INSIGHT 

Berkshire County Blind Society
Newsletter  : March 2011
Notes from the back room
It’s a glorious spring-like morning as I sit writing these notes, and the harsh Christmas weather seems a long way behind us, let’s hope it stays there!  A young woodpecker has been working vigorously on a silver birch tree in the next door garden but I see today that the top half of the branch he has been hammering has disappeared, so he must have been a bit too severe these last few days. 
There’s a parallel here for me in relation to the government’s proposals which seem designed to dismantle the current welfare system without consideration of the effect on the most disadvantaged members of our communities. Of particular concern is the proposed reform to out of work and disability benefits which might threaten the independence, and support available to, visually impaired people. The welfare reform bill now before Parliament introduces changes to DLA which would involve the reassessment of most disabled claimants. 
 
We all recognise the need for savings, but cost savings should not drive reform. DLA is not a cash limited benefit nor is it means tested, so future eligibility should be determined by need not cost. The brief consultation period on DLA reform ends on 14 February and has not allowed for proper consultation with you, our members. But I have added BCBS’ name to the lobbying efforts led by RNIB and I’ve also written on your behalf to each of our 8 Berkshire MPs expressing our concerns about these changes and urging them to bear in mind the interests of you, their constituents, as these reforms are debated in Parliament.  
 
Another event to bring to your attention is the National Census on 27 March 2011 which we must all complete under pain of fine! The census forms will be coming through your letterboxes at about the same time as you receive this edition of insight. The note on page 16 gives details of the national helpline and website which will be available from 4 March onwards. Computer users can view and download the forms and I will provide club chairs with details of local authority helplines for local assistance with completing the form. Census officers will be calling on anyone who has not responded by 6 April 2011.
 
As always, there is a lot of interesting and useful information in this quarter’s edition, and it never ceases to amaze me just how much the society manages to do with and for you during the course of the year. But please, as Zoë says later, give us your ideas for programmes and services that meet your needs. We don’t have all the answers. We don’t even claim to know all the questions, so it’s over to you for guidance & inspiration!
 
A final request to everyone who has been fundraising during the centenary year. I would like to be able to establish the full extent of our collective efforts before the end of the financial year. So, if you still have monies to donate to the 2010 fund, please make sure that we can process these before 31 March 2011. I am very grateful to those clubs and individuals who have made their centenary donations already, and I’ve been astonished at how generous these have been. You can all rest assured that this money will be put to good use in ensuring that we remain responsive to your needs and your well-being.
 
My best wishes to you all,
Tom 
 
,,,,,,,,,,,,
Subscriptions 2011-2012
 
It’s that time of year again and we’re pleased to confirm that the subscription is being held down yet again at £6. As you know, this nominal sum helps to support the majority of our services and activities, including production of this newsletter. Whilst each subscription is a small sum, together they add up to a worthwhile contribution to our overall costs. It takes about £250,000 per annum to run the society and small amounts do count. Please remember you must have paid your subscription in order to attend any BCBS activity and to be covered by the society insurance on our minibuses. 
 
Minibus fares
 
We know the minibuses are vital to our activities for all ages in all areas and we will do our utmost to keep both of them running. Unfortunately, the cost of maintaining and fuelling the minibuses has rocketed this year. So, regretfully, from April we are having to raise the in county fare to £7. Out of county excursions will also have to be somewhat more expensive and calculated by the mileage involved. We will review diesel prices during the year and, should there be a substantial reduction in prices at the pump, we will try to reduce our fares accordingly.
Office staffing
 
With changes to personnel and working patterns, we find we can no longer staff the reception and resources area on Fridays. Sales and demonstration of aids will now be restricted to the other four weekdays. Friday phone calls will be dealt with where possible but, unless it is something very urgent, requests might not be responded to until after the weekend. Also, please remember that the office closes between 12.30 and 1.00 pm for lunch.
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Visitors
Hello everyone,
 
I hope you all enjoyed the festive season. We really enjoyed getting round to see everyone having a good time at the club Christmas parties. I am sure you will agree that the club committees do a fantastic job all year round and excel themselves at Christmas. Hopefully not too many of you were unwell in the ‘coldest December in 100 years’. So many people have had nasty coughs, colds and flu!
 
