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White
Good evening.  In a moment:  As two hotels turn away a guide dog owner, we'll be asking whether the message about assistance dogs not being pets has really got across and does the much discussed iPad pass the In Touch accessibility test?

Clip
Contacts.

I am just moving my hand.

Now you see the thing is you've just opened that.  Let me just get you back to where you were.

Okay, let's try this again.

White
Some more funny noises and two of our regulars putting it through its paces later in the programme.

Now when listener Charles Nicol wanted to book a few nights away accompanied by his guide dog, he wouldn't have anticipated this:

Nicol
I was scheduled to go to an annual church conference in Llandudno.  I was trying to book up some accommodation.  The proprietor said:  "Oh no dogs whatsoever."  And I then tried another hotel.  In the second case I approached them specifically and said:  "I have a guide dog and I would like to book a room at your hotel, not just for me but for my whole family."  And when I eventually spoke to the proprietor he said point blank:  "No dogs whatsoever in my bedrooms."  And I asked him why and he said that he would not be able to rent the room out after I had left because there would be a smell of dog, which would put future customers off.  And he also cited that he felt that the health and safety - environmental health would be on his back as well.  Obviously he's severely misinformed about that.  I said to him:  "Look, don't you realise that you are breaking the law because guide dogs are working dogs and they've been sanctioned to go into shops, into restaurants, all of these places?"  And he said:  "Well you can just go and find accommodation elsewhere."  And slammed the phone down on me.

White
Well we rang both hotels to try to book a room and thereby check their policy on guide dogs.  The first hotel Mr Nicol had phoned confirmed very clearly to us that they did not accept any dogs, claiming they weren't allowed to by the council and saying that guests complained.  Nonetheless they are on the Visit Wales website and are included in their star grading system.  Despite repeated attempts we've been unable to get any response from the second hotel.

When we put these cases to the Wales Assembly, of which Visit Wales is the tourist arm, this is what they told us:

Statement 
We are very concerned to hear about these experiences and thank you for drawing this matter to our attention. These are hopefully rare instances and we would welcome the opportunity to discuss the details of these two hotels with In Touch.

All businesses who apply for a star grading from Visit Wales are obliged to provide a statement which describes the level of access available at their premises.

The interpretation of the Disability Discrimination Act is a matter for the courts. Our general advice to businesses seeking star grading is that we would consider it unreasonable for a deaf or blind person who is accompanied by his or her assistance dog, to be refused admission by a hotel. The law (DDA) says that a disabled person cannot be offered a lower standard of service purely on the grounds of their disability.

DDA - Disability Discrimination Act of course.

Well our first thought was that surely these must be isolated cases, indeed Charles Nicol himself said to us that he had thought this kind of case was a thing of the past.  Apparently not though.  Joining me is Tom Pey, who's director of policy and development at the Guide Dogs for the Blind Association.  And I gather Tom that you are still getting quite a lot of these cases referred to you?

Pey
Yeah worryingly it's beginning to increase.  In the last 12 months we've looked into 45 cases of refusal.  Of course we would only get a percentage of people that have been refused.  So to say that it is an uncommon occurrence would not be true.

White
No because I mean 45, when you consider there are only 5,000 guide dog owners and they haven't all tried to book hotels in the last year, that is quite a high number isn't it?

Pey
It's totally unreasonable.  It's not good enough.  I've been refused myself.

White
And just one more thing before I turn to our other guest - is the law as clear as it's being claimed that it is?

Pey
Yes the law is extremely clear.  Guide dogs and other assistance dogs are an aid that a person uses for the purposes of getting about, same as a wheelchair, and to refuse access to a guide dog is illegal.

White
Well joining us also is John Dyson, who's food and technical affairs adviser with the British Hospitality association.  John, how do you react to cases like these?

Dyson
Well it's absolutely unacceptable for a hotel to refuse a blind person with a guide dog.  It's as simple as that, it's against the law and they shouldn't be doing it.

White
Well we too have evidence that this is not isolated.  We randomly contacted more than a dozen hotels, including in Eastbourne, Minehead, Llandudno, Edinburgh and Blackpool asking if guide dogs were welcome.  The picture that emerged across the country was inconsistent and that even within a chain like Best Western.  Of the six Best Western hotels we contacted only two said guide dogs were unequivocally welcome, one of the others was an initial no and then after going away yes but there's an extra charge of £10.  Two others also made charges - £7.50 in one case, a fiver in the other.  And the latter of those two said guide dogs were not allowed in public rooms.  And the sixth just said no pets and when pressed said not even assistance dogs.

Well all this despite the fact that they describe themselves as the most pet friendly hotel group.  We made Best Western aware of this, we invited them onto the programme, they said they had no one available but this was their statement:

Statement 
We do not have a policy that charges for guide dogs and were disappointed to hear that In Touch had found this at some Best Western hotels. All our hotels are independently owned and managed. We advise all hotels that they must adhere to the Disability Discrimination Act and we are working with them to ensure that this is the case in all hotels. 

Many of our hotels go above and beyond in this area. The Best Western Mytton Fold Hotel in Blackburn has just won the Access All Tourism award for its disability access and facilities. 

