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   DISABILITY  DISCRIMINATION

It is nearly eight years since the Disability Discrimination Act [D.D.A.] 1995 was placed on the Statute Books.

The Act was introduced by Parliament with the objective of reducing many of the equalities between disabled and non-disabled people. Churches are included and affected by the Act.  Why so? 

Under the D.D.A. we are classified as a ‘SERVICE PROVIDER’ and when one stops and considers the wide variety of services, provided by churches to the community at large, it is reasonable for us to be classified as such.

The D.D.A. was divided into three main stages, each stage dealing with a specific aspect of the Act.

STAGE 1 (December 1996) CHANGING ATTITUDES
Since 1996 it has been unlawful to treat disabled people less favourably because they have an impairment.  This means that a church must not discriminate against disabled people simply because they are disabled.

e.g. – Mary, who has a visual impairment, has nominated to represent her church on a Regional Body.  Her minister refuses to accept the nomination and asks someone else to do the job, as he doesn’t think that a person with a visual impairment would be able to ‘cope’ with the demands such an office would make.  Unless this could be justified, the treatment would be discriminatory and therefore illegal.

This first stage of the D.D.A. indicates that, under the legislation, changing attitudes and ceasing to make misinformed assumptions about disabled people is of paramount importance.  In some cases, however, different treatment is justified; e.g. if Health & Safety procedures were being compromised; consequently, disabled people should only be treated differently if it is reasonable so to do.

For some individuals and congregations, this Section has been difficult with which to come to terms.  Primarily in being able to acknowledge that they, as an individual, and/or, as a collective, has/have found it difficult to accept that an ‘attitude’ prevailed.   Happily, as time has progressed, people have become more informed and more aware of the problems disabled people face in day-to-day living. Sadly, one of the biggest obstacles still to be overcome is in making ACCESS FOR ALL a reality.

STAGE 2 (Oct 1999) CHANGING POLICIES, PRACTICES & PROCEDURES 
Policies, Practices and Procedures include the customs and processes by which a `Service Provider` offers its range of services.  Below is an example of how a church can change the way it does things in order to be inclusive of disabled people.

e.g. One church, where the congregation’s usual practice is to file to the front and go up a step to receive the elements at a communion service is  discriminating against wheelchair users because they cannot get up the step independently. This practice has been changed and communion is now administered at the foot of the step, thus avoiding the problem. This is considered reasonable and good practice.

· It is often very hard to change ‘old’ habits and ways of doing activities; many of which may have been in place for many years. This element, of the Act, calls upon us to STOP and THINK about what we are doing, both as individuals and as churches. The Act calls upon Service Providers [that’s us] to provide Auxiliary Aids appropriate to the situation.  For churches, that means making some, if not all, of the following aids available; 

· large print editions of Hymn & Psalms and Song books in regular use;

· large print editions of Bibles and Worship Books;

· large print notice sheets, church correspondence and other written communications.

The Disability Rights’ Commission regards these items as ESSENTIAL for ALL churches to put in place.

They are NOT saying that they have to be provided in large quantities. For the average church two to four copies would be adequate. Each church knows its requirements and can act accordingly. Please don’t take the attitude of one church in the District who stated that they had no one in their congregation who was visually impaired and would therefore be disregarding this element of the Act!  Most editions of Hymns Books, Bibles and Service Books are available in Braille and can be obtained from either Methodist Publishing House or other agencies.

· For those people with hearing impairments:

· notices announced during a service should also be available in printed format;

· an induction loop should be installed in the main worship area of a church and should include both where the congregation sits and from where the minister and choir lead worship;

· any meeting room should also have a loop installed;

· if there is more than one meeting room, a portable system might be a good investment;

· they should be used at ALL acts of worship/meetings by EVERY speaker;

· they should be regularly maintained; 

· every church should have one contact person whose telephone, fax, 

    e-mail and, possibly, text messaging numbers are readily available to all;

· Fire Alarms should include a flashing light and procedures be in place in case of an emergency situation;

· at least one person should know who to contact and liaise with British Sign Language [BSL] and Lip-Speaking interpreters.

