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The view from Midleton House

When I wrote my column for the March edition, it was snowing hard outside my window. Now the sun is getting through a bit more regularly, there’s some warmth in the air, so summer must be on the way. It’s invigorating to hear the dawn chorus on these lighter mornings (sometimes a bit too early for my liking), to notice all the new growth in the garden and to see the lambs, calves & foals in the fields as I drive to and from work. 

I say all this because I’m looking very hard for the green shoots, and whatever economic as well as seasonal recovery they may foretell. My principal concern is of course for the Society’s financial well-being, but I’m concerned too for the well-being of our 2000+ members, most of you on fixed incomes and with diminishing returns on your savings. We are working hard on fundraising, and street or supermarket collections form an important part of this effort because they raise public awareness of the Society as well as raising much-needed money. 

The current list of dates and places is on page 15. If you can help at any of these collections please let us know.

The good news is that I have now concluded negotiations with the unitary authorities on our Service Contracts and I’m pleased to report that these have all been renewed for 2009 -10 although without any significant uplift in payments. However, I think it is true to say that local authorities’ budgets were agreed before the economy hit its lowest levels, and I expect negotiations for 2010 -11 to be much more difficult. 

On the positive side, our Trustees have agreed that we will do all in our power to maintain our levels of service across the county, and I am confident that we will not be forced into any substantial cuts as this year progresses.

On another positive note, we had an unexpected donation from our great friends at Bank of Ireland Mortgages which, amongst other things, will help to underpin our transport costs for the remainder of this year. So the previously proposed fares increase for 2009 -10 is no longer on the agenda. I am also more confident that we could return to a general fare of £5 inside the county and hope to be able to confirm this within the next month or so. 

At our request, some of the local transport authorities are considering allowing us to accept bus passes and tokens on our minibuses, but it is proving more problematic than we had envisaged, so don’t count on this happening for the time being.

On a lighter note, it’s good to see that our list of outings has grown, and I do hope as many of you as possible will take advantage of the efforts that Marion makes on your behalf. She is always looking for more ideas and suggestions for outings. So let us know what you would like to do and where you would like to go and we’ll do our best to grant your wishes. 

In response to many requests we have arranged another “Turkey & Tinsel” trip in December. Details are on page 4 and you had better be quick with your reservations!

I have noticed over the last few months that a number of Societies around

the country have changed their names to remove reference to the word “blind” and I wonder what your views are on this. Should we be considering something similar, and if so what do you think we should call ourselves? Or are we fine as we are? Do let me have your views.

My best regards to you all

Tom

HAVE YOU PAID YOUR SUBS YET?

Thank you to everyone who has already paid the £6 annual subscription, especially those who generously added a “little bit extra”. We always appreciate these gestures as well as the words of thanks or encouragement accompanying the donations.

Payments can be sent directly to the office or given to any member of staff when you meet them.

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

RNIB Customer Service and Helpline teams  have now joined forces under a new telephone number, giving a single contact point for RNIB, no matter what the enquiry. 

The team not only provides information about eye conditions, specialist products, library subscriptions and services such as counselling, benefit advice and support with legal issues, but also tells people where they can find local support. 

The new contact details are: 

RNIB Helpline

Telephone: 0303 123 9999

Email: helpline@rnib.org.uk

Opening hours are Monday to Friday 8.45am to 6.00pm  

Saturday 9.00am to 4.00pm. 

Outside of these times people can leave a message. 

HOLIDAY NEWS

Unfortunately, despite Helena’s June holiday to Weymouth being heavily oversubscribed, we’ve had to cancel the second summer holiday this year through lack of sufficient people applying. 

Our plan had been to stop the New Year one Carole had run for several years because of the difficulties posed by the regularly dreadful weather at that time.  This was to be replaced by a late summer holiday, giving members the choice of two dates, lengths of stay and destinations in relatively clement weather.

Perhaps that irritating expression the ‘current economic climate’ is to blame. In which case would long weekends be better? 

In view of this, we have decided to organise a long weekend break, instead of the second summer holiday. Many of you have commented that you enjoyed last year’s ‘Turkey and Tinsel’ holiday, so we will run another one for this year at the lovely Albany Lion Hotel in Eastbourne.

The dates we have booked are 4th - 7th December and the approximate cost of the holiday would be around £170 per person. This would include three nights bed, breakfast and evening meal, transport from Erleigh Road to the hotel and back, and also travel insurance. The hotel is situated on the promenade and on previous trips the staff were charming and the food wonderful. 

