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White
Good evening.  On tonight's programme:  guide dog owners answer back and on the other side of the world blind people take centre stage.

Clip
Dancing the waltz - ladies and gentlemen - please welcome Gerrard Gosens and his partner Jessica Raffa to the floor.

White
Well Lee Kumutat, our own roving Aussie, although she doesn't like that description, is back in England with the story.  Just in a headline, Lee, what was all that about?

Kumutat
That was the first blind dancer on the Strictly Come Dancing format and it happened in Australia.

White
We await that with great interest. 

But first:  A couple of weeks ago on the programme we heard from Bridget Warr, as she prepares to step down after six years as chief executive of the Guide Dogs for the Blind Association.  She covered a good deal of ground but quite a lot of you had points to make after the programme and in particular we heard from Richard Pryor, who seemed to pull together some of your main concerns.

Richard has had four guide dogs, which have worked with him over the 30 year period that he's been a senior social worker in Cornwall, working with visually impaired people and this, incidentally, is his penultimate working day.  Unfortunately Bridget Warr couldn't be with us today but instead we've been joined by the Guide Dog Association's director of operations Stephen Kirk, to whom Richard put his first point about the structure of the association.

Pryor
Just going back a little bit, some years ago now, the association closed down all the centres and at the time I thought that was a bit of a mistake but I could see where they were coming from.  But at that point there was a promise made, a very firm promise, that Burghfield's would be closing down as well.

White
That's the headquarters in the Reading area.

Pryor
Yes.  Now that is a massive building, it's a lovely house, I mean I have to say it's absolutely wonderful.  It's a massive great manor house in several acres of grounds with a security fence round it and - well I don't know - it looks like a guard post at the entrance but it's a big palatial property.  And it all seems a bit of a shame that you know I go up to lecture to the local team and there's perhaps a couple of officers there and I think that rather gives the wrong impression to people, certainly it's something that rankles with a lot of guide dog owners.  We're feeling that the senior management is free floating.  People come along and they put coins into a box for guide dogs and we have to remember that when people put money into a box like that they're providing money to provide a guide dog for a blind person.

White
Stephen Kirk, what do you say to that, particularly if there was an undertaking that the headquarters at Burghfield would eventually be closed down?

Kirk
Yeah I've sort of a good deal of sympathy in understanding Richard's and indeed other guide dog owners' views about Hillfields.  Hillfields is a legacy property, if you like.  It's a building we've owner for some considerable period of time and it's appropriateness as a head office isn't perhaps all that it could be - it's not as functional, it's not as accessible as it might be.  And I think the previous undertakings are, to move out from it, are still there.  The issue is dealing with the practicalities of doing that.  It's a difficult property, it's got very heavy restrictions on its use, so it doesn't really, at the moment, reflect an asset to the organisation but a liability.  So whenever we've looked at moving out - and we very seriously looked at moving out into more functional offices in the Reading area - it's always been a pretty major expense to do so.

White
But I mean the property market is in a slightly dicey position but wouldn't it, in the end, be profitable for you to get rid of it anyway?

Kirk
No is a blunt answer.  I think for all the right reasons - for appearance reasons and the like it would make a great deal of sense to move.  But I think we are in a situation where the property and its restrictions are actually anchoring us for the moment and we are doing work in the background to try and ensure that the planning permissions, the permissions for usage of that building, could be changed because they are very, very restrictive at the moment which limits its value and the actual physical move to somewhere else I don't think is appropriate and my colleagues don't think it's appropriate to use those hard earned funds - and it would run into several millions - simply to change from one office to another office a couple of miles down the motorway.

White
But what about that point - that matched against that is this feeling that there isn't enough help on the ground, that there's a lot of administration in that headquarters and not enough people down in places like Exeter, which Richard mentioned, actually giving the grass roots help to people?

