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CEO REPORT TO AGM 2017 

My first volunteering role was making the refreshments for the sports teams at school when 

I was about 13/14; probably because, at the time, I fancied one of the rugby players! This was 

also where I learned the hard way about gender inequality – regardless of the weather, the 

boys had hot tea and the girls had squash. But that is a story for another day. I added 

volunteer visiting to my CV, again while still at school, then treasurer and founder of a local 

youth club by the time I was 17, so you can see my connections to the voluntary sector go a 

long way back.  

I volunteered at all of the schools that my three children attended – as classroom assistant, 

Secretary of PTA,  library sorter outer, Parent Governor and party organiser, to name but a 

few.  

For the next thirty five years, every job I had after my family break was in the voluntary sector, 

including ten years with another Society for the Blind, which I left to move to the Island. 

I have had links with the IW Society in one way or another for over twenty years. I first met 

Ian and Pat Attrill at meetings on the mainland; then when I first came to the Island on holiday 

in 1993, they invited me to visit the base in Staplers. A bit of a busman’s holiday but we forged 

links that remain today. I moved to the island in 1996 working with older people and regularly 

spoke to the Society staff about problems my residents had with sight loss. 

Whilst working for CAIW (formerly the RCC) for twelve years, I was a regular visitor to 

MIllbrooke House, giving advice on funding bids, charity law and, in particular, about 

becoming a company limited by guarantee. I was having sleepless nights over the Society 

before I ever came to work here. 

My first AGM at the Society for the Blind was three days after I started. It seems appropriate 

that my final AGM is three weeks or nine working days before I leave. At least Miriam will 

have a year to wait before she attends an AGM in her own right and not as a guest. 

One of the joys of working here is that no two days are ever the same. Time management is 

essential but not always possible. Sometimes just coming downstairs to make a cup of tea can 

result in many distractions where the tea either goes cold before it is drunk or never made at 

all. 

I have been called out to a contractor who fell off his ladder and broke his leg in five places 

(five days into the job) and to a member of one of the groups who was taken ill and had to be 

placed on the floor and looked after while awaiting an ambulance. 

I have been challenged, criticised, befriended, thanked, shown appreciation and been fed 

more cakes than I can count. 

I am proud to have been the person chosen to show the Duke of Kent around the building 

and introduced him to staff, trustees, people who use our services and, of course, the reason 

for his visit, our volunteers. It showed everyone who we were and gave us an opportunity to 

show off.   Not every day our Tim gets to threaten to get armed police to see off a white van 

that refuses to leave. Don’t ever forget that you have the Queen’s Award for Voluntary 
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Service.  As an MBE for the organisation, it was not given lightly.  Although the local panel 

make recommendations, it is the Palace Committee that decided this organisation was good 

enough to receive it.  Be proud of your volunteers for having made this happen. 

As an employer, IWSB has to abide by many rules and regulations. While we may think some 

of these are a bit over the top, nevertheless we have to abide by them. This may mean re 

writing policies to comply with regulations and legislation. The back and forth exercises of 

writing, sharing, rewriting and final agreement all takes time. As an employer, fire alarms, 

smoke detectors and extinguishers have to be tested professionally and within specific 

timeframes. 

As a service provider, IWSB has to abide by sometimes different regulations. All need 

researching, policies and guidelines rewritten, then volunteers, staff and trustees advised and 

trained in new regulations. 

One of the most recent regulations has been around fundraising. As a result of some charities 

being over exuberant in their methods of fundraising, all charities now, quite rightly, have to 

abide by new regulations. IWSB, as an organisation that undertakes street collections and 

external fundraising events, must now train all collectors and fundraising volunteers in the 

new regulations. 

It is no good sighing and saying, “well of course we won’t ever do that” when you tell 

volunteers that they must not chase a potential donor down the street shaking a bucket. As 

an organisation we have to be seen to tell all of our staff and volunteers about their limits in 

the area of fundraising. 

In the grounds of MIllbrooke House are many trees. Some rare ones, some beautiful but 

diseased ones and some that have been so neglected that they have become unmanageable. 

So some have had to be felled or pollarded. We have managed to recoup a little of the 

expense of work on the trees by selling wood to people who have wood burning stoves. 

