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White
Good evening. There's a real international flavour to tonight's programme. We meet an award-winning human rights worker from Bethlehem; the second of our job-seekers, who returned from Thailand to discover a very tough employment culture here; and a multilingual gadget. 

First though, life in the Palestinian territories is pretty harsh for anyone, with many economic and travel restrictions  to face. So to be disabled in such a community can mean you don't come too high on the list of priorities when it comes to receiving help. Rima Canawati is a specialist in rehabilitation who has dedicated her working life to people with a range of disabilities working for the Bethlehem Arab Rehabilitation Service on the West Bank.  Yesterday she was at the House of Lords to receive an  international award for her work. Rima has herself been blind since she was a teenager.  She joins me in the studio.

Rima, just how tough are conditions for disabled people?

Canawati
You know the living conditions in Palestine are tough for the whole Palestinian population and it's a lot worse for people with disabilities, especially that the Palestinian law for the rights of people with disabilities has not been enacted yet.

White
So there's no anti-discrimination legislation at all?

Canawati
No, not yet.

White
Give me examples - you say it's tough - what are the kind of things that perhaps people would not experience if they were living here.

Canawati
Most people with disabilities do not have equal access to quality health or education or rehabilitation or employment services especially those living in remote rural areas or refugee camps.  Most of the education and rehabilitation services are concentrated into the urban areas, into the cities.  There is no accessibility in terms of the physical environment, not even information accessibility.

White
So from the point of view of travel, for example, and I mean you are a blind person yourself, how would you get around?

Canawati
I personally get around using special orders - taxis - because our public transportation system is not accessible, not for blind people nor for other types of disabilities and the roads are very rough, there are no landmarks or ramps or any accessibility signs for blind people.

White
One thing that did strike me is that - I mean you work amongst disabled people and of course quite a lot of disabilities will have been caused by military action in Palestine, people involved in the army - does that not have - this may seem an odd thing to say - but does that not have a positive effect in the sense that clearly people who are disabled should be a high priority on people's radar?

Canawati
You know the Palestinian uprisings - the first and second intifadas - have raised the profile of people with disabilities who are really considered as heroes because they were defending their right to existence and their right to independence and they were resisting the occupation.  However, still services are very rare and of low quality due to the deteriorating political and economic situation.

White
As you know In Touch specialises in visual impairment, what specifically is the situation there - I mean are there any schools, would there be special schools or would blind children go to the local school?

Canawati
Most of blind children go to special schools, we have around eight special schools in the West Bank and two in Gaza but they have very poor resources and we don't have any specialisations at our universities, so the special needs teacher of the visually impaired receive short training courses by overseas professionals usually.

White
It's probably going to be quite hard to get you to answer this because you'd have to boast a little to do it and I suspect that you aren't the kind to do that.  But you have had this award, I mean what are the key things you're trying to change?

Canawati
I'm trying to change attitudes towards people with disabilities because what's prevailing in my country is the charitable and medical model still.

White
And what are those kind of attitudes?  I mean maybe you could put it in personal terms, even though you're probably - you would say you were better off than some of the people who you're trying to help but what's the reaction to a blind person in the street say?

Canawati
I know many brave blind people who dare to use their cane in our tough streets, you know, but they can be bullied all the way along, they can be sometimes stoned by young children.  For me I cannot put myself in such a situation, so I use special taxis and I'm lucky to have a good job with a good salary.  But for others it's very difficult so they have to use their inaccessible roads.

White
And that - the stoning that you described - that's not I take it racially based, that's an attitude of mind?

Canawati
It's out of ignorance, you know, only young children.  And sometimes some people have even positive discrimination - they try to help too much - others don't even care.  So there are many risks on the road for blind people.

White
Well Rimi many congratulations on your award and please stay with us perhaps to shed a bit more light on some of the comparisons between our societies as we meet Ian Kelly who is the second of those people looking for a job who've allowed us to follow their progress as they search.  Now Ian Kelly has tried many things in his time, including scuba diving, but that's rather a specialist skill when it comes to job seeking for a blind person.  Lee Kumutat, you've been talking to Ian, as well as some of the other people, tell us a bit more about him.

Kumutat
Yes, he is into scuba diving but he is concentrating on looking forward above water.  Ian is 32, partially sighted and has had quite a varied work and study history.

Kelly
After school I went to the Royal National College for the Blind, I studied music technology, I did a BTech and then a BTech National.  And then I went to Leeds Metropolitan University which was an utter disaster because all the support I was promised wasn't delivered.  I then took a year out, decided what I wanted to do and decided I would go back to university and went to Plymouth, where I studied computing.  I used a lot of my student loan to buy PA equipment, which I then started to hire out in the city and work for local PA companies.  I decided after a year that I didn't want to get stuck in one place and I sold all my equipment and bought a one way ticket to Bangkok.  And I ended up in Thailand for six months, roughly and I ended up becoming a scuba diver and I took it all the way through to being a PADI dive master, which is the first professional level of diving with the Professional Association of Diving Instructors.

