Podcast transcript: Interview with Cathy Low and Paul Ryb

Voice over
You're listening to the Blind Spot, a podcast from Thomas Pocklington trust.

Martin Symcox  
 Hello, and welcome to the blind spot Podcast. I'm Martin Simcox National Sport Development Lead at Thomas Pocklington Trust, and today we have a focus on sport.   

I'm delighted to be joined by Cathy Lowe Director of Partnerships at Thomas Pocklington trust, and Paul Ryb, a former investment banker, and now venture capital specialist.  Both are keen physical activity enthusiasts. 

And today we're going to hear about their journey through physical activity, and what's important to them when they visit a facility.  Welcome, Kathy. And welcome, Paul. 

Cathy Low  
Hello

Paul Ryb  
Hello

Martin Symcox  
Would one of you mind just telling me about your journey through sport and physical activity and what you enjoy?

Paul Ryb  
Thanks, my journey, Martin was an interesting one. 2007 I pretty much woke up and couldn't see very well, spent most of my life severely short sighted, but I lost all my central vision pretty much overnight, went down to Moorfield’s and was diagnosed with macular dystrophy, macular degeneration, dry the dry kind, so non recoverable, and was pretty much told that's that, onwards and upwards with the rest of your life kind of thing.  

So, I very quickly looked at ways in which from a positive perspective to live and succeed with the condition rather than struggle and quickly found various charity groups, sports groups, technology, etc. 

From a physical perspective, though, it was it was very demanding because you get very tired, trying to do the things you used to do. So, from my side, I started to get fit fairly quickly and figured out a hand eye coordination routine, which would really help me which was kickboxing.  

So, I threw myself into effectively unarmed combat, when we kicked off kickboxing, which, for want of a better word is really just choreographed dancing.  It's not it's non contact.

I explained to the studio down in Golders Green that I was visually impaired and needed to get fit needed to get some balance and coordination, strength. And, and that was really exciting because I really felt the difference in my confidence and very quickly through doing those exercises. 

And I also got involved with a number of charity groups through blind in business, the macular society and the RNIB, through member forums, like minded peer support member forums, which introduced me to visually impaired sports and very quickly led me to Metro blind sport.

Where there were a choice of options to think about, and tennis, football and things like that were all very key for me. So I threw myself into visually impaired tennis pretty early on in the 08/09 period, and grew with the sport and grew with the kickboxing and physically and mentally felt that both of those things helped me tremendously on my physically impaired journey.

Martin Symcox  
Thanks, Paul. That's, that's really insightful. And Cathy, would you mind taking us through your initial journey in terms of your involvement in sport, physical activity more generally?



Cathy Low  
Yeah. I've also lost my central vision, but it was. I was diagnosed when I was 13, with a condition called Stargardt's. And so I was at school and I was very active at school in terms of sports. So I played netball, I played Rounders, I did athletics. And I was able to carry on doing that actually, because my sight loss wasn't so terrible.

So I could kind of continue, but when I look back, there were certain concessions that were made, so for example, with Rounders, we played with a white ball so that I could, I could see it, and so I think that that was a really important thing for me to continue playing that people did actually make it accommodate my needs. 

After I left school, went to university, I didn't really do very much sport, focusing on my career. And, and it's only within the last, I'd say 10, 15 years, I started to get more physically active again, and that was through really going to a gym. 

And the reason for that it was similar to similar to Paul really was just around the importance of fitness to me. Balance as you lose your sight that becomes more of a challenge.

And so that was really where I reconnected. I ran a little bit now, I did quite a lot of running when I when I turned 40. It is a thing that you start to kind of embrace a bit more - a lot of people do that.

Did a few kind of 5k and 10k runs, which I really, really enjoyed. until I've got an injury, but now I'm a member of a gym and I also have a personal trainer.  And I feel like my fitness levels are probably better now than they have been really probably since I left school.

Martin Symcox  
Thanks, Cathy, that's, that's great to hear.  For both of you. How would you say that being physically active has helped you in other areas in terms of living with sight loss, you've mentioned balance in that area. But what about other areas more broadly in life?



Paul Ryb  
I always say, Martin, it's one of the lifesavers. Frankly, when you become disabled, or you face a physical challenge, from having been fully an active and able-bodied person, it's incredibly demanding on your mind, body and soul. So physically, you need to embrace exercise, because your body's working at a much faster and harder rate to keep up with what you used to be able to do.  So, as part of the adjustment. 

