

1. Introduction



1.1 This independent evaluation of the Black Friendly Group Development Project was commissioned by the Kings Fund. The Kings Fund have been a major funder for this Project since July 1997. The three workers employed through this funding started work on the Project in July 1997. The Kings Fund has been supplied with regular Progress Reports and it is not the intention of this report to reiterate the details of those Progress Reports.



1.2 The Black Friendly Group has been directly supported and managed by Lambeth ACCORD. Lambeth ACCORD was established in 1984 and formed part of a European network of 16 projects established by the European Commission to explore innovative ways of promoting the economic and social integration of disabled people. The organisation is made up of projects working in the areas of self-advocacy, employment, information and advice, independent living and community care. ACCORD currently employs 23 full-time and part-time workers. ACCORD is managed by a Management Committee 85% of whom are disabled people.



1.3 The Self Advocacy project is managed by the Self-Advocacy Co-ordinator who reports regularly to the Project Co-ordinator. The Project Co-ordinator reports to the Management Committee described above. The Self-Advocacy Project is also advised by the Self-Advocacy Project Committee made up mainly of people with learning disabilities assisted by supporters as non-voting members. The Project Committee agrees work-plans with workers and they report to them on a monthly basis and these reports are given to the Management Committee who retain overall management of ACCORD Projects.



1.4 The Black Friendly Group currently has a separate Advisory Group consisting of Black people with learning disabilities, workers and members from local Black community groups and key people working in health and social services agencies. There are currently three Black Friendly Group members in the Advisory Group.



1.5 The Black Friendly Group was initiated by a Black woman with learning disabilities who was working as a Self- Advocacy Development Worker at Lambeth ACCORD. The need for a group for Black people with learning disabilities was established as result of a conference for Black people with learning disabilities held in Lambeth in 1991. 



1.6 The Black Friendly Group (BFG) has now been running for 8 years and has never been evaluated by someone external to the Project. The Group consists of approximately 30 people with a number of others on a waiting list. The Group meets once a fortnight at Landsdowne Youth Club in Stockwell and other venues. They have an office base at Lambeth ACCORD offices. Following one and a half years of development it was felt appropriate to undertake an independent evaluation of the Project. 





2. Self Advocacy & Black People with Learning Disabilities



2.1 There is a great deal of research evidence that Black people with learning disabilities do not get equal access to services or fair treatment in them (Baxter et al, 1990). Given the extent of institutional discrimination highlighted by several studies, the issue of protection of rights and speaking up for oneself becomes a crucial issues for Black disabled people. 



2.2 There is strong evidence to suggest that Black disabled people are particularly vulnerable to racism and racial harassment (Begum, 1992). Further research work does need to be done with Black people with learning disabilities but it is likely that they face greater levels of discrimination in services such as health, social services, education, housing and employment as well as in the wider community. There is no doubt that Black people with learning disabilities should be a priority group for self advocacy and  independent advocacy services given the threats to their basic rights.



 2.3 In a recent report by the London Boroughs Grants Committee on Independent Advocacy Services, a survey was conducted with over 40 co-ordinators of London advocacy projects to identify the gaps in advocacy services in their areas. A parallel survey of advocacy service users was also conducted on their views of local service gaps. The findings identified that the biggest gap in advocacy services was for people from ethnic minority groups. 





3. How the evaluation was done 



This evaluation involved taking the following steps :



A focus group for members of the Black Friendly Group.

One-to-one interviews with the support staff of the Group.

Interviews with the Project Co-ordinator, the Director of Lambeth ACCORD, a representative from the Management Committee and a representative from the Advisory Group.

Visits to three agencies which have had links with the BFG - Elfrida Rathbone Centre, Brixton Social Education Centre and the Race Equality Unit.

All relevant documents were provided by Lambeth ACCORD and have been read in the preparation of this evaluation report.
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4. The effects of the Group on its members



4.1 The BFG has provided a very important social network for its Black members. It provided opportunities for people to meet and make friends. The Black people with learning disabilities felt ‘at home’ in the group and felt that being Black and disabled was acceptable and not a negative thing in the Group. It was often the life experience of Black members that they were not fully accepted by other people with  learning disabilities thereby increasing their feelings of being rejected all the time. 



4.2 The BFG has given its members a chance to talk about personal problems and other issues which were important to them with other Black people who were going through similar experiences. This became an important way of building up solidarity between people to support each other to take more control over their own lives. It helped people to understand the problems of racism in society and how it oppresses Black people in general and especially Black disabled people. 



4.3 Understanding how racism works was important for the group members to be able to feel that they were not to blame for the bad attitudes of other people. Not seeing yourself as a problem or burden to others was a first step in feeling positive about yourself and feeling that you have many skills and talents to offer the community. It was noted that most of the Group members were said to have increased their self-confidence, to communicate with others better and to be more able to stand up for their rights. There were reports of some Group members seeing themselves positively as Black people for the first time indicating a strengthening of their racial identity.