You might remember that, in the December insight, we advertised a May holiday at the Bradbury Hotel. We were delighted that so many of you applied. Unfortunately we had too many applicants and I am sorry to have disappointed those who didn’t manage to get on this holiday. We are confident the new style of holiday will be a great success and the first of many to come. We are looking into other resorts and hotels that could provide a similar service. For those who will be going, we would love to hear your views when you get back!
Safety first

 
I know we’ve said it before but if you have someone coming to work in your home (like the gas company or a builder) please ask if they have a password system. Many companies use these now in order to protect their customers. All you have to do is give them a significant word that their employee can recite to you before you let them in. Of course you’d never let anyone in without knowing exactly who they were would you? Large companies like water boards don't send workmen to turn off your water and poke around without informing you beforehand. To finish on a light note, Carole took her own advice and insisted on seeing the ID of 2 firemen who came unexpectedly to fit smoke alarms. (her hUSBand had forgotten to inform her of the appointment.) The men duly handed over their cards and jokingly suggested the big fire engine standing in the road was a bit of a give-away!
Andrea
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Get active
Thames valley Goalball
2011 started with an avalanche of sports. On January 15th the newly formed Thames Valley goalball team played their first domestic tournament and brought home a gold medal - an excellent debut result in elite domestic goalball.  It no doubt helped that all the Thames Valley players, including BCBS members Richard Claridge and Simon Goodall, are members of the GB goalball team. They have all offered to help develop goalball in Berkshire and we hope that, subject to funding, we will be able to offer regular goalball training sessions in and around Berkshire; so watch this space.
Berkshire VI County cricket club (age 8 plus)
On the same day in slough, another ‘first’ was taking place. Thanks to the support of John Garbett of ‘Blind Cricket England and Wales’ Berkshire now has its first fully constituted, visually impaired cricket club. The players currently meet twice a month at Arbour Vale school in Slough and are progressing so well that they hope to be playing ‘friendlies’ in May or June and to start playing competitively in 2012. 
Membership is £25 for adults and £10 for juniors. The club next meets on 12th March. If you would like to know more, leave your contact details at BCBS office and a member of the club will get back to you. The only requirement is that you are registered blind or partially sighted, are fit and able to run.
Get Active Sports Club (age 6 plus)
The get active members met again on January 29th with a lively session of indoor athletics to begin their preparation for the 2011 national athletics championships in June. 
On February 19th BCBS members took part in a tennis training day organised by the Tennis Foundation, the first of its kind in Berkshire.
If you’d like to join in any of our sporting activities, please ring me on 0118 987 2803. 
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Activities
In spite of some of the worst winter weather for years we did manage to achieve seven outings over the past few months. Miraculously we only had to cancel one trip at the beginning of December, our very popular trip to the carol concert at the Royal Holloway College. I am trying to rebook a later visit but it might not be until the autumn. Those of you who paid and don't wish to wait for a later concert, please indicate on the coupon that you would prefer a refund. Otherwise I will try to book another later date for you. 
Always a favourite, our pre-Christmas trip to long acres garden centre proved very popular and we finished with a delicious fish and chip lunch at Jack's in Bagshot. We also had a very warm welcome at another of our seasonal favourites, the annual carol concert by the Wokingham choral society.
 
Just after Christmas we made our first visit to the corn exchange theatre in Newbury for the pantomime sleeping beauty. Despite the unavailability of the audio description promised, we had a wonderful afternoon, with entertainment from a very enthusiastic cast whose own enjoyment was quite infectious to us all. This was the first trip we have organised specifically for members in the west of the county and we hope to build on the success for future visits.
 
Later that week members in the east of the county had their own theatrical treat with the panto Cinderella at the Theatre Royal, Windsor where an equally fine cast gave us a great show. We greeted the New Year with a concert of traditional Viennese music at the anvil in Basingstoke. A trip to the hexagon, Reading was our final outing of the season, a delightful evening with the local Reading Phoenix choir who have recently had a very successful time in the national choral competition. They were joined on stage by Les Swingles who added quite a dynamic dimension to the show. 
 
Some outings I’m trying to put together this spring would include a tour of fuller's brewery at Chiswick, a matinee performance at Richmond theatre, the royal British legion poppy factory at Richmond, Eton college tour, Maidenhead musical comedy society performance of Mack and Mabel, Windsor to Runnymede or Windsor to Hampton court boat trip, a matinee performance at Shakespeare’s globe theatre and a Newbury theatre matinee.
 
So please ring the office if you’d like to take part.
 
Marion
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Children and young people
Here we are in March, with spring and the warmer weather just around the corner. We can now look forward to some great days out with the children’s department. A ‘proposed activities’ list was sent to members in January and a timetable of activities has now been planned for the year, based on the most popular ideas.  
 
