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Djazmi
Good evening.  This week:  Could the independence of many blind and partially sighted people be in danger?  Vodafone has announced that it's to discontinue the Wayfinder satellite navigation software, which enables many of us to travel on unfamiliar routes with confidence.  And we hear about the first steps on a journey for some visually impaired gardeners that they hope will end up at the Chelsea Flower Show.

Clip
If you like growing things it's a pleasure, it's not pressure.  You stick things in - they grow.  I've got green fingers.

Djazmi
Find out if his confidence is justified later.

But first, Vodafone's popular Wayfinder Access navigation system seems to have reached a dead end.  As some of you will know it's a sat nav product which enables visually impaired people to access GPS information about where they are, where they're going and points of interest like coffee shops along the way using speech software on their mobile phones.

I've been speaking to Neil Barnfather from the largest global distributor of Wayfinder Access - Talknav - and Rory Heap who uses it.  He began by telling me how much of a difference it's made to his life.

Heap
It gives me considerable amount more independence, it means I can find out a great deal about what's around me, where I'm going - I can plan routes to where I want to go.  It's enabled me to get close to somebody's house and me not to have to ask them to come and pick me up from the station.  So it means I can be more independent or it means that if I'm trying to find a business location - if I've got a visit to make or if I've got a conference to speak at or something - I can set the destination as a favourite and navigate to it having got there on public transport, walk straight to the venue.

Djazmi
And does it give you sort of peripheral information as you're walking down the road - does it tell you where you're walking past, landmarks, that sort of thing?

Heap
Yes it can do, there are about five different views within Wayfinder Access and depending on how you use those views you can get different kinds of information - what crossroads are nearby you, what points of interest are nearby you, what favourites are nearby you, what's all around you and indeed, quite importantly, where you are.  

Djazmi
It gives you a licence for spontaneity in the same way as sighted people have?

Heap
It does indeed, as long as the maps are updated with that kind of information and that's one of the problems about withdrawing this service.  The Wayfinder Access was sold to us on the basis of a lifetime licence, so we're not too happy about having to look around for something else when we've got something that is perfectly adequate and which could be improved if development was continued.

Djazmi
Well I'm also joined by Neil Barnfather, who's the manager of one of the global companies which sell Wayfinder Access.  And I understand the news to discontinue it came as something of a surprise.

Barnfather
Absolutely Mani, we were not notified at all by Wayfinder, nor its parent company Vodafone, as to their decision to cut Wayfinder products and it was in fact our customers that notified of the announcement on the Wayfinder website.

Djazmi
And what are the alternatives?

Barnfather
There are approximately five GPS accessible products to us as blind people.  They're considerably more expensive.  It should be said, in their defence, they are a great deal more feature rich than Wayfinder Access.

Heap
But I actually think Vodafone have at least a moral responsibility, if they are going to withdraw this service - and I sincerely hope they don't.  But you know we were promised a lifetime licence, there's no way the vendors can offer us that and I think Vodafone should consider a compensation package for those people that they're withdrawing a service from.

Djazmi
Neil, just tell us about this lifetime licence - what does it involve?

Barnfather
The lifetime licence was sold to users - it's a lifetime licence of the user, not of the product.  So a user buys the licence - on the day they make that purchase they're entitled to use the public release of the software on that day for a lifetime on any of the supported devices.  Now there's the snag.  So in effect you can use this product for the rest of your life if you have a supported device.  You can change from supported devices free of charge.  So in effect it wouldn't technically last a user the next 60 years or so because the supported devices won't be around in that time.  But a user could happily expect to get at least five or so years out of the products on that basis, given the fact that most blind users keep their handsets for a greater amount of time as opposed to their sighted counterparts.  Most sighted users keep their phones for approximately 12-18 months, changing periodically on their contract.  Blind users, due to the fact that they get used to the phone, they feel more comfortable with that particular device, and indeed the expenditure of switching - blind people can't pick up a low cost handset straight from any store, they require high end powerful latest state of the art devices to run the screen readers they use.  Effectively can't change their phones as often.  So they keep these handsets for a lot more time.

