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White
Good evening.  Tonight:  Something of a sporting flavour to the programme with our own answer to Andy Murray.

Clip
You want your foot in front of the other.

Yes left foot.

And we go to the other foot because you're left handed.

Right, here we go.  First ball.

Go.  Fantastic and it's within the line, it's not even out.

So I aced you.

Yeah.

White
Yes Lee Kumutat will be taking to the tennis courts later in the programme.

But first:  How often have you been in this situation - you go to board a bus to a destination you don't know well, perhaps you've never been there before, you ask the driver if he'll tell you when you arrive, he gives you a grunt of assent but you're by no means convinced that he's taken it in.  You go down the bus, find a seat, with difficulty quite often, you try to count the stops but there's heavy traffic so he keeps stopping, you stop at traffic lights, there are request stops, you lose track.  You also lose faith as the journey goes on that the driver has remembered your existence.  You try other passengers - they're all either getting off before you or they've never heard of your stop.  Finally the driver calls back - oh sorry mate we've just passed your stop, you'll have to walk back a little bit I'm afraid.  Well it's certainly happened to me and I think even the most confident visually impaired travellers find buses problematic.  And this is what Guide Dogs is now campaigning about - they want onboard announcements and clear visual information, not just to be a nice idea but mandatory, and they're calling for support of an Early Day Motion in Parliament.

Well of course there are examples of companies and transport authorities providing such information, so first Mani Djazmi has been looking at exactly what's on offer and where.  Mani, what sort of thing have we got?

Djazmi
Well I've spoken to operators in all the big UK cities and all of them, except Cardiff, say they don't have audio announcements on their buses.  The standard bearer here is London where all 8,000 buses have been fitted with audio/visual announcements.  If you live in Swindon, the East Midlands, Bridgewater or certain other parts of Wales you're also likely to get on a bus in which similar technology has been installed.

White
So a pretty disparate group of places.  What about the ones who don't - what kind of reasons do they give for not putting this technology in?

Djazmi
Well the general consensus is that operators outside London don't have anywhere near the same advantages both in terms of finance and technology that Transport for London enjoys.  TFL's Eye Bus project has fitted 8,000 buses with audio/visual technology at a cost of £160 million, which has come from London taxpayers.  Also the buses in London travel on specified routes so it's easier to focus the technology, whereas elsewhere individual buses are often used on a number of different routes and I'm told that this adds to the complication of improving them.  As I said people in Swindon are able to enjoy audio announcements but even there it's only on the most popular routes and the operator - Thames Down - is owned by the council so is more able to pump its profits into getting the most recent technology.  It costs around £2,000 to fit out a bus with all the technology that's needed and the whole kit and caboodle is quite a complex set up.  But as the managing director of Thames Down told me the cost can be amortised over 10-15 years.  But I suppose the difference between a company like Thames Down and one of the bigger companies, like First or Stagecoach, is that Thames Down has equipped 28 buses out of its fleet of a hundred, whereas a company like First has a fleet of around 7,000 buses.

White
And just finally did you get the impression that the ones you talked to who didn't do it they'd kind of like to do it if they - if they could see their way to doing it?

Djazmi
I got the impression that it's something they're aware of but not necessarily something which is going to happen immediately.

White
Okay.  Well Mani thank you very much indeed.  Joining me is David Cowdrey, who's managing this campaign for Guide Dogs.  So David, we've heard it's happening in some parts of the country on an extremely sort of partial basis, what exactly are you calling for?

Cowdrey
Well what we're actually calling for is a change in the regulations, so in fact it becomes statutory.  In fact the Department for Transport said only about three or four years ago that if the trials were successful that they would change the regulation.  Now we've heard from the Department of Transport and they don't seem to want to do that.  The reason we want the regulation changed is because we feel as though if you have a universal service across the whole country it means everybody enjoys that same level of service and it's not on a postcode lottery depending on where you live.

White
So where would the money come from, given the kind of distinction that Mani's made between a really big city unit like TFL in London and the sort of problems that they say they're facing outside of London?

Cowdrey
Well for us I mean by actually changing the regulation it would mean that all new buses that are constructed would then actually have audiovisual information systems installed on them.  Now obviously if you're constructing them it's a lot of cheaper than retro fitting and some of the costs Mani was talking about in relation to retro fitting can be between one and a half thousand and two thousand pounds.  If you're actually building the technology in from scratch you reduce that down to the hundreds and therefore you get a standardisation of technology which in fact could be very beneficial to the whole market.

White
But of course there's always a time lag isn't there while you build those buses, what about the people who've still got quite big fleets - they've had to change them already quite recently in terms of wheelchair access and so forth?

Cowdrey
Well absolutely, I mean sort of there will be a time lag, so it won't happen overnight, so we are realists from that point of view but at the same time by a change in the regulation it means all new buses that are coming into the fleet will actually then have audio and visual information systems.

