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[bookmark: _Toc158896381]About Business Disability Forum
Business Disability Forum (BDF) is a business membership organisation focused on disability inclusion. We are trusted partners, working with business, Government, and disabled people to improve the life experiences of disabled employees and consumers, by removing barriers to inclusion. We work with almost 600 businesses who collectively employ around 20 per cent of the UK workforce. We exist to help effect changes in business practices, products, services and policies that positively impact the life experiences of disabled people, and also benefit business.  
[bookmark: _Toc158896382]Background and about this paper
The UK Government’s Disability Action Plan was published on 5 February 2024. The purpose of the Plan is to outline the government’s disability-related public policy plans for 2023-2024 which would, in their words, “lay the foundation for longer-term change”. The intention was that the Disability Action Plan would outline what the government would do within this current Parliament - i.e. before the next general election.
The Disability Action Plan consultation was launched while the government’s then-current strategy – the National Disability Strategy – was being challenged by four disabled people in the High Court. The consultation and upcoming publication of the DAP were intended to be a ‘vehicle’ for government to continue working on disability-related policy while the NDS could not progress.
This interconnectedness of the Strategy, the Plan, and the subsequent Parliamentary inquiry into the Strategy, has highlighted how policy, political, and legal procedures can intertwine and how technical they can appear. Our experience is that this causes businesses to disengage, creates the impression of lacking transparency from the perspective of disabled people and, even for Members of Parliament advocating for disabled people and disabled people’s issues, the processes, timeframes, and implications of the pausing and progressing of various policies and different times are unclear.
For these reasons, we have created this introductory briefing to make the relationship and content between the National Disability Strategy and the Disability Action Plan easier to understand. This paper includes:
· A timeline of significant events.
· What the legal challenges found and why it matters.
· What the National Disability Strategy inquiry found.
· The content of the Disability Action Plan and how it differs to the National Disability Strategy.
· What the Disability Action Plan means for businesses and what they can do about it.
We hope the analysis in this paper will help anyone who wants a deeper understanding of the relationship between the National Disability Strategy and the Disability Action Plan and what the government has committed to in the final, published version of the Disability Action Plan.
We have created this for anyone working in our member organisations who want to understand how the Disability Action Plan may affect their work. We have, however, also heard that people working in policy roles, Members of Parliament, or those who represent disabled people and their families have also found the content helpful. Either way, we have focussed on the topics that are of most important to our members.  
If you have any questions about the content of this document, please get in touch with BDF’s policy team at policy@businessdisabiltiyforum.org.uk 

Key links:
· National Disability Strategy (NDS), published 2021.
· Disability Action Plan (DAP), published 2024.