Yeah, getting fit. And enjoying sport is very important physically and mentally, I would say. But more over than that, I met the most wonderful community, that I hadn't been exposed to before in terms of the peer support, and visually impaired community. 

Once you join a sport discipline, whether it be the kickboxing, which by the way, was nothing to do with visual impairment, I went to a mainstream gym for that. And the vision impaired tennis was a choice of the sports open to us, you could have chosen cricket, football, rugby, etc.

But the people doing it are like minded souls, they've all been on their own journeys. And the only way to succeed in my experience with a disability is to learn from peer support from like-minded people.  And that's where, for me that this success comes from is embracing the fitness for the mental and physical well-being. But moreover, learning from peer support, and the best place to find peer support, funnily enough, is through sports communities.

Martin Symcox  
Thanks, Paul and Cathy, have you experienced something similar to that by attending the gym and going to go to the sessions there?

Cathy Low  
I think, possibly less so because training in a gym, you're quite often on your own. But I do actually do with Metro Blind Sport and London Pulse VI, netball, which was something which was introduced last year.



And I can completely echo what, what Paul was talking about that sense of community of being with people who want to play sport competitively and connecting with each other.  And having fun, and it was some of the best fun I had last year was doing the VI netball. It was just really, really well done. It was incredibly inclusive.

But there was that element of competition in it, which I think I felt like, I'd kind of lost, I suppose, by not doing competitive sport anymore, really. And I found that I really, really enjoyed that.  And I think going to the gym, I think that for me, now the key thing there really one of the one of the other benefits that I get is that sense of mental well-being, it's not particularly linked to my sight loss, it's more linked to the day to day, stresses of life, really and working and that work life balance.

And I often do feel that after I've had a gym session, I feel a lot better and a lot more able to just deal with everyday, everyday things.

Martin Symcox  
Thanks, Cathy. And obviously, both of you are going to a to a facility to take part in your activities, whether it is going to the gym, or netball or tennis and kickboxing. And Cathy, just stickling with you for a moment, what's important to you, when you visit a leisure or sports facility, what makes, what makes one of those facilities good in terms of your visit.

Cathy Low  
And I think for me, if you're training, then if I could f flip that on its head on what makes it not so enjoyable is the fact that I have to have somebody with me when I when I train because some of the gym equipment isn't accessible, for example, or I have to only go on the things that are accessible to me, which does limit your choice. 
I think so for me turning that on its head that would be just an absolutely massive benefit really, but otherwise, it's just the usual stuff.

It's actually being able to kind of navigate your way around and having staff which who understand the nature of visual impairment, who are welcoming and inclusive. That whole kind of approach really, those are the things which would make you feel comfortable going into a place and training.

Martin Symcox  
Yeah, thanks, Cathy. I'm important, obviously, going to kickboxing and I know that you play tennis outside of the organized Metro Blind Sport activity sessions, so you're going independence to tennis courts, is there anything you would add that makes your experience more enjoyable?

Perhaps on the flip side that Cathy did some of those things that have been frustrating in the past before?

Paul Ryb  
Yeah, I would always look for the contrast. or the familiarity. So once you've been shown things, life tends to get a lot easier. Obviously, it's going to things for the first time that's challenging, and helpfully the staff, at most of the leisure facilities that we've frequented are really, really, really helpful and many of them are encouraging diversity and inclusion policies where they're, they'll embrace visually impaired people offer discounts for membership, etc.

I go to the Islington tennis center to play regularly, which is also a good old haunt for Metro blind tennis. But they helpfully on courts two and five, have put markers on the courts, so that we can easily identify, where to drop the visually impaired tennis baseline. 

So, things like that, are very, very helpful to us.  And other than that, I'm a great believer in us trying to fit into the mainstream with the tools that are available to us, always finding solutions to basically, to conform or fit in rather than looking to necessarily get the rest of the world to fit in with me.
And what I found is that technology genuinely has moved so rapidly that one could even argue boldly that technology cured blindness, about five years ago, when all of the big tech companies put accessibility embedded at source.  Because eight to ten years ago, I was having to buy lots of overlay kit and various pieces of equipment to to help me and today, I can buy a mainstream piece of software or hardware, and it's got accessibility functionality embedded free at source.

