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White
Good evening.  And tonight, at the risk of being accused of naval gazing, I'm going to be looking at my own job.  It's not, I hope, quite as self-absorbed as it sounds - we want to know why more visually impaired people aren't getting into broadcasting and examining at least one opportunity to improve the situation.  After all radio, in particular, would appear to be almost tailor-made for blind people.  We'll be running the rule over public service and commercial broadcasting and looking at what we think is the only station specifically for visually impaired people in Europe.

But we start further afield with a blind man doing that most iconic of broadcasting gigs - reading the news:

Clip
South Korean news presenter speaking in Korean

Hammick
He's a news presenter making the news himself.  Twenty-seven year old blind presenter Lee Chang Hoon reads the news for five minutes a day using a Braille machine to read his script.

Lee Chang Hoon through interpreter
Some people said they were too anxious to watch me anchoring the news for the first couple of months, worrying about whether I would make any mistakes.  They were paying attention to me rather than the news.  I still have a long way to go I think.

Hammick
Before he goes on air Lee types his scripts on a Braille keyboard which he then prints on a printer that punches raised characters onto the paper.  He says the most challenging part of his job is correcting his posture and expression as he cannot see what he looks like.  He hopes to inspire other disabled people.

Lee Chang Hoon through interpreter
I deliver just five minutes of news a day but I wish my role as a news presenter could open a door for the handicapped and give hope to those who are suffering from tough difficult lives.

Hammick
But how does he go down with the audience?  These people watching at a railway station are impressed.

Vox pops through interpreter
It must be very difficult.  I've seen how he works and can't help wondering how he does it.  Even though he can read Braille it must be really hard to do the job.  He's amazing.

I think he has a very good attitude and mind.  If other disabled people challenged things with that spirit they can do anything well.

White
And that report was by Denise Hammick of BBC World.  And despite that rather breathless admiration Lee is not unique and indeed not the first - just the latest.  For many years now TV viewers in Spain have been watching Nuria del Saz as she works as an announcer for one of the country's public service channels.  She too has now moved into presenting news programmes, as well as having worked in radio.  She told me from a busy newsroom about the way she works.

Del Saz
At my desk I use a computer with JAWS, with synthesiser, in the newsroom.  And then in the studio, when we are on the air, I use - you know the brown stick [phon.], brown stick was an old machine but it is perfect for a newsreader who is blind because it's quick and it allows me to write and it's better than a computer in the studio because it's more efficient - Windows sometimes fails and brown stick never fails.

White
So are you saying your note taker has never let you down, it's never made a mistake, your batteries haven't run out?

Del Saz
Sometimes - sometimes it does because it's very old - like from 1989 I think, it's more stable.

White
How does your audience react to you reading Braille?  I mean executives often worry about how the viewers will react to a blind person.

Del Saz
People in Andalusia always react fine, very good.  I think in Spain, thanks to the blind organisation ONCE regular people say that people believe that blind people can do a lot of things.

White
Clearly the way you look is always considered very important for television what special arrangements do you make to make sure you're looking your best?

Del Saz
I don't make anything special but going to the making up room and let them do... No when I - for example when I had my guide dog he came with me to the news set, we never tried to hide him or to show him, he was there.  If the camera took the dog that was okay and if the dog wanted to hide under the table that day that was good.  So our philosophy is be natural.  If another newsreader has glasses he or she reads the news with their glasses.

White
Have many other blind people followed in your footsteps?

Del Saz
Nobody.  But we have several blind journalists working on the radio.  I think I was in the right place at the right time.

White
Nuria del Saz.

But although there are certainly a handful of us working in the BBC it isn't just public service broadcasters who've taken on visually impaired people.  Sean Dilley, currently a freelance parliamentary correspondent, has worked in a variety of roles for Talk Sport for over a decade, both in front of the microphone and as a producer.  So how welcoming had commercial radio been to him?

Dilley
Kelvin MacKenzie was the editor at the time and that's both a good thing and a bad thing inasmuch as - the Kelvin MacKenzie Fleet Street attitude is if you can do the job it doesn't matter what your abilities or disabilities are, so there's not so much - as many systems in place because of course they're funded very differently and at the time they were a smaller commercial outfit.  But by the same token there is this kind of equality that if you can do the job they don't care.

White
When you say there aren't as many systems in place why does that make it easier to work there?

Dilley
You really do have to sink or swim in the commercial medium and I'm afraid that's still the case now.  So, for instance, there wouldn't be access to work assessments, which is the government scheme to support disabled people in work, you'd have to do that externally, whereas the BBC, for instance, put great play on having whole departments to do these things.

White
Now you worked as a producer, as well as an on-air broadcaster, pretty information intensive stuff, what methods have you used to acquire information and to keep up with what's going on?

