AGM Open Forum Events – Discussion at the Forum Meeting 
1.
Advocacy and communication 

Help with correspondence, reading letters etc - Assistance would be appreciated from volunteers and people who can be trusted, to help to sort out junk mail and prevent time being wasted scanning unwanted documentation into computers. This is different from a Befriending service as it is specifically about help with correspondence.

The Brochure of Services available for purchase by people with sight loss lists a ‘correspondence and administrative support service’ which actually matches this description. However, Vista’s Forum suggested that people may not be aware of this and perhaps it needs to be in plainer English so that people understand what it is really about. 

Action we will take – We actually consulted widely about the brochure and it has been published so we cannot change it for a while. However, Vista staff will be reminded to give clear information about the services available, particularly the Information Officers in the hospitals, the Helpline and the Rehabilitation Officers. 
To help with this, we will produce a quick reference guide for staff, but for the longer term we will revise the information pack which is given out to visually impaired people. The Guide to Services leaflet will also be completely revised so that it includes a short statement of explanation about each service. This leaflet will be in two different versions – one for staff and one for people who use services or who may wish to use services. The staff version will be incorporated into the induction for new staff. This work should all be completed by the end of March 2012.
A suggestion was made at the Visually Impaired Forum that we should consider researching the ability of visually impaired people to access to the written word. However, we already have lots of information about what formats people want and need, on the Register database, so we do not think this is needed.
Improved ways for involvement in consultation

We should consider the best ways to enable people with sight loss to be involved in consultation. Current practice tends to result in the same people being consulted every time and a wider view is needed, to take account of different views across Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland. The suggestion was for a database of people who are willing to take part in consultation, from which sample groups could be accessed quickly or focus groups set up, for specific subjects, such as access issues. 

As an extension of this idea, Vista could play a role in enabling people with sight loss to advocate for themselves regarding issues of concern. This would ensure that the voice of blind and partially sighted people was heard, not just Vista staff.

Action we will take – We will ask people’s opinions about being involved in consultation and we will use the information received to create a data base which has information about age, ethnicity, location, interests etc. We will aim to do this via Newsline, Insight Magazine and the website and to have created the data base by the end of April.
We have also discussed the role that Vista should play in campaigning – we are not strictly a campaigning organisation, but this is a strong role of Action for Blind People. Once we have the database constructed we will discuss possibilities for working with Action to enable more local blind people to be involved in consultation. We are also talking to Action about a Memorandum of Understanding to lay out the ground rules for closer working, which should help us in this work.

We will pilot a discussion network using a Facebook page. This pilot will be for families of visually impaired children and we will use the learning from the pilot to consider doing the same for other groups.
Another option is to develop an extra-net facility on the website for people to have an area for discussion groups and forums. There is a cost associated with this and it may be a potential project for a funding bid, but we will need data to support the case. This will be available when we have set up the database, so we will reconsider this when the data base is constructed and when we know how the Facebook page is going.   
Addressing depression, isolation and loneliness

More local groups or networks were requested, in addition to the existing social groups, which did not suit everyone’s needs. The discussion highlighted the need for more informal contact with other blind people, to share interests, views or just to socialise. The Befriending service was helpful, but not everyone wanted this kind of one-to-one support and the gap seemed to be for self-help networking opportunities, through telephone contact, face to face meetings or electronic networking. Vista could be the catalyst to make this happen.  

An example of this was a Gadget Club, giving a network for informal sharing and technical help and assistance, with Vista acting as the interface. The suggestion was also made by the Visually Impaired Forum for a specific spot for a certain piece of technology each month on Newsline.
Action we will take – The technology spot on Newsline is a good idea which we will try. Otherwise, we feel that the suggestions given above cover much of this.
2. Promoting Independence 

Special training sessions on computer use 
A need was expressed for computer training, with facilities available in libraries and other centres – the request was for Vista to work with local facilities rather than providing a service in-house, so that people could gain support near to where they live. Technical support is also required.

One member of the Visually Impaired Forum said that she had undertaken a piece of consultative work for Leicester City library service about three years ago, in relation to computer access for people with sight loss, and staff in the libraries had also received some visual impairment awareness training.  
Action we will take – Some small-scale consultation work has already started to find out what support people want with computers. We will widen this to gain a better understanding and then we will go to the libraries with the information gathered and discuss it with them, to find out what they can offer. We will then let people know what we have been able to set up with the libraries.

We will also use the information gathered through the consultation to put in a bid for ‘Reaching for IT’ funding to support a project to increase knowledge and skills in computer use. 
Employment  

Training for those with sight loss needed to include voluntary work, work experience opportunities and more intensive computer skills programmes.  

Action we will take – We have already started to talk with Action for Blind People and we are working with them to set up two half-day courses for people wanting to work. These will help people to write their CV and prepare for interviews. 

We are also working with Apex (who help disadvantaged people to get into work) to set up specialist computer courses. Apex has also offered work experience placements for visually impaired people to gain administrative work experience, so we are taking up this offer. 
If we are successful with the bid for ‘Reach for IT’ funding, this will also help here.
Cookery: Audio recipe book; Choice-led cooking lessons

An audio recipe book was suggested. Also, there was a request for cookery lessons to be led by the choices of the people taking part so that people learn the things that are most useful to them.

