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White
Good Evening. Tonight we return to one of the most stubborn statistics about visual impairment; barely changing in 50 years, it is that around one in three - some say one in four - blind people of working age are unemployed. The RNIB accepts it, and frequently quotes it; and numerous initiatives are launched to try to have an impact on it. So why is it so deep-rooted, and apparently so unchangeable?  Could this, an extract from an article in Ability magazine, be one of the reasons?

Extract from Ability Magazine
If we had a perfect world with no prejudice and perfect free access technology there would still be one central problem - processing speed.  When I arrived to work with blind people in the Caribbean the major occupation was basket making, I soon found out that blind people lacking hand/eye coordination made baskets more slowly and with more faults than the sighted peers.  So they were non competitive, they were being subsidised to make goods they could not sell.

Much the same applies to people with disabilities who use ICT at work.  I know you can always find exceptions but in general people with visual and physical impairments and intellectual disabilities process data more slowly than their peers.  I don't know about people with hearing impairments, no amount of technological acumen can free blind people from the need to access information in a linear format because they can't scan a whole page at a glance.  Information architecture will help people with switches but the bigger the database the greater the number of operations.

Now the reason such statements are likely to be taken even more seriously than they might normally be is where they come from: Kevin Carey.  He's long worked in the field of finding IT solutions for visually impaired people, but since last July he's also the chair of the RNIB. And it's that which concerned listener Tom Walker, that such a statement should come from such a source. 

Walker
The critical issue for me Peter is that people who speak on behalf of visually impaired people need to emphasise the things that we, as partially sighted people, are able to do as opposed to focussing on what might appear to be the barriers.  The question of the employability of disabled people generally is very important at the moment, particularly with the recession and the competitive nature of the employment market.

White
But Kevin Carey was talking there specifically about the problem of working slowly or more slowly in terms of using computers and speech, isn't that true - isn't there some justification in facing that problem squarely?

Walker
When you look at the composition of any workforce it's very, very diverse and people bring different skills to the table.  So some people are methodical, others are analytical, some work quickly - so I'm not particularly very hung up on whether people work quickly.  What I'm more concerned about is whether they're effective.  On the specific issue of whether visually impaired people are slower or quicker I think it's very dangerous to generalise.  I use JAWS myself, which is a speech software, and yes the approach is quite linear in the way that I work but because I have JAWS going like the clappers I can read a lot more quickly than my fully sighted counterpart.  So I'll give you an example:  If I get a council report and need to do a press release or some briefing on it I can have that council report read probably in about a third of the amount of time that it takes a sighted person, purely because I have JAWS going so quickly.

White
But Kevin Carey does make the point that there are always exceptions to these kind of things, may you not simply be one of those exceptions?

Walker
I like you Peter know countless visually impaired people whose contribution in the workplace is absolutely invaluable and who are very, very much appreciated by their employers.  I wouldn't know whether Mr Carey is right on that, what I would say is of the people I know they are making a very important contribution to the areas of work they're involved in.  And I reiterate the point - I think it's very dangerous to generalise about the skills and abilities of so many people, I mean I can't remember what the figures are in terms of the number of blind and partially sighted people there are in Britain at the moment but to make a generalisation about us all in that way I think is quite dangerous.

White
So are you more concerned then about how people might perceive this or how they might read this rather than actually arguing about the statistics on it?

Walker
I would call on all organisations working on behalf of visually impaired people to talk up our employability and our job prospects, regardless of who they are.  I don't think it's helpful for anybody - at the moment - especially, as I say, in the face of a very serious recession to raise issues of difficulties which, as I say, I think maybe are a slightly dangerous generalisation.

White
Tom Walker.

Well I've been talking to Kevin Carey about what he said, and what he meant, but I began by putting to him Tom Walker's point that such a statement, from such a source, could do damage to visually impaired people's image amongst employers. 

Carey
Well first of all I want to say that I did say in my article that there are exceptions to the general rule that I observed.  But commenting on Tom's substantive point:  People in my position ought to draw their conclusions from evidence.  I think it's very important to distinguish quite proper aspirations on the part of all people - blind and disabled people - and the evidence of what people actually achieve because if you convince people that they can do something that it turns out they can't do you've led them down the garden path and I wouldn't want to do that.  

It's very important to understand the difference between information processing in an unknown space, which is what I was talking about - in other words being confronted with a huge home page where you don't know what the content is so you can't use the search box to find it because you don't know what's there - and exploring a known space - as lawyers would with a set of statutes.  What I was talking about was information and data processing as a job in itself, not the use of information, for instance that a lawyer would use to pursue a job as a lawyer, it was an important distinction.  And I was actually up against a group of people at this conference - and I explained this in the article - who were making an ideological position, which was this:  That if you gave disabled people, in general, and blind people, in particular, state of the art technology they wouldn't have any problem in the IT labour market.  And my response was:  In some circumstances they would.

