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A mountainous country with a population of approximately five and a half million people.  A capital city with a castle on a hill, an old and a new town and a famous stretch of water.  No, not Edinburgh but Bratislava, not the Firth of Forth but the Danube; not Scotland but the Slovak Republic.  When the Slovak Disability Council contacted Inclusion Scotland to arrange a visit with a view to future partnership working, the demographic similarities between the two countries soon became apparent.  The Slovak Disability Council has obtained funding from the British Embassy to arrange the visit and exchange ideas and experiences.

On the first day we woke to snow.  The first visit of the day was to a workshop for people with learning difficulties.  We were agreeably surprised by the very high standard of craftwork produced and came away bearing gifts of beautiful decorative candles.  It appeared that people were ‘trained’ to become employees and until it was thought they were able to accept the responsibility of being employed, they received no pay.  A rather neat excuse for what amounts to slave labour though we were assured that the eventual intention was to pay wages – but no one had reached the desired standard as yet.  One worker had been receiving wages but this had been stopped as it caused problems with the other workers – what a surprise!  However, we were impressed by the supportive atmosphere and the individual attention afforded to allow people to realise their potential.

The next visit was to the Slovak Union of the Deaf and Hard of Hearing.  We had a round table (literally) discussion of the problems faced by people with hearing difficulties facilitated by both a Sign Language and a Slovak/English interpreter.  It was fascinating to learn that exactly the same problems are faced in the Slovak Republic as in Scotland.  

The vexing question of segregated as against integrated education was discussed.  There was general agreement that the ideal scenario would be integrated education with Sign Language taught as a matter of course.  The present state of affairs is far from this and though segregated education can lead to reasonable academic achievement, it is sadly lacking in social education.
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After lunch we had a discussion with the Slovak Disability Council where Bill Campbell (IS Project Manager) gave an account of who we are and the work we have done and our projects for the immediate future.  
The Slovak Disability Council, like us, is an umbrella organisation of 14 member organisations.  They deal with disability legislation and educate the general public about the ‘needs and capabilities’ of disabled people.  Funding is mainly from the Slovak Government through projects, The European Union and various foundations.
We heard from a representative of People with Blood Disorders which was set up in 1990.  They are keen to draw on other’s experiences and learn from them.  A representative of the Organisation of People with Chronic Diseases then spoke.  Slovakia has the dubious accolade of being the country in Europe with the highest incidence of cardio vascular disease and it is not uncommon for people in their late teens to have coronary disease, often combined with diabetes.  In 2004 there was a reform of the Health Service and now it is looked on as the best in Europe.  The work of this organisation again concentrates on legislative issues.  They are engaged in research into the quality of life with people with chronic disease and they also support the neglected issue of preventative medicine.

We then visited the offices of the Slovak Union of Physically Disabled People.  The offices are in a flat in a soviet style block – much nicer inside than out.  There followed a long and wide ranging discussion sparked by the description of the exciting work this organisation has been doing.  They are particularly proud of having thwarted a legislative change by a day of demonstrations all over the Slovak Republic last December.  This was on a real point of principle as it was proposed that Disability Issues should be managed in future by the Health Ministry instead of the equivalent of the Department for Work and Pensions.  They made the point that disabled people are not ill, but face barriers.  They won.
On day two, our first visit after breakfast was to HARMONY, a centre for the ‘conductive’ treatment of children with cerebral palsy.  This new building is ‘state of the art’. The aim is to teach muscles to work and strengthen them.  The point was made that the earlier such therapy is started, the more successful it is; ideally treatment is started in the first three months of life.  We watched babies and children undergoing various exercises and treatments.  There was even a small hydrotherapy pool.  
The centre serves children from all over the Slovak Republic and the second floor of the building has accommodation for parents and children coming from outside Bratislava for treatment.  One thing had not been well thought out,  there was a lift to the residential floor but it was so tiny that it only just accommodated my very small wheelchair – anything larger would have had to remain downstairs.  This must pose a very real barrier for many clients.
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After lunch in a nearby restaurant we visited the premises of the Slovak Blind and Partially Sighted Union.  Like the Slovak Disability Council this is an Non Government Organisation (NGO).  It started in 1990 and is financed on a project by project basis.  It is a democratic organisation with elected Regional and National councils.  It is serviced by a staff of 70 people throughout the whole of Slovakia.

