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Christmas is coming

My first three months as CEO have passed very quickly and I have to say I feel very much at home already. You have all given me a warm welcome on my introductory visits to the clubs around the county and I have particularly enjoyed the experience of watching and participating in blind bowling and craft making, not that my efforts were anything to be proud of! My visit to a described performance at Windsor theatre was also a first and it allowed me to meet many of our members away from their clubs, people are quite different in the outside world, and it is refreshing to be able to meet in a different context.

As you will read in the following pages of Insight, it has been a busy summer/autumn time and from my point of view I was very pleased by the attendance at our AGM on 2 0ctober and the visible support from so many mayors and funders; a testament to the regard in which the society, its staff and volunteers are held in the community. 

Our resources open day on 28 0ctober was also very well supported with around 70 visitors and seven exhibitors, plus the east reading neighbourhood police team providing advice on home security and safety.

On 15 0ctober we provided organisational support including transportation to enable two groups of our members to attend the lobby at the houses of parliament over higher rates of disability living allowance for visually impaired people (VIPs). We were well supported by local mps, although the government’s intentions are less encouraging and underline the misgivings we all have about quality of life issues facing many VIPs. Do let us know if you have any concerns about your own benefits situation and we’ll help make sure you are receiving your proper entitlements. 

We all have concerns about the current state of the economy and without doubt the credit crunch will impact on all our personal lives as well as on the society’s levels of activity as we move into 2009 and beyond. I’m glad to say that we didn’t have any money lodged with Icelandic banks, but we do have to be concerned about the future safety of our investments wherever they are placed, and also about the impact of the recession (we can’t avoid the “r” word) on donations from individuals and organisations, which is a vital source of income for BCBS. So far there has been no clear indication from the government as to whether it will guarantee the bank deposits of charities but it is to be hoped that both the treasury and the home office will acknowledge the crucial role that the charity sector will have to play as the economic downturn continues. We will have to work harder than ever just to maintain our current status and I trust that you will bear with us in relation to the impact this may have on our future activities and services. 

Having managed to get myself around our own operations in Berkshire, I’m now turning my attention to the activities of other regional VIP societies in the south east. I have already visited the Buckinghamshire Association for blind and partially sighted people (commonly know as BAB) and will shortly be visiting my counterparts in surrey, oxford and Hampshire before looking a little further afield into Kent and Sussex. My aim is to learn from their set-ups and experiences and to see for myself how best we can play our part in implementing the UK Vision Strategy across the south east.  I also want to gather views on the proposed merger between RNIB and action for blind and the possible impact this enlarged organisation might have on the future of local/regional associations. 

As you turn the pages of this issue you will read Sue’s farewell message, and we will all miss her immensely when she leaves us at the end of this year.  However I am really pleased to be able to tell you that Andrea has been promoted to succeed sue as senior visiting officer, so we will have continuity in this key role. My next priority is to find a replacement for Andrea in the visitor role and this will be done before Christmas.

As Christmas will be just around the corner when you get to read this edition, can I take this early opportunity to wish you all a very happy Christmas and to express the hope that the New Year will bring peace and at least a degree of prosperity for us all.  

Tom  

,,,,,,,,,,,,

Summer holiday

Hello everyone. I hope you had a good summer, although the weather was a bit of a let down!

For the next society holiday we are planning to go somewhere we have not been to before, Blackpool. We have a provisional reservation with the park house hotel located on the north promenade within walking distance of the town centre. The dates will be Sunday 14th June to Sunday 21st June 2009.

The cost will be about £440, including bed, breakfast and evening meal and coach transport. Three outings are also included and the hotel has entertainment every evening.

I’m afraid that transport to and from Erleigh Road will be very difficult to provide because both journeys are at weekends. So, if you can get a lift with friends or family or could combine with another member to come in by taxi, it would make life less complicated for everyone

If you are interested please ring the office as soon as possible and by December 19th at the latest. You do not have to send any money yet; just let us know if you would like to joins us.

Best wishes

Helena
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Goodbyes
Sue Gook

Oh dear, this is going to be a rather sad piece for me to write as it will be my last contribution to Insight before I leave at Christmas.