Kumutat
After his travels Ian went home to his family in York and came to earth with a bit of a bump.  Even with his skills in business and his computing degree he was disillusioned by the lack of jobs open to him.  He felt that in York the support for services for getting him into work were patchy so he moved to London where he was accepted on to a rather unique recruitment scheme.

Kelly
I applied to Scope, they have a leadership recruitment programme which is a graduate scheme and the statement that they had on their website was:  "You have to be a graduate or of graduate calibre", so you don't necessarily have to have done a degree but if you can prove that you've got good skills in certain areas, in terms of organisation, presentation, communication etc., then you can get on to the scheme.  And once you're on the scheme that means they basically act like a job agency and they tender you out for work but they're specifically for people with disabilities to apply for.  And I think the difference between that and the other kind of services that I've seen around is that they are actually actively supporting the link between the employee and the employer, meaning that they would go out and actively find employers and say look at our scheme, look at the calibre of people that we're getting on board, you can trust that these people you're going to get are going to be able to do the jobs that you've got open to them if you take them on.

Kumutat
Because they've done all the vetting for them?

Kelly
Precisely.  The first job that I got in fact was with a company called CLM who are the delivery partner for the 2012 Olympics and I worked in HR and I thoroughly enjoyed it.  I moved on from there to work for City Hall in London, which I enjoyed as well.  But fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, depending on how you look at it, I got a job with Lehman Brothers and one week before I was due to start they went under, unfortunately, which was rather devastating because I was looking forward to doing that job.

White
Well they say the secret to success is timing, so perhaps not a very good omen for Ian.  What happened next Lee?

Kumutat
Unfortunately Ian has been unemployed since.  Because Lehman Brothers provided a lot of the job opportunities Scope had to shelve their graduate scheme at that time.  But it has since restarted.  Ian has applied for other initiatives, such as the BBC Extend Scheme and he's recently completed the RNIB pre-employment programme as well, which he did find very helpful.  But Ian's experiences in mainstream job seeking have not been quite as positive.

Kelly
I think an organisation like the Job Centre is not well set up for people with disabilities.  There appears to be no standard way of helping somebody who has a disability.  You will meet someone who understands, who's good at helping you, who's perfectly willing to listen to you, or you'll meet somebody who's utterly ignorant and has no interest in helping you whatsoever.  I know they have the disability employment advisors and I have to say in my personal experience all of my experiences have been bad.  Now I've heard about people who've had good experiences with disability employment advisors but it appears to be a complete postcode lottery.  There were two DEAs that I saw, the first one that I saw I said to her because I had the experience of Scope and I thought that what Scope were doing was great, I said don't you go out and recruit employers and make them enthusiastic about employing disabled people, people with disabilities and support the people into work.  And she said no that's not my job.  Now I've never seen a job description for a DEA but I have recently, in fact last week, spoken to people from slightly higher up in the level of management of the Job Centre and they tell me that that is their job.  So I think it's a system that really fundamentally needs looking at because it doesn't work.

White
Well we did try and seek some clarification on that and we put the question about the extent of the role of Disability Employment Advisors when it comes to encouraging employers to take on visually impaired workers to the Department of Work and Pensions.  This is what they told us:

Statement from the DWP
We don't believe in a one size fits all solution, which is why our Disability Employment Advisors focus on the needs of each and every individual.  They will use their local knowledge to help disabled people find work, which is appropriate to their skills and experience.  We also have specialist teams who actively work with businesses to identify vacancies and to encourage them to interview suitable disabled people.

Clearly there a bit of confusion within the workforce of the DWP about that.  So does this mean Ian's been thrown back on his own resources Lee?

Kumutat
I guess a little bit, his approach to finding work is all about networking and talking to as many people as he can, which looks like it's beginning to pay off for him.  He's just been to Scotland to do a couple of weeks voluntary work with a company that designs gadgets to help disabled people enjoy outdoor pursuits.  Which sounds perfect for him and hopefully will lead to other things.

White
Lee Kumutat thank you very much indeed.  We'll have to watch this space and we will be continuing to follow the people who've allowed us to do so in the future.

Rima, you mentioned briefly employment opportunities for blind people in the Palestinian territories and suggested they weren't very good, I mean what would be the opportunities in and around Bethlehem?

Canawati
The only opportunity for visually impaired people in my country is to teach visually impaired children.  So they are only employed with the special schools.  And they also teach children with low vision, not only blind children, without any teacher aid in the class.

White
Well we'll come back to you.  

Now regular In Touch listeners will know that I am to cooking what Wayne Rooney is to flower arranging.  But apparently I do have some small influence.  Cheryl Gabriel, our producer, in company with reporter Kathleen Griffin will explain from her own kitchen.

Gabriel
I decided it would be really good to have a talking microwave because Peter's been going on about his for so long and I thought I'd quite like a talking microwave as well but with a difference.  And so we have a talking microwave which I want to demonstrate to you now because it speaks slightly differently from Peter's.

[Talking microwave]

Griffin
It's in French.

Gabriel
It's in French.

Griffin
That's amazing.  Now close it.

