West Berkshire Disability Alliance 

2004 Report

Background & General Information

Background and General Information on the West Berkshire Disability Alliance (WBDA) can be found at www.wbda.org
Introduction
The WBDA has been running now for 2 years and has established a firm plan of its aims and objectives and how it will seek to achieve them. 

2004 has seen the WBDA 

· grow its membership

· form a 10 person executive

· raise its profile within West Berkshire

· continue to play an active role in other groups and committees that have a bearing on disabled people’s lives 

· undertake various surveys regarding transport

· launch in partnership with others, an information website www.diwb.org
2004 has seen the WBDA more active over all the 5 areas that the organisation has identified as key: Access, Awareness & Education, Care, Employment & Leisure, and Transport.

Access
Access Panel

During 2004 the Access Panel has continued to meet monthly to review the various planning applications submitted to West Berkshire Council (WBC). The Panel has examined approximately ten applications at each meeting. Only applications that may have an affect on the disabled are tabled to the meeting. During the year the Panel have examined an assortment of applications, and some of the larger developments that have been examined were:

· The redevelopment of the old Newbury and Sandleford Hospital sites.

· The Proposal for a new Monkey Bridge over the Kennet & Avon canal.

· The Redevelopment of the B & Q / MFI / Curry’s site.

· The extension to Sainsbury’s store.

· The Thatcham Station Environmental improvements.

· The pedestrianisation of Bartholomew Street.

· The modernising of the road and footway of Northbrook Street over the bridge and Mansion House Street.

· The initial proposals for the redevelopment of a section of Parkway.

· The proposals for the erection of a new Cinema in the Kennet Centre.

The panel have also examined many applications from Businesses and Schools who are planning to meet their duties and responsibilities under the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA).

The Panel received a minimal response to its comments from the developers/architects/applicants, although the comments are often included in any re-submission of drawings. These the Panel do not see. Those who have replied have taken the comments on board and give the Panel direct feed back.

During 2005 the WBDA members sitting on the panel will monitor the amount of feedback they receive, with a view to improving the above situation.

West Berkshire Community Hospital

The WBDA, with other interested parties have had some notable successes in 2004 relating to access. This includes, on the West Berkshire Community Hospital site; persuading the Health Authority to install a lift in the new Mental Heath Facility and re-configuring the road system to enable cars to drop people off, park and then go back to the hospital entrance to collect them, without having to go off-site.

REACT
One exciting development in West Berkshire relating to access is a ‘REACT’ system that is soon due to be installed in Newbury Town Centre. 

REACT is a talking sign system that helps visually impaired people find their way around. The system consists of a number of strategically placed speaker units (often located on lamp posts), that are activated by a card. Each unit has a recorded message, that when activated, tells the person information about where they are.

The steering committee overseeing the project, has secured enough funding to roll out the first phase of its programme. The WBDA would like to take this opportunity to register its praise for all the hard work and generosity put in by those involved in the project. This is the kind of initiative that the WBDA fully supports and will give any help/advice needed as and when required.  

Services 

With regard to accessing services, the reality is that WBC provide, commissions or controls the majority of services most relevant to people with disabilities in West Berkshire. The WBDA therefore has been instrumental in setting up a series of ongoing, two-way, bi-annual meetings, with WBC’s Policy & Performance Executive scheduled to be held each Spring and Autumn. 

In 2004 these meetings enabled both parties to enter into dialogue regarding the services that impact on the lives of those with a disability. 

The meetings were of great benefit to the officers of the Council and the members and guests of the WBDA that attended. However, the meetings are a new concept which is still developing and has meant that the agendas could be considered as loose. This is something that needs addressing in 2005.

Access Guide

In the early part of 2004 an Access Guide for West Berkshire was published and distributed widely (see Awareness & Education)

WBC Access Officer

In November, the WBC Access Officer, Janet Parker left her post and the WBDA would like to take this opportunity, to wish her all the best in her future career and thank her for all the hard work and dedication she has shown during her time as Access Officer.  

Awareness & Education

Disability Forums

In 2004 the WBDA continued with its commitment to hold at least 2 Disability Forums per annum, which enable the organisation, service providers and individuals to get their message across to, and feedback from, a wider audience. The subjects visited in 2004 included.

· Supporting People

· Health & Social Care Integration

· The local rail network from a disabled travellers perspective

· The ‘Link Up’ service

· What your local Football Club & Theatre Group is doing for you

· Pathways to Employment

· Direct Payments

The attendances were 35 in April and 31 in September, compared with 38 in April and 28 in September in 2003, making the overall attendance in 2004 of 66, the same as 2003. This parity was despite a greater attempt in 2004 in raising the publicity of the events, and is something the Executive needs to investigate in 2005.

