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White
Good evening.  Guide dogs has a new top dog and it turns out he's a sea dog too.  Richard Leaman, the new chief executive of Guide Dogs for the Blind Association, is my guest this evening.  He took over the reigns, or perhaps it should be the harness, of the Guide Dogs for the Blind Association in March, so he's presumably now had time to have his feet - I won't say paws - under the table for long enough to get a sense of what he wants to do.  He takes over as the association begins a new 10 year strategy but of course he also takes the tiller when the economic weather for charities, along with everyone else, is very uncertain.  As I hinted his is a naval background - he ended his career at sea as a rear admiral.

Richard Leaman, first of all, welcome.

Leaman
Thank you.

White
But bluntly how does a sea going career - how does that fit you to run a charity with a very specific remit to do with dogs and blind people?

Leaman
It's a very good question, which a number of our stakeholders have asked me direct.  And perhaps of as much interest to me as to them is the amount of work that I'm doing that is entirely familiar with what I was doing in a blue suit.  So when the trustees asked me to look at managing an organisation, looking after people, managing tight resources, communicating, dealing with ministers - it's all very familiar territory.  So although I'd like to say it's my dog training experience - if you'd met my boxer dog Billy you'd know that it isn't that - but certainly most of the work I'm doing is very familiar.

White
So why did you want the job?

Leaman
Well I think this had started a long time ago when I was a young lad in the Blue Peter days and collecting bottle tops  - for me Guide Dogs is and always will be a national treasure.  So being asked to take on the job is - frankly it's a huge privilege and it's a responsibility I take very, very seriously.  So I've spent the last three months learning as much as I can about the people we serve, about how Guide Dogs does its business and how we fit into the sector.  And the learning journey will go on for some time but it's a huge privilege.

White
I'd like to press you a bit on the specifics of how you would guide this organisation though because I know you've studied business and there does now seem to be this kind of theory that management is a skill in itself, that if you can manage say a ship and its crew then you can manage an organisation supplying guide dogs but is that necessarily true?

Leaman
I think there is some truth in it.  I wouldn't wish to come from the outside and say that the VI sector or the charity sector could learn so much from other people, in fact from what I've seen it's a pretty smart sector.  But what I can say is that the vast majority of what I'm being asked to do is very familiar and let's take getting value for money - I mean that's what everyone's trying to do now.  So finding ways to get more for less within Guide Dogs is old hat to me and hopefully a skill I can bring to Guide Dogs.

White
So is the recession biting?  I mean you've come in, you've presumably looked at the figures, is this is a tough time for Guide Dogs?

Leaman
It's a very challenging time fundraising and certainly from some aspects it's going to be an extremely difficult two or three years ahead.  We have this year I think the potential to overspend by several million if we're not more carefully focused on exactly where we spend our money and making sure it goes to the right place.  So yes it is tight, we're having to put more thinking and time and effort into fundraising and certainly if we want to deliver the new strategy, which is calling for us to reach more people and deliver more mobility, within the same budget we've got to get smarter about how we spend our money.

White
So does that mean that - you know I'm going to ask you specifically about the 10 year strategy in a moment - but does that mean that you also have to consider where you will be spending less money than you have in the past and if so can you tell us where?

Leaman
I think there are some simple ways for Guide Dogs to make efficiencies - if I can use that dreaded word - and if I take travel, for example, there's a huge amount of travel that our people undertake necessarily but there's also been a lot of travel for meetings and so on that by introducing a VTC system and more teleconferencing we can reduce the travel, get the same value from the meetings and apply that money elsewhere.  And in particular getting more blind and partially sighted people mobile.  So in some cases this is very simple work, in others it's more demanding.

White
So tell us about the 10 year strategy - what are the key elements to this?

Leaman
Well it was based on some extensive research done well before I joined Guide Dogs and indicated that with the way we should look at mobility is in terms of a journey which starts the day somebody is diagnosed as losing their sight and ultimately will complete in some cases with the provision of a guide dog.  But between that - that spectrum there's a whole raft of things that we can and should be doing to help people get mobile, ranging from the provision of sighted guides to long cane training to the guide dog and even the work we do around the Guide Dog service, which is making sure that the environment out there - the buses and the streets - are safe places for blind and partially sighted people to walk on.  So it looked at the experience of sight loss from a mobility perspective and we're now focusing on making sure that Guide Dogs plays its part in each one of those steps.

White
But that is a vast remit and you're talking about things which are being - some of which are being done by other organisations.  I mean I think the most persistent thing we hear on In Touch about Guide Dogs is that despite indicating quite recently that it would concentrate on core activities that Guide Dogs still does too much, that's what people say to us.  In other words that it really should concentrate on getting the best dogs possible for the people who really need them and provide those units - dog and person - with tip top support from beginning to end - would you agree with that?

