
Welcome to our Winter edition of In Touch. As 2025 draws to a close, we can 
look back with pride at our achievements as a charity this year.

We have successfully moved our services to central Southend, a positive 
step judging by the marked increase in people visiting us. We have opened 
our doors to people every morning at our drop-in sessions and welcomed 
some familiar and many new faces to our Centre.

And our annual 
exhibition was 
attended by over 
60 local visually 
impaired people 
plus their families 
and friends – a 
new record! The 
photo left shows 
staff members Lucy, 
Coralie, Georgie, 
Lucy B and Liz in our 

Centre beforehand. We received this glowing praise from one of our regular 
visitors: “After a very warm welcome at the door, it was good to see so many 
exhibitors from across the many and diverse aspects of visual impairment. 
The exhibition always offers a great opportunity for people to catch up with 
news and developments in the community. It was lovely to meet so many 
people, and the cup of coffee with a biscuit was very welcome and gave 
us an opportunity to chat with other service users about our struggles and 
solutions”.

What is most heartening to hear from this very positive feedback is the 
fact that people living with a visual impairment are supporting each other 
through chatting together. Staff are often witness to friendships being 
formed at coffee mornings, anecdotes being shared at our daily drop-ins and 
accessibility tips being passed on at our Centre. Sharing experiences is at 
the very heart of our charity and the very reason why we do what we do to 
support the local blind and partially sighted community.
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Written by Catherine Hodgson, Fundraising & Comms. Manager

The team at 
Southend in Sight 
get on very well: 
we take pride in our 
work, wanting the 
very best for the 
people we support. 
However, sometimes 
we can be a little too 
close and end up 
wearing the same 
outfit to the office. 
The photo left shows 
Georgie and Lucy 
both wearing a bright 
red jumper and smart 

black trousers with their yellow lanyards. A new Southend in Sight uniform 
perhaps?

While we do have fun and laughter in our workplace, we have also been 
very busy. In the last 3 months alone, 51 new people have registered with 
us, all needing personalised support. Combine this with our popular drop-
in sessions every morning, and you can understand why Coralie and Lucy 
B are either on the phone introducing themselves to new clients or running 
appointments for magnification or lighting. Please bear with them both as 
they try to reach out to everyone who has called in. Goodness knows how 
they found time to organise an exhibition as well!

Our tech team continue to work wonders with phones, laptops and tablets, 
helping those with low vision get the best out of modern technology. Please 
call our office to book an appointment for either Android or Apple products 
and we will do our best to fit you in as soon as we can. The same goes for 
our form filling support for benefits such as Attendance Allowance and PIP – 
please call us to book in an appointment.

Team Talk
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Dean continues to offer advice on energy saving and signing people up to the 
Priority Services Register. He is also a key part of our new wellbeing project, 
making calls to people as they come to terms with their visual impairment.

Christmas is the busiest time of year for Georgie as she offers people of all 
ages the opportunity to meet with others in a similar situation. As well as her 
regular activities, Georgie has a trip to the panto organised for the children and 
their families, a festive pizza night for younger people, coffee meet ups and 
entertainment galore! No wonder she is looking forward to the Christmas break 
to recharge her batteries.

Our weekly bowling sessions are still very popular, with 20 regulars attending. 
They are such a supportive bunch, meeting each other at bus stops and train 
stations to ensure everyone can make their way to the bowling alley. They even 
have their own Christmas meal organised!

Our Eye Clinic Liaison Officer Tracey has supported over 500 patients in the 
last 6 months, completing 191 Certificates of Visual Impairment during that 
same timeframe. Tracey supports patients awaiting surgery on the ward, 
during treatment and clinical appointments as well as ad hoc referrals from 
Eye Casualty and elsewhere at the hospital, in addition to her pre-arranged 
appointments. Tracey is also keen to help fill any cancellations for the Low 
Vision service and is supporting her colleagues by contacting potential patients 
to fill these appointments.

Meta Ray Ban Glasses 
Following our feature on the Meta Ray Ban glasses in the last newsletter, staff 
have since had a demonstration at a local optician and have also met with a few 
people who have purchased a pair and are currently learning to use them. We 
hope to have a drop-in demo session at our Centre in the new year with users 
of the Meta glasses, so please call our office on 01702 34 21 31 to register your 
interest and we can contact you directly when we have set this up.

