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White
Good evening.  Tonight: why one traveller's peace and quiet is another's starvation of vital information and I'll be talking to two of the golden girls of Goalball later on. And you'll find out what Goalball is.

But first, silence may be golden but not, according to many of you who've contacted us, for blind travellers waiting in vain to hear their train platform announced. A few weeks ago blind and partially-sighted travellers at Birmingham's New Street Station began to notice that the familiar announcements, which told them where to go for their trains, had disappeared from the concourse; and this, it turns out, is a deliberate policy, it's a trial. 

In an attempt to create a more peaceful ambience, New Street had decided to trial a system which reduced announcements, and were now only broadcasting train arrivals on the platform on which the train was actually coming in. Listeners contacted us to tell us that their ability to travel independently was being seriously compromised. So we sent Mani Djazmi along to New Street Station, to find out just what was and wasn't going on. 

Djazmi
Well I've been here for around 20 minutes and in that time I've heard four announcements, all of them manual, rather than automated, and all of them alerting us to platform alterations, rather than scheduled departures.  I've been joined by Chris Malloy, who's partially sighted piano tuner and he's on his way to a job.  How often do you travel through this station Chris?

Malloy
I use this station approximately three to four times a week.

Djazmi
So how has the policy of disbanding with audible announcements on the main concourse affected your travelling?

Malloy
I've found it quite a pain really, I now have to rely on asking members of staff as to the relevant platform for my train, where previously I'd been able to rely on listening to the audible announcements and find my own way to the relevant platform.  Last week I was here at the station one afternoon and I had to ask a member of staff as to the relevant platform for my train departure and in the process of actually finding someone to do that I actually missed a connection, meaning that I then had to wait a further 20 minutes for the next train.

Djazmi
How easily can you make out what's on the monitors?

Malloy
Sometimes I can read the monitors and other times I can't.  For instance if I've just come in out of the bright sunlight it takes a good 10 minutes or so for my eyes to adjust to the conditions.

Djazmi
So for you the audible announcements were just as useful as for a totally blind person?

Malloy
Definitely, they were yes.

Announcement
Platform 4C for the 1336 London Midlands service to Liverpool Lyme Street.  Calling at ....

Djazmi
What do you think about the policy to continue audible announcements on the platforms?

Malloy
I think that's again very useful but I really felt that it ought to be complemented by the automated announcements [indistinct word] at concourse level at well.  I mean sighted people will have all the monitors to rely on, so they can see straightaway where they are going, so I feel that it puts us, as visually impaired people, at a great disadvantage.

Djazmi
But most of us who go to an unfamiliar train station or an airport will almost inevitably end up using staff help and we would book that in advance, so why shouldn't that be a useful policy here as well?

Malloy
I think it basically takes away our independence.  In the past I've not needed to ask for assistance here because I feel that the help ought to be given to people who are less fortunate than me, say people who are totally blind or in wheelchairs.

Djazmi
And I suppose it's not particularly always the case that you're going to know where you're going to travel two days in advance, are you, because blind people and partially sighted people, just like anyone else, make spontaneous trips.

Malloy
I certainly do that all the time and the nature of my job as a piano tuner is that you never know exactly how long a piano is going to take you, so I can never say, for instance, at exactly what time I'm going to arrive here at Birmingham New Street Station to catch my train.

Djazmi
So that's the visually impaired perspective.  I've come outside New Street Station to talk to some sighted travellers and find out what they think of the decision to stop audible announcements on the main concourse.

Passenger
Well it's bad really, isn't it, because some people can't read, so you do need announcements.  So I will miss that yeah.  What I do is actually read, I'm lucky enough to be able to.

Djazmi
You don't find audible announcements annoying?

Passenger
No.  I suppose in terms of actually getting the information I do prefer reading it but hearing the actual announcement I think is just synonymous with the station experience, I just think it's part of the character of train stations.

Passenger
I'd rather read the monitors in peace, to be honest, because you can just concentrate on itself, especially like when you're sitting on your own or like listening to your music, it's easy to look at the boards whilst you've got your MP3 in your hand or something like that really. 

Passenger
I just find it quite annoying when there's loads of voices going on and loads of different announcements, it's quite hard to concentrate.

Passenger
I think any information that you can get by any means possible is a good idea, whether it's really it on a monitor, or actually hearing it.  

Passenger
Well I would look anyway on the monitor but obviously by the time you've flicked from one monitor to the next, because they're all lined up together, to find your station somebody could have actually announced it anyway, so you could be on your way.  I think both of them are more practical than just having one, it's absolute nonsense.

Djazmi
So you don't find the announcements to be annoying at all?

Passenger
No, no [laughing] it's part of a train station, it's just what you expect, it's not irritating in the slightest, no.

White
Mani Djazmi mingling with the public.  We're also going to hear from Mel Spooner, another visually impaired traveller who uses New Street quite a lot. And she was also concerned about the wider implications of this decision, and what it said about the way that we as visually impaired people were being expected to travel. 

