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White
Good evening.  Tonight: The public has enough trouble when it's confronted with one disability but what happens when there are two you want to warn people about?  And why would you want to blindfold a whole rugby team?  No jokes about the England performance against Ireland, please!  The secret will be out, later in the programme. 

But first, the new Equality Bill is making its way through parliament; the idea: to pull together and clarify much of the legislation which already exists, and to clear up what often seem to be many of its grey areas: such as, for example, what rights visually impaired people have to information in an accessible form from the health service. Well, a new amendment accepted by the government and announced today, may make a genuine difference to the position. I'm joined by Lord Low of Dalston, a cross-bench peer and Vice President of the RNIB, so Lord Low what does it say?

Low
The amendment makes access to information a right.  Up till now it's been very much buried away in a rather generalised amorphous reasonable adjustment duty.

White
But you - I mean you say it was hidden away but it was part of the DDA - the Disability Discrimination Act - why do we need another piece of legislation which seems to say the same thing?

Low
It was there in the DDA but when we had the debate in committee, when I moved the amendment, peers were very clear and were very strong in saying the DDA hasn't worked effectively, it hasn't delivered access to information so we need something a bit stronger.  I think the way I put it, Peter, is like this:  whatever the DDA says people typically think in terms of physical access - they think of access as something to do with the moving steps and providing ramps.  This now puts the provision of information on a par with that and people will have to get used to the idea that access doesn't just mean physical access, it means access to information just as much.

White
Okay, so what will happen now when they don't because you've implied that the DDA didn't give sufficient protection, what will now happen if people don't, for example, provide people with the health information that they want?

Low
Well I think that they'll be at risk of people taking them to court in a much more systematic way than at the moment.

White
But that still throws it back on the individual doesn't it?

Low
Well it does but I mean as you were saying in your programme last week, at the end of the day it is down to individuals but there's a lot more that can be done before the individual is saddled with the responsibility.  I mean you're perfectly right that a law doesn't deliver full access to information on its own, there does need to be enforcement activity.  But with the right to information singled out in the way that it now is the regulatory bodies, like the Equality and Human Rights Commission, will need to deliver much tougher guidance and issue codes of practice about providing access to information.  And I would be expecting them to undertake assessments of how fully people were complying with this new legislation and where organisations were found wanting issue compliance notices.

White
So what will this cover in that I mean we've talked about the health service but what else will be covered by this?

Low
Well it'll cover local authorities and central government and all the private sector as well.  It's important to remember that the Equality Bill - Equality Act when it becomes an act - includes an enhanced public sector equality duty and all organisations - well all organisations in the public sector will have to think ahead of time about providing information in an accessible form.

White
Is this going to apply to books - we know about the RNIB's Right to Read - is this going to bring it any closer?

Low
It certainly potentially applies to books.  It says where somebody's put at a disadvantage by the lack of information in an accessible form it's a reasonable step for providers to have to take to provide information ...

White
But who do I take to court - the publisher, the author - where do you go?

Low
Oh I think I'd start with the publishers Peter.

White
Okay.  And there's an election approaching - is this bill going to find its way through the Lords and the Commons?

Low
Unless the Prime Minister calls it much earlier than everybody's expecting I think it'll go through.  Even if it does it goes into what they call the wash up - I mean it's nearly through now, so there'll have to be a negotiation between the parties about which bits of it go through and which bits of it the opposition are unhappy about.  I happen to know the opposition are not at all unhappy about this amendment so I would have every confidence that whatever goes through of the Equality Bill this will certainly be one of the parts that does go through.

White
Lord Low, thank you very much indeed.

Now usually when we talk about dual disability on this programme, we're referring to blindness and deafness; because, in certain conditions such as Rubella and Usher's Syndrome, they do go together. But this week listener Ian Wood has raised something that we deal with far less often - what happens when you're both visually impaired and a wheelchair user?  

So Ian, just explain a bit about yourself - what order did these things happen to you?

Wood
I was in a car accident when I was younger and also I've got mitochondria disease.  So my visual impairment occurred first and now unfortunately I'm also a wheelchair user.

White
So explain the kinds of questions that you're looking for answers to because you came to us over this.

Wood
Yeah well I've got a little bit of useful sight so it aids me when I'm pushing myself about but unfortunately there's no way of me telling anyone, unless I physically tell them, that I can't see too well.  And what we're wanting to find out is are there other people in a similar situation - visually impaired and in a wheelchair.

White
And is this because people almost can't handle two things at once, you know that they're looking at the wheelchair and therefore it doesn't occur to them that you might have another disability?

Wood
Well yeah, I mean if you see someone in a wheelchair it won't occur to you that they can't see.

White
Well no sooner said than done because we have on the line someone who's eminently equipped to deal with this - Dr Lin Berwick - writer, broadcaster and founder of a trust which has for 20 years now provided accessible holiday accommodation for disabled people, their families and carers.  And Lin is blind and you've been a permanent wheelchair user, I think, for 45 years.

Berwick
Yeah well I've had cerebral palsy and I lost my sight when I was 15 and I now have artificial eyes.