NB – The proposed idea to move the 2nd forum of the year from September to October in 2004, because it was felt that many people took some of their annual leave in September, was put aside, to allow for a forum dedicated to local transport issues to take place. The 2nd forum for 2005 however, has been scheduled for October. 

Transport Forum

The WBDA, in partnership with the Older Peoples Forum, also held a third Forum dedicated to local transport issues. This Forum took on a ‘Question Time’ style format, with submitted questions from the older and disabled community, put to an invited panel of various Officers, Executives and Elected Members, who have a bearing on the provision of transport in West Berkshire. The results from the forum helped form the foundation of the WBDA’s Transport Policy (see Transport).

Access Guide & Seminars

In partnership with the WBC Access Team the WBDA produced and distributed around 3,000 Access Guides for West Berkshire. It is hoped that the guide will also be available online early in 2005.

From the survey of premises and services undertaken for the guide, it appeared that there was a need to provide local businesses and service providers with information regarding the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA), the final part of which was implemented in October 2004. To that end, the WBDA again in Partnership with the WBC Access Team, organised 2 seminars on the DDA, with Professor Keith Bright as the key note speaker. They were attended by representatives of some forty local businesses and service providers.  

The Post Office

During the course of 2004, the WBDA has worked in partnership with the Post Office’s Ergonomics Team, to organise several trials to test such things a touch key pads and the proposed new parcel collection service. These trials were conducted by a group of disabled people with a wide range of impairments. It is hoped the new services soon to be introduced by the Post Office will be user friendly for all – that’s if you can find a Post Office that hasn’t been closed!

Disability Information Website

In partnership with The Ormonde Resource Centre and Newbury College, the WBDA helped launch a new website aimed at providing information on issues surrounding disability in West Berkshire. 

The new website was launched at the 2004 Gowring’s Mobility Road Show in June. The site provides easy to understand, no nonsense information as well as links and signposting to other sources of information and can be found at www.diwb.org 

Newsletter
In December 2004, the WBDA produced its first newsletter, which will become a regular publication, most probably on a quarterly basis. This has a cost implication and it is hoped that a sponsor, or funding stream can be found to meet this expense.

Getting the message across

As another way of getting the organisation’s aims and objectives better known and understood, several WBDA members gave an informal talk to the Stroke Club at Wash Common. It is hoped that in 2005 the WBDA will repeat this exercise and draw up a programme of talking to other groups, especially those in the eastern part of the district and the rural areas. 

Care
Disability Facilities Grant

For the majority of disabled people who find themselves needing an adaption to their dwelling (such as a permanent ramp and widened doors to gain access, or a modification to a bathroom or kitchen, or the fitting of a lift or hoist), their only option is to apply for a Disability Facilities Grant (DFG).

In 2003, the whole DFG process had begun to fail, leaving a lot of people hoping to obtain a DFG with an unnecessarily long wait for their applications to be processed. This was due to a variety of reasons, including the lack of funds and the setting of proper budgets, as well as low staff numbers, leading to poor morale.

The WBDA, together with the West Berkshire Neurological Alliance (WBNA), highlighted the growing crisis by lobbying WBC members and officers. From this lobbying, the two organisations were invited to sit on a task group to review the whole DFG process. The group met throughout the winter of 2003/04 and its findings and recommendations were published in March 2004 and approved by the WBC member’s executive.

The main recommendations from the report are:

· Improved data collection – thereby improving the ability to predict future need and quality monitoring

· Improved monitoring of DFG applications from start to completion, including user/client feedback

· 1.5 full time grants officers dedicated to the DFG process, along with 0.5 full time Occupational Therapist, IT and business support

· Surplus monies to be rolled over from one years DFG budget to the next

· A 3% annual compound increase in the DFG budget to take account the cost of inflation and pay awards, with an additional 3% increase annually to take account of rising levels of need

· Improved information regarding the DFG process for users/clients

· The cost of extended warranties for major equipment, such as lifts, hoists, etc, to be included in the DFG

Probably the most important of the above recommendations taken on board by WBC was the overall 6% annual rise in the DFG budget. This translates to the following projected annual increases:

2004/5
£780,000

2005/6
£826,000

2006/7
£876,400

2007/8
£929,000

2008/9
£984,750

2009/10
£1,044,000  

It is hoped, that as the task group’s recommendations are put in place by WBC, the whole DFG process in West Berkshire will become easier to access and more efficient, preventing any unnecessary hold ups and stress to those applying for a grant.

