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1.
Executive Summary

This ‘Open Letter’ calls for a concerted national approach to progressing the cultural equality of disabled people. Not since the publication of the Attenborough Report ‘Arts and Disabled People’, by the Carnegie UK Trust in 1983, has any national attempt been made to assess the degree to which disabled people enjoy cultural freedoms. Without such a commitment to monitoring, a coherent strategic approach to improving the cultural equality of disabled people is impossible.

The UK is signatory to international policies which make sense only with a commitment to progress monitoring and national action programmes. An astute reading of the duties of service providers and government under UK disability legislation further strengthens the case.   

This ‘Open Letter’ begins by analysing some major current issues and challenges and calls for a ‘New deal for the cultural equality of disabled people’. The wording ‘New Deal’ is borrowed from disabled President Roosevelt’s national programme to take the US out of recession.

Part of my examples are taken from websites and digital media, which are the subject of today’s seminar.  

Such a ‘New Deal’ can only come about through the involvement of all stakeholders, government departments, disabled people, disability organisations and cultural sector organisations.  

Bold, ambitious and creative programmes of an amplitude hitherto unseen are needed to remove remaining barriers to culture for disabled people. A failure to develop such programmes would be a failure to grant disabled people the exercise of their cultural rights, as well as the opportunities for self-actualisation and social integration that come with it.      

2. 
Background: the urgency of re-igniting cultural sector commitment to the cultural equality of disabled people 
The invitation by the Museums Association to give a ‘state of the nation’ talk for today’s conference gave me opportunity to sit down and reflect – a rare commodity in our streamlined lives. The objective of gaining a ‘state of the nation’ overview is still some way off. In this talk, I want to highlight some key issues within my field of experience and draw some lessons from it. It will take the input of many more people at every level and from many sectors to paint this yet un-painted picture in fullness.  

Why did I shy away from promising to provide the national picture? Primarily because a cultural sector-wide approach to monitoring progress in the cultural equality of disabled people does not exist – and does attract little interest. This is surprising to say the least, given the prominence disability rights appear to have achieved in social policy, (though) to a lesser degree in cultural policy. However, as we will soon see in section 3.1, the UK is signatory to international policies which make sense only if this commitment is taken on board.     

We can trace the beginnings of the momentum for cultural equality back to the eighties. 1981, the beginning of the United Nations Decade of Disabled People, was a turning point.  People involved in the disability movement and in disability arts still remember how a well meaning conference about the lives of disabled people, held at the then inaccessible South Bank Centre, provided a trigger for advocacy, campaigning and protest.

In 1985, the Carnegie UK Trust published the seminal ‘Attenborough Report – Arts and Disabled People’ (the launch conference, though, was also held at an inaccessible venue at the time, Manchester Town Hall). The report was the first and hitherto only attempt to gain a national picture of the extent to which disabled people could participate in the arts and culture. 

The picture painted was bleak, stirred things and led to action. For example disability organisations such as RNIB created Arts Officer post and the Museums and Galleries Commission a Disability Development Officer post in response to the Report.

Today’s picture is more of a ‘chiaroscuro’ – a blend of light and shadow, in which the shadows dominate.

Twenty-three years after the Attenborough Report, there is a serious need to put the national picture national picture together again. DDA fatigue has caught on in the sector and cultural policy seems on brink of relegating nearly a decade of broad commitment to access from priority status to that of peripheral concern.

A national overview of current levels of cultural equality enjoyed by disabled people is simply a necessity to enable the cultural and disability sectors face reality, the good and the bad, and draw lessons from it and act upon it, decisively. 

3. Cultural equality of disabled people – how far have we got?

3.1
Monitoring progress is a policy imperative

The need to develop a national picture of the still ill understood reality of cultural access and participation by disabled people is un-debatable.  The involvement of stakeholders and the analysis of evidence are a corner-stone of modern policy formulation and planning.
The UK is a signatory to three international policies, which make sense only with a commitment to ongoing progress monitoring:

· Council of Europe Recommendation R(92)6, passed in 1992, on the independent living of disabled people. This states that:  

“Government institutions, leisure and cultural organisations should develop comprehensive access policies and action programmes designed to bring significant and lasting improvements for all people with disabilities.” 