A 3 day mini-break to Butlins in Bognor Regis in the Easter holidays is already organised.  The children and their families are really looking forward to visiting the resort with its restaurants, swimming complex, driving school, adventure golf, bungee trampolines, activity gardens and play area. There is also fantastic evening entertainment and it is all set adjacent to Bognor’s splendid beach, so let’s hope for lots of sunshine!
In February, our members (both young and more mature) were given the opportunity to learn about making a radio programme by staff from radio marmalade, a station set up specifically for people with disabilities. They learned all about producing a show and were given the opportunity to sing, talk about their hobbies or even play a musical instrument. Our first proper programme will be transmitted live during the Easter holidays and it is hoped that this activity will continue on a regular basis. 
 
Also in February, our young members took part in a wonderful drumming workshop. They had a unique opportunity of learning rhythms with South American and West Indian influence using instruments like congas, djembes, tambourines, bongos, surdos, shakers and bells. Although we made rather a lot of noise, everyone thoroughly enjoyed the experience, apart from the neighbours I expect! 
 
In March we were invited to join the children with special needs foundation’s coach trip to London to see the x factor tour. We were only given a few tickets, so members who had not been before were invited along with their carers, and thoroughly enjoyed the experience.
 
We have also been given a dozen tickets to see Roald Dahl’s George’s marvellous medicine at the theatre royal in Windsor, thanks to the fundraising efforts of our good friend Bill Brind of the Windsor theatre describers association. Several members wrote thanking bill for our trip to the panto last Christmas. He was thrilled to receive so many lovely letters from happy children.
 
Spice—Special People On Ice is an additional needs ice skating group that runs from absolutely ice arena in slough. Its aim is to teach young people (up to the age of 18) with special needs to ice skate in a calm and caring environment. Spice runs five ability groups as well as providing ice hockey training through a programme delivered by the slough jets. Spice is funded by BBC Children In Need and members’ subscriptions. For information please visit www.spiceskating.org.
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18 to 30 Social Club
Last year we organised get-togethers at club marmalade in Wokingham, a bowling session at Calcot Bowl, a coach outing to see thriller in London with our younger members and a very successful pamper session. Unfortunately we had to cancel a couple of activities, including a Christmas get-together, due to lack of response.  
 
So far this year our members have been involved in broadcasting with Radio Marmalade, a trip to the hexagon to see Bjorn Again, an Abba tribute band and an invitation will be sent out shortly regarding a get-together at Prezzos in reading. I hope more new members will be able to join us for a meal to discuss a timetable of activities and outings for 2011. So do come along and give us some new suggestions!  
 
Well, that’s all for now, but do check out Linda’s article which gives you information about our fantastic get active sports club   and tells you how you can become involved.
 
Take care and I hope to see you soon.
Amanda. 
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Outreach
Reaching out to you!
 
Regular insight readers May recall that, in December, I asked you to put your  ‘thinking caps’ on and provide me with information to help BCBS meet people’s needs appropriately. I asked you to tell me what you know, who’s who, what’s where and what help is needed? Many thanks to those who did respond with details and suggestions. They have been noted and you will be involved with ‘next steps’. I do however need to know more. So, please pick up the phone, I’m quite friendly really!
 
To date, my primary focus has been upon west Berkshire. 
I am busy building links with local organisations and networks (including West Berkshire independent living network and the community council for Berkshire). Hopefully, new partnership working will help to identify needs and resources for future projects.
I am keen now to convene small focus group meetings with people to learn about local needs and issues. If you live in Thatcham, Theale or Newbury, please get in touch if you’d like to be involved in these discussions. A number of suggestions have already been made and I am considering ‘taster activities’ in response to ideas. However, they will only happen if people show they are interested in taking part.
 
At the same time, if you are part of an organisation in this area that has transport or rooms for hire or you provide activities that you think May be of interest, then do contact me at BCBS on 0118 987 2803 or e-mail me on outreach@BCBS.org.uk
Zoë
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Resources
New gadgets to try
We have recently been given two new demonstration models of electronic readers for the office. Luckily they are both portable enough to be taken out to show members in their homes as well.
Presto is a stand-alone cctv reader with the advantage of being relatively light and folding down for ease of transport and storage. It costs £1300.
Prisma is a colour video magnifier with an adjustable camera stand and integral table that allows for a range of magnifications by changing the height of the camera. The simple controls allow you to view in colour or monochrome. Prisma uses a normal TV for its display so you can take it anywhere and the clearance under the camera allows you to write. The unit folds up when not in use and costs £500.
Please ring the office if you’d like to try one or the other.
Enquiries and resources  
 