Djazmi
You're still selling Wayfinder on your website, isn't that slightly disingenuous given that you know the state of the situation and it's quite a bleak situation - the chances are it will be discontinued?

Barnfather
Absolutely, so thus far we've actually firstly not received any sales since the announcements; second, there is a post on the website stipulating that there is an issue and of course we discuss this with any customer who rings in.

Djazmi
So Neil, how would you like this whole situation to be resolved?

Barnfather
The hope would be that these users would be offered some form of refund from Vodafone.  We have proposed to them - and I can't reveal too much about this at this stage because it would be unfair to them - but we have proposed entering into an exchange situation where Vodafone would in effect take back the Wayfinder Access licences and given the fact that there's a considerable number of Access customers they could negotiate a bulk buy of one of the alternative solutions, hopefully thus lowering the cost.  But it's very early stages and as Rory's indicated it's very unnerving times for blind people, not only does Access offer turn by turn instructions from A to B and information about what's around you one of the things I, as a blind person, have found most important about it is the confidence factor.  This product tells me I am in the right place, I'm going to right way, you're on the right track type thing and I think that's really important, I think you'd agree Roy?

Heap
Absolutely I would agree and I don't think this should be the end of the story, I actually think it's a chance for large companies like Vodafone to learn lessons about the significance of the blind community as customers and I think imagination needs to be - commercial imagination needs to be applied to this situation and I'm sure it could be and I hope that if you do manage to talk to Vodafone that you can have some open conversation with them about what they might be prepared to think about.  

Djazmi
Rory Heap and Neil Barnfather.  Well I'm pleased to say that I am joined from Oxford by Caroline Dewing from Vodafone.  So why is Wayfinder being discontinued?

Dewing
As you know technology's in a constant state of innovation and turn by turn navigation is now available free of charge by the likes of Google and Nokia and this makes it impossible for the Wayfinder service to compete on a commercial basis, so sadly we have decided not to continue developing the particular product and that includes Wayfinder Access.

Djazmi
But why can't you keep up with the technology and match what your competitors are doing?

Dewing
The Wayfinder platform is not one that we can offer the service free of charge in the same way as Google has.  We're a mobile phone company, a mobile network operator rather than an internet organisation.  So I mean I guess the message from us is that although we're discontinuing the service in the due fullness of time we are committed to servicing our existing customers and we take our obligations to them very seriously.  And so what we want to do is work out a way over the next few months of providing a seamless transition effectively from the Wayfinder service to another service.  So I'd like to take this opportunity to reassure the customers who already have Wayfinder Access that we are looking for a solution.

Djazmi
Okay two points.  Firstly, what is the due fullness of time - when is this going to be switched off?  And secondly, what are the alternatives to which you're hoping to offer as transition?

Dewing
We won't switch it off until we have a viable alternative and until we have a viable alternative we'll keep the current service going.  So I can't give you a specific time because we're looking at alternatives as we speak.

Djazmi
And what about these alternatives?

Dewing
I'm sorry I can't talk about those in detail just at the moment but there are options on the table and we are exploring them and I'd be happy to come back and explain them in more detail to you once plans are more refined.

Djazmi
Okay we'll look forward to that.  What's going to happen to the lifetime licence?

Dewing
This is one of the issues which is under discussion and again I can come back to you in the due fullness of time and explain in more detail.  But again I want to reiterate that our priority is to ensure that our existing customers get a good service and they should rest assured that we want let them down.

Djazmi
And will this good service include constant updating of points of interest while you search for an alternative?

Dewing
In the short term we are not going to be updating the points of interest but that is going to be part of the solution going ahead.  So there'll be a period where unfortunately we can't update the points of interest on as regular a basis as we would wish but we're looking into that as - to reinforce that in - with the next stage of evolution of the product.