The fact is that as a sector and as a society we lack any measures, by which to assess whether ‘significant and lasting improvements’ have been achieved. In a modern society, the disability sector needs to have a voice in co-defining this.      

· Council (of the European Union) Resolution of 6 May 2003 on accessibility of cultural infrastructure and cultural activities for people with disabilities’
. 
This Resolution includes a specific commitment to monitor measures taken by member states by the end of 2005. To date no such progress monitoring exercise has been undertaken, a sad sign of the low levels of priority given to the cultural rights of disabled people Europe-wide. Examples such as these invite us to consider institutional discrimination as a factor that prevents cultural equality of disabled people.      

· Council of Europe ‘Action Plan to promote the rights and full participation of people with disabilities in society: improving the quality of life of people with disabilities in Europe’ (2006-2015).
 The Action Plan emphasises equal opportunities in culture. It states that:

“Member states should start with an evaluation of their existing disability policy programmes and identify in which areas progress has yet to be made …..and which specific actions will have to be carried out.  Based on that evaluation member states should set up strategies to ensure that their own co-ordinated disability policy programmes, strategies and actions are progressively advanced in line with the Council of Europe Disability Action Plan and national financial resources.”

There is no publicly available evidence that DCMS has began with this evaluation, nor about how it intends to involve stakeholders. Yet, meeting these commitments and involving disabled people in a ‘strategic and significant way’, would be an excellent way for DCMS and its public bodies to meet their ’Specific Duties’ under the Disability Equality Duty (2005). 

The UK has two legal instruments that strongly support the case for the national monitoring of progress in the cultural equality of disabled people:

· The ‘anticipatory duty’ under the Disability Discrimination Act (1995) requires that service providers anticipate the requirements that disabled people may have as users and potential users of cultural services.
 The accompanying Code of Practice cites access audits, consultation with disabled people and action plans as examples of evidence for meeting this duty, which applies to government and government agencies. The monitoring I am calling for is nothing but an ‘access audit’ or assessment on a national scale. True, government is not a ‘service provider’ under the DDA, but it can be argued that is has a strategic responsibility to fully support service providers in meeting their legal duties.  

· DCMS and cultural bodies funded by DCMS have ‘Specific Duties’ within the ‘Disability Equality Duty’
. They have to publish Disability Equality Schemes in which there was ‘significant and strategic involvement’ of disabled people and measure the impact of this involvement.  A cursory look at Disability Equality Schemes published by these bodies gives ground to believe that these principles are, as yet, barely being practiced. 
3.2
A patchy evidence base

The evidence base is patchy, and relies mostly on small samples with limited validity   – a sign of a history of neglect and apartheid in cultural sector research. The existing evidence base may be sufficient to identify the general picture, trends and issues, but is does seldom more.

Longitudinal studies, which allow one to chart change over longer periods of time in any reliable way, barely exist. 

Where large sample data are beginning to be collected (DCMS Taking Part, English Heritage Disability Equality Scheme) they provide ‘top line information’. Whilst highly useful, these scarce data do not allow a sophisticated analysis of how accessible cultural venues are.        

The absence of the voices, experiences and aspirations of disabled people is a common characteristic of most emerging disability research published by the cultural sector.   

3.3
Zeitgeist of disenchantment 

Over the past couple of years, I have become increasingly critical of the levels of progress achieved. There is little sense left of the flurry of activity, dynamism and creativity that characterised the first years of the DDA. The unmet policy challenges mentioned under 3.1 give cause for concern. 

As I began to pay attention to the lure of disenchantment within me, echoes of it cropped up in the voices of other people. They are all people who take cultural equality of disabled people to heart. They are disabled professionals who say that in twenty years the sector hasn’t moved on beyond the basics. They are museum practitioners, who see real commitment to disability access disappear under the fluffy cloak of ‘mainstreaming’. They are people of various backgrounds who see a barely established access and inclusion skills base melt away like glaciers in ‘fit for purpose’ government agencies.     