Making Millbrooke House safe for everyone is a key concern for staff, volunteers and trustees. 

Keeping abreast of local, regional and national initiatives is time consuming.  

If any of you have seen the Strategic Transformation Plan you will know what I mean. 

Someone has to sit and read this giant document searching for the areas that will affect IW 

residents and services and whether these will affect our client group, negatively or otherwise. 

Going to meetings to ensure that the needs of visually impaired people are identified and 

addressed is time consuming. Meeting with Southern Vectis to discuss the new audio and 

visual announcements on buses and then recording any feedback, or local IW organisations 

to look at future possible joint developments. 

Phoning individuals and organisations to get a point across to improve the lives of visually 

impaired people is time consuming. It has taken four years at least of repetitive phone calls 

and emails to finally get Island Roads to give the Society the scaffolding reports for Talking 

News and which we now put onto the website.  
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If we can’t always give people what they want right away, it isn’t always our fault. I mention 

this because when I worked on the mainland, a deaf blind man came into the centre and asked 

for the whole of the local bus timetable to be put into large print. There were only two staff 

in the building. The gentleman in question refused to use D/B manual to communicate and I 

was not proficient enough in BSL for the Deaf to tell him that he would have to leave the item 

with me and I would get it done as soon as I could.  

His response was to hit me through a glass hatch.  I yelled at him and he must have had 

enough sight to see my reaction because he backed away. My boss was on the phone to 

colleagues in London and forever after it was said in NALSVI circles, don’t make Estelle mad 

because you can hear her yell from Walsall to London! 

The new website was planned over a long period with help from staff, volunteers and people 

with varying degrees of sight impairment, not forgetting Awards for All. Outside of the regular 

meetings, there were numerous phone calls, emails and journeys to the mainland to meet 

the technicians and be trained in the how and why of managing the site.  The date for going 

live was changed many times as we strived to get the best we could possibly achieve. The site 

had to be compatible for those with failing or no sight to navigate as well as interesting for 

those with sight looking for information, advice, volunteering opportunities and a charity to 

support. 

The site went live in June 2016, with the dashboard following in October 2016.  The 

dashboard, for those ‘non techies’ amongst you is the behind the scenes data capturing. 

For example, from October to February, there were 1500 visits to the web site. We can break 

this down into where the visitors were when they looked at the site – 333 from Newport, 113 

from London, the same number from Ryde, 36 from Cowes. There were also visitors from 

Devizes, Ipswich and Oxford to name a few. 

We can even tell what people were looking for. 18 looked at volunteering, 27 fundraising and 

a whopping 112 at the short story writing competition. 

We have introduced text giving, online giving through shopping sites, giving by credit card, 

people can also donate directly through just giving  where, last year, a number of In Memory 

donations came direct to the Society rather than through Funeral Directors. The website 

offers a number of ways to donate to the Society 

Our Facebook and Twitter social media pages keep the Society in the public eye but we need 

more exposure. We need everyone who uses Facebook and Twitter, Instagram, and snapchat 

to like and share our pages to get our messages about events, activities and news items out 

to a wider audience. 

It was this increased exposure that has been my driving force since I started here. Many 

people I met had never heard of the Society, even less of the services it gave. My mantra was, 

“if they don’t know about us, they can’t support us.” 

Chris has been in the forefront of helping us to raise our profile with his regular videos and 

more are planned. 
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Introduce Chris 

So to the future: 

When I tendered my resignation in Early November, one of the things I said was that there 

will always be one more event, one more activity that I want to see through, and one more 

group of people I want to help. I knew that if I didn’t leave now, I would feel compelled to 

stay on forever which wouldn’t have helped anyone and would only have made my family 

mad. 

We have purchased an audio description machine that will describe the layout and facilities 

within the accessible toilet.  We have already been in talks with the IW Council, Wightlink and 

others who want to check it out once we have it, with a view to introducing it in their loos, 

offices and facilities.  The ADI machine can also be used to describe any part of a building so, 

if successful, it may be introduced in other parts of Millbrooke House. 

