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Newsletter Number Twenty-Seven                                                     
Michelle Valentine, Disability Forward’s (DF’s) Director, welcomes you to our twenty-seventh newsletter. In this issue: 
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1. DF’s Director appointed onto EHRC’s Disability Committee
We are very pleased to announce that DF’s Director, Michelle Valentine, has been appointed to sit on the Equality and Human Right’s Commission’s Disability Committee. The appointment is for 3 years. The Committee is one of the arrangements which tries to ensure that the EHRC deals effectively with disability equality issues. She attended her first meeting this month, and some of the topics covered were: 

· Inquiry into disability hate crime and harassment
· The Equality Bill

· Stakeholder engagement

Whilst the Committee has been mired in controversy, our Director feels that this is a great opportunity to act as a strong but positive influence on the committee, and hopes that her wealth of knowledge about the real lives of disabled people will bring some ‘real world’ perspective to the committee’s work. DF will keep you updated with the work of the committee. 
2. GEO reports on consultation on public sector equality duties 

Towards the end of last year the Government Equalities Office issued a consultation on how the public sector equality duties should be formulated, and DF provided a detailed response to this. We can now report that the following decisions have been made by the GEO as a result of the consultation (our views are given underneath each bullet point). 
Equality schemes – the consultation report notes that, ‘We remain of the view that production of equality schemes is not necessarily the most effective way to integrate equality into the mainstream business planning cycle....we therefore do not propose to require public bodies to publish self-standing equality schemes although there is nothing preventing public bodies from doing so if they wish’. 

DF’s view is that this is the wrong decision. In our experience, organisations that ‘mainstream equality’ tend in practice not to address the specific issues faced by disabled people in particular, and the unique nature of the barriers faced by disabled people can be ‘whittled down’ into thinking of physical access, alternative formats and reasonable adjustments in broad terms. So we are concerned as to how public bodies will demonstrate clearly to disabled people what they doing on disability equality. 
Proving how ‘relevance’ to equality has been decided
Public bodies will be open to challenge if they have not set an equality objective, and will have to set out their thinking behind making that decision. DF’s view on this is that this could mean a retrospective step for disabled people. It has taken a long time for public bodies to begin to see the complexity of the issues and barriers faced by disabled people, and it’s quite likely that key issues will be missed out of an organisation’s thinking and plans. So it will be up to disabled people to challenge, and what training support is going to be made available to disabled people to enable them to do this?

Consultation and involvement

The EHRC will be producing guidance on involving stakeholders in setting their equality objectives and in monitoring them and the guidance will differentiate between consultation and involvement. DF thinks this is a good thing but is concerned that since involvement is still not well practised by most public bodies, there will need to be some very clear guidelines on what is acceptable. 

Requiring specific steps

The new Act will not require public bodies to follow a set of specific methods or steps for achieving equality outcomes, such as requiring the use of equality impact assessments and making staff training on equality mandatory, although the EHRC ‘s guidance on impact assessments is noted. DF has concerns about this since equality impact assessments are a key tool, and are starting to be cited in legal cases to good effect (see previous newsletters), so we are concerned that without a clear and consistent method of moving towards equality outcomes, it could become very difficult to judge how authorities are doing, both independently and in comparison with others. 

Contracting 
The GEO states that,

‘The new specific duties will require public bodies to actively consider the equality requirements of every contract they tender and, if it is relevant and proportionate, to consider including equality-related award criteria or contract conditions.  If a faith-based provider can meet the criteria or conditions established by the contracting authority, then it is free to bid for the contract like any other organisation.  If an equality-related award criterion cannot be justified as relevant and proportionate, then a contracting authority should not include it’. 
DF is concerned about what will be considered to be ‘proportionate’, because often requirements around disability issues can be seen as ‘disproportionate’  by non-disabled people because they require contractors to do something different. Also it means that contracting may not be used as a positive tool to promote equality, for example by setting stretching goals for a contractor as a means of improving services. 

One good piece of news is that the GEO recommends that the Secretary of State’s Duty to report on equality for disabled people will be carried over unchanged. If you would like a copy of the full report please email us. 

3. An Anatomy of Economic Inequality in the UK

This report looks at inequality in the UK. In relation to disability, they call for a stronger focus on policies affecting the employment of disabled people, recognising that working age disabled people meeting the Disability Discrimination Act’s definition of Disability have an average income 30% below that of other working age adults. They state that the disability employment ‘penalty’ has increased over the past 25 years, especially for those disabled people with no qualifications. For example, employment rates for disabled men with no qualifications have halved in the past quarter of a century. The full report is available from the National Equality Panel can be read by following this link. 

4. The impact of the recession on disabled people

Leonard Cheshire have recently published a report entitled, ‘Disability and the Downturn’, which looks at the impact of the recession on disabled people, drawing on evidence from a range of sources.  1,253 disabled people took part in a survey for their 2009 Disability Review. Findings include:
· Over half (52%) of respondents had experienced discrimination in the workplace in the past year, an increase of 11% since 2007. 

· 43% of respondents also reported they have been turned down for a job or jobs because of their impairment, an increase of 7% since 2008. 

The full details can be found by following this link. 
5.
And finally…

Well that’s about it, we hope you found the newsletter useful. If you have comments about the contents or accessibility of the newsletter, please contact the editor. If you do not wish to receive this newsletter in future, or would like it sent to a different email address, please contact the editor. You can subscribe to the newsletter from our website 
