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The Value of Leisure

“I’ve just started to play golf and it’s wonderful! Though I am not a particularly confident golfer at the moment, I’m learning and it’s a wonderful, positive experience that I really enjoy.”

Jenny, blind golf enthusiast

It seems that every day more and more people are discovering the benefits of leisure. The opportunity to take up a new interest, enjoy an evening out with friends or escape for a weekend break away can have a positive effect on health, confidence and quality of life. 

For some people, leisure means spending time working in the garden or doing the crossword. For others, it suggests getting out and about and enjoying a variety of venues and attractions. Whatever leisure means to you, sight problems should not stop you from enjoying your free time in the way that you choose.

Whilst many leisure providers (including leisure centres, cinemas and museums) are willing to help visitors with sight problems, they may be unsure of the best way to do so. 

This leaflet suggests ways that you can work together with leisure staff to improve access to a range of venues from the football stadium to your favourite restaurant, the local gym or theatre.

What you can expect from leisure providers

Leisure providers vary enormously and so does the way they provide for people with sight problems. You may find it helpful to know that leisure venues are now legally obliged to make “reasonable adjustments” to enable disabled people to use their services under the terms of the Equality Act (EqA). This includes: 

•
Providing assistance if you ask.

This could be a steward who guides you to your seat at the sports ground. It could also be a guide who takes you around an exhibition or gallery and describes the exhibits to you.

•
Welcoming guide dogs.

As a result of legislation, all leisure venues (including sports grounds and concert halls) will now admit guide dogs.

•
Providing a member of staff to read the menu/events programme for you.

A number of venues also provide information in alternative formats such as large print, braille and tape.

What is the EqA?
The  EqA aims to end discrimination against disabled people in employment and in the provision of services (including services within the leisure and tourist industries). It is now illegal under the EqA to discriminate against a disabled person, for a reason relating to their disability, without justification. This means that service providers cannot:

•
Refuse a service to someone

A blind man, who was refused entry to a cinema with his guide dog, successfully used this part of the DDA in a court case against Virgin Cinemas.

•
Provide a service on different terms

This means, for example, that a swimming instructor cannot charge a person with sight problems more, even though she/he may receive extra assistance.

•
Offer a different standard of service

A theatre box office clerk should not assume that blind visitors will be happy to accept seats with a restricted view.

From October 2004, service providers had to make physical alterations to their premises to overcome access barriers.

Any justification that leisure providers may have for discriminating against disabled people must fall within a very limited range of reasons. (For further information about these reasons, contact RNIB EqA Legal Team - details can be found in Useful Contacts.)

What the EqA means for you

The EqA requires that service providers make reasonable adjustments, including the provision of “auxiliary aids and services”, to help disabled visitors. Auxiliary aids for people with sight problems might include: staff assistance, information in accessible formats, tactile maps and signs, sports commentaries or audio description in the theatre.

The EqA can help to ensure that you get the assistance and information you require to make the most of your visit. If the venue is not forthcoming in offering help, you may want to ask if they are aware of their legal obligations under the EqA.

What you can do to help leisure providers

There are a number of steps you can take to help leisure providers to help you. 

Plan your visit

It’s important to find out what’s on and what services are available for blind and partially sighted people. A quick telephone call to the venue could make the difference between an enjoyable trip out and a disappointing one.

Ask for assistance

If you need assistance, always ask. Explain your requirements clearly - even if the venue does not have specific services for people with sight difficulties, they are often willing to try and help. It will help to try and give service providers as much notice as possible, if you are able to do so.

“I had my own personal guide at the Monet exhibition. She was absolutely excellent and really brought the whole exhibition to life for me!”

Katie, blind art enthusiast

By asking for assistance (and other auxiliary aids) you may prompt the venue to make permanent improvements for other disabled visitors.

Give positive feedback

If you enjoy your visit, try to give the staff plenty of positive feedback. This will motivate staff to do even better next time a blind or partially sighted person visits.

Promote good practice

Have you experienced good service, for example, an audio described theatre performance or football match, or a touch tour of a museum? If so, why not share your good experiences with other service providers? They will no doubt be interested to hear about what their competitors are doing! By all means ask them to contact RNIB for more information and advice.

What to do if you have a bad experience

If leisure providers consult with disabled people and comply with the EqA, they should succeed in making their service accessible and enjoyable for everyone. However, if mistakes do happen, they can often be rectified if you point them out in a calm but assertive manner.