[bookmark: _Toc158896383]Executive summary
The UK Government’s Disability Action Plan was published on 5 February 2024. The purpose of the Plan is to outline the government’s disability-related public policy plans for 2023-2024 to, “lay the foundation for longer-term change and outline what the government would do within this current Parliament - i.e. before the next general election. It is intended to be complementary to the National Disability Strategy launched in 2021, which was put on hold during a legal challenge (now overturned). 
What does the Disability Action Plan say?
There are five key areas in the Disability Action Plan which are relevant to our members.
· Ensuring disabled people can apply for and occupy elected office roles. This includes ensuring a process and finding available for candidates to request and be provided with adjustments.
· Emergency and resilience planning. The government will look at the procedures and guidance it has in place to plan for and respond to emergency situations in a way that is accessible and inclusive for disabled people.
· Climate-related policies. The government will consider how its climate and environment related policies consider the needs and lives of disabled people. 
· Improving customer-related experiences for disabled people. The government will publish research in Summer 2024 about the accessibility of private sector products and services. The government will also look into the effectiveness of businesses customer training provisions.
· Supporting people who use guide and assistance dogs. The government will address the common experience of disabled people with assistance dogs and other animals being refused access to services, such as shops, banks, leisure venues, and transport. 
What BDF felt was missing from the Disability Action Plan
There were three key areas that we felt should have been included in the Disability Action Plan:
· Employment. Employment and other areas of disabled people’s lives are often seen as separate and distant to one another with little recognition of how the services and support available in every area have a direct impact on whether someone can or wants to work. Good work is a key life opportunity which at the moment is out of reach of far too many disabled people. For people who can work, good work can increase inclusion and a sense of identity as well as bring financial security. To make work a reality for more disabled people, we need greater investment in vital programmes such as Access to Work and urgent reform to Statutory Sick Pay (SSP) to allow people to make a phased return to work. 
· Identifying and removing the extra costs of being disabled. The National Disability Strategy committed to creating an Extra Costs Taskforce to address the extra costs disabled people face because of their disability. The Disability Action Plan does not mention the extra costs commitment. The extra costs disabled people experience directly impact the extent of their participation in many areas and actions outlined in the Disability Action Plan.
· Assistive technology. The government has returned to its commitment as per the National Disability Strategy to invest £1million in establishing a Centre for Assistive and Accessible Technology (CAAT) to share good practices and identify where innovation is needed. This Centre reads as a network for researchers, academics and tech specialists. There remains no commitment from the government to address the issues that disabled people do not have access to appropriate assessments for and provision of technologies when they need them that do not rely on the individual being in either paid employment or in an eligible education course. 
What businesses can do now
[bookmark: _Hlk158816581]From the content and policy direction of the National Disability Strategy, its inquiry, and the Disability Action Plan, we have created an eight-point consideration and action list for businesses. The aim of these is to get businesses thinking in line with what the government will be encouraging them to do and what they want to see is being experienced from the perspective of disabled people.
1. Emergency and resilience planning. How have your emergency and resilience planning procedures for employees and customers included and accounted for the adjustments of individual disabled people? Know the policies you have in place and the procedures you train staff on to support and include disabled people in such situations.
2. Climate and sustainability-related initiatives. How do you know your sustainability and climate-related policies do not disadvantage or negatively impact disabled people, as your employees or your customers (including students, patients, and clients)? Disabled people told us many organisations make them feel “guilty” because they either cannot take part in an initiative, or it directly contravenes how they have to live their life with a specific disability. Ensure your narratives and initiatives are balanced and include the realities and experiences of disabled people.
3. Barrier-free services. Undertake a review of the end-to-end user journey that customers (including patients, students, and clients) experience when they use the services that you provide. Identify the barriers by involving disabled people with a wide range of disabilities and who use a wide range of adjustments and adaptations. Make this an ongoing review cycle, and not a ‘one off’ project.
4. Assistance animals. Do all customer-facing staff know what to do if, for example, an emotional support cat wanted to come into a public area of your organisation? Equip your staff upfront to know the diversity of assistance animals disabled people use as well as the range of tasks these animals do for and with their disabled humans. Ensure all customer-related feedback and complaints feed back into your organisation’s learning and development strategy to ensure customer-facing staff training ongoingly continues to address the very situations experienced by your disabled customers.
5. Priority schemes for disabled customers and carers. Does your organisation operate a priority scheme for disabled people? Such schemes are common in the utilities sectors to ensure anyone who is disabled or a carer who relies on (commonly) water or power because of their disability gets urgent notifications and attention in the event of an emergency. If so, ensure this scheme is promoted proactively to customers with clear and accessible formats of communication to increase uptake of these schemes.
6. Customer-facing staff training. How do you know your customer-related training for staff is effective? Ensure you are asking your customers (particularly disabled customers) for their feedback, and ensure you have an internal framework which measures the effectiveness of your customer-related learning and development initiatives. If disabled people’s experiences are not improving, consider how your learning and development provision in this area needs to change or expand.
7. Reducing extra costs for disabled people if you provide disability-specific products. If you provide disability-specific products for disabled people to purchase, clearly communicate, advise, and assist them to ensure they are not paying VAT where they do not need to. Further information can be found here: https://www.gov.uk/financial-help-disabled/vat-relief 
8. Find the right suppliers. While not directly mentioned in the Disability Action Plan, a key function pivotal to ensuring an inclusive, effective delivery of accessible experiences for disabled people is how you choose third-party suppliers and partners to deliver services on your behalf. Having an inclusive supplier framework that defines how you want suppliers and partners to deliver your services with the same values and accessibility and inclusion criteria, will help achieve a consistent inclusive experience for disabled people.
[bookmark: _Toc158896384]Part 1: National Disability Strategy and the Disability Action Plan - what happened and when?
Many businesses and disability inclusion professionals have asked us to explain the relationship between the National Disability Strategy and the Disability Action Plan. The purpose of this section is to do that. The National Disability Strategy and the Disability Action Plan have shared an intertwined history since 2021 to today. This section will give a brief introductory background on that history and the relevance it has for today.
In January 2021 the government opened a survey across the UK (titled the UK Disability Survey) for disabled people to complete. They stated that this was to inform the development of a National Disability Strategy. That survey ran until April 2021, and it received over 14,000 responses from disabled people. Its findings were published in June 2021.
The National Disability Strategy, informed by this survey, was published by the government in July 2021. That same month, four disabled people took the government to court to challenge the legality of the National Disability Strategy. They argued that the survey did not fulfil the government's standard consultation procedures. While this case progressed, the National Disability Strategy’s actions and progress were paused. The National Disability Strategy has 120 actions which include policies as well. While the case was commencing, a total of 14 policies in the National Disability Strategy were put on hold. 
It was not until January 2022, that the High Court heard the case and decided that the National Disability Strategy was unlawful. This meant that the government still had to pause the National Disability Strategy while they decided what to do next. The government decided to appeal the decision the High Court had made. 
In May 2022, the Women and Equalities Select Committee opened an inquiry into the National Disability Strategy. The timing of this (taking place while the legal process for the National Disability Strategy continued) meant that the government was not able to give evidence or answer questions fully during the inquiry, even though the very purpose of a Select Committee inquiry is to examine the government's work.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Business Disability Forum gave evidence at this inquiry of the experience of disabled customers. You can read the transcript of that session here: https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/13178/html/ ] 

