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White
Good evening.  Tonight:  We hear from the Cumbrians who are fighting for their resource centre and their technology.

Clip
No I don't know.

Until I know how to upload and download then I can't do a podcast even.

To upload something you have to upload via some sort of port.

White
For many visually impaired people in Carlisle this resource centre has taken on a very special significance and perhaps particularly for relatively newly blind people like Ron Hutchinson.

Hutchinson
I've just recently purchased a guide programme, so I'm getting Steve to show me how to navigate round the programme to improve my home life, if you like.

White
The computer skills he's learning here are playing a huge role in giving him back his confidence and self respect and the ability to run and organise his own life.

Hutchinson
I was fully sighted until what four years ago and because I lost my eyesight I lost my job, my home and without this centre it would have been a one hell of a lot of difficulty.  They helped me find new accommodation, they helped me with the benefits centre and everything like that, everything to do with that they've assisted me.  I probably wouldn't have got to be happier without them.

Actuality from centre
That will take you down and that will take you to the end of ...

White
And it's not just the tuition from the staff at the centre that's important to him, it's the ability to compare notes, give and get tips from people in the same boat, people like Margaret Minns.

Minns
Last year I was working full time [indistinct words], then all of a sudden within four days I had this blur in front of my eyes.  I can't see properly, I can see but I can't see properly.  And within two days I had all the help from people here.  It was fantastic, they did everything for me.  I feel sorry for people who don't have this.

White
Where will you go if this place shuts?

Minns
Nowhere, there's nowhere to go.  Can't travel down to Lancaster or wherever it is they're putting it, you know ...

White
Preston I think.

Minns
Preston - oh god that's even further.  I mean I used to drive so you know can't do that now.  If you phone here it's quite easy for anybody to come in and talk about your problems, you know.  You can get here.  But miles away you've not much chance of anything.

White
But the centre, run by the charity Action for Blind People which has recently joined forces with the RNIB, is at risk.  A popular service which is nonetheless under scrutiny to see if it represents the best use of resources.  You don't know what you've got till it's gone - sang Joni Mitchell - and the users of the service have no intention of waiting till it's too late.

Naj Fraser, another person who values what the centre has done for her, got in touch with us to explain why they were worried.

Fraser
It would mean that if I need any support, for instance IT support or access to work support, I would have to travel from my home to Preston - three and a half hours I estimate one way - then on top of that the time I spend in Preston and then three hours back.  

White
So you'd have to give up a day to it basically.

Fraser
Definitely.

White
And there was no shortage of people who wanted to explain to us why the centre was worth fighting for.  Susan, and first Shirley, were keen to tell us what it was about the service which made it special.

Shirley
I'm always on the telephone to them.  I'm one of their, should we say, stalkers!  I phone them up for all sorts of - sometimes just a little difficulty I'm having at home with my PC and they'll talk me through it.

White
... a fair bit.

Shirley
I come into the office, yeah, I'm part of their user participation group, and because my eyesight's deteriorating I like being outside in the garden but I get lost.  Not that my garden's huge but I do get lost in it.  And one of the girls came out and we came up with ideas of how I know which way I'm facing.  So I've got different sounding chimes and a water feature and things, so that I know where I'm at in my garden because you're bending down, pulling weeds out on your hands and knees, you stand up and you've forgotten which way you've turned round.  

White
So really it could be anything to do with your visual impairment?

Shirley
Absolutely, absolutely anything they can help you with.  They'll put you in touch with social services if you need - I'm a guide dog user without a guide dog so I needed training on how to use a white cane, a long cane.

White
You mentioned social services, I mean some people listening might be wondering well how come Action for Blind People are doing all this, isn't this the job of the social services - giving rehab assistance, all that kind of thing?

Shirley
Well until the last few months, until I needed a white cane, I've had no dealings with social services apart from getting registered and get my bus pass.

White
So the practical stuff that's all come from Action for Blind People?

Shirley
Yes, in my case yes, I wouldn't like to speak for anybody else but I haven't got a lot of faith in social services, again because they're tied by staffing issues and financial issues, same as every service.  And I think if Action for Blind was taken out of Cumbria then it would leave us with basically nothing really.

Susan
It meant I could continue working.  And the skills it gave me when I retired I've taken forward into my life, doing so many very ordinary things involved with using a computer mostly but just even to write a shopping list, to be able to write to people, send e-mails, find postcodes - just all the very ordinary things that people take for granted I've been able to do and I wouldn't have been able to do without Action's help.  And it now means I'm living the sort of life - full life - that I would like to do without being totally dependent on other people.