[Talking microwave]

Griffin
So the microwave is Cobalt System's Speech Master.

Gabriel
And there are other languages available.  I know that you can't do Mandarin because that would have been my other option.

Griffin
Learn to burn in Mandarin, yes. [Laughter]

Gabriel
But what's really interesting is that people - when I've told them I've got a French speaking microwave - they've said well can't you get that changed.  But no we chose it like this so that we could actually learn from our microwave.

Griffin
So did it come with a book of instructions?

Gabriel
No we're just sort of making it up as we go along really which is where you come in Kathleen because you are perfect French speaking and I thought that you come here and show me all the things I don't understand about it.

Griffin
Okay, so the instructions are actually in English, which is interesting - it says Clock, Timer, Power, Defrost, Quick 1, Quick 2.  So if we turn the power on here.

[Talking microwave]

Gabriel
Now haut puissance - I know that means - haut means high - but I don't know what puissance means.

Griffin
Puissance means power.

Gabriel
Puissance - haut puissance.

[Talking microwave]

Gabriel
It said moyen then.

Griffin
Yes so obviously if you tap it more than once.

[Talking microwave]

So that's medium power.  So if you keep pressing it.

[Talking microwave]

That's low power.  So I think if we go back to the top [talking microwave], you go back to haut puissance.  So you've got [talking microwave].  Okay so we've cracked the power.  Then you have defrost.  [Talking microwave] Décongeler la viande means defrost meat.  [Talking microwave] Defrost chicken or anything kind of birdy.

Gabriel
I'm vegetarian.

Griffin
Aha, okay we haven't got to your bit yet.  [Talking microwave] 

Gabriel
Fish. [Talking microwave] Fruit.

Griffin
Fruit.

Gabriel
Hurrah.

Griffin
You're getting there, you see. [Talking microwave] Bread.

Gabriel
Actually you can tell this is a French microwave, can't you, because there's no mention of vegetarianism at all.

Griffin
Oh no that's an aberration, they can't imagine anyone would be a vegetarian.  Fruit is the closest you'll get to that. [Talking microwave] 

Gabriel
Corgelie? [phon.]

Griffin
Corgelie means frozen, so you've got the kind of nadir of French cooking, which is not only a ready meal but a frozen ready meal.

Gabriel
Made of vegetables.

Griffin
You can almost hear the disapproval in her voice there when she was saying it.  There's a clock here too.  [Talking microwave]  Ah, you haven't switched on the clock - [indistinct words].

Gabriel
I haven't switched on the clock because I didn't know there was a clock.

[Talking microwave]

Griffin
Minuterie, which means timer, minuterie seulment - just a timer.  So it's not a clock, in other words, if you want to time I imagine you put it on - I'm guessing here - timer [Talking microwave].

Gabriel
I'm okay with the numbers actually because that's what we used to use all the time, we'd just sort of like open the door, do haut puissance ...

Griffin
Can you open the door again, I really like it.

[Talking microwave]

Gabriel
That's just in case you didn't realise that you had opened and shut the door.

Griffin
And then there's stop and start at the bottom.

[Talking microwave]

Gabriel
I wasn't sure what annuler meant.

Griffin
Annuler means cancel.

Gabriel
Ah.

[Talking microwave]

Griffin
Do you like her voice or do you find her a bit bossy?

Gabriel
No I do like her voice actually and what do you think about the accent?

Griffin
It's non-descript, it's kind of - neither - it's not the south.  Do you find yourself cooking more French dishes?

Gabriel
That's interesting, no probably not really.  I think because we don't know quite what it does I've not been that adventurous using it.

Griffin
Well now you're fully equipped there'll be no excuses now for, as she would say, frozen ready meal vegetables in that slightly disapproving tone.

Gabriel
Absolutely and she's actually placed - I say she, this is ridiculous - but she's actually placed next to my favourite gadget here in the kitchen which is Pru, as in Prunella Scales, because ... [zero grams] you see they can talk to each other.  So it's good isn't it.

Griffin
Have you got a name for microwave?

Gabriel
No maybe listeners could suggest a name.

Griffin
It has to begin with M really doesn't it.  Micro-onde in French as well so it's ...

Gabriel
Micro-onde okay.  Alright there's a challenge for the New Year.  So this is Prunella Scales here, called Pru [zero ounces] and we want a name for the microwave.

White
We'd like your answers please. Cheryl proving that you can kill two birds or perhaps it should be two vegetables with one stone.  

Rima Canawati I'm almost embarrassed to ask you this question but I feel I should.  How likely is a talking microwave to turn up on the West Bank for a blind person?

Canawati
Our visually impaired people can hardly get the cane and Braille watch or even the Perkins Brailler or the Braille paper.

White
I think that answers my question.  Many congratulations.  Thanks for joining us on the programme and keep up the work.

We welcome everyone's comments and queries, including a name for Cheryl's microwave.  You can make them to our action line on 0800 044 044.  From me, Peter White, from Rima, Cheryl Gabriel my producer and her microwave, au revoir.  

[Talking microwave]


