Women Thinking Equality – Disability Politics

Accessibility
We need to extend people’s understanding about abuse and equality issues… In the last year in Scotland we have set up the Adults’ Support and Protection Act to help people who are at risk and are disabled in any form, to get away from the abusive situation.  I have had to explain to colleagues that if a woman with a disability phones up and says that she is being abused by her partner we can’t simply give her the phone number of the local Women’s Aid without considering accessibility issues, like stairs etc. One manager went, ‘oh yes where I worked before, the Women’s Aid accommodation was in flats.’ Well what about wheelchair access through doors, showers, and stairs up to the flats?  There is still a basic lack of understanding of the issues.
Do you think that perhaps we are just on the beginning of sorting things? There is a lot more being done and if we emphasise what’s being achieved then people will pay more attention rather than just saying, ‘we can’t do this… we can’t have that.’
I think we are very early on in the process… I’m a great one for reading restaurant reviews and always notice if there is no disability access.  Go to any of the restaurants around here and you find the loos are downstairs…  
At my aunt and uncle’s church they had a massive fundraiser a couple of years back so they could get a lift put into the front of the church so they could have disabled access…

But the thing is, we have had the DDA for 13 years and I think a lot of organisations are realising that they are getting away with not doing anything.  The problem is the reliance on individual disabled people taking their church to court because they can’t attend a service, or even taking that church to court because although they can get in there are no accessible toilets… it’s not just a case of getting in the door.  As you said, it’s not just a case of ramps for wheelchair users because there is still a great misconception that all you have to do is ramp the front entrance… tick, done that, move on!

I think one of the problems was that the legislation was permissive but it didn’t force people and organisations to actually do things.  And it did give them the leeway to say, ‘we can’t do this because it is impractical or too costly’.  There was a problem where I lived… a lot of shops needed to have ramps at their doors and the Council wouldn’t give them planning permission to put ramps on the pavements in case people on the pavements tripped over them.  Then that led to the situation of the shops having to dig up, in some cases their concrete floors or their floors that had cellars underneath them and remodelling inside the shop to have the ramp in the shop and then they said, ‘We can’t possibly afford this… I’m a corner shop I can’t afford this’.  So as far as I’m aware, that’s where it got left…
“Enforcement is a massive issue”

I think the issue is that it is unenforceable largely.  At the Disability Rights Commission and now at the EHRC they have a conciliation system for Part 3, Goods and Services because there is rampant discrimination in that.  And yet there are hardly any cases that get to court because the court process is prohibitively expensive for many people… you have to pay both sides’ costs if you lose and it’s a nightmare so nobody wants to do it.  A tribunal system would be a much better model or an Ombudsman or something like Health and Safety.  If Health and Safety inspect a café and it’s not up to scratch they can close it down, why can’t we have something similar?  There is definitely an issue around it being so difficult for people to enforce their rights.  
With reasonable adjustments there is always an adjustment that can be made.  We have got to get the message out that just because somebody might not be able to afford it… it might not be reasonable for someone to do a complete remodel of the inside of whatever, something has to be done, it can’t be ignored.  

Planners are going to be in deep trouble if they are not going by their duty as people exercising public functions to avoid an adverse impact on disabled people.  Plus we’ve got the positive duty so they should be thinking very hard about why they aren’t giving planning permission for different types of things.  There is a massive issue about enforcement and until people are challenged and told that this is not on, it’s against the law… they’ll just carry on.  One thing you can do, even if you are not disabled is to say to a restaurant, ‘I was going to come here… to book our Christmas office ‘do’ or whatever, but I’m not going to because you aren’t accessible and I’m going to go somewhere that is.’ They might start thinking if ‘business’ is being affected….
There is a broader issue about resources because we have a historical building stock and I know having been involved with a housing association in terms of new builds we were able to do so much more.  But I mean there’s no way you can expect small businesses… I know the arguments, they apply to gender as well… you couldn’t have women on oil-rigs because there’s no toilets and that kind of stuff.  The oil people can certainly afford to put in toilets which they now have, but in terms of accessibility there are issues about the actual buildings that we have and we cannot at one and the same time be expecting small businesses to spend their resources themselves because they can’t afford it and we are not in the business of putting people out of business.  We should be saying where the resources are going to come from for that and part of that is the issue of what we are willing to pay in terms of taxation so the cost falls evenly.  I was recently involved in discussions about childcare particularly with colleagues from Denmark and the discussion widened out into services for children, for the elderly, for people who are sick and so on and taxation… and of course they pay between 50 and 60% in tax.  But they said, we certainly don’t want our taxes lowered in Denmark because that would mean a dilution in the quality of public services that we expect to have.  

