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White
Good Evening. Tonight: audio description comes to the iPlayer at last; we'll be reporting on what you'll get, and what people think of it so far.  We'll also be hearing your responses to recent items on downloading audio books, and what you can expect from a guerrilla gardener.

Clip
There was a lot of graffiti and that which we got removed but also round the trees where the weeds were people tended to use that as a dustbin.  But now people don't do that.  They seem to have a lot of respect for it and they know it's being cared for.  So the street is a lot happier in itself.

White
More from our guerrilla later.  But first, it was originally expected in April but let's not be churlish, audio description is now available on the BBC's service on demand, iPlayer.  Audio description is, for those who've still not come across it, the spoken description of the action on TV programmes not revealed by the dialogue. Amongst the programmes now available are Dr. Who, Being Human, Tracy Beaker and EastEnders.  Here's a flavour:

Clip
EastEnders music
BBC EastEnders written by Matthew Evans.  Starring Kara Tointon as Dawn; Ricky Groves as Garry; Steve McFadden as Phil and Cliff Parisi as Minty.

The curtains are drawn at the living room window as Garry lies awake on the sofa.  He turns on to his side brooding.  As he turns again the track of a tear glistens on his cheek in the half light.

Reggae music
Images of Levi with his flowing dreadlocks grinning as he tastes different dishes. 

I'm Levi Roots and I have a passion for food.  Ever since I was a little boy growing up in Jamaica I've always loved to cook.  Now I want to take you on a mouth watering journey through my favourite flavours.

A selection of mouth watering Caribbean dishes.  Foil wrapped food cooking on an oil drum barbecue.  BBC Caribbean food made easy with Levi Roots.

White
Well that's just a flavour.  I must say I love getting the credits, that's one of the big bonuses from it.  People have already been using the service and they've given their response.  This is what Carole Forester from Worksop, who found out about the new iPlayer on the Accessible Friends website, thinks about it. 

Forester
Well I'd been away on holiday with the family in a caravan.  They'd been watching EastEnders, which I hadn't watched for a while, and I came - I watched it with them but then I found it really hard without the audio description.  So then I came back home and I'd got an e-mail from the Accessible Friends network saying that the iPlayer had got audio description and I thought oh this is interesting, maybe I'll catch EastEnders.  So I went on it and worked out how to use it straightaway, found the pause and the play - well pause play is the same button - also discovered there was a restart if I wanted to restart the episode and there was no problems at all.  

I've picked up things that sighted people didn't.  If certain people are giving certain people looks or certain things that happen really quickly sometimes when you know - when you hear something happening like say someone's moving around the room but you don't know what they're doing, I mean you get all that.  You get the looks that people give to each other, which is really, really good.  I've tried other ones but I'd had a lot of problems trying to work them so I'd just given up.  People that are not used to computers unless someone shows them how to do it they probably would be quite kind of wary.  We're so used to having things that we try that aren't accessible maybe and also as soon as you mention something like the iPlayer it sounds a bit scary because you just assume that it's not accessible.

White
So a satisfied Carole Forester. Well joining me in the studio is the BBC's Jonathan Hassell, who's Head of Audience Experience and Usability. 

Jonathan, first of all, tell us a bit more about the service, particularly how do you access it? 

Hassell
So how you access it is very simple.  If people have the computer and the software, so screen reader, screen magnification - whatever they need - to be able to use iPlayer already they have everything that they need there.  All they really need to do is to go to the audio described category on iPlayer and they'll find a list of the last seven days worth of audio described programmes that they can play and enjoy.

White
So it might, to some extent, be simpler than actually trying to get it on television because that's really quite complicated at the moment isn't it?

Hassell
Oh it's a complicated process in doing things.  We had some focus groups with blind and partially sighted people a while ago and a lot of them were saying that they didn't quite understand what box they needed to buy or how to find out what programmes had audio description or for that matter how to navigate around the box to be able to find the programmes with audio description for them.  Once they've got the screen reader and a computer the list of audio described programmes on iPlayer is there, all you have to do is to go to the category, audio described, and then all of the audio described programmes from the last seven days are there in a list.


White
Some people may skip the whole television process and go straight to iPlayer, do you think?

Hassell
If that's what they would like to do that's great.  As I say if this is bringing audio description to a wider audience than have been able to appreciate it until now that's a really great thing.

White
Now how are the programmes to put on iPlayer being selected because you're not showing everything at the moment are you that's on TV?

Hassell
That's correct we're not showing everything at the moment.  It's a pragmatic process, it's rather similar to what we were doing with subtitles last year.  Programmes are created in a number of different ways at the BBC and when we're doing things on iPlayer we have to work out how to get each of those programmes made available.  At the moment we have about 25 hours worth of programming available each week and we're looking to extend that.  There are programmes that go out at the moment with audio description and also signing that aren't currently on the service, we're expecting those in the next few months.  So we're trying to get as many programmes on iPlayer with audio description as there are on TV, as much as we can.

