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White 

Good evening.  Tonight, nearly 40 years on from trailblazing disability discrimination laws 

have they worked?  We hear a report from the United States.  And the funny and for some 

frightening tricks your eyes can play as sight gets worse. 

 

Clip 
I can see a cat at the bottom here. 

 

Oh there were many cats in my ward. 

 

Is that because you like cats? 

 

I like animals, cats actually give me asthma.  These didn’t. 

 

White 
We’ll hear more from Lynn Bird, who decided that instead of fighting her demons she would 

draw them. 

 

But first, it’s a recurring theme of this programme that the number of blind people of working 

age actually in jobs over the past 40 years or so has barely risen.  And we’ve often sought the 

reasons for it.  After all that was surely meant to be one of the major effects of anti-

discrimination law when it was passed here in 1995.  And it seems things are no better in the 



United States, whose Americans with Disabilities Act or ADA was the law on which we 

largely based our own.   

 

Well this all emerged from a conference in Washington DC over the past few days where 

many of the movers and shakers behind the ADA were present and where the man who 

steered it through Congress said it hadn’t achieved enough in employment for blind people. 

 

Sarah Lewthwaite was there reporting for In Touch. 

 

Actuality 
Good morning everybody.  Please take your seats, we’re going to get started. 

 

Lewthwaite 
In a hotel conference room less than mile from the White House are leaders of disability 

organisations, government officials and captains of industry. 

 

Actuality 
We’re delighted to have people in this room from 32 different countries… 

 

Lewthwaite 
And one former Head of State – Joyce Banda who was President of Malawi.  She told me 

how she made promoting employment for disabled people a priority from her first day in 

office. 

 

Banda 
People with disability were not being given an opportunity and to start with they were 

discriminated against, there was stigma and there was no law that could protect them.   What 

I think is necessary is education and training, usually the willingness on the part of the private 

sector is there, it is the government that needs to partner with the private sector to make sure 

that they take responsibility to employ people with disabilities in their companies. 

 

Lewthwaite 
The need to engage big companies was one of the key themes. 

 

Actuality 
Here at the conference we have as our moderator Cathy Martinez, she is the Senior Vice 

President for Disability Segment and Strategy for Wells Fargo United States… 

 

One of your fans, it’s a real pleasure and honour… 

 

Lewthwaite 
Cathy Martinez, who’s been blind since birth, has experience in both the private and public 

sectors.  Before she moved to Wells Fargo she worked for the US Department of Labor.  But 

success didn’t always come easy.  Earlier in her career Cathy found employers would be 

enthusiastic over the phone but didn’t call her back once they heard she was blind.  And she 

says that can be a loss for the company just as much as for the job seeker. 

 

Martinez 
I think people with disabilities are extremely strategic, we have to be because the world is 

generally not designed for us.  And I think that we add an amazing set of skills to companies 



because we absolutely have to be strategic to survive.  And I just think that’s a huge gift to a 

company.  I mean it’s the same evolution that occurred for women or people of colour, there 

is fear and that remains the biggest barrier but to get over that fear you’ve got to jump in – 

right?  So I think it’s important to jump in the pool and hire folks – people with disabilities. 

 

Lewthwaite 
But many employers have not made that leap.  Only around 40% of disabled people in the US 

of working age have a job and that’s a figure that’s barely changed since the Americans with 

Disabilities Act was passed in 1990, the first legislation of its kind in the world. 

 

Actuality 
[Clapping] 

This is an immensely important day, a day… 

 

Lewthwaite 
George Bush Senior signed the act into law at a ceremony on the South Lawn of the White 

House. 

 

Actuality 
And with today’s signing of the landmark Americans for Disabilities Act every man, woman 

and child with a disability can now pass through once closed doors into a bright new era of 

equality, independence and freedom. 

 

Lewthwaite 
Employment was supposed to be central to that bright new future but the reality has been 

disappointing to those who fought for the law.  Retired senator Tom Harkin was one of the 

authors of the act and steered it through Congress. 

 

Harkin 
Well the employment levels of people with disability just has not changed much. 

 

Lewthwaite 
And why do you think it is that things have changed in other respects for people with 

disabilities since the act was passed and they haven’t so far really changed with employment? 

