WEST BERKSHIRE DISABILITY ALLIANCE (WBDA) – 2004 AGM

CHAIRMANS REPORT 
The WBDA has now been officially running for well over a year, since it’s Consitution was ratified by a full Disability Forum in April 2003, although in reality it operated in an embryonic form for a few months before that. 

Anyway, I’m pleased to announce that the organisation is in a very healthy state.

The WBDA now has over 30 members and the membership is growing, along with the organisation’s profile.

In the WBDA’s fledgling year, 2003, we were supported by the West Berkshire Council for Voluntary Services (WBCVS), which unfortunately is no more. In the later part of 2003, the WBDA applied to various funding sources for financial support to meet our core, or if you like, running costs, and with thanks to Newbury Town Council, The Berkshire Community Foundation and Comic Relief, we now have funding in place to meet our core/running costs until April 2006.

So at the moment we can forget about funding, as our finances are also in a healthy state, as the Treasurer’s report will/has bear out. 

However, after Spring 2005 it will be prudent for the WBDA to start apply again for core cost funding to take us on beyond 2006. It is becoming apparent that more and more funders require applicants to be a registered charity and therefore I strongly recommend that we approve the new constitution latter tonight at this meeting. 
The new constitution meets the Charity Commission Guidelines and will be our first step along the way to seeking Charitable Status for the WBDA, which in turn will enable us to access more funding streams.

From the outset the WBDA had a clear agenda, its mission statement is simple and precise.

‘The WBDA intends to improve the quality of life of all those with a disability who live in, work in or visit West Berkshire.’   

The WBDA’s aim and objective was to 

To tackle the issues surrounding disability across five main areas.

· ACCESS

· AWARENESS & EDUCATION

· CARE

· EMPLOYMENT & LEISURE

· TRANSPORT

We intended to tackle any issue that became identified over these 5 core areas by bringing together people with disabilities and their representatives, to work alongside, in partnership, or lobby, any organisation, group, service provider, or individual, that has a bearing on their lives. 

So how well has the WBDA done over the past 18 months or so?

Well lets take each area in turn and see.
First off – Access.

Well, one thing that the WBDA inherited was ‘the Access Panel’ which was already up and running. For those who don’t know, the access panel meets one month and is chaired by West Berks Council’s (WBC) Planning Officer.
The panel is made up of Voluntary members representing various areas of expertise who work alongside the WBC Access Team to make recommendations to WBC planning department regarding disability, on a great number of planning applications concerning Public Access, Employment, Highways and Education. 
These can range from something as small as an altered shop front to a large development such as shopping mall. The panel processes around 12 applications per meeting, so their workload is large and varied. 

The panel also has a statutory role in overseeing the ‘definitive footpath map’ and therefore deals with the issues of dissolving and realigning footpaths and rights of way.
While the WBDA can not claim to have put the Access Panel together, (as I’ve said its something we inherited and I may say very proud to support), the WBDA has given the panel’s voluntary members and for the matter, the Access Team themselves, a vehicle to report to and a lobby group to take up the cudgel when our beloved council chooses to ignore their recommendations.
The WBDA is also proud to have been involved in helping to produce the Access Guide for West Berkshire, alongside WBC’s Access Team, the Ormonde Resource Centre and many other individuals who gave their time to survey the many premises included in it. 
I believe that I’m right in saying that the majority of the 3,000 copies are now where they should be – out their in the community.

The Access panel does some stirring work trying to eliminate the physical barriers placed in the way of disabled people by the planners. 
Access for disabled people does of course mean a lot more as well, it also means accessing all sorts of things like care, employment, transport, communications, and technologies to help them over come their disability and a whole lot more, which brings me nicely onto the other areas we pledged to tackle.
On the Awareness and Education front, 
Well we continually find ourselves trying to education various service providers and this will probably be an ongoing exercise! Although I must say that I believe that there is a strong will developing in West Berkshire to deliver the services that disabled people need.

Because of a WBDA intuitive and by working in partnership with the Ormonde Centre and Newbury College, West Berkshire now has it’s own website on disability, packed with information and news, as well as sign posting people to all kinds of services and agencies. 
It is called Disability Information in West Berkshire and can be found by punching www.diwb.org into your computer. And here I would like to mention one individual, Trevor Dobson, who has put in an incredible amount of work on this site.
Out of the survey undertaken for the Access Guide, came the realization that many businesses and services needed more information regarding the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) - which as everyone knows is suppose to come into full force in October of this year.
Together with the WBC Access Team, the WBDA, help run two seminars on the act for interested businesses and services and they were well attended with around 20 people or more attending each session. In fact they were so successful that WBC has commissioned us to do two, or more for members and officers of the council.

With regards to Care, 

The WBDA together with the West Berkshire Neurological Alliance (WBNA) and the MS Society was very active in 2003 lobbying WBC by asking questions in the council chamber regarding the then failing Disabilities Facilities Grant. 
As a direct result of this, a task group was formed, consisting of high ranking officers in WBC involved in and responsible for overseeing the grant and representatives of the lobbying organizations, to review the whole DFG process and make recommendations for improvement and change. 
This group met throughout last winter and we await their report. 
The very formation of this group did however have the affect of focusing minds and improvements in the DFG process for applicants have already began to appear.