White
So you are trying to do - you are trying to do them all?

Hassell
Yeah, that's what we would look to do.  It's going to take us a while to do all of that because of some of the ways those programmes are created, some of the technology behind them.

White
Why the delay?  We were expecting it in April, I said I wouldn't be churlish but I was lying.

Hassell
No that's fine, that's absolutely fine.  So why the delay?  Well probably number one thing to say is that we believe we are the first broadcaster in the world to include audio description in our video on demand service.  Because of that we couldn't go anywhere else to ask anybody - any other broadcasters, any other technology suppliers - how to do this, we really needed to do all of the research and development ourselves.  So we looked at a number of different ways of doing it and some of those were more complicated than others.  Some of them were knocked out early on, even though initially they looked like good ideas, simply because of some of the demands and some of the things that iPlayer does going forwards.  iPlayer isn't a platform that is stable, it's getting better and better all the time to give a much better experience to everybody all the time.  So we needed something that was going to work both now and in the future of iPlayer as well.  And we're delighted to have got to this point where audio description really, really does work on the service.

White
Can I just ask you a question about the general use of audio description?  I mean some people still feel that although the BBC is very proud of its 10% audio description, which exceeds the 6% that it's required to produce by law at the moment, 10% is still very little, it doesn't compare favourably with signing and subtitling for example.

Hassell
Sure, I mean to a certain extent it would be for those of my colleagues in the TV side of the BBC to comment more on that.  What we've been trying to do is to make sure that as much of that 10% actually gets on to iPlayer as we can.  I know there's a lot of people who are very interested in the BBC making more programmes with audio description.  It really comes down to issues of technology, to issues of cost, it's a complex area and I think somewhere that other people might be able to give you a much better answer.

White
If people have issues with the iPlayer and accessing audio description how can they get information, we'd like to hear from them but can they contact you?

Hassell
Yeah certainly I'm happy for people to contact me.  As I say I will pass it on to the relevant people at the BBC to make sure their views are taken into account and they get answers.

White
Jonathan Hassell,  thank you very much indeed.  And we'll have details of how to contact Jonathan, both on the website and on our action line.

And still on audio developments, we've also had a good deal of reaction to the recent programme on the issue of downloading audio books, we've heard, for instance, from Neil Bickerton from Glasgow. 

Reading - Bickerton
With regard to the audio books feature I thought you might like to be pointed in the direction of librivox.org.  It's a site of free, out of copyright, books read by volunteers. Some volunteers read better than others but once you find the people whose readings you like, it's a very good resource.

White
And Steve Lilleyman also emailed us to say:

Reading - Lilleyman
Your interviewee from audible.co.uk said that they listened to feedback from their customers.  Well I signed up to audible after seeing a special offer in a national newspaper for a free introductory download. I was disappointed to find after signing up that their website does not support the Linux operating system. I see this as a major oversight since an audio book format should be independent of the PC operating system. I told audible this but they did not indicate any plans to make their site compatible with Linux so I shall not be a user.

White
And Carole Thomson drew another compatibility issue to our attention. 


Thomson
Well the RNIB have a new Plextalk machine and I was aware of this through their website and decided that I would buy my mum one as a present so that I could download audible books for her, which I was already doing on to CDs but it's quite a laborious process.  So I bought her the machine and I successfully downloaded audible on to a memory card and so on but I was unable to play it on the Plextalk.  Their technical department that I spoke to said they were aware of the problem.  I just found it quite remarkable that they had sold me the product without making it clear that it didn't support that format and that their website still appears not to do so.  Audible has a fantastic range of books and you know my mother's had a huge benefit from listening to books both through audible and the RNIB and it's made a huge difference to her quality of life.  I think RNIB should have got their act together before they committed to buying the Plextalk machine and put pressure on the company at that stage when they had some leverage with them.

White
Well what's become clear is that this is obviously an issue that needs a proper airing as there seems to be quite a bit of buck passing going on. We are intending to devote a whole programme to the issue in the near future.

Now: what would you get if you crossed Che Guevara with Alan Titchmarsh?  Well, no, not a bearded novelist, but an award-winning, guerrilla gardener.  Sean Canavan has won an Exceptional Contribution to the Environment Award for his gardening skills and his contribution to the community  from the London Borough of Camden. Dave Kent has been to see Sean, and asked him exactly what a guerrilla gardener is. 

Canavan
A guerrilla gardener is somebody who takes over open spaces and plants flowers and shrubs around the area.  There's a lot of pieces of land in London that can be used and I've made use of mine on my street by developing all around the trees.  We have very large trees on this street and there's space - a few of the paving stones have been taken up.  And that had just grown over with weeds when I first arrived here.  And I dug it - out all the weeds, put in some compost and planted them up all around the trees.  So now I've got 16 trees on my streets.