Although all BCBS staff answer phones as required, if you need to order items, discuss resources or organise repairs, it is usually best to call between Monday and Thursday when I’m in the office and have information to hand.
On the subject of repairs, most jewellers refuse to touch talking watches even for battery exchange. This is probably a good choice on their part since, on the whole, they make a ‘pig’s breakfast’ of the job! The only type of watch it’s easy to deal with at home is the £6 variety. The best plan for a more expensive watch is to return it to the retailer. Cobolt has a very efficient service and they charge just £6. You can send the watch directly to them with a cheque for £6 or I can send it on your behalf. RNIB also do battery exchange but aren’t quite so quick on the turnaround.
Best wishes Carole
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Fundraising
I hope you all enjoyed your Christmas and New Year festivities. We have already started the collections for 2011. Despite the cold weather, the team survived two days in Wokingham collecting a total of £718.64 outside Waitrose, a new venue for this year.
Unfortunately we had to cancel part of the collection at Wyevale Windsor due to the heavy snow in December, the first time that has happened in over 10 years.
 
The next arranged collections are:-
April 9-10

Wyevale, Hungerford
May 6-7

Waitrose,Thatcham
June 3-4

Waitrose, Maidenhead
June 18-19
The Meadows, Sandhurst
June 24

Waitrose, Sunningdale
 
Additional collections are being organised for this year with some new venues and we look forward to seeing some new faces in the team of collectors. Should you know of a new suitable venue please let me know and I will follow it up.
May I remind you that we are still collecting used postage stampss, old coins and foreign currency at Erleigh road. The coins collected in 2010 raised well over three hundred pounds and I hope we can do as well in 2011.
Quiz night saturday 21 May 2011 at 8pm 
BCBS and Fast will be having their 4th annual quiz night at St Paul’s parish rooms, Reading Road, Wokingham.
Tickets: £10 to include pizza, cake and a drink.
Teams of up to 6 or come and join a ‘scratch’ team. Prizes for the best dressed table, best team name and of course the winning team.
To book contact BCBS on 0118 987 2803
 
John
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Reading and listening
Big print - newspaper from RNIB.
This sixteen page newspaper contains a comprehensive round-up of the week's national and international news, all the latest sports news, together with an "in brief" section, special features on topical areas of interest, celebrity highlights and gossip from cinema, television, music and theatre, a leisure spread with a quiz, double crossword, recipe, quotes of the week, gardening tips etc.
 
Big Print easy to read 48 page TV and radio guide
This comes with the big print newspaper. 
 
It contains the following features and listings:
"Pick Of The Week"  
"The Week's Choices" 
BBC1 and 2, itv1, channels 4 and 5
TV regional programming
Radio 2, 3, 4, 5 live and 7, classic FM.
 
Big print is available on subscription and costs £1.25 per issue. 
Postage and delivery is free of charge.
The subscription rates are quarterly at £16.25, half yearly at £32.50 and annually at £65.00.
You can take out a big print subscription via their online shop, 
Or contact RNIB on 0303 123 9999 or email shop@RNIB.org.uk including the following information:
Name, invoice address, telephone number, subscription period 
News from calibre audio library
 
Calibre brings the pleasure of reading to people with sight problems or other disabilities, through a free nationwide postal service of audio books. If you enjoy books you will know how important they can be. As one of our members commented: “without your audio books I would be lost. I live in them and feel part of the lives of the characters”
Calibre has more than 19,000 members all over the uk, and over 8,000 unedited titles in the library. We offer a good selection of the books that people enjoy most and we’re adding new books all the time – one every day. The library is free of charge to members. There is no subscription, there are no fines for late books and no charges for lost or damaged books. Books are delivered and returned by post, using the free articles for the blind system.
 
Our books were originally available on tape cassette, then on mp3 format cds and now they are also available on memory stick. There are many advantages to this digital service. Firstly each book will fit onto one memory stick and most fit onto one disk; the sound quality is clearer and there are fewer problems with breakages. The postal packets are also smaller and easier to fit into letterboxes. For memory sticks we recommend using the Boombox player which can be obtained through Berkshire County Blind Society, as it has all the facilities you will need to listen to calibre books and is very reasonably priced.
 
Also new for computer users, reading lists can be updated online and our complete library catalogue is available on our website.
 
But we hope that the most important things about our service have stayed the same. It is still free, whether you have books on cassette, disk or memory stick and it is still flexible and friendly. 
If you would like to know more, just phone 01296 432 339, e-mail enquiries@calibre.org.uk or visit our website www.calibre.org.uk.
 
Good news from Berkshire libraries
 
One of our members in Thatcham has told us of a new audio-book format she found at Newbury library. It’s called ‘Playaway’ and is the simplest thing ever! Your book choice is contained in a black box the size of a pack of cards and all you have to do is plug in your earphones and press ‘play’.
 