Several of the WBDA’s members are involved in the review and overall of the Home Care service and even though we are there as individuals, it is clear that the education gained by working within the WBDA, will ensure that we make a proper contribution and not just a token one.

We have a seat on the local Primary Care Trust (PCT) Patients Panel and with it a direct route into the PCT as well as being able to network and link into the local surgeries throughout W. Berks via the reps of their Patient Participation Group’s. 
For my part as your rep on that group I have been seconded onto the task group overseeing the contracts for the local doctors practices and other primary services through West Berkshire.
We also have a voice on the Physical Disability Strategy Group, which now seems at last to be going somewhere, with the Physical Disability Team (a small but successful team) looking as if it is going to expand, enabling it to help more people with a physical disability.

And to make sure that every one is singing from the same hymn sheet – I have to include a certain amount of clichés in my report – it is expected, the WBDA and the WBNA have drafted a joint action plan when dealing with the services providing care in West Berkshire.
Right now we are taking the first steps to try and persuade WBC to lower their eligibility criteria for accessing the services and grants they provide, to enable more people to get the help they need.
Just this month saw the formal launch of a West Berkshire Partnership initiative entitled Pathways to Employment, which has been set up to help people with various disabilities obtain worthwhile work and training. We have a seat or two on the group overseeing its development and will give the initiative any help and backing it requires.  

We have I must admit been a little quite when it comes to leisure, although we were called in to sit on a Steering group formed to get an All-Weather pitch up at the Nightingales Estate at Greenham. And, recently we have just entered into dialog with the Corn Exchange Management to help make local theatre going, a good experience for people with sight, hearing, learning and physical impairments.

Finally, we come to Transport and the WBDA has a seat on the Transport Action Group (TAG), a local intuitive by the West Berks Partnership (a partnership of the public, private and voluntary sectors)

Recently with TAG’s backing the WBDA undertook a survey of the local railway system, taking a group with a variety of disabilities to Oxford and back, via Reading. 
Out of this trip a detailed report has now been put together and we will be approaching the relevant parties within the railway system with our recommendations. 
The WBDA has also secured a seat on the Newbury Town Centre Steering Group’s sub committee responsible for Parking & Transport.

This October the WBDA, along with the Older Peoples Forum, is to hold a joint Forum solely on Transport. Those attending will be able to submit questions to the providers of a variety of Transport Services, as well as the local politicians and officers responsible for local transport policy. 
The WBDA has also been involved in a wide range of other activities from taking on individual cases regards discrimination to trialing new services and intuitives for the Post Office.

So you can see, the WBDA’s tentacles are spread far and wide within West Berkshire.

Through out all the lobbying, campaigning and work that the WBDA has undertaken in the past 18 months it has always sought to work with, alongside, and in partnership with any group or individual that has a vested interest in the area being tackled at the time.  

In a time when partnership is the buzz word for many local organizations, the WBDA can claim that it really has grasped this mantle.

However, there is still much work to be done. 
When people ask me what we do, I say that one of the most important things we do is to make sure that people with disabilities are represented around the tables of the policy makers. 
We are there like a devil on their shoulder, making sure that there is no short cut taken when they are dealing with issues and services that have an impact on people with a disability in West Berkshire. 
Take it from me, the WBDA is getting to be well known among the professionals out there, but we need to raise awareness among people with disabilities, especially those most venerable and those who have only recently become disabled.

We need to increase our membership. Imagine 100 members, wouldn’t that put us in a position of strength! But most of all we need to keep on getting out there amongst it.

Later on tonight we will vote in a proper executive that we replace the old Steering Group format and become the engine room of the organization.

Next year we can plan and space out the WBDA members meetings on a bi-monthly schedule.

We will continue to run the Disability Forums that have gone from strength to strength and seek out new partnerships where and when the situation demands it.
If we look back over the last 18 months and ask just what the WBDA has achieved for people with disabilities in West Berkshire, then of course the Access Guide and the formation of the Website spring to mind. 
But I believe that the WBDA has struck deeper than that. I firmly believe that the DFG and Home Care review would not have happened if it were not for the lobbying done in conjunction with other interested parties. Or for that matter would we have seen an move to expand the Physical Disabilities Team. 
We as a group have had smaller, but just as important successes, like reversing the decision to put revolving doors in the new hospital.

Finally I would like to thank everyone connected with the WBDA over the past 18 months for all the hard work they’ve put in.

Hopefully by the next AGM of the WBDA we can say 
That the DFG procedure for applicants and Home Care Service both have improved beyond recognition. 
That more people are accessing WBC’s services. 
That the Website and Access Guide have proved their worth. 
That First Great Western have made their trains more wheelchair friendly and have better systems in place to give information to those with sight and hearing impairments. 
And, that the WBDA membership has doubled to 60 plus!
