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Forew ord 

This Review  Panel w as established to investigate the issue of the planned 

closure by the Royal National Institute of the Blind (RNIB) of the specialist 

em ploym ent and social rehabilitation centre based at M anor House in 

Torquay.   

The Panel considered the reasons for the closure, the m anner in w hich the 

consultation process w as conducted and the im pact that the closure w ould 

have not only on the visually im paired com m unity, but also on Torbay as a 

w hole. 

Throughout the process the panel invited input from  a num ber of interested 

parties ranging from  senior m anagem ent at the RNIB to The Friends of M anor 

House and South Devon C ollege. 

It is hoped that this report w ill help in som e w ay to preserve at least som e 

elem ent of the service that has been provided by M anor House over the last 

60 years. 

Finally can I also express the thanks of the Panel to Shenagh M arley and 

David Nairn w ho acted as C o-opted M em bers on our Review  Panel, and 

w ho gave us the benefit of their considerable expertise in this area. 

C ouncillor Jennings 

C hairm an of the RNIB M anor House Review  Panel 
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1. Executive Sum m ary 

1.1 The RNIB M anor House Review  Panel considered the reasons for the 

closure of M anor House and the im pact the closure w ill have on the 

local com m unity. 

1.2 It exam ined the rationale behind the closure and investigated the 

m anner in w hich the consultation process w as conducted. The Panel 

also w ent onto assess the im pact of the closure on the visually im paired 

com m unity as w ell as on the w ider com m unity of Torbay. 

1.3 The Panel m et w ith a num ber of parties involved in the closure and this 

enabled the local com m unity and key stakeholders to put forw ard their 

view s about the closure.   

It is recom m ended to the Executive: 

1.4 That Torbay C ouncil w ork actively w ith any future provider of a 

specialist visually im paired service w ithin Torbay, and that the C ouncil 

should seek to w ork w ith other partners to help to provide this service in 

the future. 

1.5 That the G overnm ent be pressed to explore the current lack of 

provision for rehabilitation for those people w ho have suddenly lost 

their sight in the United Kingdom . 

1.6 That the RNIB be pressed to explain w hy they have failed so far to 

im plem ent their ow n recom m endations from  the South W est Review  of 

2003 to set up betw een tw o and six partnership projects in the South 

W est region. 

1.7 That the C ouncil should m ake representations to the C harity 

C om m ission over the conduct of the RNIB in regard to the closure of 

M anor House, due to the high levels of public dism ay at the shutting 

dow n of the centre. 

It is recom m ended to the O verview  and Scrutiny Board: 

1.8 That the Review  Panel M em bers receive a m onthly w ritten update from  

the lead officer at Social Services on the progress m ade in regard to 

the provision of an alternative specialist visually im paired service w ithin 

Torbay. 

1.9 That the Review  Panel reconvene as and w hen it is felt necessary to 

consider any developm ents in regard to the closure of M anor House 

and to consider the alternative proposals to set up a specialist visually 

im paired service w ithin Torbay. 

2. Introduction 
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2.1 RNIB M anor House is a specialist em ploym ent and social rehabilitation 

centre for adults w ho have lost their sight or w hose sight has 

deteriorated. The aim  of the centre is to give people the skills and 

confidence they need to cope independently at hom e, w ork and 

outdoors. 

2.2 M anor House and the RNIB have been providing rehabilitation for the 

blind since 1941 but earlier this year the RNIB announced that it w as 

closing the centre by the 31st July 2004. An alternative em ploym ent 

rehabilitation and further education service for the South W est is 

opening in Septem ber 2004 under a partnership betw een the RNIB and 

Som erset C ollege of Arts and Technology based in Taunton. 

2.3 M em bers of the C ouncil w ere invited to a m eeting held at M anor 

House by the Board of G overnors on the 22nd M ay 2004 w here the 

closure of the centre w as looked at in m ore detail. As a result of this 

m eeting the Review  Panel w as set up by the O verview  and Scrutiny 

Board to investigate the closure. 

2.4 The key objectives of the Review  w ere: 

(i) To investigate the reasons for the proposed closure of RNIB 

M anor House. 

(ii) To assess the im pact of the closure of M anor House on the local 

com m unity and the visually im paired com m unity. 

(iii) To assess the im pact of the closure of M anor House on the local 

econom y. 

