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The Disability Employment
Coalition

The Disability Employment Coalition (DEC) was formed in the mid 1990s
to raise awareness of and campaign on employment issues affecting
disabled people. Member organisations are Disability Alliance, Leonard
Cheshire, Mencap, Mind, National Federation of the Blind, National
League of the Blind and Disabled, Papworth, RADAR, Remploy, Royal
National Institute of the Blind/Action for Blind People, Royal National
Institute for Deaf People, Scope and Shaw Trust.
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Executive Summary

There may be as many as 1,500 disabled people in each Parliamentary
Constituency seeking work [1].

In his Budget Speech the Chancellor of the Exchequer said that
unemployment, at 2.9 per cent, was at its lowest rate since 1973 and that:

“Britain today (is) closer to full employment than for a generation.”
(Rt Hon Gordon Brown MP, Chancellor of the Exchequer. 17 March 2004)

However, only 49 per cent of disabled people of working age are in
employment [1]. Disabled people are, on average, twice as likely to be
unemployed as non-disabled people. Around half of all unemployed
people who said they would like to work are disabled. This means that
there are around 1.02million disabled people wanting employment [1].

This report, compiled by the Disability Employment Coalition, seeks to
illustrate, using the experiences of disabled people, why the Access to
Work scheme (AtW) is so vitally important to improving their employment
opportunities.

We look at the impact that the funding, lack of publicity, narrow eligibility
criteria and problems with the processing of applications for support under
AtW currently have on the employment opportunities of disabled people.
We also highlight the legislative changes due in October 2004 that will
furtherimpact on the ability of AtW to foster employment opportunity
and combat discrimination.

The Access to Work scheme (AtW) has, since 1994, provided vital support
to disabled employees and employers alike. It is an extremely successful
scheme that has greatly improved the employment opportunities for many
disabled people.

AtW can meet the costs of the additional support needed by eligible
disabled employees. This might include support workers, fares to work and
communicator support. For existing employees a cost sharing
arrangement between employers and AtW can provide equipment and
alterations to premises.






Recommendations

m Remove discretionary eligibility for the scheme — statutory entitlement
for disabled people is needed.

m ncrease funding.
m Increase publicity.

m The guidance issued to AtW Business Centre staff needs to be
fundamentally reviewed.

m Extend the scope of AtW support to comprehensively cover job
interviews, work preparation and voluntary work.






Why is Access to Work so
important?

As previously mentioned, only 49 per cent of disabled people of working
age are in employment. Disabled people are, on average, twice as likely to
be unemployed as non-disabled people. Around half of all unemployed
people who said they would like to work are disabled. This means that
there are around 1.02million disabled people wanting employment.

The arguments have been “won” about how, for unemployed people,
employment is empowering, how it promotes social and financial inclusion
and the value of these outcomes. Proof, if it were needed, comes in the
form of different Government employment initiatives such as New Deal,
WORKSTEP and Work Preparation.

The very existence of AtW demonstrates that successive Governments
have recognised that disabled people face complex barriers in securing
employment and that they see AtW as an integral means of addressing
some of these issues.

AtW has played a significant supporting role in realising the present
Government’s ambitions for disabled people under employment schemes
including New Deal,a programme delivered by the Department for Work
and Pensions (DWP), which gives people claiming benefits the help and
support they need to look for work, including training and job preparation.

The Work and Pensions Select Committee Fourth Report, published in
April 2003 entitled “Employment for All” said:

“The Committee believes that Access to Work provides crucial and
cost effective support to disabled people and their employers. It is
a success story which could be repeated on a much larger scale if the
budget were to be increased further.”

Case studies, detailed later in this report, provide practical examples of
how support through AtW has dramatically affected the employment
opportunities and experiences of disabled people fortunate enough to
receive timely and appropriate assistance.






Not only are applicants being prioritised, but the level of service that they
are receiving is also being compromised by inadequate budgets.

There can be significant discrepancies in the amount of funding that
different applicants, needing the same level or element of support, receive.