1.5 – 2% of the population has a serious sight defect and the Union can provide services for them from training for work and provision of aids to training of dogs for blind people.

There are two state primary schools and one secondary school for blind children but blind and visually impaired children are also integrated into mainstream education.  There is support for blind and visually impaired students to continue into tertiary education.

The challenges presently faced are twofold:
Firstly legislative – there are amendments being proposed to three pieces of legislation; Social Services, Support of the Integration of Disabled People and the Social Insurance Act.  The proposed amendments affecting disabled people run into the hundreds, thus generating a huge amount of pressing work for the disability movement in general.  We were reminded of similar problems at home at the moment with at least three green papers requiring in depth responses.
Secondly finance – how familiar this is?  Projects can be funded from the European Commission. The Slovak government provides very little financial support and what there is, is very difficult to access.  As with us, there is the perennial problem of core funding.

The Finnish delegate from the International Cerebral Palsy Foundation, who had also been invited, spoke of how things are organised in Finland.  They have a unique and innovative way of raising funds.  The Slot Machine Association raises large amounts of money, which is shared between charitable organisations.  One of the largest beneficiaries is the Blind Association in Finland.  They also are facing legislative challenges at present.  The laws governing disability and mental impairment are to be merged and this is a huge task.
We then had the opportunity to expand further on the work of Inclusion Scotland and, in particular, the Disability Equality Training (DET) and Access Audit projects.  I was asked specifically about DET and gave an overview of what it entailed.  They are engaged in similar activities in Slovakia and identified a possible area for future cooperation.

Finally it was noted that although money is short, at least in Slovakia there is no real competition from ‘For’ organisations – a legacy from the communist era.  
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On a personal note, as a wheelchair user, I found things much more difficult for me in Bratislava.  We stayed at a hotel in the centre of the city.  This had obviously been a showpiece during the communist era but was now hopelessly out of date.  There were no accessible rooms and it was not possible to enter the bathroom in my wheelchair, making life very difficult and tiring.  The only items of furniture in the room were three beds – one a couch that I had to sleep on – a television and a small table.  My assistant borrowed a chair from the restaurant to aid me in the bathroom.

The transport was not good.  I spent each day being stuffed and dragged in and out of a small saloon car when, if asked, I could have coped better with the people carrier which was used on the second day.  On my return, I ached all over from being battered and bruised by the experience.

Considering that we were visiting organisations of disabled people access to their premises was poor.  On one occasion my chair and I had to be carried up a flight of steps.

But I wouldn’t have missed the visit for the world.  It was a fascinating and rewarding experience and our hosts were friendly and welcoming.  They are aware of the barriers that they face and are particularly keen to learn of the work of Access Awareness training in the UK.  I would certainly go on another visit, provided I could find a more accessible place to lay my head at the end of a busy day.
We were impressed with the dedication shown by this organisation, so much so that we have invited them to send a delegation here to Scotland later this year to see the work we are involved in.  
We are sure that there are many areas where we can work in partnership and learn from each other.  We would like to organise a programme of visits to organisations who support the work of Inclusion Scotland.  Therefore, if you can help finance this trip or suggest projects we should take them to see,  please contact us and help us make their visit a fulfilling one.

Finally, you may be interested to learn that our Manifesto for Inclusion has been translated into Slovak.  No comments please about it making more sense in Slovak! 
Accessible Travel 
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Call for Comments on travel legislation

Inclusion Scotland and the European Disability Forum are calling for comments on the proposed European legislation, which seeks to ‘strengthen the protection of the rights of passengers travelling by sea or inland waterway in the European Union’ 

The European Commission has issued a staff working paper on the maritime passengers’ rights for public consultation and has informed the European Disability Forum (EDF) that they are willing to particularly reinforce the rights of disabled passengers.

