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Background 

In December 2008 eleven Secretaries of State and Scottish and Welsh Ministers published reports which gave an overview of progress on disability equality within their policy sector, and set out proposals for co-ordinated action amongst the authorities in the sector, to bring about further progress.  The Disability Equality Duty requires such Reports to be produced every 3 years.

In order to inform their own response to these reports the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) organised a series of roundtable involvement events looking at the eleven Westminster Government reports. A total of four events were held at the end of March 2009 covering:

· Education and employment (Children Schools and Families, Work and Pensions, Business Enterprise and Regulatory Reform and Innovation Universities and Skills reports)

· Health and social care (Health and Children Schools and Families reports)

· Criminal justice (Justice and Home Secretary reports)

· Communities, culture and the environment (Communities and Local Government, Transport, Culture Media and Sport and Environment Food and Rural Affairs reports).

These events were attended by disabled people and representatives from key disability organisations.  All of the attendees had a significant specialism or considerable expertise in the particular areas under discussion.  Up to 22 experts attended each event.  The events were facilitated by Marie Pye and Caroline Gooding who had previously led work at the Disability Rights Commission (DRC) in relation to the development of the duty on Secretaries of State.

The group considered a series of key issues covered by the reports and whilst they were primarily focusing on gaps in the report and areas for future development there was widespread acknowledgement of the benefits of such a report in providing a focus for disability equality across key policy sectors.

Views were sought on:

Whether the key disability equality issues had been addressed in the report- including the scope of report and identification of barriers?

Whether the report accurately described progress and if sufficient progress in the particular policy sector is being made?       

Whether the actions proposed are likely to be effective in improving outcomes for disabled people?

Whether other actions are needed, particularly in relation to better co-operation between authorities in a sector?

It was acknowledged that the reports are extremely wide ranging.  Participants within the events focused on strategic issues and those areas where they had specific policy expertise.  Therefore not every element of the Secretary of State reports or the policy areas were covered. There was also some variation in relation to the range of issues addressed for different reports.  However, a significant number of key issues were addressed within all of the reports.

Set out below is an overview and summary followed by detailed comments on each of the Secretary of State reports.  Included within this are a range of direct comments from participants at the events and these are highlighted in italics.

Overview and Summary

There was a strong consensus that all of the reports were extremely valuable although the quality was variable.  Participants cited various examples of how they had utilised these reports and how the information had proved valuable.  There was an acceptance that these involvement events were likely to focus on the gaps in information and the ways that the reports could be improved in the future. However, the comments below show the value that participants placed on the reports and the duty as a whole.
“This is the only mechanism we've got for a cross government, cross sector review on the progress of disability equality”

“There is stuff in here which does mark progress over the two or three years” 

“I have been able to take what's in the report where it’s positive and go to the local authority, go to the PCT, go to whatever and say, "hang on a minute, it says this in the Secretary of State report, what are you doing about it"

“Say to the bodies: we're very pleased you did this, please accept our criticism in the constructive spirit that's intended in order that if you have to do it again, the next version we can sit round and say, "Yes, well done"

“I think that the Secretary of State reports, and this kind of analysis that we're able to do of them, are very good at giving us a litmus test of where the government is at and where different departments are at”

The objective of the reports is to produce greater co-ordination across policy sectors, recognising the importance of leadership from the top of Government. However, one of the most common criticisms of the reports is the absence of a systematic approach to their production.

It was also felt that there was no consistent adoption of a ‘social model’ approach to disability – understanding the breadth of disabled people’s experience in terms of exclusion created by societal barriers. This approach was felt to both underpin the Disability Equality Duty, and to provide the essential framework for advancing disability equality.
Whilst not an explicit requirement in the compilation of Secretary of State reports, it was felt that the better reports tended to reflect the involvement of disabled people – in particular this was seen as helping generate a consistent social model/rights based approach to disability.

An important goal of the Disability Equality Duty is to mainstream disability equality into the work of the public sector. Whilst there were some indications in the reports that this was beginning to happen, it appears very patchy.

Another criticism applying to most of the reports was that they were purely descriptive – rather than analytical.  On some  occasions participants questioned the validity of the data presented in the reports to illustrate  progress in relation to disability equality. It was agreed that such data  is essential for monitoring progress and identifying problems, but needs careful interpretation. The lack of focus on success measures and outcomes was seen as a serious gap in some reports.

"It's sometimes quite difficult to work out what the Department or the sector thinks would be a good result. There's quite a lot of description of activity and plans etc, but there doesn't seem to be many measures of is this good or bad".

There were also concerns in relation to most reports about key institutions or subject areas which were missing. There were many instances where participants identified the need for more cooperation between different Departments and agencies.

Finally, it was felt that some of the reports understood disability in a very one dimensional way.

“There is no recognition that disabled people are anything else other than disabled, that other diversity issues might apply to us, we might have issues around faith, religion, sexuality, around race, age, gender, whatever.  It's not there....”

Nevertheless, we would emphasise that all participants valued the reports and wanted their comments to be taken constructively to improve the reports in the future. 

“These are the first ever Secretary of State reports.  There are bound to be short falls. ..It's not the destination, it's the process. .. There are chances and opportunities to improve upon them, obviously with the constructive, productive and positive contribution and discussion we had today, if it's fed back through proper channels back to the relevant people and to departments obviously there is a lot of room for improvement, we can only get better.”

Participants saw the reports as part of a process, emphasizing the importance of mechanisms such as these EHRC events in producing scrutiny and an on-going dialogue.

Secretary Of State for Business, Enterprise & Regulatory Reform

Overview 
The Department works in these principal areas: 

· Promoting the creation and growth of business and the economy 

· Achieving regulation which is simple and proportionate 

· Safeguarding employee and consumer interests and
· Supporting trade and encouraging overseas investment
With partners such as Ofcom, Office of Fair Trading, Ofgem and Postcomm, participants were unclear about precise constitutional relationships. It was felt that more could have been included on what these bodies were or could be doing to proactively promote disability equality.

“The overall approach of the report was to look through a list of what BERR was doing already and think about whether  it could possibly have a disability dimension. Not “what do we know about progress on disability or the barriers on disability equality in the areas within our remit and what should we do about it?””

This was felt to be particularly disappointing given the significant remit of the Department: 

“I don't think BERR's really grasped what a grip it has in places.”

Creation and growth of business and the economy 

It was felt that the report had very little to say about the disability equality dimension of this hugely significant area. It states that BERR are encouraging Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) to ensure that their Business Link is compliant with the duty. A participant, who had had bad experience with Business Link in relation to access needs, commented that a stronger leadership approach was required – less ‘encouragement’ more monitoring and evaluation was needed.  

More generally in relation to RDAs  the Secretary Of State for Business, Enterprise & Regulatory Reform report states that “they are fully aware of the obligations under the Duty and accept full responsibility for implementing them and Regional Development Agencies take account of the needs of disabled people across the range of services they provide”. This was considered to be an inaccurate and wholly inadequate assessment of disability equality in these very influential bodies. 

Self Employment
Self-employment is particularly important for disabled people.  Participants felt that the report  set out some actions in relation to disabled entrepreneurs. For example the report stated that: “The Enterprise Directorate is making links with key stakeholders such as Leonard Cheshire Disability to ensure that the specific needs of disabled people who are considering setting up in business are reflected in Government’s enterprise policy”. However, participants were concerned that these actions are described at a high level of generality and with no analysis presented of potential barriers.

Safeguarding employee and consumer interests

This is an area of huge significance for promoting disability equality, where the report seemed to have little sense of its importance or of the priorities for disabled people.  

The report of the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions refers to the importance of spreading  awareness and enforcement of disability discrimination law and indicates that this is BERR’s responsibility. But this report gives no indication of the state of disability equality in relation to this issue.

“In terms of awareness of employee rights, all they talk about, the only thing they talk about really is: we're going to have a new scheme of ACAS mediation so fewer people have to go to tribunal.  That's it.”

Even where statistics are produced participants were concerned that these were not analysed critically. For example, with regards to the figure that 46% of disabled people have employment tribunals resolved through mediation there is no sense of whether this is a good  situation. It is unclear as to whether this was because the situation had been resolved or because people couldn't face going to tribunal and therefore withdrew from the process.  They felt that further scrutiny of these figures was required.  

“In terms of measuring the impact of existing legislative proposals,  I can quote  … on parental leave, it is more likely that disabled people will positively benefit from this, not that we have any evidence to suggest this.  That's on parental leave.  On part time workers [the report says] this could lead to improvement for the rights of disabled people.  No evidence to support this, and no they're not going to review it,  to check if it is. And in terms of the age regulations, because more disabled people are older, the assumption is this will be better for disabled people.  This might all turn out to be true, but there's no indication of the thinking behind that”

Similarly the report takes the view that simply because more disabled people are getting the minimum wage than non-disabled people, that this is automatically a good thing. Participants were concerned that the analysis did not consider issues such as the employment patterns of disabled people and whether the pattern in relation to the minimum wage indicated a pattern of low-paid employment.  

The same absence of critical analysis is apparent with regards to consumer rights. Aside from some discrete projects such as debt advice for disabled people, the report seems simply to list some current activities with superficial comments regarding their potential relevance for disabled people.  There  is, for example, reference to the revision of a Package Travel Directive. The report states that: " An equality impact assessment will be conducted". There was little confidence is this approach identifying and addressing the many problems that disabled people experience in this area.  

Post Office

BERR has responsibility in this area, which is of great significance for disabled people. However, it was felt that it was given little attention in the report.  The report states: “The needs of vulnerable users of Post Offices, including disabled people, are at the forefront of developments in network policy. The May 2007 decision by the Secretary of State relating to the Post Office network introduced certain measures to meet those needs”. Participants felt that this was woefully inadequate as a discussion of disability equality in this context. Post offices, their location, services and general accessibility, are of very great significance for disabled people. In addition the post office is a very large employer.

