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The Disability Charities Consortium

The Disability Charities Consortium (DCC) brings together CEOs and policy leads from nine of the UK’s leading not-for-profit disability organisations. We make sure disabled people’s experiences are reflected in UK policy making, by working collaboratively to influence politicians and officials working on disability policy.
· The DCC members are: Business Disability Forum (BDF), Leonard Cheshire, Mencap, Mind, National Autistic Society, Royal National Institute for Deaf people (RNID), Royal National Institute of Blind people (RNIB), Scope, and Sense.
· The DCC feeds insights and topical concerns into the Disability Unit to help inform disability related policy development. The DCC engages with decision makers to ensure that public policy is made with and for disabled people 
· We are uniquely placed, having a strong working relationship with the position of Minister for Disabled People, Ministerial Champions and the Disability Unit. Either collectively or as individual members we also provide insight and support to opposition spokespeople working on relevant policy briefs. We have a duty to those whom we support to maximise this relationship and use our influence well. We want to use this experience to effect meaningful and lasting change for disabled people in this parliament and beyond.  
· We want to work with policy makers as a “critical friend”, bringing our extensive experience and evidence base to help inform policy development and delivery, suggesting practical and pragmatic solutions and highlighting what works, and what doesn’t, from our extensive experience and evidence base.
This paper sets out the influencing priorities for the DCC moving forwards. It identifies short term actions that we believe could and should be implemented now as well as looking ahead to the longer term change, we want to see for disabled people.  
DCC policy priorities
As the DCC we have agreed that we have 3 key areas of focus for our policy influencing work. This isn’t an exhaustive list but sets the framework for which we will operate. Individual member organisation will work on a wider range of issues in line with their priorities.
1. Integrated disability policy making across government: proactive work to support a co-ordinated understanding of disability across government departments. Championing a framework for policy development and an infrastructure for implementation.
2. Inclusive employment for disabled people: proactively seeking to influence policy on employment to ensure greater equality and support for disabled people looking for work and in the workplace.
3. Extra costs of disability: highlighting and tackling the wider issues facing disabled people around extra costs of daily life directly related to their disability (prior to, during and post the cost of living crisis).
Setting the scene 
We are in an era of change
As organisations working with and for disabled people we know that there is much that needs to change. Disabled people and their families experience daily inequality in all areas of life. These inequalities have existed for as long as we can remember but have been further exposed and entrenched by the Covid-19 pandemic and the current cost of living crisis facing our country. Many people tell us that they feel forgotten by Westminster and by society.  
We find ourselves now in a time of political, financial and societal change. The financial crisis affecting our country is impacting on the personal finances of many but also bringing pressures to government spending and the delivery of public services. Programmes of policy and legislative reform have been disrupted by successive political upheaval and external pressures. 
Looking ahead we know that there is more change to come. The general election in 2024 or early 2025 will bring a new focus for government and all political parties as they set out their manifestos for how to lead the country forwards. As well as the long-term vision setting there will also be a new focus on the short term, looking at what can be achieved in the current parliament and setting priorities for this time. 
Whilst there is much that is unknown, it is clear to the DCC that whatever happens disabled people must be prioritised. Change can bring opportunity and we need to capitalise on this for those we exist to support. We need a refreshed vision for change for disabled people that we can take to those who have the power to make it happen.  


Empowering disabled people
Disabled people must and will be at the heart of everything that the DCC does. This is central to the work of us as individual organisations and as a whole. There is a fantastic movement of disabled-people-led campaigning and influencing. As the DCC we do not seek to replace this but work alongside and in partnership. We all have a shared vision of change for disabled people and can each bring our strengths to the table to achieve this.  

1. [bookmark: _Integrated_disability_policy]Integrated disability policy making across government 

As the DCC we believe that true transformation will come when disabled people are at the heart of government policy making. We need to avoid policy makers attempting to retrofit disabled people into their policies and include them from the outset. Policies should be developed in collaboration across government departments. When you get it right for disabled people, you get it right for everyone. 
The creation of the Disability Unit was positive in beginning to shift priorities within government, but we believe there are further steps that can and should be taken.

