Protesters bring grim warning on school inclusion to Westminster

Scores of disabled activists and allies have staged a Westminster protest against government plans that they believe would cause the country to slide back towards a segregated education system.

As many as 70 campaigners joined the high-spirited, noisy march to protest at reforms that would make it harder for parents to secure a mainstream education for their disabled children and destroy years of progress towards a more inclusive system.

The coalition government has pledged to “remove the bias towards inclusion” in the education system, and has backed that pledge with proposals laid out in its special educational needs (SEN) green paper.

The protest was timed to coincide with the penultimate day of the green paper’s public consultation.

The government wants to reintroduce two notorious “caveats” that made it easier for schools to avoid admitting disabled pupils. 

The caveats were removed following a long campaign in the 1990s by disabled activists including Richard Rieser and Micheline Mason, who are leading the new Reverse the Bias campaign against the government’s proposals.

The government also plans to replace SEN statements with personal budgets for disabled children, which Mason and Rieser believe would simply lead to councils rationing school-based support. 

And they say the government’s policies on free schools will lead to the launch of a new generation of special schools, outside the control of local authorities.

The march started on Westminster Bridge and wound past the Houses of Parliament and twice around Parliament Square, before campaigners set off balloons outside Westminster Abbey, to highlight the involvement of the Church of England in running special schools.

Rieser told fellow campaigners outside the abbey: “We are an inconvenient truth. We are disabled people and we have a right to be included.”

The protest moved to the nearby offices of the Department for Education, where Rieser and Mason handed over information for education secretary Michael Gove about the campaign and their demands. Campaigners also delivered a letter to Downing Street.

The launch was attended later by two high-profile Labour MPs, Jeremy Corbyn and shadow work and pensions minister Stephen Timms, who both backed the campaign.

But Corbyn warned Rieser that they would have “quite a tough fight”, as prime minister David Cameron was “absolutely convinced that special schools are the answer”.

Rieser said: “They want to get rid of disabled children from mainstream schools because then they are easy to sell off to private business. Why else would they want to change the law back to where it was 12 years ago?”

Mason said she was “stunned” by the “mixture of power and lack of knowledge” displayed by the government, and at having to start again “from square one”.

She said: “I cannot possibly sit back and watch what I have now seen with my own eyes as being so liberating for people be destroyed by people who don’t know what they are doing. I just can’t sit back and watch it happen.”

She added: “What segregated schools do to non-disabled people is they teach them that we do not matter... that we belong somewhere else, and they take that attitude into their adult life.”

One fellow protester, Michelle Daley, a disability equality consultant, campaigner and former member of the government’s Equality 2025 advisory network, who attended a segregated school as a child, said: “How can the government be supporting a biased education system that doesn’t provide many disabled people with the same opportunities to reach their potential as others?” 

Lucy Mason, an international children’s rights worker and daughter of Micheline Mason, added: “What they are doing is dismantling a lot of the civil rights that disabled people have campaigned for over the last 20 or 30 years. I feel like we are about to go backwards.” 

The disabled actor and broadcaster Mik Scarlet, who attended mainstream schools throughout his education, said he could not believe that, in the 21st century, he and other disabled activists were being forced to protest outside the Department for Education to call for disabled people to be able to attend mainstream schools.

Scarlet said his own experience had benefited not only him but also his schoolfriends.

He said: “We need to be all together. I know it works. Part of the reason I am so confident is that I went to school with a load of non-disabled people. 

“If we don’t grow up together and we don’t know each other as people, a lot of the stereotypes and myths about each other carry on.” 
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Duo win ‘fantastic opportunity’ to take helm at 2012 opening ceremony

The appointment of two disabled artists to direct next year’s opening ceremony of the London 2012 Paralympics creates a “fantastic opportunity” to showcase disability arts on a world stage, say fellow artists.

Disabled artists said the choice of Jenny Sealey – artistic director of the disabled-led theatre company Graeae – should provide “amazing opportunities” for disabled performers.

The appointment of Bradley Hemmings – less well-known but still an influential figure in the disability arts world – as the second artistic director for the opening ceremony has also been welcomed.

Hemmings is director of the Greenwich+Docklands International Festival (GDIF) – a critically-acclaimed outdoor dance and theatre festival – and also curates and produces Liberty, London’s annual disability arts festival.

Sealey described her appointment as “a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to work collaboratively with leading Deaf, disabled and non-disabled artists to create a unique, unforgettable spectacle to be enjoyed by millions across the globe”.