	What is the Women and Equalities Select Committee, and what is an inquiry?
Select Committees are based in the House of Lords and the House of Commons. They typically look into the policy, administration, and expenditure of a pertaining Government department or function. This is typically carried out by opening an inquiry, which investigates a specific issue. A Committee will invite written and oral evidence to inform their investigation (‘inquiry’) and then produce a written report which is publicly available and makes recommendations to Government. Each Select Committee in the House of Commons pertains to a Government department. This means the Women and Equalities Select Committee examines the work of the Government Equalities Office (GEO) and the Equality Hub in Cabinet Office.



In June 2022, a month after the inquiry opened, the government requested to appeal the High Court's decision on the National Disability Strategy. This would mean the government going to the Court of Appeal if this appeal weas permitted. It was not until November 2022 that the government heard that the Court of Appeal would allow them to proceed with its appeal. At this point, the National Disability Strategy's 14 policies are still paused, and the government understands that they cannot pause all disability-related work during what is increasingly becoming a lengthy legal process. Therefore, in December 2022, the government announced that they will create an additional Disability Action Plan, which they will consult on in the following year. The Disability Action Plan would be a shorter-term plan which, in practice, would allow the government to keep working on disability-related policy while the legal procedure for the National Disability Strategy continued.
	What is the difference between the High Court and the Court of Appeal?
The High Court is the first court where “high value and high importance” civil cases (i.e. not criminal cases) are heard. If the High Court make a decision that one of the two parties (either the claimant or the defendant) do not agree with, that party can apply to appeal the decision. That appeal is heard by the Court of Appeal. The Court of Appeal will either agree (‘uphold’) or disagree (‘overturn’) the High Court’s decision. 



It was not until June 2023 that the Court of Appeal heard the government's appeal. A month later, in July 2023, the High Court decided in favour of the government and overturned the High Court’s decision. This means that the National Disability Strategy and its consultation is, after all, lawful. By this time, however, the government had already opened a consultation on the Disability Action Plan. The then Minister for Disabled People made a statement to Parliament and said that the government must now “take stock” of what this decision means for the commitments in the Strategy. He confirmed that the Disability Action Plan will “move forward”, as the Strategy and the plan “were always intended to be complementary”.
	Why did the Court of Appeal overturn the High Court’s decision?
The High Court initially decided that the survey to inform the National Disability Strategy did not fulfil the government's standard consultation procedures, where questions would be asked specifically about the changes being proposed. On this basis, the survey – which informed the Strategy – was declared unlawful. The Court of Appeal, however, said that it was inaccurate for the High Court to understand that the survey constituted a formal consultation. 
Two key points of interest were discussed in the decision. Firstly, under the Public Sector Equality Duty, a public body must consult on any new policies or proposals that would produce a change. The Court of Appeal said the strategy was not a new policy or proposal that would implement a change (the Strategy instead brings together disability-related actions across Government into one single strategy). The strategy then did not require the government’s standard consultation procedures to engage. Secondly, the government had never positioned the survey as a consultation. It instead called the survey a “listening exercise” to “inform” the Strategy.