The WBDA, together with the WBNA, will be monitoring the situation and would be glad of any feedback, both good and bad, from anyone applying for a DFG. 

Home Care

One of the most important services provided for disabled people needing assistance in their own home is the Home Care Service provided by WBC.

The quality of the front line staff who man this service is first class. However, the service was failing because:

· differing Government dictates demand such services farm out a certain percentage of their work to private providers (or agencies)

· poor staff recruitment and retention levels, due to low pay, low morale and long and unsociable hours

· the constant state of crisis management, regarding the day to day running of the service

· unsuitable IT systems

· an inadequate ‘out of hours’ service

To the great credit of both WBC members and its officers, it was recognised that this state of affairs could not be allowed to continue. It was impacting on the health and welfare of the service users, leading to a higher than should be expected, rate of hospital re-admissions and bed-blocking.

In 2004 a review of the Home Service was ordered by WBC with the view to improve the service and recover the ‘in house’ service from 70-30 in favour of the private contracted providers to a more even provision of 50-50.

A steering group and several smaller task groups were formed to oversee this review, consisting of senior WBC officers connected with the Home Care Service, computer technology and Human Resources, work force representatives and importantly, service users. Finance and resources have been committed and this review is still ongoing.

Although the WBDA, as an organisation, has no direct involvement in the review itself, it does have members sitting on the various groups as individual service users, so it is well placed to keep its eye on proceedings.

It is vital that West Berkshire has a robust Home Care Service and the WBDA will therefore be monitoring the situation carefully.

The NHS

The WBDA continues to have a seat on the Newbury & Community Primary Care Trust Patients Panel and thus a direct link into the local health service provider for West Berkshire.

We also have an excellent communication channel into the wider Heath Service via our colleagues at the WBNA, who closely monitor the ongoing situation in the NHS relating to those with a Neurological Condition. 

The Physical Disabilities Team (PDT)

Several members of the WBDA now sit on the PDT Strategy Group. This group underwent a shake up in 2004, which saw the meetings take on a better structure towards the end of the year. The PDT Team itself is small but has started to make an impact in such areas as Direct Payments and improving the care and backup given to MS sufferers, through a dedicated Occupational Therapist. 

Because this team has been allowed to ‘think out of the box’ and specialise, it has begun to make a difference to people with a physical disabilities and the WBDA supports the idea to set up more specialist teams of this nature.  

Emergency Care Information

In the Spring of 2004, the Emergency Care Information document, intended as a comprehensive, individual guide to the needs of vulnerable people, when their main carer is suddenly ‘out of action’, was handed over to the Princess Royal Trust Carer’s Service. Much of the work on this document had been done by managers of Home Care, alongside members of the WBDA who regularly attend Home Care Users Group meetings. Further information on this document can be found by ringing the Carers Service on 01635 49109, or

Email westberks.carers@btopenworld.com 

Hydrotherapy

The WBDA has identified that, lacking amongst the infrastructure provided for disabled people in West Berkshire is an easy to access hydrotherapy facility. To address this issue, the WBDA in partnership with the WBNA, has approached Associated Football Club (AFC) Newbury, who are in the process of finalising plans to re-locate to a new stadium, to include a hydrotherapy facility in these plans.

The plans to be submitted to the relevant authorities are in the first stage of the process and AFC Newbury are enthusiastic about including a Hydro-therapy centre, that will be used by the wider community, including disabled groups and individuals. 

For the WBDA and WBNA’s part we will need to provide concrete facts as to the likely needs and numbers of these groups and individuals. Providing this information and any advice regarding access to the pool area, the pool itself, and such things as the changing rooms will be a priority for the WBDA in the early part of 2005.

Employment & Leisure

Pathways to Employment Project

Pathways to Employment was formally launched in 2004 and is a West Berkshire Partnership project in which employers and voluntary organisations work together to make sure everyone has access to work through a range of information, training, and supported employment opportunities.

The WBDA has 2 representatives sitting in on the project, which could prove to be very exciting for disabled people wanting to get back into employment, or enter the workplace for the first time.

AFC Newbury

The WBDA has linked up with AFC Newbury who play in the Wessex League and which has made great strides in 2004 in upgrading their Faraday Road Stadium to accommodate wheelchair users. 