Kirk
As you might expect I would disagree with Richard in that respect.  I mean one of the things that we're particularly proud of is the degree of investment in front line services.  Certainly in my time in guide dogs - and that's over 10 years now - we've never had as many guide dog mobility instructors, guide dog trainers.  We are struggling a little bit on rehabilitation workers but that's more to do with the national scarcity of those.  But we've more and more people now actually out on the ground, providing services, training dogs and training people with dogs than we've had, certainly, for the last 15 years.

White
On this question of people actually getting the help they need - you made a specific point about the law, would you like to make that point to Stephen?

Pryor
Some time ago we used - what we used to do is if we had any problems at all with accessing say restaurants, hotels, taxis, anything like that, we would go back to the guide dogs centre and they would ring up whoever was causing the problems and resolve it, which took it away from us and I'm a bit concerned - I don't personally believe that the DDA is working very well at all but what's happening at the moment is that guide dog owners are being put in a situation where they've got to argue the case.  So in the past I've been refused admission to a restaurant so rather than argue the point I walk away, pick up the phone, ring guide dogs up and they will sort it out for me and that takes me out of the equation, which is as it should be rather than me getting into a position where I've got to argue.

White
Stephen Kirk, is that not happening now?

Kirk
Well I believe it is, yes.  We've got a dedicated access line for guide dog owners and indeed any other blind or partially sighted person to be able to ring if they have a problem in relation to access.  It is centralised, it's centralised because there we have people who are really well aware of the full impact of DDA.  What those people do is collate that information, they don't sit on it, and they look for what is the most appropriate way of trying to resolve the situation and probably - nine times out of 10 - the best thing is that we contact a local district team manager or worker who will make contact with the offending restaurant or taxi company or whatever and will try and resolve it amicably at that stage.  If that's not working then we bring the full might of Guide Dogs upon those individuals to say - try and point them in the right direction.  And failing that we've also successfully, two or three times now, supported individuals through legal proceedings under DDA and have won.

White
But it does seem to go on happening doesn't it, in spite of it being made clear that this is now illegal, we get a fairly steady stream of people being ignored by taxis because they've got guide dogs, thrown out of restaurants because they've got guide dogs - the battle doesn't seem to be being won there.

Kirk
I disagree with you, I think there are always opportunities for people to ignore and disobey or otherwise the law.  What Guide Dogs is trying to do, and I think has been doing very successfully, is keep on banging away that message.  It's not a battle, a war, that is going to be won, every day is a battle and our objective is to support people through that.  And I think we are winning.  

White
Finally, I mean you've made points that are relevant to all guide dog owners there, Richard, but you have - I think there's one query that relates very much to your own situation at the moment.

Pryor
Yes that's right.  After 30 years of working in the field of visual impairment I'm actually coming up to retirement, as Peter said earlier on, and I would like to move to France, bearing in mind we are in Europe, people are travelling a lot more, particularly guide dog owners and so forth, and I now understand that if I move to France then I will come under the French Guide Dog Association and they will not be paying the vet or feed bills and it occurs to me that I'm lucky, I've been working, I've got a job, I've got a pension, but if at some stage you've got somebody - a guide dog owner - who doesn't have a fund wanted to move to France they're going to be faced with that awful choice of do I not do what to - move to France - or do I leave my guide dog here because I can't afford to take him with me.

White
Stephen Kirk, what's the situation about that?

Kirk
The Guide Dog Association's articles allow us to provide services for people who are resident in the UK and that's a very straightforward statement.  If you're not resident in the UK then under our articles we're unable to support an individual.  But what we are and what we're a very key part of is an international guide dog federation and we have reciprocal arrangements with all the schools across Europe and in North America and Australasia, whereby if any of our clients or any of their clients come into each other's areas of jurisdiction then we supply the services that are pertinent in that country at that time.  And it's a very sensible arrangement and it allows people a lot of opportunities to be able to travel - holiday etc. etc. - and also to be domiciled elsewhere.