The disabled film-maker Liz Crow said Sealey was “an excellent choice”, and added: “She has spent years honing Graeae and refining what it does.

“To move some of that onto this bigger platform – the potential is huge. I think it is fantastic news and an incredible opportunity for Jenny. 

“My hope is that within the Paralympic opening ceremony there will be a potential for a real showcasing of disability arts.”

Allan Sutherland, the disabled writer and performance poet, said Sealey had a “strong record of putting accessibility on stage”.

He said: “I think that could lead to some very interesting artistic choices because her work has been very much about including accessibility within the show and not just having a performance and an interpreter over there [at the side].”

Sutherland said that introducing that kind of visual accessibility into such a large performance space as the Olympic Stadium was “unexplored territory”.

He added: “It could make for a ceremony that really sets the rules for future ceremonies, that recalibrates what is expected and has to be delivered. That would be brilliant.” 
Ruth Gould, chief executive of DaDaFest, said she admired the work of both Sealey and Hemmings, who would make “a good team”.

This week, she watched Sealey’s production of The Iron Man at GDIF, which she said was “very clever”.

Gould said: “How many times have disabled creators of any shape had this kind of opportunity?

“There will be amazing opportunities for disabled performers – that cannot be underestimated.”

She said Hemmings was “used to working on big events”, including GDIF, where access was “just brilliant” and which features many disabled artists.

The actor and broadcaster Mik Scarlet, who has worked with Sealey at Graeae, said her work over the last few years had been “incredible”, while GDAF had featured “superb” work by disabled artists.

Lord [Sebastian] Coe, who chairs the 2012 organising committee LOCOG, said Sealey and Hemmings were “the perfect team to lead the artistic direction of the opening ceremony”. 

He said: “Both are directors with great experience of creating brilliant live shows and events together. They are respected in the arts world for bringing disabled and non-disabled performers together to create spectacular shows.”

Stephen Daldry, the Oscar-nominated film director, who is an executive producer of the four 2012 opening and closing ceremonies, said Sealey and Hemmings had been the “obvious choices”.

He said their “experience primarily as extraordinary artists who have led innovative work with disabled and non-disabled artists means we can look forward to a ceremony of spectacle and emotion”. 
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Mayor silent as Liberty is turfed out of Trafalgar Square

Leading disabled artists and campaigners have raised concerns about the decision to move London’s annual disability arts festival from its home in Trafalgar Square.

This year’s Liberty festival will instead take place on London’s South Bank – home to the National Theatre and the Southbank Centre – on Saturday 3 September.

The eight previous Liberty festivals have all been held in Trafalgar Square, since the first event in 2003 was created by London’s then mayor Ken Livingstone and the now defunct disabled people’s organisation, Greater London Action on Disability.

Since 2003, Liberty has established itself as a vital date on the capital’s disability arts calendar, and has become a tourist attraction in its own right, playing a major part in raising awareness of disability rights and boosting the profile of some of the country’s most talented disabled artists.

But the announcement that Liberty was moving to the South Bank, still part of London’s tourist heartland but much less central than Trafalgar Square, was slipped out quietly this week.

The news was included in a press release issued by the organisers of London 2012, announcing that Bradley Hemmings, who curates and produces Liberty, had been appointed as one of two artistic directors for the 2012 Paralympics opening ceremony.  

Leading disabled figures raised concerns this week about the decision to move Liberty to the South Bank. 

Michael Shamash, a disability researcher and lecturer, said there were “real issues” about relocating Liberty.

He said: “The beauty of Trafalgar Square is it is so central and as such it makes such a statement about the visibility of disabled people.”

Shamash said he also felt the access at the Southbank Centre was “bitty”, although the problems were probably “manageable”.

But he said: “I think there is an issue of visibility and making a statement. Trafalgar Square on a sunny day, there is nowhere like it, with the fountains and the National Gallery and the National Portrait Gallery, Nelson’s Column...

“It is a super setting and it gives pre-eminence to disabled people and their culture and the contribution they make to London.” 

The disabled artist Ju Gosling aka ju90 said she had concerns about the accessibility of the South Bank, and raised particular concerns about parking, the availability of accessible toilets and access to the venues from nearby public transport routes.

She said: “If I was producing something there, I wouldn’t see it as a suitable place.”

The film-maker Liz Crow said parking was a “significant issue”, as was the distance between venues, but she said she thought such problems were probably “solvable”, while she believed there was “a status attached” to having the event on the South Bank.

