Listen up, newsdesks

t is September 11, 2001, and two planes have just

flown into the Warld Trade Center. Yoo are

working on & national newsdesk. Your telephone

rings and when you phck it up an operator fells

you a deaf freelance is on the line using the
Typetallk TextDirect relay service.

Adter an explanation of how the deaf-to-hearing
persan relay service works, your usally courteous
phone manner wears thin,

Now the World Trade Center &5 collapsing on-
screen before your eyes. The deaf freclance has
an exclusive angle to the story that is unfolding.

She types it into her textphone for the operatos
ta relay toyou.

But by now your patience has snapped and
you've already slammed down the phone. An
extreme cxample, but one that many hearing-
impaired powrnalists will recognise.

Marion Bull, a freelance joumabist, who hasa
tota] aequired hearing loss, describes in the
current Bsue NU] publication The foirmatist how,
when she phoned the Dl Express with a news
stary in March, she was referred back to an irate
wiman, whi sald, "Because deal people have distorted
voices, we canl undersiand vour, s0 we ask you tosend
a fax, or write in”. Then she hung up.

Bull has normal speech — in English and five other
Languages — and finds the idea of wriling toa
newsdesk laughabie. She says news can be too urgent
for e-mails, which aften don’t get a response.

Anather time she contacted 2 newsdesk about
a plane crash in the Sahara desert in which she
was the only Briton on board The operator
relayed ward for word what the hearing persan
said: T can’t understand these arseholes
pretending to be deaf and getting someone to
ring on their behabf®

Bull tells Press Guzette about her experience
when she tried to contact The Lady about a year
apo. “They were not ladies at all Some prima
donna slammed down the phone and was rade
o the operator”

Lyndsay Fulcher, editor of The Lady, says:

“Wie occasionally pet complete weirdos calling
anid people who have had one too many. If we
did not know someone was deaf and their vaice
weas distorted we would not have a very long
conversation. I'm sorry she had that experience”

David Leigh, head of news at the Datlp Express,
53y 1o one on his newsdesk would be discourteous
to a deaf freelance and suggests the short sheaft that
Bull says she recelved might have come from elsewhere
in the building.

“There are so many different factors. It depends what
time of day the call = If 'm rushing into conference, if
there is @ strong Noews story OREoing.. sometimes we
have more time to speak to people and sometimes we
don't. We treat all callers with courtesy and it certainly
woubdn't make any difference if it was explained there
was a deaf person using this jrelay] service™

THERE ARE ABOUT &7 million deal snd hearing-
impaired people in the UK, according to the Royal
Natbonal Institute for the Deaf {and hand of heartng).
About 673,000 of them are severely or profoundly deaf;
410,000 cannol hear well enough to use a vaice
telephone, even with a device to make it louder. Mare
than three million people of working age are deaf or
Thard of hearing and 153.000 of these are severely or
profoundly deal

The NLU| estimates that 7 to 8 per cent of disabled
feurmnalists are deaf or hearing-impaired — that is about
130 of is members. But Kit Wells, chairman of the
union's dizabled members' council, belisves the real
figure is much higher because many do not like 1o
disclose their disabality.

e deaf freelance, who did not want to be named
‘because he feared he would not work again, complained

08 30,07 jarvss gazwtia

“The operator
relayed word for
word what the
hearing person
said: Tcan't
understand
these arseholes
pretending to be
deaf and getting
someone toring

that when he got through
" b aasistants, he was often
treated as if he were not a bona fide
jourmalist. *1 have had $o many abusive
responses to calls that |t has had quite a bad effect on
mie: Switchboards often hang up.” he says.

He says TextDirect Is an “abysmal” service, "1 would
say 1o newsdesks, ‘don’t dismiss what might sound like
a dodgy call’, which most people think they are. [ think
it would be pood if newspapers and companics sent an
explanatory note 1o staff about how to wse the senvice.”

Wells says it is a matter of training. *If you are used
10 using TextDirect you will have quickly learned to ask
the sart of questions that get you to the nub of it

TextDirect is 2 new service from BT that enhances
Typetalk — operated by the RNID but funded by BT —
that allows deaf people to make calls via an operator
using a text phone.

Phil [ennings, Typetalk director, says: “How busy the
organisation i, and what deadlines they wark too, is
not & valid response. The only way a significant
rediction in the call duration will take place is through
the use of automated speech-10-text and text-to-speech
recognition technology and this is thought 1o be several
years away for a relay-service environment.”

Bob McCullough, a deaf freelance who writes for

the Belfast Teegraph, supgests thal staff should "learn
some deaf awareness and try o see how they can

overcame the communication barrier®.

He says deainess is still a stigma in some quariers.

“I twice had a serious discussion with my editor and

brought an interpreter with me, The features editor,
[Jokin Caruth] faxes me when needed and all the
post is sent to my harme, They know how 1o
deal with me.”
Caruth says he does not take calls via
TextDirect. *I find it hard to use. There'sa
time delay and you don't have the patience
to wait, By and large, newsdesks are bloody
rusde to journalists. You treat deal people
like any other journalise®
Chris Elliott, managing editor of
The Guardion, says he would want deaf
and hearing-impaired callers treated
sensitively, “If it was a call oot of the blue
and on the day of the World Trade Center
attacks, the reality is the journalist might
get a response they would not want. We
wonld hope that would be a rarity.”
Richard Spencer, news editor of
The Diily Trlegraph, says: "1 would like to
think that if an operator came on and
explained to me what was happening,
they would not get a more unfair hearing
than any other hearing jourmalist.”
Robin Esser, executive managing aditor
of the Dyl Mafl says the newspaper’s
paticy s to judge journakists and their stories
on editorial eritera.
“We dogt care if they-ase red-white blue,
finik, male, female, young, old, visalhy
impaired or as fit a3 Lennox Lewis A good
journalkst is a good journalis. | think the key to it
s talent and you just have to put whatever
problems or impairments anyone has (o one side,
But | can seewhy busy newsdesks don't abways] have
the opparmumity to do that.®

He says his newspaper gets about 45,000 calls 3 week
and 2,000 e-mails a day, so it is not surprising f staffs
human failings sometimes get the better of them.

The RNIDYs legal team says freelances would
probably be covered by the Disability Rights Act 1995,
which makes it illegal 10 discriminate against them
unlsss someont ks able to justify doing so.

Meanwhile, sy newsdesk journalists who can
get a bit frazzled remmember this the next time a deal
or hearing-impaired freelance calls: the most
commaon cause of acquired hearing loss is ageing. 5o
it could be you, —— 0
Andres Don i o freelonce journalis

WHISTLING WHILE YOU WORK