4.4 This new approach to their lives sometimes threw up new problems and gave them new ideas of how to deal with other long-standing problems from the past. People felt free to bring up their personal and family problems and discuss them in the Group. They did not always get the answers from others of what to do, but they did get people’s attention, concern and ideas about the problem and it definitely helped them to decide what they should do. The Group has provided sessions on sex education, relationships and related health issues. The Group also has written to and liaised with parents or workers at the member’s request.



4.5 The BFG engaged in many Black cultural activities to strengthen people’s sense of who they are and their cultural heritage. Such as the cooking of culturally appropriate foods along with information about basic food hygiene and safety in the kitchen. There were also sessions which involved learning about Black history, the slave trade and colonisation, how people came to this country and many issues to do with politics and the Black struggle for equality. There were also activities geared to put members in touch with local and national events that related to Black people such as the ‘Windrush’ celebrations about Black people from the Caribbean coming to Britain. Group members have been directly involved in parliamentary lobbies on disability rights issues. This approach to current events helps members to feel more of a part of the local community and in touch with important issues as they are happening. 





4.6 The Group through its activities and support has managed to increase the interests of its member in a wide range of issues. For example, a small group of people are much more interested in training and education and becoming trainers themselves through the Group. Certain individuals have made striking progress in their communication and confidence. For example, one person who was not very confident early on in the Group, at a later date,  was able to give a presentation to a large audience of people at a conference. 



4.7 Three members of the BFG have become volunteers who provide extra help to the Group. These volunteers are members of the Advisory Group for the BFG and they do administrative jobs to do with the BFG in the Lambeth ACCORD office. They receive informal supervision from the BFG support staff and one-to-one training on the job in the office. They have also learned to work with the computer in the office and have developed their office skills in general. Each volunteer has a job description and an action plan to develop their work skills.



4.8 The volunteers appear to have learned a great deal from their new roles. One person in particular has reported that they have gained some very valuable work experience and that  before she had been bored at the local Social Education Centre as she was not getting enough opportunities to use her potential. As well as building up skills, the volunteers have also built up their confidence in taking on such work.



4.9 The Black people consulted in this evaluation appeared to be very confident in speaking about their interests and relationships compared to similar groups of people with learning disabilities which  the evaluator has met in the past in other areas. Issues regarding marriage and having children were quite comfortably discussed in the Group which is quite unusual in mixed groups of people with learning disabilities. 



4.10 There were some comments about the involvement of people with communication disabilities in the Group. It was felt that the less vocal people did not join in as much as some of the others but they did express their feelings either through signing or through their behaviours. It was said that the less verbal people obviously enjoyed attending the Group as much as anyone else. 
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5. Comments from consultation with Group members 



5.1 What we like best about the BFG :

Learning about my culture.

Sorting out my problems.

Speaking up about problems.

Making Black friends.

Being able to talk to other Black people without white people there

	     (not to be nasty but to talk about personal things as a Black person).

Having a holiday for Black people.

Mixing with different people.



5.2 There were a few requests to have the Group more than twice a month. There was also a comment that when staff from services helped out with transport they heard something being said by the members and went back to work and talked to other staff about it. This was seen as breaking confidentiality and it was felt that it was better to have agency drivers and staff to help out with the BFG. 



5.3 Improvements suggested by Group members included :

Decoration for the meeting room.

Go on more holidays with the BFG.

Go to Karaoke with the BFG.

Go to Disney world with the BFG.



Recommendations

R1. It was reported that although some of the facilitators did use sign language, including Makaton, most of the Group members did not use signs. It is suggested that all Group members are given some instruction in the use of sign language (perhaps Makaton initially) maybe through a starting game or warm-up at the beginning of each Group session. If members do wish to learn more sign language and develop their skills in this area there should be some links made with educational programmes which can offer further instruction.



R2. In the medium-term, it may be necessary to establish a smaller additional group for people with communication disabilities to facilitate the expression of personal issues and preferences for activities.  Implications for support staff would, of course, have to be considered. This group of people should still be free to attend any larger social group in the BFG if they wish. 
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6. The effects of the Group on other services



6.1 Services reported that there had been a marked improvement in the BFG’s effectiveness within the last two years when the Group was funded on a stable basis. Communications between the Group and services had shown the most improvement. Letters about the activities which the BFG organised were most appreciated by service providers. There were examples given of how Group members had come back to the service and shared their learning with other service users. There was also evidence of teaching materials developed for the Group being shared with service staff and being used in services.



6.2 There was a general feeling that the BFG had been extremely helpful for services in providing positive images of Black disabled people and helping individual service users to develop a positive attitude to being a Black person. More contact with the BFG support workers on this issue would be greatly welcomed by the services consulted. Face to face visits were seen as the most effective way of making this contact.



6.3 The BFG has been involved in research studies by other organisations such as the Race Equality Unit in London which has been commissioned by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation to look into the views of Black young disabled people about Independent Living. A study by Community Volunteers Scheme has completed a report about services for Black people with learning disabilities which involved information from the Group. This document is due to be published later this year. 



6.4 Lambeth SSD have contacted the Group and consulted them on a series of issues regarding joint commissioning of services between them and the Health Authority. 



