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Specialist disability employment programmes – Government’s consultation
Response from Social Firms UK

Introduction
Social Firms UK is the national support agency and membership organisation for Social Firms. Social Firms Scotland and Social Firms Wales are separate organisations, each with its  particular national focus.  

Social Firms themselves are a type of social enterprise with a specific commitment to employing people facing major barriers in the labour market. They compete in the open market and sell a wide range of quality goods and services. Profits generated are reinvested to grow the businesses and create more jobs. Over 90% of the nearly 200 businesses in the in the Social Firm sector UK employ people with disabilities, most frequently people with mental health problems or learning disabilities, as well as people with physical disabilities or sensory impairments. Collectively, almost 2000 people work in the Social Firms sector, 57% of whom face a major disadvantage in the labour market. For more information see www.socialfirmsuk.co.uk .

We have compiled this response having sought the views and suggestions of our members across Great Britain. They are Social Firms - many led by people with disabilities or mental health problems - or organisations with an interest in the Social Firm sector and ways to increase employment opportunities for people with disabilities or mental health problems.
Our proposals are highlighted throughout this response.

A NEW DIRECTION
1
Q1: Do you agree that funding should follow the individual so they can work where they choose, rather than the Department for Work and Pensions funding specific workplaces or facilities ?

1.1
Social Firms UK and our members are totally committed to increasing the number of people with disabilities who are in the employment of their choice.  However, this question blurs two issues:

· support for personal choice, and
·  whether DWP should redistribute Remploy and/or residential training college subsidies in order to expand the Access to Work scheme.
1.2
While our members strongly support the principle that disabled people should have the choice and the control of where they want to work and the funding to enable them to do so, nearly 1 in 3 of our respondents disagreed with the question or stated they were unsure how to answer it. Their comments included;
· In principle I fully support the idea of individual choice. However I would be concerned that individuals may want to work in certain Social Firms/social enterprises and that they don’t appreciate that if they don’t chose to do so they may not have any employment opportunities and that they could lose the business they want to work in. (Social Firm, Person with disabilities, Scotland)

·  This is a difficult one to give a definitive answer to as I believe that it is appropriate to fund some individuals direct and for others a commissioned service is far more beneficial. (Social Firm, Person with disabilities, England)
· It very much depends on the specific circumstances . (Social Firm, Scotland)
· All individuals should be allowed a greater choice of options which they feel suit their specific needs. (Social Firm, Scotland)
1.3
There is no need for, and we would advise against taking an all or nothing approach. Of course there should be support for personal choice, but this does not preclude supporting other, more sustainable employment initiatives. The Government should not back away from looking at alternatives, simply because the cost of subsidising Remploy is disproportionately high. More modern approaches involving integrated workforces are found throughout Europe. Germany, Italy and Finland are notable examples where, with a small level of financial support, increasing numbers of jobs are being created in commercially viable organisations. 
ACCESS TO WORK
2 
Q2:Do you agree that any funding which may be released from reforms to specialist disability employment programmes should be used to expand the Access to Work programme?
2.1
In theory, the Sayce Review’s key recommendation to redirect funding away from any form of facility and re-channel it through Access to Work would appear to maximise the number of people with disabilities who can fulfil their employment ambitions. But in practice, it is unlikely to be the most effective approach in the short to medium term. The Sayce Review fails to take account of the key issue - the lack of jobs in the labour market.  There is intense competition for each vacancy and, despite employers’ responsibilities under equality legislation, this leaves many disabled people at an additional disadvantage, particularly if they have a learning disability, mental health problem or sensory impairment, because they often have not had the opportunity to develop the experience and skills required.