Two months later, in September 2023, the Minister made another statement to Parliament on how the 14 paused commitments in the Strategy would recommence. That statement included the following words from the Minister confirming the relationship between the Strategy and the Disability Action Plan: “Taken together, the National Disability Strategy and the Disability Action Plan set out a complementary, ambitious programme of work across government to improve disabled people’s lives in the short, medium and long term”.
In October 2023, the Disability Action Plan consultation closed. Two months later, in December  2023, the Women and Equalities Select Committee published its first inquiry report on the Strategy which includes the following conclusions:
· There is a lack of a strategic approach in the Strategy, and it reads as “a list of uncoordinated and largely pre-existing short-term policies”.​
· Engagement with disabled people was lacking and “left disabled people feeling further disempowered”.​
· A longer-term “multi-year approach would need consistent buy-in from other Government departments”.
Just over a month later, in February 2024, the Disability Action Plan was published.
[bookmark: _Toc158896385]Part 2: What the Disability Action Plan commits to
This section takes readers through what the Disability Action Plan proposed and what the published version commits to. We have focussed on the areas we responded to in our consultation response – the areas most relevant to the interested and functions of our members.
Therefore, we have not focussed on the following sections which are in the Plan:
· Information and outcomes for families of disabled children.
· Making playgrounds accessible.
· The UK hosting the Special Olympics in 2031. 
[bookmark: _Toc158896386]Ensuring disabled people can access elected office
Disabled people are underrepresented in public appointments and elected office, and investment must be made in a process to fund and provide adjustments for disabled candidates. BDF raised this issue in 2018 via the Lord Holmes Review of disabled people in public appointments, but little has been done since then. 
We felt Access to Work is an ideal and existing model which could be expanded to fulfil this gap. Expanding and committing to a sustainable long-term financial investment plan in Access to Work, whereby Access to Work becomes the (only) scheme for anyone with a with a disability who wants to access adjustments to undertake any type of work (paid, self-employment, starting a business, voluntary, work experience, or public appointments).
In the Disability Action Plan, the government committed to the following:
· Work with disabled people to design a new way to provide financial support for disabled people to access elected office (to launch in 2025). We are pleased to see this included as it is a key barrier to entry. We would however (as above) have preferred that this be via an extension of the already known Access to Work scheme.
· Develop and publish new guidance by Summer 2024 on how political parties and elected public bodies can best support disabled candidates, drawing on lessons from the Local Government Association’s work in this area and other sources.
· Work with the House of Commons to support disability-related actions (such as improving digital and building accessibility).
[bookmark: _Toc158896387]Emergency and resilience planning 
The consultation acknowledged that disability inclusion must be increased in emergency planning and resilience work. There were, however, no specifics of what this would look like or include. Cabinet Office has since been revising its disability-related resilience guidance, but we had imagined this proposal would have more strategic attention. 

BDF offered to convene resilience and planning professionals from across our membership to share the procedures and to identify what works best when building disability inclusion into planning for emergency sessions (including situations such as evacuations and health pandemics). 

The government has committed to the following:
· Cabinet Office’s Resilience Directorate will ensure disabled people’s experiences are reflected in resilience planning by inviting disabled people’s organisations to attend the UK Resilience Forum and Local Resilience Forums.
· The Disability Unit will work with emergency and resilience planners across Government to strengthen knowledge and understanding of disability-inclusive practices in emergency and resilience work.
· The Minister for Disabled People will lead a discussion with ministerial disability champions on the importance of accessible communications during and about resilience and emergencies.
[bookmark: _Toc158896388]Climate-related policies
As with the above emergency and resilience planning proposals, it was not clear if the government were going to be working with businesses to ensure organisations as well as relevant premises and building owners (such as blocks of flats) had emergency procedures in place. It does not appear that way; instead, these two sections now read as though improving these areas are relevant to the government’s own procedures only, and not that of individual businesses and organisations (where they are not directly owned or run on behalf of the government). 

This is a disappointing missed opportunity, but we will be encouraging organisations to consider what improving these areas would look like for them in their own resilience, emergency, and climate-related policies and procedures. This does not just affect climate-specific policies, but also other sustainability and environment-friendly initiatives. As an example of how sustainability and environment-related initiatives can affect disabled people, our Disability Network Leaders Forum provided a list of where plastic is essential to their lives as disabled people. This can be read here: https://businessdisabilityforum.org.uk/knowledge-hub/resources/eco-ableism/ 

The Government has committed to:
· Improving accessible communications and information during resilience and emergencies.
· Exploring how to ensure that ULEZ and CAZ better consider the needs of
disabled people. 
· Work with strategic teams across national government (such as DEFRA and FCDO) to increase awareness of disability inclusion in existing policies. 
· Carrying out a systematic analysis to better understand the information and data that policymakers and disabled people need to make climate adaptations disability inclusive. 
[bookmark: _Toc158896389]Helping businesses to understand the needs and deliver improvements for disabled people
The key business-related proposal in the Disability Action Plan consultation was the development of a “Disability Enabled Badge” which, it was proposed, would be awarded to businesses who had undertaken disability awareness training with their customer-facing staff. The training would be arranged, paid for, and provided by the business themselves and it would be a voluntary scheme. The feedback we gave on this proposal in our consultation response can be read in Appendix 1.

In the published version of the Disability Action Plan, the breadth of this section has been expanded and the section has becoming titled “Helping businesses to understand the needs and deliver improvements for disabled people”.

The Disability Action Plan says the government will commit to:
· Publishing research into the accessibility of private sector products and services in Spring 2024, which will provide more information on the accessibility of specific sectors (including retail and leisure) and the end-to-end customer journey for disabled people.
· Understanding the issues such as:
· Existing training schemes and their success for disabled consumers and businesses.
· Whether and how disability awareness training adds value to organisations and improves customer experience.
· The end-to-end customer journey, including how “a scheme” (presumably the previously worded “Disability Enabled Badge”, though we are pleased to see this title has been abandoned) scheme could address accessibility across sectors.
· Whether disabled people are aware of their rights and know how to enforce them.