Procurement

Whilst applauding the inclusion in the report of standard contract terms there was some concern that the interpretation of procurement was conservative and that this would limit the impact.  
Secretary Of State for Communities & Local Government

Overview 

Communities & Local Government (CLG), and the Secretary of State, are responsible for five key areas:

· building more and better homes – and reducing homelessness

· improving local public services

· regenerating areas to create more jobs

· working to produce a sustainable environment; and

· tackling anti-social behaviour and extremism 

There were some key commitments in this report which were welcomed by participants including that relating to lifetime homes.  Participants also welcomed the coverage of the areas such as antisocial behaviour and community cohesion.  Overall however it was felt that there were a significant number of gaps and lack of coverage of crucial areas such as local government plus a lack of focus on outcomes.

There were concerns from a number of participants that the report was very much descriptive rather than outcome orientated.  Focusing on setting out the current position but not identifying progress from current policy or proposals for improved progress from future policy.

Whilst it was acknowledged that large disability organisations had been involved with CLG there was concern about the engagement with smaller organisations of disabled people and also whether disabled people were represented within the boards of the many organisations and public bodies in this policy sector.

Another crosscutting issue was the emphasis on issues which were within the CLG department and the lack of emphasis on partners for example housing associations, Homes & Communities Agency and the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE).  
Social model

The definition of the social model of disability within the report was criticised.  This was seen as medicalising disability focusing solely on impairment rather than looking at the barriers which disabled people encounter.  Also there was a strong emphasis within sections of the report on vulnerable people rather than on disability equality.  A further description of the social model  was given later in the report in the section on community cohesion but  it was generally felt that this was not utilised throughout the report.
Local Government 

Participants felt that there was very little coverage of local government within the report.  They emphasised that local government was a key deliverer of services to disabled people as well as being a significant employer and therefore this lack of coverage was a problem.  

“This is a really generic report and wasn't drilling down to the specifics, and local authorities are so key to the delivery of services for disabled people and often one of the closest points of service for government, more needs to be addressed”

Local authorities are also subject to the Disability Equality Duty and the majority of the legal cases since the introduction of the duty have been in relation to local government.  Participants were particularly concerned that there was no mention in the report of how local authorities were performing in relation to the DED, what role CLG played in terms of duty promotion and monitoring.  

Additionally it was felt that it would have been beneficial if the report could have covered what influence the Audit Commission could have in relation to promoting the DED through their regimes.

“The other thing that doesn't seem to be mentioned in here, which I assure you is of major importance, bearing in mind they regulate local government, is to make sure that local authorities comply with their duties and best practice in terms of promoting disability equality”

Generally in relation to regulation, inspection and target setting, including through Local Area Agreements and the Comprehensive Area Assessment, participants felt that disability equality was not really addressed within this report or within the mechanisms at CLG or the Audit Commission.  This was seen as a significant gap and participants would have liked the specific issues addressed, including in relation to the development of clear indicators, to assess the performance of local government on promoting disability equality.

There was mention within the report of the Beacon Council Scheme but no mention of the fact that this scheme was about to end.  Participants would have expected the report to address the issue of the successor scheme to Beacon Councils and how this will incorporate issues around disability equality.

There was also no mention in the report of the Duty to Promote Local Democracy and participants would have appreciated references to this including how this will work for disabled people and how it will promote disability equality.

Finally, there was no reference within the report to employment within local government or within other public bodies in the sector.  Local government in particular is a huge employer and participants would have expected some coverage of this area.

Planning

There was a significant and positive emphasis within planning on engagement with disabled people but participants pointed out that disability organisations needed the capacity to respond.  In their view Planning Aid (which is designed to help individual disabled people and groups to gain the skills to influence the planning process) only went so far.  Funding was required for local access groups to ensure they were able to engage with planning authorities and scrutinise planning applications.

“What concerns me is a lot of local access groups already know their way around the planning system and all about the local development framework and all these sorts of things but they haven't got any resources to do anything about it”

It was thought there was also very little reference to CABE and their role.  Participants were very concerned about this organisation which had previously had a disability group and was now forming, instead, a group to look at inclusive design.  It was not felt that they had been very proactive in promoting either inclusive design or disability equality.

Participants felt that the inconsistency of planning decisions had a negative impact on disability equality yet this issue was not covered within the report.
Housing
A significant amount of the discussion at the roundtable was in relation to housing.  It was felt that the section on housing was not adequate particularly in the current circumstances.  A range of very specific issues were discussed.

The general consensus was that there is currently an accessible housing crisis but that CLG seemed to be remarkably complacent about this. The report did not either reflect the current situation or present any significant solutions in this area aside from a longer-term commitment to lifetime homes.  Participants felt very strongly that there was a real urgency to address issues around housing and this was not reflected within the report.

“We know what we need to do about housing, we need to get on and do it rather than messing around at the edges”

A range of very specific issues were highlighted.

Wheelchair housing

The lack of focus on wheelchair housing  caused considerable concern.  Four years ago data collection on the numbers of wheelchair housing stopped and this has left a huge hole in the available evidence/information.  Additionally there is no mention of what kind of percentages of affordable housing should be wheelchair accessible. Participants felt that CLG should be setting clear targets for this.

“I couldn't see any reference to wheelchair user housing and I think that's a huge, huge shame”

Affordable Housing Registers 

It was generally agreed that Affordable Housing Registers were a very positive move.  However, these have been around for many many years and the commitment to simply carry out research into their role in the context of choice based lettings was felt to be very limited.  Participants would rather have seen a requirement on all local authorities to establish such a system.

Lifetime homes
Whilst the commitment to move to lifetime homes across the board by 2011 was welcomed there was concern at how this could be achieved.  In particular it was felt that there was still significant opposition from builders and developers but no strategy from CLG in relation to how to allay their concerns and achieve the standard.  Participants felt this could undermine the effectiveness of this action/commitment.

“On the positive side I think Lifetime Homes is a tremendous policy objective.” 

“I wanted to also talk about Lifetime Homes and yes, I do think it is a major step forward but why did they take so long in actually doing it.” 

Affordable housing
The specialist homeownership product for disabled people (HOLD) is a tiny percentage of the homeownership offer and the limitations of this were not addressed within the report.  Participants felt that there needed to be more of an increased focus on the accessibility and attractiveness of homeownership projects to disabled people and increased data/evidence to identify how effective these were being in promoting disability equality.

Participants were disappointed that there was only one paragraph about the Homes & Communities Agency, a key organisation to delivering affordable housing.  Even the commitments within this paragraph were primarily focused upon supported and extra care housing rather than looking at disabled people and the promotion of disability equality within mainstream housing provision.

“Homes & Communities Agency there is one paragraph on.  I hope that doesn't reflect what they are doing on disability, but I suspect it might do”

The impact of the economic situation on housing
Whilst it was acknowledged that this report was probably written in the middle of 2008 concerns were raised at the lack of coverage, even at that stage, of the impact of the economic situation.  These concerns centred on the slowdown in house building and the disproportionate negative impact on disabled people and accessible affordable housing.

Homelessness
Homelessness is a key issue for disabled people and this is often hidden with people living with relatives or still in hospital.  This issue was not addressed in the report.

“People stuck with parents, residential homes, people who want to escape, people who want to get out of prison, people are not getting any help finding accessible housing, there is a whole layer of hidden homelessness”

Disabled Facilities Grant 

Disabled Facilities Grant was still a significant issue for disabled people and was raised both in this group and in relation to social care/Independent living in a report from the Secretary of State for Health.  It was felt that this report did not include realistic statistics as although the budget had increased building costs had probably increased at about the same rate.  Ring fencing removal had also caused significant problems.  Participants felt that if disability equality was to appreciably improve within this sector then significant improvements to Disabled Facilities Grants, including related to funding, needed to be achieved.

“The report says that Disabled Facilities Grant has nearly doubled since 1997, I suggest house building costs have doubled since 1997 so it is kind of a red herring”
Regeneration
Regeneration and the development of inclusive and successful neighbourhoods and communities is key for promoting disability equality.  Yet participants noted that there was absolutely no mention of disability equality and regeneration within the report.  This was identified as a major and significant gap.

“Regeneration absolute gap, obvious example, Thames Gateway, just nothing … there is just this enormous gap in terms of any vision about the idea that communities actually do include older and disabled people”

Antisocial behaviour
Participants raised the issue of antisocial behaviour.  This is discussed in the report and it is highlighted that disabled people may be both victims and perpetrators.  Mention is made of the research undertaken on this issue by the DRC, which indicated (amongst other things) that – despite the need for disability specific action and awareness many social landlords had no policy or procedure for dealing with disabled perpetrators, nor for dealing with disabled victims, However, there was concern that  no clear actions were put forward to address this and other problems highlighted in the research. No mention, for example, is made of the DRC recommendations which include the need for more guidance from central government for social landlords.  
Instead the report appears to rely on the Disability Discrimination Act which had already been greatly weakened by a House of Lords decision [Malcolm v Lewisham] in summer 2008 – not discussed in the report.

“All that the report says about anti-social behaviour, after having acknowledged that there's a disability issue there, is that the DDA will cover it, not, of course, noticing the fact that the Malcolm case means that it doesn't deal with it” 

Community cohesion
The report described aspects of community cohesion relating to disability equality but participants still felt that the mainstream community cohesion agenda did not include disabled people.  This was demonstrated by the early section on Beacon Council status, various Beacon programmes were identified as being relevant to disability equality but not the one on developing cohesive and resilient communities.  

Whilst the report described issues relating to community cohesion and disability equality, including data relating to disabled people feeling less engaged with their local community, participants were concerned that this was purely descriptive. There was no evidence of effective actions to address these issues or to ensure that the activities and initiatives around community cohesion included disabled people.

There was a strong view within the group that the social exclusion of disabled people and the barriers which disabled people encountered needed to be very much at the heart of the work on community cohesion and that the lack of anything beyond description of the position of disabled people was a serious gap within the report.  