No-one from the office of London’s mayor, Boris Johnson, was able to provide any information about why the decision had been taken to move Liberty, or about access at the new venue.
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Airline no closer to solution on powered wheelchairs five years on

An airline has been unable to explain why it is still refusing to accept powered wheelchairs on its flights, at least five years after the issue was first raised publicly.

EasyJet claims health and safety rules mean it cannot ask baggage handlers to load any wheelchairs that weigh more than 60kg onto its aircraft.

The issue was highlighted this week after the mother of 12-year-old Declan Spencer, from Leicester, was told by easyJet that it would not allow his powered wheelchair into the hold of their holiday flight to Cyprus because it was too heavy.

EasyJet said it “welcomes more than a quarter of a million passengers with reduced mobility every year and we regularly carry powered wheelchairs, provided they can be collapsed into separate parts weighing less than 60kg each”.

But it has been unable to explain why it cannot pay for suitable equipment to load heavier wheelchairs onto its aircraft, or why it appears to have taken no steps to solve the problem since at least 2006.

Five years ago, Clare Gray, from Gloucestershire, raised almost identical concerns to the Spencers when easyJet told her it could not carry her wheelchair on a flight from Bristol to Newcastle because it exceeded the 60kg weight limit. 

Declan’s mother Alexandra has now had to cancel their easyJet seats at short notice and book with another company, Thomson Airways.

She said easyJet’s policy was “ludicrous and discriminatory”, and added: “We have been told that they are refusing to carry Declan’s wheelchair on health and safety grounds to protect their staff, but this seems extremely hollow when you consider that every other airline in this country is prepared to accommodate us.”

European regulations, introduced in 2008, should prevent airlines discriminating against passengers with “reduced mobility”.

The Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) is supposed to enforce the regulations, but this week it said it was “still reviewing the circumstances of the complaint to identify whether easyJet acted reasonably”.

CAA said each case “should be treated on its respective merits and the airline should work to find a solution where practicable”, while it was working with UK airlines on the issue of wheelchair weight and had raised the matter with the European Commission.

The Spencers’ case was taken up by the Muscular Dystrophy Campaign (MDC), whose Trailblazers network of young disabled campaigners criticised easyJet in a report last August.

MDC said it was “totally unacceptable” for an airline to impose a rule that “makes it all but impossible for users of powered wheelchairs to use their service”.

An MDC spokeswoman added: “It seems to us that other budget airlines have found solutions. How is it that Thomson are finding solutions and easyJet aren’t?”

Ann Bates, a disabled transport access consultant and former deputy-chair of the Disabled Persons Transport Advisory Committee, has flown often with easyJet and always supervises baggage handling staff as they remove two heavy batteries from her chair, taking the weight below 60kg.

But she said some wheelchairs were not so easy to dismantle, while she also would not want to risk baggage handlers dropping her chair.

Bates said it seemed “reasonable” for easyJet to invest in machinery that could load heavier powered wheelchairs onto its aircraft. 
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Disabled people ‘doubly disadvantaged over debts’
Creditors are failing to make the necessary reasonable adjustments to help their disabled clients sort out their debt problems, according to a new report from Citizens Advice (CA).

The report, Double Disadvantage, says many disabled people face problems such as inaccessible bills, high pressure sales techniques, unfair methods of debt collection, and irresponsible lending, with many creditors not taking any account of their client’s impairment.

Although disabled Citizens Advice Bureaux (CAB) clients have slightly lower average debts (under £13,000) than their non-disabled clients (nearly £15,500), they are more likely to have high-cost credit debts.

Citizens Advice said creditors must become more proactive in recognising the needs of their disabled clients.

About a fifth of people seeking debt advice from CAB in England and Wales are disabled or have a long-term health condition. Last year, CAB gave advice or support on problem debt to more than 72,000 disabled people.

Common causes of debt problems for disabled people include a restricted ability to work, low income, and the cost of disability-related expenditure.

More than a quarter of CAB clients who are disabled or have a disabled child attribute some of their financial difficulties to problems with benefits, compared with seven per cent of all CAB clients, says the report.

Among its recommendations, the report says regulators of financial services, credit providers and utilities need to “provide a clear steer on how to implement the rules governing consumer credit and retail banking to make sure disabled consumers’ needs are taken into account”.

The report also says that many creditors are failing to take account of the Equality Act and need to adopt an “equality focus” in all parts of their business.

Gillian Guy, CA’s chief executive, said: “Being in debt can be very disempowering for consumers but our research shows that disabled people in debt face a double disadvantage.

“They are disempowered by both their financial difficulties and the failure of creditors to take account of their needs through reasonable adjustments.”

