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Can blind lawyers (most would still call 
the visually disabled that) litigate? 
Surely not: how do you assess a witness, 
gauge a distance, evaluate a photograph? 
Above all, how do you look a judge in 
the eye? These are the (usually) unspo
ken thoughts of those confronted by the 
visually disabled in practice. But how in 
fact do they - the V -D is the current 
acronym - actually cope? They know 
that one of the members of the 
Independent Electoral Commission 
(IEC) was a blind silk who began prac
tising when adaptive technology hardly 
existed, and (unless they blame him for 
the slow poll) they must wonder how he 
does it. 

The beginning 
Borne along by mainstream computer 
developments, advances in adaptive 
technology have greatly facilitated the 
practice of law for the disabled. V-D 
computer users are now able to gain 
access to their machines in one or more 
of three possible ways, namely, by way 

of synthetic sound; braille; or in the case 
of partially sighted users, by enlarging 
the display on an ordinary computer 
screen. These developments have turned 
the unthinkable into the possible. 

A secretary with no knowledge of the 
braille system can now enter information 
into the computer which the V-D user 
can access almost immediately in a 
familiar medium. During the early 80's, 
therefore, it became possible for V-D 
persons not only to do their own word 
processing, but as a necessary conse
quence, their own proof reading. 
Secretaries, who up to that time, were an 
indispensable item on the staff of any V
D professional could suddenly be used 
much more effectively as a personal 
assistant. (The sighted could learn a les
son here!) Their services could range 
over a much broader spectrum, such as 
tracing research materials like text
books, and assisting with the interpreta
tion of photographs, sketches or other 
diagrammatic evidentiary material. This, 
for one thing, implies a much more 
active - and one might venture a more 

stimulating - involvement with the actu
al subject matter of litigation on the part 
of the assistants. 

The late 80's brought two further 
major developments in the area of com
puting. The first of these was the advent 
of image scanning and the second the 
much more rapid development of 
portable computers. 

Image scanning 
Image scanning involves the capturing 
of a pictorial image through the means 
of a document scanner which functions a 
bit like a photocopier. The only differ
ence is that the image thus captured can 
be stored on a computer disk and -.;an be 
retrieved into the computer's memory. 
But the fact that the computer "knows" 
what the picture looks like, does not of 
course mean that the computer "knows" 
the "meaning" of that particular picture. 
To illustrate: the fact that a four-year old 
child can see a particular ' printed page 
does not mean that the child actually 
knows the meaning usually attributed to 
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the letters in question. Another process 
is therefore necessary in order to enable 
the computer to understand the image in 
question (assuming, of course, that the 
image is that of a printed page). This is 
done by means of so-called optical char
acter recognition (OCR) software. The 
OCR software literally reads the image 
on disk and interprets that image into 
conventionally readable computer code 
such as for example a word processor 
format. (The OCR software can usually 
store the interpreted image in a variety 
of different formats in order to enable 
access to that particular format by means 
of a word processor). This means that 
the information contained on printed 
paper is now stored on the computer 
disk as if it had been typed convention
ally. 

Speech reproduction and 
electronic braille 
The V-D person is now able to retrieve 
that information using either a braille or 
speech access device. 

Typically, a speech system for use 
with a computer will consist of two 
components: 

• 	 a speech synthesiser which produces 
speech output from text input accord
ing to pre-set phonetic rules in an out
standingly large number of languages; 

• 	 screen-reading software which sends 
instructions from the user to the syn
thesiser, thus one can choose for 
example to have a line, a word, let
ters, punctuation and symbols enunci
ated and also vary speed, pitch, tone 
and volume. 

Electronic or refreshable braille is pro
duced by an array of electronically-con
trolled moving pins. Braille therefore 
"appears and disappears" on the display 
line where it is read by the user. 

The computer has therefore been 
turned effectively into a reading 
machine and the V -D person is now in a 
position, not only to type and proof-read 
his or her own memoranda, opinions and 
heads of argument, but also to read 

books, instructions, affidavits, etc pro
duced by others. In short the V -D person 
can, by means of a computer, read and 
write completely independently. 

The portable notebook 
In the area of cross-examination indi

viduals (sighted or not) will always 
stand or fall by the extent to which they 
have honed their perceptiveness in rela
tion to language and character. The 
advent of portable (notebooks) comput
ers has however eased the task of ade
quate note-taking and reading in court 
for the V-D person. The latest version of 
high quality word processing pro
grammes would enable a person to work 
in anything up to nine documents during 
any given time. 

To illustrate: document one can be 
used to make notes regarding an expert 
witness's evidence; document two, to 
note issues upon which the witness 
ought to be cross-examined; document 
three can contain the previously scanned 
expert summary; document four, one's 
own expert witness summaries; docu
ment five could contain literature on the 
subject to be quoted to the expert wit
ness during cross-examination, and so 
on. 

This is just an example. It does how
ever illustrate that the V -D person can, if 
the case is properly prepared, carry more 
information into court contained in a 
notebook computer (the size of an A4 
page) than the average advocate can in 
four large briefcases carried by two can
didate attorneys. The notebook computer 
thus becomes a briefcase, filing cabinet, 
mini-library and note-taker at once. The 
only difference is perhaps that the 
"search" functions of the average word 
processor enables one to rummage 
through this "filing cabinet" much faster. 

Finally, the recent advent of the law 
reports and statutes on CD Rom enables 
all legal practitioners - including V -D 
legal practitioners - to gain instant com
puter access to these valuable research 
tools. V-D computer users are, of 
course, practically obliged to invest in 

this new development. For them the 
advantage is that, if the compact disk 
drive is a portable one, the entire basic 
law library can accompany them to 
court. 

Wider understanding 
All this helps the V-D practitioners 
enormously. Obviously it is no substi
tute for sight. But with the heightening 
of the other senses of a V -D person - the 
pause, the change in inflexion, the varia
tion in the voice - the technology works 
modern wonders. V-D practitioners seek 
no particular quarter in the cut and thrust 
of litigation. But they would welcome 
wider understanding of how they work, 
and what they can do. All lawyers know 
that ignorance of the facts is, after all, 
the worst blindness of all. 

• 	 The author expresses his thanks to 
Jeremy Gauntlett SC for his interest 
and helpful suggestions in the prepa
ration of this article. 

Note: The silk referred to supra is Zac 
Yacoob SC of the Natal Bar. He was 
admitted to practice on 12 March 1973 
and took silk on 8 May 1991. During his 
career he has appeared in many heavy 
and notable cases, of which the Delmas 
Treason Trial is perhaps the best known. 
Outside his practice he has also been 
active both in public and political affairs 
and in societies which assist the visually 
handicapped. In this area he came to 
public prominence when he travelled to 
New York to address the United Nations 
on behalf of the Durban Six - the six 
people who occupied the British 
Consulate in Durban in protest against 
Government policies. Within the Bar he 
has served on the Bar Council of Durban 
as both a junior and a silk. He was an 
adviser on the Interim Constitution at 
Kempton Park and a member of the 
Independent Electoral Commission and 
many commentators have suggested that 
he is a likely appointee to the 
Constitutional Court. - Editor per 
Malcolm Wallis SC D 
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