The economic debate

This is very interesting because we are always dealing with the situation where private business produces the money and then tax and everything that society does is a drag on business.  Therefore that is the real world and you don’t want to hamper them too much and everything you take away from them is stopping the real world from going round and it is a financial burden on other things.  So you get the situation where looking after the poor, the weak, people who are disabled in some way etc. or looking after children has somehow got to be paid for by the real world.  We can spend public money if we can prove that it saves money and somehow makes business more efficient.  So we’ll do these things only if there’s a cost analysis and so that’s also what we have to talk about in economic terms.  If you think that ‘it’s of value that a disabled person should be able to work because the bottom-line is that person has somehow contributed to the GDP, the expenses of having them in the workplace are less than that so we’ve got a net profit.’  Or you think, ‘what’s the point of somebody working if in fact we’re paying for them to have a PA to help them do that job so therefore that’s costing as much as they’re earning and paying tax so therefore we don’t do it because it’s not financially viable.’  So much of the argument actually takes place at that economic level and all these assumptions below which then can get nicely muddled up, about what people want and how it’s going to be organised.  There is very much an assumption that if it’s not economically viable to put a disabled person into work or indeed to put a woman into work because her childcare costs seem to take away the profit then that’s the end of the argument…  

Thinking about what we value… what we measure

There is a big issue running across all of these sessions about value and having an equalities agenda where you have an expectation of equality. It requires a shift in what we as a society measure as ‘valuable’.  There is an issue about what we value because at the moment we’re focused on gross domestic product and profitability.  Since these sessions started nine months ago the banks have crashed and maybe now is the time to start sorting out what we value and what we measure that gets us away from a discussion around disability being cost-effective… disability rights being a cost-effective issue… women’s rights being about cost-effectiveness, anything about a monetary value being put on humanity.  Maybe there is space for a dialogue with faith groups in terms of what they measure as important, which I think we have missed out so far…  We’ve been looking at the inclusion of Religion and faith as something quite problematic because they are structurally very like the systems that create oppression but there could be some really interesting stuff in there in terms of what they say is important in life.  If you ask people what’s important they tend to say “money, because it buys me x, y and z, or it enables me to do something…”  But when it comes down to it the stuff they are looking for is free… happiness or well being, whatever people measure it as…  So I think that that level of discourse is something that needs to be aired and discussed around legislative tables.  
Human rights is not about being cost effective, human rights is something more ‘spiritual’ if that is the word you choose… it is about being human and accepting humanity is very diverse and that is what makes it very powerful.  
An interesting thing I’ve learned recently is that if you have a diversity of languages in a place then you get a greater diversity in bird and mammal species.  You are talking about bio-cultural diversity with many types of languages and people you then have many types of animals in the same space and if you reduce the languages down like when you move into colonization and you force everyone into speaking English, you bring all their cultures together and educate them to be more like the Brits etc. then the animal species start to die out because the relationship between culture and environment is so tight.  There is a big debate about how we link equalities and the ecological discourse but I think we are missing the plot on having a religious discourse… or a spiritual discourse…
Jonathon Sacks has written a book called ‘The Home We Build Together: Recreating Society’ http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/columnists/guest_contributors/article2697772.ece
He also wrote ‘The Dignity of Difference’ http://blogcritics.org/archives/2004/11/14/095619.php
A word of caution!