 

Harkin 
Well I think there’s a couple of answers to that.  One, is the attitudinal barriers of HR, human 

resources, people in businesses.  And then there’s the other side too.  There’s the 

apprehension on the part of people with disabilities.  People with disabilities say well I know 

I’m qualified for the job but I don’t see anyone working in there that looks like me.  We’ve 

made great strides, the one place where we really have to make the difference is in jobs and I 

don’t mean make work jobs – real jobs in what we call competitive integrated employment 

right alongside everybody else. 

 

Actuality 
… I seldom meet people who tell me – I want to be a taxpayer – but do you know what I met 

people with disabilities all the time who tell me – Tom I want to be a taxpayer. 

 

Lewthwaite 



That brought a warm response for the outgoing US government’s Labor Secretary – Tom 

Perez.  He told me some government measures, such as requiring companies which supply 

the federal government to hire disabled workers, are starting to have an impact.  But he 

admits there’s a long way to go. 

 

Perez 
The unemployment rate continues to be too high and there’s too many people with disabilities 

who aren’t even looking for a job because they perceive that it’s a futile exercise.  So we’ve 

made progress but we have a tremendous amount of unfinished business.  We have a high – a 

very tall mountain to climb and we’re nowhere near the summit. 

 

Actuality 
Another idea that we had was leveraging people with disabilities to recruit people with 

disabilities… 

 

Lewthwaite 
The conference grappled with how companies could increase their recruitment of disabled 

people.  Making sure they get through to interviews and are encouraged to apply in the first 

place.  Pat Romzec is Vice-President of the international IT company Cisco Systems and 

describes himself as a passionate advocate for people with disabilities. 

 

As participants rub shoulders at a lively cocktail party he told me about the impact of Cisco’s 

pilot projects to hire more disabled staff in countries across the globe. 

 

Romzec 
What we’ve found is that their productivity in many cases is much higher than their non-

disabled peers.  One of the pilots that we did was in Bangalore, India where we have a large 

technical assistance centre and we hired some technicians that were blind, they’d had visual 

impairments, and what we found is that their productivity was actually double the 

productivity of their non-blind peers.  So that has led us then to look at this as an untapped 

talent pool and now we’re systematising this across the company. 

 

Lewthwaite 
And just as the attitudes of some big companies are changing so are the attitudes of younger 

disabled people who’ve grown up in the 26 years the Americans with Disabilities Act has 

been in force.  Tom Harkin again. 

 

Harkin 
We have what’s now called the ADA generation.  These are young people who had 

disabilities, who were fully integrated in education, who have had full participation, they 

don’t want to be pushed aside, they don’t want to take second place, they want to have jobs. 

 

Actuality 
Harvard told me they’d never had a deafblind student before and I told Harvard I’ve never 

been to Harvard Law School before. [Laughter] 

 

Lewthwaite 
Haben Girma defines herself as a member of the ADA generation.  She’s 28 and an American 

with family roots in Eritrea and is now working as a civil rights lawyer in California.  She’s 



driven and very engaging but as a deafblind student she faced problems getting vacation 

work. 

 

Girma 
It is incredibly frustrating to encounter barriers.  I was looking for work during my college 

summer years and even though I had an excellent resume I still was struggling to find work.  

And that’s not fair.  So it’s frustrating and that’s why there’s more work to be done so that 

difference is seen as an asset. 

 

Actuality 
Quick photo opp – one, two, three… 

 

Lewthwaite 
Young participants lined up at the end of the conference to have their pictures taken with the 

veteran senator.  Mr Harkin says that at 86 he won’t live to see disabled people achieve 

equality in the workplace in America but he thinks it will come, perhaps in 20 years’ time.  

And like the impetus for legislation protecting the rights of disabled people what happens in 

America may resonate well beyond its shores. 

 

White 
That report by Sarah Lewthwaite.  And we’d be interested in your take on all of that.  Do you 

feel part of the DDA generation?  What impact has it had on your life?  Do let us know, tell 

you how to do that later in the programme. 

 

But our next item is one that doesn’t really lend itself to the effects of anti-discrimination 

law.  More than one in 10 people who lose substantial amounts of eyesight see things which 

aren’t there.  It can be a very frightening experience, even causing some people to doubt their 

sanity.  In fact though it’s a well-recognised phenomenon, it’s even got a proper name – 

Charles Bonnet syndrome, from the man who identified it as long ago as the 18
th

 Century. 