When many people begin to express something similar and hitherto unspoken, when a ‘Zeitgeist’ appears, something compelling is happening that deserves to be understood, so that we can better understand and shape the future.

3.4
Are disability organisations dis-engaged?

In a healthy society, dialogue and tensions take place between government and civil society. The challenge of driving cultural equality of disabled people forward is compounded by the weakness of the response of disability organisations. A generic campaign for the cultural rights of deaf and disabled people does not exist, nor does a specific campaign in the museums and galleries sector exist. 

This is in part understandable. There are many calls on the voluntary sector’s limited resources. Some disability organisations, though are running some specific campaigns, such as ‘Right to Read’ in the library sector
.  

It takes the sustained engagement and steer of disability organisations, however, to take fully advantage of today’s (still) conducive policies which can impact on the cultural equality of disabled people, to promote change and achieve best practical outcomes, of which increased funding for disability equality is not the least. It takes their vigilance to make sure that government meets its policy commitments and legal duties in ways that genuinely and measurably bring about progress in areas identified as priorities by disability organisations.

The policy context, as in 3.1, has never been better. The stakes are high, though, at a time of changing government priorities for cultural policy. DCMS’ buzz-word is now ‘excellence’ rather than ‘access’ or ‘access with excellence’. The government is dropping the targets from the last Comprehensive Spending Review for increasing disabled audiences by 3% in DCMS sponsored bodies and programmes. It is by no means clear what will come in place of those targets as a vital anchor for sustainable progress. This is cause for concern for anyone committed to promoting disability equality. 

3.5
The best of times? the worst of times?   

Undeniably positive changes have happened over the past two decades:

· BSL and audio description are available in hundreds of hours per month amounts on television. These changes came about through legislation and persistent prior campaigning  by organisations representing visually impaired people and deaf people

· English Heritage now gives consent to nine in ten requests for access improvements in listed buildings. Before 1995, only about one in ten requests were granted. Architects have developed sensitive and elegant inclusive access solutions to museums with collections in listed buildings. These are the envy of the world and are still unconceivable in most other (economically) developed countries. 
· Disability representation in collections is beginning to be addressed, in challenging, creative and engaging ways
. Those are the first steps, but other countries still have to take them or take with more amplitude. The nude sculpture of pregnant disabled artist Alison Lapper, which appeared for one year on the ‘Fourth Plinth’ in Trafalgar Square – as a result of public consultation and a selection by independent judges; epitomises a societal shift for me, or at the least a promising treshold.  
The overall picture is not rosy however: 

· Disabled people remain woefully under-represented in the cultural sector workforce
 
· Coming to websites and digital media – which is today’s theme; only a minute part of the endlessly wonderful world of world heritage in our museum collections are presented with information in British Sign Language. And yet, Parliament recognises BSL as an indigenous language. 
· Huge work needs to be done so that as much as possible of the wealth of online Curriculum resources using cultural and heritage collections become fully accessible to disabled children and young people. 
· Later today at the Jodi Awards, we hope to give the first Award for excellence  in the use of technology to widen cultural participation of people with learning difficulties – who are some of the most excluded people in society. In previous years, the Jodi Awards have never received any nominations in this field.
3.6
Policy making does not focus on fundamentals      

Cultural equality and cultural freedoms – the freedom I have to self-actualise, alone and with others, through the largely barrier-free enjoyment of cultural experiences, is predicated on wealth of choice.

However, the possibility of exerting this freedom is often fatally marred by suffocating limitations of choice. Where does a deaf person go after having duly browsed the five or six tiny selections of online objects with BSL – if s/he has miraculously managed to find out about them? Well, to the BBC, which has far more BSL resources than museums, galleries and heritage put together (well here could be a dream partner for radically extending choice, funded by DCMS).

Sadly, limitation of choice is compounded by fragmentation of information. The best deal most visually impaired people get is access to various unrelated fragments of information not necessarily related to exhibits, which themselves can seldom be handled or are displayed in poor conditions of visual access. 