2.2
Evidence for this is clear from the employment rates of people with disabilities. In addition, employment rates vary widely according to the nature of the impairment. It is telling that in the Government’s Disability Equality Indicators
 the employment rate for people with depression or bad nerves is significantly lower than the employment rate for most other types of impairments and the Indicators do not even include data relating to people with learning disabilities, visual and/auditory impairments, mental illness and phobias and speech impediments. 
2.3
Access to Work clearly has an essential role to play, but it is not a panacea.  It is of great concern that the number of people getting support under the programme for the first time actually dropped by 20% between 2009/10 and 2010/11. It could well be that this was a consequence of the economic downturn, with fewer people with disabilities securing work. In any event, there is clear evidence that increasing the funds available for Access to Work alone will not, of itself, maximise the number of people with disabilities in work. 

2.4
We believe there should be an inclusive, multi-stranded strategy – one that fits the prevailing economic climate and one that creates opportunities for all. This must take account of the needs of people whose particular disability results in them having the least chance of being employed by mainstream organisations.  
3.
Q3: As funding levels are set, it may not be possible to implement all of the recommended improvements to Access to Work straight away. Which ones do you think should be the priority ?
3.1
Of the 6 suggestions in the consultation document for improvements to the Access to Work scheme, our members’ overall top 2 priorities of the suggestions listed were:

· Creating a system so that disabled people could know before they get a job what Access to Work support they could get.

· Extending Access to Work support to cover more work-related training, for example, unpaid work experience (but see comments below).

These two improvements would clearly empower disabled people when applying for work, and enable access to more positive opportunities to increase skills and experience irrespective of employment status. 
3.2 
However, our respondents were by no means unanimous in the priority they gave to each of the suggested improvements, reflecting their different circumstances and opinions. We asked if they had any other suggestions for improvements to the scheme. 
· Several respondents said that Access to Work should be available to people with disabilities for whom part-time employment is what meet their needs, either in the short or the long term. This should include people seeking work or working  for less than 16 hours a week.

· Some want to see the detailed rules simplified with the aim of enabling people to get the support they need without falling foul of technicalities.
· Several raised the importance of having an impartial advice service 
· Several respondents suggested that Access to Work should be available to support training, including both:

·  in-employment training to enable people to develop sustainable skills: and

·  pre-employment training, ( particularly for IT, which will be vital  if the Government takes up the recommendation for an internet-based portal (Sayce recommendation 2a). It should not be assumed that everyone already has these skills.

· funding individual access to broadband/IT where individuals don’t yet have it.(This is not uncommon). This could open up home-based or remote working as well as allowing for training, peer to peer support, networking and support services that can also be accessed via the web.

3.3
In addition,  Access to Work should allow for an organisation employing several disabled people with similar support needs to pool individual Access to Work contributions thereby increasing the overall support in the most efficient and effective way.
3.4
 Greater awareness of the scheme is definitely needed and Social Firms UK would be happy to assist the Government in implementing its revised communication strategy through our networks. 

REMPLOY  

4
Q4: Do you agree that change is needed to Remploy, as part of an overall approach of redistributing available funds? Do you agree that the best way to achieve this is to allow viable parts of Remploy to leave the public sector and for direct government funding of Remploy to be phased out?

4.1
Over 90% of respondents who expressed a view agreed that change is needed and funds should be redistributed. There are certainly many more cost effective ways to support disabled people into and in employment. Concern was expressed however, that the Remploy situation should not be seen to be representative of the very many organisations offering supportive employment who are operating successfully with minimal or no financial support. 
““There should not be a "one size fits all" solution; businesses which directly employ disabled people as their primary goal are ONE very good option for SOME disabled people either as a long term solution to employment or as a stepping stone to mainstream/open employment and should be supported.” (Social Firm, England)  