West Berkshire has a limited but varied selection of books, as does Windsor & Maidenhead.  Wokingham only has children’s books at present but might extend their range. Slough tried them but didn’t have much uptake; they probably still have them lying about somewhere; you could try asking. Bracknell libraries are still looking into stocking Playaway and could do with some encouragement from their VI readers.
 
Important information
The 2011 census 
 
The official 2011 census helpline will be open from Friday 4 March to provide help with the forms.you can contact the census helpline for further advice and information or even to request a visit.
 
Census customer services 01329 444 972 
9am-5pm, Monday to Friday
Or visit http://2011.census.org.uk
 
Benefit enquiry line for DLA and attendance allowance
 
This is a confidential freephone service for disabled people and carers. You can call the benefit enquiry line and ask them to send you a claim pack which is also available in large print or braille.
If you need assistance with the form, they can arrange for someone to advise you on filling it in yourself or they can fill it in for you over the phone if required. Please note that the person you speak to May need to arrange for someone to phone you back.
If you request a form from the benefit enquiry line, the date of request will be treated as your date of claim from which disability living allowance can be paid, as long as the form you receive is returned within six weeks of that date. If you delay making a claim, you May lose out on benefit.
The person taking your call will not have your personal details but will be able to give you general advice. This advice must not be taken as a decision about your claim.
 
Telephone: 0800 88 22 00
Textphone: 0800 24 33 55
The line is open 8.30 am to 6.30 pm Monday to Friday 
And 9.00 am to 1.00 pm saturday.
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New format for Insight
From this edition of insight onwards we are issuing the spoken version on USB memory sticks, familiar to many of you who already receive calibre books or talking newspapers in this format. They are returned and re-issued in pouches, as are our tapes.
 
For those who have never come across memory sticks, they are the size of a flattened thumb and slot into a small, simple playing device or into a computer. The player calibre recommends is called a Boombox and sells at about £25 from us or RNIB. Local talking newspaper groups might issue them free of charge and BCBS has some loan machines for members who are on a very restricted budget.
If you would like to try one please ring the office on 0118 987 2803 and we can arrange for you to have a demonstration. 
Tape, cd, braille and white paper formats are also still available.
 
WIN is 1!
 
Wokingham information network (WIN) is now one year old, and over the past year the free service has helped residents find information about local services, support, organisations and activities for families, adults and vulnerable adults in the borough. 
Since WIN launched, the website has received over 52,000 visits from residents, built up a database of over 1,100 records and the team has dealt with around 650 phone calls.
 
Do you run a group or activity?
New entries can be added to WIN 
Via the add an entry link on the website or give the team a call 
And they will add the information for you.
 
Start using WIN today!
Online: http://info.wokingham.gov.uk                 
Tel: 0118 974 6772
Email: adults.win@wokingham.gov.uk               
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Star helpers!
Thank you to Marcia Wilson, a trained beautician, who organised a very successful pamper session for our young ladies. Everyone enjoyed being spoilt for the evening and went home with glamorous nails and glowing complexions!  
And
Thank you to Margaret Edwards, who has been encouraging  and helping several of our novice computer users in their hours of need. We could all do with someone so knowledgeable and understanding when our computers develop minds of their own!
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Star fundraisers!
A huge ‘thank you’ to Madeline Jenkins’ mum Lynn who has personally organised two successful fundraising events (a sponsored walk and a pamper evening for her friends) and has raised over £800 for the children’s department. Well done Lynn, you really are a star!
 
Berkshire County Blind Society
5 Erleigh Road, Reading, RG1 5LR
The offices are open as follows:
Monday to 8.30 am to 4.45 pm
Friday (visitors by appointment only) 8.30 am to 3.30 pm
(lunch break 12.30 pm – 1.00 pm)
Messages may be left outside office hours
Phone: 0118 987 2803
E-mail: office@bcbs.org.uk
Wokingham Sensory Needs Team (covers Reading, Wokingham, Windsor/Maidenhead & Bracknell)
Visual Impairment Team, 2nd Floor, The Forge, 
45-47 Peach Street, Wokingham, RG40 1XJ
Telephone: 0118 974 6896 
Monday, Wednesday, Friday - 9.30 am to 1.30 pm
 
West Berks Sensory Needs Team
West Berkshire Council, Turnhams Green Park, 
Pincents Lane, Tilehurst, RG31 4UH
Telephone: 0118 930 2777
 
Slough Sensory Needs Team 
Windmill Resource Centre, Windmill Road, Slough, SL1 3SU
Telephone: 01753 690400
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