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Dear Mr Kinghan,
Thank you for your letter dated 15th July 2009, concerning the published Secretary of State reports of my predecessor departments, BERR and DIUS.  I am grateful for your helpful response and have passed your comments to BIS officials and to our partner agencies.  

The creation of the Department for Business, Innovation & Skills (BIS) allows us to continue our commitment to equality, diversity and inclusion. Both the BERR and DIUS reports set out the journey we are taking to ensure that disabled people are supported by our policies.   
I am determined that disabled people should have the same opportunities as non–disabled people.  Good progress has been made in the areas that my Department’s policies cover.  But more needs to be done to strengthen our approach and these issues will be taken forward as part of the development of our Single Equality Scheme.  

You raised two issues in relation to the BERR report which I would like to clarify.  The first concerns the use of the word vulnerable.   It appears that this has been misconstrued, as the report used this term to highlight the plight of those who are vulnerable to exploitation and not to suggest that disabled people are vulnerable.  

Secondly, you expressed concern about the limited amount of information on the employment of disabled people in the policy sector beyond BERR and its two executive agencies.   BIS (or formerly BERR) does not produce national employment statistics for general or specific categories.  However, it does produce information on the percentage of people with disabilities that it employs. For example we have produced statistics over the last three years on the performance box markings of staff members with a declared disability and those without.  Through our monitoring process we were able to ascertain that although there was a statistically significant difference in 2005-6, the difference was no longer significant in 2006-7 and decreased further in 2007-8. 
In relation to the DIUS report, you stated that roundtable participants felt that there was little about actions or outcomes in the section on HE. It should be noted that there has been a step-change in the numbers of disabled students in HE and the support provided.  However, we recognise that more needs to be done and we aim to provide better statistical information about outcomes for disabled students.   Since the DIUS report, we have published a statistical report entitled Disabled Students and Higher Education -http://www.dius.gov.uk/~/media/publications/D/DIUS_RR_09_06 which contains information about post-HE outcomes.  

In Annex A you refer to the recommendations set out in the Commission for Disabled Staff’s report into lifelong learning.  Since this report, the Department has supported Lifelong Learning UK (LLUK) as the sector skills council for the further education and lifelong learning sector, in establishing and facilitatating a Disability Equality Implementation Group.  This group, which consists of all key sector stakeholders, has already led on the development of two resources for the sector in the form of guidance documents; Staff Disability Disclosure in the Lifelong Learning Sector and Attracting Disabled People to Employment in the Lifelong Learning sector.  Both documents are due to be published shortly.  LLUK is currently working with the National Institute of Adult Continuing Education to launch these publications through a joint event, to stimulate discussion and improve the recruitment of disabled people to the lifelong learning sector workforce. This will also be supported by LLUK road shows focusing on data collection and monitoring, which will be starting in October 2009.

I would also like to thank you for bringing to my attention the omission of the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) from the DIUS report.   In the report we aimed to focus specifically on those bodies that had a particular role in proactively supporting disabled students and staff in HE.  However, we will include the QAA in all future documents.

Finally, BIS is committed to eliminating unlawful discrimination and to promoting equality of opportunity for disabled people. I have therefore set out in Annex A the steps that we are taking to address the key areas outlined in your letter in order to achieve the ultimate aim of disability equality by 2025.
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