Merry Christmas! 
All staff would like to wish everyone we support a very happy and healthy festive 
season. We have enjoyed spending time with you all this year. Just a reminder 
that our offices are closed from Monday 22 December to Friday 2 January, 
reopening on Monday 5 January 2026.
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Written by Catherine Hodgson, Fundraising & Comms. Manager

Following our move to central Southend in April and the reopening of our 
Centre in May, we now offer tea and chat every morning between 10:30am 
and 12:30pm with staff and volunteers.

With over 80 people visiting us in our first month alone, we were able to 
apply for a grant from the Community Investment Board, which we are happy 
to say, we were successful with! We are continuing to welcome people 
through our doors every morning and in addition we are offering specialist 
sessions around support with form filling, trying out low vision and kitchen 
equipment.

Our cookery demonstration, run by visually 
impaired staff, was a great success. Anne 
showed everyone her tips to make the 
perfect slow cooker chicken curry recipe 
with microwave rice. She is pictured left 
chopping up her veg, with Georgie and Leo 
watching her.

Lucy B (pictured below left in her apron) 
encouraged everyone to make and cook 
their own pizzas, using the talking air fryer.

CEO Lucy Martin says: “We are so pleased 
with the response from the local visually 
impaired community to our morning drop-
in sessions. We know that giving people 
the opportunity to chat with someone in 
a similar situation to their own has really 
helped to improve wellbeing – we have 
never been so popular!”

For more information on our drop-in 
sessions and other activities, please refer to 
the yellow flyers with this newsletter or call 
our office on 01702 34 21 31.

New drop-in sessions



5

Information from Gary England and the RNIB.

One of our recent drop-in sessions was run by volunteer Gary England and 
covered the topic of making TV accessible. Here are a few tips he shared:

Most Smart televisions have features and tools built into them which help to 
make these devices accessible for people who are blind or partially sighted. 
Panasonic, Samsung, LG and other manufacturers include a built-in Voice 
Guidance feature in their latest digital televisions. Voice Guidance works by 
announcing on-screen information like channel names, numbers, television 
guides, menus, upcoming and recorded programmes. There is even a voice 
activated “magic remote” available!

Some televisions have the Android operating system preinstalled. These 
televisions include accessibility features like TalkBack for speech and closed 
caption subtitling and allows access to the smart features of a television like 
catch up and streaming services.

Separate add-on devices like Apple TV and the Amazon Fire TV Stick also 
have accessibility tools built in which enable access to video on demand 
services and TV catch-up apps. Sky Glass supports visually impaired users 
with Voice Guidance, reading out on screen text and menus.

Accessibility features like Voice Guidance, TalkBack, VoiceOver and closed 
captions can be set up by going into the relevant menus of the television 
itself and making the required adjustments. Some television remotes will 
have a dedicated button for the accessibility settings. The accessibility 
settings may not be obvious or easy to navigate. Sighted assistance may be 
required for initial activation and configuration.

Audio Description is available on some programmes and films. These are 
usually highlighted with “AD”, or they may beep with Voice Guidance. You 
can also think about changing the contrast on your television screen, you 
can outline figures and zoom in. Watching shows or films on an i-pad or 
tablet for more clarity may also be a preference for some.

And don’t forget, if you are registered as severely sight impaired, you can 
apply for a reduction in your TV licence. For more information on this and TV 
accessibility, please call our office on 01702 34 21 31.

Accessible TV
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Written by Natalie Taylor, SAVS.

The Volunteer Hub at SAVS asked if they could interview one of our 
long-standing volunteers as a case study for their research around the 
transformative impact of volunteering. We suggested Margaret, who has 
volunteered in our shop, at our activities and on the telephone as part of 
our Talk and Support project. Some of you may know her from our coffee 
mornings and Fun Fridays. Here is what she said:

For Margaret, volunteering has always been about doing something 
meaningful. She believes that offering your time to others not only improves 
their lives but brings personal fulfilment and emotional balance. That belief 
has shaped her long-standing involvement with Southend in Sight, where 
she has volunteered for over 16 years. The role has become a central part of 
her week, giving her focus, motivation and connection.