The report also says that it is vital for debt advice services to be sufficiently funded.

Guy added: “Many of the clients we spoke to would not have engaged with their creditors without the help and support from specialist advisers who understood and met their needs.

“It is essential that all future plans to fund debt advice services are equality-proofed. This means providing advice through a variety of channels, not just funding the cheapest option. One size does not fit all.”
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Cuts to support in UK ‘causing shock’ in Europe

The nation would be “in uproar” if the government had tried to make similar cuts in the NHS to those happening across social care, a leading disabled activist has told MPs and peers.

Andrew Lee, director of People First (Self Advocacy), told the joint committee on human rights that politicians’ lives would become “a nightmare” if they tried to make such cuts to the NHS.

The parliamentary committee was hearing from some of the country’s leading disabled activists as part of its inquiry into the implementation of disabled people’s right to independent living.

Lee told the committee that non-disabled people take independent living for granted, whereas disabled people “have to fight for everything – having children, having a job, living independently”. 

He said: “We have to fight for the audacity of saying this is what we want when everybody we come across says, ‘You will not be able to do that, you’re not capable of doing that.’”

John Evans, the veteran activist and co-founder of the National Centre for Independent Living, who campaigns across Europe for independent living, said disabled activists on the continent had reacted with “absolute astonishment” to reports of cuts to support for disabled people in the UK.

He said the UK was seen as leading the way on independent living, but disabled people in other European countries were now saying: “If this can happen in the UK... what is going to happen in our country?”

Evans said that if – as feared – the government closes the Independent Living Fund completely in 2015, he would probably be forced to move into residential care.

He also said he was “absolutely astonished” at the “quite alarming” number of people working for local authorities who were unaware of the existence of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

Doug Paulley, who lives in a residential home and campaigns on behalf of other disabled residents, said one key problem was the lack of any user-led organisation to represent people living in residential care.

He said the government had failed to realise that the big disability charities, which often ran residential homes themselves, were not “democratically representative” of disabled people.

And he said that government funding given to these charities should be handed instead to user-led organisations, which he said could “make a big difference”.

Professor Peter Beresford, chair of Shaping Our Lives, called for more to be done to provide new opportunities for the user-led sector, which he said was “one of the most exciting and emerging and radical sectors”.

He said central and local government were not offering the user-led sector “any kind of equality” in terms of opportunities to provide services, “despite the evidence we have from research of the value it can contribute as employer, as service-provider and commissioner”.
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MP says CQC has failed to protect service-users

The care and health watchdog has failed in its duty to protect service-users and has become a “bureaucratic nightmare”, an MP has told its under-fire chair.

Labour MP Rosie Cooper told Dame Jo Williams, who chairs the Care Quality Commission, that her organisation needed to ensure “light years improvement” to its inspection work.

Dame Jo was giving evidence to the Commons health committee less than a month after the commission admitted failing to take action over concerns raised by a whistleblower about alleged abuse at Winterbourne View, a hospital for people with learning difficulties near Bristol.

Cooper told Dame Jo she was “seriously worried” about CQC’s “capacity to deliver”, and raised concerns about the high level of vacant posts for inspectors, after she heard that CQC had 350 job vacancies, including 121 inspectors.

The MP suggested this was “a long-term problem” and the public had been “put at risk because you have not had enough inspectors while you were busy internally reorganising yourselves”.

Dame Jo said this was “absolutely not true” and CQC had worked “entirely within the guidance we were given to make sure that we recruited people appropriately and people with the right skills to do the job”. She said CQC had offered jobs to about 70 people in the last few weeks.

Last month, CQC was forced to admit carrying out just 2,148 inspections of adult social care facilities in the six months to March 2011, compared with 6,840 from April to September 2009.

CQC said the drop – revealed in figures obtained by the magazine Community Care – was “largely” due to the need to register health and social care providers under its new regulatory system, which began to have an impact in the second half of 2009-10.

But there have been concerns that CQC’s new “risk-based” system of regulation, under which social care providers produce their own written self-assessments, while CQC gathers evidence from other sources and focuses on providers where there is evidence of concerns, could see some homes that appear good on paper avoiding inspection for up to five years. 

There have also been concerns that the new system has been driven largely by the need to cut costs.

Cooper told Dame Jo that she believed CQC had become a “bureaucratic nightmare”, and added: “What we need to know is that somebody is listening... People are depending on you. You cannot fail and you have.”

Dame Jo insisted that CQC was in a “much stronger position than we were at the start of the year” and that inspections had risen to about 600 a month, which she hoped would eventually double.   