White
But isn't the danger that given your position as chair of the RNIB that people will simply hear:  Blind people are slower - and that that's a dangerous thing for you to say - an organisation which is working really hard to say blind people can compete on equal terms?

Carey
Well I can understand why people might think it's a risk if I came on and did a one off radio interview that it wasn't easy to retrieve but I actually did write this article down very carefully and thought very carefully about what I was saying.  And in the second part of the article I did produce some positive suggestions about how some of the problems could be overcome.  So it was a very balanced article but of course the only bit people picked out was a non controversial statement that there are certain circumstances in which blind people are slower.

White
But that is the point, isn't it, that it is the thing that people will pick out and a lot of employers won't go into the depth that you would want them to go into?

Carey
Well I don't think we can accept the situation of public debate where I can't tell the truth because it'll be deliberately misunderstood.

White
What do you think does need to happen?  You talk about providing people with decent technology, so what needs to happen, given that even the technology which may be considered not quite so decent is still pretty expensive?

Carey
Well I think that there are some positive things that we can do - some on the supply side and some on the way we arrange things.  On the supply side, I think that providing information only under the Access to Work protocol is pretty difficult for people who are - who need technology to look for work.  The second thing is that making things legally accessible on the web for instance doesn't mean that they're automatically useful.  To take the very at home example:  The BBC website is legally accessible but the homepage has got so much stuff on it that it takes me 17 minutes to read, so a certain amount of self discipline in information architecture would help blind people an awful lot.  The third thing that would help them is if design of websites was not only accessible but also more logical, in other words quite often you're confronted with a whole mess of information on the web and each time you get a new site it looks different from the one you've previously done and you're trying to learn all the time how to get round the stuff.  Now I can see why that would be true for commercially companies but I don't see why that should be true, for instance, for UK government sites, which should all have the same look and feel, so that blind people can get round them a lot easier.

White
Now of course I understand the point that you make as a Braillist about the linear nature of Braille, the fact that one thing follows another and that it's difficult to scan but do you feel that enough cognisance is taken of the things that you were also saying about the fact that what you actually need to do is to look at somebody's overall skills, not just their reading ability but the other things that they bring to the party?

Carey
Well I think much more importantly I'd characterise this as the need to look at individual people and match what they can do with the kind of jobs that are available, rather than saying something like - a sighted person can scan the whole of the BBC homepage in what five to 10 seconds and it takes me 17 minutes - there is no point pretending that I can compete on that basis, it's unfair.

White
But you are used in all the various things that you've done - working in high tech and so forth - you're used to having been in the situation where you could say exactly what you wanted and say exactly what the truth was, isn't being chair of an organisation, like the RNIB, doesn't that put you in a slightly difficult or different position - a more political position - where you really  do have to weigh the impact of what you say - what it's going to have on other people?

Carey
Well I think as chair of the RNIB I have to make sure that we have a debate on the basis of evidence so that we can do our best for every individual that comes on to our books and I don't think individuals that come on to our books would be served by people thinking that blind people in general - and note I say there are exceptions - can do things that I don't think they can.  I think we have to be honest in the way we formulate our policies based on the evidence that we've got.

White
Kevin Carey.

So what about the sharp end of this debate: the young, visually impaired people who are struggling to find work, and need all the support they can get. Recently our reporter Lee Kumutat has been following the progress of a group of blind and partially sighted work-seekers. One of them is Michael Wapples, who despite getting a degree in physics, and devising his own Braille software programme to do that work, has been seeking a job for two years and is understandably becoming more and more frustrated. I asked Kevin Carey to stay and listen to the latest conversation between Lee Kumutat and Michael Wappels.

Kumutat
If they were to ask you - say we've got a job for you that's 35 hours a week, paying minimum wage what would you say to that?

Wappels
The one bit that I'm actually cautious of is fixed term contracts where I know it's going to come to an end after say a year or something but if I felt there was prospects from it I would jump at the chance.

Kumutat
Do you feel that just being involved in an office situation, a work situation, having on your CV that you've been employed, wouldn't be an opportunity?

Wappels
I think that this makes me sceptical with possibility I think searching for so long that I'm worried that say if I know that it's coming to an end after a certain length of time that if it wasn't sufficient experience that I don't really know how much easier it would be after that and that I'm just worried maybe that I'd be in a worse situation because of the benefit stopping.  Sometimes if you've got something that maybe you're getting fed up with - that I have to be honest that the job searching is getting a bit sort of repetitive now that I'm not getting anywhere.