Margaret first connected with Southend in Sight after retirement, drawn to 
the organisation by a personal link. Years earlier, a volunteer from the charity 
had supported her family during a difficult time, and that kindness stayed 
with her. When she reached out to offer her time, she was warmly welcomed 
by the small team. Over the years, she has watched Southend in Sight grow 
into a thriving and compassionate community. Her husband was always 
proud of the work she did with the charity and saw how much it meant to her.

When Margaret lost her husband after 55 years of marriage, her world 
changed. Southend in Sight became more than a place to volunteer, it 
became a source of comfort, friendship and continuity. Her fellow volunteers 
offered gentle support, checking in on her while giving her space to grieve. 
When she felt ready to return, she was embraced with understanding and 
care. That kindness helped her find her footing again and reminded her that 
she was not alone.

Now living by herself, Margaret’s connection to Southend in Sight is more 
important than ever. Her regular calls with visually impaired members bring 
reassurance and company to people who may otherwise feel isolated. In 
turn, the interactions give Margaret something equally valuable.

An interview with 
Margaret
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“When I put the phone down, I know I’ve made someone feel a bit better,” 
she says. “That helps me too.” The shared conversations, laughter and 
support are a two-way exchange that lifts everyone involved.

Margaret describes Southend in Sight as “like another family.” Volunteering 
gives her structure, companionship and the feeling that she is still 
contributing in a meaningful way. Her story is a powerful reminder of how 
volunteering can support mental health and emotional wellbeing, especially 
through times of grief and change. For Margaret, giving her time is not just 
something she does for others. It is something that continues to sustain her, 
through life’s challenges.

The photo below shows Margaret at one of Southend in Sight’s events for 
local visually impaired people, serving plates of fish and chips.

Our thanks to Margaret for giving us permission to share her interview, and 
for her years of volunteering to date – there are many more to come!

If you or your family members have time to spare, please do consider 
becoming a volunteer for us. For an application form or to find out more 
about volunteering opportunities, please call our office on 01702 34 21 31.
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Written by Catherine Hodgson, Fundraising & Comms. Manager.

Southend City Council introduced a new kerbside recycling and waste 
collection at the end of October. Lots of people have been concerned about 
where they will store their bins, but there has not been much information 
addressing the needs of the visually impaired community.

As you are all probably aware, there are now 3 different coloured bins – 
black for general waste, blue for cardboard and paper, pink for recycling – 
with alternating weeks for collection.

We have been reliably informed 
that the capacity of the bin (180 
litres) can be found in braille on the 
top of the new wheelie bins. There 
are also notches in the lids to help 
distinguish which is which for those 
who are visually impaired. On the 
black lid there are notches on both 

sides, on the blue lid, a notch on the left and for the pink a notch on the right. 
The photo above shows the black bin with two semi-circle notches. White 
circles are around the notches with arrows pointing to highlight the location.

For those who already have support in place for their waste collection, this 
will continue as normal. If you need some help with moving your bin and 
presenting it for collection, the council offers an Assisted Collection Service 
to eligible residents (e.g. those aged 75 years or over, people registered with 
a disability) who request it. An Assisted Collection would normally only be 
offered if there is no-one residing at the property who could help, and you 
are unable to leave your bin on the boundary of your property.

You can also request to keep your bin bag collection.

To arrange an Assisted Collection, please call the Southend City Council 
Customer Service Team on 01702 215 006.

Let’s talk about bins!



9

Written by Catherine Hodgson, Fundraising & Comms. Manager.

Those of you who attended our exhibition in October may have visited the 
electoral register stand.

Ahead of the local elections next May, Southend City Council are introducing 
a new device called the “McGonagle” to aid blind and partially sighted people 
in voting independently. The system is already in use at around 30 locations 
in the UK with very positive feedback, and is now being introduced to 
Southend. This new gadget uses a combination of voiceover to headphones 
and tactile slots that open allowing you to mark your chosen candidate with 
an “x”, using a wood free, graphite pencil.