In addition, two of the group's hotels are guide dog training centres. These are the Best Western Manor Hotel in Edinburgh and the Best Western Woodlands Hotel in Dundee. These hotels have an ongoing relationship with their local guide dog centres where the trainers stay at the hotel to help the dogs get used to a hotel scenario, including breakfast, dinner, walking the corridors, lifts, checking in and out and finding the bedrooms. Also, when the dogs are ready for an owner they are introduced to them at the hotel. They then stay over a few nights to get used to each other. This is all done in accordance with the Guide Dog Association.

John Dyson of the British Hospitality Association you've been listening to that, I mean why are these cases happening because we've also got Tom saying they've had to deal with 45 in the last year?

Dyson
I suspect some of this is a communication problem, that people don't realise what their legal responsibilities are and although there's no excuse for that it's important that the message is kept going out there and that often if there's somebody on reception who hasn't got all the message that should have been given then that needs to be done via the relevant hotel owner or manager.

White
So are the wrong people being trained because it's all very well sending managers on courses, it is front of house who people try to book holidays and conferences, that's who they have to talk to isn't it?

Dyson
Absolutely and it's getting that message to people on reception, to the receptionist, saying look when somebody who's blind and wants to stay in the hotel and who's got a guide dog then there's no reason why they shouldn't be accepted whatsoever and should be welcomed.

White
Tom Pey, how do you normally go about resolving these cases?

Pey
We have a mediation service.  About 95% of the cases are cleared up on mediation, so when we ring the people up and explain who we are and what they've done wrong they are prepared to make amendments.

White
But it's like painting the Forth Bridge isn't it, if you go from one to the other, don't you actually need a big test case?

Pey
I wouldn't rule that out Peter.  We, as an organisation, are becoming increasingly desperate at the increase in breaches of the Disability Discrimination Act and that is certainly something that's actively under consideration by trustees.

White
John Dyson, what about the issue of charging because this was new to us and we've obviously - on the programme - we'll often hear about people who are refused and we often take the cases up - I'd not heard of an extra charge before?

Dyson
News to me.  And those charges shouldn't be happening.  There's absolutely no reason, no legal reason whatsoever, for hotels to refuse access to guide dogs and no reason to charge them because in itself that is discrimination.

White
So whose job is it to get this information to hotels?

Dyson
Well I guess there's been a lot of publicity over the years, maybe it's kind of - people change hotels, businesses change, it's continuing to get the message out.

White
Do they not have to demonstrate they know the law?

Dyson
Well everybody who opens up a business has to comply with the law, it's as simple as that, and if you open up a business it's your duty to find out what the law is when you open your business and it's not just DDA but other regulations as well.  So there's absolutely no excuse, you should find out what the situation is, there's guidance available, I've seen it myself from the Guide Dogs for the Blind Association, it's all there, it's on the internet, people can google and get it.  It seems to me that it's the responsibility of the hotel owner and manager to actually find out the information and comply, it's as simple as that.  We will do our best by putting things on the website and getting it to our members but that doesn't cover every hotel in the country.

White
Can I just put one quick point to both of you?  I know from experience that some listeners will have sympathy with hotels and guest houses, particularly small ones who say they're responding to the wishes of non-dog loving visitors and who have worries - do you have any sympathy with that view?  John first.

Dyson
At the end of the day somebody who's got a guide dog, that is a working dog, that's different from a pet that's going to jump around the room or jump onto a table, this is a dog that's trained to sit there quietly with the owner and help the owner move around.  So I don't have any sympathy with that whatsoever, there's no reason why the dog shouldn't be welcomed into the hotel.  I recognise if you're only letting two rooms out in a bed and breakfast it might be slightly more complicated but even that I don't think there's any reason whatsoever why they shouldn't be accepted.

White
I suspect I hardly need ask you that question Tom Pey?

Pey
If you don't like wheelchairs stay at home, if you don't like guide dogs then I think that you really need to get another life.  Everybody tends to love our dogs.

White
John Dyson, just finally, you're clearly shocked by this, but what are you going to do about it?

Dyson
All that we can do as a trade association is remind our members of their legal responsibilities and we'll do that and get that message out as far as we can and put it on our website and everything else that we can do in terms of communication.  And we will encourage others to do the same.  So it's getting the message out to people what their legal responsibilities are and making sure they comply with them.

White
John Dyson, Tom Pey thank you both very much indeed.  And we'd very much like your comments and experiences on this.  Do get in touch either by calling 0800 044 044 or you can e-mail the programme at bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.

We'll be returning to the subject, including the reaction to other assistance dogs, both for physically disabled and deaf people in tomorrow's You and Yours.

Now the all singing all dancing iPad has certainly not gone short of publicity over the past few months but how accessible is it for blind and partially sighted users?  Despite providing a very full set of features, it has only three buttons and most operations involve using a touch screen with no clear tactile features.  On the plus side Apple has included its own accessible screen reader and magnification software, so you can use it straight out of the box without any additional expense of add ons.  So how did it shape up?  One of our regular assistive technology critics with some sight - Geoff Adams-Spink demonstrated it to our totally blind and computer savvy reporter Lee Kumutat.