As usual, single rooms are quite limited and these will be allocated on a first come, first served basis.  I must add that, unfortunately, those who would like to use a double room as a single will need to pay a supplement.

However, we would still really like to hear from you if you have ideas to share with us regarding Society holidays. 

What we should point out, however, is that overseas trips are out of the question, mainly due to huge transport costs but also to the logistics when dealing with older or infirm members on ships that may pitch about.

ACTIVITIES

Firstly I would like to say a big thank you to everyone who took  time to fill in the coupon in the March issue of Insight. It was by far the best response we have had so far and it was heartening to receive quite a few replies from newcomers at both ends of the county. The most popular venues were Millet’s Farm, Savill Gardens and Kew Gardens. I will be arranging these trips during the summer, together hopefully with a boat trip from Windsor. The garden trips have proved so popular that we will be doing some repeats to accommodate all of those who want to come along. 

I hope also to include the trips to the BBC and Kensington Palace. At the moment one of our drivers is unwell and might not be available for some time. There are also staff holidays booked, so we may have to curtail the frequency of the trips until we have a full complement of drivers.

As we already have a full programme of activities from last time, I won’t publish a full coupon in this issue, but of course I welcome any suggestions you may have for trips later in the year. Please write in (see page 8) or phone with your suggestions .

I’d just like to say a few words about our recent trips: 

Camberley Theatre was the venue for a matinee performance of the Mikado by the Savoy Singers, as always, very entertaining and topical. The Glen Miller sound at the Hexagon, Reading was equally enjoyable with a lovely walk along memory lane for most of us.

In April we went to Woking Theatre to see a West End cast performance of West Side Story. It was a wonderful show, but we were disappointed with the inadequate provision of headsets by the theatre. It was advertised as an audio described performance for the visually impaired, which was the reason we elected to go to this show. I can assure those who came to Woking that I am currently pursuing that matter with the management at the Theatre. 

By contrast the visit to Thrive, the National Blind Gardener’s Centre at Beech Hill, Reading was a truly wonderful day out for all of us. Again, we were very pleased to meet some newcomers who had made their own way there for the talk and demonstrations, all of which were free to us due to Lottery funding for Thrive activities.

It was very much a “hands on” experience with compost, plants and pots. After lunch we had a tour of the outside gardens which are maintained by disabled local gardeners and those who, after long term illness, work in the garden as part of their rehabilitation. 

I know that many of you would like to do this trip but unfortunately, because of the lottery funding, we are only allocated one visit each year. So perhaps we will be able to go again next year. 

I will be in touch shortly if you have expressed interest in the summer activities. 

Marion

READERS WRITE

Thrive Visit

By Heather and Norman Lee

It is a pleasure to be writing about this outing. On our arrival we were welcomed by Lucy with tea and coffee and, after the introductions each person gave a resumé of their particular gardening interest.

Lucy then gave us some excellent guidance on sowing spinach seeds in a large tray of compost, using seed tapes, which are pre-spaced seeds in a tape, ready for planting. Next an attractive spring container was made and general advice given on potting. We also tried a special watering can that controls the amount of water released.

After lunch there was an interesting tour of the garden’s potager beds, a mixture of flowers, herbs and many lovely shrubs. Guidance on tools and equipment was given, followed by “Gardeners’ Question Time” over a cup of tea.After visiting the plant sale area we could get more advice about our purchases. So ended a most instructive and happy day at Thrive.

Your local museums

From Chris McMillan
Reading Museum’s famous Victorian copy of the Bayeux Tapestry recently had a re-vamp of its accessibility features, thanks to visually impaired Museum employee Linda Fiddler, who wanted to celebrate 20 years  working at the Museum. Although Braille is available, it is only one of the accessibility tools. Living Paintings Trust have produced six tactile images of the most important features of the tapestry story, along with a detailed audio guide, housed in an easy to use hand held unit. 

After a brief history of the making and arrival of the tapestry in Reading, we set off on our audio tour. Each scene of the history is minutely described and the tactile pictures are described according to Living Paintings Trust custom, from centre outwards. Within the battle panel in the second part of the gallery there is a hidden panel in the floor which, when touched with the foot, emits the sound of horses in battle. The whole tour lasts about 40 minutes and is well worth visiting. Call 0118 939 9800.

