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White
Good evening.  Tonight, lessons for would be MPs on how to involve deafblind electors fully in the democratic process.  And the trickle of technology companies withdrawing their specialist services for visually impaired people seems to be turning into a flood - we'll be looking at what lies behind these decisions.

Now with the announcement of the General Election surely only days away those who aspire to govern us will be sharpening up their rhetoric to convince us that they are the ones who deserve our vote.  But just how many of them have thought about how to deliver their message to getting on for a quarter of a million people in this country who have degrees of both visual and hearing disability?  Well Sense - the organisation which represents this group in society - has been doing some campaigning of its own to get this message across and to instruct MPs in the communication skills they need.

Well I'm joined by Kari Gertsheimer, who's Sense's head of rights and citizenship and by Liz Ball, Liz is both totally blind and profoundly deaf and she's using the deafblind manual to have my questions relayed to her.

Let me start with you Liz.  Just explain some of the difficulties you face in following the political process, especially when an election is on.

Ball
There are two main difficulties for me.  One is to get information and the other is to actually communicate with people about what's happening.  My experience is that it's relatively easy to get information online about national manifestos - so the policies of the different parties - but it's quite difficult to get information in an accessible format about local candidates.  So I think I'm right in saying that every time I've voted I've not actually even known the name of the local candidates until somebody has read the ballot paper to me.  I also, as someone who's political active, I like to discuss politics with people and also potentially I would like to go to local meetings to find out about candidates but to do that I would need an interpreter, which is often not available.

White
And in using online methods you would use Braille - that would be your preferred and possibly only method of doing this?

Ball
Yes I use JAWS with a Braille display.

White
What level of knowledge do you think potential MPs actually have?

Ball
I think there is a mix.  I recently went to some events that were organised by Sense for prospective parliamentary candidates and some of the people I spoke to there did seem quite aware but others just hadn't thought about the issues.  So, for example, there was one person there who had been very actively trying to make sure that their campaign materials were accessible, available in a range of different formats.  But other people said to me I haven't even thought about making sure that blind people or deafblind people could actually access our information.

White
And what about in terms of direct contact with you - I mean say you went to a political meeting and you wanted to buttonhole one of the MPs would they know how to talk to you, how you got information - that kind of thing?

Ball
I have met with my MP, in fact not my current MP but a previous MP, and she was actually quite good, she was quite aware of how to work with an interpreter but I had to provide my own interpreter, she wouldn't actually fund that interpreter herself, which in fact they should do.  And that is quite a common problem I think - that MPs say that they won't provide communication support when they should, it is actually an expense that they can legitimately claim.  In terms of actually going to a public meeting again there's the problem of needing an interpreter.  Also from my point of view because deafblind manual - which is the method I use for communication - is quite slow - it's actually quite hard to keep up and there's very little allowance made for that.  And also when you're talking one to one with politicians they often don't actually understand the interpreting process.

White
Let me bring in Kari Gertsheimer at this point.  Can you just explain what Sense has been doing to close this gap that Liz has been describing?

Gertsheimer
We've been travelling around the country and holding training events for candidates in Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds and London.  And the main basis of those training events has been to ensure that parliamentary candidates know how to communicate with disabled voters, how to offer accessible information to disabled voters, how to meet with disabled voters and indeed how to use an interpreter where relevant.  And then alongside the training events we've also been running a web based campaign, so that our members and deafblind people and their families can contact parliamentary candidates directly and make their views heard.  We've also produced a booklet called Making Sense of Disability and that has been issued to all parliamentary candidates across the country.

White
Can I just get you to - just to explain that number I gave at the beginning - almost a quarter of a million people with a dual disability - that will sound enormously high to people, how did you arrive at that?

Gertsheimer
Many people assume that people who are deafblind are born deafblind - that's congenital deafblindness.  In actual fact most people who are blind have acquired deafblindness which means that the cause of their deafblindness is ageing and people will often be very surprised to hear that in the over 75 age group nearly 5% of people - that's nearly 1 in 20 - are sufficiently dual sensory impaired to qualify as deafblind.  If politicians make their campaigns accessible to disabled people they're actually making their campaigns accessible for a much wider audience - that's older people as well.

White
Let me bring in Liz again.  What about polling day itself Liz - how do you cope on that, how do you cast your vote?