Refreshing the National Disability Strategy
The DCC welcomed the announcement in 2019 that the Government would commit to a National Disability Strategy (NDS) and agreed with the then PM Theresa May that Government needed to commit to tackling the injustices and barriers that disabled people face.  However, we were disappointed with the lack of overarching vision to transform the life chances of disabled people contained within the Strategy published in July 2021.
The Strategy provided a helpful list of ongoing policy changes with a direct or disproportionate impact on disabled people. But it failed to set a coherent goal or outline the ultimate difference that would be made to lives of disabled people. In short, the Strategy wasn’t strategic. For the NDS to deliver change for disabled people it needs to move beyond being a one-year plan.
The Government should prioritise a programme of meaningful engagement with disabled people to identify the metrics and objectives, such as a revised disability employment target, which should be tracked and used to judge the success of the National Disability Strategy. 

Short-term policies to support integrated disability policy making across government

We believe that before the next general election the government should utilise the refreshed NDS process to:
· Define the role individual ministerial champions have and improve the transparency of their collective work: The refreshed Ministerial Champions should have clear roles and responsibilities in championing disabled people in their departments.  They should meet regularly and be transparent on their discussions and progress.  Each champion should have a role in holding each other to account.  All policies in development should be subject to a disability equivalent of the ‘families test’, setting out the impact that they will have on disabled people and providing a more focused evidence base than the limited Equality Impact Assessment reports. 
· Reform disability data to allow evidence-based policy making: Part of the reasons for the limited target setting with the National Disability Strategy was a lack of high quality, consistent data on which to build measurable outcomes for the difference made in the lives of disabled people. This must change. We want to see the work of the ONS on the revision of disability and mental health standards implemented in the cross-government collection of data to harmonise the data collected on disability and impairments. We also want to see the Government fulfil itself commitment to regular disability surveys, to understand the barriers disabled people face and their differing outcomes across society
This initial reform of disability data should then inform longer-term work which looks to plug any remaining gaps in the existing evidence base. A part of the long-term work should be based around how disability data can provide meaningful insight into the life chances of people living with different conditions or impairments. 
· Improve the accessibility of Government communications: We regularly see Government communications that are not accessible to disabled people High-profile Number 10 media briefings must have BSL interpretations and this would be a symbolic change by government to adopt by default in all government briefings. This extends to Government providing video content with captions, social media with Alt text, and Government departments promoting materials accessibly, being produced in a way that is usable to those who need them. During the Covid pandemic DCC members worked with other disability charities to provide an Accessible Communications Checklist to the Cabinet Office, which the Women and Equalities Select Committee called for the government to adopt.  We want the government to commit to ensuring all communications adopt the checklist and report on the progress made on implementation.  DCC members are happy to give our expertise and advice on accessible comms, or to review plans or draft communications for accessibility
In the long-term we would want to see the Government place the requirements of the Accessible Communications Checklist onto a statutory footing so that it becomes a requirement of Government communications, not an optional best practice. 

Long-term policies to support integrated disability policy making across government

· Commit to and upgrade the role of Minister for Disabled People: the role of Minister for Disabled people is key for seeing transformational change in government. Across the country it represents 1 in 4 of us, 16m disabled people across the UK. For this role to be most effective and have more impact we believe that it should be given more power and upgraded to a more senior role.  This would increase the remit of change possible whilst also giving issues facing disabled people more consideration across government.
 
· Provide Cabinet oversight for Ministerial champions and major disability policy: Given the cross-government nature of disability policy and that the Government has acknowledged this as an imperative, major reforms of disability policy, including the dashboard for the National Disability Strategy, should be discussed and agreed at Cabinet. 

· Reform the Public Sector Equality Duty: The current requirement of the Public Sector Equality Duty requires public bodies to give due regard to the need to eliminate discrimination and advance equality of opportunities for people with protected characteristics. The requirement for due regard falls short of a need to actively meet the needs of disabled people. In 2015 a House of Lords Select Committee recommended amending the Public Sector Equality Duty to require public bodies to ‘take all proportionate steps towards the achievement’ of the aims of the Duty. We believe that this change to the Duty could transform the delivery of public services to disabled people and improve their legal rights to challenge poor service design. 