I would suggest that we need to be very careful about that…because there’s still an awful lot of stuff being written that says basically what you are trying to do is get people in society to do work for love and this is the old attitude towards women.  A woman would be at home and looking after the family…  If you have this dialogue you have to be very careful because a lot of it is effectively saying we want the work of caring in society to continue to be done free by women because they will do it for spiritual reasons however that horrible word gets defined.  The background to it is that way we’re saving money because we’re not paying for it and it also becomes a sort of  judgement on how much do you do free, without being paid, for other people, other groups, who gets paid and who doesn’t get paid.  I think it’s very important that people are clear and think it through before they have that debate because you may be talking to people who think the world was wonderful when the women stayed at home and we had a community created and people got looked after…
I don’t think anybody was saying that… The point we’re trying to make is that different roles have to be valued differently and the conversation needs to be about economic activity and having a paid job being valued more than other activities within the community.  
Yes but unfortunately the usual step is immediately to say, ‘well we will value things that are not paid but we won’t give them any money’

How would they value it…what would they suggest that they were going to do to value it then?

Exactly…

No, that’s what I’m asking you…  So how would those people argue they were going to value it if they are not going to pay for it?  Even if they are coming from an economic argument?

Well it’s economic but there’s also a societal argument that some things somehow have to be money-free to prove that it is good.  So this thing about PA’s being increasingly hired… it’s fascinating because in the past that didn’t happen, the family which meant women largely did that for free.  Now we’re saying that many disabled people are paying and picking and choosing and there’s a very strong strand of people who would say that is intrinsically wrong because if you are looking after somebody else you have to be proving that you’re doing it for spiritual reasons because you want to help other people and if you want to be paid for that then somehow that is polluting that.  Now that may sound strange to people but I can actually show you places in the law for example where this is still being discussed.  A whole lot of people hold these opinions very strongly…
They hold these opinions when it comes to women, they don’t hold these opinions when it comes to men…

There has been a huge legal problem… I’ll just mention it because what used to happen in the past was that, particularly a lot of women who weren’t in the labour market so much were expected to be unpaid carers for the family and then if the man was a widower a female, particularly an unmarried one would be expected to go and work as his housekeeper but she wouldn’t be paid and then the question would very often be, he dropped dead and she’d be left homeless and income-less because as a member of the family she’d been looking after him and he didn’t leave her any money… so there’s a whole, in law there’s been whole disputes about this over the years and some of these cases the precedents still hold so I’m saying clearly there’s a strong strand of trying to say we want to separate spirituality and love and doing things for free to prove that you are a good person and if you want to get paid for that you are somehow a bad person or you are destroying this idea of community or caring for people.  Prove that by not being paid for it.

I don’t think… well I’d be very surprised if there is anybody around the table that isn’t aware that of course those are the arguments that are around… they’ve always been there, whether they have been written in law or wherever… that’s around…  I’ve just come back from Ireland where my elderly parents are getting on and stuff and I’m the only daughter in the family and dah, dah, dah,  But I’m not quite sure what the argument is… if the discussion is going to be had about these issues then the discussion is going to be had.  The point that niki made was, well what would the argument be… ok you are going to meet people who are going to say, ‘you do it for love or you do it because it is your family… that is the right thing to do and that makes you a better person, it makes you feel better about yourself…’ whatever it is…  But we know what these arguments are… there is no issue with that.  It is not a problem that people will raise that or that it will be raised again and again and again in very powerful ways perhaps, but actually we know what it sits on and it’s that thing about… well if I went home for my parents ultimately it would be my choice to do that but it would be influenced by lots of different things… if it was about looking after them because they were disabled or for whatever reason…  what was that you said about working for love… well people do work for love all the time and I really don’t think that is what we are discussing here and I don’t think that is going to stop because actually I think there is absolutely nothing wrong with doing work for love if you want to.

The point was around what we measure and what we count and we count money as a value and we don’t have ways to discuss other things that we value… we go to the UN and we report on the GDP and that makes you a successful or unsuccessful country.  It doesn’t matter how you make that money… you can make it from prostitution it doesn’t matter… you can make it from slavery, we’ve done it, it’s ok as long as it has got a value to it as long as it goes through the economic system it has value.  And I’m arguing if we want to get an expectation of equality we have to start talking in a different language… now where that language comes from, whether it comes from the ecological view, whether it comes from the equalities organisations, whether it comes from something that churches have that is somehow lost in the mix in this discussion in terms of when we get into the Single Equality Act its about them fighting each other… no surprises there… that’s what happens when we get round the table… hegemonic patriarchies hammering it out at the equalities table… it’s really bloody annoying quite frankly… they take up hours of our time and they go away and fight it out there and it’s still not solved!  But they don’t bring in what they bring in terms of an attitude around value-base, and I’m not talking about ‘free, love’ or anything like that, I’m talking about a value base that says there are things that humans do that are far more valuable than what we get paid for in terms of cost-benefit because the whole world is structured like that and it’s not actually working.  The banks are collapsing and if it was working we wouldn’t be sitting here stressed as we are possibly.  And people at the top knew it was going to crash but were going to get as much as they could in the meantime.
What I’m saying is you’re going to be talking to people who are either/or so because something is far more valuable than money, ‘good, we don’t have to give any money for it’ or you asking for money for it is wrong… they want to keep a very strong division between the two.  So I’m just trying to say, well this is intensely valuable and comes from all sorts of different impulses but one of the ways you could still value it is to give it some money…

