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"Disability is created by the way society is organised, if we change that we become inclusive”
Stephen Hodgkins: director Disability Lib 2009
Following the report Thriving or Surviving which looked at the needs of disabled people’s organisations, Disability Lib (Listen, Include, Build) was officially launched in 2008, with funding from the Big Lottery Fund for three years. This report was very important as it found that most disabled peoples organisations were excluded from mainstream capacity-building initiatives. This was often due to a lack of understanding of the user-controlled disability sector. The report also clearly identified the needs of disabled people, the changing political landscape of disability and the type of capacity building that would be appropriate. 

Disability Lib is a consortium (alliance) project between seven partners. Together they deliver support to Disabled Peoples Organisations (DPO’s) throughout England. Their approach is based around the belief that DPO’s play a vital role in challenging disablism and discrimination, and that disabled services are most effective when they are user-led.

Stephen Hodgkins has been the Director of Disability Lib for the past year, and is very clear about the support that is needed and the direction DPO’s and equality organisations need to take in order the move the issue of disability forward.

The main focus of the organisation’s work is capacity building and empowering Disabled People’s Organisations (DPOs) to develop professional skills. This includes training in management, governance, inclusion, leadership, fundraising, campaigning and the many issues that relate to becoming a charity. For more information about the work of Disability Lib, visit their website www.disabilitylib.org.uk



Geraldine, the Communications Officer for the National Equality Partnership, met with Stephen to talk about the key issues affecting disability groups.

G: It seems to me that the term ‘disabled’ can include a wide range of people, with very differing needs, has this been your experience Stephen?

S: “’Disability’ can mean a lot of different things to different people. The DDA estimates that there are eleven million people who identify as disabled in this country, but, many of these do not identify in that way, and if you include older people, and those with chronic health issues or fluctuating conditions, that figure could be way higher.  A majority of these will face extreme poverty, experiencing difficulties and social exclusion. 

Traditionally people have associated disability as being about a lack of mobility. But this includes a broad range.  I think disability is self-defined, and can include people with mental health issues, drug and alcohol dependency, learning difficulties, or HIV/AIDS. Society and public services tend to have a very narrow view of disability”.
G. Why do you think society has such a narrow view of disability?

S:  “In some cases it’s simply because disabled people are less visible. People understand the need for ramps, but in the Disabled Peoples Movement and at DisLib we know it means much more than that. There is still a need to understand that disability and impairment are integral parts of society. . We also have to understand that marginalised people such as black and ethnic communities, lesbians, gay and bisexual people will experience additional problems if they are disabled. As I said, disability is part of society created by the way its organised”. 
G: Disabled people have an image of pro-active campaigning, in your experience, Stephen, is this still true?

S: “There are still a lot of individuals and groups nationally, involved in campaigning, providing support and working to improve the reality of disabled people’s lives in this country.

But we need to understand that there is no such thing as a single ‘disabled peoples movement’. There are many aspects to these, each concerned with the wide range of impairments and disability discrimination that people experience.  

At DisLib we believe that disabled people are in the best position to identify their own needs. A lot of the work of DisLib focuses on developing finances and management skills, so that disabled peoples organisations are empowered to take control of the support that is provided”.

G: Do you think funding is a positive step to developing the disability agenda?

S:  “Obviously managing to get financial stability is important for many of the local groups we are in contact with, but it is also important to be aware of the effects of the present economic climate and the changes in funding to local groups. It’s important that Disabled Peoples Organisations (DPO’s) do not end up being pseudo social care, taking responsibility for the support that mainstream services should be providing as part of legislation.  

Groups also need to be aware that receiving public funds may have an effect on their campaigning, and they may be unable to take the same critical point of view”.

G: From my experience the ‘needs’ of disabled peoples communities have been identified and well documented over the years through numerous needs assessment. What single step do you think would help to move things forward?

 S: “A lot of our work is about promoting the positive value of disabled peoples organisations, and what they are able to do as part of an inclusive society. We need to switch our attention from the things that make disabled people different, and focus on common concerns, the things that bring us together, like citizenship, safety and being able to move around independently. 

I know this might be difficult for some people who have a big investment in maintaining a focus on their specific needs. But ultimately, we need to find a commonality, find the things that unite us. This will give us a stronger voice.

But more importantly, we need to look at this society and question why there is much more difficulty accepting people who do not fit into the idea of who is ‘able’.  Disability is created by the way society is organised, if we change that we become inclusive.

The language of disability needs to be radicalised again, and reclaimed from mainstream language. We need to take a critical look at the issues and not just the barriers that stop disabled people from being allowed to live full and productive lives.

After all, it’s about human rights”.

G: Thank you very much for your time Stephen.

Although Disabled Peoples Organisations have existed in England since the 1890’s, disabled people still do not have equal citizenship. This is because society’s economic, political, social and cultural structures and attitudes do not empower disabled people. 

For those working in the equality sector, the involvement of DPO’s is essential if they are to receive the support they need to become an integral part of society. This is not just the responsibility of those working with the disability or equality sectors, but of all third sector organisations. In particular all those supporting community groups need to ensure they are providing relevant and accessible support to DPOs, and supporting campaigns for disability equality. 

What can you do?

Contact DisLib for your local DPO’s and find out how you can help them to provide the support they need. 

If you would like further information contact:
Disability LIB,

6 Market Road,

London N7 9PW.

Phone: 0844 800 4331

SMS/Mobile: 07967 185 752

http://www.disabilitylib.org.uk/

You can also contact Stephen Lee Hodgkins directly:

stephen.hodgkins@disabilitylib.org.uk or at: contact@disabilitylib.org.uk 

Further reading:

· ‘The Discursive Construction and Invalidation of Disability’. Vol 1, Chpt 17, p 213-230. Hodgkins, S.L. & Baility, S. (2009) 

· Disabilities: Insights From: ‘Across Fields and Around the World’ .3rd volume. Marshall, C.A. Kendall, E., Banks, M., & Gover, R.M.S. & (Eds).  