The club has kindly let out its boardroom free of charge to the WBDA in 2005 for its Executive meetings. In fact, AFC Newbury has already hosted several WBDA meetings in 2004, including the last Open/Members meeting of the year and we kindly thank them for this support.

The WBDA looks forward to continuing and strengthening our relationship with AFC Newbury and as already mentioned, is involved in a potentially exciting, ongoing project regarding hydrotherapy. If you are a football fan and live in Newbury, then the WBDA recommends that you pay a visit to your local club, as you will receive a very warm welcome.

The Corn Exchange

During the summer of 2004, WBDA representatives had a series of informal meetings with the management of the Corn Exchange, who are keen to get it right for all with a disability when they visit one of their venues. 

While the Corn Exchange is an excellent facility regards providing for a range of disabilities, the Greenham Arts Centre, (part of the Corn Exchange portfolio and a growing venue for theatre and the arts), needs some work doing to bring it in line with the spirit of the DDA.

Transport
Surveys, an audit and a forum

2004 saw the WBDA very active in this field. In June the organisation undertook an audit of the local rail network, by taking a party of members and associates, with a variety of disabilities from Kintbury and Newbury, via Reading, to Oxford. The whole trip was supported and funded by the local Transport Action Group (TAG). A graphic (power-point) presentation of the trip was made to TAG and to the September Disability Forum. 

In September, with other interested parties from the voluntary and statuary sectors, the WBDA took part in a two day survey, questioning out-patients, visitors and staff at the new West Berkshire Community Hospital, about the types of transport they had used, to get to and from the hospital. 

In October, as already stated, the WBDA in partnership with the Older Peoples Forum held a Forum dedicated to local transport issues. At the end of 2004, the WBDA began another survey, seeking the opinions of various groups and individuals, relating to the provision of disabled access to taxis in West Berkshire (see taxis).

Policy & Development Plan

From the above work, and through its involvement with TAG, the WBDA has produced a Policy and Development Plan entitled ‘Transport provision for disabled people in West Berkshire’. 

NB - This document, together with reports on the Rail Audit and Hospital Transport survey can be found on the WBDA website.

Transport Action Group (TAG)

The WBDA continues to have a seat on TAG and will be pushing for much of its Policy & Development Plan to be included in the ‘Social Exclusion’ element of the Local Transport Plan 2 – the first draft of which is due in July 2005.

Taxis 

In the latter part of 2004, a representative from the WBDA was invited to attend a sitting of WBC’s Licensing Committee, to give its opinion on the provision of accessible taxis for use by disabled people. The meeting posed more questions than it answered and the common consensus was that a sub-group needed to be formed with the aim of resolving the issue by 31/03/05.

The WBDA will be playing an active roll in providing the sub-group with advice and opinions of local disabled people and to that end, started to canvas local groups and individuals at the end of December. This work will be given priority status in January/February 2005.

Travel Tokens & Bus Passes

WBC is also in the process of reviewing its policy regarding issuing travel tokens and bus passes. The WBDA has responded to the initial questionnaire sent out by WBC and will be lobbying for a fairer system, with better provision for disabled people.

The Organisation

Membership
At the WBDA’s first AGM in July, it was recognised that we needed to grow the membership. A drive on recruitment was undertaken in the Autumn, which saw the membership double to over 60. This push on recruitment will continue in 2005.

Executive
Also at the AGM, the membership elected a ten person executive, including the Chairman, Secretary and Treasurer. This executive met three times in 2004 and will form the ‘engine room’ of the WBDA.

Charity Status

In 2004 the WBDA applied to the Charity Commission to become a registered charity. We have been somewhat frustrated by the requirements of the Commissioners that our aims and objectives as stated in our Constitution should indeed be charitable. After our objectives are amended at an EGM on 17/01/05, Charitable Status should be obtained in early 2005. Charity Status will give the organisation a more official standing, as well as opening up more funding opportunities.

Funding
The WBDA’s bank balance is in a healthy state thanks to a generous grant from Comic Relief and smaller one from Newbury Town Council. The organisation has been promised a further £3,000 grant from the Berkshire Community Foundation on 1st April 2005. These grants will allow the organisation to function to at least 01/04/06.

Action Plan

The executive has produced an Action Plan highlighting the WBDA’s priority areas and this can also be found on the website.

In Memoriam

In October 2004, the WBDA lost a valued member and friend in Monnica Stewart. Monnica’s energy, drive and sense of humour will be sorely missed by all her colleagues in the WBDA.
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