Later this month, we have been invited to take a group of people to Brading Roman Villa to 

have a guided tour and to be able to handle some of the artefacts there. This has been brought 

about by mutual collaboration in the past, followed by the tactile art exhibition designed by 

Lyndsy Moles. What goes around comes around.  

We are making enquiries about tandem rides.  

We are arranging for a tactile map of the Island to be built by students at the College. 

Ostensibly for a group of visiting VI people, the map will be housed in Millbrooke House 

permanently for anyone to use. 

We are in discussions with Special Education Needs staff with a view to helping children and 

young people. Something we have not done in the past due to contractual constraints but 

now is the time to help everyone. We are looking to have a summer party/picnic. 

We are working with the College and Rotary Clubs to introduce our services to young people 

and for them to undertake fundraising for the Society. 

We are working with local police to inform and reassure visually impaired people on IW about 

personal safety in their homes and outside. 

We have been in discussions with BVUK since well before Christmas. Our negotiations with 

them are about combined services on the IW, including joint service delivery where we have 

the same people using our services. 

In discussion with IW Council about reducing or wiping out debt on pension fund. 

Paul has already mentioned the new grants scheme to you and the paperwork is all ready for 

the first applicants. 

Dolphin has, again, asked to come to demonstrate their technology equipment and will also 

be inviting Calibre, Enhanced Vision, Orcam, Wireless for the Blind, Blind Veterans UK and the 

Macular Society. We have tentatively given them 3rd July as a date and will be advertising this 

as soon as it is confirmed. 
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Volunteers are always needed. In particular at this time, the Society is desperate for drivers 

for the minibus. Insurance restrictions mean that we cannot use drivers who are over 75. As 

a result, Mel will be unable to drive the minibus from April. He will still be involved in other 

volunteering but as other potential drivers have to stay at work for longer, they cannot give 

us as many years’ service as they or we would like. This will impact on when the minibus will 

be available for use for the clubs. 

Not many years ago, women worked until sixty and a lot of women didn’t work. Now women 

have to work until they are sixty eight, more are working because they have to provide a 

personal pension; a good number are looking after grandchildren because their own children 

need to work to pay mortgages and other family bills. So the pot of volunteers gets smaller 

and with around twelve hundred charities on the Island, the demand on available volunteers 

increases. 

Michelle attends Volunteer Fairs at weekends and Bank Holidays and follows up any interest 

within a couple of weeks. We are planning an advertising campaign with Vectis Radio which 

will give us three months advertising for the price of one paper advert. This has come about 

through staff working with the people that matter on unrelated events and making 

connections. 

Staff also use their connections to wheel and deal to get discounted prices for any work that 

is undertaken in the building and grounds. 

We all know how difficult it can be sometimes to get someone to give a quote for potential 

work. It took months of trying to get one quote for the tree work. 

When we had the windows done, Alex spent many hours designing a schedule of which 

windows could be replaced on which days to avoid sending the groups out to new venues (we 

considered it) or preventing Talking News from being produced. It would have been much 

simpler to close the whole building for a couple weeks but we wanted to make sure that those 

people who use our services were still able to do so. 

Our Patrons, Bob and Carol Bridgestock, have brought much publicity raising the profile of the 

organisation tenfold as well as audio books for the library from their publishers, hundreds of 

memory sticks from their contacts in Dixons. They also brought their enthusiasm for social 

media which we have tried to copy. And we are getting there. Carol and Bob support many 

charities across the country but only one in any area so we are privileged to have them 

support our organisation. 

I have been lucky to have dedicated staff since the day I started here. Each one has brought 

their own humour and life experiences to grow the organisation from a position where 

everyone else thought that its lifeblood had evaporated. 

Now the teacher in me can see bottoms being shuffled, I can hear papers being rattled and 

can feel the atmosphere in the room saying ‘get on with it woman’ so I will shut up now but 

not before addressing your new CEO, Miriam.  I have had a lot of fun and a lot of heartache 

working for Isle of Wight Society for the Blind. It has been hard work but rewarding. Being 

here has given me challenges, successes and high blood pressure. I know from speaking with 
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you that I am leaving the Society in very capable hands and I wish you every success, joy and 

happiness in this very special role. 

 

 