The above actions did not appear in the Disability Action Plan proposal. The action above on research on the accessibility of private sector products and services, however, did originally appear in the National Disability Strategy. On originally seeing this in the Strategy, we question the remit of “accessibility” (digital, physical, for example), “private sector” (the range of industries, such as private banking, private healthcare, or tax and accountancy services), and “products and services” (processes as well as product development, for example). This remains unclear. It is crucial that businesses are involved in this research, and we have therefore offered to involve our members in this research to ensure the research includes good practices as well as the challenges businesses experience when trying to increase inclusion further. This is just as important for the government to understand, and we will work with them to ensure our members are at the centre of business-related actions in the Disability Action Plan.
[bookmark: _Toc158896390]Supporting people who use guide and assistance dogs
The consultation proposed working closely with the guide dog sector to understand what more the government could do about people who use guide dogs being refused access to services, such as shops, restaurants, and transport. This section in the consultations used the wording, “addressing access refusals for guide dogs”. 
We receive many questions from our members via our Advice Service about a range of assistance animals who access their services with a disabled person, not just guide dogs. We were therefore clear in our consultation response that this work needed to be expanded to a wider range of animals than just dogs, and animals doing a wider range of tasks, not just guiding. We were pleased to see the government has committed to this.
The consultation also proposed implementing fines for businesses that refused access to disabled people using assistance animals. However, we did not think this was effective, for helping the business improve or in benefitting the individual. We are therefore pleased to see that the government will not pursue this. You can read our views on this section of the consultation in full in Appendix 2.
The Disability Action Plan says the government has committed to creating a working group with representatives from the guide dog and assistance animal sectors to make recommendations to the government on how to improve support for people who use guide and assistance animals. 
· The above group will explore issues such as a definition of assistance dogs.
· How best to raise awareness of a range of assistance animals.
· Educating businesses on the legal rights of assistance dog owners.
· Simplifying how an individual can report being refused access to a service.  

As with other sections of the Disability Action Plan, the government has not mentioned the involvement of businesses in some key areas that are about them or that impact them. BDF will keep working with the government to ensure our members are involved in the development of relevant projects such as this.
[bookmark: _Toc158896391]Part 3: Three key areas missing from the Disability Action Plan
There are three key topics BDF thinks are missing from the Disability Action Plan:
· Employment.
· The extra costs of being disabled.
· Assistive technology.
1. [bookmark: _Toc158896392]The absence of employment related actions
The Disability Action Plan does not include employment. The government has said this is because disability-related employment policies are progressing within other strategies, namely the Transforming Future Support (known as ‘the health and disability white paper’) white paper.
Business Disability Forum was disappointed by this omission from a cross-government disability action plan. Although we understand employment is addressed elsewhere, we do not think this is helpful. Employment – and support for the absence of employment in someone’s life – is integral to the lives of disabled people. Furthermore, although the Disability Action Plan does not include employment, eight employment-related policies were listed as Government achievements at the beginning of the Disability Action Plan document.[footnoteRef:2] The experience and value of work cannot be separated from other areas of disabled people’s lives. A person’s employment situation impacts the means disabled people have to visit coast paths, take part in sports, consider changing or improving their home (landlords are required to make reasonable adjustments but can ask the disabled individual to fund it), or make plans to do things that involve train, bus, or air travel – all things the Disability Action Plan sets out to achieve.  [2:  These were: flexible working reform (although disabled people who want to want flexibly because of their disability should be using their right to request adjustments, not relying on these flexible working rights); carer’s leave (although our members said they were “shocked” by how unsupportive and unrealistic the allowance was); the workplace design guide (which focused on the Government’s own working spaces); the adjustments passports; the Home Office’s ‘Uplift’ programme which tells stories about its own workers; the Ministry of Defence’s Cyber Pathfinder scheme; Ministry of Defence’s revision of HIV related work policies; and the Health and Disability White paper.] 

The two vital and urgent employment incentives which also have a huge impact on disabled people and that need attention are:
· Investment in Access to Work. Access to Work is a transformational, world-leading concept and scheme which is the difference between being employed and unemployed for many disabled people. However, it lacks a sustainable, long-term vision and financial investment and is at risk of becoming fragmented. Access to Work, Access to Work Plus, and The Mental Health Support Service are all important aspects of the ATW provision, but they need to work in a more streamlined way to avoid confusing employers and disabled people. The support cap also needs to be removed to allow fairness for all applicants and to prevent disabled people having to change their job or reduce their hours because the cost of their adjustments reaches the support cap, while other applications may not use even a fifth of the cap for their award. 