Dilley
It's memory.  I remember reading in David Blunkett's biography the notion that people say that he had a great memory and I think it's one of those things that people attribute to blindness.  So, for instance, I use things like Braille embossers for running orders, I use screen reading software and then I'd commit most of it to memory, I'd use laptop computers and at one point I used a Braille Note note taker which obviously has the display on there but ostensibly it's just what you can keep in your head.

White
So does that mean that a lot of the time you're ad libbing?

Dilley
Absolutely, yeah, to be honest with you I struggle when I'm trying to read anything out live on the air - I can do it through an earpiece and I've had to do it, for example, during the MPs expenses rather a lot, I had a couple of ways of coping with that because the revelations would come in literally about 10 o'clock and you'd have to go on air three minutes later.

White
Well we all know how safe we have to be at the moment about information, isn't that a pretty scary way of working?

Dilley
I don't know, I mean me personally I've always gone out of my way to be relatively up on the legalities and so touch wood after sort of 14, 15 years I've never actually managed to get myself in trouble yet.  I think it's just one of those things that when you're talking expenses I would make little Braille notes, aide memoires, but I'm not confident enough, as I understand that you are, to read Braille live on radio and Gary O'Donoghue, the BBC political correspondent...

White
But I think unlike Nuria you don't normally have your dog with you, I mean are you actually trying to conceal the fact that you can't see?

Dilley
No, I just think it has to be editorially relevant because one thing that irritates me is when people talk about the blind broadcaster or the blind reporter and if it's relevant that's fine but I hope - I mean I'm a parliamentary lobby journalist, I'm a broadcaster, I'm a print journalist across TV and radio as well and I hope people would recognise me for the talent I've got as opposed to seeing the label.  And I'm afraid even in 2012 - and I'm not at all chippy about this - people can't help but notice the fact that I've got a guide dog.

White
What advice would you give to people trying to make it and why - this is sound, you would have thought there would be more visually impaired people getting in now wouldn't you?

Dilley
You would and the processes are in place, particularly within the BBC, and I'd recommend if you're getting into it have a look at the BBC's extend scheme but it's a question of otherwise contacting your local commercial radio stations.  I'm afraid in the commercial sector there is a degree of resistance because the question occurs to people how do you cope with certain tasks.  I would say brush up on the access to work government scheme for support in work, so you'd go armed with that.  And I'd say go for one of the big organisations if you can and if you are going to do commercial media where they have proper HR resources in place.  But keep going, you're going to meet with a little bit of resistance but you have to have a thick skin.

White
Sean Dilley.

Well all the examples we've looked at so far are isolated cases, examples where individuals and probably it ought to be said fairly bolshy ones have more or less forced themselves into the job.  But one development could perhaps lead to more consistent opportunities to get into broadcasting, particularly radio.  Insight Radio was set up by the RNIB nine years ago, it broadcasts seven days a week, 24 hours a day and concentrates on material of particular interest to visually impaired people.

Insight Radio clip
RNIB's Insight Radio, online, on FM and on digital across the UK.

White
There are readings from newspapers and magazines, talking book reviews, information about the latest gadgets and its five on-air presenters are all visually impaired and they tell us there are going to be some more opportunities.  Well more of that later but first I've been talking to two of the regulars - breakfast presenter Steven Scott and the host of their lunchtime programme Jill Daley.  Steven first explained how he started with the station.

Scott
Well I applied for the job and they gave me it - that's the bottom line.  It was an interesting process because I was in commercial radio for about five, six years before that, working at local radio, and I always had a great interest in radio and visual impairment because I am visually impaired and then when Insight came along I thought hey this is ideal, this is two things that I love merged together into one.  

Daley
I started off in hospital radio and it completely made sense to me there - I'd just lost my sight, I was 19 years old and at that age I kind of thought what am I going to do with my life and how am I going to go about it, I'd never met anybody blind.  So for me it was almost like a eureka moment.  And I tried to get into radio in Ireland but it was very, very difficult and I decided to come over to Scotland and do some training - sound engineering.  Then I heard about Insight Radio and I suppose at first I thought why a radio station for blind people, surely anybody can listen to radio but it wasn't until I came along here that I realised just what an amazing service it was.

White
What's working on the station meant for you personally?

Daley
It's meant a considerable amount to me because trying to find work when I first lost my sight was horrendous.  The number of times that I was shunned from interviews from people that I'd worked for freelance for ages, so it meant a hell of a lot to me.

Scott
I think for me the big thing was having the confidence again to say I am partially sighted, I can say that out loud, I always felt a little bit suppressed by that - if you talked about it in work it was almost oh yeah alright you've got something wrong with your eyes, fair enough, you couldn't really talk about it, you couldn't explain it to people.  Whereas here I hate to make it sound like it's a little club but it's a group of people who understand each other and we can all talk about our visual impairments and we can joke about it as well amongst our friends.

White
Steven Scott and Jill Daley.  And we'll be nipping back to Glasgow, from where Insight Radio is broadcast, at the end of the programme. 

