Disbility Living Allowance: 1,500 campaigners lobby Parliament
Podcast transcript

RNIB - supporting blind and partially sighted people.

Chanting crowds: What do we want? DLA! When do we want it? Now! What do we want? DLA! When do we want it? Now!

Narrator: This podcast follows the experiences of the 1,500 campaigners who lobbied Parliament on 15th October 2008.

The lobby, lead by RNIB, was the largest ever lobby of Parliament by blind and partially sighted people. They are angry that the Government will not allow them to claim the higher rate mobility component of Disability Living Allowance. This benefit payment would help those with severe sight loss to travel around independently - to get jobs, to go shopping, to meet friends. Without this simple freedom, many blind people face a life of isolation.

In this podcast you will hear campaigners explain what motivated them to come to the lobby, and what their hopes are as a result. We'll hear from former Home Secretary David Blunkett, and from former Big Brother housemate Mikey Hughes.  Finally, you'll find out how you can support our campaign.  

But first of all, RNIB Chief Executive Lesley-Anne Alexander explains just why people are so angry… 

We are angry because we feel betrayed by this Government. Betrayed by a government that will not act. Despite working with RNIB for 18 months the Government has decided to do nothing. Yes, they have agreed eligibility criteria which would allow people with severe sight loss to claim the higher rate mobility component of DLA. Yes, they say they understand the arguments. And yes, they feel sympathetic. But no, they will not act. This government wants us to give up. We will not. In fact their failure to act simply makes us even more determined to fight on to put this injustice right. The campaign is only over if we give up. We will not give up and together we will win.
Chanting crowds: What do we want? DLA! When do we want it? Now! What do we want? DLA! When do we want it? Now!

Narrator: At Westminster, I spoke to Mikey Hughes, a presenter on RNIB's Insight Radio and runner-up in this year's Big Brother.  

Well, it's Mikey Hughes here. I've got a few hats on. What hat have I got on today? I think I've got the blind person's hat on. I'm here today to say it's just not good enough that blind and partially sighted people aren't getting the increased high rate mobility. 
As you know I've been stuck in the Big Brother house for three months and I was absolutely disgusted to hear when I came out that blind people won't be getting the extra 29 quid a week. Because, you know, that money really, really would help. Blind people are stuck in the house. These are the people I feel sorry for: the blind and partially sighed people that are at home, they're unemployed - because, let's face it, two-thirds of blind people are unemployed - they're doubly disadvantaged. 
And we're all here together to fight the common cause. Because, you know, the Government's saying that they're banging on about fairness. Well, you know, I really don't think it's fair - and yet again, blind and partially sighted people are being discriminated against.

Narrator: I spoke to other campaigners as they rallied at Westminster, to find out what the lobby means to them. 

Female campaigner 1: We came from Coventry.
Narrator: It must mean a lot to you to come down today? 

Male campaigner 1: Oh yes, we were here last year, last time, and we are back again.

Narrator: What difference do you hope it will make being here today?

Female campaigner 1: I think it should make a difference to people's lives who are blind a partially sighted because it means a lot to have the mobility allowance for people who are blind and partially sighted. Cos normal people think it's only physically disabled people who need help with mobility, but blind and partially sighted people they need guiding, they need escorting and they need transport as well, so if somebody's not there to escort them they can't go anywhere and this is why we need mobility…
Male campaigner 1: The blind person is more in disadvantage than any other group I would have thought simply the nature of the sight, eyesight, I mean we had to wait in the rain so they do feel strong. [Both laugh.]
Narrator: And what are you hoping for from today?
Female campaigner 2: Well I'm hoping that they're going to listen to us and we get, you know, what we're asking for. That we're not getting discriminated against, and we're getting the rights of every other disabled person, we're going to get the same as them.

Narrator: Are you hoping to speak to your MP?

Female campaigner 2: I was a bit angry with him the other day but I got an email off him saying he signed the Early Day Motion but we're not sure if he's going to be here.

Narrator: What difference would it mean to you if the government did change the DLA component?
Female campaigner 2: The big difference would be getting my independence back, not having to rely on other people to take me from A to B, being able to go and retrain, um, at night school for some other, you know, for a course of something I want to do. I was a nurse, so that's all ended, so I need to retrain. If I want to meet my friends in, say, the town, I can get a taxi there because the buses don't always run on time, um, at night you've got to wait, you feel vulnerable so it would be giving back us our independence.

Narrator: Why have you come along?

Male campaigner 2: Motivation is that hopefully we be, er, win our campaign to get the higher rate of disability living allowance.
Narrator: And what impact would that have on your life?

Male campaigner 2: It would transform my life because at the moment I have to be reliant on other people to um, for transport, lifts to do shopping and things like that, and it would just make me very self reliant and totally independent. 

Narrator: Are you hoping to speak to your MP today?

Male campaigner 2: Yes, I've booked to see my Member of Parliament, who is very pro-active in the campaign.

Narrator: The campaigners heard a number of speakers during the rally, starting with RNIB's Chairman, Lord Low.