· Defend the right of Disability Charities and other Disability organisations to campaign: The right of disability charities to campaign with disabled people and influence public policy is being placed under increasing political scrutiny. We already live under the constraints of charity and electoral regulation, with limits on how we use grants money as part of our advocacy work. We want politicians to embrace the evidence and lived experience that we can bring to policy making processes and not challenge the right of disabled people to challenge Government through campaigning. 


2. [bookmark: _Inclusive_employment_for]Inclusive employment for disabled people

Disability Employment Gap Target
The DCC welcomed the commitment from the government to tackle the disability employment gap and increase the number of disabled people in employment by 1 million between 2017 and 2027. Whilst we welcome the progress made and the fact that the target has been met, there is still much further progress that any government should seek to make. The statistics on disability employment remain stark, with some groups of disabled people reporting particularly low employment rates and facing specific barriers to employment. 
In its most recent annual report on disability employment[footnoteRef:1] the government found: [1:  https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7540/ ] 

· The disability employment rate was 53.7% in January to March 2023, compared to 82.7% for non-disabled people.
· The disability unemployment rate was 6.2% in January to March 2023, compared to 3.4% for non-disabled people. 
· The disability economic inactivity rate, where the person self-reports that they are not in or looking for work, was 42.7% in January to March 2023, compared to 14.3% for non-disabled people.

In 2021 the Commons’ Work and Pensions Select Committee called for the government to set a new dual-target on disability employment, containing two elements: an increase in the number of disabled people in work and a reduction in the disability employment gap. We were disappointed that neither the Transforming Support White Paper nor the Disability Action Plan referenced the need for a revised and more ambitious Disability Employment Target and we therefore urge action to be taken on this. In improving the overall disability employment rate, Government also needs to pursue specific strategies to make sure that progress is being made for all groups of disabled people. 
Government should urgently commit to a new, ambitious, disability employment target which includes a commitment to increase the number of disabled people in work AND close the disability employment gap.  

The Disability Employment Endowment Fund
We believe that the recommendations we set out here are best taken forward as a strategic whole rather than ad-hoc in order to maximise their effectiveness and impact. We have proposed that the Government brings these ideas together into one coherent centrally-focussed entity that can provide a relentless focus on disability employment via a ‘Disability Employment Endowment Fund’ (DEEF).
The DEEF would work in a similar way to the Youth Endowment Fund, that is, run by an independent organisation or a consortium of organisations, and would achieve the following:
· Solely focus on tackling the disability employment gap, boosting UK productivity outputs and filling skills gaps.
· Understand what works in disability employment support. Looking at programmes nationally, locally and across the world, acting as a world leading centre of expertise. 
· Share this great practice through partners, networks and commissioners ensuring knowledge is available to policymakers, and commissioners.  
· Use funds to invest in programmes that work, to help them scale up in terms of reach and impact and invest in new and innovative approaches to supporting disabled people into work.  
· Identify sectors with skills gaps and match disability employment programmes to sectors.  
· Leverage additional impact, by generating and securing additional funding and resources from appropriate sources and individuals. 
· Invest in disabled entrepreneurs, and those seeking to start their own businesses through grants, seed funding and access to skills and guidance.  
· Create a government-backed, disability employment portal, a central place of information for employers, to help tackle skills shortages across the UK and attract match funding. 
A DEEF would provide long-term benefits to HM Treasury by it having a single focus on closing the disability employment gap, which would generate returns through increased employment, productivity, and filling existing skills gaps. 
To start this effectively, the DCC propose Government invests £200 million over three years to establish this Fund. This strikes a balance between being seen to be serious on tackling the disability employment gap, encouraging stakeholders to contribute through the stimulus this provides, and recognising the benefits to the increased employment of disabled people, both financially to the economy and socially to disabled individuals while seeking to make the UK a world leader in employing disabled people.
While there has been interest from the Government in developing this proposal, and strong interest from other stakeholders including the Disability Confident Business Leaders’ Group, to date, Government has not identified who would own the development of such a fund and coordinate the input of the various Departments and agencies needed to make it effective. 
Government should urgently commit to investing in the Disability Employment Endowment Fund.

