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Djazmi
This week:  What happens when your business becomes submerged in silt, you don't have power for two days and you're confined to your living room with your spouse?  We meet a former child actor turned hotshot lawyer and we hear from the first of three In Touch volunteers looking for work.

But first, you may remember a few weeks ago Peter went to Cumbria to meet some of the blind and partially sighted locals who are campaigning to save the Action for Blind People's centre in Carlisle, currently undergoing a consultation period.  One of the people Peter spoke to was Naj Fraser.  Naj and her husband Mark are partially sighted physiotherapists who live and work in Cockermouth, currently battling to cope with the aftermath of last week's floods with more rain forecast.  I spoke to Naj yesterday when she told me her story.

Fraser
It started to rain on Wednesday evening soon after seven o'clock and it just didn't stop until Friday morning, so it rained non stop for nearly two days.  But we realised the extent of flooding soon after Thursday one o'clock.  When we tried to go to the clinic using Main Street we were stopped, my husband was stopped that he couldn't go any further than the corner of the Main Street.  This was at about half past one.  By seven o'clock, eight o'clock the waters just kept rising and rising and it was up to eight feet high and it was gushing at 30 knots.

Djazmi
So how have you and your husband been affected since the flooding?

Fraser
We have a physiotherapy business in Market Place and our business got flooded.  We have been luckier than other residents - other business owners - we have about 18 inches of water that seeped in the clinic.  Some of our equipment is okay, a lot of it at floor level and about up to the electric sockets where the water has come it'll all need to be replaced and the place is covered with silt/mud and the rest that goes with the flood water.

Djazmi
So how long do you think it will take to clean up?

Fraser
Your guess is as good as mine.  Our assessors from insurance are going to come on Wednesday, so this is really almost a week later and we can't touch anything until they go.

Djazmi
And what about your home?

Fraser
At home we're fine because I live in a flat which is on the first floor.  I say we're fine, we didn't have electricity from Saturday afternoon, three o'clock, until today afternoon, four o'clock.

Djazmi
So that's two days without electricity?

Fraser
That's right.

Djazmi
How did you - how did you eat, how did you keep warm, how did you survive?

Fraser
We kept warm because we have a gas fire in our living room, so we literally lived in the living room - we slept there, we ate there.  Where we had a problem was up until Saturday people rang us to give us their contact numbers if we wanted help.  Now I wrote the numbers down and I rely on my CCTV to read my work.  Since the electricity supply was cut off I couldn't switch the CCTV on, so I was basically left without contact from anybody.  So unless I could remember anybody's number, which you can appreciate is a big task, there was nobody for me to contact, although everybody had offered help.

Djazmi
Was there a way around that?

Fraser
I thought there was a way around.  I rung my friend and asked if she had torch magnifier, which she did and I thought I would be able to use that but when she brought it round I found that my vision has deteriorated to such an extent that I couldn't read it.

Djazmi
I mean just explain what it must have been like for you and your husband, I mean obviously you're married so you like each other but it sounds like you were just cooped up together in your living room for two days without going out.

Fraser
We were yes and we just had to tolerate each other and we kept apologising that we do snap at one another, please don't take any notice because you can imagine all the frustrations, worry, anxiety - everything put in one big basket.  It was hard.  Having said that by today morning people from our West Cumbria Society  for the Blind and Action for Blind rang us to ask if we needed any help, if we were alright.  So that was extremely comforting and reassuring.

Djazmi
I understand that some of the bridges near you have been deemed unsafe, which is pretty unsatisfactory for those who can drive but obviously you and your husband can't drive, so how have you been able to get in things like provisions, I mean you say that your electricity was out so you couldn't remember anyone's numbers, were you effectively cut off from the outside world?

Fraser
Contacting point of view, yes we were.  From provisions we weren't because there is supermarket just down the road which we could go to and get our food supplies.  And I was able to use my hob - my husband had to use the gas lighter to light it - but then I was able to make tea and heat up food, pre-cooked food, which I had in my freezer.  So we survived, we managed.

Djazmi
And as we speak now, when you wake up in the morning and your first thought is to the flood and the aftermath what are you thinking?

Fraser
I'm thinking how long is this recovery process going to take.  We have a business where we need customers through the door.  It's not that our stock has got soiled so we can recover money from that, we need clients to come and see us and we need to get our business premises up and running as fast as we can humanly manage so that we can start earning money.

Djazmi
Well we wish you all the best with that and I'm very glad that your power's back and you can start eating properly again.  But thank you very much for giving us your time Naj.

Fraser
Thank you.  Thank you for thinking of us.

Djazmi
Naj Fraser, speaking to me from Cockermouth.

Now let's meet our studio guest Isaac Lidsky.  Earlier this year Isaac came to London after being awarded the Temple Bar scholarship, which recognises the most talented contemporary American lawyers.  He and his sighted wife Dorothy are over here for a year while Isaac works at the international law firm Akin Gump in London on US appellate litigation.  