White
But presumably things like food costs, that - and vets' bills - if the country of residence, that Richard takes up, if they don't do that what you are saying is you can't?

Kirk
That's right.

Pryor
So I've got an eight year old dog and it's going to be several thousand pounds I guess, by the time I've paid vet bills and feed bills, and that's a lot of money and you know I'm not sure I can afford that.

White
But some people may say that's your choice, you've made the choice knowing what the situation is.

Pryor
I made the choice when I had the guide dog with the understanding that the support would be there and now that's being removed.

White
But the agreement was there as long as you lived in the UK wasn't it?

Pryor
Not as far as I was aware.  I mean even - saying that's the case but certainly that certainly wasn't explained to us at the time and I'm not sure I've seen it in agreements either but that might well be the case.  But it's not going to look good if people have to leave their guide dogs behind if they want to go and live in Europe.

White
Well it will be interesting to know what other people think about that.  Whatever you decide Richard enjoy your retirement.  And Stephen Kirk, Richard Pryor thank you both very much indeed.

Now something which has been a big issue for many years now is the representation or the lack of it of blind and partially sighted people on our television screens.  And we're not just talking about news and opinion programmes but also entertainment, quiz and game shows, reality TV, that kind of thing.  We did of course have Mikey in Big Brother a little while ago but Lee Kumutat, in Australia, where you've been back to see your family, there's been something of a coup in that direction hasn't there.

Kumutat
There has.  The ninth season of Dancing with the Stars has just finished in Aus.

White
Which of course we know as Strictly Come Dancing and has been the kind of surprise hit on TV of the 21st Century so far.

Kumutat
It seems to have been and we had a surprise in Australia as well, it was a world first of the first blind man to ever appear on the show.  He's a blind paralympian by the name of Gerrard Gosens, with his sighted partner, and they first took to the dance floor in a waltz which was predictably met with a standing ovation.  However, seven weeks later Gerrard was still going strong.  

When I was at home I met up with Gerrard and his partner, Jessica Raffa, in a Brisbane dance studio.

Actuality of dance lesson

Gosen
I was contacted by both Channel 7 and also the production company to see if I was keen to look at the opportunity of actually going into Dancing with the Stars or Strictly Come Dancing.  And I met up with Jessica, who was my dance partner in the series, and we had a little trial together, it really sort of hit off well and then I was invited to do Dancing with the Stars as a world's first in being totally blind to dance a number of dances and so far it's gone really well.

Kumutat
Did you have any dance experience before you started dancing with Jessica?

Gosen
I've never danced before in my life.  I think perhaps a lot of people who are probably more so totally blind than having low vision would have very limited sort of dancing experience.

Actuality of Dancing with the Stars
Dancing the waltz - ladies and gentlemen - please welcome Gerrard Gosens and his partner Jessica Raffa to the floor.

Raffa
When we first met each other we had this instant connection and I think that's why we have progressed so far in the competition because it's all about connecting and it's all about touch.  And the way I had to teach, I had to change my total way of teaching because it's always done through touch and verbally and usually it's done by showing someone.  So from the tip of the toe to the tip of the fingers I actually have to place Gerrard or he has to feel it on my body.  So it's a total different way of teaching.

Kumutat
As with many reality TV shows though the contestants were given an unexpected challenge early on in the series.  That of dancing solo.  So Gerrard had to dance solo without his partner even present on the floor.  But that wasn't the biggest challenge for Gerrard and Jessica.

Gosens
I've never seen some of the facials that they're sort of looking to incorporate into a particular theme of a dance, as in the salsa or the samba where perhaps somebody I suppose looking for a sexy look, well I've never really seen what a sexy look looks like or if they've said something - oh imagine a person's rolling their hips across at you from the other side of the room - well I've never seen it actually happen.