I have worked for BCBS for 10 years now and have made a great number of good friends during that time. I had no idea what to expect when I joined the society, but have been constantly amazed at the positive attitude you all show towards life after sight loss, once you have recovered from the initial shock and fear it inevitably brings.

I have shared a whole host of activities and experiences with society members and all have been special for one reason or another.

Whilst the holidays have been the annual highlight, I think my most treasured memories will be of the life stories you have shared with me during my visits to your homes, each and every one of them fascinating in its own way. So I want to say a really big thank you for making me feel trusted and welcome over the years. 

I know that Andrea and the rest of the gang here will continue to support you all and will keep up the BCBS tradition of providing a service which helps to make life easier and more enjoyable for you. 

In the future, research will almost certainly find ways of improving the treatment and management of some forms of visual impairment and I will keep my fingers crossed that many of you will benefit from that. 

Well, that’s all there is from me. Goodbye and take care. I’ll miss you. 

Sue

,,,,,,

Ray Doddington
Another sad ‘goodbye’ is to our senior minibus driver Ray, who had to leave in September through ill health. 

Many of you will have met him through clubs, bowls groups or other outings. I am sure you have all found him totally reliable, charming and unflappable just as we at the office did.

We hope that both Ray and his lovely wife Mo, who has been helping with holidays for several years, will continue to be friends and supporters of BCBS for many years to come.

,,,,,,,,,,,,

Dad’s army revisited (‘strong language’ alert)

By the late Sheila Mary Whiteley  (who was a member of BCBS for many years)

Scene 1

Officer scanning horizon through his glasses suddenly starts and says,

“Private Smith take down this message; 

‘enemy force in large numbers, range 10,000 yards, light and heavy naval units with approximately 5 to10 thousand barges in tow, supported by troop carriers, dive bombers, fighters in huge numbers. Visibility good, wind south-westerly, gentle breeze, sea slight’

“Got that private Smith?”

“Yes sir.”

“Are you certain Smith?”

“Yes sir!”

“ Are you sure you’re word perfect?”

“Yes sir!!”

“Very good, transmit the message.”

Scene 2

Private Smith on the phone transmitting the message;

“Is that you Alf?”

“Yes Bert, what is it?”

“You can ring the bloody bells, buggers are ‘ere!”

,
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‘Articles for the blind’

Royal Mail has for a number of years operated a scheme, articles for the blind (AFB), that allows blind and partially sighted people to send certain items of post free of charge. Here are some (but not all) of the rules which apply to using the scheme.

1. Who can use AFB?

Blind and partially sighted individuals 

Organisations working with visually impaired people mailing items specifically prepared for use by them. 

2. What can be sent under AFB?

Only items that have been specially produced or adapted for blind and partially sighted people may be sent using the service. These include:-

Books, papers and letters, either embossed or in large print (16 point or larger)

Computer disks and CDs prepared for visually impaired people 

Spoken audio, video (with audio description) and electronic media 

Talking books and talking newspapers (but not entertainment programmes which are available on radio or recordings) 

Equipment used to play or record audio, video and electronic media 

Electronic and optical magnifiers 

Games, watches, clocks and measuring equipment 

Mobility aids including sticks and guide dog equipment

3. What cannot be sent AFB?

Ordinary music audio 

Printed material in a font smaller than 16 point, unless it is just a copy of information sent in another format

There are also weight and size limitations but these are fairly generous

4. How the scheme works

All mail posted using AFB must have ‘articles for the blind’ on the front cover and must show an external return address.

All mail sent by AFB is subject to inspection, so it must be left open, be easy to open and re-seal or the contents must be visible through the wrapper. 

Personal, sensitive or confidential correspondence should not be sent using AFB as there is a risk that it could fall out of an unsealed envelope and be disclosed at any point in its journey. 

There have been a few ‘incidents’ recently mainly due to people not knowing the rules or to overzealous postal workers. But on the whole the scheme works very well and BCBS could not function at all if we had to pay full rate for everything! 

