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White
David Paterson is Governor of New York State, he also happens to be visually impaired - the first visually impaired person to hold that post, which is why In Touch is keen to get an interview with him.  But we have been rather getting the run around - I've been trying to get this interview now for - ooh - a couple of months - first he was in New York, then he was in Albany, then he was in New York.  We happen to know now that he is giving a press conference in a few minutes time at City Hall, which is where we are, so we live in hope.

In truth it's hardly surprising that the Governor's aides haven't been falling over themselves to grant Cheryl and me an interview.  In Touch listeners aren't his constituents and he's under huge pressure at home to explain a £10 billion deficit in the state budget and persistent criticisms of his choice of advisors.  

The press conference where we finally tracked him down is about an airline that's decided to stay in New York, we didn't think you'd be all that interested in that either.  What did interest us was a man doing a tough high profile job but who also gets a lot of flak from visually impaired Americans who accuse him sometimes of denying his blindness, not using skills like Braille and computers, which are there to help us compete and turning his back on disability issues.  So when the chance came ...[clapping] ... we grabbed it and him.

Gabriel
... the Governor's right in front of you now.  Here hello Governor.

White
Governor Paterson.  My  name's Peter White, I'm from London from the BBC.

Paterson
How are you?

White
I'm very well.  I do a programme called In Touch which is for visually impaired people, in London ...

Paterson
Really.

White
... we're very keen to talk to you.  We've been talking to your people but you're obviously very busy.  We're here till Friday, can we arrange just - 10, 15 minutes with you?

Paterson
I'm sure we can.

Maggie
Hey guys, my name's Maggie, here let me give you my card.

White
Okay that's great.

Paterson
What we'll do actually is we'll just set it up. 

White
Governor Paterson can I start with a really naive question for a British audience?  What does a Governor do?

Paterson
It's not a naive question because many of us, in the United States, governors, are trying to figure it out.  Forty eight of our 50 states are in deficit right now and we have different points of view.  We have of course two major parties and two sort of conflicting points of view as to how to govern and none of them have been able to be successful in this terrible economy that we're experiencing.  But for the most part the Governor acts as our President does with respect to our federal House of Representatives and our United States Senate.  The Governor signs bills into law, very much like the President does, the Governor is the chief executive of the state and governors are charged with presenting a budget every year and the budget must be balanced on April 1st - New York is the only state that balances its budget on April 1st.

White
Okay, and we couldn't be here obviously without knowing that there's quite a lot of fuss going on about your budget, which says that the state has got to save money.  What I'm really interested in is how do you keep up with all that stuff, I mean , for example, this morning when you woke up and there's a story in the New York Times about one thing and there's stuff about the budget, with your visual impairment how do you get that information?

Paterson
Well I have a phone number, it's like a voicemail, and it has a long lead time - five minutes - which is probably over twice the amount of time you usually would have to read the message on a voicemail and I have some staff members who work in my communications department and they digest the important stories of the day and give me, in a sense, a truncated version of all those stories, which runs about 25 or 30 minutes and I try to listen to that in the morning, to replace what would have been reading the newspaper.  And it's so interesting because I went 50 years of my life not really knowing what was going on and a staff member suggested that this would be a way that we could do this. Because the idea is to get the most amount of information into my hands in the shortest amount of time because I wouldn't have all morning just to read all the different articles.  And when you are listening, as opposed to reading, it's three times what it would take to actually read something.  And also no matter how good you are comprehension derived from listening is far less than the actual reading of a word.  And since I do have the capacity to read small portions of writing at a time, I'm always aware that I remember much better when I'm reading than I'm actually listening.

White
So you can read small portions of print can you with your degree of vision?

Paterson
Yeah, well my vision is that I'm totally blind in my left eye and legally blind in my right eye and my vision is about 20 over 400 or probably less than that at this point in my life.  So I can read for a few minutes, you know personal correspondence I try to read and I try to read my bills because I don't want anyone else to go through that kind of pain.  And so other than that that's about all the reading that I perform now.

White
But I mean there's a lot of assistive technology around now, there are things like computers that will speak to you, of course there's always been Braille - as I understand it some people feel - some visually impaired people wonder why you don't use those forms of assistive technology more than you do.

Paterson
I think that I am a good example of someone who, even as a board member of the American Foundation for the Blind, which is probably the best known blind and sight impaired agency, Helen Keller's agency, that most of the assistive technology that has really changed the landscape of blind people has occurred in the last 10 years and just about all that time I've been so busy, I've just never been able to sit down and learn a new system, which I will probably do in the very near future.

