will not transcribe complex books.  Braillists are not trained in a 12 week course.  The skills of transcribing visual effects meaningfully takes years of experience.  It's not just a matter of automatically translating print words to Braille.  RNIB has done a great disservice to Louis Braille in his bicentenary.

Djazmi
Andy Godfrey from Ashford in Middlesex had this to say

Godfrey
In the past if I wanted to buy a book NLB I'd ring Stockport and they'd supply it promptly.  This morning, however, I had a shock.  Having established that Case Studies by Kate Atkinson is a novel produced by Stockport I rung the NLB number only to be told that from now on Peterborough was the place to make the relevant request.  As a consequence I telephoned Peterborough to be told - yes, you've guessed it - that NLB was the place to ask for my book.  The charming lady in the library at Peterborough was very shocked to learn that the person who usually deals with book sales for NLB in Stockport is apparently incommunicado.  She said she'd do her best to help me but nobody had informed her of these momentous changes and she was understandably at a loss.  I know the RNIB will reply with glib sentences about more Braille being produced than ever before but it has a hollow ring when you can neither send in a book to be Brailled on request - as you used to be able to - nor apparently can you now buy a book if it is produced by Stockport.  If the management team at RNIB want a policy to work wouldn't it be an idea to inform the staff of the new set of circumstances and put the relevant measures in place beforehand in order for the policy to be implemented effectively?

Djazmi
Chris McMillan from Reading spoke to me about her worries.

McMillan
If they want to write to people at the NLB using the Braille that they've so laboriously learnt I'm concerned there might not be anybody there to read the material that's been sent in.  I'm also concerned that with the redundancies there'll be fewer titles being produced and this will particularly affect those who are deafblind because this is one of their main forms of recreation.

Djazmi
How able do you think the RNIB will be to provide a good enough book production service?

McMillan
I feel that because of the small number of Braille titles which are produced every year in the UK the more transcribers we have the better, we would get a wider material base.

Djazmi
And Peter Wilkins, who himself worked at the library many years ago, said this.

Wilkins
If there are no Braillists at Stockport then what is going to happen to readers' letters because when I worked there a number of years ago I had the responsibility of transcribing Braille letters from readers that had been sent inside the books and I typed them out so that the sighted staff in the circulation department could actually read them?  Now I know that RNIB have suggested that readers' letters should be sent to Peterborough but there will be many blind people who cannot type out a label or even if they can type out a label they may not have the facilities to check that the label has come out or not and it would be far easier for them to just shove a Braille letter inside a book.  And if that ends up at Stockport and there is no Braillist there then that letter is going to have to be forwarded to Peterborough for transcription and therefore there will be a delay in the service to readers.

Djazmi
Well we asked  the RNIB for a response and here is the statement they sent us.

Statement from RNIB
RNIB would like to reassure all its customers and supporters who are worried about the future of Braille that we, as an organisation, remain committed to Braille.  We regret that book production staff are being made redundant at Stockport.  The reason for these redundancies is so we can manage the book production function from Peterborough - the main centre of RNIB Braille production - more efficiently.  

We are sorry that one of your listeners had such a confusing experience and are working very hard to ensure that communication between Stockport and Peterborough during this phase of transition is improved so that this doesn't happen again.  

There are many members of staff across the RNIB with specialist Braille skills working on a range of initiatives to support the provision and learning of Braille.  While these specialist skills will no longer be located at our site in Stockport staff with similar skills in Peterborough will continue to support book production for the library.  

We will maintain the skills needed in Stockport to exchange Braille correspondence with our readers.  If specialist knowledge of Braille is required for a particular query there are skilled staff across RNIB, particularly in Peterborough, who will be able to assist.  At the moment we receive, on average, about five letters and other communications per week in Braille at Stockport.  The first one that we sent to Peterborough last week for transcription was returned the next day and we will continue to monitor progress.  

RNIB continues to spend around £8 million annually in producing information in alternative formats, with a significant proportion of this being Braille.  We have done a lot of work to raise the profile of Braille and highlight its invaluable role in the daily lives of thousands of people.  As part of this campaign we've developed an education pack that was sent out to every primary school in the UK.  We also launched a new Braille training product - dot to dot - a self teaching course in grade one Braille for blind, partially sighted and sighted adults.  

