Information is power
How public libraries can empower blind and partially sighted people
Inaccessible information is a major barrier facing blind and partially sighted people, massively restricting life chances and quality of life. Approximately two million people in the UK have a sight problem, of whom approaching 400,000 are registered as either blind or partially sighted. This number is set to rise as the population ages, emphasising the need to include people with sight problems in the planning and provision of services at the national, regional and community level.

I have read all my life and have approximately 600 books in my flat – none of which I am able to read. I used large print books from my library up until December 2006, when a sudden deterioration in my vision meant I am now unable to read even large print. I get audio books from my library, but there is little selection. Most of my favourite authors are not even available in audio book format. I am very depressed and anxious about this. I have studied with Open University for six years, and they have been great about my vision problems, but there is only so much they can do on tape. I am very worried I may have to stop my studies. I believe that there should be many more books produced in audio format (and large print too). I miss my books so much.

Sue, 51, Salisbury

Accessing information from public libraries

Public libraries are gateways to information, inspiration and entertainment, offering an array of books, music, films, activities and events. They also help distribute news and advice from local government, health services and community and voluntary organisations. Although many library users can access this information easily, libraries can present problems for people with sight loss.

Modern technology has made it easier than ever before for books and other information to be transformed into alternative formats, such as large print, audio CDs and braille.

But shortfalls of funding and appropriate planning leave some libraries’ provision for people with sight loss lagging behind. While there are more than 125,000 new titles published in Britain each year, less than five per cent of these are ever made available in an alternative format to the standard print. This “book famine” affects as many as two million people with sight loss each day. Over the next 25 years, the number of people requiring alternative formats is set to double, setting the stage for increasing numbers of blind and partially sighted people being unable to access even the most basic information.

Some libraries have yet to introduce improvements in their provision of services for people with sight loss. They have not ensured their physical environment is welcoming to all customers or that their staff have been properly trained. They haven’t included people with sight loss in their planning, and they haven’t done enough to ensure blind and partially sighted people know what the library has to offer.

Local authorities are required under existing legislation to provide a comprehensive and efficient public library service for all users. These responsibilities have been strengthened by the introduction of the Disability Equality Duty (DED) in December 2006, which requires them to be proactive rather than reactive when dealing with issues affecting people with sight loss.

Under the new provisions, libraries should provide audio or large print books and accessible computer terminals and make available additional alternative format publications through inter-library lending.

They must include people with sight problems in future planning, ensuring programmes are in place to prevent sight-related discrimination before it occurs.

And yet, despite these requirements, the reality faced by many people with sight loss is much different. Audio books are a good example.

Audio books are extremely popular with blind and partially sighted people, with three-quarters of respondents in a recent survey saying they were a vital source of entertainment. However, a wide range of titles is available only through charitably-funded services, such as the RNIB Talking Book Service. But providing this service costs money and RNIB have to charge a subscription to help fund this service.

Some local authorities refuse to pay this, arguing that people in their community have enough access to audio books already. This means blind and partially sighted people have fewer options than those who can read print. So, despite their popularity, provision of audio books by libraries is still largely a postcode lottery.

Although free book borrowing is one of the foundations of the UK library system, the realities facing people who need alternative formats is quite different. Many find their access to information limited, with little opportunity for change.

Clearly much more needs to be done to bridge the gap to allow people with sight loss to have equal and independent access to information in public libraries.

Local authorities need to rethink their commitment to the blind and partially sighted people they serve, and library staff should refocus their efforts to ensure they are providing an inclusive service.

Increasing the number of books they buy in alternative formats, incorporating people with sight problems in forward planning and ensuring government regulations, such as the DED, are adhered to are good first steps.

But it will require a change in attitudes, particularly on the part of those administering public libraries, before blind and partially sighted people have a real chance to access information independently, and are able to use libraries in the same way as everyone else.

5 ways to make things better

· Carry a wide range of unabridged audio and large print titles, and supplement the selection through inter-library lending from the public and voluntary sectors.

· Ensure a Disability Equality Scheme is in place that properly recognises the needs of blind and partially sighted people.

· Ensure catalogues, reference materials and computers and other equipment is accessible to all users and that staff are trained to provide necessary support.

· Buy a large print version if only one copy of a book is affordable.

· Staff should be trained in disability awareness issues and able to offer assistance when it is required.

To find out more contact RNIB on 0845 702 3153, email seeitright@rnib.org.uk or visit www.rnib.org.uk
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