Fairness is the theme which ran right through the Prime Minister's speech to the Labour Party Conference last month. There's no clearer case of unfairness than the exclusion of blind people from the higher rate… [loud clapping and cheering from the audience]… If the Prime Minister is really serious about fairness then he should right this wrong. [Clapping and cries of "hear hear" from the audience.]   
We did everything that was asked of us. We worked with ministers and officials. We've been reasonable. We've come up with a solution, but we've been left empty handed. We call on the Prime Minister to deliver on his promise of fairness. [Cries of "Yes!" and "Now!" from the audience.]
Of course, we recognise that the economic situation is far worse now than in July [shout of "So's our's" from someone in the audience] when the Government said no. But if it's possible to find hundreds of millions [indistinct: could be billions] of pounds to shore up the banking system [loud applause] then why can't the Treasury find just thirty million or so for blind people? [Clapping and cheering.]
Narrator: Former Home Secretary, the Right Honorable David Blunkett MP, who has been blind since birth, made the final speech to rally supporters before the march to Parliament.

[Clapping and cheering.] Well, it's not just thank you for being here it's congratulations for getting here of course. [Audience laughs.]

I've got a bit of an apology to make to you, which is we really ought to have sorted this out while I was still in government. [Audience cheers and claps.]
There aren't many advantages of not being in government, but one of them is you can say what you think [audience laughs] and I'm just about to say what I think.

The world has changed beyond all recognition in my lifetime. Even simple things, like buses used to stop at designated bus stops. Now many of you who have got guide dogs will know that people come up to you and say, as the bus passes by you, "I thought the dog would have spotted the number". [Audience laughs and claps and one woman says, "They do!".] People tell me that there will be electronic means of getting the driver to know that you want them to stop. Well I'd like to see that in operation - but it's not an alternative to giving people real dignity and self-respect for mobility, and I thought we were virtually there, 
We are so close to getting this agreement. We have a Secretary of State who understands the feeling and the necessity. We have a Prime Minister who, although at the moment his mind is elsewhere, must understand day by day the importance of what we're discussing. I do, I'm very privileged. I couldn't do a fraction of what I do in public life if I didn't have access to transportation. And I want what I have for myself, in the appropriate way, for people trying to live their lives freely and openly and with equality. I want everyone in this room, and way beyond, to be able to shop. I want people to be able to meet each other for social life. But crucially I want people to be able to take literally the steps that make it possible to have a job and the dignity and self-reliance that goes with it. [Audience cheers and claps.]

And when James Purnell announced in July that there was going to be a doubling of the Access to Work fund, I was very pleased. But, you see, to have access to work you've got to have access to usuable transport. You've got to have access to training and education to get the job to get Access to Work funding in the first place. So these things go hand in hand. On a day when unemployment has risen substantially it is absolutely vital that every single brick in the wall is put in place to enable people to have that self-respect and independence of dignity and equality that others take for granted. 
Don't despair, don't give up, the campaign is nearly there. Thanks for being here. Thanks for sticking with it. Goodbye. [Loud applause and cheering.]
Narrator: On the march to Parliament, I spoke to campaigners who had travelled from Warwickshire to lobby their MP.

Narrator: What would it mean to you?

Female campaigner 3: Oh, a great deal. I can go to town once in a taxi with what I get. Once a week. I'm a widow, I live on my own and I wouldn't have to rely on people, I could get a taxi. 
Narrator: After a long day of lobbying, I spoke to three campaigners who had met with their MP.

Narrator: What are you hoping that your MP will go away and do now?

Female campaigner 4: I'm hoping that she'll put her name, or write letters to the relevant people in the Parliament and to put her name forward to the Early Day Motion so that we'll be able to get our voices heard.

Narrator: Are you feeling positive?

Female campaigner 4: Yes, this time yes. 

Narrator: Do you feel positive following speaking to your MP?

Female campaigner 5: Yes I do.

Narrator: What do you think she will do?

Female campaigner 5: Hope that she can put her name on the vote for us to get this money.

Narrator: What would it mean to you if something changed?

Female campaigner 5: I could go out with my son without anybody, asking anybody, to go with me. 
Narrator: Are you pleased you came today? 

Female campaigner 5: Yes, I am. 

Narrator: Now, you've travelled a long way to be here, haven't you, from Sheffield?

Male campaigner 3: Yes, I have.

Narrator: Are you travelling home feeling that it's been worth it?

Male campaigner 3: Yes I think so, definitely, because Meg Munn listened to what we had to say and she seemed very understanding, very supportive, and hopefully she will lobby her colleagues and get some more names on this Early Day Motion, which has 223 names on at the minute, so we hope she's going to improve on that for us. 
Narrator: So you're feeling that it's been a day worth coming for?

Male campaigner 3: I think so, I think because there have been enough of us to bring it to the attention of the Government that we do feel quite strongly about this, that there is obviously an anomaly here between what are classed as normally disabled people and us, and we feel that that should be put right. 
Crowds chanting: DLA: we want more! DLA: we want more!

Narrator: We hope that you will want to support our campaign by writing to your MP, asking them to sign the new Early Day Motion number 1982. There are more details on RNIB's website at www.rnib.org.uk.
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