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Safko Finds A Substitute for the Keyboard

BY JOANNA PAN

“I remember the future. I see things
completed that never existed and I re-
memberthem,” Lon Safko of Safko Inter-
national, Inc. says.

Safkomay seem like acharacter straight
out of Ray Bradbury. Though he is not the
stuff of science fiction, he has managed to
put science to provocative new use. Safko

International, Inc. designs computer sys-
tems which vastly extend the worlds and
voices of the mentally and physically dis-
abled.

Safko, who was raised in Ossining and
completed his undergraduate education in
Westchester, did not plan an entree into
the world of assistive technology systems
for the disabled. As a civil engineering
studentin 1975, he admits he thoughtthere
were “five or six disabled people on the
planet.” After finishing school, Safko
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worked on highway and water projects in
Westchesler, eventually starting his own
company, Civil Consuliants, in 1981.

In 1985, Satko moved to Washington
State and became sales manager for two
Applecomputer stores. Buthis interestsin
computer science and software de-
velopment continued unabated. When he
was not selling other pcople’s producls,
Safko was working on a graphtcs program
of his own that could recognize and imple-
menl oral commands.

During a slow week in early 1986, Safko
sat at one of the store’s terminals with
arms folded:; as graphics jumped, moved,
and coalesced at the sound of his voice, a
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browsing customer gazed in utter amaze-
ment over Satko’s shoulder. Suddenly, the
stranger made a heartfelt appeal to Safko.
“I’ve got a big problem,” said the gentle-
man. “Ineed technology for the physically
disabled. There’s a friend of mine in St
Elizabeth’s Hospital in Y akima [Washing-
ton], and he has three weeks to live. . .”

The stranger went on to explain that a
mechanical engineer he knew had been
entertaining a quadriplegic friend at his
home during the Christmas holiday. When
the wheeichair carrying the engineer’s
friend threatened totumble full-force down
aflight of
stairs, the
engineer
tried to
rein the
chair to-
wards his
own body ina desperate attempt Lo save his
friend from ceriain injury. Instead, the en-
ginecer was flipped head-first over his
friend’s wheelchair, broke his neck and, in
an ceric twist of wrony, was himself ren-
dered a quadriplegic.

Safko contacted the biggest names in
hardware and software development,
searching for lechnologies which were spe-
cifically designed Lo interface with users
who did not have the means to manipulate
the traditional mouse/keyboard interfaces
used by the non-dlisabled.

Even though the search proved futile,
Safko told the stranger, “One month from
now I’ll have a computer [sysiem] for your

friend,” and set to work. The result — now
known as the Sense1 Systern — became the
first voice-activated computer designed spe-
cifically for the disabled.

After seeing Safko’s innovative tech-
nology on the Today Show in 1988, the
board of directors at Westinghouse Elec-
tric, Safko’s employer at the time, “fired”
him from the project he was working on.
Then they presented him with the key to his
own corporate headquarters — a dazzling
complex encompassing 2,000 square feet
complete with a gold plaque emblazoned
with the name of the new company, “Safko
International, Inc.”

According to Safko, there are 43 million
disabled people in America as of the 1990
census. Unlike other minority groups in
Amgcrica, many persons with disabilities
have been unable Lo voice themselves and
be counted. This one man has done morc
than just meet a need with echnological
services. He has bestowed an American
minority group withthe powcr tocrossover
from handicapped to disabled. “Disabled,
handicapped, what’s the difference?” asks
Safko. “Disabled pcoplc aren’t handi-
capped, ‘“ he says. “They have a disabling
pre-existing condition, but they 're still out
there doing everything thateverybody clse
does.”

For more information, contact Safko In-
ternational, Inc. at Suite B-240, Tempe,
Arizona 85282 or (602) 731-9803.

Joanna Pan is a freelance writer in
Mamaroneck.