· Expanding Statutory Sick Pay (SSP). The sick pay system must become more flexible and realistic alongside ever-increasing waiting times for referrals and treatment in the NHS. Whilst many good employers offer sick pay beyond the statutory entitlement, many people’s statutory sick pay entitlement expires before they get access to the services they need to recover, forcing many people back to work before they are well and then often resulting in them going on sick leave again. Treatment and rehabilitation for some conditions can be undertaken alongside reduced hours, phased returns, or disability leave. However, for other conditions, ‘recovery’ often takes place in specialist settings after a long waiting period. A fairer sick pay system must: 
· remove waiting days;
· be paid at an hourly rate and in line with the Living Wage;
· be available to all employees and workers, regardless of their earnings or working hours, or contract;
· be available for 52 weeks per year instead of just 28; and
· be available to support reduced working hours as part of an agreed phased return to work. 
The single, most important, SSP related achievement would be the last point; for SSP to be used as part of a phased return to work. This would mean people can return to work sooner and as part of their rehabilitation and recovery, instead of returning to work only being available ‘after’ rehabilitation or recovery – the latter which is the only option in the current SSP system. 
2. [bookmark: _Toc158896393]Identifying and removing the extra costs of being disabled
 In addition, recent policymaking has not assessed the extra costs clearly enough when implementing policies; in fact, recent policies such as adjustments to common parts of buildings and recent work on the Disabled Facilities Grants, have only added to the costs many disabled people will need to contribute themselves because of their disability. 
The government does make a commitment to “continue to engage across Government to highlight concerns related to the cost of living”, but this is not the same as addressing the additional costs incurred directly because of someone’s disability.
3. [bookmark: _Toc158896394]Assistive technology
The Disability Action Plan offered a much-decreased ambition regarding assistive technology compared with its previous commitment in the National Disability Strategy.
The National Disability Strategy (NDS) said that “The Disability Unit will invest up to £1 million in 2021 to 2022 to develop a new Centre for Assistive and Accessible Technology” and this Centre is referred to as “world-leading”. This proposal was outlined in the Strategy alongside a commitment to undertaking work to understand the assistive technology needs of disabled people in the UK. 
Then, the file deposited by the Minister for Disabled People in the House of Commons Library on 28 September 2023 read, “The Government set out proposals regarding Assistive Technology in the Disability Action Plan, which is currently out for consultation. To ensure work in this area is cohesive and considers stakeholder feedback, we will review this commitment following analysis of the responses to the Disability Action Plan consultation.”
The Strategy details a radically different proposal (a Centre for Accessible and Assistive Technology) to that referred to in the Disability Action Plan consultation; the latter which reduces assistive technology to an internal upskilling knowledge programme for Government staff.
In answer to the specific consultation question of whether “access to assistive technology would be improved by better-informed advice from public sector staff”, we said that we did not believe it would in isolation of a meaningfully backed commitment to ensure disabled people actually get provided with the technologies they need. Increasing the knowledge of assistive technology among Government staff will not benefit disabled people if they do not have access to the products Government staff have new knowledge of. We have repeatedly discussed with Government that the void for them to fill is the provision of assistive IT.
It was therefore good news to read that the government will not pursue the proposal in the Disability Action Plan and will instead resume the development of the Centre for Assistive and Accessible Technology (CAAT). However, the remit of the CAAT’s work as described in the Disability Action Plan is to “[share] information on the technology which already exists it improve people’s lives, and to [identify] areas where further innovation is needed”. This does go far enough, meaning there once again no commitment to identify how disabled people can be provided with the right technology-related assessments and solutions at the time they need it throughout their lives. 