“I think I'd like to see more on the report about how they are actually taking this agenda to consider disabled people as well”
Organisations of Disabled People
Participants were concerned about the lack of coverage within the report of local disability organisations and organisations of disabled people.  It was felt that these were crucial to the delivery of disability equality within areas like local government, planning and housing.  Yet there was almost no recognition of the importance of these organisations, the need for funding and capacity building.

“The only way the equality duty is going to be delivered is through the involvement of all those expert groups and individual campaigning and advocating and fighting on behalf of disabled people.  But they have very little funding and there needs to be some indicator in there to identify, as a priority, developing the capacity of those groups”
Secretary Of State for Children Schools & Families

Overview 

The sector covered by this report includes schools, nurseries, youth clubs, colleges, local authorities, and organisations like Ofsted and the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority. It also includes organisations like the Anti Bullying Alliance which are funded by the Department For Children's Schools & Families (DCSF) to work with local authorities and schools to help children. 

The DCSF are responsible for 4 public service agreements:

Improve well being and health of children and young people.
Raise standards in education and close the gaps.
Increase the number of children and young people on the path to success.
It was acknowledged that this was a wide ranging and a very effective report in many ways and that there were a variety of good quality actions.  Overall it was felt to be one of the stronger reports. 

However, some participants were slightly disappointed.  They felt there was not very much about outcomes, sometimes a problem was described but there was limited information in terms of what was going to happen.  Other participants felt that the reports described what the department would be doing for disabled children rather than with them.  Concern was also expressed about the language/jargon within the report and its length both in terms of accessibility and focus.

Finally, some participants were concerned that the key issue within education ie the debate around inclusive or special education was not addressed within this report.

“On the big issue of integrated versus specialist education I don't get a feel of where everybody wants to end up”

Disability Equality Schemes

Schools are responsible for producing their own Disability Equality Schemes but participants felt that the Secretary of State had a key responsibility for supporting schools by monitoring and reporting on their progress.

Within the report this issue was acknowledged and a wide range of actions were put forward.  This included writing to all schools reminding them of their legal responsibility, ensuring SEN regional advisers from National Strategies monitor this within their own visits and that the issue would be raised at a series of meetings, through newsletters and other networks.  There were also commitments in terms of OFSTED monitoring this although there were concerns about the timing of this.  

Participants were pleased that the issue had been acknowledged and a series of actions put together.  In general it was felt that all of these actions would contribute to improving the situation in relation to schools although there were concerns that we would still not have a national picture of either compliance or effectiveness.  There appeared to be a strong emphasis within the report on the role of the EHRC and the report specifically said that they were responsible for the duty.

Overall participants felt there was a good range of actions for this issue but that its effectiveness may be limited because of the lack of a comprehensive picture of the situation and the reliance on the EHRC.  

School Governors

A clear gap identified by participants was in relation to school governors.  This is an area where there is a huge opportunity to better promote disability equality and involve disabled people in public life. There was only one mention within the whole report of school governors and this was simply citing this as an example of where the participation of disabled people in public life could be increased.  

Suggestions were put forward that the report could have provided data in relation to how many disabled people are school governors and cover issues around recruitment of disabled governors, access and communication support for disabled governors and disability equality training for all governors.

Bullying
It was acknowledged that there was a very significant emphasis within the report on the key issue of bullying.  In particular large sections were devoted to identifying the evidence related to the bullying of disabled children and good practice examples of schools who were tackling this.  There were some commitments or descriptions of actions already taken including the production of guidance for schools, a DVD and monitoring of bullying.  There was also an emphasis on ensuring anti-bullying work was included within disability equality schemes and equality impact assessments.

However, participants were concerned that the actions were not necessarily robust enough to tackle such a significant issue.  Although the actions which were set out were welcomed it was felt that more robust action was required.

“One thing I noticed in the report was around recognition of bullying in schools.  In terms of strategy there are not many suggestions and solutions on how to deal with that issue”

Disabled Parents
Participants raised concerns about the lack of coverage of disabled parents.  Issues such as parents accessing the school, communication for parents’ evenings and school events are crucial issues and the report would have been improved if it had addressed the issues relating to disabled parents.

“90 per cent of deaf parents have hearing children, so how are they going to get access to the school themselves?  That's going to affect their child's education if the parents can't have access”

Building Schools for the Future

Whilst this was acknowledged as an excellent programme some participants raised questions about whether it would really create inclusive schools.  The report is descriptive in relation to a set of standards which schools are supposed to adhere to but there is no information in relation to how effective this is being.  

“They didn't mention that building schools for the future are creating a new generation of uninclusive schools which mean actually disabled children can't be included in the mainstream for the next generation of schooling”

Participants felt that this opportunity must not be lost and that there needed to be a strong focus on ensuring new and refurbished schools provided full inclusivity and met the highest standards.  Progress on this needed to be closely monitored and evaluated and the report would have benefited from an action in relation to this.

Supporting children with medical conditions

Several participants raised the issue of schools supporting children with medical conditions and felt that this was missing from the report.  Concerns were expressed about support staff being expected to take responsibility for medication without adequate training or backup, or alternatively, parents being expected to come into school to dispense medication.  The particular example given was in relation to insulin and diabetes.

This is clearly an issue of significant concern and there was disappointment that the report did not come forward with actions to start to resolve this across the piece.  It was felt that this was an issue which straddled health and education and where the report had an opportunity to join up the work across these two areas.

“The case that comes to mind is a woman who had to give up her job of 20 years to actually have to go to school to give injections to her son because the school won't take on the responsibility”

Exclusions

The range of commitments on this key issue (the report acknowledges that up to 70% of excluded children have special educational needs) was widely welcomed.  However, some participants were concerned about how this would fit into the 16-18 agenda.

 Employment and training
Participants welcomed the fact that the report did cover the issue of employment but were concerned that this did not have enough of a high profile within the report.

“The great under representation of disabled people amongst the teaching profession and a widespread discrimination in recruitment and development for disabled staff has been acknowledged in 15 pages of a 400-page report. There doesn't seem to be an awful lot in terms of proposals to do anything about it”  

More commitments in relation to training and sharing information about disability equality for staff, particularly special needs assistants, would have been welcomed by participants.

Procurement and research
Participants felt that both procurement of services and commissioning of research were key issues in relation to promoting disability equality.  Whilst there was significant emphasis within the report on commissioning disability specific research there was nothing which participants could identify in relation to procurement of services or commissioning non disability specific research.

“The DCSF has got an enormous procurement role and also a kind of a biggish research budget that it uses, and I don't see either of those being reflected in this report” 
Joining up work

In general, concerns were expressed that the report did not really join up around disability equality in relation to children and that an overarching strategy for disabled children linking into other key government strategies was still lacking. Participants were concerned that services around health, social care and schools all have a different definition of disability.  Reports such as this are an opportunity to join this work up and participants hoped that in the future a common definition could be agreed upon.
Also that there were still a significant number of general initiatives around children which did not address issues in relation to disability equality and participants could not see mechanisms within the report to ensure that this happened in the future.  One example which was given was the healthy schools partnership on bullying which did not address issues around disability despite DCSF doing some really good work on bullying in relation to disability in other areas.

Secretary of State for Culture Media & Sport

Overview 

The Department for Culture Media and Sport, and the Secretary of State, have objectives including:
· Encourage more widespread enjoyment of culture, media and sport;  

· Support talent and excellence in culture, media and sport; 

· Realise the economic benefits of these sectors; 

· Deliver a successful and inspirational Olympic and Paralympic Games with a sustainable legacy.

The department sponsors a wide range of public bodies including Arts Council England, English Heritage and the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment.

Participants welcomed the range of issues covered by this report and in particular the progress in relation to some areas of museums, arts and sport.  This was felt to be a reasonable report which would have been rated as much more effective had there not been such concerns about data.

There were significant concerns about the validity and accuracy of the base line data which underpinned all of the report.  This data was sourced from the large DCMS survey Taking Part.  Participants were concerned about various aspects of this report including that this survey conflated disability and illness.  This not only undermined the social model but also, they felt, potentially undermined the accuracy of the data in relation to disabled people.  

Several organisations identified that their own research or research they were aware of contradicted the findings and the analysis of the Taking Part survey and the data which was used in the Secretary of State report.  They identified the issues of access to arts activities, barriers, confidence, relevance of activities and attitudes of providers as key issues.  They didn't see this reflected within the Secretary of State report.

Participants questioned whether Taking Part and its subsequent analysis had been through an EIA process and whether disabled people had been involved in designing the research.  A good practice example was identified from the Office for National Statistics who have involved disabled people in the design of a major longitudinal study and have subsequently made significant changes because of this involvement.

It was felt that there was other data available and DCMS needed to be using this as well because of the difficulties with Taking Part.  Unfortunately many participants felt that these problems with the data significantly undermined the report.

There were also concerns about the extent to which disabled people had been involved in drawing up the report.  Whilst participants acknowledged that this was not a statutory requirement it was felt that more information about the disability reference group would have been helpful and that transparency would be beneficial.

Museums and libraries
Participants were particularly concerned about the statistical analysis within this section.  Although the report claimed that only 1% of disabled people cite access as an issue over 70% of libraries do not fully comply with the Disability Discrimination Act.  This presumably means that they remain impossible or unreasonably difficult for disabled people to use.  The latter issue needs urgent action and participants felt that this was not included within the report.  They would have liked to see DCMS take a more proactive role in supporting this sector to improve its accessibility.

There were other places within the section on museums and libraries (where research was referred to but no results were indicated.  This included the National Museums, Libraries & Archives Disability Surveys about access and equality for disabled people in museums, libraries and archives; and the National audit of ‘Accessibility of museum, libraries and archives websites’.
There was also concern about the following statement which was included in the section about libraries:

 “The Museums, Libraries & Archives action plan for libraries contains no specific commitments about the provision of library services to disabled people. However, the ability of library authorities to meet the needs of disabled users will be considered when addressing …priorities.”
Broadcasting
There was a significant and detailed discussion within the group on this issue.

