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White
Good evening.  Tonight two diametrically opposed views of visual impairment - one unduly negative, the other, some might say, unduly positive.  Judge for yourselves in the next 20 minutes or so.  And I'll be meeting my opposite number - a man making his way in Nigerian radio.

First though:  Susannah Hancock is a professional working woman - she runs a home, she's brought up two children - and yet the other day all this seemed to count for nothing when she received what she regarded as a patronising and insulting demand.

Hancock
I've been getting a new mortgage at a much lower interest to the one I had before, so I've been signing papers, sending photographs with an identity form and so on and so on and last week we got to the final thing, which was for me to sign the mortgage deed, which I'm perfectly happy to do.  However, because they'd found out that I was a visually impaired person because I'd asked everything to be sent as e-mails, apart from the deed, which is a legal document and can't be sent electronically, they knew that I was blind and when it came to signing the deed their solicitor said:  "Oh I gather she's visually impaired so we want her signature to be witnessed by a solicitor."  And I thought this was ridiculous and I said:  "But why?"  "Oh well it's because we want to make sure you understand it."  So I said:  "Well do you do that with everybody, you must be very busy?"  And they said no and I said:  "Well do you think I have a learning disability?"  And they said:  "No, but we know you're having it read to you by somebody else."  And I said:  "Well it's just as easy for me to understand that than it is to read it myself.  I'm quite sure that I shall understand it, I wouldn't sign something I didn't understand."  But they wouldn't give way - they said:  "No, no, we want you to go to a solicitor and we will pay for them to witness your signature." 

And what I feel is that I have to do it because I need to change my mortgage but I feel they just have - they saw the word blind or visually impaired and they said to themselves - Oh god, what shall we do, what shall we do - and they had this knee jerk reaction basically.

White
Did they say that it actually had to be a solicitor because I mean in cases like this normally a professional person would do or something - some phrase like that?

Hancock
No I've had my photograph signed by a professional person but they definitely said a solicitor.  I said I'd got my friend who's a headmaster, I've got a doctor who's a friend and they said:  "No, no it has to be a solicitor because they've got to explain to you what's involved in the signature of this deed."  And I just feel that I'm being totally - treated totally differently and less favourably than an able bodied person.  And also my own solicitor, who's going to witness my signature, is not happy with it because she says she doesn't know what they want her to do.  So that's where we are now.

White
Did they at any point or did you at any point suggest that maybe they ought to get this to you in a form that you could read it?

Hancock
Yes I did suggest that and they didn't see how they could although I suggested they could have it Brailled.  And also I have said to them, Peter, that I think they're acting against the law but they don't seem to believe that.

White
What's your feeling about all this - what's your own personal reaction to it?

Hancock
I feel angry, mainly because of this knee jerk thing, I just feel that they're behaving irrationally because they know that I'm blind.  If they hadn't known that I would have signed it and got a friend or whatever to witness it.  It's because they know I'm blind they're treating me less favourably and I do feel quite angry and I intend to pursue it.

White
Have you actually signed it or are you going ...

Hancock
Well I'm waiting to sign it because the solicitor who was going to witness it is now worried about what they actually want from her because they haven't explained, so we're in a bit of a stalemate position really.

White
Susannah Hancock.

So what's the basis of this request and does it have any justification in law?  Well with me is Catherine Casserley who's a barrister specialising in human rights and discrimination law with the firm Cloisters.  

Catherine, first of all, what does the law say about this?

Casserley
Well it's difficult obviously for me to comment on the individual case but I can say generally in situations such as this what the law says is that you can't treat someone less favourably, as Susannah mentioned, because of their disability.  I mean this case, it appears generally from the information given, that the only reason that she is being asked to see a solicitor potentially is because she is blind.  

White
So are there precedents for this kind of case?

Casserley
Well I have to say when I was working at the Royal National Institute of the Blind a very long time ago in 1997 my first case actually was very, very similar - it involved ...

White
Yeah I think I remember it, I think we featured it on In Touch didn't we?

Casserley
Yes, it involved a woman, very similar circumstances, she was being asked to get a solicitor to witness but not only witness the signature - that's a different matter really - but she was being asked to get someone to effectively certify that she had understood the document.  Now no other person would be asked that and I have to say I suspect that most people if asked to explain what was in a mortgage deed would have great difficulty in explaining it because very few people understand it.  So clearly to actually require a visually impaired person to have certified the fact that they have understood it is treating them differently from others. 

White
And neither does it always happen does it because I've sign mortgage deeds and I've never been asked to have it witnessed in that kind of way?