Be aware that people with learning difficulties may also have gifts they can bring to the life of a church. Perhaps they can help with welcoming people, worship, music, dance, art and practical activities like helping to set out chairs etc. If they wish to participate in this way, they should be encouraged.

STAGE 3 (October 2004)
The final stage of the Act comes into force in October 2004 and deals with buildings and their accessibility. For some churches this final stage of the D.D.A. is proving to be both a financial problem and in many cases, particularly in churches that are listed, a structural problem.

By October of this year Service Providers SHOULD have made ‘reasonable adjustments’ to the physical features of buildings to make them accessible to disabled people.

Churches are asking “Why?  We managed for the past x number of years, in some cases over 100 years. Why do we need to spend money on facilities for which there has never been a demand and for which we see no demand in the foreseeable future”?

It is true, some of our churches have not had any demand for these facilities but have we asked ourselves why this is?  Put yourself in the position of a wheelchair user.  Would you go to a church, or other public building, knowing that it would be difficult to enter the premises, with no suitable toilet facilities and difficulties in moving around within the building?  You’d think twice about going to such places. Scripture teaches us that churches should facilitate and offer a warm welcome to ALL who wish to enter.  

Sadly, over the years, we have failed to recognise our responsibilities and it is sad to reflect that it is taking an Act of Parliament to make us put, into being, what is required.

The Act has been in being for the past 7½ years and we should ALL have found ourselves able to have ‘Changed our Attitudes’ and amended Policies, Practices and Procedures so making our churches more ‘User-Friendly’ but, yet once again, there is evidence that ATTITUDE is proving a deterrent in providing the necessary aids/facilities for those who need them.

The Revd. Marian Crawford, a Minister in the Nottingham South Circuit, who works with groups of disabled people writes:-

‘ It would be helpful to hear of your activities and good practice within the District. Many churches will be looking at their premises, but accessibility is not just about our buildings. 

In Nottingham South Circuit, the Spiritual and Fellowship needs of those with a learning disability are being addressed.  Some people worship in their local churches where they find a welcome and, hopefully, their gifts recognised and used.  Others find traditional worship difficult.












                cont 
Once a month – on a Sunday afternoon for adults and a Wednesday evening for young people – we have a gathering for them, their families and friends which aims to be fully inclusive; visual stimuli, movement, signing, drama, activity and music are all used to tell the Good News and we finish with a shared meal together. 

The Blessing is that we all give and we all receive.

Contacts have been made with residential homes, people living with parents and those in supported living situations.

It’s a new work but one that is beginning to enrich the life of the whole church.

Our churches also need to be sensitive to the needs of the visually impaired. With the increased use of the video projector, handouts need also to be prepared for those who cannot relate to a big screen.  In one of our circuit churches there is a gentleman who uses Braille.  Preachers need to let him know, in good time, what the hymns and readings are so that he can bring the correct sheets to the service.  Last minute changes are not helpful!’

· Finally, I give a list of items to which we need to give attention, as part of our decision making and planning.

· Ensuring there is reasonable access into and around church grounds;

· ensuring pathways are level and have a non-slip surface;

· providing reserved parking and a designated ‘drop-off point;

· installing ramps into and around buildings [minimum gradient - 1:12];

· ensuring doorways are wide enough for wheel chair access 

· [850mm or wider];

· providing handrails where there are steps;

· ensuring location, from worship areas, is fully accessible;

· ensuring meeting rooms and vestries are fully accessible;

· providing space for wheel chair users to sit amid the rest of the congregation;

· providing accessible toilet facilities;

· providing emergency exits and procedures which take into account the needs of disabled people;

· ensuring church halls and clergy accommodation, used for church events, is also accessible.

October 2004 is not the END of the process but, in many ways, is the BEGINNING of an on going process to ensure that our Policies, Practices and Procedures, along with our buildings, continue to meet the needs of ALL who use our churches facilities.

We are truly a Service Provider. May we not let attitudes hinder or prevent us from being a truly WELCOMING, CARING  ‘SERVICE PROVIDER’ FOR ALL GOD’S PEOPLE.

Alan Morton (Disablement & Special Needs Advisor)

01476 577766                                                    adamwoodside@btinternet.com
Nottingham and Derby District
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