Action we will take – The cookery classes actually already follow this format with participants deciding what they want to cook and going shopping for the ingredients. This training is now being taken over by a dedicated worker who will continue to aim for the classes to be totally centred upon the wishes of each individual.
An audio cookery book is already being planned. The aim is for this to include information about techniques which will be helpful to someone with a visual impairment and we hope it may be published some time in 2012 (but the timetable is not yet clear).
3. Education and awareness in the community 

White cane awareness

People expressed their feelings of vulnerability when using a white cane to get around. There was general agreement that education in schools was important (Bright for Sight is one way in which we do this already).

The Visually Impaired Forum also commented that a white cane gets ignored and people often do not know what it was for. One member pointed out the importance of using the white cane not only as a practical utility, but as legal insurance, but the reality is that visually impaired people often feel that it exposes them to negative attitudes. 

Action we will take – In 2011 we worked in a total of 31 different schools through different initiatives (ie Bright for Sight, VDance, and rehabilitation work). We intend to continue with this through 2012, widening our reach into schools as much as we can.

Education and training in hospitals

It was agreed that hospital staff are generally ignorant of the needs of people with sight loss. There are two main ways in which Vista tries to tackle this (visual impairment training; and through the UK Vision Strategy work) as we need to influence both senior managers and staff working with people on a day-to-day basis. 

Action we will take – Although it has been hard to sell the training because of financial restrictions, we now having a booking for training at Glenfield Hospital which arose directly from a complaint made by someone with a sight loss whose needs were not met. We hope to build on this training but we exhort visually impaired people to speak up if they do not have their needs met as this is much more powerful than Vista telling the hospitals that their staff need awareness.
4. Access

Shared space / Cyclists problems / Making areas safe for all pedestrians

Vista should act as an advocate and approach the Mayor Peter Soulsby to enforce no cycling in city centre pedestrian areas.  An electronic petition could also be useful and it was agreed that this would be a good issue for a group of Vista members to speak up about (as discussed in the earlier item about consultation). 
It was also explained that Leicester City Council officers had recently received a simulated blindness tour from Vista Rehabilitation Officers, around Leicester City Centre, to raise their awareness of the hazards involved. 
Vista’s Visually Impaired Forum also agreed that the voice of visually impaired people themselves will carry the most weight. 
Other areas in which the council’s attention needed to be raised were the need for surfaces to be treated during bad weather and for traffic light sequences to give sufficient time for people to cross.

Actions we will take – Vista is involved with the Disabled Access Group at Leicester City Council and we do feed comments and complaints back through this. 

The Rehabilitation Team hope to be able to repeat their work with Council officers in 2012 as this seems to have a good impact. 

Vista will compile a template letter for visually impaired people to use to complain directly to the Mayor about the problems with shared spaces, hazardous pavements and traffic light sequencing. We will tell people about it on Newsline, through Insight Magazine and the website and the template will be available from Vista or the website. The voice of visually impaired people is likely to be much stronger than that of Vista staff!
Environmental Design – Doctors surgeries and buses

There were comments that red script on black screens in doctors’ surgeries was unhelpful and sloping bus numbers resulted in glare.  There were general design problems in hospitals, surgeries and on transport. It was felt that planners make decisions without sufficient consultation. Vista could help here by enabling blind people to be consulted – this links with earlier points made. 

Actions we will take – This is covered by previous action points.
Accessible information 

Many well known, large companies produce their catalogues with unreadable small print.  The RNIB Campaigns department should address national issues of this kind, but Vista could raise such issues with them. Further discussion highlighted that many catalogues were already produced in alternative formats, which are available directly from shops on request. Furthermore, assorted brochures were received in audio format by Vista on a regular basis (e.g. Boots, Argos) and so a reminder should be given out to Members, particularly as Christmas approached – a staff member undertook to do this on Newsline. 

Actions we will take – Some consultation is already ongoing about what information people want – this should be completed by the end of November and we will then decide what we do to respond to what people have said. In the meantime, however, we will use Newsline to let people know that Vista does receive some catalogues in audio format, but we will also remind people that they should pick up the phone and ask companies for information in accessible formats. We want to encourage people to raise awareness of their needs by speaking up, rather than leaving it to Vista, because their voice is much more powerful and they do have a right to receive information in an accessible format.
5. Sales and profile raising
Increasing the sales of the VIstore 
The VIstore catalogue has now been launched displaying the items available by mail order. There was a suggestion that we could promote sales by requesting a small sales area in department stores.

There were also several suggestions of good locations for the catalogue and other publicity, for raising awareness - libraries, community centres, churches, opticians etc. 

Actions we will take – We are proposing to sell items of eBay (which has already been piloted) but we don’t have the staff capacity to have wider sales outlets in the department stores – and the specialist nature of the VIstore suggests that this may not bring a great deal of benefit. However, we are getting the catalogue out as widely as we can and we have already persuaded some opticians to take it. 
Radio Leicester 

It was suggested that we could use Radio Leicester for highlighting the support that Vista needs, perhaps through a regular slot, rather than just telling people about what we are doing. Perhaps a phone-in would be possible to make it more interactive.

The Visually Impaired Forum actually commented that Vista has quite a high profile on Radio Leicester already. 
Actions we will take – We agree that we get quite a lot of air time already on Radio Leicester which will continue so we do not plan any action additional to what we are already doing. 