Over the next 6 months, the accessibility officers will be working with 
the local visually impaired community and guiding them in the use of the 
McGonagle device. But did you know that currently to support you in casting 
your vote, you can request a large print ballot paper, coloured overlays or 
use a tactile voting device at your local polling booth? An audio ballot and a 
braille format is also available. You may use your phone, additional lighting 
or a hand-held magnifier to enable you to read the ballot paper, as long as 
you notify the local electoral officers.

We also know that many of you living with sight loss use a postal vote. 
Southend-on-Sea City Council Electoral Services has an important reminder: 
the way you apply for a postal vote has changed. Voters must now renew 
their postal votes every three years.

If you applied for a postal vote before 30 January 2024, your postal vote 
will expire on 31 January 2026. You can reapply for a postal vote online, by 
requesting a paper form or by calling Electoral Services directly on 
01702 215 010.

You will need to provide your national insurance number, name, contact 
details and date of birth.

Your vote matters – don’t lose it.

Voting for VIPs
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Information from the Tesco and Be My Eyes websites.

Tesco supermarket has partnered with the “Be My Eyes” app to provide 
blind and partially sighted customers with live, in-store visual assistance via 
video call. Launched on October 9, 2025 (World Sight Day), this six-month 
pilot programme allows shoppers to connect directly with trained Tesco staff 
through the Be My Eyes app.

How the service works. 
Download the “Be My Eyes” app from the App Store or Google Play. In the 
app’s Service Directory, select “Food and Drinks” and then “Tesco Support”.
Live video call: Instead of connecting to a random volunteer, the app routes 
the call directly to a trained Tesco colleague.
Visual assistance: The Tesco colleague uses a live, one-way video feed 
from the customer’s phone to see what the customer needs help with and 
can provide verbal instructions.

What Tesco staff can help with. 
The service is designed to help with common shopping challenges:
Product identification: Locating the correct product, flavour, or size on 
shelves.
Checking details: Verifying product information like expiry dates.
Special offers: Confirming Clubcard deals, promotions, and other rewards.

Checkout assistance: Providing guidance for using self-service checkouts 
and other in-store touchpoints.

Additional accessibility features. 
In addition to the Be My Eyes pilot, Tesco has rolled out other accessibility 
features in its stores:
Self-service checkouts: New features on self-service checkouts allow 
customers to adjust the text size and contrast for easier reading.

The feedback from the few people we know who have tested this out locally 
so far is that more training is needed for staff. We would be interested to 
hear from anyone else who does use this app for shopping.

Shopping made easier
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Written by Catherine Hodgson, Fundraising & Comms. Manager.

For World Sight Day this year, the Mayor of Southend, Councillor Nigel 
Folkard, joined Southend in Sight’s ten-pin bowling session at CJs in 
Hockley. The Mayor and Mayoress spent time with each of the 22 bowlers 
who were taking part, from the youngest at 21 (Liam), to the oldest (Ted) at 
92. The Mayor even had a go at bowling himself, while wearing simulation 
spectacles, coached by one of our volunteers (Geoff).

Anne Morris, the bowling activity organiser, said: “We are so pleased that 
the Mayor and Mayoress visited our group today to meet everyone and help 
raise awareness on World Sight Day. We are all different ages and abilities, 
but we all support and encourage each other to get the best out of the game, 
something we apply to our everyday lives as well”.

The Mayor commented: “This experience was both enlightening and 
humbling, offering a powerful insight into the challenges faced by those living 
with limited sight. It was a meaningful way to raise awareness and promote 
understanding, and I am grateful to have been included”. The photo below 
shows left to right Brian, Liam, Coral, The Mayoress, Anne, Ted and the 
Mayor standing on one of the bowling lanes.

Since this photo was 
taken, we are sorry 
to say that Ted has 
sadly passed away, 
following a short stay 
in hospital. Ted will 
be remembered with 
fondness by us all, 
especially his fellow 
bowlers. He lived life 
to the full, scoring 3 
strikes in a row at his 
last bowling session 

with us. Our thoughts are with his family at this sad time.

World Sight Day 2025
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