If we in the museums, galleries and heritage sector are serious about the cultural freedoms of deaf and disabled people and equality of opportunity in education – we have  got to put in place approaches of a far greater amplitude, reliability and consistency than ever before.  

The beauty about technology – again, today’s theme; is that it makes all this possible, or to put it rather more humbly, it can bind co-ordinated approaches of great amplitude together.    

3.7
Online culture and digital heritage: wasted opportunities on a grand scale

Millions of pounds have flown into online culture and digital heritage projects over the past tens years and myriad of objects people online collections and learning resources. I think there were periods and projects of indiscriminate digitisation with little attention paid to engaging the public on their terms and making learning attractive.  Although a fuller assessment of this period is needed, it is a fairly safe to say that only a minute part of all these resources have been purposefully made accessible to people with learning difficulties, deaf people, people with dyslexia and visually impaired people, young and adult. This lack of inclusive planning in major digital heritage funding initiatives and individual projects represents a serious failure on the part of policy makers and funders. The key lesson would be: small is beautiful, less is better, a loss in quantity equals a gain in quality and in accessibility, in ‘access with excellence’ or ‘in both access and excellence’. 

At the time the larger online culture and digitisation projects were developed, the Disability Discrimination Act was already in place. The many possibilities of widening access for disabled people promoted by the Jodi Awards since 2002 – such as BSL, audio description and user-generated content; had simply not been planned in at the inception of such programmes. I would personally suggest, that only few attempts were made to meet the ‘anticipatory duty’ under the DDA – this requires that service providers know what barriers disabled people may face. No extravagant displays of curiosity were noted. The thinking, where it happened, stopped at web accessibility guidelines, which barely address the accessibility of learning content. An example such as this one again draws our attention to the responsibilities government and government agencies (who may be the funder and draw up funding criteria, even though they are not the service provider in DDA terms). Other conclusion: the DDA is weak, but it will remain even more so if disability organisations don’t query how vast government cultural funding programmes are set up. 

The real tragedy and almost unspoken scandal about access to museum and heritage services for disabled people is that once the money is spent on a national programme or a re-design or improvement in a museum, it is spent for a long time. What hasn’t been put into place then, will not be put in place for a considerable time. Bad design of displays, mainstream or specific, sticks. It sticks in the physical space, and it sticks in the experience of disabled people as yet another wasted opportunity. 

Therefore there is the highest imperative for getting services and displays with a long shelf-life right from the beginning. This does not mean we should fear experimentation - on the contrary; but apply it in temporary structures and projects.            

4.
A ‘New Deal’ for the cultural equality of disabled people    

We never had a bold, ample, ambitious and creative vision for ensuring ‘significant and lasting’ progress in the cultural equality of disabled people, as called for by Council of Europe Recommendation R(92)6 (see 3.1).

Disability Action Plans developed by DCMS in the past were piece-meal and represented barely more than a listing of activities undertaken by its sponsored bodies. A strategic vision for the cultural sector as a whole was completely missing.

We need a complete sea-change to let the creative wind of opportunity freely blow.     

My first set of conclusions are that to meet the challenges highlighted above:

· We need a new and contemporary ‘Attenborough Report’ involving all stakeholders: disabled people, disability organisations, government and its agencies, cultural sector practitioners. This report should involve stakeholders, analyse existing evidence, generate new more ample and reliable evidence, harness more of our unlimited social and aesthetic creativity and investigate opportunities brought about by new technologies. 

· DCMS should initiate this monitoring exercise, so that we can finally put an end to what I call ‘apartheid in cultural sector surveys and research’, in which disabled people still barely feature. 

· This Monitoring Report should pave the way to ending historical apathy in taking a systemic and in-depth strategic approach to the cultural rights of disabled people. It would add value to the commitment of myriad individual cultural organisations.      

My second set of conclusions are that in order to guarantee the highest degree of cultural equality to disabled people in museums, galleries, heritage and education: 

· Ways must be found to strengthen sagging dynamism within the sector and fuel engagement and the expression of the sector’s innate creativity. But that alone is not enough!