Short-term policies to improve the employment prospects of disabled people. 

· Immediate changes to Statutory sick pay (SSP): 
The current sick pay system is broken for disabled people. The minimum rate of statutory sick pay (SSP) that employers are supposed to pay employees is just £109.40, far too low for disabled people to live on. Research from Scope has found that just under a quarter of disabled people believe they would not be able to cope on the minimum level of statutory sick pay for a week, while 36 per cent did not think they would last for up to a month. The current system of SSP doesn’t offer disabled people the flexibility or financial support they need to undertake a phased return to work, which leads too many to avoid returning at all. The Government should reform SSP so that it is:

· available to all employees and workers, regardless of their earnings or working hours, or contract
· available to support reduced working hours as part of a phased return to work
· paid at an hourly rate and in line with the Living Wage
· paid without waiting days
· available for 52 weeks instead of just 28. 

· Short-term reform to Access to Work (AtW): We welcome some of the recent initiative made to improve the Access to Work scheme and hope that the online claims portal can make a significant impact on the delays claimants are experiencing and the user experience of the scheme. However, Access to Work is in need of urgent reform to make sure it meets the needs of both disabled people and their employers. We urge Government to: 

· Provide additional investment to help clear the backlog and enable the programme to work as intended.   
· Increase the number of AtW advisors, with a particular focus on recruiting disabled people so that assessments are more effective and result in the right outcomes. Information on numbers of advisers working on the programme should be publicly available and updated regularly.  There should also be a review of the training provided to assessors and advisers.
· Awareness of AtW amongst both employers and disabled people remains worryingly low. The DWP should publish the review of the communication campaign as the first stage in evaluating how to promote AtW. 
· Automatically extend packages until renewals can be processed so individuals can retain support
· Provide automatic software upgrades to software previously approved as part of a grant
· Provide a ‘cost of living’ update for the value of grant payments to ensure that the value of awards isn’t eroded by inflation. 
· Announce a timeframe for when the Access to Work adjustments passport will be rolled out.
· Review and update the training programme for advisers to ensure that it’s fit for purpose.  This should include stronger information on reasonable adjustments, updated information on assistive technology and more on condition specific needs.


· Disability Confident (DC) the existing evidence on the limitation of Disability Confident demonstrates the need for a system that places greater expectations on employers alongside providing better support. We welcomed the review of DC that the DWP undertook as an initial step within the NDS. Reform of DC needs to be a priority under the revised NDS process. The focus should be on the experience and outcomes of disabled people in the workplace, combined with the insight of the existing Business Leaders Group. Specific recommendations include:
· A review of the criteria for the different levels and strengthening expectations on employers.
· New metrics based on the experiences of disabled employees. 
· A new emphasis on progression through the programme.  Employers on Level One should have their accreditation removed if they have not moved to Levels Two or Three within three years.  
· Setting requirements for employers on minimum thresholds for the proportion of workforce that is disabled.

· Workforce reporting: The Government’s consultation on mandatory workforce reporting closed in April 2022 and no further progress has been made. We understand that part of this delay was because of the legal challenge to the NDS. But as part of a revised NDS the Government should prioritise it’s response to the consultation and establish how it will increase disability workforce reporting, including a better framework and definition of disability.
· Supporting disabled jobseekers: many disabled people want to and can work but don’t have the support they need to do so.  We would like to see more targeted support available to disabled people including employment programmes, increased numbers of Disability Employment Advisors and steps to make JobCentre Plus more accessible.  
· Providing information and support to employers: the online support tool for employers should be updated and developed to include more resources, as set out above in our call for a Disability Employment Endowment Fund.   These should be co-produced with disabled people, support organisations and other key stakeholders. 