Leaman
I would and that won't change, in fact the new strategy is calling upon me and my colleagues to deliver more partnerships in the years ahead.  So this is certainly not at all a strategy that undermines or changes the direction of Guide Dogs ...

White
But there does seem a bit - Richard, there seems a bit of a mismatch there - we know there's less money about, you've said so yourself, you've suggested a strategy that wants to do all sorts of things and yet you're also saying that you're committed to the idea that the core activity of providing a dog is what you should do - can that really be consistent?

Leaman
Yes it can because first and foremost - as I mentioned earlier - we will find ways of doing things more effectively and a lot of work is going on at the moment into the costs of the Guide Dog service.  But the aim is to make sure that we deliver the same service - and indeed increase the numbers of the Guide Dog service ideally for the same if not less cost.  But the other angle that is hugely important to the strategy is the extent to which we collaborate with other charities - local societies, some of the bigger charities.  My sense is, as a newcomer to the scene, is that there's a fair amount of overlap between what the various charities are offering ...

White
But you seem to be adding to that.

Leaman
Not at all, not at all, in fact there's a gaping hole in mobility which we're trying to fill.  But my concern, I have to say, as an outsider coming in, new to the game, is that let's take an area of research where I see several charities doing research into the same things, it's a complete waste of money and we should be rationalising how we do our research.  I would like to think we can probably merge some of our offices, so let's take some of the larger charities, if they work alongside us in a single office that's two less offices and two less sets of overheads and administration costs.  And much more important there's a more joined up response to the people we're here to serve.  So I think there are ways of working, collaboration, finding ways of saving money which will allow us not just to deliver the Guide Dog service but also to go beyond that and deliver other elements of the mobility strategy which simply aren't being touched at the moment.

White
Should you - I mean you mentioned campaigning, you mentioned shared surfaces, it was only one of the things that you campaign on - should you campaign as much as you do, aren't there - again - other organisations perhaps who can do that, who could campaign on issues such as shared surfaces or aspects of eye care indeed, which you campaign on, isn't your role and the reason the public gives you money to provide guide dogs - full stop?

Leaman
It is and I'm not familiar with any campaigning we've done for eye care except in collaboration with the leading charities in that area.  What I can say is that every guide dog owner I've met agrees that it's absolutely pointless providing a guide dog if that guide dog owner and guide dog cannot walk on a street safely.  And I've walked on the streets in Newbury recently, blindfold with a long cane, and it's a shared surface and it's an absolutely terrifying experience.  So if we, as Guide Dogs, simply say here's a dog get on with it I don't think we're providing a mobility service and I think that's - that's one of the underlying principles of the new strategy that we're here to make sure that that guide dog can actually get on a bus or can actually go on a street.  And so campaigning is hugely important and it's not done on our own, I have to say, we had for the shared streets campaign I think something like 28 other charities working with us in order to progress that.  And every indication is that through close working with Kensington and Chelsea - I don't know if your listeners are aware of the work we've been doing there - but through close collaboration with Kensington and Chelsea we think we're very close to a landmark agreement about how streets should be designed.  So this is not trivial work and it's a hugely important part of making that guide dog the true mobility aid it should be.

White
Well yeah we will be interested in that and we have covered that story earlier on In Touch, so we'll stay in touch with you about that one.  Will you be trying to widen the range of people who get dogs?  We spoke to your predecessor for example about the idea of more children having guide dogs, about older people having guide dogs, people having some sight having guide dogs and I think there are perhaps also other plans about people having dogs not necessarily specifically as guides.

Leaman
That's true, all of those are true and some of those are simply a case of getting the information out to blind and partially sighted people in the country so they understand that they are eligible, they understand how to go about getting a guide dog.  Or if they don't want a guide dog they understand how they can be helped to get out and about.  The children and young people initiative is a classic example of where partnerships can make a huge difference and we're talking to several key children's charities, blind children's charities, at the moment who are absolutely convinced that if we work together we can reach more children and young people and get more of them mobile.  So it's another good example of how collaboration, not merging but collaboration, can reach more people and deliver the new strategy.

White
I mean I think the caution about that in the past was the relationship was quite a delicate one and that the feeling was that the whole business of getting a human being and a guide dog together was such a potentially expensive one that you wanted to do it with the units that had the most chance of success and therefore there were limitations about how old people were when they could either at the younger end or the older end - has that philosophy changed then?

Leaman
I think we are being less restrictive about the people who should apply for an assessment, so we've certainly lowered the age or removed the age - 16 lower limit.  And we're now very keen to encourage as many people as possible to come to us for an assessment to see whether a guide dog is right for them and see if they're right for a guide dog.  So I would like to say we are probably getting a bit more sensitive to the needs of our clients and a bit less authoritarian about who can and who cannot have a guide dog.

White
And amongst that would be not having a limitation though on people who do have some vision?

