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Spring is on its way!

I hope you all enjoyed the Christmas and New Year break and haven’t been too depressed by the recent cold weather snap. The snow is falling outside my window as I write this note and we have had to cancel a week’s activities because of heavy snow and dangerous roads. But, by the time you read this edition of Insight, I hope that Spring will be just around the corner and we’ll have been able to shed the extra layers of clothes and blankets.

I am less optimistic about the course of the current recession as prospects for jobs, interest rates for savers (base rate has just been reduced to an historic low of 1%) and the economy in general remain far from encouraging. In my December notes I mentioned that we were hoping for some positive action by Government to safeguard the bank deposits of charities, but this has not yet materialised, although there is a lot of pressure from the voluntary sector to force the Government’s hand. With mind-boggling sums of taxpayers money being used to prop up ailing banks and other industries, it seems only proper that charities should be protected from the failings of the financial sector. In recent years, charities have been called on at an ever increasing level to help deliver statutory services and I expect that this trend will continue as the recession takes is toll on local and national economies. Charities need and deserve help if we are to remain capable of carrying out our role.

I have resumed my programme of visits to clubs in the opening weeks of 2009 and want to spend more time talking to individual members to determine how we can best serve your needs in 2009 and beyond. I’m conscious that much of what we do is what we have been doing for many years, and maybe it’s time to look for alternatives, particularly in the way we relate to other community groups and activities. There is a drive for charities to work in a more collaborative way to ensure that we can offer our members as much variety and stimulation as possible and, although I have some ideas of my own, I’m more interested in hearing what you think and what you would like to be able to do. I can’t promise that we will be able to act on all your requests but we will try.

As part of the preparations for our Centenary Year in 2010 I intend to commission a survey of your needs and the development of improved local services across the county, and I’m hopeful of persuading a local University to do this for us. This will involve a series of meetings and interviews with our members in groups and on an individual basis, and I hope that you will give your support to this exercise. An important part of the initiative will be to enhance our profile across Berkshire and thereby improve our prospects of attracting financial support and volunteer assistance. If we can achieve success in these areas then we will be able to improve on the most important aspect of what we do, namely an ability to reach more visually-impaired people and become a truly county-wide service.

On the opposite page you will see the reminder about  payment of annual subscriptions. We have decided to keep this at £5 this year, and when you look at the range of services and activities that we subsidise I think you will agree that this represents good value for money. On later pages you will find a list of proposed outings for the year and advance notice of an October holiday week in Weston-super-Mare. I hope you will take full advantage of these opportunities and also give us your own ideas for future outings or activities.

Now, let’s look for those signs of Spring!      

SUBSCRIPTIONS 2009-2010

Subscription time is here again!  Annual Subscriptions, which increase very slightly to £6 this year, help us cover just a few of our costs. 

Visits are in fact funded by the local authorities. So anyone on our database may ask for a visit even if they have not paid their subs. 

But everything else is funded or subsidised by BCBS itself, including all of the following:- 

    all children’s activities,    

    all minibus travel,

    local clubs and craft classes, 

    escorted holidays, 

    bowls groups and other outings, 

    DVD and video loan,

    electronic reader loan,

    resource centre activities even this newsletter.

So if you wish to receive any of our voluntary services, you really must pay the £6. It is only a small amount per person, but it all adds up and allows the Society to continue providing and expanding its very valuable services.

Payments can be sent directly to the office, but it would be helpful if club or craft class members paid Andrea, Helena or Sally at their April or May meetings and similarly if bowlers paid John.  All payments should be received by the end of June please at the very latest.

Please remember that, for insurance purposes, anybody using the minibus must be a paid-up member of BCBS. 

WANTED – A VISITING OFFICER.

by Sue Gook
I remember how I felt when I responded to that ad;

“Will working with the blind make me feel a little sad?”

Well, now it’s ten years later and I’m very glad to say

There have been a lot of silver linings to any clouds of grey.

I’ve learned that every one of you has a story you can share,

I’ve learned to sit and listen, to show you that I care.

With some I’ve laughed, with some I’ve cried

When problems we’ve identified.

With some I’ve danced and sung and played,

As once a year we’ve holidayed.

I’ve fought some fights for worthy causes,

And sat through poignant, silent pauses,

When all that I could think to say

Was “I know there’ll be a better day.”