He began to lose his sight as a teenager, just as his career as a child actor was taking off.  His response:  to quit acting and go to the renowned Harvard University as a 16-year-old, where he studied maths and computer science.  He returned there in his early 20s to do a law degree and he's never looked back.  And as if all this isn't enough he and his wife have also set up a thriving charity to help fund research into sight loss prevention through gene therapy.  He joins me now.

Firstly Isaac, and as simply as you can explain it, what is appellate litigation?

Lidsky
Well appellate litigators are litigators, they're trial lawyers, who focus on the appellate courts - appeals.  So once a party has won and the other party has lost often cases will get appealed to courts of law and that's when appellate lawyers will take over.

Djazmi
How do you cope with the amount of paperwork and the sheer level of detail that go hand in hand with being a lawyer?

Lidsky
Well I'm very fortunate that technology today is such that I'm able to be productive.  I use screen reading software and OCR software to scan documents and whatnot and it really just hasn't been a limitation for me.  Obviously I get a lot of support from my colleagues and friends and family but for the most part, with technology as it is, I'm able to do my job.

Djazmi
So you must have the tidiest desk in your firm I imagine.

Lidsky
That's absolutely right.  I like to sort of break down the stereotype of the lawyer with mounds of paper.  I insist on not a single piece of paper in my office.

Djazmi
Do you think your adversaries treat you any differently when you're in court?

Lidsky
I don't think so, frankly I hope not.  I haven't had that experience.

Djazmi
I must say I was very excited when I found out that as an actor you were in the American teen sit-com Saved by the Bell because I religiously watched that every morning before I went to school.  That's a big, big show.  So why did you decide to give up acting?

Lidsky
It's good of you to admit that you watched that show, a lot of people wouldn't want to admit it, it wasn't exactly quality television.  But in any event acting was an incredible experience for me and when I moved to Los Angeles I did explore the opportunity or the potential of making that my career.  But I ultimately decided it wasn't really a great career for me, for a number of reasons.  Among them the fact that I was losing my vision.

Djazmi
Is that because you thought your options would be limited as a visually impaired actor?

Lidsky
Well I guess that thought certainly crossed my mind but also I think the sort of knowledge that I was going to be sort of progressively losing my vision and ultimately be blind really kind of made me focus on what my goals were and what it was that I wanted to achieve and sort of what kind of career I wanted to have for myself.

Djazmi
It sounds like when you were faced with losing your sight rather than retreating into your shell, which is what many of us would naturally do, you decided to tackle the situation head on.  What I'm wondering is was that as easy as it sounds?

Lidsky
It was easy for me because I had the phenomenal example of my parents to follow.  When my sisters and I were diagnosed with a blinding disease my parents very quickly decided to do something about it, to channel their efforts, their frustrations, their energies, into raising funds to cure these blinding diseases and I watched them do that and I watched the remarkable friends and family members come together and help my parents raise vast sums of money to fund research.  And sort of watching their example it was - it wasn't an option for me to, as you say, retreat into my shell or sort of surrender.

Djazmi
How have you adapted to life in London?

Lidsky
Oh we're loving London.  My wife and I, Dorothy - Dorothy and I are having a great time here in London.  It's taken a little bit of getting used to.  We don't have a car here, we used to have a car in the States and Dorothy would help me get around, drive me around, and stuff.  So it takes a little bit more planning and logistics and stuff but generally the services available to the blind here in London I've found have been great and friends and colleagues have been very supportive.

Djazmi
Well I want to ask you about your charity - Hope for Vision - so please stay with me while we hear from someone else who's adapting to life in London, in her case from Australia, that's our reporter Lee Kumutat.  

A few weeks ago Lee attended a fund raiser held by the charity Blind in Business, to increase employers' awareness of the potential talent amongst blind and visually impaired job seekers.  The much touted statistic of only one in three visually impaired people of working age being employed appears to have remained static for many years.  So Lee's been trying to get a clearer picture of the reality of seeking work in today's job market.  Thanks to those of you who responded to our request to get in contact as job seekers willing to talk to Lee about your experiences of finding work.  Lee's here with me now and I understand that you've been talking to your first volunteer.

Kumutat
Yes the first person whose progress I plan to follow is a gentleman called Michael Whapples.  Michael is 24 and graduated from Nottingham University with a degree in theoretical physics in 2007.  He had to be quite creative and innovative during his degree to be able to access the non-standard notation needed for his studies, so Michael developed his own Braille translation software, which in turn sparked his interest in securing a job in the IT sector.  In spite of his software development skills, however, since university finished Michael has been unable to find a job. 

He is a keen cyclist, sailor and air rifle marksman and I enjoyed a slice of his home baked bread while we talked about job hunting post university.

Whapples
When I first graduated it actually seemed fairly hopeful.  I got a response from one application with a company that - it was like a graduate scheme where they do a bit of IT training with you and then at the end of it there should be some work, which was contract IT sort of roles.  They accepted me on to it but then at the end of it because there was a recession hitting I feel that they were struggling to find contracts and unfortunately they were unable to find me something and I have to say after that sort of length of time living at home I'd almost settled in my ways and possibly contracting I was starting to feel was that really what I wanted.

