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White
Good evening.  Tonight a new recruit and an old hand - two potential audio diarists prepare to give us their personal take on key moments in the guide dog/human partnership.  And we start with another new recruit.  The Royal National College for the Blind at Hereford has been through something of a roller coaster ride recently.  Only five years ago the RNC, which provides a wide range of vocational and further education courses for post-16 visually impaired students, received a glowing report from the education standards regulator Ofsted.  Since then, though, changes at the top, unpopular cuts in traditional courses such as piano tuning and dismissals and redundancies, some resulting in employment tribunals, seem to have left a feeling of confusion and concern at the college.  And last year, when we talked to the temporary principal, brought in to steady the ship we also heard of worries about the ways in which pupils were being funded by the Learning and Skills Council, leaving the college with financial concerns.  On the plus side, the college hopes the building of a multi million pound sports complex, which will stage international sporting events, including the Paralympics football tournament in 2012, and a leisure centre, which is a facility open to the public.

Well into the middle of all this steps former army colonel Geoff Draper, who is the RNC's new principal, and he joins me now.  Congratulations, first of all, on getting the job.  What drew you to it?

Draper
I think the challenge that I saw when it was first advertised I wanted to explore further and having visited here on my initial invite to the college I was taken both by the students and by the staff and the whole ethos of the college.  And since then nothing has deterred me, quite the reverse, that the decision I made then, back in April/May of last year, to proceed with my application and fortunately I was successful in getting this appointment.

White
Now, as I've said, yours is an army background, which suggests to me that you won't have had that much experience, necessarily, of visually impaired people.

Draper
That's true.  I had been involved in education training for almost 30 years within the military and therefore very familiar with the further education sector - training youngsters from 16 onwards for the last 30 years, as I said.  I have had some involvement with the visually impaired through some other programmes but not as formally or professionally as I am now.

White
And I mean the reason I raise that is because one of the criticisms which was heard in the last few years has been perhaps some of the things that have been done, some of the traditional courses which have been dropped, sort of indicated perhaps a lack of a sense of history of visual impairment - the piano tuning course in particular was one which caused a good deal of heartache, the suggestion was that the jobs weren't out there, but is that something that you'll be looking at?

Draper
As you can expect anybody new in post I will be reviewing all aspects of the college and the future and the way we go forward.  I'm very positive.  You mentioned the Point Four, for example, and the opportunities that that presents both for our students and for the local community.

White
That's your leisure centre complex.

Draper
In terms of more traditional thing - if you're talking about piano tuning and piano technology - then if there's a market out there, if there's a smaller market, then I'm very confident that should there be people - and people listening today - might be out there thinking I would like to pursue that as a career for me, well if that's the case I will take this opportunity, if I may, to say contact me so that we can look at those opportunities to say we have evidence that there are people who require this training.  If I can finish off by saying that's nationally.  If we are looking internationally as well there must be many other countries as well whereby a critical mass of students don't exist and therefore if we say well if we have a centre of excellence for us at our college then I'm very keen to explore the opportunity for international students to join us as well.

White
The fact that you're talking about perhaps looking for students from further afield, I think in a way that brings us to money because the college has to make money.  Can I ask you about that financial situation?  When I talked to your predecessor there was a shortfall of cash and how is the situation now because there were concerns at that point, not only about the cash situation but about the level of applications to the college and who was going to pay for them?

Draper
I think we are fortunate that we both have a good reputation and some very generous people, both in terms of legacies and other beneficiaries that contribute to the college.  That gives us additional things that we can offer to our students which is over and above what would normally be expected.  But going back to the funding of students.  It is an important aspect because we provide a top quality level of service at the college, we need to maintain that so that all our students get the best opportunity in life to take forward, whether they're taking higher education for future employment or just independent living.  Those key areas are very important to us.  But each of those students needs to have the best provision and that needs to be provided by us but equally funded by a number of vehicles that we can actually use that through contracts or through other agencies like the Learning and Skills Council or in future through the local authorities and the newly formed, from April 2010, the YPLA.

White
That's the Young People's Learning Agency.  But that is the worry, isn't it, that if it moves away from perhaps the Learning and Skills Council, which is a centrally funded part of government, to the local authorities everyone knows local authorities are strapped for cash and not that keen perhaps these days in sending people out of county if they can persuade themselves that they're providing the service on their front door step.

Draper
I think you're right to have those concerns but the fact that you've articulated those concerns it's right and proper that we therefore can address them.  For example, we are in touch with the YPLA and we are already engaging with all local authorities, and there are nine regional directors of local authorities who are able to view across the country, nationally, what the requirement is.  And they're very keen to work, again with local authorities, to ensure that those people who require the specialist residential care at the Royal National College for the Blind do come here where appropriate.  I recognise the concerns that everyone has and I'd be foolish not to say that, however, I'm confident that over the next two years the YPLA are still retaining some of the central funding, that's my understanding, and therefore we will have two years to ensure that we are best placed to realise or for local authorities to realise that if they have a requirement it would be inefficient to re-invent something which is already nationally provided at our standard already.