But it doesn’t mean the money has to be per hour paid… it could be the way you divvy up and work out social payments.  It doesn’t have to be about employment, it doesn’t have to be about productivity equals x number of pounds, it can be contributions mean that, say, women give up so many days of their lives looking after children or looking after relatives, whatever it is… that there is some sort of system of calculating that into the pension scheme, which we are slowly getting at but it is constantly a struggle because we won’t move into another language.  We are being defined by male, white economics and we are refusing to move into another language, all of us, they certainly wont’ and yes of course they’re going to kick and bloody scream.  We wouldn’t be here struggling the way we are if we had done it years ago.
The feminist economics course at the University got told last June that it should be moved into Social Work because it’s not really economics and they are struggling to keep it in the economics structure because the University thinks it’s not the ‘real thing’ they are ‘touchy, feely stuff’.  But somehow to create a language that gives it more power and you know it’s not around… because I used the word spirituality, I didn’t say anything about love… I think it’s something else I’m looking for… a sense of being human which is a lot more than being physical-bodied…

It’s positive action to create community, in a sense…

I don’t know much about eco-towns that Caroline was talking about but that sounds like why there has been so much hostility towards them and people saying we don’t want them here.  Because from what you’re saying it is a new way of approaching things and it’s possibly that people just think we don’t want it here… but I haven’t heard much about them so I don’t know…
There are housing associations here that have been working towards that in the last number of years trying to meet disabled persons’ needs in building design and whatever.  It’s only a few I think but it’s a start…

And that was the first time I’d heard about the lifetimes home standard, I think that’s brilliant…I’d never heard of that either…

You can actually ask… if you are thinking of buying a new house and they haven’t finished it yet, if you ask the builder/contractor, ‘oh actually I want it to lifetime home standard’ even if they weren’t planning to do it sometimes they will actually do that.  We have lots of run-ins with the developers and it all comes down to cost, it’s about £500 extra… you know arguments about £500!
Why are all new homes not built to that standard?

The government in England say, ‘we’re going to make all social housing in England like this by 2011’.  They’re not!  They’re nowhere near that… and then they say they are restricted by regulations… they are obsessed with de-regulation and any regulation is a burden… that is the language coming from them… anything you ask them to do is a ‘burden’…

It is also simply because the world is looked at by men… so men don’t look at a house and think how to clean it….. they don’t think about how a disabled person is going to move around a house, men don’t worry about that  because they are not there helping somebody to shift around the house…
There are lots of men who are disabled and equally lots of men who are carers… I don’t think it’s a blanket thing…

It’s the way things have been in the past and that very heavily influences… so you say, ‘it’s always been like that…’.A lot of these old houses, even the one I’m living in has a servant’s room… there was a servant.  So now the people costing houses to build now, they say, ‘well if we want to build something like we had before how much would that cost?’… changing that model costs something extra…

The thing is now it’s about density, it’s about cost… it’s about building as many houses as possible in the smallest spaces available.  We all want individual houses and when it comes to creating a door space we’ll just have a standard and the standard is small.  I think it’s about creating standards which are diverse…

I think that’s it… you create expectations when you come into things… it will be created in a way that makes everybody able to use it, feel comfortable using it, not being scared of violence whatever… depending which equality area you are coming from.  It is accessible and I’m not talking ramps… I mean accessible in all sorts of ways but that takes a whole new way of thinking in terms of how you are measuring what is successful, what is quality, what are standards? And that is the opportunity in the Bill, bringing people together and saying this is what we need….