Ball
For me getting to a polling station is quite difficult so I opt to use a postal vote, which means that I receive the information and the ballot paper in print by post and have to get someone to read it to me.  Mostly that means that I have to take it into work and ask a work colleague to read it to me.  I know that they're happy to do that but I do have a bit of an issue with why should my work colleagues know how I am voting.  The alternative would be for me to go to a polling station but to do that I would need a communicator guide to help me to get there and also then to read the ballot paper to me.  I could then use the tactile voting template that every polling station is supposed to have so that I could then mark my ballot paper independently.  But for me actually finding someone to go with me is too difficult.

White
Clearly you and other deafblind people have to think very carefully and plan enormously for things that other people take for granted.  What would you say are the key things that would need to happen to make this a whole lot better?

Ball
I think there are a number of things that could be done.  For example, why not make postal voting papers so that you can have a copy in your preferred format and then they could also send a tactile template that you could put over the ballot paper, in the similar way to the template that they use in the polling station, so you could actually mark the ballot paper yourself.

White
Liz Ball, Kari Gertsheimer thank you both very much indeed.

Now the range of complex technology to assist with all kinds of day to day tasks is increasing all the time as we know, the problem is that people who use it - like any other computer user - needs support from time to time and last week we heard how the company Vodafone had said that it would no longer be able to offer specialist support to users of its Wayfinder service - a speech based package which acts like a SatNav designed specifically for visually impaired people and which can be installed on your phone.  The reason given - that they're a phone company and other products developed by specialists in the SatNav field mean that for Vodafone providing this service is no longer commercially viable.  The problem is that this leaves those who've had the system put on their phone high and dry and now we're hearing about other companies who seem to be following the same line. 

Geoff Long is a totally blind computer user whose service provider is Demon but just recently he's been hearing some worrying rumours.

Long
I've heard that Demon intend curtailing or stopping the excellent service which they've offered us for the last 13 years of a dedicated helpline for VI users.

White
Explain the kind of service that you actually get at the moment.

Long
Well at the moment we have a dedicated line which if you have any sort of problem - connectivity, router - anything really to do with the way your computer speaks to your ISP - you can call a helpline which is manned by people who have screen reader knowledge, training in how we navigate and get around a screen - and that's invaluable, absolutely.  I've been with Demon for seven years, in fact I joined or I had Demon as my ISP because I knew they had a dedicated line and that goes for quite a few other VI people I know too.

White
And I believe that line is run by people who are themselves visually impaired?

Long
That's correct, yes.

White
And is that - do you consider that as an important factor?

Long
I do because they know how to tell us to navigate and also when people first get a computer and go online for the first time they're not always confident, I know I certainly wasn't, and it's in those early days that you really do need help and I have had occasion to ring the customer service centre they have in Mumbai, which I'm sure is excellent in many respects, but when I mention the word screen reader - completely flummoxed and if they tell you there are icons for this and click on that you know they just have no idea how we navigate sites.  And I've heard that Demon are saying that the customer service won't be affected - that's got to be a nonsense, I mean why would they give their - all their staff in Mumbai specialist training on screen reader issues when they already have a dedicated service which is doing that?

White
Well let me actually quote to you from the letter that Thus - which is the company that owns Demon - actually sent to the people who provide your service and in that letter it says:

"We've always provided services - internet, phone, data etc - that are accessible to any customer whether disabled or not.  The support we've provided whether based in Southend or India has never discriminated or favoured customers with disabilities.  We support everyone equally, as such our regular support desk is fully capable of helping visually impaired or otherwise disabled customers with any technical billing or general queries they may have."

Long 
My simple answer to that is no it isn't.  I had a specific problem with my router, I phoned the customer service section in Mumbai, they absolutely could not help me.  I phoned the Demon helpline, I think he was dealing with another Demon customer at the time, so I tried the Mumbai line - they were polite and friendly - but you want more than that when you phone a helpline.  I phoned up the Demon helpline, he had me sorted out within a quarter of an hour.

White
Are you concerned about being able to go on using your Demon website successfully?

Long
Yeah, I mean Demon - it's a great ISP, it's a good service they offer, they have the foresight and social conscience to put up this service 13 years ago, there are now far more VI users than there were then, if anything we need the service more not less.

White
By the way the company that provides Geoff's service is called Apart and this is the statement that we received from Demon about their decision.