AtW budgetary constraints can lead to some contractors, responsible for
supplying equipment and support required by clients, significantly
undercutting competitors. This then results in the contractors being left
with an operational budget that does not allow them to provide the
service that they are contracted to.

Inadequate publicity

Seventy-four per cent of employers do not know of the existence of AtW.
AtW has been described by the British Chamber of Commerce as

“...one of the best kept secrets in Government.” [5]

The Employment Select Committee Report in 1999 recommended that
raising awareness of AtW should be a priority. It quoted the Department
for Education and Employment’s (DfEE) evidence illustrating that very few
disabled people who needed help with adjustments at work had made use
of AtW.

Again, in 2002/03 the Employment Select Committee said in its interim
report:

“We also urge the Government to embark on a much wider publicity
campaign — aimed at disabled people and their employers — to
increase awareness of Access to Work.”

The Employment Service’s research undertaken in 2000 found that one
in three respondents felt that they had missed out by not having known
about the scheme earlier and consequently not having been able to
access support.

Members of the Disability Employment Coalition frequently encounter
disabled people who have not heard of AtW.

An RNID survey of 1,099 deaf people found that nearly half of respondents
were unaware of AtW. Forty per cent of deaf people in employment, and
fifty-five per cent looking for work, did not know about the scheme.
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Our initial questions and concerns about the success of the changes,
based on our experiences and the scant outline of the review that has
been placed in the public domain, cover many areas.

We do not know what progress has been made on the recommendations in
the Capita Review or ways in which service levels have improved. It is not
possible to determine whether AtW Business Centres have been resourced
to the levels recommended in Capita’s initial report into the restructuring
of service delivery. It is unclear why AtW centralisation has only taken
place to some degree. This is confusing for clients and practitioners as
things keep changing.

We do not know if the new software recommended in the Capita Review to
administer the scheme is in place, and whether all staff are trained in its use,
nor who will deliver the AtW Advisors Training which was also recommended.

There doesn’t appear to be any indication as to how procurement
information will be improved. We worry that requiring contractors to
provide more detailed information will lengthen the time it takes to
complete an assessment, this will result in increased assessment costs.

Given that it is nearly two years since implementation first began, why it

is still necessary to invest time in obtaining “buy-in” from staff? Does this
mean that staff do not like the new system, is it indicative of a system that
is failing to deliver or unworkable?

Review of Guide 34

Guide 34 is a non-statutory document that lays out the eligibility for AtW
assistance, the kind of support that people may receive and the criteria for
implementing the scheme.

We understand that the existing guidance is being streamlined to
standardise service delivery nationally. Whilst we welcome moves to
eradicate inconsistency in decision-making, we are extremely concerned
that this will be used to cut costs by lowering service delivery and support
to the lowest common denominator. A fundamental review of Guide 34
and AtW Policies is urgently needed.
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~uture Access to Work
yrovision — 2004

Having already established that 1.02million unemployed disabled people
wish to work, that many people aren’t receiving the full benefit of AtW due
to inadequate funding, inadequate publicity and difficulties arising during
the implementation process, we now consider the wider implications for
AtW in the context of legislative changes due in October 2004.

Changes to the Disability Discrimination Act

In October 2004 the new Employment Code of Practice, issued by the
Disability Rights Commission, comes into force. This will mean that the
current exemption of small employers from the Disability Discrimination
Act (DDA) will end. It also means that other excluded groups of employees
will be covered by the DDA. This will include people on work placements
and in vocational training.

It is estimated that these changes will bring a further 1.08million
employers under the scope of DDA and will provide protection for
382,000 existing disabled employees [7].

How will this affect the Access to Work scheme?

The DDA requires employers to make “reasonable adjustments” to meet
the needs of disabled employees and potential employees. The resources
available to the employer, to some extent, determine the definition of
“reasonable”. Both the DDA and the Employment Code of Practice give
guidance regarding factors that can be taken into account when
determining whether an adjustment is reasonable.

Amongst these factors is:

“The availability to the employer of financial or other assistance with
respect to taking the step...”

AtW is not mentioned by name in the original Employment Code of
Practice, or the DDA, but the Code uses the following example:
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