Kent
What is the modus operandi for a blind guerrilla gardener then?

Canavan
Well I did a lot of my gardening at night and I still do, for the simple reason there's no people on the streets so I'm not going to be tripping over people, so I can get a lot done when there's nobody about and it doesn't affect me, makes no difference whether it's day or night.

Kent
Do people wonder what the hell you're doing?

Canavan
They did at the start I think.  I think they thought I was a little bit strange but they now appreciate what I do.

These now are my hollyhocks.  These are about six, seven foot high and they all need trimming back now because there's other plants underneath start to come through, like the forget-me-nots, the feverfew, the dahlias - all that sort of stuff - they all come through.

Kent
Sean, what are we doing here at the moment?

Canavan
Well what we're doing here is we're just cleaning up this cordyline tree.  Underneath here, if you put your hand through the trellis there and hold on to that and if you give it a good tug with your hand like that you'll feel it come up and these are all dead leaves, it'll do the tree a lot of good and help the new ones at the top.  But there's loads of it there, that's been there since the winter.

Kent
This hasn't always been your chosen job or hobby even?

Canavan
No this was something that developed after I went blind.  I was a carpenter beforehand, I got meningitis which wasn't treated in time, my brain swelled up so much so it severed the optic nerves.  My coordination was also damaged, so they didn't think I would get that back and when I did start getting my coordination back I worked on a garden at the back of my house and it helped with my bending, stretching, lifting.

I have to get down here and I actually feel my way around the plants.

Kent
Aren't you worried about what you might discover round the bottom of that tree?

Canavan
Yeah I've got latex gloves.

Kent
I was going to say you'd be a braver man I Gunga Din.

Canavan
Yes, even I'm not that brave.

And get it all dug out.

Kent
So when you're planting bulbs and seeds do you think of colour while you're planting it, does colour mean a lot to you as a blind guy?

Canavan
It does in a sense but I mean it's a matter of take your pick with me, I'm not sure what the colour's going to be when it comes up or what it's going to look like.  But they usually do work out quite well, I mean I have a fair idea, I mean I know my yellows and my blues.

Kent
So you'd be alright for bluebells and daffodils then?

Canavan
Oh I'll be sound for bluebells and daffodils.

Kent
So you reached a few milestones along your rehab journey?

Canavan
Yes I mean I think the biggest milestone for me was the day that I actually made myself a cup of tea.  It wasn't just a cup of tea, I was just so pleased to do that, but I thought if I can do this I can do anything.  I jumped for joy the day I did that because I'd been practising it for a year and getting it wrong.

Kent
What does it mean to you to do this?

Canavan
It's a hobby, it keeps me fit and there's a lot of watering to be done because planters round trees, the trees will claim most of the water, so I spend most of my summer humping water around - I've got two 40 litre bottles - so I bring two of them, one in each hand, and they keep me very fit.

Kent
What kind of feedback do you get from your neighbours - are they up for it?

Canavan
Oh they're very positive and very supportive and they sometimes like leave bags of compost or even some small plants to be put in.  But they appreciate the street and when it's a bit dull and dreary they come outside and see all the nice flowers it tends to cheer them up.

Wilson
My name's Frances Wilson and I live opposite Sean.  For me I used to look over on to a white house and now I look over on to Kew Gardens.  What I love really are the hollyhocks, I mean the hollyhocks down this street are absolutely amazing, some of them must be 10 feet high.  And he's out tending them all the time.  He's made us proud to live here.  I think we all feel that we know each other through our kind of appreciation of Sean.  And he's a genius.

Canavan
Now I'm beginning to see the best results.  I'm considered the keeper of the road I think by all my neighbours.

Kent
Before you started doing this in your street what was the street like?

Canavan
It was very run down in a sense, it was uncared for, it just needed a lot of TLC.  There was a lot of graffiti and that which we got removed but also round the trees, where the weeds were, people tended to use that as a dustbin but now people don't do that, they seem to have a lot of respect for it and they know it's being cared for.  So the street is a lot happier in itself.  They've all got involved and they appreciate just how nice and I think it's made the neighbours more friendly.

Kent
So what's the way forward then for a subversive horticulturalist such as your good self?

Canavan
Well I don't know, I think my next little experiment will be vegetables, I'm going to have to get a few big planters and plant some vegetables, maybe even some round the trees.

White
Sean Canavan tending his street with loving care and Dave Kent in tow.

That's it for today.  We do want to hear your responses to anything you've heard on the programme, you can call our action line on 0800 044 044 or you can email our website: that's bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  And there'll be a podcast as from tomorrow. From me Peter White, my producer for today Kathleen Griffin, and the rest of the team, goodbye.