Spooner
I feel very strongly that the assumption now is that it's okay to offer blind people assistance, sighted assistance, and we should be reliant on sighted people.  The emphasis is no longer on encouraging independence amongst blind and partially sighted people.  The other thing I feel very strongly about is if you were to have a station with a wheelchair ramp, which is used independently every day by plenty of people, then you take that ramp away and you're told that it's in the way and it's aesthetically not very pleasing, so we'll put the steps back, there would obviously be outrage at that, it wouldn't happen and it would be unacceptable and quite rightly so.  And why is it acceptable to take away the independence of blind and partially sighted people in this way?

White
What about the argument that they want to use this, it's a rather noisy and constantly noisy environment, they want people to be able to make phone calls on their mobile phones, possibly have meetings in that area, what are a couple of the things that they've said?

Spooner
Well if they want to encourage that then maybe have quiet zones but why use the whole concourse for meetings and surely the primary function of a station is to catch a train.  That's all I have to say really.  That's the primary function of the station and people should expect to hear announcements.

White
Mel Spooner. Well naturally we sought reaction from Network Rail, which has responsibility for running the majority of stations. We wanted an interview so that we could put your points directly to a Network Rail spokesperson, but we were told that no one was available to give such an interview. However, they have offered us this detailed statement.  

Statement from Network Rail
Every day more than 5,000 announcements are made at Birmingham New Street Station, this equates to at least one every 20 seconds. This is so many that we have found that passengers are either switching off to this constant sound, or missing out on vital information. To provide a better service to the 41 million passengers travelling through New Street every year, Network Rail is conducting a trial changing the way it makes announcements. This includes zonal platform announcements, which means you only hear the relevant changes to your platform; alternate female and male voices to help target announcements better, and withdrawing automated announcements for trains on the concourse - not dissimilar to many UK airports. We are still making announcements on the concourse for all delays, cancellations and alterations, as well as all those required under legislation.

We are working with the RNIB and have asked them to help us identify further measures we can implement to help blind or visually impaired people. We are keen to explore how technology can help people use the station and board their trains more easily. This is in addition to the services we already offer whereby a member of station staff will help you board your train. We have received some positive feedback from passengers both sighted and visually impaired who say that the ambience around the station is much improved now that the number of announcements has been reduced. 

White
Well when our request for an interview was initially declined towards the end of last week, it was suggested by Network Rail's media relations unit that we might like to talk to the RNIB about  it, since they had been involved in consultation with them. However, when we did get in touch with the RNIB, they told us that they too were very unhappy about the proposed changes.  Well I'm joined by their Head of Legal Rights Service, Simon Robinson. 

Simon, first of all, could you clarify what talks have taken place?

Robinson
Well I've been speaking to some of my colleagues and what I've been told is that although there have been some conversations between Network Rail and the Regional Communications Officer in Birmingham we're not formally in consultation. 

White
And so it isn't right to imply that you're in favour of these changes?

Robinson
No we're not.

White
So how do you interpret this decision?  I mean some of those who've got in touch with us and also the BBC's disability website Ouch!, have suggested that this is an issue of equal treatment, I mean do you agree?

Robinson
I think it's more an issue of unequal treatment.  Pulling these announcements has an major impact upon blind and partially sighted people.  It's the equivalent really of turning off the visual display boards for sighted passengers.

White
But there is a balance of interests here, isn't there, and they have to balance them.  Network Rail say that consultations have taken place and that a lot of people do want a more peaceful environment and they believe that there are too many announcements.  So is that a valid argument for doing this?

Robinson
I agree with the comments of some of the sighted passengers that we've just heard, which is it's a station, you come to expect these things when you're travelling on a station and it really is a question of providing a service to blind and partially sighted passengers and making a reasonable adjustment - that's what the law requires.

White
The question is though is it against the Disability Discrimination Act?  I mean Network Rail will surely argue that they are actually offering viable alternatives to visually impaired travellers, which is what they're obliged to do under the act - they can either pre-book assistance or on the day they can go to the information desk and discover the platform of their train - is that a valid argument?

Robinson
I don't believe it is.  My view as a lawyer and as a specialist in this area is that forcing a disabled passenger to go to customer service to ask for information which was otherwise available in audio announcement really isn't an appropriate reasonable adjustment.  I don't think it complies with the act or the code of practice.

White
Why not, how does it break the act do you think?

Robinson
What the act says is that a service provider, like Network Rail, has to make a reasonable adjustment.  The code of practice, which was issued by the Disability Rights Commission, says that one of the first things you look at is how practical it is to make the adjustment and to what extent that adjustment enables a disabled person to overcome the barrier to access.  Now surely it's a lot easier for somebody to listen to an announcement than it is to try and find a customer services officer in a crowded station and how are you going to do that if you're registered blind?

White
Alright, so why not book ahead?

Robinson
Because life doesn't run according to schedules, as Chris Malloy very succinctly pointed out.  What this is doing is to make blind and partially sighted people dependent but what they want is independence in the same way as any other traveller.