I think this ties in very well with the ecology thing too… We’ve known for years that our houses aren’t ‘green’, that builders haven’t built them ‘green’ because they say it would cost too much but it costs too much because there is only a small number of people who actually ask for it but if they made it ‘green’ as a matter of course it would bring costs down and these things would be much more affordable and it would obviously have a long-term implication so I think it’s the decisions we make to begin with so everything is not retro-active.  We have to decide that from now on, everything we do will be held according to these principles and this is what we want our humanity to look like.
I think there needs to be a fundamental shift in how we actually look at things… we look at things on a short-term basis and everything is done on a cycle of elections and voting and the governments and governments change.  There needs to be a fundamental shift within that system so things like this will be planned on a long-term basis because the same arguments about the long-term benefits of accessible housing and lifestyle houses and so on were used on the same basis as those for the ‘green’ issues.  It’s the same arguments being used over and over again and we’re still not getting it.

I think that’s one of the reasons I think we said last time, even though this is the Equality and Human Rights Commission the human rights are not even mentioned and included in the Bill so I think that’s where we need to start to bring those issues together and see how each of the equalities strands fits with the human rights…

Isn’t there something about every Act should grow from human rights?

Every piece of legislation should be in compliance with human rights.  In Scotland if you pass an Act and it doesn’t comply it becomes void… the Judges can just say, ‘that’s void’, in England they can’t do that but before every government minister now or whoever, that proposes a piece of legislation, has to stand up and indeed put in the documents, ‘I have checked and I think that this document complies with human rights’ and that was supposed to be a very important safeguard because they’ve done it before.  Now obviously sometimes this is just now happening… so that is a tool for us… all are supposed to comply but how does that actually get done?
Really that’s what we need to ask for, we need to ask for a much more accountable way of looking and seeing that this is actually being done and I think it’s what you were saying about the whole idea of ‘what practical things have to be done?’ or to be shown to be done to show that this has been tied together with, you were saying the Disability Act is the only one that shows that something has to be physically done to make something happen whereas all the other equalities acts don’t… maybe this is something we have to ask for, some kind of proof of comparison and being held accountable to the whole human rights standard.

There is a really good committee called the Joint Committee on Human Rights that takes this statement and looks at the bill and usually finds, ‘what a load of cobblers’… they’re all lawyers, a lot of them are quite Conservative thinking… they do great work and they do find loads of things in key bills which are clearly in breach of the European Convention on Human Rights and the Human Rights Act and there is this kind of process then of trying to hold the government to account and they do sometimes get improvements but it is all very incremental.  Their analysis of human rights is minimalist and mine is sort of maximalist, you know bringing in the Disability Convention, bringing in those kinds of concepts…
A lot of people are involved in the development of the Single Equality Act, we are continually round the table going through things paragraph by paragraph trying to assess things down and there is opportunity in this but we are continually going back to economic indicators in terms of measurement… you know, getting people into work and not valuing that people might want to engage as volunteers in a different way in society and not giving that any kudos whatsoever.  There are all sorts of weird ways of measuring the world that only fits one sort of agenda and I think that’s the challenge in trying to work on the Single Equality Bill… it’s irrelevant given the sort of framework we’re in but I think there’s opportunity in trying to start developing a different language.  I think bringing together equalities, environment, faith/belief systems possibly, although I did wonder if we shouldn’t be going to the Religion or Belief sections of the Equalities Bill discussion as feminists and saying it’s a belief system so we’re here!
Well actually that’s a very, very good idea… the Humanists have started that too and again it’s always a cross-over because they are saying some of the things that you have been indicating that you wanted to happen…

