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Secretary of State Report on Disability Equality
Thank you for your letter of 31 July about my Report on Disability Equality.
I would like to thank you for your positive feedback and am pleased that you have acknowledged the progress that Defra has made. I welcome your recommendations. You have identified four key areas where you believe that Defra needs to act to bring about further improvements for disabled people.

1) Further action to improve the take up of the reduced water tariff and ‘Warm Front’

You have welcomed the increase in the number of households receiving the concessionary water tariff because of health or disability issues, and I am pleased that the numbers rose again in 2008/2009.  In my report Defra acknowledges the need to build on these improvements, and a commitment was made to work with Ofwat, the Consumer Council of Water and Water UK to improve further the take-up of the vulnerable groups water tariff (now known as WaterSure). This is to be informed by the outcomes of the Walker Review, an independent review on charging and metering.

The interim report of this review was published on 29 June
.  It includes proposals to raise awareness further of WaterSure together with refinements to the scheme, including capping water bills for qualifying customers at the national average bill rather than a regional bill and possible additions to the qualifying medical conditions.  

The Review team has invited the water industry, water customers, environmental organisations, and others such as the British Medical Association to provide feedback and evidence in response to the recommendations of the interim report.  The Government will respond to the Review’s recommendations in full when the final report is published in the late autumn.    

Delivery of the Warm Front programme is now the responsibility of the Department for Energy and Climate Change, and I have copied your letter to them.  
2) Further Action to ensure that disabled people can take part in recycling schemes

Your report recommends that there should be greater integration of disability issues into environmental thinking generally – in other words not just in recycling policy but more widely; and Defra accepts the need to do this better than has often been the case in the past.  Defra officials will look at this closely as and when each policy area comes to be reviewed.  In the case of waste policy, further consideration will be given when the Waste Strategy is reviewed.  In the meantime, local authorities already have considerable discretion in the way they address the needs of disabled people in arrangements for waste collection; and they are expected to pay close attention to this. 

3) More sharing of good practice across the policy sector

In the Defra report there are many examples of how best practice is shared and action is co-ordinated across the policy sector.  There are also commitments to do more. Defra has, for example, delivered on Commitment 1, which is to set up a forum for the sharing of best practice and to support co-ordination of activity by organisations with an interest in making the natural environment more accessible to disabled people.  

This recently formed Access and Recreation Forum comprises Defra, Natural England, Forestry Commission, Environment Agency, British Waterways and the National Parks Authorities and has met twice to discuss accessibility issues such as “Outdoors for All?”, and further (twice yearly) meetings are planned. The Countryside Recreation Network (CRN) provides another forum for sharing good practice.  The National Trust, (highlighted by EHRC roundtable participants as a good practice organisation) is a member of this group, and others in which Defra also participate, such as the Outdoor Health Forum. 
The views and opinions of disabled people are fed in via groups such as Local Access Forums and conferences such as the CRN Accessible Outdoor Recreation Conference.  “Local Outdoors for All?” groups hold regular meetings to discuss how to improve access and encourage underrepresented groups to access the natural environment.  These groups are made up of local authorities, National Park authorities, Natural England and third sector organisations such as the Sensory Trust.
4) More data on the experience of disabled people in the countryside, disaggregated by impairment and barrier wherever and appropriate

I was pleased to read that the EHRC roundtable event participants felt that ‘Access to the Natural Environment’ was a strong section of the report with many examples of good practice.  Defra appreciates the value in gathering better, disaggregated data to help focus attention on those areas that will bring about the best outcomes for disabled people, and a project is underway that will address this.  This project – with Natural England, the Forestry Commission, the Environment Agency and British Waterways – will take data from the main Monitoring of Engagement with the Natural Environment (MENE) survey to establish why certain groups are underrepresented in the natural environment.  Customer segmentation will be used to identify the specific needs, requirements and preferences of various groups, including disabled people with different impairments.  The information that this project delivers will help focus efforts on making the natural environment more interesting, accessible and relevant to all disabled people.  It will also provide valuable benchmarking data that you highlight a need for in the annex of your letter.

There are a number of other issues raised in the Annex of your letter and I would like to take this opportunity to let you know about some of the progress that Defra is making in these areas.

You have suggested that information on barriers faced by disabled employees in Defra and its Agencies would have been helpful.  I am pleased that information is now collected on barriers in employment from existing employees and from job applicants (on a voluntary basis).
The Roundtable participants raised a number of concerns about rural issues.  I suspect the Roundtable may have based their comments on a misunderstanding of Defra’s rural remit. It has always been and remains the responsibility of all parts of Government to ensure that the needs of all sections of society, including rural areas, are appropriately addressed in policy-making and delivery. Defra’s role is to champion rural interests across Government, while responsibility for delivering public services, such as transport, health, social care and benefits, in rural areas, including to disabled people, lies with the lead policy departments. I am clear that future reports from these departments should fully reflect the experience of rural disabled people, with Defra’s report providing a co-ordinated summary of the overall picture.  

In preparing my Report on Disability Equality, Defra officials recognised that existing arrangements for gathering evidence on progress towards disability equality in rural areas were not well developed.  The commitments we made – to work with the Commission for Rural Communities (CRC) and other government departments to improve understanding of disability equality in a rural context – are specifically intended to achieve just this, so that the next report can provide a comprehensive and detailed picture. I am pleased to report that we are already making good progress on these commitments. My colleague, Dan Norris, the Minister for Rural Affairs, is about to begin a series of bilateral meetings with ministerial colleagues from other Whitehall departments to discuss rural issues.  The agenda for each meeting will certainly include a discussion of how future departmental reports can most effectively reflect the experience of disabled people in rural areas. These meetings will be followed up at official level so that plans for including a rural perspective in all future departmental reports can be put in hand and a mechanism set up for coordinating Defra’s overview report.  

In addition, we are about to begin a more in-depth exercise with a small number of departments which will involve placing, via the CRC, a number of expert Rural Champions to ensure that the rural dimension is fully embedded. Again, we will make sure that these placements take a particular interest in the way in which the host departments’ responsibilities for disabled people in rural areas are addressed. 

My officials would, of course, be happy to work with the EHRC to explore how we can work together to ensure that the experience of disabled people in rural areas is captured and presented most effectively in future Secretary of State reports. 

Progress on each of the commitments in the Secretary of State Report will be published as part of the Defra Disability Equality Scheme Progress Report in December 2009.

I hope this reply is helpful.
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 (approved by the Secretary of State and signed in his absence)

� : � HYPERLINK "http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/water/industry/water-charging-review/interim-report.htm" �http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/water/industry/water-charging-review/interim-report.htm�
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