2.5 The Project Plan, w hich sets out the full details of the review  including 

the m ethodology w hich w as em ployed, is attached as Appendix 2. 

2.6 The m em bership of the Panel com prised of C ouncillors Burridge, C ope, 

Darling, Hytche, Jennings and Turnbull. C ouncillor Jennings chaired the 

m eetings of the Review  Panel. The Panel also had tw o C o-opted 

M em bers throughout the review , these being Shenagh M arley and 

David Nairn from  the Board of G overnors of M anor House. 

 

 

 

 

 

 3. Process 
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3.1 The Panel m et form ally on seven occasions to consider evidence and 

to w ork through its Project Plan. 

3.2 Evidence for the Review  Panel’s w ork w as collected from  the follow ing 

presentations and discussions w ith: 

Jill Read, M anageress of RNIB M anor House 

Neville Law son, Assistant Director of Education and Em ploym ent 

of the Royal National Institute of the Blind (RNIB) 

Shenagh M arley, Board of G overnors RNIB M anor House 

C hristine Tibbets, C om m unity Fund Raising M anager, RNIB 

M aria Doyle, South Devon C ollege 

The Friends of M anor House 

3.3 A w ritten subm ission w as also received by the Panel from  Torbay 

C ouncil’s Social Services Directorate on the im pact of the closure on 

the services provided by the C ouncil to the visually im paired. 

3.4 The Panel also w atched the video “See the difference” w hich 

explained the w ork of M anor House. 

3.5 The list of key docum ents (including background papers, reports and 

briefing notes) w hich w ere considered by the Panel is attached as 

Appendix 3. 
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4. Key Findings 

Reasons for the closure of RNIB M anor House 

 
4.1 The reasons given to the Panel for the closure of RNIB M anor House 

w ere: 

 

• The RNIB’s strategy in recent years to m ove aw ay from  residential 

provision tow ards a policy of m ore Social Inclusion in its institutions. 

There is also a m ovem ent by the RNIB to provide local services 

across the country, rather than a one-centre approach like M anor 

House. 

 

• The G overnm ent’s strategy in recent years to m ove aw ay from  long-

term  residential training. 

 

• The decline in referrals to M anor House since the 1990’s by Job 

C entre Plus Disability Em ploym ent Advisers. 

 

• The fact that the RNIB is currently undergoing financial problem s 

due to the fact that in recent years they have received less 

donations and legacies. This has led the charity into m aking savings 

for the future.  

 

• The view  m ade by the RNIB that the facilities offered by Som erset 

C ollege of Arts and Technology w ere superior to those offered by 

South Devon C ollege. 

 

• That the RNIB did not consider it to be appropriate to use RNIB funds 

to m aintain the subsidy to M anor House as the Som erset C ollege of 

Arts and Technology option w ould be self funding by the second 

year of operation.  

 

• That the RNIB could be accused of not prom oting or m arketing 

M anor House enough in recent years and that this had led to a 

decline in client referrals. 

 

• The contracts betw een M anor House and Job C entre Plus m ay 

have contributed to the decline in referrals and thus the closure. This 

w as due to the fact that the new  contracts stipulated that all clients 

now  had to have a single room  instead of sharing a dorm itory. This 

led to the centre having less capacity to deal w ith clients in the 

future. 

 

 

 

 

Q uality of the consultation process   
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4.2 The com m ents m ade to the Panel about the quality of the consultation 

process by the RNIB in relation to the closure of M anor House w ere:  

 

• That although there w as a consultation process w ith the staff of 

M anor House by the RNIB, it w as felt by m any to be too brief. It w as 

also regrettable that the staff at M anor House learnt about the 

closure from  the m edia before being inform ed by the RNIB. 

 

• That the RNIB had not been very proactive in its consultation w ith 

other key stakeholders like Torbay C ouncil. 

 

• That the RNIB’s consultation process w ith South Devon C ollege had 

been w eak and that the C ollege had received no form al w ritten 

feedback from  the RNIB on their decision to m ove their services to 

Som erset C ollege of Arts and Technology. The Panel also felt that 

the m ove to Som erset C ollege of Arts and Technology had been 

pre-determ ined by the RNIB.  

 

• That the RNIB had not considered the view s of the visually im paired 

living in C ornw all w hen it undertook the decision to relocate to 

Som erset C ollege of Arts and Technology. 

 

• That the ex-clients of M anor House felt ignored by the RNIB 

throughout the consultation process. 

