Disability Rights Watch UK 

– launch event Pod Cast text transcription 
I’m Stephen Lee Hodgkins from Disability LIB and this podcast gives detail of the Disability Rights Watch UK online project.

Disabled people are being asked to put forward and record their experiences of discrimination and human rights abuse on a new web project.  This information will be used crucial new report to be submitted to the United Nations next year and give evidence about how the coalition government is complying with its duties under the UN Convention on the Rights of Disabled People.

Disability Rights Watch UK is led by the UK Disabled People’s Council (UKDPC), with support from Disability LIB and Scope.  At the launch of Disability Rights Watch UK on the 25th January 2010 I spoke to Jaspal Dhani who explained to me the importance of the UN Convention on the Rights of Disabled People.

“Stephen, the UNCRP is a piece of international legislation which ensures that disabled people have equal rights in all aspects of daily life.  Essentially, it reinforces our human rights.  The UK government ratified the Convention in July 2009, which means that the government has an obligation to promote and ensure equality for disabled people through enhancing domestic laws.  What it means for disabled people is that the Convention can be used as a tool to challenge unfair practices and discrimination.  Essentially, it aims to close the disparity gap between disabled people and non-disabled people.”

Speaking at the event, Julie Newman, Chair of UKDPC said that an important feature of the convention was the way it defines disability.

I think it’s important to recognise key points of this Convention.  One of it is that it uses at it’s heart the social model of disability.  Throughout the convention, the social model of disability and the principles of the definition of disability according to the social model is adhered to.  That’s what gives it such a substance. 

Tim Cooper from the government’s Office for Disability Issues said that the convention would help deliver disability equality.

 “I think there are three things that are helpful, it helps government - it provide a framework, it helps government to set disability policies or policies that impact on disabled people.  It sets accountability so that we can actually measure the progress that has been made and identify those areas where we still need to do more. And thirdly, it is key … in ensuring the involvement of disabled people in taking disability policies forward.” 

However, negative attitudes and harmful stereotypes about disabled people remain a major concern as members of the audience expressed.

“The myth about disabled people seem to be on the increase, if any one watches day time television, there is a wonder program called saints and sinners, the saints are disabled people who are pathetic, can’t do anything and who can’t go anywhere and the sinners are frauds who take from the Government and it does seem in the last couple of years that that kind of myth about it and the fact that Government now has a 20% reduction in DLA, it employed ACAS to make sure if you can breathe and capable of work you are no longer entitled to it, disabled people now wonder what the ODI are doing to actually pull back from that for there at some point start moving forward”.
To which Tim Cooper replied, stating that while there had been some progress in recent years there is still much more to do.

In order to do more, and bring about the social change needed to improve the disadvantage and discrimination, Disability Rights Watch UK wants Disabled People to speak out and share their experiences as Jaspal explained.

 “The Disability Rights Watch is based around a website which access a portal to capture disabled people’s experience and for people to do that, they need to visit the site, register and once they register they can start to record their life experiences, the discrimination they experience on the day to day basis in accessing goods and services or accessing employment or discrimination based on people’s attitudes. And why that is really important for us is that we want to develop something called a shadow report which we will submit to the UN committee for them to kind of get an independent view of what is happening here in Britain. Now the Government will publish their own report, the Equality and Human Rights commission will publish their report and UKDPC will also publish a shadow report which is developed based on the findings and data that disabled people themselves provide us through the website.
In addition to gathering evidence from individual disabled people and organisations, the project is also looking for other sources to show where discrimination occurs, as Christine Sarb who is also involved in the project told me.”
“Through the website what we are trying to capture is disabled peoples voice, their experiences and how the extent to which they can enjoy their rights, that is very much the grassroots element of the project. What we are also trying to do is to collect all evidence from secondary sources which includes things like Government publications, NGO reports which will help us to locate the larger context within which individual experiences occur and by analysing these 2 systems we can sort of have the wider and more encompassing picture of how well the UK is doing and fulfilling it’s obligations”. 
Disability Equality North West, a Disabled Peoples Organisation in Preston is submitting evidence from Disabled People they engage with. Mel Close, Chief Executive of Disability Equality North West gave some examples of human rights abuses they have come across.

“Someone waited for months for their social services assessment, I think they are just coming up to 5 months, they still haven’t had the assessment and we have just hit a consultation period for our adult services around their 20% cuts they are going to make. When these persons get their assessment it is going to be under the new criteria or they are going to get re-assessed rapidly, so it is not only because they will wait for 4 to 6 months but also it is not fair that they are actually going to come under the cuts. A lady with mobility problem being made to walk off an aircraft despite telling them that she couldn’t do that, a young person unable to go to the school of their choice as the local authority wont pay the transport cost, so they have identified together as a family the school that will both meet their academic and access needs but they cant go to it because the local authority won’t pay the transport cost. We were also contacted by the parents of somebody whose social care support now comes under adult services, now being that this person has lived in Preston since the day they were born it was obvious they were going to come under adult services when they became adults. Although it was very much at the last minute the problem or the reason they came to see us is that the social care support continued and then they received a letter after their birthday saying they will now come under adult service and can no longer provide that level of support again, there was no leading, no consultation, no primary assessment it was this is what we can provide.
A lady being given notice at work after she developed epilepsy, so they said well…I am sorry we can’t meet your access needs we are giving you notice to quit. Somebody else in the employment field was on the roster for casual work let them know that she developed ME, they said we are sorry we need to take you off the roster we can’t do that we need to take you off the roster. Pressure from social worker to move house…they are moving house because the social worker said to them quite clearly that we cant meet your needs unless you move despite the fact that they are happy in the house, happy in the community, the house just needs adaptations, no…we cant do that we want you to move. Not able to park near the school to drop the children off, no reasonable adjustments, no working with them just sorry you can’t come near the school. One of the local university around student confidentiality….so the university put stickers on the front of their assessment with, written across it what their impairment was, something like bright pink or bright orange stickers to obviously flag up to somebody but actually what it did was tell everybody that saw it, so that was an issue around confidentiality. Disability hate crime – as I said we are trying to coordinate an approach towards hate crime and this gentleman, was actually one of our volunteers who came into the city centre on a Saturday, very busy city centre, people are shopping but there is a group of youths followed him down the street, called him name and after name and eventually pushed him over and walked off and it was only that people then came over and said” are you alright” and obviously he said he wasn’t and what is interesting on disability hate crime was, this gentleman as I said he was a volunteer with Disability Equality North West. We have known him for about 8 years and it was pure chance that I was in the office chatting to him and he told me this had happened and when I said have you reported it he said no, no, no and that shows where we are with disability hate crime that someone who knows us for 8 years and has done lots of training with us, lots of equality training, knows about the social model of disability still goes…no, no, no  I  am not reporting it, we have got a long way to go to get other people to report it.