But most of all I’ve had such fun,

And want to say to everyone:

“Thank you all for showing me

That just because you cannot see,

It doesn’t change the way you are.”

And when I travel, near or far,

I’ll carry with me in my head

All the lovely things you’ve said.

Now after ten years, good and true,

I know I’ve made real friends with you.

Well, off I go, up and away,

So all that’s left for me to say…

Is “Bye bye and take care of yourselves.”

THANK YOU from Sue Gook

I would just like to say a very big “Thank you” to everyone who sent me cards for my retirement and for all the lovely thoughts and good wishes expressed by so many of you during my last few weeks at BCBS. They have made me realise what a very special time I spent working with you all. 

Thank you also for the lovely leaving gifts which I know many of you contributed to. In case you didn’t know, I received a voucher to have some jewellery made to my own specification and another for a Red Letter Day of my own choosing. This was all topped off with a simply beautiful orchid that I hope will last for years and remind me of you.   

Holiday news

Those who applied for Helena’s holiday in Blackpool will know by now that it unfortunately had to be cancelled. However, she has since planned an alternative trip to Weymouth and the response has been quite overwhelming!  So I’m afraid we can’t take any more requests for June.  

But the good news is that I have made a provisional booking for an early autumn break at the Lauriston Hotel in Weston Super Mare. Some of you will already be familiar with the Lauriston which is run by Action for Blind People. It is a lovely hotel, situated on the seafront and very near the shops and theatres. We will have half board but the hotel also produces lunches on request. The quoted price of approximately £275 is for the hotel, insurance, coach travel and some activities.

Please note that we cannot offer personal or nursing care.  If you do need a lot of support, you must bring along a carer who will also be expected to share your room.

If you are interested, give Carole a ring before 27th March.

Take care. I look forward to hearing from you regarding the Weston holiday.               

Andrea

Activities

I have decided to change the format of this article to be of more interest to those of you who wish to book for new trips. I feel sure that many of you would respond to the activities suggested if I gave some more details of the proposed venues. 

So please let me know if you would be like to come along. Members can sometimes miss trips as I will normally only send invitations to those who have expressed interest by returning the coupon or phoning a list in to Carole. I’d also like you to tell us about any venues we have not thought of. If there is sufficient support I can try to organise an outing. 

In April we have a hands-on visit to Thrive, The National Blind Gardeners’ Centre at Beech Hill. They will demonstrate filling window boxes and hanging baskets for Easter.

The current exhibition on at Kensington Palace is ‘The Last of the Debutantes’. There would  also be a chance to see some of Princess Diana’s ball gowns.  

Millet’s Farm in Abingdon is another very popular venue. There is a farm shop, garden centre, aquarium, craft shop and small animal collection, plus a good restaurant. 

Our previous visits to both the BBC TV Centre and Broadcasting House also proved to be popular activities. 

Steam at Swindon, is the GWR  Museum of Steam and shows the work of Isambard Kingdom Brunel, the engineer and pioneer of the GWR. 

Holloway College, Egham, is the home of the first college with university status for women, founded by the Victorian philanthropist, Sir Thomas  Holloway.

Woking Theatre hosts an audio described matinee performance of West Side Story on 15th April.

A Spring visit is planned to Kew Gardens. There is a land train which can take us around to all the various attractions and be used throughout the day.

The Savill Garden near Windsor is another spring time attraction. Our last visit in May 2008 coincided with the flowering of the famously beautiful rhododendrons and azaleas. 

I’m sure you would like to hear how our previous trips went and I feel that would on the whole be better demonstrated by articles or letters from members who have enjoyed our trips. However we have had six outings over the past few months, all of  which were enjoyed by everyone. Of all the trips, I felt the Thames Barrier at Woolwich was the most interesting. It was a long day but our guides made our tour very informative and enjoyable. 

Christmas events included a carol concert, Pantomime at the Hexagon, Reading and a wonderful festive evening at the Anvil, Basingstoke for the annual Viennese New Year celebration.

I look forward to hearing from you in 2009.

Marion

Resources

RNIB Product Workshop

In January we hosted a one day workshop for BCBS staff as well as members of the Visual Impairment Team and Reading Association for the Blind. 

The aim was to inspect and try out products from the RNIB range that we might not have come across before, either because they are very new or because they are too expensive to have simply sitting around in the resources area. 