There are so many ways that you can redefine economically… it excludes people if you can’t deliver on a particular hours per pound way then you’re excluded from the map.  You don’t exist in terms of success in an economic system in any way whatsoever, whether that be as mother, as grandmother… someone who is caring because you are disabled and you don’t actually want to go and work in any particular way and you have found a new way of being that actually works for you… being artistic in your garage or whatever… should be ok, should be valued as something that is positive to create some sense of human well being that is beyond putting an economic value on everything we do.  And I think it is really difficult to talk about equalities unless you shift the language away from economics.  Just because they’ve got away with it for so many years doesn’t mean they’ve got to get away with it for another thousand!
That’s right, I think that is about the opportunity in this otherwise we are quite literally wasting our time sitting here today and every other day we get together.  Because if you didn’t believe that these difficult discussions had to happen and you were going to hear the same old tripe again and again and again… the point is if something doesn’t change because all we’re doing is… it takes me back to part of your presentation Caroline… I was working with a Women’s Aid group at the time when the Scottish Govt (the Executive at that time) came up with a pot of money specifically for Women’s Aid to make their services, refuges and offices more accessible… meaning ramps etc. and of course as the point was made about our buildings and we didn’t want to be in the middle of nowhere in a new build office which stood a better chance of being accessible, you needed to be in the heart town where the buildings were wee pokey offices usually above shops and the like.  So we got this money but you weren’t able to build anything and you weren’t able to buy anything so it was just the business of adding something on and usually only thinking about wheelchair accessibility or mobility problems.  Then there the arguments and discussion had in many different groups, with the best will in the world… we’re talking about pretty enlightened women for the most part here, but they were still saying, ‘ but we don’t really get that many disabled women using our service…’  You know what I mean… and the government money, gratefully received though it was, didn’t do anything to break down any of that at all because it didn’t properly consider accessibility in the widest sense and how are we actually connecting with folk… how are we saying we are a service that will be responsive to you and this is where I see the opportunity now… rather than adding something on yet again this is something which in terms of bringing together all these equality strands, the very idea of which freaks me out, is going to be frustrating and difficult, it’s not going to be easy by any manner or means but surely this is a chance and if we miss out this time…
I think we should draw on the sorts of alliances that we have… I am on a local Women’s Committee and we were told that you couldn’t have buses that have a low step… they couldn’t make buses like that.  And now of course they are everywhere and they are not everywhere because of the lobbying by the women’s movement but by lobbying by the Disabled people’s movement.  What I’m sitting thinking about here is… probably I’m the oldest woman in the room and as people become older and more men are becoming carers, people are becoming “disabled” or “incapacitated” by lets say, ‘age degeneration’, there’s a powerful lobby there too that is beginning to say, ‘hey, what about these services?’  Partly what we were talking about in relation to personal care, personal assistance for example.  But there is a whole industry now in terms of adaptations to people’s homes and so on, now ok those are ‘add-ons’ in terms of existing buildings, I accept that, but nonetheless they meet the needs of people who are getting older and I think of that with some optimism in saying that affects a lot more of us and we need to collaborate on these agendas so that we can influence not only policy but practice  to get action…
I think that was a huge thing for me with the presentation… how it can be done, how it joins up.  Having worked with people with learning difficulties it was a case of, if you actually don’t have anyone in your family who has a learning difficulty or you have a job where you work with people you probably don’t meet any because you don’t go to school with them, you may have someone in your workplace but it is relatively rare… They are a very invisible group and for me when I was working in promoting active citizenship targeting marginalised groups and starting with the group that we felt were the most invisible from our lives… that it was nigh impossible because although there was the money for this specific project, in terms of care and tendering for services everyone was undercutting each other to get the contracts, going in cheaper and cheaper.. there was only enough time to clothe, feed and water people basically.  Staff with the best will in the world did not have the hours to support people to go along to meetings and events to talk about their rights and so on.  Again it was falling short each time… sticking plaster approaches … small pots of money to do great work but just added on, not properly thought through and supported and time-limited. 
But as soon as somebody says, ‘I want to be who I am I want to do the things I want to do and I need a support package for that’ as soon as you say well it’s too expensive, what are you actually saying… you’re not allowed to have that level of humanity?  There’s one level of humanity for one sort of people and there’s a cost to it so I’m sorry you can’t have it all, you have to be less human than someone else now that’s what I was saying about getting into the language of humanity in a spiritual sense…  And the argument of cost, again Transgender people go to the NHS and they say well it’s not worth changing the services for one or two people but the one or two people are still people, if only one turns up they deserve to treated as a human being and not a ‘non-person.’  You cannot continue to put an economic cost to humanity which is what we are doing… that is the problem with the economic system we’ve got now, and it has to shift otherwise we are not going to change anything.  It’s not possible given the economic system we have and the value system at the moment is about putting an economic cost on everything including love.  But that’s exactly what’s happening and I think we have to change that… it’s not about giving away love for free… it’s about saying human beings have a value that is way beyond anything you can put a pound on.  And it is not up for negotiation, there is expectation that I will be treated equally and I’m not willing to go there on the cost of what I’m worth.  That’s where we should be at…
BREAK