White
Can I ask you about the sports centre and the health and leisure centre?  We came and visited that, there are huge hopes for it but of course some people are saying is that really likely to make money - what's the situation as far as that's concerned?

Draper
We must remember that the primary purpose behind the Point Four, as it's called, is to support the excellent work which was done, as you mentioned, five years ago concerning the level of expertise we have for the new opportunities, the new ventures, for things like complementary therapy and for other sporting activities within our course programme here.  The Point Four provides the opportunity, both for the students to practise in a real environment and also for the local community to benefit from that facility, to look at the sporting venue so that we again bring the international domain to both Hereford and to the college so that other sporting opportunities can thrive from there.

White
So is it making money yet?

Draper
Well in terms of making money, like anything else, one can play figures in terms of that but all I'm saying is numbers are healthy and the primary function is to support the courses that we offer for students here and we've had over 500 members for the gymnasium from external people already, so therefore making money is not the sole criteria for that so therefore I just restate the case - it is primarily there to provide first rate facilities for those students who are doing our complementary and sport courses at the college.

White
I do understand that, that it's got an internal use, but it was also meant to help with the finances, are you telling me that you're not quite sure yet whether it's making money?

Draper
I would say, at this juncture, we have over 500 members and in terms of making money or not all I would say is things like the attraction of the World Blind Football tournament and things which will come from there I'm sure that in the future it will be a very healthy position to be in.

White
Yes now you mentioned the football tournament, we've got the Paralympics in 2012 what impact do you think that's going to have on the college's reputation?

Draper
Oh I think huge, I think not just purely because of the sporting excellence that that will bring but also to highlight a number of areas of the college and to our sector as well which we would welcome as well.  So we need to exploit that and to make sure we gain advantage for that for the long term benefit of other students and of the college as well and we're looking forward to it very much.

White
Geoff Draper we wish you luck, thanks very much.

Draper
Thank you.

White
Now one of the things which the departing chief executive of the Guide Dogs for the Blind Association, Bridget Warr, made clear to us was that in future they'd be widening the range of those people who'd be eligible for dogs.  Which is good news for our frequent technology reporter Geoff Adams-Spink because Geoff wants a dog.  But with additional physical disabilities and some useful sight it was unlikely that in the past he would have qualified.  Well he's offered to keep an audio diary of the process for us, so when he came into the studio yesterday I asked him first why he'd decided he wanted a dog.

Adams-Spink
What listeners to In Touch perhaps won't appreciate is that I've got very short arms, which is due to my thalidomide damage, and that means if I fall I take a great hard fall.  So I'm very wary of things like unfamiliar environments and steps and kerbs and all of that kind of thing.  And I just found myself going out by myself less and less and I thought there has to be a way around this.  And then I think simultaneously I was speaking to somebody from Guide Dogs who said to me oh by the way did you know you can have a dog even if you've got some sight.  And this was a complete revelation to me.  So I thought I would decide to initiate the process and see where it took me.

White
So just explain what the early part of that process has been.

Adams-Spink
One of my first things was to meet with Dee Beach, a rehabilitation officer who works for the Guide Dogs inner London team, and she told me that I really need to unlearn my current strategy for avoiding danger which is entirely based on me using my residual vision and tracking and remembering everything.

So one of the first things I had to do with Dee, very embarrassing actually, was to walk around the streets of the busy West End of London with Dee pretending to be a guide dog.

White
So potentially confusing as well for all of us.  What are we going to hear exactly?

Adams-Spink
Well you're going to hear me walking around the streets, Dee pretending to be the dog but also giving me feedback as the dog instructor, so she's got two hats or two coats on, should I say.

Beach
So I'm going to guide you now.

Adams-Spink
Right.

Beach
And I'd like Geoff for you to fixate on something that we're going to get to.  Let's use a traffic light then.  So I'd like you to keep your head fixed on that as much as you can and I'm going to guide you there but I may turn and move whilst we do it ...

Adams-Spink
Just look at the traffic lights.

Beach
Just look at that traffic light and that's where we're heading.  Good girl. [Laughter]

Adams-Spink
I don't know whether you've noticed but I'm a boy actually.  Oh you're the girl.

Beach
I'm a girl.

Adams-Spink
You're the girl, right.

Beach
That's it, back on the traffic light again.

Adams-Spink
So I've got to say right and then we'll go right?

Beach
That's it, that's it.

Adams-Spink
Okay, right.

Beach
Good girl.

Adams-Spink
And good girl.  I feel very strange saying to a grown woman.

Now one of the things, Peter, I've also had to address because my arms are slightly different from the standard kit that you all get issued with is that the usual guide dog harness won't do for me.  So Guide Dogs and I approached another charity called Demand, and Demand are a brilliant organisation that make one off items for disabled people if it doesn't exist already.  There we met Paul Malloy who took away our specifications for a harness and came up with his initial prototype.

I can see we've got a dog harness on the end.

Malloy
That's right yeah and there is a series of brackets which are made out of stainless steel and it's curved so when it rests on the dog's back it doesn't hurt it.  And then that's attached to aluminium extrusions which used to be a camera tripod leg and there is a cam lock which locks in place and it locks in any position that you want for length.