 

Well we’ll hear more about the condition itself in a moment.  But Lynn Bird, who’s been 

experiencing serious sight problems throughout this year decided to take an interesting course 

of action to challenge these strange visions.  First though Lynn, who’s an art teacher, told me 

what had been happening to her eyesight. 

 

Bird 
I have hemianopia and that I describe as reducing my sight to half.  Although it’s not half as 

sighted people think, I think I’m always inside a big grey sphere, so wherever I move the 

sphere is round me. 

 

White 
Right, and is it possible to put that in terms of how it’s actually affected what you do and 

what you can see? 

 

Bird 
It’s not affected too much because I do an awful lot by memory.  But it does make me slower.  

I’m slower to see things, read things, tell the time, so it slows down my life rather than 

inhibits my life. 

 

White 



And in terms of getting around, going to strange places, that kind of thing? 

 

Bird 
I’m better to go to places I went to when I was capable visually.  When there are places I 

haven’t been to before I’m a little bit more wary. 

 

White 
Now art is your profession… 

 

Bird 
Yes. 

 

White 

… you’re an art teacher. 

 

Bird 
Yes. 

 

White 
Has this affected the way you see things? 

 

Bird 
No.. 

 

White 
From an artistic point of view? 

 

Bird 
No it hasn’t actually.  I still see sufficiently, I’m a very aware person and it hasn’t inhibited 

me in my work at all. 

 

White 
Right and we should make it clear that this was really quite a serious condition and I think 

you think in terms of the choices of what might have happened loss of vision was the better 

of two evils, as it were. 

 

Bird 
It was.  I was very fortunate to have a brain tumour removed and my life saved and to lose a 

proportion of sight was a more fortunate outcome. 

 

White 
Now you’ve used your art, I think, to come to terms not just with your sight loss but with 

some of the things you see which maybe aren’t actually there, if I can put it like that. 

 

Bird 
Yes.  At the beginning I really thought they were there but as time went on I knew they 

weren’t there but I decided it was interesting to make a visual note of them. 

 

White 



And what kind – we’re going to do this in a bit more detail in a minute but just to explain to 

me – what kind of things did you see that weren’t there? 

 

Bird 
Well the very first one I saw was in the ward was a circus act and I recall seeing it and recall 

absolutely believing that the duo of acrobats balancing on bicycles were really there, I was 

convinced and I was thinking ooh whoopee entertainment today in the ward. 

 

White 
You thought they’d brought them in for your edification. 

 

Bird 
I did, I asked the nurse – is that a community service circus team coming to entertain us. 

 

White 
Now also with us Dr Dominic Ffytche, who is reader in visual psychiatry at King’s College, 

London and you’ve done extensive research for the Macular Society on what is actually – 

known as Charles Bonnet syndrome, which is about these hallucinations, and we talked to 

you about it when you did it, but just remind us what it is really and what these kind of visual 

manifestations are. 

 

Ffytche 

So Charles Bonnet syndrome is a term that we use to describe visual hallucinations that are 

caused by visual loss.  And the most common use of the term relates to eye problems, so it’s 

Age Related Macular Degeneration or Diabetic Retinopathy or Glaucoma.  But actually it can 

be visual problems anywhere along the visual pathways.  And in Lynn’s case we’re not 

talking about a problem in the eye itself, it’s a problem that’s happened in her visual cortex 

and as a result of the brain tumour and the operation or whatever.  And there are a number of 

neurophysiological changes that occur within the brain in the context of losing your vision 

that mean that you get these strange experiences, these visual hallucinations.  And they range 

from very simple patterns and dots of light and colours to very much more complex forms 

like the circus act that we just heard about. 

 

White 
And it can be – I mean Lynn described it very calmly and rationally but it can be very 

alarming can’t it. 

 

Ffytche 
Yes the whole experience itself, particularly in people of a certain age, is very frightening 

because people automatically jump to the conclusion that they’re suffering from a serious 

mental illness or perhaps in the early stages of dementia.  So that itself is frightening.  But the 

experiences themselves can be monstrous faces with distortions or other types of phenomena 

that themselves make you fearful. 

 

White 
Right, we’ve asked you to look at some of the drawings that Lynn has done.  So Lynn you’ve 

brought quite a few in. 

 

Bird 



I have yes.  This is the very, very first one – the circus act – and that is what it looked like to 

me. 