•
If a member of staff is unwilling to provide a service or listen to you, ask to speak to a manager or supervisor. 

•
If you are refused a service, ask for a full explanation. If health and safety is given as the reason, you may ask for evidence of the risk. This evidence should be in the venues “Health and Safety Risk Assessment”.

•
Many leisure venues have a customer comment form. If you need assistance filling it in, ask a member of staff or request that the manager takes down your comments. (Alternatively, you could request that they provide the form in an alternative format.)

•
If a problem is not resolved during your visit, write a letter of complaint. Find out to whom this should be sent. Try to be as factual as you can, explaining exactly what has happened and what solutions you would like to see in response to your complaint. Ask for a prompt reply and keep a copy of your correspondence. 

RNIB EqA Legal Team can provide a standard letter outlining the service provider’s obligations under the Act. You may find it helpful to send a copy of this letter along with your complaint – see Useful Contacts for details. 

If you feel that a service provider has discriminated against you, you can take them to county court. As this can be a lengthy experience, it is important to seek advice before proceeding, to establish if you have a strong legal case. Your local Citizens Advice Bureau and RNIB EqA Legal Team can advise you (see Useful Contacts for details).

Helping others to enjoy leisure

In a big or small way, we can all play a part in improving leisure opportunities for people with sight problems. Here are just a few tips:

•
Organise a visit for some blind and partially sighted friends to a place you enjoyed. 

“I’ve organised minibuses to see shows in the past. When I first mentioned it there were just three or four people interested but then it just grew and grew. It just took someone to pick up on the initial interest.”

Tom, blind group leader

•
Encourage the venue manager to organise staff training on how to welcome blind and partially sighted people. RNIB can provide training (see Useful contacts for details). 

•
If you feel strongly about the leisure services in your area, why not contact the local authority and ask to speak to the leisure services department. Your views and experiences could make a difference! 

(You can find the details for your local authority in the Yellow Pages or by phoning Directory Enquiries.)

•
If you know someone who might be interested in this leaflet, please give us a call and we will be happy to send them a copy in their preferred format (large print, braille, tape or disk).

•
Finally, if you have enjoyed a particular leisure experience, tell your friends and encourage them to give it a go.

“I feel so much better since starting my keep fit classes. They give me such freedom of movement and I always feel so much happier with myself at the end of each session - not to mention how much fitter I’ve become!” 

Joyce, blind keep fit convert

Useful Contacts

Royal National Institute of Blind People

105 Judd Street, London WC1H 9NE

Telephone: 020 7388 1266

Website: www.rnib.org.uk

RNIB Cultural Inclusion Services provides a wide range of information on leisure and holiday opportunities for people with sight problems.

EqA Legal Team

If you feel that you have been discriminated against, the EqA Legal Team could assess your case and, if appropriate, help you to take it forward. Contact the EqA Legal Assistant in the first instance for a EqA advocacy pack that will help to explain your rights.

British Blind Sport (BBS)

Pure Offices, Plato Close, Tachbrook Park, Leamington Spa, Warwickshire CV34 6WE.

Telephone: 01962 424247

Fax: 01962 427775 

Website: www.britishblindsport.org.uk

Email: info@britishblindsport.org.uk

BBS is a registered charity providing sport and recreation for blind and partially sighted people.  They produce a bi-monthly magazine entitled “Target”.

Equality and Human Rights Commission

3 More London, Riverside Tooley Street,

LONDON SE1 2RG

Telephone: 0845 7622 633

Textphone: 0845 7622 644

Website: www.equalityhumanrights.com

An independent body set up to secure civil rights for disabled people.

England Federation of Disability Sport

Manchester Metropolitan University, Alsager Campus,

Hassall Road, Alsager, Stoke-on-Trent

Cheshire ST7 2HL

Telephone: 0161 247 5294

Website: www.efds.net

Email: federation@efds.co.uk

This is the national body responsible for developing sport for disabled people in England. 

Law Centres Federation

293-299 Kentish Town Road, London NW5 2TJ

Telephone: 020 7428 4400

Fax: 020 7428 4401

Website: www.lawcentres.org.uk

Email: info@lawcentres.org.uk

Law Centres provide a free independent legal advice and representation to disadvantaged people who live or work in their catchment areas.

National Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux

Website: www.nacab.org.uk

Visit this website for details of your nearest Citizens Advice Bureau. Alternatively, phone Directory Enquiries.
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