I was about to make a point but I think it went a couple of points back…linked in to what you were saying about lack of funding for particularly learning disability services from local authorities.  And I just wanted to say that recent research has found that due to deficits in Community Care funding and support packages that don’t meet people’s needs there are increasing numbers of people with learning disabilities in prisons in Scotland and prisons are being used as places of safety by the courts.  Worse, anecdotally… we work with the Scottish Prison Service… we know that people with learning disabilities were actually committing crime to get back into prison because they are receiving better care and support in prison than they do in the community and that is such a shockingly sad indictment on our society… and it is not what prisons are there for at the end of the day though they are providing really good services.

I don’t think it is just people with learning disabilities that do that I think it is across the board…

A lot of people commit crime in order to get back into prison in time for Christmas…

I’ve known of Social Workers who have helped homeless people get into prison for Christmas 

There is something to be said about that, not in a jokey way but in a way that makes quite a strong statement… the easiest way to get care is to get arrested!

That’s the other thing, anecdotally… women with learning disabilities over the age of 40 who had been in institutional care their whole lives… and when those closed down they weren’t getting sufficient care in the community and then prison was… they liked prison because it was like Lennox Castle, or as close to Lennox Castle as they could get.

But doesn’t that say something about the state of the government?

It certainly does…

Especially when the prison population is growing… so are we actually helping people or just giving them temporary shelter…
Well this is the thing… in many cases people’s learning disability aren’t actually diagnosed or recognised until they get to court and then they get really good reading and writing classes because obviously literacy is poor in prison anyway.  That is not to say that people who can’t read and write all have learning difficulties but they are getting really good services in prison and then they are released out into the community and community services aren’t there.  But you are absolutely right, the prison service is constantly being slated for overcrowding and for being really bad and very sadly many people end up in prison because they have not understood the court process.  The courts use language that people don’t understand, for example… a man with learning disabilities was asked, ‘do you have any remorse for your crime?’, he didn’t know what it was, thought ‘no’ was the right answer and got however much longer for the crime.
That is really bad representation…

Office design with fixed standing furniture…. Difficult to clean…
If you don’t have women clearly involved in the decision-making process you won’t get anywhere…

I don’t think you can just make it a blanket ‘women’.  I work in an office where the two cleaners are men. And there are women managers who do not clean because they have a lady who ‘does’.  So we are not looking at women, we are looking at people who are aware of accessibility and cleaning and it might be a lot more women but it might be a man.

I think there is a point there… the five ‘Cs’ are predominantly done by women.  The issue is around people whether they are women, people who have got disabilities, people who are disabled by society, whichever way the language goes, people from BME communities… they all need to be involved in planning at some stage and it’s about being involved, it’s not about consultation and I don’t think we have processes that allow involvement in those sorts of processes and they try to push it through in duties in the public sector but that doesn’t translate into the private sector…
I’ve actually learned a valuable lesson in the last week or so, I was involved in a consultation for carers last year and then my boss said can you accumulate it into a report.  So I spent time going through, there was professionals involved and carers involved so I tried to make sure I got everything into the report and I gave it to the boss  who said she would cut it down.  So I was very aware that there are some things that carers have said that won’t go through so that is when I learned what the mechanics of consultation are like and that the carers could come and talk but it won’t necessarily get up to the managers because it will get lost somewhere along the process.
Which is why consultation isn’t enough…

But we mustn’t forget women because there will be protection for special groups such as disabled people or older people but the group that gets forgotten is women because women are 52% so they are wallpaper.  But still very often do have a distinct and different approach and we are here to discuss gender… fundamentally.

I also think it is important that people aren’t just involved in issues that the organisation thinks they should be involved in.  You know, only involving women in cleaning and the 4 ‘Cs’ (cleaning, catering, cash registers and care) (1.05.12)
