EISTREN. ] S THE
SOUND OF YOUR
LOCAL NEWSPAPER

NEIL THOMAS EXPLORES THE WORK OF A CHARITY THAT IS LOOKING FOR NEW FRIENDS

Reprinted from the Shropshire Magazine, October 2019, by kind permission of editor Neil Thomas
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t is a wonderful window onto the

outside world. It is also probable that

its users are amongst Shropshire’s

best informed residents on what's
happening in the county.

And for some, who perhaps can’t get
out of the house as much as they’'d like
and so spend much of their lives alone, it
offers a friendly voice talking about what's
happening in places they know.

This is the Shropshire Talking
Newspaper, which for more than 40 years
has been providing a service for blind and
partially-sighted people for whom reading
a newspaper is not an option.

As with so many charities, it is a lovely
concept, with care and compassion for
strangers at its heart. Run entircly by
volunteers, the talking newspaper was
founded in 1976 by a group of enthusiasts
in an attic at the top of rickety stairs in St
Mary’s Street, Shrewsbury.

Its founding chairman was the late
Philip Donnellen, an acclaimed television
documentary maker, who lived in
Bridgnorth at the time. When BBC Radio
Shropshire was launched in 1985, some
of its broadcasters went on to become
volunteers including Kevin Howells and
Genevieve Tudor.

The 100th newspaper was produced
in 1980 and the service proved so popular
that in 1990 — just 14 years after its launch
— it expanded to cover two separate arcas
of the county, East and West. The 1,000th
talking newspaper was produced in 2006.

I met some of the volunteers who run
the West Shropshire Talking Newspaper
(WSTN), including Alan Wilding, who
presented the launch broadcast in May
1976 and the 40th anniversary recording
in 2016.

“I became involved because I had
an uncle who was blind and I'm still
involved because I enjoy it and I know
from talking to listeners that the service is
very much appreciated and, in many ways,
needed,” he says as [ chat to him and his
wife Susan, also a stalwart volunteer with
WSTN, at their home in Shrewsbury.

Each weck skilled volunteers
put together a 90-minute broadcast
compiled from stories in the Shropshire
Star and local weekly papers. There is
also a broadcast devoted to Shropshire
Magazine. Broadcasts include news,
information and features which listeners
receive free of charge.

At first, recordings were made on
cassette tapes for distribution but now,
with vast strides in technology, they are
transferred onto USB memory sticks
which are mailed out to registered
listeners, while broadcasts are also

OCTOBER 2019 SHROPSHIRE MAGAZINE



S
oy .
e :
- .
4 i

of the WSTN in the studio in' Shrewsbu
From left, John Garrard, Martin Dwyer,
Margaret Thrower, Austin Cashmore, Sarah
Thomson, Mike Law and Nadia Hamdy;
Susan Wilding reads one of her stories;
WSTN press cuttings on the studio wall;
Geraint Dyfnallt reads one of his stories as
Sue Hollins looks on.
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Presenter Alan Wilding and news readers
Susan Wilding, Geraint Dyfnallt and Sue
Hollins take a break during recording.

available for download from the WSTN
website. Amazon’s Alexa, British Wireless
for the Blind Sonata internet radio and the
phone provide other ways of tuning in.

Whatever the means of accessing it,
though, local news remains at the heart of
the service.

There is a team of half a dozen editors
who are on a WSTN weekly rota. The
duty editor will spend around 15 hours in
a typical week reading all the local news
stories in the Shropshire Star, highlighting
those from the West area, essentially the
SY postcodes that include Shrewsbury,
Ludlow, Oswestry, Whitchurch, Ellesmere
and Wem. Around 50 to 60 stories are
collected, edited to suit a weekly digest
and spoken word format and then
sorted into around a dozen sections that
cover subjects like general news, sport,
gardening, nature, women’s clubs and
a ‘what’s on’ diary of events. The editor
also puts together a running order for the
broadcast.