Shirley
They give you the emotional support as well.  It's all very well your family rallying round you but your family are affected by you going blind.  I used to be able to see fully, I know one day the lights will go out, I don't relish - looking forward to that thought and my family, my husband, he can't cope with it either because he's got to come to terms with it.  It's like grieving because you've lost something that you depended on and they give support to you so that you can then support your family and tell your family how you want to move forward with it or how you want to be treated.

White
Susan, had you had to go down to Preston to get this sort of help what do you think would have been the consequence of that?

Susan
I wouldn't have gone, I wouldn't have had the confidence to travel on a train alone, find my way there, I just would be within my four walls and totally unable to do any of the things I can do.  It does give you independence, they've given me my independence back definitely.

White
Shirley, we know that the RNIB and Action for Blind People recently went into association, what's the view around here, I mean what's your view - is this connected as far as you're concerned?

Shirley
Well I think that the view of the majority of people - and when it was first mentioned this was the main point that RNIB would be sort of big brother and take over Action - and some people are saying - I told you so.

White
Is there any evidence that that's true?

Shirley
At this point I don't think so myself.

White
Can I just ask you what you plan to do if this closure proves to be going ahead?

Shirley
We'll keep fighting, I mean we don't want it to go ahead, we've got a petition up in the Cumbrian News, you can sign it online, get anybody you know to sign this petition - we do not want Action for Blind in Carlisle to close.

Susan
The advice is there, the accessibility is there and it might only be five minutes - I might be in Carlisle for something entirely different but need to know something - five minutes in the office I have the solution - I'm not going to travel to Preston for five minutes, I'd be out of the house for about seven hours if I did that.  It's just not feasible.

White
So if the service is so good why is it being reviewed?  I put this question to Mirium Martin, who's Action for Blind People's director of development.

Martin
Our Carlisle Action team, part of Action for Blind People's network of services, is at the moment under consultation with a large part of the organisation in relation to the re-design of services across Action which has come about as a result of our association with RNIB, although not wholly because we would have been looking at our services anyway but the particular issues around Carlisle is that that proposal is that we close our centre here.

White
Why?

Martin
We're faced with having to make a number of very difficult decisions, largely because of the external environment that we're working in.

White
What does that mean, when you say the external environment?

Martin
There are a number of financial factors that are influencing what's affordable for our organisation in the coming months and years ahead.  As well as wanting to make sure that as a result of our association we're not duplicating services across the country and that we're removing the competition that historically RNIB and Action have kind of been competitive and competing for the same sort of pots of money.

White
But we've been talking to a number of users and they don't seem to think there is much competition in Carlisle and the surrounding area, they think Action for Blind People is doing a great job and they'll be very upset if it goes.

Martin
We've hated having to make these proposals for Carlisle and what we've hated most about it is the impact on visually impaired people in the local communities.  As I said the next few months are consultation so there is an opportunity to influence what that final design looks like.

White
Is that real - is there a real opportunity or is this a done deal?

Martin
Absolutely, no it's not a done deal and as somebody who's been involved with Action for Blind People for a number of years when we say consultation we do mean it.  We're inviting not only the team but also service users to help us shape what those services look like in the future.  And I have to say that in Carlisle I know that service users are really concerned about what the impact on them might be and if some of that energy can be focused towards helping us find a solution then that would be fantastic.

White
But if Carlisle closes where would be the nearest equivalent centre?

Martin
The nearest centre would be Preston but as I said over the next few months we're really keen to look at what alternative models of delivery there might be in Cumbria, whether that's working more closely with local societies or in an outreach basis, we're just interested in whatever options might be available to us and we would encourage service users to participate in that.

White
But if people have to go to Preston - I've been specifically asked to ask you - you try going to the four corners of Cumbria, which is a very rural area, and then try getting to Preston and one person added - blindfold - see how you get on, you can see the point that they're making.

Martin
I can see the point, it's why we want to look at what options and alternatives might be available because although our proposal is to close the centre here that doesn't mean that that's necessarily equivalent to the withdrawal of every single service that we have available and we will be looking at other options over the next three months.

White
Are these closures being made in conjunction with the RNIB, and are you discussing them with them?

Martin
As part of our association we have to ensure that our strategy and business plans go through due process and part of that process is agreement from their board, so there is a process there and RNIB are yes fully informed as to what we're trying to achieve.

White
A lot of the things that you're doing here are the kinds of things that social services should be doing, one could argue, and certainly would have been doing in the past, I mean why is that?

Martin
I think the social services have changed over the years and yes I would agree that in many ways our action teams do deliver services in the way that traditionally social services would have been delivered a while ago.  But they're now more commissioners - purchasers - of services rather than direct deliverers.

White
Why don't they purchase it from you?