Some of the items which caught our eye and are now available for you to try are:

Heavily lined notebooks for your pocket, handbag or to keep by the phone at £2.75.

A foolproof dialling pad at £20 that attaches to your own phone and stores your 6 most important phone numbers.

An electronic locator to help you find where you left your keys, stick and other items that seem to walk away when you put them down. This is not cheap at £24 but could save you a lot of time and energy.

Focus day

Our most recent Focus Day with Sight and Sound and Software Express also introduced us to some new items.

The ReaderMobile from Sight and Sound is a mobile phone activated with the touch of a button. It can also scan and read out documents. The user takes a photo of the print to be read and the character recognition software with high quality text-to-speech will read the contents of the document aloud.  At the same time, it can display the print on the phone's screen and highlight each word as it is spoken.

This item is NOT CHEAP at well over £1000 and is aimed at the younger market, but has many impressive features and might be worth a visit to the website, www.sightandsound.co.uk or you can call 0845 634979.

Software Express specialises in providing computer software & ready-to-use computer systemsfor blind and partially-sighted computer users. In particular, GUIDE software offers an easy-to-learn and use solution for anyone who would like to be computer literate but has never used a computer before, as well as people who have some computer experience. It enables users to send and receive e-mails, surf the Internet, read books and documents, listen to Internet radio stations, record CDs/DVDs and much more.

For users who have difficulty with a keyboard, they have also recently launched GUIDE HANDSFREE, an all-in-one software package which works in conjunction with Dragon Naturally Speaking voice recognition software. For more information call 0845 2255005 or visit www.SoftwareExpress.co.uk

We are hoping to arrange some staff training on Guide, with the intention of helping our members who would like to have a go. Don’t hold your breath, but watch this space.

Negative feedback

Having become quite excited about some stick-on LED lights which seemed the answer to lighting up dark corners and kitchen surfaces, we had reports they were no use at all, despite looking great in the open. Helena tried them out at home and agreed they actually don’t do what we and our members want them to. You have been warned and RNIB has been informed.

Carole

VIP Computer Support

The Aidis Trust is a small charity that helps Disabled People access technology and knows the adaptations and software that would suit each individual. Free services include:

· Assessments to recommend the right technology.

· A local rate technical support helpline that gives advice, training and problem solving.

· A website with information, guides and advice. 

· An online shop selling software and adaptations.

· Courses for Disability Organisations and Parents

Contact details: Tel: 0207 426 2130  E-mail: info@aidis.org  

Support: 0845 120 3719  Web: www.aidis.org

Children’s Corner

The Children’s Department intended to get off to a flying start this year, but our first ‘Introduction to Sports’ day, planned with the help of the British Blind Sport Association and Berkshire Disability Sports, had to be cancelled due to the dreadful weather at the beginning of February. We have, however, rescheduled the day to Saturday 14th March and hope that the weather will be on our side this time! If you are between 10 and 25 years of age and would like your name added to the existing group, please ring the office and we can send you a form.

We were very grateful to receive some complimentary tickets for the X Factor concert at Wembley Arena on 1st March which we were able to offer to some of our older members and are really looking forward to this special event, made possible by our friends at the Children With Special Needs Foundation.

Also on our timetable for this year, and back by popular demand, is our ice-skating session with members of the Bracknell Bees.  We have sole use of part of the rink on Sunday 29th March and have been invited to watch an ice-hockey match afterwards which should be fun!

Creative:space.  

This organization runs music events for disabled children and their families which are held at The Concert Hall in Reading and are particularly suitable for children with communication, learning or sensory integration difficulties.  

The next two Concerts will be held on Sunday 8th March, but if this is a little short notice for you, you may wish to go on their mailing list, so please contact Jonathan Qureshi on 020 7374 8485 or e-mail jonathan@createarts.org.uk for more information.

Adventure Holidays in Europe.  If you fancy spending a week with other VI young people from all over Europe at the Vienna School for the Visually Impaired in Austria where you can try out the latest technology, develop your life skills

and take part in an exciting leisure programme, contact www.adventureineurope.info or phone LOOK on 0121 428 5038 for further information.

RNIB Vacation Scheme 2009  

If you would like a copy of their current programme which gives details of holidays for visually impaired children and young people aged 8-17 who attend mainstream schools and colleges, please contact me as I have a supply in the office.