White
So what's your reaction to Ian's problem - I mean what are the key things that you'd like to say him?

Berwick
One of the things I feel incredibly concerned about Ian is that you're pushing a wheelchair with limited sight outside.  Do you use a powered wheelchair or is it manual?

Wood
At the minute I use a manual wheelchair.  I can see a little bit as things are approaching me, so a couple of feet, but at the same time my arms aren't very strong.

Berwick
Well I think you're in a very dicey situation, in terms of public liability because from my experience, particularly in crowded shopping areas, people step out in front of a wheelchair, just when they think they will, and the point is your platforms that you rest your feet on are usually made of metal and they are extremely dangerous if someone gets these in the back of the legs.

White
Can I ask Ian, is this a problem, I mean have you had tricky situations?

Wood
Oh yeah, I am very cautious of people coming up to me.  I mean it's only now and again that I do have to push myself out and about on my own because ...

Berwick
I really feel Ian whilst I agree with being as independent as you can in life and I'm, if you like, the epitome of that, I think there comes a time when independence can also be foolhardy.  And what worries me is that in striving to be independent you could have somebody sue you.

White
So what are you suggesting Ian should do?

Berwick
Well I think he should never push his wheelchair with limited sight in a public shopping area, that sort of thing is for an area in your home where you know where you're going and you know your environment.

White
What do you feel about that Ian, would that really restrict you or are you prepared to take Lin's advice?

Wood
Well I do have a little bit of sight, obviously if I didn't have as much sight as I have, if I was nearly totally blind, I wouldn't be doing it or hopefully in the next year or so I should be getting a powered chair and using a long cane with it.

Berwick
But then, you see, when you go down the path of a powered chair you are talking an extremely heavy chair with a motor that goes somewhere between four and eight miles an hour ...

White
I tell you what I'm going to suggest - that you two battle this one out, maybe afterwards, because you've raised the issue.  I just want to ask you, Lin, very quickly - Ian's problem is though he's trying to avoid embarrassment, he's not actually trying to avoid an accident, he's trying to avoid embarrassment I think, do you make any attempt to identify yourself as both visually impaired and a wheelchair - because my - I go back to what I said at the beginning I reckon people notice the wheelchair before they notice anything else?

Berwick
Absolutely.  I mean there was a time that I always wore dark glasses when I was out, I don't now because I'm much more confident.  I think there's an issue here, Ian, of not just about the wheelchair but actually coming to terms with your physical situation.  And I think my initial feeling here is you don't have to apologise to the world for having a multiple disability.

Wood
Well I mean I deal with it everyday, if I take myself out and about, push myself in the chair, I feel I've coped with it fairly well.  But the main issue that I want to get across to people - as soon as I push myself out of my door - is just to make allowances because by the way I can't see as well as a fully sighted wheelchair user.

White
So you don't feel that you're necessarily apologising for your double disability?

Wood
Oh no, all I'm asking people is just to make allowances - if you see me in the street or anyone else that's got a visual impairment, I want to make this a national symbol and get other wheelchair visually impaired people to sign up to either my website or facebook group to actually say yeah we have the same problem and we'd be quite interested to see what can be made available.

Berwick
I think if it were me I'd put a written notice on the side of the chair - the wheelchair user is partially sighted.  Okay you may not wish to advertise it in that way but who cares - this is part of you.

White
Quick response Ian to that.

Wood
You can write all you want on the side of the chair but what I'm wanting to do is make something so as soon as you see the chair you know that that person has a visual impairment.

White
Well look, I'll tell you what, this is something I think we'd like to come back to and see what reactions we get.  Lin, I think there's probably lots of other questions Ian hasn't had time to ask.

Berwick
I'm sure there is and I'd be very happy to talk with you off air if you would like me to do so.

Wood
Yeah definitely.

White
Okay we'll put you two together.  We'll come back when we know a bit more what the responses have been.  But Ian thank you very much for raising this.  And Dr Lin Berwick thanks for coming on.

Berwick
My pleasure.

White
And if you're in the same position as Ian there's more information about this on our action line and on our website.

Now Goalball is not a game which resonates with even the most avid sports-lovers. Regular In Touch listeners will know about it, though, as probably the only sport especially created and designed with visually impaired people in mind; and a few months ago we had two delightful sisters on the programme who were part of the British women's team which had just won the European Goalball Championships, and qualified  for the  2012 Paralympics. But how to raise the sports profile with a wider audience?  Well, they've come up with an idea which might certainly do the trick! Mani Djazmi reports for us, and begins by getting a thumbnail guide to Goalball from players Anna and Michael Sharkey, and Emily Luke. 

Actuality - Goalball

Anna Sharkey
You have a volleyball size court and you have three players on each side of the court.

Michael Sharkey
All the players have shades on so nobody can see anything at all.

Anna Sharkey
You have a basketball sized ball with a bell in it.

Michael Sharkey
And it's quite heavy - it's a kilo and a quarter.

