
A Response to the State of the Nation Report

The UKDPC welcomes the State of the Nation Report on Worklessness, Poverty and Welfare Dependency in the UK. We have long been concerned about the disproportionate lack of opportunity with high levels of poverty and unemployment amongst disabled people. This has a direct proportionate relationship with lack of education and lack of financial flexibility.

We are saddened that the nature of the report appears to minimise the discreet and significant factors that impact on the lives of Disabled People in this context. It is unfortunate that the opportunity to highlight areas of potential change has not been made greater use of. 

The lack of mention of the needs of disabled young people and children gives rise for concern. There is no recognition of the disadvantages of segregated education and the negative impact on educational qualifications and the opportunities for further or higher learning. Vocational or skills training for young disabled people are completely omitted. This is a serious failing given the nature of the analysis of the impact of poverty on educational outcomes.

There is an apparent conflagration of health with Disability issues and that gives rise for concern. While some disabled people may have medical conditions or impairments, the UKDPC has long campaigned for the use of the Social Model of Disability to be the construct of use when discussing disability matters. By thus we perceive the full inclusion of Disabled People in a fair and equitable society as an exercising of civil liberties. 

People on long-term sickness or incapacity benefits may well experience discrimination that would render them disabled. However, there could be health needs to be addressed in their long-term care. This will not be recognised in an economic analysis as put forward in the report. The withdrawal of benefits will potentially increase their experience of poverty without any opportunity to gain improved health. 

Additional to which it is clear that someone who has been on long-term sickness or incapacity benefit would require a flexible and supportive planned return to work. Initially there is a requirement for educational and skills training with employment opportunities as the end result. A parallel program of appropriate support within the workplace is essential. 

Employers require guidance on their obligations in creating good practice and an accessible workplace. There are legal imperatives that need to be enforced. The existing support such as Access to Work should be maintained and extended. There is a lack of recognition of the competitive nature of the job market, and employers need to be encouraged to value a diverse and open workforce.

There needs to be a realistic appraisal of the level of support required to open up employment opportunities for Disabled People who may or may not be on long term benefits. This must include a program of measured benefit support which will allow for a range of options including training and education, flexible and/or part-time working hours, assistance towards creating an accessible working environment, and volunteering and mentoring. 

The threatening of financial reprisals for not conforming to unrealistic expectations is counter productive. Not only does it perpetuate economic disadvantage, it generates high levels of anxiety and stress, which is incompatible with well-being. 

There is a danger of maintaining the myth that disabled people on long-term benefits lack entitlement or are claiming fraudulently. While it is recognised that benefit fraud exists amongst a minority of the wider population, such allegations can lead to increased discrimination against those who are exercising a legitimate right to appropriate benefit.

The awarding of Disability Living Allowance is a rigorous process which demands strong evidential fulfilment of the assessment. This has been highlighted in the current research reported by the BBC. Through highlighting the increased costs of the awards there is no indication of the overall benefit to the community as a whole by facilitating greater participation of disabled people. If this is an immeasurable outcome then there needs to be recognised in a positive reporting. Otherwise there is an implied extravagance in public spending.

When discussing family and community there needs to a realisation that families with disabled members may well have complex support needs. This requires individual assessment. A single parent with a disabled child who has long term medical needs or life-threatening conditions should be able to negotiate their role as a full time carer or flexible working and/or volunteering opportunities. It is critical that they are available to support their child as needed. Similarly others with caring responsibilities need to ensure there is minimal conflict with their working lives.

The lack of wider social engagement with disabled adults and children is now well recorded as in need of addressing. There is a high level of isolation in general and in particular the level of attacks and recognised hate crime against disabled people is rising. We are concerned that there should be a direct challenge to incidences such as happened in the case of the Pilkington family, and we should be making every endeavour as a society to ensure there is no repetition.

It is with disappointment that we see no mention of accessible or lifetime homes in the reporting on housing. The lack of suitable housing is a constant barrier to independent living and the exercising of community engagement. This extends to temporary or emergency housing which notoriously not only is substandard but also often creates hazards. 

There is a quantifiable lack of housing for homeless disabled people. The threat of residential or institutional care becomes very real, and there is widespread anecdotal reporting that indicates an inappropriate use of such to reduce care in the community costs. In that instance isolation and loneliness becomes secondary to an infringement of civil liberties and restriction of independent living.

Overall, it is worrying that Government is not appearing to engage with the basic needs of disabled people to maximise the realisation of aspirational participation in all aspects of community life. The failure to access goods and services and choice and control in our lives is cause for concern. Multiple discrimination is likely to be under reported. Our levels of poverty and lack of opportunity is contrary to the exercising of our Human Rights as defined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights Of People with Disabilities which the UK ratified a year ago.

The exercising of those rights is by virtue of this Convention and the legislative imperatives in place through the creation of Equalities Law in addition to Care and Support in the Community. Social Justice is not elective, and Disabled People have a right to housing, employment and participation in all aspects of civil life. 

The State of the Nation Report should be seen as an opportunity for scrutinising the effects of economic deprivation and barriers to employment for disabled people within the body of the report. It would then be possible to undertake a more realistic analysis of the projected need for benefit support and range of available options. It should also be a vehicle for social equality and challenge precepts of prejudice and discrimination. There is a notable lack of such in the existing text.

Clearly there needs to be further work undertaken to ensure more comprehensive research and reporting of disabled people’s true economic status within the community. The UKDPC recommends this be identified by Government as a priority during strategic policymaking and operational planning. 
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