Free Holiday at Church Farm Holiday Village 

As you may know, our friends at the Children With Special Needs Foundation allow our young members and their families free use of their two 8-berth caravans in Pagham, West Sussex after 6 months as a member of BCBS. If you would like further information about this unique opportunity, please contact me at the office and I will send you a pack.  Please note that the caravans are only wheelchair friendly to the front door.

As usual, at this time of year I send out my Proposed Activities Timetable which helps me to plan the year once I hear which activities are your favourites!  So, if you haven’t returned yours yet, please do so as soon as possible so I can get organizing!

Amanda

NOT GOING MAD AT ALL

A recent article in the RNIB magazine NB could be re-assuring to any members who believe they are ‘losing the plot’ due to what might best be described as hallucinations. 

Apparently as many as 100,000 people in the UK could be suffering from Charles Bonnet syndrome, which is associated with sight loss and causes sufferers to see non-existent people, patterns and even complex pictures in their surroundings. 

This can be very frightening and many visually impaired people are naturally reticent about mentioning the problem for fear of adverse reactions from friends, family and even healthcare professionals.Unfortunately at present there is no cure, but perhaps it helps to know you are not alone and you aren’t going mad either.

Fundraising

Walking for BCBS

East Berkshire

This year we have been chosen by Slough Rotary Club as one of the charities to benefit from their 2009 Jubilee River Walk between Windsor and Maidenhead on Saturday 27th June. To help raise funds for BCBS you could walk as well  - the set distance is 5 miles but you can do it as many times as you like! To take part, all you have to do is:

1. Complete a registration form from the office, from our website: www.bcbs.org.uk or by e-mailing office@bcbs.org.uk

2. Return the form to us with the appropriate registration fee (£3 per adult, under 14s are free).

West Berkshire

Those of you in the west of the county will be pleased to hear that we are planning another sponsored ‘walk with a difference’ around the taxiways of the now restored Greenham Common Heath. Details will follow as soon as they have been confirmed.

Collections

Berkshire County Blind Society urgently needs volunteers to help with our supermarket and street collections. This is an important aspect of our fundraising, even more so in the present economic climate. Can you spare a few hours on any of the following dates?

   March 6 and 7  -  Maidenhead 

   March 27 and 28  -  Bracknell

   April 24 and 25  -  Slough

   May 4  -  Windsor Race Course

   May 29  -  Sunninghill

   June 5 and 6 - Twyford

   June 16  -  Ascot

   June 19 - Taplow

   July 10 and 11  -  Maidenhead

   July 17 and 18 - Newbury

If so, please get in touch on 0118 987 2803. We would love to hear from you.  

DISCLAIMER

All the information published in Insight is done so in good faith, but the Society does not have the opportunity to assess all the items mentioned or check the accuracy of statements reprinted from other sources. We cannot accept responsibility for any fault or shortcoming in any equipment or any incorrect information which may be given.

Readers Write

Bowls Matches

by Keith Hester

The Reading Blind bowlers commenced their series of indoor matches in January with a game against High Wycombe at Whiteknights Indoor Bowling club which is the venue for all of our home matches. This match was a game with a Triple, which as the name suggests has three people on each team, and one Rink, which has four people on each side. It was a keenly fought game with Reading winning the Triples  7-6 and High Wycombe winning the Rink 8-6. 

For the return match later in the month we took 9 players, so we could play a game of three Triples. The result was that we won one, drew one and lost the third; what was more amazing was that the total points score was equal. They were all good games with plenty of banter. After refreshments and the usual raffle, we returned home quite satisfied with our performance. 

News for frustrated art lovers in West Berkshire
The newly formed ‘Living Pictures Group’ will be meeting on the second Monday of every month from 10.30am to 12.00 noon at the Corn Exchange in Newbury. 

It will be a social group where visually impaired people have the opportunity to explore a raised image from the Living Paintings library and then discuss the image. This will be followed by a visit from a relevant speaker, a performance or a pre-arranged visit to a place of interest. 

The first session took place in February, but you will be welcome to join at any time and attendance is free of charge. Tea and coffee will be available and transport can be arranged within West Berkshire (at a small cost) if required.

If you would like to attend or for further information, please contact Sam Sampson at the Corn Exchange on 01635 582666 ext. 206.