White
Because you were at school during the '60s but as I understand it you went to, what we would call, a mainstream school, a public school, before that was the norm for visually impaired people.

Paterson
Correct.  And I think that what happened was that to a certain degree my view of being in a mainstream educational system was that the little difficulty I caused the better off I would be.  So in other words there was conflicting point of view I think among teachers that I had and administrators as to whether or not I should be there at all.  So I think I learned not to try to stick out like the squeaky wheel because the squeaky wheel wasn't getting the grease in those days.  And I think that that's a misperception, I think that you have to have stand up for what's right and you have to stand up for what you deserve and I didn't always do that and I think a little bit of that remnant is still with me, even as a governor of the state of New York.

White
So given what you've done, given the public service that you've been involved in and rising to governor, do you think in retrospect that in spite of - because I think it was your parents who really wanted you to go to public school - in spite of that that you might have been better off in a special school where you would have learnt things like Braille and what technology there was at the time?

Paterson
Well in the end I think I was better off where I was because I think that it's just like a lot of immigrants to the United States are learning now - when you're in any kind of an environment you have to be able to act as the majority of the people would.  So if you come to the United States and you don't speak English, if English is your second language, you are just going to be definitively impaired to certain degrees.  And so I think that the sacrifice that I just described was overcome by the fact that I learned to interact with sighted people.  And I went to a course right before I went to college with all blind and partially blind people and learned that I was much better able to interact and know the ways of the world that we would all be living in than those who had gone to special schools.  I think there were advantages to both because one of the things that I didn't have was the network with other blind people, so that you have someone to commiserate with when you're going through different types of obstacles in your life.

White
You'll be aware of this I suspect with your connections with the foundation for the blind and so forth but we talked to some blind people and they say oh he's a denier - all this not using technology and so forth, that's denying his blindness.  I ask that question because I wonder whether you do feel having been in public office that this is stuff that people might use to suggest you can't do the job, that kind of thing.

Paterson
I think there was a certain time in my life when I probably did live in that denial because most of the people around me were sighted.  And I remember an incident when I was asked to go and speak at a high school by one of my law school colleagues and I kept putting it off because I really didn't know how to talk to other blind people - there were now nine blind people in this public high school about two towns over from where I went to school - and I think I was a denier at that point in my life when I was avoiding going to the school.  And finally this woman said to me something I never forgot - Sue Benerwoods [phon.], I'll never forget her - and she said to me:  "You don't seem to deny that you're black, I heard you speak in front of your black colleagues at a dinner and you said don't forget where you came from, aren't you forgetting where you came from as a blind person?"  And I think that I was very angry at her and for two or three days I couldn't get away from what she'd said.  And then I think I looked in the mirror one day and realised which eye was blind and I don't think I've been a denier since then.  I just think that like most people with computers and technology that most people of my generation have been very slow to adapt to them.  And in addition ...

White
What about Braille because I mean that wasn't technology ... Rupert Murdoch had a go at you the other day...

Paterson
Braille also takes a long time to digest material and it also takes a long time to take the type of material that I was using as I went to law school to put it into Braille.  So it was not as effective as I would have liked, in other words in the type of career that I'm in right now the information is instantaneous, so really the best way to acquire it is to listen to it.

White
But you do think - I think you suggested - maybe you've now decided not to stand at the end of this year, you're actually thinking that you might go in for some of this technology ...?

Paterson
I think I'll go in for some of this technology but I doubt that Braille would be one of them.

White
Okay.  Knowing what you know now, having been through the public service business, what would you do or perhaps I can put it another way.  You have two children I think, if one of them had been visually impaired what would you have done?

Paterson
I would have hoped that I would have had the courage to do exactly what my parents did.  My parents realised that if you're going to be successful in a world you're going to have to be successful in the world of the majority. And so the same way that African American parents fought for integration I would fight for my child to be integrated into whatever system was the dominant system in the state or country.  I don't think ...

White
But what about the squeaky wheel principle that you talked about?

Paterson
Well I think that I would have motivated a young person in that situation to be proud of who they are.  I think the one thing I would stress is it's not just that you're blind but you should be proud of who you are as much as you are proud of your heritage or you're proud of your country.  So it sounds almost ridiculous to suggest that a person is proud of the fact that they have a disability but you should be because that's who you are - spiritually this is what you were intended to be.  And you're not going to be measured by whether or not you get over your disability as much as you're going to be measured by who you become with it.  And so I think that it took me too long to be very proud of the fact that I was this person who was able to overcome a lot of adversity and a lot of obstacles and then I tried to utilise my own personal skills in doing that to try to help this state overcome what is a very terrible time for its citizens who are all disabled right now, particularly those who aren't working, those who have lost their homes, those who aren't receiving the services that they should and those who can't get out of life what they think they deserve because we are right now suffering from such an immense economic downturn.