Long-term policies to improve the employment prospects of disabled people

· Long-term reform to Access to Work - develop and expand the current programme to support more people and in new ways.  This includes:
· Design, fund and implement a new communication campaign for jobseekers and employers, building on the findings of the communication review.  
· Establish a clear and achievable standard of service for delivery of the programme.  This should be co-produced with disabled people and publicly available so that disabled jobseekers are aware of the standard of service they should receive. 
· Develop and publish specific guidance for disabled people and employers on recruiting and employing support workers.
· Establish a process for job seekers to be provided with in-principle awards, allowing them to demonstrate to potential employers the support they can have and reducing the uncertainty once they have accepted a job.
· Expand the remit of the programme so that it’s available to jobseekers undertaking work related activity or volunteering role as a means of preparing for work. 


· Employment programmes for disabled people: We welcome the aims and aspirations set out in the Transforming Support White Paper, and will work with policy makers to ensure implementation meets the needs of disabled people. We are particularly keen that the Government works with disabled people on the design on Universal Support. In addition we want the Government to:
· Create and implement new employment programmes specifically for disabled people, particularly those furthest from the jobs market and with higher support needs. 
· Move to a supported employment model to help disabled people find work: a more personalised model that is tailored, specialist and better targeted and one that disabled people should still be able to draw on this support after they have found work. 
· This should include:
· A voluntary approach to attracting participants
· Vocational profiling of all participants to identify their aspirations, learning needs, barriers and skills development
· Personalised support for all participants
· Holistic one stop shop advice to help participants tackle multiple barriers to work
· Jobs brokerage’ with local employers to identify potential jobs/work experience for participants to access
· In-work support for participants once they enter work 


3. [bookmark: _Extra_Costs_of]Extra Costs of Disability 
Members of the DCC have extensive evidence which highlights that disabled people face the double whammy of lower incomes and higher costs.  Recent research from Scope[footnoteRef:2] shows that on average life costs £975 more a month for disabled households.   [2:  https://www.scope.org.uk/campaigns/extra-costs/ ] 

Sense research[footnoteRef:3] found that even before the cost-of-living crisis began, disabled people were struggling financially.  Disabled people were three times more likely to be behind on bills than non-disabled people.  They were also three times more likely to be food insecure.   [3:  https://www.sense.org.uk/about-us/statistics/complex-disabilities-cost-of-living-sense-natcen-research-briefing/] 

Increasing the way in which disabled people enter and progress in the workplace is one way that this imbalance can be overcome, but government needs to provide direct support towards the extra costs of disability. 
· Social Tariff for Energy: Ensure that disabled people can benefit from a social tariff to help with their energy costs: Many disabled people face substantive additional costs because their disability creates a requirement for additional energy usage. DCC members are concerned that the Government did not launch a consultation on a social tariff before the summer recess, as had been expected. There is urgent need for energy support for disabled people, which we believe should be based on the following principles:
· As much as possible, eligibility should be automatic and not require families to have to navigate complex application processes.  We would like to see eligibility using key benefits e.g. PIP as gateways into the system.
· As well as automatic eligibility we also want to see other routes in to enable people to self refer, or be referred by others e.g. GP or social care professional.  This is important to ensure that people don’t fall through the gaps. 
· We don’t want eligibility to be based on diagnosis, or medical condition, this would be too restrictive and wouldn’t reach the vast numbers of people who need support.  
· The system should be universal and consistent across the country, we don’t want families exposed to postcode lotteries or complex negotiations with individual energy suppliers.  
· The discounts should be available pre payment and not as rebates.  Disabled households don’t have the cashflow to shoulder significant expenditure. 
· The social tariff should sit alongside existing support mechanisms and not be paid for by levies or charges to consumers who are ineligible for the social tariff, and be considered alongside a reformed Warm Homes Discount scheme. 


· Establish an Extra Costs Taskforce: Until the government fully understands the extra costs disabled people face across a range of different policy areas and has the data to understand knowledge gaps, policies which impact the lives of disabled people are always going to fall short. We want the Government to meet their commitment in the National Disability Strategy to bring together disabled people, businesses and regulators to understand the extra costs disabled people face, broken down by types of disability. The taskforce needs to consider whether the existing provision of financial support for disabled people, including disability benefits, is adequate to the extra costs identified. 



If you would like to discuss the contents of this document, or have any questions about the work of the DCC then please contact the co-chairs of our policy group: Sarah White via sarah.white@sense.org.uk and Robert Geaney robert.geaney@rnid.org.uk
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