Henley River and Rowing Museum is one of only four Oxfordshire attractions to win a place in a guide to the best visitor attractions for disabled people.

The museum, which was built 10 years ago, was designed to be fully accessible to all visitors, but improvements have been made, including automatic electronic doors and programmes designed specifically for disabled people.

The Rivertime Boat Trust, which operates from the museum’s jetty, uses a specially constructed boat which can carry 12 people and is fitted with a wheelchair ramp and hydraulic lift for the disabled.

The museum also hosts Breaking Barriers, a project involving adults with sensory, physical and learning disabilities to develop new ways of learning. 

Call 01491 415600 for more information.

REGULAR ACTIVITIES

For any members looking for somewhere to go or something to do on a regular basis, we have several monthly social clubs, weekly craft classes and bowls groups that meet winter and summer alike. Many of these groups could accommodate new members. 

There are also active groups in Slough and Wokingham, who get up to all sorts of things including archery and darts, and we organise regular visits to Windsor Theatre for audio-described matinée performances.

Transport is provided in many cases but, although all our social activities are subsidised to some degree, there is usually some small payment involved.

If you are interested in joining one or more of these groups, please call the office. We can tell you a bit more about the activities and put you in contact with the people who run them. 

Alternatively, if you feel like setting up an active group in your own area, give us a ring and we could help you get started.

RADIOS AND SUCH

BWFB

Due to financial constraints, British Wireless for the Blind, a charity supplying radios and CD players to needy visually impaired people, has recently started applying its issuing regulations more vigorously.

As one of their agents, we can now only issue machines to people who are registered (which has always been the case) but recipients now also have to be on means-tested  benefits. In fact our visitors are expected to see evidence of this. So please don’t be offended if they ask.

DAB radios

Ricability, a charity that researches information on products for disabled people, has brought out a comprehensive guide to buying DAB radios.  There are dozens of styles, but, to summarise their findings:-

Pure Sonus1-XT at £100 is the only one that speaks the station and other information and it also scores quite well on other criteria. BUT they are no longer being produced. So, if you want to buy one, get your skates on and call RNIB or Cobalt before they all go.

Roberts RD-8BW Duet at £160 is highly recommended for VIPs. It scores very highly on sound quality as well as ease of use. 

We have this radio in the office for you to try as well as the full report in print and on audio.

Talking Book machines

This is not new information but needs clarifying from time to time. Talking book machines hired from RNIB (£79 a year including all book hire) are not now sponsored by any of the 6 Berkshire Authorities except for VIPs who were accepted before the regulations were changed several years ago, plus a few individuals who have very exceptional needs. People moving in from other authorities will, I’m afraid, have to take on the payments themselves.

Resources

TV remote control

Ever since I started at BCBS we’ve been tracking down and trying out TV remote control devices that don’t have several dozen tiny buttons. At last we believe RNIB has found one. It has just seven large buttons — On, Off, AV, channel up and down and volume up and down.

One of our members in Bracknell has tried it and says that, at £20, it’s worth every penny.
Large Print Books

RNIB has been working with mainstream publishers to increase the number of books accessible to people who struggle when reading standard print. Since the start of April bookshops should be stocking some popular books by best-selling authors in 16 point print ( the same size as this). They are unabridged and go under the logo “focus”. To get hold of the books either ask at your local bookshop or call Gardners Books on 01323 521555.

Or for more information visit www.focusonbooks.co.uk

Focus Resource Days

We have arranged two more Focus Days for June and July. Alex from Optelec is coming on Thursday 18th June from 10am to 3 pm and Chris from Humanware on Thursday 30th July from 10 am to 2 pm. If you’ve not been to one before, I can recommend these days as opportunities to learn about and try out the latest in electronic equipment to support visually impaired people. This will include readers, scanners, talking book machines and satnav for walkers. The details of what the two demonstrators are each bringing are on page 16. If you need more information please call :-

Optelec on 080 8090 8090 or Humanware on 01933 415800.

The regular everyday aids will be out in our resources area and everyone is welcome to come along. I’m sorry that transport cannot be arranged.

CHILDREN and YOUNG PEOPLE

Introduction to Sports Day 

This was finally held in March, and was a great success, thoroughly enjoyed by all who attended. Our young members took part in an exciting range of different sporting activities, including football, cricket, athletics, tennis, new age kurling and boccia, using VI friendly equipment and assisted by specialist coaches. 