,,,,,,,,,,,,

“Beyond the Village Green” by Mabel Coppins

 “Beyond the Village Green” is a true story of one woman’s life in the village of Holyport near maidenhead from the early days of her childhood through to womanhood in peace and in war. Born of humble parentage in a country cottage during the great depression, she tells of going to bed by candle light, quaint shops and roaming the fields looking for flowers, chapel trips to the seaside in open top charabancs and life in service at the tender age of fourteen.  At eighteen she was called up for service during the Second World War as enemy bombers droned overhead.  

Finally the writer tells us of her discovery that the village life of her childhood was gone and cottagers’ homes had become valuable property.  The days of the cottager were fading fast as old village families were moved far from the fields of their birth.

Available in large print for the visually impaired at £10 per copy including a small donation to BCBS.

Call Brian Evans on 01344 886794
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Activities

Our august outing to St Dunstan’s in Brighton was a wonderful trip and we were all impressed by the new technologies they have developed to enrich the lives of the visually impaired they care for. Whilst we were at lunch we were joined by Richard Corkran, our former CEO, and his wife. The members were delighted to see them both to catch up on all the news and to see how much they are both enjoying their retirement. As we left, the sun began to shine and Ann drove us along the promenade to the pier at Brighton. So for a short while it was ice creams, candy floss and all the fun of the fair before the homeward journey! 

Our next trip was to Westminster abbey in September about which Ann Rees writes later.

Two days later Ann drove a group of us to the Chinnor and Princes Risborough steam railway at Chinnor when we were blessed with a very sunny day. We had a short trip on the steam train with a truly decadent cream tea of clotted cream, home made jam and copious helpings of newly baked scones provided by local volunteers who maintain the station, trains and track and drive the trains. 

The RAF museum at Hendon was our last trip this autumn. It was a really vast collection of military aircraft dating from the formation of the RAF towards the end of the First World War. The hangars contain five separate exhibitions telling a different story about the RAF and its aircraft, as well as some aircraft currently in service with the RAF. There was so much to see but so little time, so we only managed to have an overview. 

As you will have heard, ray has recently retired and we may no longer be able to maintain the number of trips we have previously managed. But hopefully, we can continue to provide you with some interesting and enjoyable outings. 

These are some ideas of where we might go in the future. Please ring the office to express an interest in any of them.

Camberley Theatre matinee
Kenton Theatre matinee
Churchill Cabinet and War Rooms
Hexagon Theatre Reading
Tour of Royal Holloway College, Egham
Chiltern Open Air Museum
Concerts at the Anvil, Basingstoke
Douai Benedictine Abbey, Woolhampton
Hampton Court Palace and gardens  
Kew Gardens
Saville Gardens
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Minibus travel

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

Subscription is £5 per annum (due each April 1st) and can be paid to any member of staff or sent to the office, after which the database will be updated and a membership card will be issued.
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Resources

Open day

Our resources open day on 0ctober 28th was a great success as usual, despite a couple of irritating glitches with transport and use of the coffee room. Those who came found a wide selection of information to tap into and the demonstrators are all keen to come again.

Something that Pamtrad were demonstrating and has recently appeared in several other product lists is a ’pocket reader’ that really would fit in a pocket and won’t break the bank at £100. 

I have been given one to add to our demonstration models. If you would like to try it out, call BCBS and someone can bring it out to show you or you can book a date to pop into the office.
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Focus day

Our next focus day at the Erleigh road office is from 10am to 3pm on Wednesday 28th January, when Sight and Sound will be demonstrating various video magnifiers and scanners. 

Also present will be Software Express with the award-winning Guide screen magnifier and reader (about which one of our members wrote in glowing terms in the September Insight).

This is a must for any VIP, experienced or beginner, who is interested in using computers. 

We will also have our usual selection of everyday resources on display as well as several readers to try out.

I’m afraid transport will not be available.