Djazmi
One of the corporate buzz phrases of the moment is social responsibility - given that many visually impaired people are going to be significantly disadvantaged by this decision would you say it lives up to that ethos?

Dewing
We have to close down the Wayfinder service because it's not commercially viable but that doesn't mean to say that we aren't looking for alternative solutions for our blind and partially sighted customers and we take our customers' needs very seriously and we are looking for alternative solutions.

Djazmi
Caroline Dewing from Vodafone, thanks very much for joining us and we look forward to updates later in the year.

And as ever we welcome your views, information on how to reach us coming up at the end of the programme.

Now last week Richard Lane cooked up a mushroom risotto in our new Can't See Will Cook series.  He also recommended wearing surgical gloves for protection when chopping up parsley and pretty much everything else.  Well Andrew Cartmel's been in touch with a handy tip but happily not a fingertip.

Cartmel
I happened to catch this week's programme and heard about the difficulty of chopping parsley.  A mother of a girlfriend had a very useful trick for both unsighted and sighted.  You put the parsley in a drinking glass and chop it up in there using scissors, this obviates the need for a knife and also keeps the chopped parsley contained.

Djazmi
Also last week Peter asked for your favourite recipes, other safety tips and a willingness to have a microphone in your kitchen.  David Adams sounds like a prime candidate.

Adams
I spend a lot of time cooking both for pleasure and professionally in support of my wife's bed and breakfast.  I cook full English breakfast for as many as 20 people; dinners for as many as 30 and the occasional wedding breakfast for 60.  I cook mainly on an Agar designed by a blind person.  I prepare soups, simple and elaborate dishes and use fresh ingredients from my garden and preserve food from our large larder.

Djazmi
Speaking of growing things - the gardening charity Thrive is involved in an exciting project with its gardeners growing plants for the Chelsea Flower Show in May.  For over 30 years Thrive has been using gardening to rehabilitate disabled people.  Their gardeners have been set a task of growing plants that would look good in the garden of a hypothetical mature gentleman and last week, in the first of three reports, I visited a couple of their visually impaired members who were about to sow the first seeds.

Smith
This is a euonymus, it's got the beautiful yellow colour, this is Golden King.  But we just clip it to keep it looking nice, it makes very nice ground cover but if you can sort of clip it round into a nice shape it does go lovely.  We've been doing a bit this morning so it doesn't need too much now.  If I take anymore off it'll look like a very bad haircut I think.

Djazmi
Kevin Smith is 54, he used to be a London taxi driver and then a ticket inspector but he's been forced to stop by his degenerative eye condition.  He's spent much of the last 14 months coming to terms with his visual impairment and some of that time coming to Thrive.

Smith
I lost my sight suddenly and until then I'd been sort of nine to five, never been out of work and I really didn't have a clue what to do.  And I did feel very adrift.  My family stuck by me, my son stuck by me, and here I am now - I'm coming up again now, it's nice, this has helped me to do it.  I always loved gardening, I used to have a garden and I've got quite a bit of knowledge but I didn't know how to go about using that knowledge with my disability and these guys are teaching me.

Thompson
My name's Jo Thompson, I'm a garden designer based in Kent and I'm designing the urban garden for Thrive this year which is going to appear at the Chelsea Flower Show.

Djazmi
Why have you decided to work with Thrive on the project?

Thompson
They do absolutely fantastic work, they're truly inspirational.  When I went and saw people achieving tasks and things that I find difficult to do I realised that this was a great place to work for.  I saw people who are blind being shown how to trim hedges, prune - jobs that I, as an able bodied person, would sort of shy away from.

Djazmi
Well I've come to join Leslie Lang at his plot and it's a bit of a barren plot here Leslie, what do you do here - do you just drink tea or do you actually do any work?

Lang
No, I would have been planting my seeds today only I've been interrupted so that I have to wait till next week.

Djazmi
So it's my fault?

Lang
It's your fault yes.  