Our thanks go to Alan from the British Blind Sports Association and Lisa from Berkshire Disability Sports for their help in organizing and supporting the day. The children were each given named sweatshirts and certificates at the end of the day. This special day gave the children the confidence to try out many sports which were new to them. 

Due to the positive feedback from everyone who attended, we are delighted to report that we plan to arrange regular sporting sessions in the future and who knows, maybe one of our members might even make it to the Olympics!

Ice-skating 

To continue with our mission to keep young members fit, in March  we organized a very special ice skating session at the John Nike Leisuresport Complex in Bracknell, attended by 18 families. Our young members were able to enjoy sole use of part of the rink and not have the worry of bumping into members of the general public.  They were helped by the Bracknell Bees Ice Hockey Team, so even those who were a little wobbly felt safe and confident on the ice. Afterwards we all enjoyed our tea in the hospitality suite and used our free tickets to watch the Bees in action against Slough Jets.

Football  

In April, ten members spent a full hour training with the Reading First Football Team at their training ground. The children were kitted out with named sweatshirts and took part in a penalty shootout and kick-about session.  Steve Coppell and his team made sure that everyone had a fantastic time and stayed behind afterwards to sign autographs and have their photos taken with the children.

Cooking

In May Bakehouse again invited our children to take part in baking sessions in their kitchens. 13 of our youngsters enthusiastically produced and decorated delicious pizzas and biscuits with the help of Bakehouse staff. Thank you again Bakehouse for your hospitality.

Cadburyworld 

Also in May we took a coachload of members and their families to Cadburyworld. Can you ever have too much chocolate? If the reactions of our members is anything to go by the answer is ‘never!’  What a lovely way to spend a day.

What’s next? 

You’ll have to wait for “postie” to arrive to find out, but you’ll  be receiving invites to a summer party at Camp Mohawk on Sunday 16th August,  a coach outing to the seaside planned for Friday 7th August and tickets to see Chitty Chitty Bang Bang at the Woking Theatre on 19th September.  

Do you enjoy cycling? 

If the answer is yes, but you cannot cycle independently due to your eye condition, then we may have just the thing you need!   

The Children’s Department owns a Thorn Derailleur tandem suitable for an adult and child age approximately 7 – 10 years which we can loan to you.  Just think, you can get mum or dad fit at the same time!   If you are interested, please give me a call.

18-30 Social Club 

Unfortunately we had to cancel our cinema and pizza evening organized for our new 18-30 Social Club due to lack of interest.  However, we have arranged to meet up again on Sunday 31st May at Club Marmalade, a disco in Wokingham.  Further outings will be arranged for this group during the summer holidays.

Work Experience

During the summer months, we would like to offer one or two of our members age 16-25 the chance to spend a morning or two each week doing work experience at our office in Erleigh Road. You will spend time in our Fundraising Department, with our Visiting Officers, with me in the Children’s Department and in our general office.  If you are interested and are educated to GCSE level, kindly contact me for further information.  Unfortunately, we are unable to accommodate anyone who is wheelchair-bound.

Career Planning

“Future Focus” career planning sessions are being offered by the Blind in Business organization at their offices in London for anyone aged 13 plus from Monday to Friday between 9am and 5.30pm. Sessions will cover  access to work, interview techniques etc.  Call 0207 382 4601 and speak to Dan Mitchell for further information.

Well, that’s all my news for now.  So, enjoy your summer and I look forward to seeing you all soon. Amanda

Wokingham Quiz Night

St Paul’s Parish Rooms, Reading Road 

Wokingham, RG41 1EH

Saturday 6th June 2009—7.30 for 8pm start

£10 per person to include wine and light refreshments

Bring a team of up to 6 or join a scratch team

Prize for the most imaginative team name and best dressed table

Questions to test the senses!

For an entry form, call 0118 987 2803 

or e-mail office@bcbs.org.uk or visit www.bcbs.org.uk

FUNDRAISING

WALKING FOR BCBS

Slough in June

This year, BCBS has been chosen by the Rotary Club of Slough as one of the designated charities for its 2009 Fun Walk. If you are looking for a great family day out,  join the walk along the banks of the Thames and Jubilee River, Eton Wick Village and through the grounds of Eton College to help raise funds for Berkshire County Blind Society.

The Walk starts and finishes at Eton Playing Fields between 10am and 3pm. The course stretches for five miles. Dogs are welcome if kept on a leash. 