EDF would highly appreciate the valuable comments of its members on this issue in order to prepare a constructive reaction to be submitted to the European Commission.  As many of us in Scotland rely on ferry services and Inclusion Scotland are members of the European Disability Forum, we invite your organisation to participate in this consultation process. 

After the success in obtaining a specific EU legislation protecting the rights of air passengers with reduced mobility mainly thanks to the mobilisation of the disability movement in Europe, EDF and Inclusion Scotland are calling again for the commitment of their members to improve and protect the rights of disabled people travelling by sea or inland waterway.

Please send your comments to Bill Campbell billc@inclusionscotland.org by Monday 27th March 2006 and we will forward them to EDF on your behalf.

The European Commission Staff Working Paper may be found on the European Commission website at:  http://europa.eu.int/comm/transport/maritime/rights/2006_03_30_consultation_en.htm
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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SAGA Radio Keep Pulling in New Listeners

SAGA 105.2FM, the Glasgow based easy listening radio station, entered its second year on air with an increased number of listeners new figures show.

Data from Rajar (Radio Joint Audience Research) showed that the station, aimed at people over 50, increased its audience by 2.7% from 185,000 to 190,000 in the final quarter of 2005.  Listeners are also tuning in for longer, averaging 12.7 hours a week – well ahead of the national average. 
Saga has been quite supportive of Inclusion Scotland and featured our news in their bulletins, so we would like to wish them continued success.

Taken from the Herald Newspaper, February 2006
Sport and Leisure
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Hibs player speaks about his visual impairment 

An international footballer who has been playing with sight in only one eye has recently spoken publicly about his impairment.

Dean Shiels, of Hibernian, has been partially blind since an accident when he was eight.  In February he underwent surgery to have his right eye removed.  
He lost the sight in his right eye when he injured himself as he helped his mother Gwen strip wallpaper at the family home in August 1992.  

The 20-year-old forward said, "Since the accident, I have had no sight at all in the eye despite several operations when I was younger.  At that time it was always envisaged that there might come a time when the damaged eye might have to be removed.  In the past few months, the condition of the eye has deteriorated and it has been causing me other problems such as severe headaches.
"I have had specialist advice, and, after talking this over with my family, I have taken the decision to have the eye removed now.  While it is important that the fans understand the reason that I am not involved at the moment, I don't want people to make too big a deal of this.  I will be very happy if I am just allowed to get on with the operation and then get back to playing football once I have fully recovered."

His father Kenny added, "Over the past couple of months blood vessels have been bursting in the eye, giving him headaches.  The surgery isn't going to restrict his sight any more…It is something he must go through."

Karen Sparrow, senior optometrist with Vision Express said, "The reason that he doesn't have problems and is obviously pretty successful is that it happened when he was very young, and since then he has adapted and compensated.

"His visual field will be slightly restricted, but he can compensate by moving his head around a bit more. We need both eyes for three dimensional vision to do things like heading or kicking a ball, but what he is doing unconsciously instead is using his brain to process things like shadow and size difference to compensate."

Shiels earned his first senior cap for Northern Ireland when he came on as a substitute against Portugal at Windsor Park.  

Shiels, is now looking forward to resuming his career and is hopeful of a comeback before the season ends. 