So, I would say that technology has really moved in our favor, thankfully, at a time when, when maybe other things like the medical side have really waned and slowed.

Martin Symcox  
Just thinking with technology, there Paul, what's important to you from sports or leisure providers, when they're sending information out and posting information? What's important to you, somebody that has a visual impairment in terms of being able to consume that content in the best possible way?

Paul Ryb  
That's a difficult question. Because many websites, many documents, links, emails etc, may not be as readily accessible as one might like. 

I have my technology settings defaulted, so that I can basically read and listen to anything I wish to, and still receive it in the in the mainstream way.  I can receive texts on my phone or emails, to my computer, or to my phone, and still then use my own overlay software, to listen to or even read those texts. Because I can enlarge my end. 

What I often find is asking people to make adjustments is difficult. Because obviously, everybody receives and digest information in a different way, you could have two blind people receive the same piece of information, but they want to receive it in a different format, or a different size or a different color. So, I think it's more about myself, just having become aware of the way in which I can modify and adjust my phone, my iPad, my computer, to suit me, and then still live and function in the mainstream world.

Because that, for me, has always been the way to approach it not think that the world has to conform to me, but to live and succeed with sight loss, you just have to learn what solutions are out there and make them work for you rather than necessarily insisting that the whole world has to move in your direction.



Martin Symcox  
Thanks, Paul and Cathy, both you and Paul have mentioned the importance of the workforce in these facilities supporting you to be active, why is it so important for you that the workforce does have knowledge about issues that face blind and partially sighted people?

Cathy Low  
Well, I think, essentially, at the end of the day, we're customers, aren't we? And we need to be able to enjoy the services that other people do, because we're paying for them that. I'm a customer, and so I should be able to use the facilities, but the only way that's going to happen is if staff know, because I mean, for a lot of visually impaired people, it's not that obvious that you're visually impaired.

And so, as Paul was saying, previously, I think that when you talk to staff, they're incredibly receptive and keen to learn and keen to adapt. Because they'd recognize that, you're there and you're using their facilities, and actually, they embrace that. It's just you don't know what you don't know.  And so I think that's talking to trainers and talking to their personal trainers and anybody running a class.

It's just really about talking about what your specific needs are.  And quite often, I mean, these things are happening anyway, because if you're in a particular class quite often the trainer will be talking through the activities that you need to do because other people aren't looking, other people aren't looking at concentrating on their own, that their own kind of training.
It's that communication really, I think and as nobody sets out to, to make things in inaccessible or not inclusive, it's just people don't know how to do it.

Martin Symcox  
I think that's a really important thing that some of those small changes can make such a make such a big difference. That brings me on to asking each of you if there's one element of advice that you could give to a leisure or sport provider who's thinking about accessibility at their facility what would what advice would you give them?

Paul Ryb  
Oh, well, I would simply say that, nothing better than learning from obviously disabled people that are using your service. So I would immediately jump on any disabled person of any discipline, whether it be deaf, visually impaired, totally blind, wheelchair and ask them to consult and advise on the best practices, to improve their facilities.

Quite often, some of the facilities might go down the consultant route, or think that they're doing the right thing. But quite often, unless you actually ask for the advice and help of those people that are using your service and facility, you're not going to get the real deal. So I would simply say ask the visually impaired, or the person in the wheelchair, what works best for them, and then put it in place.

Martin Symcox  
Great. Thanks, Paul. And, Cathy, any advice that you would give as well,

Cathy Low  
Similar to Paul, really, it's kind of working with your existing customer base, I don't think I was asked when I joined my gym, whether I had a disability. So, that might be something to find out to actually ask those questions when people join up. 

But otherwise, I think the toolkit Thomas Pocklington Trust has developed is a really great resource. It covers everything in a very, very practical way. And so, I'd say take a look at that. 

Martin Symcox  
That's great. Cathy. Paul, thank you so much for your time today and insight into your journeys through sport and physical activity. And then your thoughts about how improvements can be made to encourage more people to get active. Thanks very much for coming along today. 

Cathy Low  
Pleasure

Paul Ryb  
Thanks a lot

Martin Symcox  
Thank you for listening to the Blind Spot podcast. Thank you to our guests, Cathy and Paul for giving us an insight into their journeys through sports and physical activity. To find out more information about the toolkit, please visit www.pocklington-trust.org.uk

Thanks for listening
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