Every week of the year, a duty
presenter, two readers and a technical
operator meet in the WSTN studio - in
the basement of the Roy Fletcher Centre
in Cross Hill, Shrewsbury — to make the
master recording, which incorporates
any pre-recorded contributions (the days
before the recording sessions are busy
ones for the contributors too).

“The presenter reads through the
stories to iron out any problems before
the studio recording and decides which
stories will be read by which readers,”
Alan explains. “A continuity script is
drafted to help listeners find their way
around the different sections.”
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The original volunteers of the Shropshire talking newspaper. Standing, from left, Brian Mason, Don
Smith and Tony Banyard. Seated from left, Ethel Leake, John Kerby, Beryl Copsey, Alan Wilding and

Phillip Donnellan.

Susan, who is a regular reader, adds:
“It can be a little nerve-wracking when
you first start and not everyone takes to it.
The knack is to try to remember that you
are just talking to one person.”

Production continues the next day
when another small team of volunteers
make a memory stick copy of the
recording for each mailing list listener.
Other volunteers unpack the returning
memory sticks from the previous week
for reuse. Bar-coded address labels are
scanned to the mailing list and the week’s
despatch list is produced by computer.
Packing the zipped postal pouches
completes the WSTN'’s weekly routine
before Royal Mail collects the sacks.

“It is a huge team cffort each week,”
Alan says. “We have a total of around 70
volunteers contributing to a variety of
tasks and providing in the region of 3,000
voluntary hours of labour a year.

“Despite the fact that everyone is a
volunteer, it still costs around £11,000

Roy Fletcher
Centre
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a year to provide the service, which is
obviously a substantial sum.”

For that reason Friends of the West
Shropshire Talking Newspaper was set up,
providing an organisation to concentrate
on fundraising.

“It is ideal for those people who
would like to support us but who are too
busy to volunteer,” Susan says.

“We are always keen to recruit more
Friends to help us ensure we can keep the
service going in future years,” Alan adds.

It is easy for most of us to take
charities like Shropshire’s talking
newspaper for granted, even if we knew
they existed. Yet for a minority in our
county who are facing the daily challenges
of blindness or severely failing eyesight,
hearing the local news every week from
friendly voices is a pleasure not to be
underestimated.

B Visit www.wstn.org.uk or call 01743
364726 for more details.




Become a Friend of The West Shropshire Talking Newspaper by completing one, or
preferably both, of these forms and sending to: West Shropshire Talking Newspaper,
Fletcher Centre, Cross Hill, Shrewsbury SY1 1JE.

BANK STANDING ORDER
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Please pay the West Shropshire Talking Newspaper, c/o CAF Bank Ltd, 25 Kings Hill Avenue, Kings Hill,
West Malling, Kent ME19 4JQ Account No. 0000 6629 Sort code: 40 52 40 the sumof £ .......... on the
First Oay OF oiinos o ITMBMERY o (year) and then monthly/ yearly (delete one) thereafter until

further notice OR for ............. months/years. (Delete as appropriate).

Name in CAPITALS (a5 BONK ACCOUNT) ::iviviviisiinmsin it i s st it sioii oo st

Address in CAPITALS [0S BOIK ACCOLINTL .iiemsmessmmssnissbssarsssersnssssrsssiarssssnmmssum ssssissasassemsnssipsns saisssersy

Gift Aid If applicable please also complete and send the form below to: West Shropshire
Talking Newspaper, Fletcher Centre, Cross Hill, Shrewsbury SY1 1JE. This will enable us to
claim Gift Aid on your donations.

GIFT AID DECLARATION

To The West Shropshire Talking Newspaper, Registered Charity No. 504996

Rrount ol tonalioh £ aicaismmmnssss it monthly/ yearly (delete one)
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| would like the donations that | have made to the West Shropshire Talking Newspaper since 6 April 2007
to be treated as ‘Gift Aid’ donations until | notify you otherwise. | will inform you if | am no longer a tax

payer.