White
So insisting on a right to independent travel - that is a justifiable thing to do, do you think?

Robinson
It's part of RNIB's key strategic work on independent living and inclusive society.  Transport is a key part of our five year programme and we're looking to Network Rail and other partners to work with us on this.

White
And just finally if this experiment is deemed successful it'll be brought in elsewhere won't it and might become the norm, what does the RNIB intend to do now?

Robinson
Well RNIB remains quite willing to have proper involved discussions with Network Rail to bring us in and to bring blind and partially sighted people in to have a real discussion to try and find a solution.  There are potential technological solutions.  But ultimately I wouldn't be surprised if this were taken further.

White
What you mean possibly some kind of legal remedy?

Robinson
I wouldn't rule that out.

White
Simon Robinson, thank you very much indeed.  More views welcome please.  I'll give the contact details at the end of the programme, I suspect we've not heard the last of this.

Now, a year ago on this programme I was in Beijing and although Paralympic GB was storming up the medal table, very few of those golds, silvers and bronzes were being won by visually impaired athletes, a major change from years gone by.

Well while I was at the Games, I talked about this to Tim Reddish, now a performance coach but himself a highly successful swimmer in his day, who speculated on what the problem might be.

Reddish
We're losing them in the system somewhere, whether it's at education and whether we're not identifying them in educational establishments but also once they're in educational establishments are they being given the same opportunities as they used to be given when they were in specific education establishments?  And I think it's a catalogue of all those and I think it's time that sport, education and health all got round the table and said let's have this database.  For example in Spain they know where every single visually impaired and blind person is in the country.  We don't want to be big brother, for want of a better phrase, all we want to be able to do is - all I want to say to somebody out there - myself personally has had a second chance in life because I went blind, I'm a better person because I went blind and through sport - and all I want to be able to do is offer other people the same opportunities I had or even better opportunities.  We don't know where you are, you don't know about us so please let's try and get together and find more people.

White
Well maybe that's beginning to happen and maybe this cloud has not a silver, but a golden lining. Joining me from our Stoke studio are sisters Emily and Jessica Luke, who have just returned triumphant from Munich clutching a gold medal for Goalball in the European Championships. 

And first of all congratulations to you both.  If I can start with you Emily,  first of all just explain Goalball, because it's a sport designed specifically for blind and partially sighted players isn't it.

Emily Luke
Yeah that's right.  It's basically - Goalball's played on a volleyball sized court, which is 18 by nine metres and there's a goal along the nine metres and there's a ball, which is about basketball size with bells in, and three players on each side of the court who wear blacked out shades.  And the object of the game is to bowl the ball along the other side of the court and for the defenders to try and stop the ball with their hearing and to try and score goals.

White
So one of the odd things about the game is even if you've got partial sight you have to wear a shade so everybody is effectively blind.

Emily Luke
Yeah, it's the only sport for the visually impaired that everybody's on a completely equal level because even with other visually impaired sports there's obviously different degrees of vision but in terms of Goalball everyone is on a level playing field.

White
And how did you get involved in the game because you go to a mainstream school don't you?

Emily Luke
Yeah that's right.  Well I got involved through my sister because she set up clubs and that's how I got involved through that and she started to get involved through a RNIB vocational scheme.

White
Right, well she can speak for herself because she's there.  Jessica, how difficult is it in mainstream schools for you to play sport with your fully sighted peers?

Jessica Luke
I actually found it very difficult within the mainstream education system but that's not to say that visually impaired people aren't capable of playing certain sports or - it really depends on what people can see as to see the level of participation with other sighted students.

White
So are quite a lot of the - of your team from special schools?

Jessica Luke
No I'd say a majority now are actually from mainstream education, perhaps in the past that wasn't the case but less and less students are now going through specialist education, so we're having to find people within mainstream but that is proving difficult.

White
So maybe that database, Tim is talking about, is what's needed.  Tell us a bit more about your success in Munich - were you expecting to win?

Jessica Luke
We always hoped that we would go all the way but I think until we actually did it, it was a dream.  

It was just amazing, absolutely amazing.  We worked so hard, the whole team, it was actually a real team effort.  It's one of the reasons that we both love playing Goalball, it's a team sport and it's actually one of the few for visually impaired people.  And for all of us to have finally got what we deserved it was incredible.

White
And what does this mean for the 2012 Paralympics, which of course are going to be in London?

Jessica Luke
Our World Championships come first in Sheffield in June next year and we've qualified for those by being first in the European Championships.  From there we will qualify for London 2012.

White
Are you both hoping to be there?

Emily and Jessica Luke
Yeah definitely, yeah.

White
Okay, well many congratulations.  Emily and Jessica Luke thank you very much indeed for coming and good luck in the years to come.

That's it for today, you can contact our action line on 0800 044 044 and you can e-mail us on our website, that's bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  And they'll be a podcast of the programme as from tomorrow.  

From me, Peter White - Cheryl's back, Cheryl Gabriel of course, and the team, goodbye.

