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Disability Access Through EVS

Final Report on the Seminar held in Cardiff Bay

12-15 February 2008
26 people who are active in sending and hosting EVS volunteers in 14 European states took part in a very successful seminar in Cardiff Bay, 12-15 February. The event was hosted by the UK’s National Agency for EVS, with significant travel cost support from a number of other National Agencies. It was facilitated by ICP Partneriaeth, an experienced EVS co-ordinator, and the team of trainers and speakers drew on specialist expertise from within the disability sector in Wales. The event also promoted networking among the organisations represented at the seminar, sharing their considerable knowledge and experience too. We examined issues affecting the accessibility of EVS for volunteers will all kinds of disability, including: 

(1) physical mobility problems (2) sensory impairment (3) learning disabilities and (4) mental health problems.
The final agenda of the seminar, participants’ list and details of speakers are attached. We are particularly grateful to Jim Crowe (Director, Learning Disability Wales) for his welcoming speech and to Gail Williams and Andy Lewis (Disability Wales), to Mark John Williams and Andrew Williams (Learning Disability Wales) and to Sanna Arkko and Jutta Kivimaki (Finnish Federation for the Visually Impaired) and Jill Griffiths (Head of Voluntary Services, Cardiff & Vale NHS Trust) for their training inputs. We also wish to thank Bethan Jenkins AM for hosting our visit to the Senedd, (the Welsh National Assembly).
Specific issues which were examined in some detail at the seminar included:

1. The Social Model of Disability (in distinction to other models: the medical model, the charity model etc.)

2. Disability Equality Training (in distinction to disability awareness training etc.)

3. Person Centred Planning

For further information on these methodologies, please refer to the websites:

www.disabilitywales.org and www.learningdisabilitywales.org.uk
There were various groupwork sessions during the seminar, focussing on “Obstacles to including disabled volunteers” and “Solutions for these obstacles”. Arising from this groupwork, there was a final business session to formulate agreed Recommendations for Action. There was also a session on Networking, where organisations made proposals with each other to improve and facilitate the hosting and sending of disabled volunteers through EVS in the near future. ICP Partneriaeth undertook to follow up on these proposals periodically after the seminar to report on progress.

Recommendations for Action
a) Recommendations to each National Agency

Seminar participants called up the UK NA, which had hosted the event, to network with all the other NAs to share ideas which could facilitate and support the hosting and sending of disabled volunteers. In particular, participants sought more uniformity in decision-making on issues like the granting of exceptional costs and reinforced mentorship funding. It was pointed out that the lack of uniformity means unpredictability and increased difficulty in planning the necessary support which many/most disabled volunteers should have.
It was also pointed out that an accurate estimate of “exceptional costs” per individual in advance is often not possible. This creates a significant financial risk for hosting and sending organisations. Where managers are required to limit financial risk, therefore, there can often be a strong counter-pressure, based on financial risk management, to the good intentions of the EVS programme to promote inclusion.

Participants therefore recommended that each NA should establish a Special Fund for supporting unforeseen exceptional costs arising from the hosting and sending of disabled volunteers. This would make more sense than building in a special contingency fund for each individual disabled volunteers’ placement. (The “individual” funding approach would be likely to tie up a lot more funding which ultimately would not be spent, but which would be effectively taken out of the EVS finances for a given year.) 

The establishment of a Special Fund of this kind by each NA would promote a more knowledgeable and sympathetic Risk Assessment role for NAs. There should be a nominated emergency budget holder to administer this Special Fund in each NA, with the recruitment also of an external Disability Advisor (drawn from the community of specialist disability organisations in each country).
b) Insurers

Consideration was also given to the role of the insurers (European Benefits Administrators and AXA Assistance). Participants generally felt that these agencies were somewhat remote and that they too were focussed strongly on individual and “exceptional” cases. The need exists, it was felt, for a more strategic and holistic approach when it comes to insuring problems affecting disabled volunteers and there would be great advantage in holding a face-to-face meeting involving EBA, AXA, representatives of the Executive Agency, NAs, the EVS Inclusion Unit in Brussels, representatives of relevant hosting and sending organisations and, crucially, representatives of specialist disability organisations. The remit would be to demystify and simplify insurance for disabled volunteers (and this would probably have the side-effect of demystifying insurance issues for all volunteers). There would also be a chance to clarify insurance policy on disability issues in general. 

Participants would welcome it if the UK NA could consider taking a lead on this proposal, as the NA which had hosted the Cardiff Bay seminar.
c) EVS Inclusion Unit and SALTO
Strong reference was made at the seminar to the valuable work carried out by the Inclusion Unit, which has produced some excellent handbooks on the inclusion of marginalised and disadvantaged young people. SALTO also maintains a register of trainers who are available to support and improve the quality of the EVS programme.

The seminar in Cardiff Bay focussed more particularly on disability, rather than disadvantage in general. A key feature of the Cardiff Bay seminar was the fact that the core of the trainer team was drawn from membership-based disability organisations, with disabled trainers leading the sessions. Several times, they emphasised how “accessible” they are, how willing they are to use their expertise in promoting disability access generally. It was stressed that this expertise can and should  be “bought in” to all aspects of the EVS and related programmes, above all when disability issues are being addressed. EVS organisations can then have first-hand access to real expert advice¹. 

Perhaps the EVS Inclusion Unit in Brussels and SALTO, along with the Education and Culture Executive Agency of the European Commission, can assist in promoting this approach. There already specialist disability organisations in each country and, in many cases, there are national federations of disability organisations, bringing together representative organisations across the whole field of disability. There are even “federations of federations” at European level. It was felt that we should do more, within the EVS programme, to tap into the training expertise of these specialist organisations, their staff and affiliated trainers.

Seminar participants and trainers expressed a real keenness to work with the Inclusion Unit and SALTO on these issues too.
Networking
Overleaf please find a diagram representing the outcome of the “Networking” session. During this session, particular organisations represented at the seminar undertook to remain in contact with each other with a view to sending and hosting disabled volunteers and improving the quality and number of such placements. In the diagram, the symbol > indicates the likely direction of sending activity. 
¹ This good practice, based on a real  “inclusion”, could also significantly expand the employment opportunities open to disabled trainers.
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