  

 
Im pact of the closure on the local com m unity 

 
4.3 The com m ents m ade to the Panel about the im pact of the closure of 

M anor House on the local com m unity w ere: 

 

• That M anor House currently em ploys 32 m em bers of staff as w ell as 

volunteers. These 32 m em bers of staff w ill all be m ade redundant 

w hen M anor House closes in July 2004 w ithout the opportunity of re-

deploym ent. 

 

• That M anor House currently supported visually im paired students at 

South Devon C ollege, but that w ith closure, this service w ould be 

lost to the C ollege and the local com m unity. It w as explained that 

M anor House provided the staff of South Devon C ollege w ith visual 

aw areness training, and that this service w ould be lost in the future 

after the closure of M anor House. 

 

• That the closure of M anor House w ould have an im pact on the 

provision of services by the C ouncil’s Social Services Directorate as 

w ith the closure of M anor House the Directorate w ould no longer be 

able to contract out m obility and orientation training to M anor 
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House. This w ill therefore lead to an increase in w aiting tim es for this 

service or even no provision of the service at all. 

 

• The Social Services Directorate had serious concerns about the Low  

Vision C linic, w hich is to be relocated to Totnes. It feared that there 

m ay be a drop in the take up of this vital service locally as the 

m ajority of patients are over 65 and w ould find travelling to Totnes 

difficult. There w as also concern over the future of the Annual Low  

Vision Service for Torbay children after the closure of M anor House in 

July 2004. 

 

Im pact of the closure on the visually im paired com m unity 

 

4.4 The com m ents m ade to the Panel about the im pact of the closure of 

M anor House on the visually im paired com m unity w ere: 

 

• That M anor House offered m uch m ore than just education and 

em ploym ent, it also gave visually im paired people the skills and 

confidence needed for the future. 

 

• That the extra services offered by M anor House in providing life skills 

and rebuilding confidence for those w ho have just lost their sight, 

w hich is above and beyond its rem it of education and 

em ploym ent, w ould be lost to the visually im paired across the 

country w hen M anor House closes in July 2004. This is because 

M anor House is alm ost unique in providing this type of rehabilitation 

in the United Kingdom  to the visually im paired. 

 

• That visually im paired people w ould lose the cultural aw areness that 

has developed in Torbay over the last 60 years w ith the closure of 

M anor House w hen the relocation of som e services m oves to 

Som erset C ollege of Arts and Technology.  

 

• That Torbay w ould be losing staff w ho have considerable expertise 

w ith the visually im paired. 

 

• That the closure of M anor House w ould also see the loss of valuable 

services to the visually im paired like the Resource C entre and the 

Low  Vision C linic, w hich w ould be relocating to Totnes. 

 

• That M anor House had provided dignity for visually im paired people 

and that w ith the closure this sense of dignity w ould be lost in the 

future. 

 

 

 

Im pact of the closure on the local econom y 
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4.5 The com m ents m ade to the Panel about the im pact of the closure of 

M anor House on the local econom y w ere: 

 

• That the closure of M anor House w ould hit the Torbay econom y 

hard in term s of loss of revenue for local shops and businesses, and 

w ould create 32 redundancies in an already overcrow ded job 

m arket. 

  

O ther issues raised by the Review  

 

4.6 There w ere m any other issues raised throughout the Review  Panel’s 

investigation that have a bearing on the scope of this review . They are 

outlined below : 

 

• That Staff at M anor House and other interested parties including the 

Board of G overnors of M anor House w ere in the process of 

investigating the possibility of providing som e sm aller service for the 

visually im paired in Torbay after the closure of M anor House in July 

2004. It w as hoped that a m eeting due to take place on the 14th 

June 2004 at M anor House betw een the C hief Executive of the RNIB 

and other interested parties m ay clarify this issue further. 

 

• That a num ber of interested parties w ere currently in the process of 

contacting the C harities C om m ission to investigate the conduct of 

the RNIB over the closure of M anor House. They are looking to report 

the RNIB to the C om m ission over the issue of Harm . In effect this 

m eans: causing serious detrim ent to the people or causes the 

charity serves, the loss or m isuse of significant assets or resources and 

serious dam age to the reputation of the charity generally. 

• That m any local people felt upset and concerned about w hat w as 

going to happen to m oney raised locally for M anor House after its 

closure in July 2004. 