Edited from the Herald and Daily Record Newspapers, February 2006.
Science & Technology
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Free software for deaf people to talk in real time on their mobiles 

A new system developed by The Royal National Institute for Deaf People (RNID) will allow deaf people to use a real-time text message service on their mobile phones.  
The software, which is similar to the textphone service used by thousands of people around the UK with hearing difficulties, allows deaf users to conduct live conversations by typing into their mobiles. 
Although the boom in text messaging has handed a lifeline to many deaf people who want to use phones on the move, they are otherwise excluded from most mobile communications.  After three years of development, RNID unveiled its new Typetalk last year and is offering it as a free download. 
Although there are similarities with instant messaging, the RNID service is mediated through an operator to allow deaf people to carry out telephone conversations with hearing counterparts.  Guido Gybels, the director of new technologies at RNID, says it will allow deaf people to carry on with their daily lives.  "It is precisely because the mobile phone is a key part of so many people's lives that this application is critical," he said. "If it helps people operate in society - take calls on the move, enter the world of work - it will be a success." 
The system has initially been rolled out on phones such as the Nokia 6822 and Sony Ericsson P900, but because it is provided as a Java download, it should be easy to make it compatible with most modern handsets.  The software has been in development since 2002, and has been funded mainly through charitable donations. 
"Realistically speaking, it's a fairly small user group," says Gybels.  "If you look at our estimates, there are 11,000 to 12,000 textphone users in the UK.  But this is really a qualitative issue, not a quantitive one." 
RNID is calling on network providers to offer the download free of charge - as well as giving deaf customers preferential data transfer rates.  Operators have a legal obligation to provide mobile textphone solutions to deaf people in Britain, but the organisation says most networks have failed miserably. 
"Frankly, operators have been ignoring the new Communications Act - apart from Vodafone," Gybels adds.  "The other networks have been useless." 

For more information about the service go to www.rnid.org.uk/mediacentre/press/2005/real_time_texting.htm 
Transport
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IBIS : Intelligent Bus Information System

Public transport users in Strathclyde have been experiencing an exciting new development in bus travel, with the introduction of a new system aimed at making bus travel easier, more accessible, with better information for passengers. 

Since 2002, SPT (Strathclyde Passenger Transport) has been working on a project to provide electronic information at bus stops.  The stops have electronic units providing scheduled timetable information about when the bus is due to arrive at the stop.  The project, called IBIS (Intelligent Bus Information System) has been in development with partners Tandata, who supply electronic information at Buchanan and East Kilbride Bus Stations, and Trueform, who are manufacturing & supplying SPT's bus stop infrastructure replacement programme.

Following many months of design and development, the first complete unit was delivered and installed in Glasgow in July 2005.  Each of the 12 local authorities in the SPT area will have an IBIS unit installed at a bus stop which will be strategically chosen to maximise benefit to passengers, such as hospitals, local council offices and town centres. Since July, 11 more IBIS stops have gone on line at the following stops:

	Glasgow
	Battlefield Road - Grange Road

	Bellshill
	North Road at funeral office

	Clarkston
	Busby Road at Mearns Road

	Dalry
	The Cross, southbound

	Dumbarton
	Glasgow Road near Leven Street

	Gourock
	Eldon Street opposite Cove Road

	Hamilton
	Almada Street opposite County Buildings

	Helensburgh
	Colquhoun Street at Colquhoun Square

	Kilmarnock
	Dean Street opposite Cuthbert Place

	Kirkintilloch
	Lenzie Road at council offices

	Renfrew
	Inchinnan Road opposite police station

	Troon
	Portland Street near Barassie Street


Visually impaired people can use the describe online (www.describe-online.com/glasgow/ibis/index.html) website to find detailed directions to the bus stops in the IBIS pilot scheme.
The project is currently being reviewed and a report will be published in April.  Inclusion Scotland will update our readers as soon as we have the results of the evaluation. 

Interview
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Mat Fraser, actor, and writer of Thalidomide!! A Musical 

Q.  Why did you write this musical? 

A. Whenever I'd talked about the idea in the pub, people would laugh into their pint, so I knew I was on to something.  I wanted to write songs and I wanted to address serious issues about disability in a refreshingly non politically correct way.  People deal with adversity through comedy, so it's the best way to get across a message. 
Q.  Didn't a councillor in Wolverhampton call it ‘sick’ and ‘exploitative’? 