Casserley
No I have to say since '97 I haven't actually come across this, so it's quite unusual to find out that it's still happening.

White
But - so if there isn't a legal requirement for it, how come solicitors, of all people, are asking for it?

Casserley
Well I suspect it does sound in this case - and again this is something that Susannah mentioned - there's been some sort of knee jerk reaction, there is a fear of litigation, there is a lack of understanding around disability and so the automatic reaction is to say that - get someone to certify that they have understood a document.  And I think it's interesting that Susannah's solicitor doesn't quite know what to do because in actual fact if someone's having to certify that an individual understood a document they would in effect have to test them on it and that in itself is also a very difficult process.

White
What should they have done?

Casserley
Clearly service providers in those sort of circumstances - banks, mortgage lenders - should be providing information in accessible formats - that's the first thing to say.  And I know that Susannah said that some documents had been provided.  There's no reason why the information can't be translated - that's not to say it's the document that is eventually signed but certainly the content of it should be made accessible to blind and partially sighted people so that they can actually - so actually they can understand what they're signing because it's actually made available to them.

White
In fact - in a way that's not a - not a demand, that's a right that the visually impaired person has surely?

Casserley
Exactly, they need to be making reasonable adjustments and part of that includes making information in a mortgage deed accessible to the individual.

White
I mean this has clearly been deeply irritating for Susannah, and I think I would have been irritated in the same circumstances, but why does this go on happening?  I mean don't solicitors therefore need some kind of guidelines in this - in this sort of situation, is that one way round this?

Casserley
Well I think - I think mortgage lenders - there should be guidance for mortgage lenders about visually impaired clients and really that should be focusing on making adjustments, making sure that clients have access to the information that they need and not making assumptions about what someone can and cannot do purely because they have a visual impairment.

White
I mean - and what should she do - I mean Susannah said well I want to get this sorted and therefore I'm going to give in against my better judgement in a way, what should she be able to do in these circumstances?

Casserley
Certainly Susannah can bring a claim under the Disability Discrimination Act - the fact that she has acceded to the request doesn't bar her from doing that and if she feels that she has a case then she could one both based on her treatment and also potentially on reasonable adjustment but that's something that she should certainly seek further legal advice about.

White
So presumably what - you seem to be saying this doesn't need a change in the law, this needs the law to be properly observed?

Casserley
Yes I think you're right, the law is there, there is clearly still a very great lack of understanding, both about visual impairment, about disability, but also about the law that exists to protect disabled people from discrimination.

White
Catherine Casserley, thank you very much.

Well such attitudes and frustrations are of course by no means confined to Britain, indeed in some cultures the stigma of blindness is very much more marked than it is here.  Nonetheless, there are plenty who overcome the problems and break into a range of jobs.  I've recently been talking to Michael Fadeyi, who's managed to get into radio in his native Nigeria and is now working as a producer on a whole range of programmes.  He's just been in Britain brushing up his technology skills at the Royal National College in Hereford and when we met he told me more about his background.

Fadeyi
When I was young I met somebody who was a journalist and we used to discuss current affairs together, I think that was what motivated me to study mass communication.  And when I was in secondary school I joined the press club and every week we would come to the assembly ground and present a mock news bulletin.

White
Like a radio school programme?

Fadeyi
Yeah, we did that and then after I finished school I decided to study mass communication.  And another thing in Nigeria a lot of people tend to become teachers, they think that the best place where you can put a blind person is in the classroom and I was not ready for that.  Even when I enrolled they told me that if they don't take me for mass communication they would allow me to study political science, I told them I was not interested in political science and that if I wouldn't get this place that year I would come back the next year again to put in for mass communication.

White
So you were really determined to get into broadcasting?

Fadeyi
I was.

White
Is there any history or background of other blind people getting into broadcasting?

Fadeyi
Very few.  Just as one of my teachers said, she gave us a question in the exam - the radio is a blind medium, discuss.  So for all us blind people we've been used to sound all our lives and when you look at the radio medium it thrives on sound.

White
What kind of programmes are you doing now, what kind of programmes have you done?

Fadeyi
We had a programme like In Touch then which I conceived, it was titled Across the Breach, so I did that for about one and a half years and then I had to go and do my national youth service for a year, if you are below 30 years, so I had to go and serve the country and I served in a radio station and while I was there I was producing several programmes and also presenting a sports programme.  And luckily for me I was to finish the youth service at the end of May 2002 and on 18th May the former DG - Director General - of Voice of Nigeria was actually my guest on the programme.  So ...

