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White
Good evening.  Tonight:  Who should bear the cost when technology moves so fast it removes a service people have come to depend on?  And a host of new services for one group of blind people who've missed out up until now.

Clip
[Welsh speaking]

Absolutely brilliant, I really wasn't expecting it to be so good.

White
More about Welsh speaking software later in the programme. 

But first a huge response to last week's item about the attitude of hotels and guest houses to welcoming and in too many cases, according to you, not welcoming guide dogs.  After we reported on several refusals to take dogs, even if they were working dogs, and the tendency of others to charge extra we had this from Lorna O'Mahoney from Woking in Surrey, who thinks little has changed over the years.

O'Mahoney
I've been a guide dog owner for over 30 years and I don't think the access problem, regarding guide dogs being admitted into hotels, restaurants etc., has become any easier since the introduction of the DDA.  Interestingly enough the situation seems to vary in different pockets of the UK.  Recently my husband and I visited Cornwall and I think out of 20 hotels I must have telephoned prior to our visit I didn't have one refusal.  However, in other areas this is very definitely not the case at all.  My husband, who's also visually impaired but who doesn't have a guide dog, and myself enjoy weekend breaks away from home and over the years have experienced many differing attitudes.  Some hotels, although seeming to be very reluctant initially, do, after asking many searching questions regarding the dog, then give permission for my guide dog.  Others, however much I endeavour to reassure them of her good behaviour, are adamant that they don't accept guide dogs in any shape or form.  It really just isn't fair.  We have a right to expect a better deal.  The DDA doesn't go far enough and in my experience restaurateurs and hotel proprietors are not in the least bothered when we tell them they're breaking the law by not allowing a guide dog admittance.

White
But Jenny Cooper from Worcestershire was one of several people who got in touch with us and our sister programme You and Yours with another point of view:

Cooper
I was interested to hear about the guide dogs and exceptions in hotels.  I don't mind guide dogs but if one stayed in the room before my family, who are allergic to animal hairs, this can ruin a family holiday.  I always choose accommodation where pets are not allowed.

White
It's also clear from your responses that it's not just guide dog owners who are having this problem.  Barry O'Connell from Essex is a wheelchair user who has an assistance dog from Canine Partners.

O'Connell
I've just had a visit to a hotel and was told it was disabled friendly - er, no.  Gravel drive, five foot front door step and getting into my room - well they did allow my dog but some people went to the other side of the breakfast lounge rather than sit near my dog.  I've just booked another holiday and told them I had an assistance dog.  They said they did not mind but I had to pay extra for my room.  Time for action I think.

White
And the debate's probably not over yet I think.

Another topic always guaranteed to provoke a flood of calls and e-mails is any interference with the BBC's listen again service.  Well we've now heard from Jim Moran, who's chief executive of Bradbury Fields - that's the voluntary organisation which provides many services for blind and partially sighted people in the Liverpool area.  Jim was concerned that Guide Five, the software from Dolphin Systems, which many of his clients were using to access listen again had ceased to be usable for that service.  Well I'll be talking to Mary Macmahon, managing director of Dolphin Computer Access North, who produce Guide in a moment.  But first Jim Moran told me more about Guide.

Moran
Guide is a system that's driven by menus.  Do you want to send an e-mail?  Press one.  Do you want to read an e-mail?  Press two.  And it gives you all of the questions, so for somebody with a brain injury or elderly people or just people who are not necessarily into - going to be massive internet users then Guide is the ideal program and that's why we actually purchase it on behalf of Liverpool Social Services for people who want to access documents, access the internet, listen to the radio again and podcasts - so it helps them to stay independent.  And we have approximately 50 people and it's not only our own organisation choose this program but people like St Dunstan's, who are dealing with elderly people, they also choose it as the chosen software program for people who just want to use a computer but don't want to learn the complex key strokes and things that there might be.

White
And how significant was it that you could access listen again with this technology?

Moran
Well it was great because you just went in and you pressed 995 and it said just wait and it connected you up to the radio for the previous week and then all you did was cursor down to choose which programme you wanted to listen to and then just press enter and in you go. 

White
And when it was updated to Guide Six what were the implications of that?

Moran
Well I didn't realise when I made my complaint to Dolphin, I was just complaining that it had taken them seven or eight or nine weeks to put it right, I didn't realise at the time that in fact Guide Six that was just being launched at Sight Village a couple of weeks ago in fact had the listen again option on it.  I went and had a look at Guide Six at one of our resource centres just close to here and sure enough all of the old program that had previously been on five was on six and that made me even more annoyed because I thought well you have got the technical know-how how to do it, you've been telling me that you don't know how to do it and yet here we are on the new program it's available.  And when I questioned them on that they said well you can pay an extra £100 and have an upgrade.  And I said, no I'm not paying a £100 for an upgrade for a program that already existed before.