Leaman
That's true.  It's a myth that we need to bust that you have to be totally blind to have a guide dog.  There are several people within Guide Dogs who have a guide dogs and beyond Guide Dogs who have a guide dog who are partially sighted, not completely blind.

White
Do you think in the long term Guide Dogs can or indeed is it desirable that they should go on being a separate entity?  I mean you've already talked about the extent to which you think you should work with others, we've talked about overlap - there seems to be a growing thought that given the financial position of charities and the power that one really strong organisation representing blind people might have, that may be there should be more amalgamation?

Leaman
I mean it's certainly something I've been looking at very carefully since I joined and interestingly drawing on my previous experience have so far concluded that a collaboration at the end where it matters most at the front end, down at the tactical side of business, is what really counts and that if we consume huge amounts of energy and effort and time into worrying about mergers and acquisitions and takeovers then we're probably not doing the best for our people.  And if I can give you an example of why this has relevance to my previous career.  You would never ever imagine the navy, the army or the air force merging, they have their separate identities, separate funding streams, they have a DNA which is entirely different from the other two services but what you would expect and what the public pay for is a completely joined up front end, such that you would expect to see in Afghanistan - as we did at the beginning of Operation Jacana [phon.] where we saw a marine on the ground supported by soldiers alongside with an RAF aircraft over the top that had just flown off a Royal Navy aircraft carrier.  And I'm afraid it's a military analogy that for me has direct transferability across to our sector, that you would not wish to see the DNA, the identity, of some of the major charities dissolved and lost but what you would expect and the very least we owe our people who depend upon us, is that the front end in the combined offices, in the joined up campaigning and in the way we do our business we are as efficient and as joined up as possible.  And I think the parallel's very clear.

White
How far can you be sure that your representing the wishes of your members, of your owners, of your units?  I've mentioned the whole business of people talking about what should be core activities because that's the feedback we get and they've been a lot of  - you know Guide Dogs have had a few changes of direction over the years.  I just wonder how sure you can be that you know what your users and members actually want.

Leaman
It's a very good question, in fact the strength of my opinion to date is based on nearly a dozen stakeholder briefings around the country where I've been going and talking about the strategy but also getting feedback on it and talking about the way I see things developing with the combined offices and working more closely with local societies and more closely with other charities and the feedback has been incredibly positive.  And similarly in terms of the mobility journey, the only reassurance that has been sought and rightly so is that we intend to protect the Guide Dog service and the answer, as I've said, is absolutely yes.  This is a strategy that wants to build on the Guide Dog service through extraordinary partnerships, the name of the new strategy, and with the focus on making sure every hard earned donor's pound is wisely spent and that's my task for the next couple of years.

White
You of course can come in and look at this with a fresh pair of eyes.  Can I ask you a cheeky question in a way - is the guide dog really a sustainable solution to mobility needs?  I mean it's not very 21st Century is it, particularly when you think of all the things that are now possible in terms of helping people go in the right direction, the technology, is there more sentiment than practicality to this idea?

Leaman
I think at the moment it's definitely practicality but I am conscious that if you look around other organisations, industries, other businesses that those who get stuck on a certain timeframe and in a certain way of doing business eventually end up going out of business.  So it would be foolish for any organisation to say the way we do it now is the way we'll do it in 20 or 30 years time.  Right now, although technology in terms of geography and location is pretty good, it's not good enough and there are certain aspects of the partnership with the guide dog that we'll never replace with technology and I can think of one of our trustees who was on a London bus during the bombings a few years ago and in amongst all the wreckage of the bus that he was on with his guide dog the dog got him out while the bus was burning.  And I can't think of any technology that would do that.  And there are numerous other examples of where that animal/human connection has proved unbeatable and where technology could not replace it.  Now that's not to say that Guide Dogs isn't looking at working with other organisations to understand how we can develop in the future and how our product and the services we provide in terms of mobility can and must develop in the years but right now it's the main show in town and that's the way we're aiming to keep it for at least the next 10 years.

White
But is that why you think that the holistic approach to mobility is the best way for the Guide Dogs to protect its brand as it were?

Leaman
Well our mission is to get as many blind and partially sighted people mobile as possible and for me that ranges from the left hand end of the spectrum, which is a sighted guide, or maybe even a buddy dog that is simply there as companionship for someone who's been newly diagnosed, all the way up to the right hand end of the spectrum which is arguably the top end of the Guide Dog service.  We owe it to around 180,000 people to deliver more mobility and I think we should be doing that in every possible way as long as we can afford to do it and as long as it's sustainable.

White
I'm sure we'll be talking more as the weeks and the months go by, Richard Leaman thank you very much indeed.

And if people would like to tell us what they think about that you can call us on 0800 044 044, you can e-mail In Touch via the website, that's bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  And there'll be a podcast of the programme as from tomorrow.  From me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and our guest Richard Leaman, and the team, goodbye.