White
So did you spend the time persuading him to give you an opportunity?

Fadeyi
No, when he actually came into the studio and saw that it was a blind person who was coming to interview him he was actually surprised and when I started reading his profile in Braille he was so shocked and he was peering into the paper to see if he could read what I was reading with my fingers.  And after that we finished the programme and people called in - he was so impressed and I just put it to him that I don't have a job, so he was glad and he gave me his business card and from there I went through the normal auditioning and tests and things like that.

White
And now I gather you're not just a humble presenter, like me, you're a producer?

Fadeyi
Yes I'm a producer.  It's been a very challenging exercise.

White
You told us that you started on a programme like In Touch but mainly subsequently you've worked on a whole range of mainstream programmes - what kind of things?

Fadeyi
I also produced a 30 minuter, which is like a breakfast programme on Voice of Nigeria, it's called Moving On - I produced that for about five years.  And then I also produced a programme called Heritage and Heritage looks at cultural practices in Africa - christenings, marriages, funerals and so many other things.  And currently I produce a programme called Our Environment and on that programme I look at issues surrounding the environment - global warming, urbanisation, we have forestation, shortage of water and so many other things.

White
And what about technology - how easy is it for you to get the technology you need?

Fadeyi
Well you and I know that for other blind people one of the major equipment that we need is the computer and when you get the computer that is just one solution to the problem, you have to get software that are very accessible and one of those is your screen reader.  And most times in Nigeria and even here even the screen reader costs more than the computer itself.  So it's a bit of a challenge and then apart from that if you need something like a mobile phone, which is one of the devices everyone requires, you are not just going to get the mobile phone, you also need to buy another software that reads what is on the phone so that you can be able to use it like any other sighted person.  So in terms of technology the technologies are available but in terms of cost it's very expensive for a blind person.  So yes in Nigeria because the government does not support the disabled in any way, we have no legislation so we've been pushing for legislation but none has been passed.  So if you get anything done from anybody it's just based on the person's sheer will.  We need to create more awareness on disability related issues in the country.

White
What do you think are the biggest issues - if there's one thing that you think needs real attention in Nigeria for visual impairment what would it be?

Fadeyi
I think the first one is acceptance - we must be accepted because today we have - there's so much discrimination, there is really no law on disability in Nigeria.  So I think in the first place before we can start up in any other issue there should be a law in place because where there is no law there is no sin. 

White
Michael Fadeyi, with some interesting thoughts there, now back in Nigeria.

Everyone, whether born blind or acquiring visual impairment later on, copes with it in their own individual way.  Here finally today is a very personal view of this from Ellen Bassani.  Ellen is an Australian writer, now living in Britain, with her second column for In Touch.

Bassani
Most people would find it really difficult to believe that my lack of sight is my greatest gift.  And I'm sure those of you who are really struggling with the difficulties of not being able to see would probably want to get up and slap me right now but I still stand by it because despite the frustration and the grief of not being able to see and my goodness me I've had my fair share of it, I would say that my lack of sight has forced me to go inwards and I'm afraid that's where the real key to positive living lies.  Now the gifts that I've learnt are to face the unknown and despite the fact that I'm terrified I've learnt to always act.  So if I'm walking along a street and there's a lot of noise I just walk forward and trust that I'll be okay and it always works.  This thing about trust - I have asked thousands of strangers in my life for help, I can't see how they look so it might be the local drunk, it might be someone with mental health difficulties, I never have any problems because I approach each person as if they are the most honourable human being on the planet and no one in my years and years of being independent has ever abused my trust.  So I'm able to walk with real confidence and trust that there are people out there who will always help me.  

But I think the most important gift that I've gained through not being able to see is to hear and be discerning about the intuition.  Now we all have intuition but some of us listen more clearly than others and I really do believe that because I've not been able to see and be constantly distracted I have been able to hear my intuition and I never make decisions without being guided.  And I've got to his age now and there are very, very few decisions that I've made that I regret.

So I say my lack of sight has been incredibly difficult - certainly - but out of it comes these gifts of trust, hearing the intuition and facing down fear which I think are invaluable for a good strong open life.

White
Ellen Bassani.  And I'll be talking to Ellen in person, if that's intrigued you, on the programme in a few weeks time.  In the meantime we'd like to hear your views on her views and indeed we'd be up for broadcasting some other personal takes on blindness or partial sight.  You can call our action line on 0800 044 044, you can e-mail us at bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.  And there'll be a podcast of today's programme from tomorrow.

Join us again next week.  From me Peter White, my producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.