Kumutat
Are you losing motivation?

Wappels
Yes and it's sort of knowing how to possibly tackle the motivation thing.

Kumutat
What about attending job searching clubs so that you're actually out with people who are also in the same boat?

Wappels
Yes, the thing is actually I don't know where I'd start looking for job searching clubs.  And yes maybe I could do with some of [indistinct word] - I could get sort of some of that extra - finding other people that ....

Kumutat
Are in the same boat?

Wappels
Yes and the key word that everyone uses at the moment is also networking because it's by getting to know so and so that because they know you're looking for that then if they spot something they'll pass that information on.

Kumutat
If somebody were to say to you Michael we've got a job, it's 16 hours a week working in an office providing say technical support over the phone for instance, what would you say to that?

Wappels
Because you chose 16 hours that could actually lead to a whole load of questions in my mind because of - it possibly could go under permitted work which would - because of me being on incapacity benefit - so I wouldn't have to give up my benefits at that time, at least for the first six months or a year.  So I think under those rules yes I'd sort of jump at the chance.  I think if say the pay was actually so much that it wouldn't be permitted work I would possibly want to consider what the actual job is a bit more.

White
So what would Kevin Carey say to someone in the position of Michael Wapples?

Carey
Well I'd say three things, bearing in mind, for a start, that you know I'm not an expert on the benefits system and how the cut off works and what the balance of economic advantage is between picking up your benefits and doing 16 hours or 35, I mean that's not my area of expertise.  But what I would say is that the best way to network is to be at work and all the data shows that the best way of getting a good job is to be in any job rather than no job.  So I hope that Michael feels that no matter what the benefit system does and in the context of not really economically suffering and also bearing in mind that the government isn't going to change any of that any time soon I don't think, with the forthcoming financial turmoil.  But I think you've got to be brave and you've got to be courageous, as long as that doesn't put your own sort of basic income at risk.  But what Michael needs more than anything else is for somebody to understand what he's good at and what he could be good at.  I mean I noticed that it said well if you're doing online support on the phone that's a good start but we shouldn't finish there, we should actually use any at work experience that Michael might have to see what he could develop into.  But the best way of doing that is on the job rather than in sort of taster courses of that sort, I understand why we're doing things like taster courses but in the end real work and the pressure of work is the best way of understanding what people's strengths are so that they can grow.

White
But we can hear there, can't we, the sense of discouragement in Michael's voice and are there things that we could be doing that we're not doing?

Carey
Well I don't want to talk about Michael's individual case, clearly because I don't know Michael.  Are there things that we should be doing?  Well we've done them in all in one really quite important way over the past 20 years - we've said that we should talk about what disabled people can do rather than what disabled people can't do, we should play to their strengths, we should understand that for instance they work in teams, I mean quite often people are analysed for jobs on the basis of what they can do autonomously, whereas most people work in teams, they don't work autonomously.  And that there should be some give and take and there should be reasonable adjustment.  And all those things are true but in the end the kind of free market economy that we're in without state interference in the jobs market makes it really difficult to do this stuff properly.  And the only way that you can do it is by having a much more intensive way of working with people looking for work and making sure they've got state of the art technology.  Even then I think it's still going to be tough but we could make it a bit easier than it is.

White
Just finally, this is not a good time to be asking you this with over two and a half million people unemployed but are you discouraged that the number of blind people of working age who are actually in jobs is still hovering around the one in three mark - where it's been for ages?

Carey
It's been one of the really sort of dark shadows over the whole of my professional life working in [indistinct word] - I've always found that that situation pretty near intractable, which is why I'm absolutely committed to trying to have an open debate on it and saying things like well accumulated wisdom's interesting, starting your own business where disabled people aren't the junior partner but the senior partner might be one way of doing it; looking at social firms I think is another way of looking at it; making sure that you can put the benefits that people get into subsidising a full time job rather than just leaving people on the benefits would be a fiscal way that we might be able to do something - it's a bit radical and a bit different.  For sure what we've been doing in the last 30 years hasn't been working so I'm not here to defend the status quo, I just think they've got to bend our heads and see whether we can do anything that's slightly different.

White
Kevin Carey.

Well I'd be very interested to hear your comments on this, whatever your experience in the job market has been, you can call our action line on 0800 044 044, you can e-mail us at bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch. And there will be a podcast of today's programme to download, from tomorrow.  That's it from me, Peter White, my producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team.  Goodbye.