Overall there was a strong view that DCMS needed to show what they were doing to improve representation and mainstreaming disability equality.  There were concerns that coverage within broadcasting was at best patchy and at worst focused on freak shows.  There was concern that Ofcom were not addressing this within their regulatory role and that they were simply leaving this to the broadcasters.

"I can watch more programmes on fishing than about disability equality or disabled people" 

In relation to digital switchover there were a range of concerns particularly around accessibility, for example the fact that the key navigation aid (electronic programme guides) are not required to be accessible.  It was also pointed out that the digital switchover help scheme was benefit dependent, this would exclude disabled people who were not on benefits but would still have significant access issues.  Participants were concerned about whether an Equality Impact Assessment had been incorporated into the work on digital switchover.  They felt that neither DCMS nor Ofcom were tackling these issues and that they weren't covered within the report.

Additional issues were raised which participants felt were not covered in the report

· Audio description targets were felt to be very low

· Community Channel now has a stream of BSL mainstream programming but this is not reflected on other channels

· Licences were issued for new broadcasters without them having to meet basic access requirements.

There was also a discussion in relation to Internet broadcasting.  This was an area which was not really addressed within the report and participants raised particular concerns about both general access and design of specific systems (such as BBC iPlayer).  Whilst it was felt that the general access issue may be covered by another department it was seen as a gap and a missed opportunity that the accessibility of specific systems was not picked up in this report.

In general it was felt that the regulation and monitoring of broadcasting was extremely light touch and that DCMS needed to take a firmer approach to ensure disability equality.
Arts

There were certain areas of the report where people raised issues about the accuracy of points made.  For example the report claimed that the disability status of chief executives of arts organisations was not collected but this is undertaken by the Arts Council England.

The fact that Arts Council England are placing a responsibility on Regularly Funded Organisations to promote disability equality and to meet the requirements of the duty was welcomed. However, this sector in particular raised major concerns about difficulties with the data which came from the Taking Part Survey. 

Employment

Once again participants questioned the robustness of the evidence base.  For example it was identified that 12.6% of the 2 million people who work in the arts have a disability.  However, no source was given for this and therefore its validity was questioned.

Agencies and monitoring
Although the report claimed that there was robust monitoring of agencies and sponsored bodies participants had examples of where this was not necessarily happening.  Concerns were raised about the effectiveness of some of the agencies, particularly in undertaking Equality Impact Assessments (EIAs).  They suggested that DCMS could take a more proactive and supportive role, for example in setting up a forum for agencies and sponsored bodies to discuss EIAs and share these.

Secretary Of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs

Overview

The Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) has responsibility for: adapting to climate change; championing sustainable development; a healthy natural environment; environmental risk and emergencies; a thriving farming and food sector; and strong rural communities.

The report was felt to be one of the better Secretary of State Reports, with a good awareness of the social model of disability and having clearly been produced with the involvement of disabled people. 

However, involvement of disabled people within the sector as a whole was said to be still patchy. The National Trust was identified as an example of particularly good practice in engaging disabled people.

Rural communities

This area was considered to be very weak both in terms of the lack of information about the current position of disability equality, and in terms of proposals for future progress. Aside from recognising that proportionately more disabled people live in the countryside the report had little insight into particular barriers, or how to progress disability equality.

The report indicates that the Department would explore with the Commission for Rural Communities whether it could include work on the rural experience of disabled people in its future work programme. Participants felt strongly that such work should have been conducted prior to the Secretary of State report: 
Participants were similarly critical of the statement in terms of future work that the Department “will work with others to explore what can be done to build their current understanding of progress towards disability equality in rural areas within their policy sectors.” Again it was felt that this was something which should have been undertaken already.

Scepticism was expressed at the performance on disability of Action with Communities in Rural England (ACRE) (the national umbrella body for the network of Rural Community Councils across the country). For example, it appears that their survey of village halls is only now to include accessibility issues. More thought needs to be given to how this, and other key institutions, can improve the position of disabled people in rural communities.

Two areas where participants felt that attention, and co-operation between different Departments, was critically needed were distinctive social care issues around rural communities, and rural transport related issues for disabled people. 

Access to the natural environment 
This was felt to be a far stronger dimension of the report, reflecting some good practice across the sector. Significant future actions were featured in the report which were felt to be likely to produce further progress. 

Participants welcomed that approach which drew on lessons of combating exclusion across different minority groups.  For example the strategic commitments around increasing the number of disabled people becoming involved in outdoor recreation and the targets in relation to increasing the awareness of underrepresented groups enjoying and utilising the natural environment. In relation to this one participant identified that:  

“Lots of issues about fear over safety, lack of familiarity, if you come from an urban area, lack of familiarity with the countryside, you know?  There's very similar patterns on the research that's been done around BME communities not feeling welcome”
Actions on this issue in the report include training, guidance, information, and promoting benefits to all sectors of the population, and these were felt to be appropriate. 

Fresh leadership on this issue was welcomed the report states that “Defra will set up a forum during 2009 to enable the sharing of best practice and to support the co-ordination of activity by organisations with an interest in making the natural environment more accessible to disabled people. Relevant government departments will be invited.” However, it is not clear whether disabled people will be involved in this, as they should be.

Water/fuel

Defra’s action to commission an independent review about charging for water, and the effectiveness of different tariffs, particularly for certain groups of customers including disabled people, and then to work with others to improve take-up of ‘vulnerable groups’ ’ tariff for water supply, was very welcome. Participants felt that this last action was particularly needed.

“I didn't know that there was a cheaper tariff for water use and having a son who's got incontinence no one ever told us that”

Similarly the publicity for the warm front scheme was said to be very inaccessible to disabled people. Actions in the report to publicise the scheme were welcomed, but more awareness raising was felt to be needed.

Recycling/environmental issues

The discussion around disability and waste recycling was felt to be quite weak given the scale of the issues and the significant negative impact of disabled people if schemes are implemented without consideration.

“It is very difficult as a disabled person to live a green lifestyle because the barriers we face and it's everything from trying to get your stuff into the recycling”

There was the need for far greater integration of disability issues into environmental thinking – and greater involvement of disabled people in relevant institutions.

Secretary Of State for Work and Pensions

Overview

The Department’s key areas of responsibility, discussed in the meeting, are:

· Employment

· Health and Safety

· Welfare benefits

· Child poverty

· Pensions and older people’s poverty

· Disability equality.

This was felt to be probably one of the better reports in terms of an understanding from the social model of disability, and at least identifying the most significant issues in relation to disability equality. However, there were significant weaknesses.

“For me, it's a big sprawling document...  There were some good things in it obviously, but there are also a few for me alarming gaps and oversimplifications and lack of detail” 

Participants felt that the report failed to critically analyse statistics – in some cases simply not commenting on  them at all.The report was felt to have not only gaps in terms of barriers or problematic areas that were not discussed, but also in terms of good practice and important interventions that were not mentioned – or only briefly.

“It's frustrating. It's like an exam and they ran out of time at the end and had to put their pen down”

There was frustration at the failure of the report to even attempt to understand the potential impact of the recession in its policy sectors – and it is clearly likely to be significant. It was felt that without such a critical analysis it will be impossible to devise mechanisms for mitigating the negative impact on disability equality. It would have been difficult given the timing for the report to have a fully integrated discussion of the potential implications of the economic downturn but given the importance of this issue participants expected some consideration. 

Aside from the Office of Disability Issues (ODI) there was not much discussion in the report of the involvement of disabled people in the work of DWP or more generally within the sector.  At the national level participants believed that this was happening but not at grass roots.

Employment
A general, strong impression was that the focus was very much on welfare reforms, therefore giving the impression that employment for disabled people was a welfare issue rather than an equalites issue.

This section was identified as a significant example of the failure to critically examine statistics. For example, simply transposing the Labour Force Survey into the report as something positive with no further examination.  

“The increase in the employment rate for disabled people went up by 8 per cent between the first five years of this report, but then only 1.5 per cent and that suggests a significant fall in the rate of improvement … leaving aside the question of a recession, because this is all pre-recession”

Whilst it is commendable that employment figures are broken down into impairment categories, again there is no analysis.   It was emphasised that disabled people vary a lot in their employability and where they're starting from. Participants raised concerns that there was little consideration of options such as volunteering and public appointments which may be better options for some disabled people.  

It was felt that more consideration needed to be given to specialist employment schemes, in particular REMPLOY.

 “There was not a mention of the fact they shut down a third of the factories and made 2,000 disabled workers redundant. That's not mentioned in the report at all, and no mention about monitoring the effectiveness of the modernisation programme they put in which led to those closures and redundancies”
Access to Work

It was agreed that this was a very valuable programme, the expansion of which is very welcome. However, there was criticism of the report for giving no indication of any difficulties in the delivery of the programme. Participants expressed strong concerns about a range of issues including lack of consistency across different offices and advisers. 

“I don't think anyone thinks that the only problem with Access to work is the fact it doesn't have enough money”

It was acknowledged that DWP have been working to resolve some of these issues, but this is not reflected in the report. Nor was the major issue of the withdrawal of Access to Work from government departments, considered by participants to be extremely troubling, even mentioned.

Procurement was identified as another significant gap in the report. The successful delivery of DWP employment services which are being contracted out depends on the equality considerations for disabled people being thoroughly integrated into processes. The report gives no indication that this is happening.

There were indications of a lack of joined-up Government.  The DWP report refers to the importance of spreading awareness and enforcement of disability discrimination and refers to the department for Business Enterprise and Regulatory Reform’s (BERR) responsibilities. However, it was felt that BERR were taking no action on this critical issue. Another issue where inter-departmental co-operation is needed but appears to be lacking is in relation to health and social care. For example, there are issues about needing to move for a job but having then to renegotiate a care package with a new authority.

Welfare benefits

Participants were concerned that the report failed to give any consideration  to barriers in the actual design of the benefits system (for example in flexibility and inability to respond to partial capacity),  simply focusing instead on customer services. Even in this area disabled customers are shown in the report to identify quite a number of big problems, but the report then fails adequately  to show how these will be addressed. Participants felt that the report underestimated some of the basic flaws in the claim process – for example the length and repetitiousness of claims processes which cause difficulties for people with a range of impairments.