A.  Yes. I'd like to thank him for doubling our bookings. That must have really annoyed him. It is sick and offensive, but very funny. Apart from one disabled person in the audience who'd been bullied at school, it has been very well received on its national tour. A good third of the tour was sold out. 

Q.  How autobiographical is it? 

A.  I was called Flid at school and I had a schoolgirl sweetheart, but I didn't burst into song. 
Q.  Have there been comparisons with Jerry Springer - The Opera? 

A.  Yes. It makes Jerry Springer look tame. 
Q.  Are you hoping for a West End transfer? 

Where would I get 25 short-armed dancers for the chorus?  There are only 400 people with Thalidomide, and I'm the only actor, so that's an awful lot of people with their hands stuffed in their sleeves. But I am going to try to do a radio adaptation. Although there are a lot of visual gags about length of arms, I think it would work well. 

Q.  Are you labelled a "disabled" actor'? 

A.  Yes. It's what I am, but I'd like to play a variety of roles; the father; the neighbour; the lawyer.  Not to always have disability dictate the part. 
Q.  What is your dream part? 

A.  Nathan Detroit in Guys & Dolls. 

Q.  What's your next project? 

A.  A kung fu film, and I'm writing a play about a bunch of losers at an Elvis convention. 

Taken from the Guardian Society supplement. 

Human Rights
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New Name, New Era

Scotland’s sole remaining human rights charity celebrated a major relaunch in January.  

The Scottish Human Rights Trust has rebranded itself as Human Rights Scotland (HRS) – and it’s workers say that its commitment to raising awareness of infringements of liberty is as strong as ever.

At its official relaunch, HRS officials have committed themselves to continuing their job as a training provider to voluntary and community groups across the country. 

The trust was founded in 1979 as the fundraising arm of the campaigning Scottish Human Rights Centre, but the two organisations separated by mutual consent early last year.

Subsequently, the Trust became a limited company whilst retaining its status as an educational charity under the new name of Human Rights Scotland.  
The Scottish Human Rights Centre closed at the end of last year, dragged down by financial difficulties.  And the same fate almost befell HRS before it was bailed out by funding from Comic Relief and the Scottish Executive.  

Fiona Pearson, the group’s manager, said that its survival was vital as it is dealing with an increasing workload in its role as an educational body, instructing the voluntary and other sectors in human rights issues.

Last year, it tutored 880 people from 245 different organisations and more than 200 copies of its booklet, ‘An Introduction to Human Rights for the Voluntary Sector’ were distributed.
Amongst the issues raised during their work with the voluntary sector were people in care being denied access to their own bank accounts and statements and people in residential care being denied privacy, dignity and respect.

Pearson said, “Our official launch is a milestone for us.  Last year, at this time, we had narrowly escaped closure due to lack of funding.  Now, thanks to the faith put in our work by Comic Relief and the Scottish Executive, we can look forward to a positive future, although financial stability continues to be a pressing issue.  There is still a widespread misconception of what human rights is about.  Human rights do, of course, relate to wide issues such as world poverty, countries at war and the current threat of terrorist activity, but are also about everyday issues such as health provision; education; child protection; privacy and the treatment and care of people with mental health issues.”

Supporting the relaunch of the HRS were Scottish Green Party MSP Patrick Harvie and professor Sheila McLean, director of Law and Ethics in Medicine at Glasgow University.  Taken from the Third Force News, Issue 376.