Adams-Spink
Anywhere between the maximum and the minimum, yeah.

Malloy
And then at the top you have the standard guide dog handle that everyone else would use and it's turned through 90 degrees to suit your purposes.

Adams-Spink
I went back to Demand about three times actually and each time the design was refined and improved and things that annoyed me were taken away and new things were added.  And I got to the stage with Demand that there was a workable prototype available so that I could take part in a further assessment day.  I was joined there by Nicola Muckle, my guide dog's instructor, a very patient guide dog called Jimmy and another instructor called Barry Cahill.

Cahill
So I'm going to say:  Jimmy, wait, forward, forward.  Good boy.  Good boy.

Muckle
Straight on is a very handy command when you can't think of anything else to say to the dog.  Straight on.  How does the handle feel?

Adams-Spink
It feels great, it feels much, much better than the previous one.

Muckle
Good.  Now this pavement is quite wide and there aren't many obstructions in it, so Jimmy can keep sort of nice and straight really but ...

Adams-Spink
He's in a nice straight pattern and so am I.

Muckle
Yes, so if he veers off in any direction, so he were to come over to the left to have a little look at something ...

Adams-Spink
A sniff.

Muckle
Yeah, then that's when you're going to step in with a "straight on, good boy".

Adams-Spink
Good boy Jimmy, good boy.  Straight on.

And I should say Peter, over breakfast the next morning a couple of the people from Guide Dogs delivered to me the good news which was that they thought I would get a lot out of working with a dog and that I'd passed all of their tests while I was on the further assessment day, so I'm now on the waiting list for a dog.  One of the things I did specify though was that I wanted to invoke what I called the Blunkett's excuse me, in other words can I please have a black dog because the darker dogs don't leave so many visible hairs on your trouser legs when you're in a work mode.

White
Oh well the fussier you are the longer you'll have to wait, so that's presumably something you'll have to face up to.

Adams-Spink
Absolutely.

White
Also with us is Lee Kumutat, now a very familiar voice on In Touch, regular reporter over the past year.  Now Lee we know you're a guide dog owner because Beau, your dog, has featured from time to time in various stories, so as an experienced guide dog owner - Geoff is there anything you'd like to ask Lee?

Adams-Spink
Yeah there is really.  What happens to your domestic environment, your sort of emotional space, when there's another presence there - what happens to a relationship, for example, when you've got this third entity in the room?

Kumutat
There is a strategic moving of pieces, if I can put it in those terms, it can often be a little bit about power struggles - who gets your attention and when it's appropriate for that attention to be given and not given, as it were.   The other thing to think about is that you do need to be thinking all the time about what happens to the dog and that becomes a bit easier - does the dog need to go out, when was the last time.  And that can spoil continuity of some things.  So yeah it's not an easy one.

White
So who normally loses out - the dog or the other person?

Kumutat
I just have to say that in my household I had the three seater couch, the dog had the two seater couch and the boyfriend had the one seater chair.

Adams-Spinks
That seems like a reasonable distribution of power to be honest.  But I mean Lee I'm looking at this in an overwhelmingly positive light, in terms of a life change for me, but there must be some real pitfalls to having a guide dog, what advice can you give me about that?

Kumutat
The one thing that you really need to be aware of is that you will become so visible because of your dog and you will not necessarily be the first thing that people speak to.  That I found quite difficult initially.  You do have to get quite good at putting the attention back on you and not making it about the dog.  Of course there's always the issues of access - being able to work out what to say to people when they say no your dog's not allowed.  And then it's just being aware that your dog's going to have off days and your dog's going to have good days when you're having an off day.  And there are times when your dog's feeling sick and you're feeling sick and the dog goes cor you know this is a time for me to muck up.

White
Okay.  Now Geoff is not the only person actually to be going to be doing an audio diary this year because Lee you actually have your own story to tell, don't you, you've got something which is potentially life changing, as far as the dog's concerned.

Kumutat
I do.  Beau and I have been together for nearly eight years, he's coming up to 10 years old, but I'm looking at retirement for Beau, which is very sad and very challenging for me.

White
And you're going to chart the passing of the ways, as it were, for us because we know, don't we, that this is a very stressful thing for a lot of guide dog owners.

Kumutat
It's a very stressful thing and I'm starting to dream about it at night already, which is very worrying.  But the reason I decided I wanted to do this is because I have met people who have retired their guide dogs and have not gone on to a second dog because they just found it too traumatic.  And I'm hoping that if I can do this, given this close relationship I have with this dog, that perhaps it'll mean that somebody else might try for another dog.

White
Lee Kumutat and Geoff Adams-Spink there and Lee and Geoff will be bringing us their audio diaries as and when something happens.  

And that's it for today but in a couple of weeks time we're going to have another edition of Blindness for Beginners.  So if you're someone who's relatively new to blindness then do get in touch with us.  We'll have a panel of people standing by to answer some of your queries.  You can call our action line on 0800 044 044 or you can e-mail In Touch at bbc.co.uk/radio4 and then go to the programme.

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