It was suggested that since a huge proportion of appeals against refusal of disability benefits are upheld, this should be used as a source of feedback to create improvements in staff understanding and simplifying the system.

The complexity of the system was felt to result in a widespread lack of understanding of entitlements amongst disabled people, and often amongst those advising them. In general the report failed to address problems regarding low uptake of benefits, for example amongst some black and minority ethnic communities. Tackling this issue would, it was pointed out, help reduce child poverty.

Health and Safety

The report is strong on recognising the ways in which health and safety can be used as a barrier to the employment of disabled people, but was criticized for containing no evidence on this critical issue.  Participants pointed out that reference was made to there being a review which was seen as positive but that there was no information about the starting point from which they were going to measure progress.  

It was emphasized that inspectorates were critical to day-to-day delivery.  And that if (which is unclear) the Health and Safety Executive has reached agreement on action at the top there does not seem to be a strategy for getting the issue of disability down to the inspectors on the ground.

Child Poverty

The report has a strong acknowledgement of the disability dimension to child poverty – and statistics are given about progress made but, again, it was criticized for its lack of analysis. There was said to be no indication of how progress had been achieved to date or what future barriers to progress might be. 

There was again felt to be no clear indication of the trajectory of progress. Participants had a sense that the Department might have tackled the easiest barriers first and that progress was likely to tail off. 

The report indicates that the DWP will develop a strategy for the next decade, and that a number of  pilots – for example, the Local Authority Innovation Fund – should help to identify approaches that are effective in lifting disabled children, or those with disabled parents, out of poverty. However, given the scale of the impact of disability on child poverty the report did not seem to give sufficient consideration to the distinctive barriers and solutions relating to disabled people. It was felt that actions seemed focused on families with disabled children (eg accessible childcare) rather than on disabled parents, who needed much more consideration.

Good welfare benefits advice for disabled children/parents might help significantly.

Equality

The Department has a Departmental Strategic Objective to ‘promote equality of opportunity for disabled people’. The Office for Disability Issues, which works across government to ensure equality becomes a reality for disabled people, is based in the Department. However, the Office for Disability Issues was considered not to have the resources the authority or the clout as yet to carry out its remit.

Weaknesses identified in this aspect of the report included: the discussion on the UN Convention which was very much the Government’s position rather than an accurate description of the process, barriers and benefits; the description of Disability Equality Duty enforcement which was felt to be weak on analysis; and a general lack of analysis of the continuing problems confronting disabled people seeking to enforce their rights.

Secretary of State for Health

Overview 
The policy sector of this report covers the health and adult social care system in England. 

The Department of Health develops policy and provides stewardship and: 

· gives direction to the NHS, adult social care and public health and has general responsibility for standards of health care in the country 

· sets the strategic framework for adult social care and influences local authority spend on social care 

· directs the promotion and protection of the public’s health, taking the lead on issues such as environmental hazards to health, infectious diseases, health promotion and education, the safety of medicines and ethical issues. 

Generally participants felt that although this report had some strengths it also had a very significant number of weaknesses. Areas such as the breadth of coverage of relevant research and specific initiatives around both health of prisoners and people with learning disabilities were welcomed.

Overall, participants were concerned about the focus of the report on the medical model rather than on the social model of disability and on barriers experienced by disabled people.  Participants felt that this undermined the effectiveness of the report.

An additional concern was that the report was more focused on description than outcomes.  The lack of focus on success measures and outcomes was seen as a serious gap.

"It's sometimes quite difficult to work out what the Department or the sector thinks would be a good result. There's quite a lot of description of activity and plans etc, but there doesn't seem to be many measures of is this good or bad"
Participants expressed concern that issues for people with long-term medical conditions such as diabetes (for example in relation to mental health services) were not really addressed within the report. Also that the physical inaccessibility of the NHS estate was not addressed.

There was also concern about a lack of response to the Disability Rights Commission’s report, ‘Equal Treatment – Closing the Gap’: A Formal Investigation into Physical Health Inequalities Experienced by People with Learning Disabilities and/or Mental Health Problems’.  And an almost complete lack of coverage of the DRC formal investigation into fitness to practise.

Finally, participants raised the issue of the involvement of disabled people.  Whilst it was recognised that this is not a statutory requirement for the Secretary of State reports it was felt that improved engagement with disabled people would have significantly improved the report.

GP Services

Participants felt that the full context of GP services was not really present within the report.  In particular there was concern about the data which underlined the reports and the kind of feedback which was being received about GPs.  Surveys were not in accessible formats, they were not promoted to disabled people and therefore participants felt that they were not capturing the issues and giving the wrong picture of disabled people’s experiences.  

A recent major survey of GPs was seen as a missed opportunity to do things positively which failed to address the barriers that prevented disabled people from providing clear feedback.  In relation to patient reported outcome forms which are completed for certain surgical procedures another participant commented:

"They just say if the person can't fill in the form they record that they can't fill it in.  How are those outcomes going to be recorded for people with a whole range of disabilities?"
It was also felt that there was a lack of detail on actions which were being taken at GP level and no demonstration of evidence such as the numbers of GPs offering enhanced services or double appointments for disabled people.

At the Primary Care Trust (PCT) level participants had concerns about the lack of evidence or data on disability/impairment gathered by PCTs and even stronger concerns about their poor record in relation to producing disability equality schemes and doing equality impact assessments.  It was felt that the Department of Health should have a much stronger role in ensuring that the statutory responsibilities were taken forward by PCTs. 

Participants were worried that the focus of PCTs on relatively narrow targets and specific health outcomes was leading to a lack of interest in issues around disability equality which didn't strictly fit into these.

Overall participants didn't feel that the report gave enough coverage to the real issues around GPs and PCTs and that the coordination across the sector, between the Department of Health, PCTs and GPs was possibly not effective in relation to disability equality.

Dental Services
This was identified as a significant gap in the report.  Accessibility to dental services was seen by participants as a very important area and a number of examples were given of lack of access to dental services, particularly in relation to physical access.  Examples were given of wheelchair users who couldn't find a dentist where they could transfer to the chair, numerous dentists who were based upstairs or had some facilities upstairs, and organisations working with young people with learning disabilities being unable to find suitable dentists.

It was also pointed out that the report failed to cover other key areas such as opticians and pharmacists.  Again in these areas there were significant issues around accessibility, information and training.

"I think the kind of silence around dentists is silence around all primary care services.  So opticians, even pharmacists.  The whole strategic thing about pushing lots of care out into the community, getting pharmacists to do stuff, but where's the information about accessibility, where's the training?"
There was a strong consensus that these gaps were a weakness in the report.

Equipment
Another gap participants identified in the report was in relation to provision of equipment.  It was felt that the new retail model for the provision of equipment makes the integration of specialist equipment very difficult.  Although the new model was seen as effective in provision of basic equipment it was not seen as effective in the provision of specialist or bespoke equipment.  Participants felt that the report should cover this crucial area.

"Community equipment is absolutely shocking, particularly access to specialist equipment"
Although direct payments are available for equipment participants were not aware of many people who had taken this up.  The report would have benefited from data in this area and the general consensus was that this provision required a higher profile.

Additional concerns were raised in relation to equipment including waiting times for assessments for powered wheelchairs, their provision and servicing.  Several other issues were raised in relation to wheelchair provision including the vouchers not meeting the full cost of the chairs and the system being functional rather than outcome based.  Participants felt that the report would have been improved if it had fully addressed both equipment and wheelchair provision.

Mental health services
Some significant areas in relation to mental health services were identified as being missing from the report.  This included the experience of mental health service users from BME communities.  There is a significant issue in relation to the increased likelihood of people from BME communities using mental health services and the variation of this in different areas of the country.  Yet this issue was completely missing from the report.  Also missing was the issue of mental health services for deaf people and older people.

However, participants felt that there were some key initiatives and projects relating to both mental health and learning disabilities which were very positive and simply not covered within the report.  In many ways this was a lost opportunity to identify key initiatives and effective practice.  Examples given included: access to psychological therapy, New Horizons and the drive to improve information and advice services.

Disabled parents
Several participants were concerned about the lack of coverage of disabled parents.  They believed that the report would have been improved if it had addressed issues for disabled parents in terms of their own experience such as obstetric services for disabled women and in terms of supporting the health requirements of their children such as the accessibility of child health programmes.

Nice
The National Institute for Clinical Excellence (Nice) was seen as a key organisation within the health sector.  Yet there was no coverage of this organisation or their role in promoting disability equality.  Participants felt that this not only left a gap in the report but it also undermined the aim of the Secretary of State report to join up work across the sector.

Participants pointed out that much of the work of Nice is focused on cost effectiveness in terms of direct health/public health costs, that is, how much it will cost or save health providers, but does not consider the wider social costs which could be reduced if certain drugs or treatments were funded.  This is a crucial issue which the report should have considered the impact of.

Social Care

A range of issues relating to social care and independent living were raised by participants in relation to the Secretary of State for Health report.  

There was a strong view amongst participants that the eligibility criteria was a significant issue for disabled people yet this was not addressed effectively in the report.  Issues raised included:

the difficulties with moderate or low care needs not being met and the impact this is having on disabled people;  eligibility criteria for social care and the move towards only providing services for people deemed to be critical; a strong focus on meeting the needs of those who are the most "needy"; and a significant lack of resources. Participants felt that this was a missed opportunity.  This report could have been the place for the discussion in terms of painting the picture, identifying the issues and identifying ways forward.

In relation to personalisation participants felt that the report should have addressed this issue in more detail.

“There is a big theory within the Department of Health that through delivering these budgets you will stimulate a market of choice and control for disabled people, but it doesn't describe to what extent that's happened, whether it’s happening successfully, whether the right type of services are occurring, and I think that's a real concern given that a lot of the data says actually take-up of individual budgets and things like that is very low”

The omission of these key issues with a detailed analysis was seen as a significant gap within the report.
Other gaps which were identified included issues around dignity in care being covered in any detail, human rights in relation to social care and practical information about training and delivery.  Additionally participants raised concerns about the lack of coverage of the Healthcare and Audit Commission.  