She said there was a “considerable appetite” among the public and service-providers for CQC to be “more visible” and carry out more inspections.

She told the committee that CQC had asked the Department of Health for a 10 per cent increase in its budget – a rise of about £15 million a year – in order to increase the number of inspections, and to bring in more “experts by experience” (service-users who take part in inspections).
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Artist seeks home for award-winning Resistance

A leading disabled film-maker is seeking a permanent home for her award-winning installation about the killing of hundreds of thousands of disabled people in Nazi Germany.

Liz Crow’s Resistance: which way the future? has received critical and popular acclaim and has been shown at venues across the country, as well as at the renowned Kennedy Center in Washington, DC.

But because Crow has to be so closely involved with touring Resistance, she is looking for an organisation to take over this work.

The Aktion-T4 programme is believed to have led to the targeted killing of as many as 200,000 disabled people, and possibly many more, and became the blueprint for the “Final Solution”, through which the Nazis hoped to wipe out Jews, gay people and other minority groups.  

Crow’s film-based installation explores the values that allowed T4 to happen but also shows how some disabled people found the courage to resist.

It also draws close parallels with issues that challenge disabled people’s right to exist today, such as the campaign to legalise assisted suicide, the rise in disability hate crime, and cases of institutional abuse, such as allegations concerning Winterbourne View hospital near Bristol.

She believes Resistance “is needed more now than when I started working on it” and has helped people think “in ways they haven’t done before”.

But she is keen to find a solution that will allow her to concentrate on other projects, possibly by finding a permanent venue or an organisation with the “experience and resources or imagination” to tour the work itself.

Crow said it would be “a terrible waste” if Resistance had to fold. “At the moment, Resistance is so bound up with me that it requires me to keep going out there, and four years on I need to be moving onto other projects.

“I need a solution that, when I pull out, it doesn’t fold. I can’t just let it fold.”

Resistance will be shown at Bristol’s M Shed in January 2012, and in Gloucester Cathedral this autumn.

Any organisation that might be able to help can contact Liz Crow at liz@roaring-girl.com 
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Online benefits ‘could close down opportunities’ if not accessible

The government must ensure its websites are accessible to disabled people if it wants more benefits claims dealt with online, a coalition minister has been warned.

Anne McGuire MP, Labour’s former minister for disabled people, told a joint meeting of the all party parliamentary disability group (APPDG) and other disability-themed groups that it was a “government ambition” for 80 per cent of “benefits traffic” to be dealt with online.

But McGuire, the APPDG’s co-chair, said she feared the new system could “close down opportunities for disabled people” if it was not fully accessible.

The coalition plans to simplify the system by replacing a series of benefits with a new “universal credit”, but the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) has also proposed £50 civil fines for mistakes made on benefits claim forms.

McGuire asked Ed Vaizey, the Conservative minister for culture, communications and creative industries, if his department had ensured the new system the DWP was creating would be “fully accessible”.

Vaizey said the new benefits system was “a major undertaking”, but he promised to have a “proper sit-down with my opposite number at the DWP and talk to them about progress on this”.

Baroness [Jane] Campbell, the APPDG’s other co-chair, raised concerns about the accessibility of government websites for the thousands of disabled people who use voice-activated software to operate their computers. 

Vaizey said he had had meetings with Cabinet Office minister Francis Maude about the need for all government websites to be accessible.

After the meeting, Baroness Campbell said she was concerned that some disabled people who use voice-activated software might make innocent mistakes when making benefits claims, but could still be fined.

She said: “I just want the government to be more ‘voice-activated confident’. I want them to be... aware that more and more disabled people use that method of using computers and navigating the internet and to make sure that the technology is accessible... and that they understand that mistakes can be made.”

Earlier in the meeting, Susan Daniels, chief executive of the National Deaf Children’s Society, called on Vaizey to encourage more communications companies to provide telephone relay services for deaf people.

There is currently only one widely-available national relay service, the text relay service funded and run by BT, but it uses technology that is 30 years old and has been described by campaigners as “slow and cumbersome”.

Daniels asked Vaizey how he would introduce competition into the market for relay services. 

Vaizey said he wanted to find “pragmatic solutions”, and that the issue was “the headline this year in terms of my postbag”. He is hosting a “round table” discussion on relay services in September. 

Meanwhile, the strength of the APPDG under Baroness Campbell and Anne McGuire has been highlighted by figures which show that its membership has been boosted by 43 new MPs. There are now about 35 peers and 85 MPs who are members of the group.
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