,,,,,,
Watches

Both RNIB and Cobolt have recently brought out several new talking watch styles. The most unusual ones have very large analogue faces and speak both time and date. The silver version has a black face and the gold has a white one. Both come with either an expanding bracelet or a leather strap and cost £35. Do ask us if you’d like to try any of them.
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Children’s corner

Hello everyone

Well, here we are at the end of another busy year for the children’s department and it is lovely to look back and remember the wonderful experiences we have all had.  We now have well over 100 members with nearly 80 being on the ‘active’ list. Those who are fully paid up members of the society qualify as ‘active’ and will regularly receive invitations to many exciting outings and activities.   So, if you are under 18 and receive Insight but nothing else, do pay your subs and you will be upgraded! Here’s a brief recap of what we’ve been up to recently.  

The Sound of Music

Our friends at happy days children’s charity kindly paid for a coach trip to see the fabulous sound of music at the London Palladium. The children were sent audio-described programmes and treated to seats at the front of the theatre, plus a delicious ice-cream at the interval.  The production team was very helpful in the tactile tour, passing round different props for the children to touch and various members of the cast came to meet our group after the performance. Many children had their photos taken and got autographs too. The only draw-back was that I couldn’t stop singing the song “High on the hill sat a lonely goat herd” constantly for the following 2 weeks!

Mini-break to Eurodisney

Very early in the morning in late 0ctober, eleven very excited families boarded a coach for a four day mini-break including 3 nights at a Novotel in Paris, one day at Disneyland Paris and another at Walt Disney studio tours with a sight-seeing tour of Paris and visit to the beautiful Eiffel Tower which was a real spectacle when lit up in the early evening .

We all had a fantastic but exhausting time and our thanks go to all those who have sponsored the children’s department in 2008.  

Christmas celebrations

This year’s Christmas party will be held on 29th November and will include a disco, magic show by entertainer fez the jezter, fish and chip supper and visit by father Christmas which we’re really looking forward to.  

Pantomimes

Once again we have organized free tickets for our young members and their carers to pantomimes at Woking theatre, the hexagon in reading and the theatre royal in Windsor.  We would like to take this opportunity to thank Bill Brind from the Windsor Theatre Describers Association for his help in organising the tickets.

And next year

Well you will have to wait and see, but I assure you that we are going to do lots of fun stuff as it’s the children’s department’s 10th birthday in 2009.

Have a wonderful Christmas everyone and I look forward to seeing you all soon.

Best wishes 

Amanda
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Do you like concerts?

The RNIB has its own box at the Royal Albert Hall in London. The box is in the second tier and seats five people. It is for the use of visually impaired people and tickets cost £12.50 each.

If you have a serious sight problem, you can apply to use the box. Contact the RNIB Royal Albert Hall box service

At royalalberthall@RNIB.org.uk, or telephone 0207 391 2063. 

Tell them your full contact details and the number of tickets you want. This will be recorded and the names entered on a waiting list. 

You’ll need to book early as places are very limited.

If you are unsuccessful in getting a ticket for your chosen concert through the RNIB, the Royal Albert Hall offers two tickets for the price of one to disabled people who require an assistant companion (limited availability).
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VIPs at Reading Football Club 

Reading Football Club has 12 positions reserved in the west/south corner for visually impaired supporters and their carers. 

Each person attending must be a member. The cost of membership is £2 for adults and £1 for all concessions. Carers membership is free of charge.

Match commentary is provided by the local hospital radio service and 12 headsets are available.

There are also a number of single ear piece radios which supply commentary of the game through 107fm.

Guide dogs are allowed into the stadium bowl but owners should contact the customer service office 0118 9681211 or disability@readingfc.co.uk before the match to discuss access, facilities and the welfare of the guide dog.

Match tickets for this season when bought in advance are: 

Adults £23 

65 and over £17 

17 to 21 year olds £17 

16 and under £12 

Carers will not be charged for a match ticket.