5
Q5: Do you agree that disabled people working in Remploy’s Enterprise Businesses should be given the opportunity to own and run these businesses free of government control and funding? Do you have any views on how to support this transition?
5.1
 100% agreed that disabled people working in Remploy’s Enterprise Businesses should have the opportunity to own and run these businesses. 
5.2
We welcome the Sayce Review’s recognition that social enterprise and Social Firms are an important part of the offer available to disabled people and that the social enterprise route can offer a way forward for viable sections of the Remploy business. For Social Firms in particular, we have evidence in a number of studies that demonstrate the social return on investment that they offer. The most recent study (Aug 2011) concluded that a Social Firm in the West Midlands achieves an SROI ratio of £4.80: £1.
  Of this, the return to the Exchequer is £1.52 – a higher rate than that for Access to Work as quoted in the Sayce Review. 
5.3
The transition arrangements must be carefully thought through.  We would urge the Government to invite expressions of interest from existing successful social enterprises and Social Firms with relevant expertise to explore the potential of developing successful joint ventures with viable elements of Remploy Enterprise. Social Firms UK is well placed and ready to help with this.
5.4
 Our respondents also offered the following advice and comments:
· “Use the funds in a balanced way - where the business can compete, support it; where it is loss making but provides valuable training, use a time limited approach; where it does neither, reallocate funding as personal budgets for individual support.”
Social Firm, person with mental health problems,  Wales
· “This [transition] would require a lot of support and due diligence to ensure a model of sustainability is developed but not from the point of view of funding an ongoing loss making venture under some other means.” Social Firm, Scotland
· “The viability of Remploy businesses should be evaluated with a "reasonable" level of subsidy reflecting the value of these jobs (or the associated welfare savings) and also the additional cost of supporting them. This should be signiifcantly less than the £23-25k per job per annum.” Social Firm, England
· “The factories may hold the key to Remploy's survival if an innovative approach can be applied to their products and services and each business is afforded a strong board and good management. Support to potential buyout staff will need to extend to beyond the preparation and take-over phases and the independent panel will need to have the imagination to see the potential beyond the obvious. Even if factories do close, employees may still wish to pursue ownership independently and should be given the opportunity to do so. [ ] The Social Firm model, especially for us in Wales, has been very successful in seeing enterprises leave the public sector to become independent, commercially viable companies. The way in which support is administered and the process of diminishing support is proving to be a practical way of externalising services successfully.” Social Firms Wales
· “Don’t rush it and empower Remploy’s disabled employees as leaders of these new business and purchasers of business support services that will help them to turn their aspirations into viable and sustainable businesses.” Social Firm, parent of child with Aspergers, England
· “Offer existing Social Firms the opportunity to acquire viable parts of Remploy.” Social Firm, person with disabilities, England
· “Remploy should be capitalising on its resources to achieve independence and becoming a Social Firm is perhaps one of the more secure routes for doing so. How this transition occurs will be crucial to the success of the outcome. The funding issue is not so much the route it takes but the effectiveness of its path. Positive outcomes for individuals accessing funding via their support provider places a high level of responsibility upon that support and those who provide it. My question is, therefore, what controls are there in place to secure the right outcomes for the proposal. It will also be necessary to provide Remploy with the necessary support, in addition to any financial package, that will enable the company to diversify and reach new markets in order to become competitive in the commercial sector.” Social Firms Wales
· Involve social entrepreneurs to develop funding opportunities for buy-out. Look to reduce subsidy over 3 years. Social Firm, person with disabilities
· Start by discussing these ideas with the people that are likely to take on the reformation. I do not mean give it to some big privately own company to make big profits from selling it off, I mean look at the talent that is already working within the organisation. This may be the most unlikeliest person your would have thought of [ ]. We may do things differently to the average person but we do it for keeps. Social Firm, person with disabilities
6
Q6:Do you agree that Remploy’s Employment Services should be sold and transformed into a mutual, social enterprise or other model? Do you have any views on how to support this transition?
6.1
96% of our respondents agreed with this proposal. Suggestions for how to support the transitions were, in many cases, similar to those for the transition of Remploy Enterprise Businesses eg  consult staff, ensure viability of the business, provide expert business support, invite successful social entrepreneurs to become involved.
7
 Q7:If you do not agree with the Sayce Review, please tell us your ideas for the future of Remploy.

7.1
Please see para 11.2 below for suggestions for action to increase employment for disabled people.

RESIDENTIAL TRAINING COLLEGES

8
Q8: Do you agree with the recommendation that the Department for Work and Pensions should not directly fund Residential Training as a distinct facilities-based programme? 