White
Because that presumably would have been an upgrade that you would have to pay for quite a lot of people?

Moran
Well we'd have to go through all the process again because our programs are paid for through community care we could actually have to go out and do an assessment with every person to say well do you listen to the radio, is it essential to your being independent in the community and all the rest of it.  So it was very, very - would have been time consuming and it may well be that it's not life or death whether somebody listens to In Touch again, so we might not be able to provide it.

White
So Mary, that's what Jim said to us, can you explain to us what the problem for you was with the compatibility between Guide Five and listen again?

Macmahon
With BBC listen again service what happened was that the BBC changed the kind of technology that they were using to drive the listen again service.  So we really had to respond to that and change the way the program worked.  To start with we changed that in Version Six because that was going to be our new release, so what happened with the BBC was it used to use Real Player technology, which is was Version Five was using and it changed to using Flash technology.  So that's what we did with Version Six - we got Version Six up to speed with Flash and then we had to go back and fix Version Five really for all of the people who've already had Version Five.

White
It's really I think the time issue which is interesting here because there's a free service I think - Webby - which offers the listen again service, they seem to get it okay, why not you?

Macmahon
It is frustrating for customers because obviously we have to go through a process of making sure that that all works properly before we send it out the door and if it doesn't then you know it's even more frustrating for customers.  So it's very difficult sometimes as well and this goes for a lot of different software companies to actually say to people you know it'll definitely be ready by this time next week because if there are any other problems or any other impacts within the software then we have to work with that.  Now obviously there are other programs out there like Webby that aren't as complicated as Guide behind the scenes because Webby only does certain functions.  With Guide there's an awful lot that is going on behind the scenes.

White
And to be fair they acknowledge that as well - Webby, when we asked them, said the same thing that theirs was a simpler system.  But I mean some people might wonder that you simply saw a commercial opportunity here.  I accept that you are a commercial company, you're not a charity, but to get people to stump up for the £100 quid for the upgrades.

Macmahon
Well people don't have to do that, you know, people are on Version Five they can stay on Version Five if they like ...

White
But they can't get listen again then can they?

Macmahon
Yes because we still provide development support for Version Five and so if people report that there's a problem with Version Five then what we'll do is we'll look to fix that for them and then they can just contact us, ask for an update and we'll send one out straightaway to them.

White
So for the people in Liverpool that's what you're offering - that you'll send out a CD?

Macmahon
Sure yeah, yeah all they need to do is contact us and let us know who they are and then we can send them a CD free of charge with the latest update on and that BBC listen again service will work again but this time with the latest Flash technology.

White
We did put that offer that you've told us about to Jim Moran, this is what he said.

Moran
I suppose it's better than nothing but who's going to load these programs for people, don't forget we're talking about people who possibly are computer illiterate, they're just going to get a disc through the post, how are they going to deal with it, how are we going to deal with it as a service provider if we have to get round 40 or 50 people and load their discs in from them?  I don't know whether there's a better option than that.

White
What do you say to one of the points Dolphin makes which is that this is the way of the world nowadays as far as technology is concerned, you know things do get upgraded - not just for blind people but for everyone - and it's a reflection of how fast the whole business is moving?

Moran
Oh yeah I accept that.  I think technology for blind people should be outside of this kind of marketing ploy because it costs so much in the first place and we all rely on it so much.

White
So Mary, can I put those two points to you?  First of all the issue of who actually uploads this - they really need technical support don't they?

Macmahon
Well the advantage with Guide is that whenever it's installed it's got a talking installer program in there, it is actually very easy to install.  We also provide support, so if there are any problems then people can just ring us, we've got technical support - engineers - on hand if there were any problems.

White
Is it conceivable you could actually send someone to Liverpool to help out?

Macmahon
Yes, if they're having problems with an installation that wouldn't be a problem.

White
Okay, and is this kind of thing likely to happen again - is it likely to happen quite a lot that people get a system, they use it, they come to depend on it, then it gets upgraded and they either have to pay more or can't use it?

Macmahon
Well I think that's just a general point about computer software, that happens all the time, it's because technology is changing so quickly and we have to keep up with that, that is our challenge.

White
Mary Macmahon and Jim Moran.  Do let us have your comments please.

Finally, one group of computer users who do seem to be unequivocally happy.  For the first time visually impaired Welsh speakers are going to be able to have all the computer services English speaking users have taken for granted for many years - e-mail, the ability to read books using speech, and any information that's on the internet, assuming of course it's accessible in the first place.  At this year's Eisteddfod there was a double launch by RNIB Cymru of Welsh speaking synthetic speech software.  And for those who still prefer Braille, also a version of the New Testament for the first time.  We sent our reporter Hywel Griffiths to find out more.