• That there w as som e concern from  the National Lottery over w hat 

w ill happen to the proceeds from  the sale of M anor House by the 

RNIB, as the National Lottery contributed m oney to the building of 

Hew itt Lodge, an accom m odation block at M anor House. 

• That the sale of the site and property of M anor House by the RNIB 

w ould be difficult to com plete quickly because of the planning 

perm ission process. 
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5. C onclusions 

5.1 The Panel deplored the decision by the RNIB to close RNIB M anor 

House and feels that the consultation process undertaken by the RNIB 

w as w eak and poorly organised. It also feels that the consultation 

process had ignored the view s of m any key stakeholders and other 

interested parties. 

5.2 The Panel also identified that the closure of M anor House w ould have a 

significant im pact on the local econom y in term s of the loss of revenue 

to local businesses and the loss of 32 jobs w ithin Torbay. 

5.3 The Panel also considered that the closure w ould be felt m ost severely 

by the visually im paired com m unity w ithin Torbay, as they w ould lose 

the vital services provided by M anor House. These vital services include 

the loss of the Resource C entre as w ell as the relocation of the Low  

Vision C linic to Totnes.  

5.4 How ever the Panel felt that the m ost dam aging aspect of the closure 

w as the fact that in the future the confidence and life skills given to a 

recently visually im paired person by M anor House through its 

rehabilitation program m e w ould be lost forever to the w ider 

com m unity of the United Kingdom . 

5.5 Finally the Panel concluded that the closure of M anor House w ould 

m ean the loss of specialist staff, and that the visually im paired had lost 

a centre in an area w here there w as a high degree of cultural 

aw areness for the visually im paired.   
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6. Recom m endations 

It is recom m ended to the Executive: 

6.1 That Torbay C ouncil w ork actively w ith any future provider of a 

specialist visually im paired service w ithin Torbay, and that the C ouncil 

should seek to w ork w ith other partners to help to provide this service in 

the future. 

6.2 That the G overnm ent be pressed to explore the current lack of 

provision for rehabilitation for those people w ho have suddenly lost 

their sight in the United Kingdom . 

6.3 That the RNIB be pressed to explain w hy they have failed so far to 

im plem ent their ow n recom m endations from  the South W est Review  of 

2003 to set up betw een tw o and six partnership projects in the South 

W est region. 

6.4 That the C ouncil should m ake representations to the C harity 

C om m ission over the conduct of the RNIB in regard to the closure of 

M anor House, due to the high levels of public dism ay at the shutting 

dow n of the centre. 

It is recom m ended to the O verview  and Scrutiny Board: 

6.5 That the Review  Panel M em bers receive a m onthly w ritten update from  

the lead officer at Social Services on the progress m ade in regard to 

the provision of an alternative specialist visually im paired service w ithin 

Torbay. 

6.6 That the Review  Panel reconvene as and w hen it is felt necessary to 

consider any developm ents in regard to the closure of M anor House 

and to consider the alternative proposals to set up a specialist visually 

im paired service w ithin Torbay. 
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7. M onitoring Arrangem ents 

7.1 The Panel w ishes to m onitor the progress m ade on the proposals to set 

up an alternative specialist visually im paired service w ithin Torbay. 

Therefore the Panel w ishes to have a w ritten update given to them  on 

a m onthly basis on the progress m ade in setting up an alternative 

specialist visually im paired Service w ithin Torbay.  

7.2 The Panel also feels that the Review  Panel should reconvene as and 

w hen it is felt necessary to consider any developm ents in regard to the 

closure of M anor House and to consider the alternative proposals to set 

up a specialist visually im paired service w ithin Torbay. 
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Appendix 1 

Im plications of the Recom m endations 

Legal Under The National Health Service and C om m unity 

C are Act 1990, w here a person appears to need 

com m unity care services, the authority shall carry out 

an assessm ent of need, and dependent upon the 

results of that assessm ent, provide a service. W ith the 

loss of M anor House, alternative services to m eet the 

needs of the visually im paired com m unity w ill need to 

be sought to m eet assessed needs.  

Financial There are no financial im plications how ever Social 

Services does assist people w ith sensory loss and 

although w ishing to support clients, the Directorate 

w ould not like to see a large increase in expenditure 

as a result of the RNIB w ithdraw ing from  Torbay. 