But listening to all of that is - sparing his blushes - one of the most successful visually impaired broadcasters in this country.  Gary O'Donoghue has worked as a parliamentary correspondent, he was a reporter in the extremely demanding environment of the Today programme and for the past eight years he's been one of the BBC's political correspondents.

Gary, given, as we said at the beginning, that in some ways this seems the perfect job for blind people why aren't there more of us doing it?

O'Donoghue
I mean I think it's a pretty difficult industry anyway to get into, whether you can see or not, so there's a lot of people that will fall by the wayside and the sheer numbers or the small numbers, rather, of blind people who are sort of getting to a point where there are realistic options to be hired by this or that organisation are quite small.  But you're right it is a good profession if you can't see because particularly in the journalistic area I mean most of what I do day to day is talking to people and that's a pretty good thing - a pretty easy thing to do and a pretty obvious thing to do if you can't see.  There's data processing increasingly amounts of data processing, whether it be text or spreadsheets and things like that, there's a lot more of that around now.

White
Well can I ask you about that because that seems to me perhaps crucial and something people ought to know.  When I started back in the '70s the only technology I really had to cope with was my own rather rackety Braille machine and some rather red blooded attempts to edit tape with a razor blade, which I quickly stopped doing, but technology now - it's absolutely crucial isn't it?

O'Donoghue
It is and it's a massive opportunity and can be a massive problem at the same time.  When I started at the Today programme, going back sort of 1995, if I was given a story to do or a feature to work on, like everyone else I'd trot up to the cuttings library and ask them to dig out a bunch of stuff for me and what they would do is they would photocopy cuttings from old newspapers on to great A3 sheets of paper and an hour later hand you a great big wad of paper...

White
I remember them yeah.

O'Donoghue
I would go away and I would have to beg borrow and steal time from the researchers to read me these bits and put it on tape and then go back and make notes, it would put me a day behind any other reporter.  Now I can do that online on my own.  So the technology has made a massive advantage.  Sean Dilley was talking about technology and how he uses it, I remember having to remember phone numbers and just generally remember things whereas now with accessible phones and things like that now I can use my mental capacity for other things.

White
Do you think there's more that could be done to bring more people into broadcasting and if so what?

O'Donoghue
Well I think all you can do is encourage people.  I get contacted pretty regularly now by visually impaired people who are doing the post-grad broadcast journalism courses looking for advice, some of them are looking for a job which I can't give them sadly but there are more people coming through.  It's a very, very, very aggressive hostile industry and it can't be underplayed too much.  You won't really get any favours, the one thing you have in your advantage if you can't see in this industry still is that you stand out a little bit from the crowd - you're not just another bloke in a suit, you have something different about you.  The South Korean guy was talking about posture and that is a really interesting issue because most blind people slough and I include myself in that and it's something I've had to learn doing more television over the years that you wouldn't believe how news presenters sit bolt straight up, really ramrod straight and there's a reason for it because it looks right on screen and that's something I had to learn.  People still have to tell me, producers still have to tell me, to open my eyes more when I'm doing a live, really detailed stuff like this that you have to pick up on.  I'm not saying you're trying to cover your disabilities, I'm not going to do that, but I think it shouldn't get in the way.

White
And when some people do say exactly that - that you ought to be sort of more natural, as Nuria implied that she was allowed to be in Spain, would you say that that's not going to work here?

O'Donoghue
No I think you should be as natural as possible.  I'll give you an example:  If I'm standing outside parliament doing a live into one of the news bulletins and I'm just standing still talking, I don't have my stick with me, if for a piece I was making we were filming a walking shot of me walking along with an MP I'd carry my cane, so I have it when I'd have it and I don't have it when I wouldn't have it.

White
Gary O'Donoghue thank you very much indeed.  I'm sure there'll be lots of interesting reaction to that.  Let's just end up with some positive news from Glasgow because Insight Radio does want to hear from visually impaired people.

Scott
We're looking for blind and partially sighted people who are over the age of 16 to get involved with us here and we're keen to look for younger people because getting into radio early is a great thing for a lot of people, for us it certainly was fantastic.

White
Are there plenty of jobs here, are we talking about remunerative employment for people?

Scott
We would love to go down the route, I'm not going to commit to that here but what I will say is that there's opportunity and opportunity here through education I suppose.  What's really important is that people have been trained in how to do radio, not just actually how to sit in front of a microphone and talk but also to edit and learn how to interview - these are skills that are transferable into any level of job.

White
Right, so it's a training opportunity, no promises but there might be jobs at the end of it?

Scott
What we are trying to do is encourage people to seek employment in the real world, if you like, and if this can help then that's got to be a good thing.

White
We'll have more information about that and how you can contact Insight Radio, including a link to their website, on our website.  You can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk, you can call our actionliine on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme and you can get a free download of tonight's programme from our website at bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  From me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, still broadcasting, goodbye.