Participants also felt there was not enough emphasis on the importance of the role for user lead organisations and the difficulties for small organisations in terms of commissioning and provision of advocacy with limited funding.

Joined up Working

Several examples were identified where the report did not address areas of joint working, particularly with other departments.  For example issues for disabled children in relation to access to medication in schools.  The example was given of children with diabetes who require support with insulin administration.  Although this is strictly within the remit of the Department for Children Schools & Families it overlaps with the Department of Health and is definitely within the relevant policy sector.  Yet no attempts were made within the report to join up work to address this significant problem.

In terms of independent living there are significant barriers within housing including the local housing allowance where housing benefit will not pay for an extra room for a carer and the administration and means testing of disabled facilities grants.  Although both of these are within the remit of other departments they do have impact on the policy sector in relation to social care/independent living and therefore participants felt that the report should have looked at how joined up working could have helped to overcome these barriers.

“They do talk about local area agreements and national indicators, but they don't show a joined up kind of social model approach”

The Home Secretary 

Overview

The Home Office is responsible for policies that protect the public, safeguard fundamental rights and freedoms, and ensure that people can go about their lives safely and confidently. It leads on the following Public Service Agreements (PSA):

· ensure controlled, fair migration 

· make communities safe

· reduce harm from alcohol and drugs: and

· reduce the risk from international terrorism.

Participants felt that the report described key activities of the Home Office in relation to disability equality rather than  fulfilling the legal requirements of the Secretary of State’s Report. In particular they had concerns that the report failed to demonstrate that the Home Office had succeeded in making disability equality integral to the way in which performance is monitored.

On the positive side the report includes some high level data on key issues for the Department which can now be analysed in terms of disability, such as the proportion of disabled people who have confidence in the Criminal Justice System and disabled people’s feelings about crime. These statistics should in principle help measure over time whether the gap between disabled people and non-disabled people's experience of the Criminal Justice System is changing.

However, this was felt to be undermined by the report’s lack of engagement with disabled people.  This is reflected in the need for closer analysis of statistics, through involvement of disabled people, to really understand what they mean. 

“The British Crime Survey doesn't… try to work with disabled people to see how the statistics could be collected better to reflect their lives” 

In relation to statistics around disabled people’s sense of security in the community and perceptions of crime, one participant’s organisation had conducted similar surveys and found that when these were analysed in more depth the results can be understood to tell a much less positive story. 

“A lot of the time disabled people will report that they feel safe because of the restricted position they are living in, it feels like they are safe relatively” 

Although not a statutory requirement, the report itself did not seem to reflect the involvement of disabled people and it was also felt that at a local level such involvement is still very limited. One participant gave an example that engagement at a local level in crime and disorder partnerships is very patchy. The independent advisory groups established by police forces were not mentioned in the report. A participant said that whilst she was a member of the Metropolitan Police’s disability specific advisory group in other police forces these advisory groups were not generally disability specific and seemed to include very few disabled people.

Curiously whilst the report itself identifies better involvement as a key issue: “a challenge for the department is how to better engage disabled people in developing and influencing the policies that affect them, for example on local crime issues” it fails to put forward any proposals for addressing it.

It was felt that, in part as a consequence of limited involvement with disabled people, the report from the Home Secretar, and the sector more generally, lacked a social model perspective on disabled people’s experiences. This led to a failure to adequately understand barriers, and a narrow focus. 

“I think the Home Office has not understood how to talk to disabled people, it is very focused around vulnerable adults and people speaking on behalf of vulnerable adults and this report is very much engaged on that [agenda]”

Too often training and activities are still framed by a ‘medical model’ approach, focused in particular on ‘vulnerability’, which produces a narrow understanding of the issues, their causes and solutions.

“The General Duty requires public authorities to promote positive attitudes towards disabled people. We found little evidence of this element in the reports. In this context, we question whether the notion of 'vulnerability' – which we recognise is in part a legal term – is helpful in promoting positive attitudes... We are concerned that the continuous use of the word 'vulnerable' can undermine respect for and dignity of deaf people” 

The focus on the report was felt overwhelmingly to be on people with learning disabilities, and to a lesser extent with mental health problems. These may quite rightly have been selected as priority issues, but the report needs also to consider the experiences of other groups of disabled people. Participants recognised that around the country work was indeed being done with other sectors of the community – such as Deaf or visually impaired people – but this is in no way reflected in the report.

Disability hate crime

This was welcomed as a major theme in the report, and it was noted that the issue now appeared to have a high priority around the country, although work was still felt to be at a development stage. 
Participants reported continuing problems with recording data in relation to disability hate crimes. There was a feeling that there was a need for more training, and for awareness of the issue to be built into the whole culture and to be properly embedded in processes. The future activities as set out in the report were not felt to adequately address these continuing problems. In addition there was said to be the need for a significant public awareness campaign.

The approach to disability hate crime as set out in the report was said to be too narrow –– in particular there was absolutely no consideration given to the need to tackle abuse/hate crimes in institutions. Clearly this is an area where joined up working with social services and other key institutions in the social care field is essential.

In a related area participants expressed strong concerns that the report failed to mention disability in the context of domestic violence. It was noted that currently the national strategy on domestic violence did not address the particular issues confronting disabled people. And that there are few sexual assault referral centres nationally meeting disabled people’s requirements, they are often under resourced and not accessible.

“There is no disability equality stuff in it at all…Those services who are trying to take it up have no guidance and they have no funding”

Anti-social behaviour 

It was noted that despite recognising potential problems for disabled people in this area “we recognise that more could be done to understand the impact of anti-social behaviour policy on disabled people” the report proposed little action on an area of great concern. For example the report states that there remain some issues with collecting ASBO data on people with disabilities but gives no indication of how these issues will be addressed.
Police 

Whilst the report sets out some actions by the police service to address disability equality, these are described at quite a high level of generality – mainly focused on describing forces progression through the Employers Forum on Disability’s Standard. Participants were aware of valuable developments in relation to different issues relating to people with particular impairments (such as Deaf people) which were not reported here, and which needed to be systematized and spread nationally – rather than each force re-inventing solutions to the same problems.

“We know that good work is being done, for instance the work that some police forces are undertaking to ensure that they can communicate with deaf people (either directly or through the use of communication support) and that deaf people have improved means to report issues. We would like to see an assessment of these projects and how it could be duplicated across other police forces as well as other agencies that come in regular contact with members of the public, for example the Probation Service.”

Similarly the police inspectorate (Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary) was said to have adopted a positive and helpful stance in relation to disability equality, and was not mentioned at all in the report. It is a significant institution in the sector which participants expected to be addressed as, for example, Ofsted had in the Children’s Schools and Families Report.

In relation to neighbourhood policing it was felt that there is scope for good links with disabled people in the community but greater engagement is needed. There are pockets of good practice around engaging with disabled people, but this is primarily impairment based rather than rights focussed and not a national strategy.

Security/emergency planning

There was very little consideration in the report on the implications for disability equality of security policing such as stop and search and the use of taser guns. The case of Jean Charles De Menezes was given as an example that created a lot of anxiety amongst the Deaf community that they would be instructed to stop by police and would not hear instructions.

Emergency planning again needs to take fully on board the disability implications, a participant in the seminar was involved in London Resilience group but this needed to be the case at a national level.

Immigration 

The report’s sections on immigration were felt to be particularly weak, failing to address the problems relating to disability equality which participants felt were many and substantial. 

“Nothing about, you know, the right of asylum if you are persecuted on the grounds of being a disabled person or  big issues around recourse to public funds, or dispersal or people who are being deported who are given vouchers which means that they have to travel five miles to get to the only place that will meet their needs”

Participants felt that the section did not necessarily reflect what was happening in practice and that a commitment to a review in 12 months was not adequate.

 Secretary Of State for Justice

Overview

The Ministry of Justice’s responsibilities cover Offender Management  (prison and probation services); Access to Justice (including Crown Prosecution Service, court and tribunal services, Legal Aid, the Mental Capacity Act, Public Guardianship Office, victim support and care proceedings) and Participation in Public Life ( juries, judicial office holders and voting.) 

This was a report where participants criticised the lack of a consistent framework, and a correspondingly patchy understanding of the social model – and of legal expectations.

“We welcome the various initiatives being undertaken at the moment to eliminate discrimination. However we are concerned that the concept of proactively addressing barriers is not always properly understood. For example, we found it a bit disheartening to read a sentence as "court staff are trained and well equipped to deal with requests for reasonable adjustments as they arise". Surely, the reasonable adjustment duty is anticipatory and as such there needs to be more emphasis on the courts' staff own responsibility to find out about disabled court users' access needs and how to meet them”

It was felt that the involvement of disabled people in preparing the report would have greatly assisted understanding and analysis. 

Across the sector involvement was felt to be weak – except in relation to the Crown Prosecution Service which was singled out as an example of good practice. It was felt that they showed a lot more organisation and were taking disability on board much better but that this was an area of progress that the report failed to reflect.

Specific comments noted that the report reflects the varying levels of involvement of disabled 

people and disability organisations by criminal justice agencies and agreed that they have opened up more to working disability organisations.  However, participants also hoped that the next report would demonstrate more consistent and higher levels of involvement across the whole sector and set out how this involvement had informed the working of the criminal justice system.  

In regard to many issues it simply was not clear what progress for disabled people would look like. Where statistics are given – for example in relation to client’s satisfaction with the probation service – these were felt to be subject to too little analysis.

Legal aid

The report was felt to fail to identify problems with the legal aid system impacting particularly on disabled people. For example, it is extremely difficult to secure funding for discrimination cases in the courts because they do not fit into the relevant categories. A further problem is caused by the Legal Aid Commission’s drive to regionalise funding; this causes difficulties for national disability organisations providing legal support to meet very specific disability legal situations.