We developed a concept with disabled graduates who had recently entered work from university, professionals who had moved from university to employment, disabled employees, assistive technology specialists, and employers, to assess disabled people for the assistive technology they needed, provide them with it, and for them to be able to trade it in for something more suitable as their life situation changes (such as moving from education to employment, or getting a different type of role, or taking up volunteering work). Our members named this concept “Technology for life”. More about Tech for Life can be read here: https://businessdisabilityforum.org.uk/knowledge-hub/resources/the-technology-for-life-model/ 
[bookmark: _Toc158896395]Part 4: What businesses can do now
From the content and policy direction of the National Disability Strategy, its inquiry, and the Disability Action Plan, we have created an eight-point consideration and action list for businesses. The topics are aimed to get businesses thinking in line with what the Government will be encouraging them to do and what they want to see experienced from the perspective of disabled people.
1. Emergency and resilience planning. How have your emergency and resilience planning procedures for employees and customers included and accounted for the adjustments of individual disabled people? Know the policies you have in place and the procedures you train staff on to support and include disabled people in such situations.
2. Climate and sustainability-related initiatives. How do you know your sustainability and climate-related policies do not disadvantage or negatively impact disabled people, as your employees or your customers (including students, patients, and clients)? Disabled people told us many organisations make them feel “guilty” because they either cannot take part in an initiative, or it directly contravenes how they have to live their life with a specific disability. Ensure your narratives and initiatives are balanced and include the realities and experiences of disabled people.
3. Barrier-free services. Undertake a review of the end-to-end user journey that customers (including patients, students, and clients) experience when they use the services that you provide. Identify the barriers by involving disabled people with a wide range of disabilities and who use a wide range of adjustments and adaptations. Make this an ongoing review cycle, and not a ‘one off’ project.
4. Assistance animals. Do all customer-facing staff know what to do if, for example, an emotional support cat wanted to come into a public area of your organisation? Equip your staff upfront to know the diversity of assistance animals disabled people use as well as the range of tasks these animals do for and with their disabled humans. Ensure all customer-related feedback and complaints feed back into your organisation’s learning and development strategy to ensure customer-facing staff training ongoingly continues to address the very situations experienced by your disabled customers.
5. Priority schemes for disabled customers and carers. Does your organisation operate a priority scheme for disabled people? Such schemes are common in the utilities sectors to ensure anyone who is disabled or a carer who relies on (commonly) water or power because of their disability gets urgent notifications and attention in the event of an emergency. If so, ensure this scheme is promoted proactively to customers with clear and accessible formats of communication to increase uptake of these schemes.
6. Customer-facing staff training. How do you know your customer-related training for staff is effective? Ensure you are asking your customers (particularly disabled customers) for their feedback, and ensure you have an internal framework which measures the effectiveness of your customer-related learning and development initiatives. If disabled people’s experiences are not improving, consider how your learning and development provision in this area needs to change or expand.
7. Reducing extra costs for disabled people if you provide disability-specific products. If you provide disability-specific products for disabled people to purchase, clearly communicate, advise, and assist them to ensure they are not paying VAT where they do not need to. Further information can be found here: https://www.gov.uk/financial-help-disabled/vat-relief 
8. Find the right suppliers. While not directly mentioned in the Disability Action Plan, a key function pivotal to ensuring an inclusive, effective delivery of accessible experiences for disabled people is how you choose third-party suppliers and partners to deliver services on your behalf. Having an inclusive supplier framework that defines how you want suppliers and partners to deliver your services with the


[bookmark: _Toc158896396]Appendix 1: Customer training accreditation 
[bookmark: _Hlk158714019]In the Disability Action Plan consultation, there was a proposal to introduce a “Disability Enabled Badge” scheme. The ‘badge’ would be awarded to businesses who provide customer-facing staff with disability awareness training.  
In the published Plan, the government considered that the wording “Disability Enabled Badge” will not go ahead, and that more scoping on such a scheme needs to be done.
The following is the verbatim extract from BDF’s response to the Disability Action Plan’s consultation. You can view our full response here: https://businessdisabilityforum.org.uk/knowledge-hub/resources/dap/ 

Section 5: Disability Enabled Badge
Consultation question: To what extent do you agree that this scheme would give increased confidence to disabled customers when accessing businesses or services?
We do not think the disability-enabled badge proposal is an effective use of resources, and it does not reflect the government’s Disability Confident scheme. This proposal is almost the opposite approach to Disability Confident which accredits a commitment and then moves an organisation on through to progressing on and adding to the commitments it has made. The badge proposal appears to be the opposite. Without any additional information about who accredits a disability-enabled badge and what happens after an organisation gets it, it appears to be a one-time accreditation which does not have a forward-moving journey in the way that Disability Confident has.
In addition, Disability Confident already has a question about making customer services accessible. If Government wants to expand organisations’ commitment and work on continuously improving the standards of its services and products for disabled people, it could prioritise the Disability Confident review and expand the pre-existing customer-related provisions. The Disability Confident scheme is by no means perfect (and we have separately fed into the consultation on this as part of the National Disability Strategy, which we hope will now be revisited) but it is a recognised “brand” with a good level of awareness amongst business and with our members and partners seeing a cache in being part of it (particularly achieving Level 3 “Leader” status). It would therefore seem more sensible to extend a recognised brand to include consumer facing foci rather than trying to establish a new one (which also risks confusing businesses).
The additional challenge to a badge for accessible customer services is that many organisations can, for example, be great at ensuring accessible built environments among their premises and services, but not have thought of how to adapt their website for people with autism or who are Blind. The most common criticism of websites or organisations that accredit or rate the accessibility of an organisation or a service is that accessibility is subjective on so many levels; because a customer service is usable for someone who has had a heart attack, it does not mean it is accessible to everyone who has had a heart attack. This can be a key reason that badges and accreditations get so many criticisms another cause of so much frustration to disabled individuals where an organisation has been awarded an accreditation and yet their specific need has not been met by that same provider. Improvement must be ongoing; not awarded and forgotten.
It is also unclear what is meant by the remit of “disability awareness”. Generic disability awareness is rarely effective, for the above reason of even people with the same condition having such different experiences and needs. In addition, disability awareness training is almost never effective when done in isolation of other upskilling and ongoing guidance and support elsewhere in the organisation - for example, accessible IT, communications, marketing and use of language, premises and facilities, security, and health and safety related areas of a service. Training is rarely effective in isolation of a wider and ongoing whole organisation learning and development strategy. 