Stockport remains the base for the National Library Service, our large collection of Braille books, a team of 30 staff including reader services, librarians, the readers magazine editorial team, children's Braille music and digital services plus volunteers.

Djazmi
One of those issues which I suspect will run for a good while longer and we of course continue to welcome your thoughts.

A couple of weeks ago I reported on self defence classes for visually impaired people.

Clip of self defence class
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.

Djazmi
That class was one of a number being taught by professional martial artist Steve Nicholls.  We've had another great response asking for more information so first we went back to Steve to hear about the classes he's hoping to set up across the country.

Nicholls
We've put the programme together in such a way as it can be taught virtually anywhere, it doesn't take tumbling mats, it doesn't take any special equipment.  Mani, when we met you it was in a hotel, working in one of the rooms.  So it could be taught in a church hall or any rented space whatsoever.

Djazmi
And are these all sighted trainers or do you think visually impaired people can also be trained to train a class?

Nicholls
Not at all, this offers job opportunity as well, there's absolutely no reason why someone who had partial blindness or fully blinded couldn't run a course anywhere in Britain as far as we're concerned.

Djazmi
Because the key difference between classes for visually impaired people and mainstream classes is the way of demonstrating the moves isn't it.

Nicholls
There's a different style to the teaching which is necessary, it's far more hands on.  The number of students you can have in a class per number of trainers is very different.  And the sort of - the nature of the assaults also are quite different too.  So this all has to be taken into consideration.

Djazmi
So at the moment you're teaching classes in London and they're up and running but in terms of the wider picture when do you think visually impaired people might be able to start learning how to defend themselves?

Nicholls
I would expect by about Christmas time, we should have several schools up and running.

Djazmi
Well it's clear that this is an idea whose time has come so we've been finding out about other self defence classes. Both the British Judo Council and the British Judo Association say they welcome visually impaired people to their sighted classes. They've also told us that they are now actively recruiting visually impaired people who are, as they put it, "fit, athletically minded individuals with an aptitude for judo and the potential to represent Great Britain at the Paralympic Games in 2012". 

Action for Blind people tells us that it occasionally runs classes for visually impaired children between 8-16 at some of its 32 Actionnaires sports clubs and the British Jujitsu  Association says it's beginning a series of taster sessions in November at its  Masters of Martial Arts Academy in Accrington. 
 
I've also spoken to Mark Paterson a visually impaired Jujitsu teacher based in the North East and an 8th DAN black-belt no less. I began by asking him how he got into the martial art.

Paterson
My father was actually with the UN, he was working in the Far East, went out there to live with him and so I got to know a gentleman over there who taught Jujitsu and also Aikido and out of boredom really I began training in it and sort of fell in love with it straightaway because it seemed miraculous how I was ending up on the floor and not really knowing why and so I had to learn more about it.  But that was when I really got interested in martial arts, it sort of really hooked me you know.

Djazmi
And how old were you at the time?

Paterson
Just turned about 16 years old.

Djazmi
So tell us about the classes you teach now.

Paterson
I teach Aiki Jujitsu which was the unarmed combat system that the samari used if they'd lost a sword or knife in battle.  And I also teach a lot of self defence.

Djazmi
I suppose using a martial art to defend yourself is really the last resort isn't it.

Paterson
It is, a lot of the self defence is conflict de-escalation and awareness, you know, just really making sure you try as hard as possible not to put yourself in dangerous situations.  But the physical side of it is important also because it's - sometimes you just can't avoid it and if it gets to that stage you may as well know something.

Djazmi
So what's the best way to deal with someone who's demanding your mobile phone and your cash?

Paterson
It depends on the situation, I mean if it's - if you've got sort of 30 years of training behind you, like I have, then I would refuse but if you hardly have any training at all or no training just hand it over.

Djazmi
And what's the key to successfully defending yourself?

Paterson
That's a really tricky one.  Mainly not - sort of not being in the situation in the first place.  Having that awareness and I would say putting up a front that you're confident.  So if you sort of walk around with your hands in your pockets, walk round with your arms folded, with your head down you may as well paint a target on your chest saying attack me.  And also there's the sort of like practical considerations is that if you've got your hands in your pockets or your arms folded, or something like that, then you just physically can't defend yourself.

Djazmi
You teach visually impaired and sighted people - is there a difference in the respective teaching strategies?