White
And what level of announcements are you saying is necessary?

Cowdrey
For us we're looking for next stop information and final destination.  We don't want it to be like the trains where you get everything on the tea service and the trolley and what's happening - it's just literally that next stop and final destination.

White
It's interesting you mention trains because I mean why don't you apply this - given you accept the principle that we need announcements - why not apply it to both buses and trains?  I mean I know that we have a lot of announcements on trains already but station platforms, for example, are just as important, we've had the recent example of New Street removing some of their concourse announcements - wouldn't it - if you're going to make it mandatory wouldn't it be a good idea to make everything mandatory?

Cowdrey
Well actually it is on trains, so the wonderful thing about that is we're just trying to get a parity between the buses and the trains.  At the moment there's a regulation that covers the trains, so you get your next stop and final destination announced on the train and the audio and the visual signals going to all the passengers and you're providing the passengers with the right level of information but you get on to a bus and literally you have nothing.  And as you said earlier in your introduction you go through, you sit there, you're waiting for your stop, you don't know when it's coming, the bus might be diverted through road works, there's a change of route, and when you're dropped off there's a real safety issue in relation to passenger safety - where they're dropped off, an unfamiliar route.  But also for the regulation at the moment on the safety issue about passengers - if there's an emergency on the bus there is no requirement under the regulation at the moment to have an audible system to evacuate the bus.  So if you're on a double-decker bus and there's a fire downstairs there's no way the driver can actually announce there's a fire on board the bus.

White
Now you've done research on visually impaired people's attitudes to bus travel, what did that tell you?  I mean you've given us an idea of what it's like but are people - does this put people off using buses?

Cowdrey
It has, the Guide Dogs research that was done was looking at people's views, opinions, attitudes to travelling and their experiences and many times that people have been forgotten, they've asked passengers, they've asked the driver to drop them off, they've ended up in the depot.  There was a recent report of one lady that ended up in the depot three times in a week - to visit her daughter.  And this is obviously not only a safety issue but also a lack of confidence in the fact that you start getting bad experiences you don't want to use the bus anymore.  And for me the whole point of the environment movement at the moment - it's asking people to travel on public transport more and more and if you improve that level of service and you give them a better information that people will then stop using their cars, do less journeys, reduce their carbon footprint and use the public transport and get on the buses.

White
Now what effect do you think this campaign will have because early day motions are only a way of flagging up concern, aren't they, and that they often don't lead to any legislation or changes in regulation and in any case we're probably coming up to an election anyway?

Cowdrey
Well we're certainly aware of the election and that the early day motion will fall probably in March sometimes.  But an early day motion is a very useful tool for engaging politicians, for highlighting an issue and for us we're encouraging as many people as possible to actually get on to the website to actually write to their MP, asking that the regulation is changed so that talking buses become mandatory - all new buses become talking buses.  And there'll be a phase in period obviously for all the buses to be retro fitted.  But for us by engaging with your MP, making them aware of the issue because quite often a lot of MPs aren't, but also it doesn't just benefit blind and partially sighted people - wheelchair users when they get on to a bus are usually facing in the wrong direction, they're facing towards the back end of the bus so they can't see where they're going, so an audible announcement would be fantastic for them.  And again for young mothers with children and pushchairs - again having information about when the next stop is coming up will help them enormously to get ready to exit the bus.

White
Just one final point:  We've obviously featured on this programme the fact that Disability Living Allowance is being extended to the upper rate mobility component, exactly so that - certainly totally blind people - can use that extra money for travel.  Won't quite a lot of people, if they get that money, say a bus is just not worth the effort anyway and switch wherever they can to taxis?

Cowdrey
Well for me I just think buses are definitely worth the effort and I would sort of ask people to try and persevere because the more improvements we can make to the public transport infrastructure of the country the better it will be for everyone.  If you look at the baby boomer generation coming through this is one of the largest generations and we're in theory all expected to live to a ripe old age, well you're going to have probably higher incidence of age related blindness coming into the population but if we invest in the infrastructure now it will maintain our independence and mobility for the future, which is vital.

White
David Cowdrey thank you very much indeed.

Cowdrey
Thank you.

White
Now there aren't many sports I can think of where visually impaired people haven't come up with their own versions but until now I had thought tennis was one of them.  My blind brother and I we used to have an informal version of this game in the back garden when we were kids at home, which involved a rattling ball and mum's washing up bowl as a net.  But I hadn't heard about it being played formally.  But apparently it is.  They've been playing a version of tennis in Japan for the past 30 years, indeed apparently there are about 300 registered players.  And now this closely guarded secret has made it to Britain.

Well Lee Kumutat, no doubt as a good Australian fired up by the exploits of our Andy Murray, went along to a South London badminton court where tennis for visually impaired people is being taught.  There she met visually impaired coach Odette Baterel.