[bookmark: _Toc158896397]Appendix 2: Refusing access to people with assistance dogs
In the Disability Action Plan consultation, there was a proposal to increase fines for businesses who refuse access to people with guide dogs.
The following is the verbatim extract on this proposal from BDF’s response to the Disability Action Plan’s consultation. You can view our full response here: https://businessdisabilityforum.org.uk/knowledge-hub/resources/dap/ 

Section 7: Addressing access refusals for guide dogs
Consultation question: To what extent do you agree with the proposed plan to work more closely with the guide dog sector to establish what more the government can do to address access refusals of guide dogs?
This section does not capture the reality and diversity of disabled people who are supported by animals. We receive queries from hospitality, transport, and the public sectors who have customers and employees who are supported by cats, pigs, horses, and reptiles. For example, our members have made adjustments in the following circumstances:
· Supermarkets who made adjustments to allow a customer’s assistance cat to accompany them so they (the person) could do their shopping independently.
· A restaurant trained their staff to welcome a regular (weekly) customer who is supported to visit and eat in the restaurant by an emotional support cat.
· Travel companies who allowed an emotional support pig to travel with a passenger.
· A few employers have made changes to the physical environment so that employees can bring their assistance or guide pony to work.
We have also supported some organisations to consider specific circumstances where a disabled person could attend leisure parks and entertainment venues with their assistance or emotional support reptile (specifically snakes and lizards).
The discrimination people using medical, assistance, or emotional support animals experience is that non-canine animal support does not have the same level of rights or recognition in law, policy, or public life. People who take emotional support dogs (let alone any other animal) to venues where a door sign says “Guide dogs only” continue to experience harassment and questions (usually in public in front of others) about the type of assistance the animal provides and why. This adds to the difficulties businesses who call our advice teams encounter – i.e. ‘The Government do not recognise non-canine support, so why should we?’ where the subtext is ‘Is the situation legitimate or worthy of attention enough to consider as part of making adjustments for this disabled person?’. We entirely understand (and advocate) the role of any adjustments being reasonable; our point here is that the type of animal and the type of assistance the animal gives adds an additional layer of upsetting experiences for individuals and prejudicial attitudes from others if it is not a “guide dog”.
Therefore, we agree the guide dog sector should be at the centre of informing changes here, but so should other organisations, such as Emotional Support Animals UK. Service providers (businesses) should also be involved. 
Consultation question: To what extent do you agree that increasing fines would address the issue of access refusals for guide dogs?
We hear of a lot of situations where poor experiences of people visiting venues and using services is experienced, for example, on a customer adviser’s ‘first week’ or because they ‘missed the training’ for one (often legitimate) reason or another, or it may be the attitude of one individual worker which does not represent the approach or values of the wider business or who has not understood that “no dogs” does not extend to guide dogs. It is important to recognise that the people refusing access are often the most junior and poorly paid staff who may well fear that they will lose their jobs if they get it wrong and are highly unlikely to feel that they have ‘permission’ to think creatively or to problem solve. We therefore feel fines on their own are too blunt a tool to make any meaningful change. In addition, fines should not be relied on alone for improving the experience of people who have guide or support animals or changing businesses’ behaviour. We also know some businesses – including non-UK examples – too easily budget for disability related fines rather than change their attitudes and behaviours toward disabled people. A multi-faceted approach is therefore needed:
· Encourage disabled people who have poor experiences to report it back to the business to give that business an opportunity to address it and put processes in place to prevent it from happening again.
· Enable people to more easily report access refusals to the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) as the UK’s equalities regulator. 
· Ensure the EHRC has the resources to intervene and work with businesses who refuse entry to their business because of a person’s guide or assistance animal.
· If the Disability Confident Scheme is extended to consumers (as per our recommendation above), encourage and support businesses to train frontline staff in the range of assistance animals and empower them to response to disabled customers’ situations and adjustments without turning them away.
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Business Disability Forum is committed to ensuring that all its products and services are as accessible as possible to everyone. If you would like to have this report in different way that would be easier for you, please contact us.
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