There will be free parking, refreshments, Classic Cars, stalls and many more activities at the start and finish.

Registration in advance (which will be donated to Slough Rotary Charities) is £3 per adult. Children under 16 are free when accompanied by a responsible adult. Registration on the day will be £5.

Newbury in September

This September, BCBS will also be holding its first sponsored walk on Greenham Common in West Berkshire. The walk will follow the taxiway of the old US airbase, a name linked world-wide with the awesome potential of nuclear deterrents and the protest movement it gave rise to.

The old runway, once the longest military runway in Europe, is now being  overtaken by purple heather and yellow flowering gorse with cattle grazing nearby. You can still see the control tower and old silos and imagine how it once was.

You can complete the full 6km walk, or if you prefer, a shorter 3km route. Please note that the common is unsheltered, adding to the challenge!  Dogs are welcome if kept on a leash. 

Registration in advance is  £5 per adult, over 60s £2, children under 16 free.

For more information on either of these events call the office on   0118 987 2903.

COLLECTORS NEEDED FOR STREET COLLECTIONS

Can you help on any of these dates?
   


June 16 - Ascot High Street

   


June 19 - Sainsburys, Taplow

   


June 26, 27 and 28 - The Meadows, Sandhurst

   


July 3 and 4 - Maidenhead Town Centre

   


July 17 and 18 - Sainsburys, Newbury

   


July 31 and Aug 1 - Morrisons, Woosehill

   


September 26 - Sainsburys, Winnersh

   


October 16 and 17– Asda, Lower Earley

Please ring the office on 0118 987 2803 

and leave your name with John or Carole

Make Your Donations Go Further: 28p in every £1 

Those of you who support us will know how hard we work to ensure that every penny we raise goes as far as it can. Through Gift Aid you can help us make your donations worth an extra 28p in every £1 and it won’t cost you a penny!

It’s simple. When you make a donation to BCBS, just confirm (orally or in writing) that you are a UK taxpayer, that you are happy for us to claim tax relief on your donation and that the amount you pay in income tax is more than that being claimed. That one declaration can apply to all donations that you have made to us over the past 6 years and to any forthcoming gifts you make, until you notify us otherwise. It is that easy. For more information please call 0118 987 2803.

Leap of Blind Faith!

BCBS is looking for adventurous volunteers to make a fundraising parachute jump. No experience is necessary as all training is given and if you raise more than £360 (depending on the type of jump you choose) your jump will be free. 

Call our fundraising department on 0118 987 2803 for more information or visit www.skylineparachuting.co.uk

Emma Haworth, whose daughter Gracie is one of our young members, took part in this year's London Marathon and has so far raised over £1,650. Thank you Emma! Who’s up for 2010 then?

Wokingham Sensory Needs Team 

(Covers Wokingham, Windsor/Maidenhead & Bracknell)

Visual Impairment Team, Old Forge House, 

45-47 Peach Street, Wokingham, RG40 1XJ

Telephone: 0118 974 6896 / 6949 

Monday, Wednesday, Friday - 9 am to 12 noon

West Berks Sensory Needs Team

West Berkshire Council, Turnhams Green Park, 

Pincents Lane, Tilehurst, RG31 4UH

Telephone : 0118 930 2777

Slough Sensory Needs Team 
The Corner House, 254a Farnham Road, Slough, SL1 4XE

Telephone : 01753 690400

PART-TIME VACANCY

Are you (or do you know someone who is) looking for a part-time job with lots of variety?  

We are looking for a flexible person to work up to 12 hours a week.  You will help out our busy Visiting Officers and assist our Families’ Support Co-ordinator who runs the Children’s Department and you will be trained to take on responsibility for managing our new 18-30 Social Club and our Children’s Sports Club.  

You must be reliable, hard working, a good communicator and available to work for a few hours on the odd weekend when our 18-30 Social Group meets.   

If you are interested, please call the office for more details. 

An enhanced CRB check will be required.  

BERKSHIRE COUNTY BLIND SOCIETY 

The office is open as follows: Monday to Thursday  8.30 a.m. to 4.45 p.m. Friday

   8.30 a.m. to 3.30 p.m. 

(Lunch break 12.30 p.m. – 1.00 p.m.) 

Messages may be left on the Answerphone outside office hours. 

Telephone: 0118 987 2803 Fax: 0118 921 0715
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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. 