White
Do you think there is still a stigma about blindness and visual impairment?  I mean when you became Governor there were two facts about you that were interesting - I mean I bet you say there were a lot more but you know there were two things that people would latch on - one that you were black and one that you were visually impaired.   Which gave you more trouble?

Paterson
I think that the idea of African Americans ascending to public office and I became Governor the same year we elected an African American President.  I think this country is far further along in establishing that hurdle than for the disabled.  I think some of the characterisations of me - that the only thing I'm known as is someone who bumps into walls - is something that would not be tolerated, that there is an institutional response if you were to do that to African Americans or Hispanics or Jewish Americans but that can still be gotten away with for disabled people.

White
And has that happened to you - do they make those kind of comments, do they use that to suggest - is this guy fit to do this job?

Paterson
Oh sure they do, sure they do.  And remember 37% of disabled people in the United States are unemployed and we believe somewhere between 60 and 70% of blind people don't have jobs.  So we are still in a place where the educational proficiency of the disabled is 3% higher than the national average and yet we are running a 37% unemployment rate - it's the biggest kept secret of discrimination in this country.  So obviously the jokes and the ridicule on the lower frequencies are being taken out on my colleagues who are blind or visually impaired or suffer from other disabilities day-to-day in America.  And I think that poking fun at the Governor is really saying that on the lower frequencies of employment you don't have to have any of these goofy disabled people around as well.  And I think that one thing that I would like to leave as my legacy is that my disability never got in the way of my capacity to run this state.

White
Can I just - we've talked about technology and communication but of course the other part of being a public figure and having a visual impairment is how you present yourself - do you use a cane, do you try and walk with someone else - do you make a conscious effort not to look blind?

Paterson
You know it's very interesting the only time I ever made a conscious effort not to look blind was after some terrible depictions of me on a national comedy show.  I think I was so anxious about being portrayed that way that I became afraid that I would fall or bump into something which I knew the media would immediately cause to be a bigger story than had there not been this kind of smear.  So I did find in those days afterward that I was being very careful about how I moved around, tried to look in the direction that I thought was where the camera was a little more.  And I think that that reflects what happens to so many people which is that when there is an excess focus on their disability they can't be the individuals who they have been their whole lives.  And I think that's true of any group of people that is being discriminated against or mistreated.  And so I did feel that way.

White
Do you still do that - I mean you said it followed the depiction on television - is it still part of - do you try and walk into a room looking very kind of confident and knowing where people are and ...?

Paterson
No, on a regular day-to-day basis I don't think I even think about it, I think I'm secure enough to be the person who I am.  But what I'm saying is it's just like anyone else - if you came into a room and you're a woman and you're in a corporate board meeting you will be a professional but if you start hearing little nasty jokes about women you would then become more self conscious about the fact that you're there.

White
Do you think you have a responsibility to disabled people, perhaps particularly to visually impaired people, because you are in a position to influence things more than most?

Paterson
I don't think I should feel that way but I think that inevitably I do feel that way because I know that the next disabled person who's in a position of prominence will be assessed based on my capacity to succeed or had not succeeded.

White
I ask you because you're probably aware of David Blunkett, our blind, was, Home Secretary and that's one of the things he kind of said - he was clearly expected to be a representative and his argument was well every member of parliament should have the responsibility for their disabled constituents, because I'm blind that shouldn't impose an extra one, I wondered if you ...

Paterson
He's absolutely right, it should not but I think that being one who cares about others who have disabilities and who feels a kinship with them, I do feel that if I'm not performing to the best of my capacity that to some degree I'm letting those people down.

White
One final thing.  Plans after - you said maybe technology, you said probably you wouldn't be learning Braille, any other plans at the end of this year?

Paterson
I have been so busy working on trying to keep this state afloat in this time I haven't really thought about what's happening at the end of the year and if I don't think of what I'm going to do at the end of the year maybe I'll just stay.

White
Ah well, we may have a scoop there.  Governor Paterson, thank you very much for talking to us.

Paterson
Well thank you Peter, it's been honour to be interviewed here.

White
This is Peter White, my producer Cheryl Gabriel, from the Governor's office in Albany, good evening.