Adams-Spink
You've basically got a screen full of icons and if you run your finger from left to right it should tell you what's there.

Kumutat
You must realise that I'm a total novice - I've never used a touch screen before.

Adams-Spink
Of course.

Kumutat
So let's see how this goes.  

iPad
Contacts.

Kumutat
So I am just moving my hand.

Adams-Spink
Now you see the thing is you've just opened that.  Let me just get you back to where you were.

Kumutat
Okay, let's try this again.

Adams-Spink
Right so if you go from left to right.

Kumutat
Right, so I've got my finger on the screen, I'm running it along the screen.

iPad
...Maps, weather ...

Kumutat
And that's the end of that.

Adams-Spink
And then there's another line, if you go a bit lower down.

iPad
Settings, Apps tool, photos ...

Kumutat
There is a difference between accessible and usable though isn't there and you find this very usable, tell us about the features for people who have low vision.

Adams-Spink
From a low vision perspective the extra size of the screen just makes it an absolute joy to use.  When, for example, you open the home screen instead of all of the icons being bunched up on top of each other there's plenty of room between them, so you can sort of see what you're doing and it just feels like you can breathe a bit more easily with the whole thing and it's a bit more forgiving - you can make a few more mistakes and it's not going to be so crucial.

Kumutat
For me it's quite tricky because I'm a Braille reader, it's difficult for me just to confine myself to one finger, I want to trail all my fingers along because I get to feel as much as I possibly can.

Adams-Spink
And the problem with doing that on a touch screen of course if you confuse the touch screen into thinking that you're doing more one thing at once.

Kumutat
That's right which by the sound of it is what I've actually done.  It does seem to make a myriad of noises that I don't understand obviously.

Adams-Spink
But I think that's something you would get used to.  If you go along the bottom edge of the screen and run your finger from left to right  you'll see what's called the dock and those are the applications or the icons that always stay fixed, they're sort of cemented down there and they're probably the four things or the five things you're going to use the most.  

Let me take you, if I can, to the gestures area, just so you can practise a couple of gestures.

iPad
... voice over on button.  Voice over - practise voice over gestures button.  Practise voice over gestures in this area.  Select the done button in the top right corner and double tap to exit.

Adams-Spink
Now if you were seeing the screen Lee what you'd see is a completely blank area, so what we need to do is just practise a couple of gestures.  So, for example, what you could do is just do a single tap with your finger and you'll hear what happens.

Kumutat
Blank is comforting.  Okay let's go.

iPad
Touch - select item under your finger.

Adams-Spink
Now let's try a double tap.

Kumutat
So I'm just using my pointer finger here.

iPad
Double tap - tape for selected item.

Adams-Spink
Now let's do a two finger double tap.

Kumutat
So what it's doing - I'm doing the gesture and then it's telling me what that gesture actually does in operation.

Adams-Spink
It's confirming that you've done the right thing.

Kumutat
Right, thank goodness.  So double tap with two fingers?

Adams-Spink
Yeah.

iPad
Two finger double tap.  Start and stop the [indistinct words], for example starts and stops playback of music and video.

Adams-Spink
And it gives you an idea of what that gesture would perform depending on which bit of software you're using on the iPad.

Kumutat
Are there some things that you feel are drawbacks about the iPad, are there things that you don't like and not quite sure of?

Adams-Spink
No, I would say that the next generation of iPads will probably have a card reader and a USB built in, just so that you can connect all your devices or you can take an SD card from your camera and put it straight into the iPad.  You can buy bolt ons to do those functions but at the moment that just seems slightly clunky and I would say that if I was going around just wanting to take some notes or give presentations or whatever I would take this in preference to my much heavier laptop.

Now let's do a two finger flick down.

Kumutat
What do you mean by that?

Adams-Spink
Now I mean put two fingers on the screen and then quickly flick them down to the bottom.

Kumutat
So alright, so ...

iPad
Two finger flick down.  ...page starting at selected item.

Adams-Spink
Now there's a number of gestures depending on what you want to do with the iPad and what I would suggest is that you've got to invest a certain amount of time and intellectual effort to memorise those gestures so that you know what you're doing with the machine, otherwise I think it's going to be a tricky user experience.  I don't really think it's as visual as people think it is, however, I think the real quantum leap for blind people - people that really can't see the screen but only feel it - is that you are dealing with a touch screen device, so instead of having the luxury as it were or the reassurance of a keyboard to do all your keyboard shortcuts you are going to have to interact with the device in a way that's perhaps not intuitive.

Kumutat
Well I can certainly see from my perspective of having never encountered a touch screen before that you would - there would definitely be a steep learning curve initially.  Would I invest in an iPad based on what I've seen?  Probably not, I would like to take it away and have a bit of a play with it.  But touch screens no longer frighten me, so that's a good thing.

White
It would certainly be a steep learning curve for me I think.  Lee Kumutat and Geoff Adams-Spink.  We'll be returning to the pros and cons of embedded versus add on technology next week.  That's it for today.  Do contact us either via 0800 044 044 or by e-mailing In Touch at bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  

From me Peter White, my producer Kathleen Griffin and the team, goodbye.