Visually impaired supporters wishing to attend Reading FC home games need to register their details with the club. Each person should provide a copy of their registration document which certifies they are registered blind or partially sighted. 
Anyone wishing to register should contact Angela Baldwin on 0118 968 1203.
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Paintballing

If you recall, we were given some charity paintballing booklets to sell which were retailing at £50 each.  We are now offering them at only £25 each so if you would like to buy one as a gift for a friend, or even get a team together and have a go yourself, please contact the office. Don’t forget, you will also need to pay for the paintballs you use on the day which cost £10 per 100.
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Readers write

Westminster abbey by Ann Rees

In September Marion and Ann took some of us for a touch tour of Westminster Abbey. As soon as one enters, there is a great sense of history and a feeling of being dwarfed by the building.

Our trained guide began by giving us each a small flat model of the abbey with raised areas marking off the nave, transepts and so on to help us understand our tour better. 

In one of the small side chapels we found where some of our best known composers and musicians were buried and then on up to find many of our kings and queens. This is the oldest part of the abbey, dating back to when henry iii decided to make a fitting memorial for Edward the Confessor.

Having descended to ground level again we visited a large chapel in the centre of the building dedicated to the knights of the order of the bath. All their banners overhead and the wood carvings were most impressive, but the seating looked very uncomfortable!

From there we moved to poets corner where the great names also included some 20th century writers. Apparently 3500 people are buried in the Abbey and burials are still taking place even today.

The lightness inside the abbey is due to the pastel shades of the stained glass, which is mostly 19th and 20th century. Much of the older glass was blown out in World War Two.

The climax of the visit was staying for evensong with reserved seats in the choir stalls. The large choir of men and boys was superb and sang unaccompanied as the organist often has Fridays off.

Our visit was most interesting and enjoyable, far too much to take in on one day. Perhaps Marion should arrange another visit!
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Support services for visually impaired people

Equality and access

My name is Keith Hester and I represent the BCBS on the Reading Access Forum, which speaks for anyone who uses Reading for shopping, entertainment and other facilities. This may relate to transport such as buses, pavements and ‘shared spaces’. If you find an access problem you wish me to raise at the forum, please contact me.

I also represent the blind on the West Berkshire Disability Equality Panel  which serves almost the same purpose as the Reading Acess Forum. If there is any matter that you wish me to raise, please give me the details and I will bring it up and try to find a solution. It is a much larger area and there are places that I rarely go to, so any information will be gratefully accepted. 

Phone on 0118 942 4498 or e-mail keith.hester@btinternet.com 
Disability information in West Berkshire

DIWB (Disability Information in West Berkshire) began as a project with the Ormonde Resource Centre, West Berkshire Disability Alliance and Newbury College. 

If you can use the internet, there is an easy to use website: www.diwb.org which focuses on the West Berkshire area but has useful information for all areas. It provides links to local support groups, statutory authorities and voluntary organizations as well as help about benefits, travel, education, housing, holidays and a host of other things.

In addition, there is a helpline service, operated by users of the Ormonde Resource Centre, which you can ring from 11am to 1pm any week day or you can leave a message.

If you would like to contact DIWB with any queries, you can email them on info@diwb.org or give them a call on the helpline number 01635 552064.
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Staffing

Sometimes, for instance, at set piece events like the AGM, it might look as if BCBS has a huge staff. You should be in the office on a Tuesday or Thursday! It’s often like the Marie Celeste, with part timers on their day off and the visitors out around the county. 

In fact only 4 members of staff are full time; and that includes the CEO. Everyone else works between one day and 2.5 days a week. Our part-timers are very flexible and will turn out on the ‘wrong’ day if they are needed to help, for instance at the start of society holidays or at resource days, and we are very grateful for such a strong team.

Annual leave of course means all staff have to cover each other and might sometimes mean that your requests take a little longer to deal with. 
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Fundraising

Congratulations to all who took part in the sponsored walk in September. The donations are still coming in, 

But as we go to press the total is now past £6000. 

Thank you to everyone who walked and to all their sponsors.

Can you help at a collection?

These are the dates of collections arranged for this December and the start of 2009.

Queensmere, Slough; December 21 and 22

Waitrose, Maidenhead; March 6 and 7

Morrisons, Reading; March 20

Morrisons, Bracknell; March 27 and 28

If you are willing to join in with any of these collections (especially those in your area) please call the office 

On 0118 987 2803 and leave a message for John.
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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.
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