Social Inclusion
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Balancing act is caught in the frame 

Should Charlene McClusker slip up in the monthly budgeting, her family is plunged back into debt.  Since her husband, Willie, swapped the dole for a low-paid cleaning job at a supermarket more than an hour's journey from their home in Govan, Glasgow, life has been a delicate balancing act to make ends meet.  Their daily struggle with money and caring for a two-year-old disabled child is documented by photojournalist Morag Livingstone, who spent a month last summer [2005] capturing the lives of three Scottish families desperately trying to escape poverty. 
Scotland has the highest level of child poverty and widest health inequalities in Europe.  Livingstone, Scottish-born, wanted to turn the focus closer to home. "I contacted two charities, One Plus and Stepping Stones for Families, and made it clear that I was trying to give a voice to people who I felt were being ignored." 
As well as McClusker, Angela Maguire - a single mother with three children who had taken two-and-a-half years to get out of debt and was training to become a financial inclusion worker - and Jane (not her real name), a part-time cleaner with one daughter living at home, agreed to the scrutiny of Livingstone's camera lens. 
The project, which includes interviews, poverty statistics and a multimedia presentation, formed part of a photojournalism MA.  The former City worker says it challenged her own stereotypes.  "What struck me was the positive aspects of their lives," Livingstone recalls.  "How strong the women are, the strength of community spirit, how hard they're trying to get a job that fits around their childcare and improve themselves. 
"What I heard repeatedly was, 'I want my own front door,' and 'I want a clean and safe place for my kids to play,' and 'I want to be able to afford to get a job.'  I was shocked at how much the system works against them.  The jump from being on benefits to having a job.  Suddenly, you have to pay for everything and you're already in debt. It's often a case of taking one step forward and two back." 
Livingstone is currently in negotiations with the charities to exhibit her work.  From the Guardian newspaper

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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The Glasgow Disability Alliance has just been awarded £200,284 by the Big Lottery Fund.  The organisation will use part of the funding to organise a focus group of 70 disabled people, who will help to shape the services that directly affect them. 
The Alliance's Tressa Burke reported, "By providing advice and support to local services we will be able to ensure that they are able to include more disabled people into mainstream services through better educational and employment opportunities."  For more information about the organisation their web address is: www.gda-online.co.uk 
Technology
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Audio description is the new rock and roll
Many years ago I experienced audio description for the first time at the Everyman Theatre in Liverpool at one of the wonderful rock and roll pantos full of fun and humour. I thoroughly enjoyed the show, and I left feeling that I had seen the whole performance. However, it also made me painfully aware of how much I usually fail to understand in this highly visual medium.

Last year I treated myself to one of those Freeview set top boxes with the audio description facility, which I find very helpful.  I recently had a ball dancing around to an audio described Channel 5 showing of "Dirty Dancing" and even suggested to my wife that she join in too! 
I'd like to say a big thank you to all concerned for campaigning to bring us audio description. – David, RNIB Vision Magazine
Do you have any idea how much better cookery programmes are when they're audio described? You can catch audio described cookery programmes on the BBC and you can get them on Sky channel 145.  Somebody tells you exactly what is going on - who's there, what everyone looks like, what is happening, the entertainment ... and you get to laugh at the jokes, just like everyone else. – Louise, RNIB Vision magazine
Find out more about audio description at www.rnib.org.uk/audiodescription, or tel RNIB's broadcasting team on 020 7388 1266 or email broadcasting@rnib.org.uk
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Dates for Your Diary 
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Sense Scotland Charity Fashion Show aims to break £100,000
On Friday 24th March 2006 Sense Scotland is holding its sixth Fashion Show.  The venue this year is Glasgow City Council's City Chambers, where a selection of retailers and fashion outlets will display the latest styles for men and women.  With top designer and TV presenter John Amabile hosting the show, it promises to be a fun, glamorous and rewarding night out.  £35, for sparkling reception, fork buffet with wine, post show entertainment. To book your place early tel 0141 429 0294
Inclusion Scotland welcomes new members, feedback, news & views.  For more information and back copies of the newsletters look at our website – www.inclusionscotland.org to contribute email: lizr@inclusionscotland.org  

for further membership information email: info@inclusionscotland.org or write to Joan Taft at 5a, Sir James Clark Building, Abbey Mill Business Centre, Paisley PA1 1TJ Tel: 0141 887 7058 Fax: 0141 848 7551
Views expressed in this newsletter do not necessarily reflect those of Inclusion Scotland, who will not necessarily be bound by its contents.