Crown Prosecution Service

As noted above the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) was said to have a more positive approach, producing for example good guidance on prosecuting hate crime. Clear leadership was identified as a particular strength.

However, the Prison Reform Trust expressed concern that the CPS policy directorate has focused on victims and witnesses; the same attention needs to be given to suspects and defendants. It gave as an example the lack of clarity about how best ‘public interest’ might best be served in pursuing the prosecution of a suspect with learning disabilities.

Prisons

The Prison Reform Trust was unable to attend the seminar but sent in detailed comments on the report. They made an overarching comment that:

“Prisons are generally not geared up to cater for people with disabilities including those with infirmities due to old age. The incarceration of people with disabilities is so often a ‘double punishment’. The first punishment, that of imprisonment is experienced by all prisoners; the second punishment, experienced by most people with disabilities, is the result of inadequate systems, structures and resources and a lack of adequate reasonable adjustments that leaves this group doubly punished”

They cited evidence from the No One Knows research programme undertaken by the Prison Reform Trust and the report, A Life Like Any Other? published by the Joint Committee on Human Rights. In particular they highlighted a recurring problem amongst prisoners with learning disabilities or learning difficulties: that they are unable to routinely access written information or to fill in forms, and high numbers report difficulties in understanding what was happening and in making themselves understood.  The impact was frequently to leave them isolated, acutely vulnerable to depression and anxiety, exploitation and ridicule. Many are excluded from programmes designed to address their offending behaviour which may mean longer in prison as a result. (The situation in which prisoners are  unable to access the interventions they needed to secure their release in this way has been described as ‘kafka-esque’ by HM Chief Inspectors of Prisons and Probation in their thematic review, The indeterminate sentence for public protection.)

Participants agreed that the 16% of the prison population that considered themselves to be disabled represented a gross underestimate, with many disabled prisoners not seeing themselves in this way. Large numbers have mental health problems or learning disabilities. Prison Reform Trust Research identified 20-30% of offenders as having learning disabilities or difficulties that interfere with their ability to cope within the criminal justice system, with many more having literacy and communication difficulties.  

People with learning disabilities and difficulties, in particular, rarely tell people they don’t know or don’t trust that they have difficulties so relying on ‘self reporting’ rarely picks up this group. This makes it particularly important to focus on removing barriers more generally rather than simply responding to individual requests for assistance.

 It was welcomed that the Prison Service and Criminal Justice System was beginning to recognise this, and that some actions were set out to address this, but the scale of the problem was enormous.

“Credit to the Prison Service, it's trying to follow along the lines of the CPS, they are trying to work on the disability issue so there is at least some action to inform things”

In relation to physical impairments, participants urged the need for a systematic approach: 

“Women who have been through the prison system who are disabled will tell you:  You have your accessible loo, nobody cares if you take three hours getting yourself dressed or if you have to rely on your cellmate who is actually bullying you.  Lots of issues about bullying. Accessing non print information, prison-libraries have books, print books, you know, and so on, and if you get access to computers, you get very small type.  There is no recognition of access [if you are] visually impaired.  There doesn't seem to be a systematic approach.”
Allocation is another problem. A participant reported a client with musculoskeletal problems requiring hydrotherapy, allocated to a prison without this facility and consistently blocked from transfer. 

In relation to prisoners with learning disabilities the Prison Reform Trust argued that, given the scale of the problem it would not be unreasonable for the prison service to ensure that the entire regime, written information and forms are made accessible. 

“The task would not be difficult, neither would it be costly but it does require commitment and leadership.  The benefits to prisoners and staff would however be significant”

Prison Service Orders (referred to in the report) were felt not to be biting. There was a lack of leadership, with Prison Governors in particular needing more training. The one day training course currently being provided for some prison officers was applauded by the Prison Reform Trust , in particular the inclusion of people with learning disabilities as co-trainers. Feedback from attendees was said to have been very positive. However the training is not ‘embedded’, neither is the funding secure in terms of long term commitment, and it is simply not being made available to enough members of staff at present. 
 “I ran a workshop for the prison reform trust and two of the delegates were disability officers.  I didn't realise it was a part-time job. .. They are very low down in the pecking order.  They have no clout.”

The Prison Reform Trust argued that not all prisons have Disability Liason Officers and training and support for them is inadequate. In addition, the time made available for officers to undertake the role is often not ring-fenced or adequate. For example a very small number of such officers are full-time and many ‘make do’ on one or two hours a week.
Probation Service

The Probation Service, as represented in the report, were felt to be complacent, possibly misled by limited satisfaction surveys.

Care proceedings

Participants noted the shocking figure that over 50% of children subjected to care proceedings have disabled parents. The Ministry of Justice’s responsibility lies in communicating and making sure that the proceedings are accessible to the people in the proceedings, and the report details action to address this issue. However, the the critical responsibility for addressing this situation (by providing better support for disabled parents to keep their children outside of the care system) lies with another Department (DCSF) – and this issue was absent from their report. Clearly this would be an important issue for improved sector co-ordination.  

Court system

Communication support was raised as a common problem that cut across the whole criminal justice system.  Participants emphasised that this was a crucial issue for example for deaf people but it was not mentioned within the report.  

The Prison Reform Trust argued, with respect to criminal proceedings (but also particularly relevant to care proceedings) that courts should be required to positively assert that the witness/victim/defendant is able to fully access information and understand court proceedings and terminology.
Access to the courts was described as an “absolute lottery”.  Once again participants raised issues in relation to communication with disabled people being unable to be litigants in person because of problems providing information in accessible formats or of the provision of appropriate equipment such as induction loops.  Additional barriers which were highlighted included access to the court itself, attitude of court officers and lack of flexibility.

Participants commented that this section of the report reflected insufficient attention to even the basic legal responsibility to make reasonable adjustments, ignoring the legal duty on service providers to take anticipatory action. This duty has been in force for some years but participants thought that this aspect of the report read as though the Court Service was only just becoming aware of it. There was criticism that the Court Service is only now beginning to develop “a standard of principles” for reasonable adjustments.  The report also says that “so far as possible” the Court Service will make “legal adjustments” – apparently not recognising that if an adjustment is legally required then it must be delivered.

Similar problems were reported by participants in the Tribunal Service – about which the report has little information in relation to disability equality.This was an area where it was felt that the statistics in the report gave a misleading impression – which may have engendered complacency. Using questionnaires can exclude some groups of disabled people, and questions need to be phrased appropriately. Low expectations on the part of disabled people can produce misleading statements about satisfaction with a service which has in fact created numerous unnecessary barriers. Care – and the involvement of disabled people- is needed to understand the true picture.

Jurors

The impact of this continuing failure by the Court Service to adopt a systemic approach to removing barriers has an impact on the participation of disabled people in juries. The HMCS survey quoted in the report shows high levels of dissatisfaction with facilities amongst disabled jurors. Moreover the report indicates that almost 3000 people summoned for jury service each year will be excused because of their disabilities. Of these, almost 1,000 may be Deaf. Actions in relation to this issue were outlined in the report but were felt to be inadequate to the importance of this area.

Judicial office

This was an area where more action was considered necessary. A mentoring scheme for BME people to become magistrates was cited as a useful model for disabled people. Good training for judicial office holders was also considered essential. 

Voting

There was considered to be an inadequate discussion of disability equality in relation to this sector. The report makes much of telephone voting but this was reported to have been discontinued. None of the research that is available into inaccessible poling stations is quoted. This was highlighted as a major problem and again an area where collaboration with other Departments (Communities and Local Government is responsible for the Electoral Commission) needs to be intensified.

Mental Capacity Act

One problem raised by participants was the assumption that families can best articulate the interests of individuals. The absence of any actions to develop independent advocates was agreed to be a major problem – not referred to in this report. Given the importance of this and the Public Guardianship Office, and the history of problems associated with them, it was felt this area had been inadequately featured in the report.

“The whole principle about you assume capacity until proved otherwise is a great process - in practice it's not working”
Secretary Of State for Transport

Overview 

The Department for Transport's aim is transport that works for everyone.
Participants felt that in general this report was one of the stronger ones. They noted in particular that it seemed to adopt a more social model understanding than some of the other reports.

The report considered issues for people with a broad range of impairments, and across most transport sectors. However, it was felt that the section on community transport was very thin given its importance for a proportion of the most excluded disabled people. The report states: “Disabled people's use of community transport is relatively low, partly because it is not readily available in all areas - a quarter of disabled people say that there is no community transport service available in their area - and partly because where services do exist disabled people are not always aware of what is on offer because there is a lack of information. Where services do exist the people who use them rate them positively, with customers saying they find the services easy to use and the staff friendly.”

Participants felt that more people would use this service if it was better run. Problems regarding reliability are well known. There will always be a continuing need for community transport for door to door services and this service needs to be addressed more fully both  in the report and through local transport plans. 

Another issue which needed more attention was rural transport, this was briefly discussed in the report, but with little specific information on disabled people. Whilst poor rural transport is an issue for non-disabled people too, its impact is intensified for disabled people. This led on to a discussion of the general need for more joined up policies on issues such as rural transport. The Environment Food and Rural Affairs Report says equally little about this subject, which effectively falls through the inter-departmental gaps. 

Similarly the report rightly identifies lack of confidence as a major inhibiting factor in relation to the use of public transport by disabled people. The report indicates a number of training schemes for disabled people are run by transport providers such as Transport for London. It was felt that the Department of Transport (DOT) should take a stronger lead in this area, and also link to Communities and Local Government to discourage the trend of local authorities cutting back on mobility training. 

A third area where cross-department action is needed, and which is likewise not mentioned in the report, is the safety of disabled people in relation to public transport, harassment of people with learning difficulties is particularly common. It was felt that a national strategy was needed to tackle this major issue.

Participants noted the strong involvement of disabled people through the Disabled Persons Transport Advisory Committee (DPTAC). However, there is very little reference in the report to the involvement of disabled people, and  at a local or regional level this seems to be rare. 