Baterel
The basic with tennis is that where the face of your racket is pointing is where your ball is going to go.  So at the moment your face is pointing to the ceiling.  So if you just hit the ball there the ball's going to go straight up.  So what you're trying to do is to get the ball over the net, so in front of you.  So the racket face has to be towards the net.

Kumutat
Swinging from my hip, out in front of me.

Baterel
You want your foot in front of the other.

Kumutat
Yes, left foot?

Baterel
I would go to the other foot because you're left handed.

Kumutat
Right, here we go.  First ball.

Baterel
Go.  Fantastic and it was in the line, not even out.

Kumutat
So I aced you.

Baterel
So basically we're playing in a badminton court, so the size of a badminton court and the net is about 80 centimetres from the ground, so it's a bit lower than a regular tennis net.  It's a spongy ball and inside there's ball bearings - you can hear it quite well.

Kumutat
So myself as a totally blind person can play against somebody who is visually impaired?

Baterel
Yeah, you as a totally blind person you're allowed three bounces, so that gives you time to orientate yourself.  The visually impaired player is only allowed two and if you were playing with a sighted player they're only allowed one.

Kumutat
So really a couple, for instance, if one was sighted and one was blind, could come and play tennis?

Baterel
Yes, yes that's what's so fantastic about the game. 

Now Lee, what you've just done is you've just served a few balls over the net and they were straight and they were within the line ...

Kumutat
I'm a natural.

Baterel
You are.  Now the next thing I'm going to do is I'm going to go on the other side of the net and I'm going to feed balls to you and you're going to try and return them.  Because the ball is bouncing three times it's going to be slower, it's not going to be so high, so a lot of the game is actually fairly low.  So let's have a go.  I'll go on the other side.

Kumutat
I'm very much looking forward to this.

Baterel
Now because you can't see me I have to say ready, you say yes and then I say play.  Ready?

Kumutat
Yeah.

Baterel
Play.  Okay.  Do not worry about scraping the floor, yeah because that happens all the time.  Ready?

Kumutat
Yeah.

Baterel
Play.

Weatherley
My name is Alan Weatherley.  I work as a regional development officer for British Blind Sport in the South East and it's to work with young children and young adults to get them involved and enthused in sport.

I love coming down here on a Friday night, it's sociable, it's good exercise, I've been playing tennis for an hour and a half and you can feel a real workout.

Kumutat
I presume you go and do demonstrations to schools and to children.  What is the general reaction?

Weatherley
I think for children who are in - visually impaired children who are in mainstream school I think they're thrilled that they can actually play a racket sport with their friends and teachers think it's great because it doesn't take a huge amount of adaptation - you just need a badminton court, badminton posts and a lowered net - and it's really meant that the children aren't sitting on the sidelines or doing a different activity when PE comes around or when sport comes around.  And I think it's a great game of inclusion.  Families have said to me it's really good that all we need is a couple of rackets and the ball and we as a family can do an activity which I think is so important.

Kumutat
My family are huge tennis fans and I've spent many hours of my childhood on the side of a tennis court or sitting up in the umpiring chair calling out scores that were different to the ones that were actually on the court, to annoy them because it was the only way that I knew that I could be part of it.  And running around on that court today, being able to hear the ball and hit it back - there was a certain satisfaction about doing that.

Weatherley
Oh absolutely, you know, I think we've got - there's about 12 of us down tonight, people who've got less vision than me and some have got more vision than me, we're all playing tennis - that's the point.

Kumutat
Talk to me a little bit about the balls because they are quite spongy and they don't bounce true do they?

Baterel
We want the ball, in a way, to be proper sport equipment.  At the moment it's a little bit like a toy, you know a sort of activity equipment.  If we're going to have competitions you know it's got to be true and it's got to be solid enough really.

Kumutat
I must say personally I would love it if you could get a ball that actually still made the tennis ball sound, like [clunk].

Baterel
Yes, yes, we're really trying to get this type of tennis to get recognised as an official tennis because we want it to go into tournaments, national, international and the Paralympics.

Kumutat
My left handed serve, Odette, coming to you.  Are you ready?

Baterel
I am ready.

Kumutat
Play.

Baterel
Excellent.

Kumutat
Thanks ball boy.

So your dream for blind tennis - what would that be?

Baterel
Well one of the dreams is that two blind friends can phone each other up - say:  "Do you want to play tennis?"  Yeah.  Book a court and go and have a game.

Kumutat
Okay Odette, I'm facing you over the net, let's shake hands over the net - like they do in tennis.  Well done, congratulations.

White
Lee Kumutat.  And Andy Murray watch out, you're only at number three after all.

You can find out more about the game of tennis for visually impaired people and about Guide Dogs campaign for consistent bus announcements throughout the country from our action line, that's 0800 044 044 or by e-mailing our website bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  And there'll be a podcast which can be downloaded from tomorrow.

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