Anna Sharkey
And you have to throw the ball along the floor as quickly as you can to the other side of the court.  And then the players at the other side have to use their hearing to detect where the ball is and then they have to dive to try and stop it.  They then have to get up and throw the ball back.

Actuality - Goalball

Emily Luke
Because the ball's coming at you quite fast you need to get down and dive sideways, so you're lying on your side on the floor to make yourself as long as possible, to cover as much of the court, to stop the ball going between you and in the net.  You're listening to where that ball's coming from, you track it across the floor.

Actuality - Goalball

Djazmi
Well that was the sound of Tom Ryder, Saracen's second row, being shown how to defend a ball in Goalball and you took a few blows all over your body, how was that?

Ryder
A few blows in the head - blows everywhere.  It's just that it's completely out of my comfort zone, I mean I just feel disorientated.  There's a few lines on the floor which I can feel with my feet but you know after a couple of shots you just lose orientation.

Djazmi
A lot of people, when they put blindfolds on, are disorientated just standing still, what was it like for you trying to locate a ball that's rapidly moving towards you?

Ryder
Actually locating the ball's actually alright because it's got a bell in it so you can hear where it's going but it's just finding your position on the court, after you've made a save, getting back and trying to make a shot because you have no orientation, so you're desperately trying to find the markers on the floor to find where you are.  And also if it's a loose ball, trying to pick the ball up afterwards because it's just a guessing game.

Djazmi
And you and your team mates are about to take on the girls I think - how are you feeling - nervous?

Ryder
Yeah very nervous, I watched them play before and they were excellent, I couldn't believe - they looked like they were playing with full sight so I'm pretty worried actually.

Huntley
Yeah my name is Tabo Huntley and I'm the performance director and head coach of Goalball GB.  The powers that be have not sold the sport in a real direct way amongst the VI community.  There's kind of a perception that it's not a very exciting sport, it's pretty dull and it's an easy game to play because most people introduced to the sport at such a low level, they have that perception that that's what it's like at international level or even senior level really.  As a sport we've just got to get out there and raise that profile and we need to do that from the elite level and we need to do that all the way down to the grass roots and entry level through the schools.

Actuality - Goalball

Michael Sharkey
My name is Michael Sharkey.  I'm 25.  I've now played for Great Britain over a hundred times.

Djazmi
Some members of the GB Paralympic swimming team have described Goalball to me as girly ball - they don't seem to think very much of it.  What do you say to them?

Michael Sharkey
Well I would love them to come and have a go at Goalball.  The ball, as I said before, is a kilo and a quarter, now I don't know if you can imagine a medicine ball travelling at about 50-60 miles an hour, and that means from the time it leaves their hand to the time you have to defend it is about half a second, so your reactions have to be very, very quick indeed - this ball is going to hit you pretty hard but you've got to make sure it does otherwise it's going to go past you into the goal.

Actuality - Goalball

Djazmi
Well I am able to confirm for you that a rapidly moving medicine ball does hurt when it hits you because that was the sound of the medicine ball hitting my hand holding a microphone.  And I'm sure the feeling will return to my hand soon.

Michael Sharkey
Come and have a go if you think you're hard enough.

Djazmi
Well the game's started between the Saracen's players and the GP women's team and I'm with Jackie Bullen, who's mother of Georgie, who's a member of that women's team and we have to talk quietly because there isn't actually supposed to be any noise while a Goalball game is progress.  How are the rugby [sic] players getting on Jackie?

Bullen
Actually I think they're doing very well. And the centre for Saracen's is now taking the ball - that's Hayden Smith - very nice shot, it's been blocked by the ladies but powerful and very low.  Tom is about to throw and it's gone straight out - way out, you can hear that ...

Djazmi
Way out - that's - if there was another court.

Bullen
That would have interrupted a game on another court definitely.

Djazmi
It's not just the speed of the play that can be impressive, a year ago 15-year-old Georgie Bullen hadn't even played Goalball, now she's a member of the national team.

Georgie Bullen
Yeah it's been a kind of sink or swim thing with me and that's basically how our coach Tabo works.  I went to my first tournament in [indistinct word] after I think two, three training sessions and after that I was completely addicted.  Definitely the highlight has got to be winning the European Championships in Munich, it was just amazing.

Huntley
The best way to start out in Goalball is by going through British Blind Sport or if people think they're talented they can click on to the Paralympics GB website, look at the talent days that are coming up, come along to those, we're normally there.  Also there's Parasport, which is another website, where we have contact details on there and anyone who wants to play Goalball, whether it's recreationally or want to have a go at being fast tracked within a year, those are the means to get involved.

George Bullen
Definitely do it, it's amazing what they've done with me, seriously, I didn't know it existed before last year and now I'm on the European Champions team playing with them, playing for GB.

White
A very enthusiastic Georgie Bullen ending Mani's report

And next on the horizon for both teams are the World Championships in Sheffield in June. We wish them both well and we'll be trying to cover that too. 

That's it for today.  Do call or e-mail with any points you want to make, or issues you'd like us to raise.  The action line is 0800 044 044 and from me Peter White, my producer Cheryl Gabriel, and the team, goodbye. 