Paterson
Not really, I tend to teach people according to their personal needs and it has more to do with where they go, the jobs they do, where they go in the night - that kind of thing, so you get PSV drivers, taxi drivers, bus drivers - that kind of thing - social workers, medical staff and people have sort of slightly different needs.  With totally blind people I would tend to teach more from grabs, people actually taking hold of you.

Djazmi
Well details of all the courses I've mentioned can be found by calling our action line, the number for which I'll give you at the end of the programme.

Now a few weeks ago we asked the question is it fair to take guide dogs on long haul flights? More airlines are allowing assistance dogs to travel in the cabin with their handler. At the time our reporter, Lee Kumutat, was getting her guide dog Beau ready to go back to her native Australia and Lee's just sent us her travel diary.

Kumutat
It's flying day minus six, so it's six days until I leave on my flight to Australia, which is a 22 hour flight with a one and a half hour stopover in Singapore.  So my dog doesn't offend anybody on the plane he has just had a bath.  So here he comes.  Look at you.  We're going home, yeah, good boy.

Part two of Beau's preparation is our visit to the vet.  I'm here at my local vet and Beau has a lot of treatments to undergo today.  He has to have a treatment for tics and he also has to have a separate treatment for mites.  There is also about a kilo of paperwork that needs to be filled out.  Basically consisting of an importation to Australia permit as well as exportation certification so that he can leave the UK.  It takes about an hour to fill everything out and it is also not a cheap undertaking.  The cost of vet consultation, blood tests, flea, tic and mite treatments as well as the cost of the certificates all adds up to about £400.

Vet
Hello Mrs Kumutat come and bring Beau through.

Kumutat
Thank you.  Common Beau.

Kumutat
Here we are at Terminal 4 at Heathrow Airport and this is day of flying.  We're leaving in about two hours and this morning has already been very busy.  Beau has not had any food this morning at all.  He has performed all his duties as required as regarding toileting - thank goodness, that is a great relief probably to both of us.  The final piece of the puzzle that has fallen into place so that Beau can come on the flight with me to Australia is meeting a vet here at Heathrow Terminal 4 who does a final sign off on the paperwork.  The airport has kindly said that I can take Beau out to the toilet just before we get on the flight - go to the tarmac and see whether Beau requires further toileting.

We're at the top of our descent going into Singapore now and we have been on the plane for approximately 14 hours.  The airline blocks a seat for Beau, so that he has some room to sit in front of a seat.  Unfortunately Beau thinks all the room is his and he has spilled across a little bit into the space of the people who are sitting next to us but they have been extremely wonderful and accommodating on a 12 hour flight.  The crew has been fantastic.  I was a little bit worried about Beau because he wouldn't drink any water but I did check him for dehydration and he seems fine.  One of the crew members actually had the brilliant idea of giving him some milk and that went down a treat.

Announcement on flight by First Officer

And I couldn't be more excited, I can't wait to get off this plane and see my family.  Beau is faring so much better than I am.  He has slept the entire way.  This dog could sleep for Australia I think.  He's about to get a bit of a snack because he really hasn't eaten now for over 48 hours.  His favourite is chicken so I forwent a chicken sandwich and he's going to have that as his little snack before we land.  When we land in Sydney we get off the plane and we are met by an Australian quarantine vet who will assess Beau, make sure that he's fared the flight okay and will look at all our reams of paperwork and hopefully will release Beau into what they call domestic quarantine.  Domestic quarantine means that for 30 days Beau has to remain on a lead in public.  So it just means that he's really not supposed to interact with other dogs, which won't be a problem.

And finally we've made it home to my parents' house where Beau and I will be staying for the next six weeks.  He is in perfect condition, he is cheeky, he's very responsive.  So we're home and safe.  The paperwork to get Beau in and out of countries is really the biggest issue for us.  I'm very lucky that my dog is happy to travel in the cabin.  So from Australia it's goodbye for now.

Djazmi
Lee Kumutat and guide dog Beau safely back home in Australia.

Well that's it for this week. If you want more information on self defence classes or anything else in the programme our action line number is 0800 044 044 or you can e-mail us via the In Touch website where you'll also find a podcast of the programme from tomorrow.

For now though, from myself Mani Djazmi, producer Kathleen Griffin and the team, goodbye.