A 53 year old man was self harming and threatening to commit suicide because he was fed up with people laughing at him. That came to us from a police officer over in East Lancashire emailed us because they have been called out and they have kind of gone to assist this gentleman because they could find no other service and he has written this note on his computer screen ….that someone has rung the police because he was threatening suicide and this is was he has written on the computer screen was “ I am just fed up, I am fed up of people laughing at me all the time and I can’t go out because people laugh at me and they kind of taunt me” and they kind of came to us. Similarly a man in his 30s subject to regular harassment near his home and actually it kind of feels I am not saying anything you haven’t already heard from the people you work with and I feel these are some of the ones I put on the website but as I am reading them out I am thinking I could probably do another 100 more”.  
At the event I asked a number of disabled people what they thought about the UN convention.

NEW SPEAKER “I think the convention should get rid of the barriers and all people with learning disabilities be treated as equal to non disabled people”
NEW SPEAKER  “Well, I think the UN Convention, in some respect it took us a long time to get, you know some of us have been campaigning for many years wanting it to happen a long time ago but now I see it almost as God sent or potentially God sent. We are living in unprecedented times, we are living in a time when there is such harsh cut backs in the services of disabled people, huge public expenditure cuts, the threat of independent living fund being taken away in 3 years time and it just goes on and on and on and benefits being cut and the Government is going on about getting jobs for disabled people but I don’t think , they are not encouraging situation where they are going to make that easier in terms of extending these opportunities. So I think it’s a really good time because anything we need to use that convention sooner than we think. There is an argument that we can use human rights of disabled people a re being violated at the moment by the unprecedented cut backs against disabled people, this is a human right issue because disabled people should be able to live like any body also and if somebody needs a service to get up out of bed in the morning to go to work and that is going to be cut back that is going to violate the human rights of disabled people. I mean…but also in institutions, some of the abuse that goes on in the institutions needs to be attacked as well and I hope that the convention, article 19 is in particular important, its about independent living, it is the article about people having a choice about place of residence where they want to live and disabled people don’t want to live in institutions”.
NEW SPEAKER “My  problem with the convention is that it isn’t mentioning anything about the cultural model of deafness, it talks about disabled people, you know yourselves but you should say deaf and disabled people. We talk about the social model and cultural model of deafness and you should explain those side by side and it doesn’t mention that so….you know the cultural model of deafness is quite important. We have campaigned for so long and eventually getting our language recognised, so it’s that separate recognition we are a language minority and that needs to be recognised, the language and valued and it is not a matter of paying lip service so I suppose that’s what I am hoping for in the future”.
NEW SPEAKER  “Well…I am hoping with this Disability Watch that we are moving the words – more of an understanding within the disability rights movement of the significance of article 4.3 because it goes beyond any British legislation I am aware of in terms of involvement and engagement with disabled people. So that is the argument in my mind, involve us with the hope you will do a better job and in the course of doing that we will save you bags of money”.
NEW SPEAKER  “Any service provider needs to make sure their policies and procedures reflect all the aspects of the convention”.

The convention is an important piece of international legislation in the way it allows disabled people to influence their country’s government in tackling discrimination. Svetlana Kotova who is involved in the project says that a key aspect is the way it requires disabled people them to be involved in the implementation and monitoring of the convention.  In this way disabled people can shape future aspirations and outcomes that bring about an inclusive society for all.

“From the very beginning disabled people were very much involved in creating the convention. It was nothing about us without us that is why convention looks at disability from the social model perspective, hat is why it talks about inclusion and now there are lots of ways we can use it. Bt first what we have to understand is that its an international document so it can be just a good piece of paper with good intention and we have to see it as our convention and each of us should do what we can do to make sure what is said in convention becomes reality and it is possible. Although we can’t take court cases using this convention we can campaign, we can lobby, we can question some decisions made by public authorities, we can come together and empower ourselves by looking at what convention says about disabled people, about disability, about human right, it makes us visible, it says we are humans and we should really take advantage of this wonderful document”.
Disability Rights Watch UK is looking for a wide range personal stories and experiences from lots of different disabled people.  So if you have something to say about what happened, that was unfair because of being a disabled person. The website is straightforward to use. You can submit information in text, pictures, sound files or video. 
The web address is www.disabilityrightswatchuk.org where you can register, login and submit information that will shape the future and ensure positive action is taken for disabled people so they are included as equal citizens.
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