Demon statement
Demon is not discontinuing any service we currently provide through Apart.  We are reviewing how we continue to work with this organisation to provide these services.  Having enjoyed a 12 year relationship with Apart a review of their service has concluded that much of what they did was duplication and we now have the skills, ability and experience to do this in-house.  In addition as technology, services and software have developed and our customer service processes have evolved, thanks in some measure to support and advice from Apart, fewer and fewer of our customers needed to use their service, making the existing contractual arrangement untenable.  However, discussions are ongoing and at this point no final decisions have been taken.

We've also heard from a number of listeners, including John Gallagher that T-Mobile's Sunderland office, which provided specialist support, has also been closed and John said it was a very friendly and helpful service and he's worried about its replacement.  We contacted T-Mobile who sent us this:

T-Mobile statement
T-Mobile always strives to provide excellent service to all of its customers.  As part of this commitment to our customer service assistance to disabled customers is now being provided by the main teams in all of our in-house contact centres.  This change means that we have more agents trained to help our disabled customers which is aimed at delivering a better service.

So what is going on here and are we likely to see more of this kind of thing?  I spoke to Leonie Watson, director of accessibility with the web design company Nomensa.  So was this a blip or a trend?

Watson
Given the fact that there are three companies withdrawing services of one sort of another I don't think we can call it a one off with the best will in the world.  Whether it's a trend that's likely to continue or not is very difficult to say but it is something that does seem to have been going on for a couple of years now.  If I look back as far as I think it's 2005 when Orange withdrew the Wildfire service and that at the time caused quite a bit of reaction from the blind and partially sighted community because it was a service that translated many of the phone's features into speech, that of course is something we find useful.

White
So what's driving it do you think?

Watson
You don't have to have looked too far out of the window to know that last year was a tough year for businesses of all shapes and sizes, so I'd imagine that's going to be at least the surface reason why these services are being withdrawn.  Whether it's actually the case - there's definitely a social imperative there, social responsibility, there's no getting away from that, there's a mobile services best practice guidance document that was issued quite clearly says that service providers do need to look into providing suitable help and assistance for people with disabilities.  The legal aspect is a little bit more complicated and I'm not a solicitor but as I understand it providing these companies are giving the same service or the same information in other formats that are equal or accessible then that is pretty much it under the DDA.

White
But some of the companies are coming up with quite an interesting argument which is they're saying that they shouldn't actually provide a service which is different, either less advantageous or more advantageous and they're kind of saying we want to give the same service as we give to all our customers - what do you make of that?

Watson
Depends on their interpretation of same service, if they mean the same quality, the same level of help that they're able to give to everybody else that they can then give to people with disabilities I think that's perfectly reasonable.  The tricky part of course comes in that people who use screen readers, screen magnifiers, do have quite specific requirements and if these companies can make sure their teams are equipped to deal with those kind of inquiries fine, whether they can or not remains to be seen.

White
Well I was going to say what's your view about whether they're likely to - what do you feel the training arguments are, say for a specialist desk?

Watson
I think they're very strong, I think you could quite possibly put your entire support team through training to support all kinds of different people but the chances are that those individuals aren't going to regularly get to use that information.  So when they do find themselves on the end of a phone supporting someone with a sight impairment the chances are they might have forgotten, been a bit out of practice, we know how it goes.  Whereas if you've got a dedicated support team who deal solely with these kind of inquiries they're obviously going to be much more up to the ball and on their game in terms of helping us all.

White
One other point that's been made to us is that also there often seems to be a not very great understanding even in the language that's used - you know people are asked if they can see the icon, they're asked to click on this and click on that, whereas of course certainly visually impaired people tend to use completely different methods.

Watson
Yes I think there's two aspects to that.  One is that the people you're speaking to on the help desk may not have it recorded anywhere in your information that you have a visual impairment, you're under no obligation to tell them that, and if that information isn't available to them then they're probably going to go forward on the assumption that you're a sighted customer.  I do think, personally, that there's also a little bit too much sensitivity sometimes on the part of us blind and partially sighted people.  I work on the web and the term click is pretty much a default term - we just understand it to mean by whatever mechanism you hit that button, press that mouse or whatever, and I think to some extent perhaps we could just maybe take a step back on that one in the scheme of things.

White
Do you think though that we're likely to see more of this kind of thing?

Watson
I sincerely hope not, there are success stories out there for running it the right way as opposed to these companies who are maybe having to withdraw these services.

White
Leonie Watson.

That's it for this week.  You can contact us about anything at all to do with the programme on our action line - that's 08400 044 044.  From me Peter White, my producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.