Griffiths
As you walk around the fields at one of Europe's biggest cultural festivals you start to get a sense of what the Eisteddfod is all about.  In one corner there's a choir warming up for their big moment on stage, in the Pavilion a harp and a piano play a tuneful duet.  And perhaps less pleasing to the ear in another corner a rock band strikes up a few chords.  But this isn't just the land of song, literature is also a big part of the festival.  And so perhaps it's fitting that it's here at the Eisteddfod a new service for blind and partially sighted people who speak Welsh is being launched.

Launch Speech
Well now really is the moment we've all been waiting for as they say.  What we're going to do now is a demonstration of the Welsh synthetic voice ...

Griffiths
The voice or [Welsh voice] has taken two years and over £20,000 to produce.  It won't be widely available until next year but this was its very first public airing.

Welsh synthetic voice

According to Nia Morgan from RNIB Cymru the voice will have a lot of different uses.

Morgan
It's going to mean that somebody receiving an e-mail in the Welsh language will be able to have their e-mail read to them, they'll be able to surf websites, they'll be able to eventually download the voice so they'll be able to use it with absolutely any application really.  It's so important because at the moment people may be have to depend on sort of friends and relatives to actually read out information for them and it could be sort of personal information, it could be health information or just a personal e-mail and it'll enable them to be more independent.  It'll also help children in schools access more curricular materials, so they will be able to access what their peers access everyday in schools and into further education.

Welsh synthetic voice

Griffiths
So that was its first performance.  What did those who'd gathered at the Eisteddfod make of it?

Jones
My name's Fay Jones and I come from the Isle of Anglesey.  I have Macular Degeneration and I was registered partially sighted because of this disease six years ago.

Griffiths
You've just heard [Welsh name], the new Welsh synthetic voice for the very first time, what did you make of the new voice?

Jones
Absolutely brilliant.  I really wasn't expecting it to be so good, I thought it would be tinny or synthetic sounding but I was very pleasantly surprised, so much so that I had tears in my eyes, I thought it was just so unbelievable that this is happening.

Griffiths
Why is it so important to you then?

Jones
Well Welsh is my first language and to receive e-mails and to have - we'll be able to have Welsh newspapers in front of it, although I do receive them now on tape or CDs but I will be able to put my Welsh newspapers under it, Welsh books and have it read out to me.  And yeah it's absolutely - well I just couldn't believe it to be honest with you, I'm still yeah in a state of shock.

Griffiths
The software will be free to download and could be of use to those wanting to work in Welsh too.  Gareth Lewis is an actor, at the moment he can read scripts with large print but he thinks the voice will help him as his sight deteriorates.

Lewis
I thought it was extremely natural, it was very easy to listen to and it's - they described - the technical people here described it as being in the alpha stage at the moment, which means there is more development work to do and I look forward very much in the next few months to be able to listen to the best things they can offer us, yes it'll be excellent.

Griffiths
And how do you envisage actually using it then?

Lewis
Well I will be using it without a doubt, it's going to be part of my life for the next 10, 15 years perhaps.  I certainly use a great deal of stuff on the computer and any e-mails and so on and any documents in Welsh on the internet I will be able to listen to it in Welsh now, which wasn't ever possible before, it's excellent.

Griffiths
And the Welsh Assembly government gave £80,000 towards the project.  The culture minister is Alun Ffred Jones.

Jones
It is vitally important that blind and partially sighted people get as many opportunities to hear the language, to use the language to communicate with each other and this technical development will allow them to do so and enrich their lives and that is the important thing.  This now opens doors everywhere for these people, again making their lives worthwhile and making them integrated more fully into society.

Griffiths
Another landmark for the RNIB this week is the official launch of their Welsh language version of the New Testament and Psalms in Braille.  They're the first part of the Bible to be published in this way and for some an essential tool to help them worship in their own language.

Evans
For me it's important because I am a Christian, I am a faithful chapel attender.

Griffiths
Rhian Evans from Carmarthen lost her sight after developing Retinitis Pigmentosa.  Until now she's had to depend on taped recordings of the Welsh Bible.

Evans
I wouldn't be happy reading an English Bible though because I have had to read an English Braille Bible but Welsh is my first language and that is the language in which I worship.  So it was quite necessary, I think, for me to have a Welsh Braille Bible and for many others, I'm not the only one of course, there will be others who will be access this new testament and the psalms now.

Griffiths
Do you think it'll help make it a more personal experience maybe?

Evans
Of course it is because although during the past few years while I was working and recording parts of the New Testament and many parts of the Old Testament as well however good that recording is that voice can come between you and the text.  Now when you're there on your own reading the text for yourself it's much more personal.

White
Rhian Evans ending Hywel Griffiths' report there.

And that's it for today.  Your comments and queries welcome as always.  You can call us on 0800 044 044 or e-mail In Touch at bbc.co.uk/radio4 and then go to In Touch.  And there'll be a podcast of the programme from tomorrow.

That's it from me, Peter White, my producer Kathleen Griffin and the team.