Kumutat
Why was that?

Whapples
Because I can't see, it was a bit harder to have to keep moving round every say six months or maybe even three months.

Kumutat
So that idea of actually having to relocate every three to six months was daunting?

Whapples
Yes and to have to keep re-finding all the things almost for personal life rather than the work side because with the work side there's Access to Work who would help with say getting to work and things.

Kumutat
Michael did not claim unemployment benefit but he did decide to go to his local Job Centre Plus for assistance.  They passed him on to an agency called Work Directions which provides practical support to disabled job seekers in Nottinghamshire.  I asked Michael why he felt he needed the weight of such an organisation behind him.

Whapples
I felt that maybe there were some advantages with it because they give some practical help, so like filling in applications that maybe I can't do on my own because the form's inaccessible, say if it's a paper one.  Or there's also various bits of funding through the government with that, so they'll actually cover costs of say taxis to interviews.  So there was advantages of going there but I felt probably in the main for looking for work I could probably do it mainly on my own.

Djazmi
Presumably then Michael has been actively applying for jobs, how successful has he been?

Kumutat
He's applying for about eight jobs a week.  The recession did put a dent in the number of positions for a while but things seem to be looking up again.  I asked Michael about some of the responses he's had from employers.

Whapples
A lot of them you don't get a response.  I did get interviews for some and they actually did tend to say I was a very good candidate, there was just sometimes little things that they felt maybe I didn't quite do, like one where they felt maybe I wasn't mixing so well with the group of everyone else there and they were just maybe looking for a bit more - someone that came forward.

Kumutat
Is that in a group situation where they put you together to network with one another and they observe you?

Whapples
It was a recruitment day.  I think it was more that they were looking at say while people were being interviewed, while you were waiting were you sort of going around mixing, talking, which is a bit daunting for me sometimes.

Kumutat
What is some of the other feedback that you've received from employers?

Whapples
Some of it's been that they tend to want to see a bit more experience which I can sort of see where they're coming from but it's a bit - just trying to find that initial job to get that experience.

Kumutat
What can you or do you say anything to counter that?

Whapples
I sort of say about my motivation with things like my Braille translation software and that I'm sort of very willing to learn and that I'm enthusiastic.  I think my concern with just getting into any job is it actually going down the line of where you really want to go.  On the other hand I've been thinking if it's 18 months now that I've not been able to get a job do I necessarily want to take a job that maybe I don't really want.

Kumutat
It's almost like a circular way of thinking though isn't it.

Whapples
Yes and it's just knowing how to get out of it.

Kumutat
How do you plan to do that, what happens next?  Are you planning to continue down the same track or are you thinking of other alternatives?

Whapples
Recently with Work Directions we've started doing more speculative applications - just sending out letters to companies with my CV.

Kumutat
Cold calling really.

Whapples
Yes and trying to actually just grab someone's attention, maybe they hadn't thought of something that I offer.

Kumutat
What does not having a job do to you?

Whapples
I think in a way it's brought me down a bit because up to the point of going to university and almost even immediately after it had all been fairly successful up to that point, getting two As and a B at school, okay getting a third in a physics degree - it's not the best thing but it's still a degree and it is in physics, there was a lot of struggling there.  And then 18 months not being able to get a job.  Just feels very, very tough.

Djazmi
Michael Whapples ending that report from Lee Kumutat, who will be updating us on Michael's progress in due course.

Now let's talk some more to my studio guest Isaac Lidsky.  He was a child actor, he is now a leading American lawyer, as well, as I said earlier, founder of the American charity Hope for Vision.  Tell us about that Isaac.

Lidsky
Well Hope for Vision is a very exciting organisation, funding breathtaking science that will deliver treatments and cures for blinding diseases.

Djazmi
How successful have you been?

Lidsky
We've been very successful, we are purely grass roots driven, we have, what we call, communities of hope around the United States and we're planning to start one up here in London.  So we encourage folks to go to the website and contact us if they're interested in getting involved.

Djazmi
We heard in Lee's report there how difficult some blind people are finding it to get work, you've obviously been extremely successful, are you the exception or are you the norm in America - what's it like finding work over there?

Lidsky
Unfortunately I fear I may be closer to the exception.  I think that in general employers tend to underestimate the potential value of blind and other disabled employees and they tend to overestimate the sort of potential burdens of integrating folks into the workforce.

Djazmi
Well we hope we can hear from you again during your visit.  I understand that you're hoping to replicate some of the fund raising that you do in America over here.  So we'll definitely keep in touch with you and perhaps follow that up next year.  But today, at least, Isaac Lidsky thank you very much for joining me.  Thanks also to Lee Kumutat for her report.

Well that's it for this week.  Our action line number, as ever, is 0800 044 044.  You'll be able to find information about Isaac's charity there, as well as what you heard in Lee's report and if you have any comments to make you can make them there as well.  Peter's back next week but in the meantime until we meet again, from myself Mani Djazmi, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.