Hum an Resources None 

Property None 

C hange M gt Plan None 

 

 

 

 

The recom m endations contained w ithin this Report are in accordance w ith 

the C ouncil’s Budget and Policy Fram ew ork 

The recom m endations contained w ithin this Report w ould not be a Key 

Decision 
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Appendix 2  
 

Review  of the planned closure of RNIB M anor House, Torquay 

 

Draft Project Plan 

 

O bjective of the Review  

 

To investigate the proposed closure of RNIB M anor House, Torquay. 

 

Introduction 

 

The RNIB is proposing to close dow n RNIB M anor House by the 31st July 2004. 

M anor House is a specialist em ploym ent and social rehabilitation centre for 

adults w ho have lost their sight or w hose sight has deteriorated. The aim  of 

the centre is to give people the skills and confidence they need to cope 

independently at hom e, w ork and outdoors. 

 

Scope of the Review  

 

1. To investigate the reasons for the proposed closure of RNIB M anor House, 

Torquay. 

 

2. To assess the im pact of the closure of M anor House, Torquay on the local 

com m unity and the visually im paired com m unity. 

 

3. To assess the im pact of the closure of M anor House, Torquay on the local 

econom y. 

 

Service Background 

 

The Royal National Institute for the Blind is a charity that offers inform ation, 

support and advice to over tw o m illion people w ith sight problem s. 

 

Review  Panel 

 

C ouncillor G ordon Jennings (Lead M em ber) 

C ouncillor Steve Darling 

C ouncillor W endy Burridge   

C ouncillor Jean C ope 

C ouncillor Jean Turnbull 

C ouncillor M ichael Hytche 

David Nairn C o-opted M em ber 

Shenagh M arley C o-opted M em ber 
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Tim etable for Review  and M ethodology 

 

Date Tim e Venue Council/Stakeholder/Com

m unity representatives 

Key Tasks 

28th 

M ay 

2004 

10 am  Tow n 

Hall 

 

O verview  and Scrutiny 

Panel 

• To agree the objective and 

scope of the Project Plan 

for the review . 

 

• To agree the key tasks to 

be undertaken by the 

Panel in com pleting its 

Review . 

 

28th 

M ay 

2004 

10:30 

am  

Tow n 

Hall 

Jill Read, m anageress of 

RNIB M anor House, 

Torquay. 

• To receive a briefing about 

the reasons for the 

proposed closure of M anor 

House, Torquay, and an 

explanation of the im pact 

this closure w ill have on the 

local com m unity. 

1st 

June 

2004 

1.30 

pm  

Tow n 

Hall 

Neville Law son, Assistant 

Director, Education and 

Em ploym ent, RNIB 

• To receive a briefing about 

the reasons for the 

proposed closure of M anor 

House, Torquay. 

 

 

 

4th 

June 

2004 

 

 

 

 

10.00 

am  

Tow n 

Hall 

Shenagh M arley, Board of 

G overnors, RNIB M anor 

House 

 

C hristine Tibbets, 

C om m unity Fund Raising 

M anager RNIB 

 

• To consider inform ation 

from  the local com m unity 

and key stakeholders about 

their view s and opinions on 

the proposed closure of 

M anor House, Torquay. 

 

 

 

 

 

4th 

June 

2004 

10.30 

am  

Tow n 

Hall 

M aria Doyle, South Devon 

C ollege 

 

Friends of M anor House 

 

 

• To consider inform ation 

from  the local com m unity 

and key stakeholders about 

their view s and opinions on 

the proposed closure of 

M anor House, Torquay. 

 

 

 

28th 11.00 Tow n O verview  and Scrutiny • To consider if there are any 
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June 

2004 

am  Hall 

 

 

Panel further issues in relation to 

the closure of M anor 

House, Torquay that have 

not been addressed by the 

Review  Panel. 

• To determ ine the 

conclusions of the Review . 

• To determ ine the 

recom m endations of the 

Review  Panel. 

• To finalise the report of the 

Review  Panel. 

 

 

The final report of the Review  Panel w ill be presented to the O verview  and 

Scrutiny Board at its m eeting to be held on the 14th July 2004 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 3 

 

List of Key Docum ents and Resources 
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• RNIB M anor House Skills Developm ent C entre Torquay Prospectus 2003 

 

• M inutes of House of C om m ons Adjournm ent Debate 28th April 2004 

 

• New  Beacon M agazine June 2004 

 

• C om plaints about C harities booklet published by the C harity C om m ission 

in M ay 2003 