8.1
91% of our respondents agreed.


WORK CHOICE AND WORK PROGRAMME
9
Q10: Do you agree that supported business places should not receive special protection after the current Work Choice contracts expire?

9.1
The majority of our respondents disagreed, with only 40% in favour of this proposal. Some respondents expressed their concern that this would result in fewer opportunities for people with complex needs.  Several respondents suggested that Work Choice as a programme should be reviewed and that a "reasonable" level of subsidy reflecting the value of these jobs (in terms of the associated welfare savings)  and  the additional support costs should be available to any employer. For those organisations currently involved there would need to be a long period  of notice , (say 1 year) to allow for them to achieve alternative income.
10
Q11: Do you agree that in the longer term Work Choice and Access to Work should be merged into a single programme delivered through individual budgets?
10.1
80% of respondents agreed that this could be a longer term aim because current employment programmes are too prescriptive. However by merging the programmes it makes it all the more important to ensure there is clear advice about options to meet individual need and consistency in decision making about entitlement to the range of support under Access to Work.  It is crucial to avoid the trap whereby simplification of funding streams actually results in an outcome where there are fewer options for people with complex support needs.   
11
OTHER ISSUES

Q12: Do you have any other suggestions for improving or changing specialist disability employment support not covered by any of the above questions?

11.1
This consultation shows that the Government understands that redundancies are likely, even if viable enterprises are floated off from Remploy Enterprise Businesses. The result is an increase in the already disproportionate number of people with disabilities without work.  This reinforces the point made earlier - Government needs to re-allocate monies in a way that helps to create more job opportunities for unemployed disabled people, both in the locality of Remploy redundancies and more widely. It is simply not enough to redistribute the funds from Remploy to the Access to Work budget. The ultimate aim that funding should follow the individual should be pursued, but it will only achieve the desired outcome of increased employment rates for disabled people when recognition amongst employers of disabled peoples’ capabilities is the norm rather than something unusual. 
11.2
To bridge that gap there is a range of possibilities which reflect the diversity among people with disabilities and which should be explored. They involve taking imaginative and coordinated cross-government approaches, which of themselves are likely to yield greater efficiencies.  For example, action the Government should take include: 

· Investing in  start up/expansion of Social Firms (including specialist mentoring and tapered financial support), in order to kickstart the creation of more jobs. 
· Using the Government’s (BIS/DCLG) leverage with the Local Enterprise Partnerships to encourage more openings for people with disabilities in their areas.

· Offering enhanced  business support for people with disabilities whose skills can be used on a self-employed basis  or business idea that could enable them to set up their own social enterprise or company.  
11.3
Finally, it’s already clear that imminent changes to the benefits regime will result in some disabled people receiving less money. We urge the Government to start looking now at broadening the range of employment solutions, and considering carefully all the suggestions made in this response. We would be happy to discuss this further.

Please contact:

 Sally Reynolds, Chief Executive, or Di Cunliffe, Policy Officer 

Social Firms UK

Suite 2

Victoria House

10 Brighton Road

Redhill

RH1 6QZ

sreynolds@socialfirmsuk.co.uk
dcunliffe@socialfirmsuk.co.uk
Tel: 01737 231360

Social Firms UK : October 2011 

�  The Government has a goal of achieving disability equality by 2025. For employment, its aim is that disabled people are able to enjoy their right to work on an equal basis with others, and the gap in employment rate between disabled and non-disabled people reduced. It has developed a series of indicators to measure progress towards this goal. See


 �HYPERLINK "http://odi.dwp.gov.uk/roadmap-to-disability-equality/employment.php"�http://odi.dwp.gov.uk/roadmap-to-disability-equality/employment.php�


 


� See  �HYPERLINK "http://www.socialfirmsuk.co.uk/resources/library/rnib-and-action-social-firms-social-impact-measurement"�http://www.socialfirmsuk.co.uk/resources/library/rnib-and-action-social-firms-social-impact-measurement�
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