· A far greater choice and consistency of services than presently available is needed, as are equal educational opportunities for disabled children and young people of school age. 

· A national Action Plan and rolling national programme of an amplitude and boldness hitherto unseen are required. Web sites and digital technology have a vital role to play, as a medium for information provision and service provision and by binding projects and services together.  

This type of programme seems unconceivable in the way cultural policy and funding is presently being practised. The great stumbling block is the government’s philosophical reluctance to initiate and fund large disability specific programmes in the cultural sector. The principle may have had the right foundation, but the application is not all too sophisticated.  At any rate, the outcome of this philosophical stance reduces the life chances of disabled people – and flies in the face of the government’s own social policies.  New, bold strategic ways of funding cultural equality of deaf and disabled people are needed. 

To give a measure of cultural freedom, choice and educational opportunity for e.g. deaf people, which compares at least in some measure to the choice enjoyed by most non-deaf and non-disabled people, we really have to look at programmes which will supply hundreds of hours of online resources in BSL. It is crystal clear, that this type of creation of cultural resources will never happen ‘bottom-up’ via the initiative of individual museums in the current cultural funding structure and culture. We need more state rather than less state for this degree of cultural freedom ever to have a chance to unfold. 

The banks get the support from the state and so should deaf and disabled people, whose cultural rights and possibilities to self-actualise remain suppressed in some clearly identifiable areas.         

A rolling national programme can be made up of:

· strategic funding for specific projects aimed at radically widening choice (e.g. online resources with BSL, audio description and accessible communication for people with learning difficulties, presenting history and art history through the UK’s best museum, gallery and heritage collections).

· a strong national contribution by the DCMS funded national museums to such a programme. National museums have an outstanding wealth of heritage and can be tasked and resourced to develop exemplary resources which radically widen choice.    

· a strong national contribution by existing and new government funding programmes, such as Renaissance. All such future programmes should be tasked from the outset to develop exemplary resources which radically widen choice.     

In short, we need a ‘New Deal for the cultural equality of disabled people’, akin to the ‘New Deal’ developed by disabled President Roosevelt to take his country out of Recession.                   

The first website I browsed in search of inspiration from President Roosevelt was ‘Today’s Teacher’.  And these are the lines that grabbed my attention: 

“Roosevelt was a bold experimenter and a man of action. Early on in his administration he assembled the best minds in the country to advise him. This group of men were known as the "Brain Trust." Within one hundred days the President, his advisors and the U.S. Congress passed into law a package of legislation designed to help lift the troubled Nation out of the Depression. 

Roosevelt's program was called the "New Deal." The words "New Deal" signified a new relationship between the American people and their government.”

Just translate this into contemporary cultural policy, equality and disability equality language and we have a process for the way forward!

It should no longer be acceptable that the boldness of government cultural and educational funding programmes should remain the preserve of ‘mainstream programmes’ which fail to have strategic significance for the cultural equality of disabled people. 

The conclusions that I put forward are more than nice dreams; this ‘Open Letter’ also shows them to be policy imperatives.   

I offer them up as a trigger for much needed discussion and debate between government departments with responsibility for culture, education and tourism, disabled people, disability organisations, government agencies and staff and directors in cultural sector organisations.         

If this ‘Open Letter’ helps ignite a more comprehensive discussion and real action that brings about ‘significant and lasting’ improvements, it will have part full-filled its purpose.    

If it becomes a stepping stone towards an entirely new era of ongoing dialogue between government and disability organisations, it will have triggered something that genuinely humanises and democratises the cultural sector. There is no reason why a mature society could not pull this one together.

It takes a few dozen, a few hundred committed people in various roles to bring this change about. 

Dear reader, wherever you are, wherever you work, whatever your influence, whatever your role, you too can make a difference towards a ‘New Deal for the cultural equality of  disabled people’ – by keeping the idea on the agenda and contributing to make it evolve, by not letting go of it, in your advocacy, in your plans ….and more importantly, in your dreams which have the power to shape reality.   

Geneva, 24 November 2008        
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