 

Ffytche 
Okay, so I’m looking at what appears to me like a figure on a bicycle and in the one that 

you’ve drawn it is sort of different shades of charcoal and grey, now is that – is that a true 

representation that it’s not – it wasn’t in colour or is it… 

 

Bird 
It was in those colours and they were reference to the sheets and the blankets colours in the 

ward, I’ve now realised. 

 

Ffytche 
And can you say was the bicycle moving across your visual field or was it sort of static? 

 

Bird 
It was static.  They were slightly acrobating around on top of the bike but it was static. 

 

Ffytche 
And can you estimate how big the figure or the circus things appeared? 

 

Bird 
It looked life size to me. 

 

Ffytche 
So it was about the right scale for where it would have been on the other side? 

 

Bird 
Yes, yes. 

 

Ffytche 
And the other important thing about someone like yourself who’s had a neurological cause 

for this – was it on one side, was it in the same side where you’ve lost your vision or was it 

straight ahead of you? 

 

Bird 
Yes, well it was sort of really on the side where I’ve had the problem. 

 

Ffytche 
Yeah, so it’s in the area where you couldn’t see that well? 

 

Bird 
Yes. 

 

Ffytche 
And again that’s typical of this type of hallucination.  Whereas in eye disease often the things 

that you see are straight in front of you.  If you had a neurological cause it tends to be in the 

area where you aren’t able to see properly.  Shall we move on because I can see a cat at the 

bottom here? 

 



Bird 
Oh there were many cats in my ward. 

 

White 
Is that because you like cats? 

 

Bird 
I like animals, cats actually give asthma, these didn’t. 

 

Ffytche 
Now this one is a sort of browny tawny colour I suppose. 

 

Bird 
Yeah there were all sorts of cat colours. 

 

Ffytche 
Right okay. 

 

Bird 
They were all sorts of domestic cats. 

 

White 
What’s your impression of these Dominic? 

 

Ffytche 
Well the artistic qualities are excellent… 

 

White 
Well Lynn is a drawing teacher. 

 

Bird 
You’re very kind.  

 

Ffytche 
So this is absolutely in the sort of typical things that someone with Charles Bonnet syndrome 

from eye disease would describe as well.  So it’s exactly the same family of experiences.  

And I notice here in the middle one thing we haven’t noticed about it – there’s a sort of 

textured pattern, can you say something about that? 

 

Bird 
Yes.  I believed all the walls in the ward were scenically textured and painted walls.  So much 

so I asked a nurse – was this a theatre school before it was a ward.  And I tried to touch them 

to check out the texture and everything but of course as you approach one of these visions 

you can never touch it, it recedes as you approach. 

 

Ffytche 
Why did you do them then? 

 

Bird 



Because I wanted people who were in the business of looking after patients like me.  I knew 

they could hear the patients talking and calling but I knew they couldn’t see what was going 

on. 

 

White 
Now Lynn said she wanted people who worked with people who got these conditions to see 

them.  You’ve seen them, I would imagine this is quite helpful isn’t it because normally you 

have to rely on what people tell you they’re seeing? 

 

Ffytche 
Yes or you get an artist who does a representation on behalf of the patient.  And again you 

never really know whether that’s the real thing or just the artist’s interpretation.  So here 

we’re very lucky to have a true representation of what you saw.  We’ve also got hanging fish 

here, hanging herrings. 

 

Bird 
Oh I never liked the curtains in the wards.  All I saw were drying herrings and birds roosting 

in them. 

 

White 
Are you still getting them then? 

 

Bird 
No I don’t, I haven’t had them for a long while now. 

 

White 
But that isn’t necessarily typical is it Dominic? 

 

Ffytche 
No, that’s a distinction between neurological Charles Bonnet in the context as Lynn had it, 

which tends to get better quite quickly over a few months.  Whereas in eye disease the 

Charles Bonnet syndrome can go on for many years and I think in our Macular Society 

survey we found that about 75% of people have them for at least five years or more. 

 

White 
Just one final thing – Lynn you’re now back at school, you’re teaching art again, is that 

helpful too for you? 

 

Bird 
It’s lovely to be part of the normal world and doing the thing I love.  I just wanted to make 

my experience of use to some people if I could. 

 

White 
That was Lynn Bird and we also heard Dr Dominic Ffytche.  And if you’d like to share your 

experiences or comment on anything in tonight’s programme you can call our actionline on 

0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme.  You can email intouch@bbc.co.uk.  That’s 

it, from me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.  
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