Djazmi
And what will you be planting when you actually get round to it?

Lang
Veg basically - lettuce, carrots, onion sets - you can get quite a lot in here but you've got to think about it because you've got to put something there which is not going to be very big - these plots are about four foot square so you can't get too much in them, if you're too ambitious you'll finish up with nothing.  I love it.  I've gardened all my life, I actually started when I was a little boy - when the war was on - putting nasturtium seeds and marigold seeds on top of the Anderson shelter in the back garden, you can see what you've done, you can see it growing and changing and even something like weeding - I quite like weeding because it's like painting - you can see what you've done, you get a patch of ground that's full of weeds and you clear it, you've really done something worthwhile.  You can see the little bits of weeds there and I can feel them.  What I tend to do in a situation like this is - what I can see I pull and then just run my hand along and I can feel the blades of grass.  It's a bit tedious but it's the only way I can do it really.  Generally speaking if I can see them well they're too big - they've got to come out.  The worst thing about not being able to see is that when you're weeding what you can see you'll pull up, what you can't see might sting you.  You soon find ...

Djazmi
How often does that happen to you?

Lang
Quite a lot yeah, yeah.

Woody
Hi I'm Woody, the horticultural therapist at Thrive.

Djazmi
Why do you think gardening is such a good way of rehabilitating disabled people?

Woody
I think it's getting your hands dirty, Kevin will say that, getting close to nature, feeling like you're not completely useless and you can do something positive.  One of the things with Kevin when he started was he wasn't too confident about the practical tasks but there are different ways - like for pruning a shrub whereas we may be using our eyes to get the shape of the shrub, he uses his hands and he can still use a pair of secateurs and a pair of shears to get the shape.

Smith
Feeling plants - Jasmine's got a square stem, I didn't know that.  And vertically opposed buds you just give it a square snip across the top - I've learnt that already.  I know it sounds daft but I didn't know that but with a sense of feel you can do gardening, you can.  I don't see much in the way of colours but shapes is okay, it's good.

Woody
I think it's getting the confidence back in themselves and getting the practical confidence but also in some cases the social confidence as well.

Djazmi
The rehabilitative benefits of Thrive are clear whoever you speak to and that's not all - Kevin Smith is amongst a number of gardeners here who are aiming to get qualifications which will help them find horticultural work.  But for the next couple of months the thoughts of Kevin, Leslie and the rest will also be turned to growing plants that will be deemed good enough to display in Jo Thompson's garden at the Chelsea Flower Show.

Smith
I've always wanted to go to Chelsea, always, I used to watch it on the television when I was sighted and it's been my dream to go there and all of a sudden - vroom I'm going.  It's wonderful.

Djazmi
Do you feel under pressure because you're going to be growing something for a flower show rather than for your own enjoyment?

Lang
No, if you like growing things it's a pleasure, it's not pressure.  You stick things in they grow.  I've got green fingers.

Djazmi
And is there a sort of competitive streak inside you which makes you think I've got to get something on this display garden?

Lang
Oh yeah, that'll be there, yes.  Any gardener likes to grow bigger veg and better flowers than the next door neighbour.

Djazmi
And show them off?

Lang
Yeah and show them off, yes of course, yeah.  That's what shows are all about isn't it.

Djazmi
Leslie Lang.

And you can hear more about Thrive and meet some of the other members on Friday's You and Yours programme from midday.

And while I'm on the subject of other Radio 4 programmes, a new series of Between Ourselves began this morning with two women who lost their sight in a matter of weeks, telling their stories to Olivia O'Leary.  If you missed it you can catch the repeat from half past nine this evening.

And that's it for this week.  There's just enough time to remind you of our action line number where you can leave comments and suggestions, that's 0800 044 044.  And don't forget that the programme's podcast will be on the website from tomorrow.  Hope you can join Peter next week but until we meet again from myself, Mani Djazmi, producer Kathleen Griffin and the team, goodbye.
 