Actuality dance lesson

Raffa
The biggest challenge is knowing what Gerrard has actually experienced in his life.  So there was one stage in the rumba where I said to him - I want you to reach for me, pretend you're reaching for me - and he sort of just became really quiet and I'm like what's wrong with you and he said - Jessica, I've never reached for anything, I feel my way around, as a blind person.  I'm like well I didn't know that, you know what I mean, it's just understanding what he's experienced and I have no idea that it's so different to what I've experienced.

Gosens
In all honestly it does take a lot of work and trying to take on board some of the character roles and there's going to be some looks I realistically can't master because I think you have to see them in the mirror and that's why we're sitting in the dance studio right now - on one long side of the room there are mirrors everywhere  and that's how dancers train.  They're not only to look at their feet, their body structure but also look at their facials.  And that's where they have that feedback on a continuous basis.  And the steps, once you can get them right, fantastic - but it's more than that - dancing is more than just a package, it's about entertainment, it's about the technique, and it's about the connection.

White
Now I gather Lee that the couple spend an awful lot of time together rehearsing - how does that go down with Gerrard's family?

Kumutat
Yes, Gerrard is a husband and father of two and his wife, Heather, initially found it quite difficult actually, that they were needing to use such intimate and personal methods of teaching.

Heather
I have to admit that I had a great deal of difficulty with it, probably within the - in the first two weeks because when you're blind you do need more hands on for dancing, someone has to mould you in the correct position, she's beautiful to look at.  Having said that though Jessica, when I met her, she came across as being a professional dancer and that's their life, that's what they do.  And as far as Gerrard goes it's brought us closer together because it didn't take long for me to realise that he made me feel even more special.  So he would, in a break, phone me and say oh hi Heather how are you going, I love you, wish you could be doing this with me.  Basically what he was doing, he was naturally making me feel like I was the most loved woman in his life.

Kumutat
Some people felt that Gerrard remaining in the competition was forcing other better dancers out before their time and that he was receiving the sympathy vote and I put that point to Gerrard.

Gosens
My response to that particular question is that I'm still in the competition because I think the Australian public know that I'm giving it a go, they believe I'm an entertaining dancer and this is a show, this is a reality show where it isn't always the person who achieves the most or [indistinct word] actually wins.  Am I receiving votes for inspiration?  Sure, perhaps maybe.  Is another contestant receiving votes because he's a hot young man and do other young women like him?  Sure.  Are there I suppose celebrities in Dancing with the Stars who are attracting the mother at home sort of vote?  Maybe.  I believe my strengths in Dancing with the Stars are perhaps the lifts, in showing the strength and power I actually do have.  I don't think in any regards am I receiving the sympathy vote, I'm actually perhaps receiving the inspirational vote and their appreciation for me giving it a go.

Kumutat
Are you sick of the word inspirational?

Gosens
Oh no because I'm not sick of the word inspirational because if I can provide some positive reinforcement to young kids and adults around Australia - fantastic.  Am I being inspired?  Certainly I'm being inspired by the Australia support, by every person who votes for me that provides me with the energy, the food - both psychologically and physically - to enter this studio every singe day of my life for the last two odd months and put the passion, desire and certainly the blood, sweat and tears into what I'm doing.

White
Good last question Lee.  Do you dance?

Kumutat
I would like to dance or dance.

White
Or dance yeah.  I just wondered because Gerrard was talking about the fact that not many blind people did.  We, of course, going to a special school the young ladies of the town were waltzed up to dance with us.  I don't know what they did wrong to do it.  And I used to go, much more in a search for love than in a search for dancing and I found absolutely neither I must say.

Kumutat
Oh I'm sorry to hear that.

White
What a sad story.  

That's it for today.  Do get in contact, whether it's a comment on today or something else that you think we should be covering.  You can contact our action line on 0800 044 044 or you can e-mail our website bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.

That's it, from me Peter White, my producer Cheryl Gabriel, Lee Kumutat and the team.  Goodbye.