“The local transport authority, whilst it's getting awards and accreditations for doing all sorts right, it's not including disabled people in all of that.  The outcome in that is that the government obviously believe they are doing a good job.  Locally disabled people, certainly independent disability groups across west Yorkshire are absolutely devastated with the fact that they won't engage in a meaningful way”

This has important implications because of the central role of Local Transport Plans. The report provides no information about how well these plans are delivering for disabled people. It refers to conducting a review of these plans led by Government Offices but with policy input from the Department for Transport (DfT). Participants felt it was essential that (DfT) made sure that this review includes consideration of how transport plans have worked for disabled people.

The report presents some insightful research into the nature of barriers experienced by disabled people, and statistics which would allow success to be measured over time. However, some skepticism was expressed about the data – particularly in relation to the regional comparison of disabled people’s experiences presented. This seemed to show a very positive experience by the south-east region- which was completely contrary to the experience of a participant who lived in the south east but also had extensive experience of transport around the country. The view was strongly expressed that in fact the picture was particularly bad for disabled people in the South East: 

“Frankly we are owned by Stagecoachwho are taking level floor buses off routes and reinstating step floor buses… [It is] taking all this money from DFT and no one is calling them on it”

A general point was raised about the particular difficulties created by de-regulation in this area. 

“I think one of the things that privatisation has made worse, is the lack of consistency, the lack of being able to know what to expect” 

It was felt that standardised designs of vehicles make access easier particularly for people with visual impairments.

Trains

This was considered a very weak part of the report. In particular, no figures were given for the proportion of accessible trains nor for accessible stations. 

It was felt that the "Access for All" fund (which made physical access improvements to train stations) was too small to enable the progress that needs to take place. 

“In terms of infrastructure there is an unwillingness to put the money in…it's a drop in the ocean”

An issue of concern not mentioned in the report was the number of dispensations given in relation to accessible train regulations. It was felt that the report needed to give an overview of dispensations.

Whilst the importance of reliable information for disabled passengers was stressed by the research, it was clearly a major problem in this sector. A mystery shopping survey of the national Assisted Passenger Reservation Service (APRS) concluded that APRS staff failed to tell shoppers that one of the stations on their itinerary was inaccessible on over half of occasions. The report did not indicate urgent action to address this problem.

Buses

The slow progress on accessibility of buses outside London was of concern, and was felt to relate to weak local transport plans. 

Research quoted in the report indicates that people with visual impairments find buses particularly difficult to use. Buses in London (and elsewhere) have started to introduce next-stop audio-visual announcements. Real progress is being made in London, but it was felt that outside London progress was much too slow.

Another barrier indicated by research is having to stand  waiting at the bus stop. The provision of ‘real time’ information to passengers, indicating waiting time, was felt to be of real value to disabled users in this respect. The report indicates that the Department is working with industry and local authorities to increase provision but, with 86% of bus stops in Great Britain not having ‘real time’ information displays, it was felt that a greater impetus needed to be provided.

Taxis

Participants felt that the time being taken (14 years since the passage of the DDA) to progress accessibility regulations was “absolutely disgraceful”. And that training for taxi drivers was needed.
Motorists

Progress on Blue Badge enforcement was welcomed. However, concerns were raised regarding the continuing refusal to ensure a disability exemption from congestion charges and adequately take on board the needs of disabled people.

Mainstreaming

Concerns were raised about the lack of mainstreaming of disability equality into other transport issues. In particular in relation to environmental issue such as ensuring that car pools are available to disabled people as far as possible.

Secretary of State for Innovation, Universities and Skills

Overview 
The Department for Universities Innovation & Skills leads on further and higher education; science research and innovation. 

These sectors include a wide range of public institutions including:

Learning and Skills Council

Sector Skills Councils 

Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) 

Higher Education Funding Council (HEFC) 

Student Loans Company 

HE institutions

National Endowment for Science Technology and

the Arts (NESTA).
In general it was felt that this was a reasonable report but that there were more effective actions to promote disability equality in the section on further education than in the section on higher education.  This included commitments like the National Learners Panel and the mental health strategy.

“FE did put forward quite a range of things they were dealing with, plans for the future in comparison to higher education”

Overall participants would have liked to have seen increased measures from the Department in terms of supporting further and higher education with the DED and monitoring their progress. Although there was some emphasis on joined up working there were clear gaps where other reports mentioned higher and further education but this was not picked up in this report.

“The report on children schools and families said they wanted to work with the innovation university and skills department, to develop an on line one stop shop for disabled students considering applying for further education.  So what was worrying to me is that it didn't appear in the Universities Innovation and Skills report”

Further education

Definition of disability

The constant use of LDD (learning difficulty and disability) was cited as a particular problem within this sector. Concerns were raised that this reflected the domination of issues around dyslexia within this sector and that some disabled people were just not covered by this definition.  It was also linked to the difficulties across government departments and policy areas of different definitions of disability.  Parallels were drawn between this and the issue of schools focusing on SEN (special educational need).

“Around the definition of disability, I think that's causing confusion.  Again, we have done a lot of work and when they talk about learning difficulties it just translates to dyslexia more often than not”

Accessibility
The significant improvements to the accessibility of buildings were warmly welcomed but participants raised concerns that these may not continue and parallel improvements to issues like ICT were not necessarily happening.

“What we're doing is building on the car parks and creating new buildings so we can actually have more spaces and therefore more people coming into the colleges, but people coming into us are saying they're waiting 30 or 40 minutes of an hour and a half course before their computers were made accessible for them to take part in the education that's taking place”

Employment
There is a significant emphasis on the employment prospects of disabled people and the transition from college to employment.  These sections were welcomed but participants felt there was a gap in relation to action to promote the employment of disabled people in the sector. 

The figures which were provided in relation to the employment of disabled people within the further education sector were not considered to be particularly good.  Whilst the report references the Commission for Disabled Staff in Lifelong Learing participants would have liked to have seen a more concrete focus within the report on employment of disabled people within further education.

There was also a concern about the difficulties with funding, including devolving this to a local level, and the impact on disabled staff.

“The sector is facing a funding crisis, so it means that it becomes less of a priority, but the real battle that we face is actually the implementation of good policies, open, transparent policies which promote the recruitment and retention of disabled people in the sector”

Data
Concerns were raised in relation to the quality of the data and its accuracy.  Participants felt that it painted a very optimistic picture of the experience of disabled people within further education which was not reflected in the experience of participants.  There was also no disaggregation in relation to BME disabled people and some of the data was contradictory.

“It's sort of contradictory.  It's saying everybody is really satisfied, but people have left because their needs weren't being met”

Bullying
This was identified as an issue which was completely missing from the report.  Participants believe that this is a serious issue within further education for disabled people and that the report should have identified data in relation to this and actions to deal with this problem.

Curriculum
Participants would have liked to have seen an increased emphasis within the report on disability equality within the curriculum (see higher education for more comments).

Higher education

In general concern was expressed that this section was very descriptive with little about actions or outcomes.

“HE struck me as fairly descriptive about what's happening now, but there's no real sense of where the direction of travel is”

University of Leeds review
Participants were disappointed that the review, which HEFCE commissioned in 2008 from the University of Leeds, of its policies as they relate to disabled students and the implementation of disability equality schemes, would not be ready until January 2009. 

This review is intended to cover: funding method for the mainstream disability allocation to ensure that it remains fit for purpose; research to establish what the sector is doing currently to meet the needs of disabled students and the progress that has been made since the publication of HEFCE 99/04 'Guidance on base line provision for disabled students in higher education institutions'; and an evaluation of the Disability Equality Partnership (DEP) which is a collaborative arrangement between Action on Access, the Higher Education Academy and the Equality Challenge Unit, and provides advice and guidance to institutions on improving provision for disabled students.

It was agreed that this review could potentially be very helpful but because of the timing it was not possible to judge how helpful.

Widening participation

Whilst the increase in participation in higher education was welcomed concerns were raised about whether this was benefiting disabled people as much as other groups and also whether the participation was being widened to all universities.  The issue was raised as to whether some of the newer and more competitive universities were doing a very good job of widening participation for disabled people but some of the older universities were not being as effective. 

“There are certain universities that are good at widening participation, generally what they call the competitive universities but others haven't widened participation at all”

Parallels were drawn with occupational segregation.  It was also pointed out that the competitive university graduates were likely to have slower social mobility than those from older universities and therefore if disabled people were not significantly increasing their participation within older universities this would limit social mobility.

Careers service
This was identified as a gap within the report. The only real mention was in relation to the adult advancement and career service prospectus being fully accessible for disabled people and passing mentions within case studies.  It was felt that the careers service was really important for disabled people to avoid occupational segregation.  Participants felt that the report would have been more effective if this area had been covered in terms of both data and actions/outcomes.

Placements and work experience
Participants were concerned about the difficulty for disabled students in relation to placements and work experience.  They noted little coverage of this within the reports.  Yet there were significant issues for disabled students because access to work was not available for placements and work experience and universities did not necessarily have the resources to deal with appropriate reasonable adjustments in this setting.

“In relation to work placements or longer term attachments to employers they're a paid employee so no access to support, and therefore the opportunity to get full engagement of a meaningful nature is actually held back by that lack of support in that period of time and that can actually be part of a higher education course which puts people at a disadvantage”

Employment
The report’s coverage of employment of disabled people within higher education was even thinner than in relation to further education. Little prominence was given to this area yet the higher education sector is a very significant employer.

Curriculum
Participants were concerned that the report did not cover areas relating to the curriculum yet this was crucial in both promoting disability equality and supporting disabled people.  This was identified as one of the major gaps.

“A major issue is actually the curriculum and what is being taught in the universities. Architecture is a wonderful one, because they don't really talk about disability on the course.  It might be half an hour on a Friday afternoon”

It was seen as very positive that issues such as research were covered and in particular around initiatives in relation to the Design Council which participants felt could make a real difference to disability equality.

� RNID were unable to attend but submitted comments.
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