Martin
That would be fantastic and yes we would be happy to have a conversation with them, it's been something that's been our aim for a long time - to get our services commissioned by local authorities.  Unfortunately visual impairment isn't much of a priority area for them when there's so much pressure on public money but we'd welcome to have a conversation with somebody about that.

White
Mirium Martin.

So, might social services be able to come to the rescue of an organisation which could be said, at the moment, to be doing its job for it?  Well Nick Waterfield is county manager for physical disability and sensory impairment and he joins me from our Carlisle studio.

Nick, can we just explain this relationship and the way things work now?  You know as far as visually impaired people are concerned who is supposed to do what?

Waterfield
Well yes in terms of support services for people with sensory impairment clearly social services do have a role in terms of purchasing services.  I have to say that in terms of the way that Cumbria is going is that we're going more along the lines of a system of self directed support, whereas where we would provide people with a personal budget to purchase services for themselves.

White
But I mean so where with what is happening at Action for Blind People fit in to that because it rather seems as if Action for Blind People are doing quite a lot of the things that social services would have done in the past or indeed now might commission from someone else - are you just letting them get on with it because it seems to be working?

Waterfield
Well I think it is working, I think that from what the people who attend the office in Carlisle have said that they do highly value the service which is provided to them.  Cumbria's a very large county and we have a number of organisations who are providing support for blind people in Cumbria, such as the Cumbrian Societies for the Blind who have offices in different parts of the county.  We would very much see that Action for Blind and all the other organisations are complementing the work that our own staff will be doing in terms of providing rehabilitation programmes and provision of equipment.

White
But it does sound as if at the moment they're running out of money.  I mean we said to them have they talked to you - I gather that since our visit last week actually conversations have begun.

Waterfield
Yes I have actually spoken to Mirium yesterday and what we did agree to do would be to meet with Action for Blind fairly shortly to discuss what help we may be able to provide for them, particularly in the area of maintaining a presence in the county whether that's by providing assistance with office accommodation or putting them in touch with other organisations...

White
Because that would have been ...

Waterfield
... who can maybe share offices.

White
... because that would have been quite an expensive item, if presumably they're paying rent and that kind of thing.

Waterfield
Well I don't know how much they're paying on rent but I understand that it is in quite nice offices in the centre of Carlisle so it must be a fairly high cost.

White
Because I just want to make this clear, I mean what they're doing is far more than just IT skills isn't it, they're offering help with mobility - we heard about the lady who's getting help dealing with her garden.  There's obviously a kind of home visiting system.  In fact what there seems to be is whatever problem you've got in Carlisle they are on hand to help solve it.  Rather than see that service disappear that sounds like the kind of service that everybody should be getting.

Waterfield
Yes it is a very good service and what we would like to do in partnership with organisations, such as Action for Blind, is to improve services in the county even more because it is so important that people receive help at an early stage in relation to their diagnosis.

White
But there is a problem, isn't there, about this level of service coming from social services because under current circumstances where people receive help if they're judged to have a critical or a substantial need, would some of the people we've been listening to actually qualify for that help under your rules?

Waterfield
Yes I think most of them would qualify for the equipment that we currently provide.  But in terms of home care services or services which are kind of more intensive that we would only be able to provide services for people in critical or substantial need.  So it is a problem for us.  I mean there is never enough funds to go round to meet the needs of everybody, particularly of people with low level needs.

White
It's an interesting phrase you use - low level needs - and people who are blind feel now that their needs are regarded as - or described as low level, they would say that they're pretty critical.

Waterfield
Yes I appreciate where they're coming from and what we would like to do is to develop and maintain services like this in the county.

White
But are there things you think you can do now for this Carlisle centre, given the strength of feeling that you've heard on this programme from the people involved?

Waterfield
Yeah, certainly I've spoken to our staff and I've spoken to staff at the local office at Action for Blind and I've spoken to Mirium, who's a national director and what we would like to do would be to talk to them about how we can develop the market for services for people with a visual impairment in Cumbria.

White
So that might - that might ...

Waterfield
That's what we plan to do but I can't at this stage actually make any promises at this point in the financial year.

White
But that might mean commissioning some services from them?

Waterfield
Possibly but I think we need to get into detailed discussions about what that would be.

White
Nick Waterfield, thank you very much indeed.

And we've literally just heard today that Action for Blind People has received a whisker under half a million pounds from the big lottery to help people in rural areas with their IT needs, whether that'll be enough to save the Carlisle headquarters we don't know yet.  

That's it for today.  You can get in touch with us, you can call us on 0800 044 044 or you can e-mail us at bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  And of course they'll be a podcast as from tomorrow.

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