6.5 The BFG has also been involved in services being delivered to an individual member of the Group who was compulsorily detained in hospital under the Mental Health Act. The support staff for the Group linked up with hospital and helped the person to get the right kind of help. The Group has arranged appointments for members and assisted them to attend the appointments.



6.6 The local Elfrida Rathbone Centre has recently consulted the BFG on setting up a support and advisory group for Black people with learning disabilities on their project. There have been several similar enquiries regarding good practice in self-advocacy involving Black disabled people from agencies in other parts of the country. 



R3. A medium-term goal for the Group could be to put together and maintain a resource base on advocacy issues for Black disabled people. This would require specific funding with a part-time post for administration of the resource base and to handle telephone enquiries. A small project such as this could also provide useful work experience for Black people with learning disabilities. Readily available learning materials about advocacy can assist support staff in training service users and responding to training requests as well as telephone requests for information.



R4. A short-term goal for the Group could be to negotiate with Lambeth SSD and other Local Authorities to provide Black service user representatives on committees and planning bodies to do with services for people with learning disabilities. This could be undertaken on a contract basis where monies would be paid to assist Black people with learning disabilities to prepare for and attend meeting and to find out the views of Black service users on particular issues to do with service planning and development. This project could be on the lines of the ‘Search Team’ in Birmingham which is a broad-based, user-led group who provide advocates for people going through the complaints procedures and provide service user representatives for all the important decision-making committees in the SSD. 



R5. A longer-term development of the Group could involve providing one-to-one support for Black people with complex needs such as those people coming out of hospitals and being re-settled in the community. This service could be provided on a ‘spot contract’ basis to the statutory services concerned.







�

7. How the Group supported user involvement & participation



7.1 The BFG has been helping to develop better user involvement and participation in several different ways. They have provided ideas for good models of practice in self-advocacy directly to organisations working with Black people with learning disabilities such as Elfrida Rathbone. The BFG has also planned and run workshops at conferences such as a recent workshop for the British Institute of Learning Disabilities.



7.2 The Group has been involved in a Lambeth SSD initiative to produce a ‘good practice’ guide for staff working with Black people with learning disabilities. The Group have been consulted and have participated directly in producing a draft document which will be issued in the next few months.



7.3 BFG support workers have been directly involved in helping a service to establish a Black self advocacy group. They have provided advice and consultancy and they are involved in monitoring progress in the service. The service values the independent nature of this assistance as the management is mostly White and feels that Black people should be directly involved in issues of empowerment and self advocacy.



7.4 Specific issues for Black women were highlighted by some services with problems around poor self image, negative attitudes to their own culture and forming relationships with Black men being most prominent.



7.5 On an individual level, the Group has increased the skills and confidence of members to speak up for themselves. One service reported that they had noticed that the service users who had attended the Group were much more assertive and clear about what they want from the service.
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8. Training & education by the Group



8.1 The Group has already undertaken a wide variety of different training events, including workshops, presentations, information days and training programmes for professionals. All their training activities appear to have been well received and they continue to get requests to undertake similar work. The BFG has worked with groups of service users, staff and managers. 



8.2 The process of taking on a training request is participative as the Group is involved in talking about the request and whether they should do the work. The content of the presentation or course is discussed in the group and volunteers are identified to present the training event. This has not always been an easy process as many people in the Group still lack confidence in presenting information and leading groups in a training situation. There are approximately 9 Group members who have shown an interest in taking on a training role and it is felt by support workers that all of them are capable of becoming presenters. 



8.3 There have been a few problem with people who have volunteered changing their minds at the last minute and not turning up for the event with support staff having to fill in and carry the stress of doing so at short notice. The support staff are planning to provide training for volunteers on presentation and group leading to increase skills and confidence of the members in running training events. The group of volunteers for training work does need to be expanded in order to reduce the stress on the few people who seem to be taking on a lot of extra work.



8.4 The training has been valuable as it enables Black people with learning disabilities to speak from their own experiences. It is also an excellent example of good modelling for other people with learning disabilities who may be seeing people with learning disabilities taking the lead in training for service users and professionals for the first time. It was commented that several professionals were challenged and impressed by seeing people with learning disabilities running a training event.



8.5 The BFG and, in particular the volunteers, have been involved in planning and running a Health Information Day for Black people with learning disabilities. This day was extremely successful and was very useful for the Health Information Officer in helping her to better understand the information needs of Black people with learning disabilities.



8.6 The Group is beginning to type up reports of training and education work. For example, the Health Education Day mentioned above has been typed up and recommendations made to the Health Authority. An article on health education for people with learning disabilities has also been produced for wider publication. 
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R6. A medium-term goal of the Group could be to examine the training market for their services and work out a programme of consultancy and training services which they could offer. Fees could then be charged for these services to provide extra resources for training trainers and presenters and other needs of the BFG. The aim of the Group should be to establish a broad pool of people who can contribute to training events for local authority and voluntary sector organisations. Training may lead to the development of consultancy skills, particularly around the development of self-advocacy in services. 
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9. Employing Black people with Learning Disabilities



9.1 Support workers maintain that it would be impossible to run the Group without a Black person with learning disabilities as one of the support workers. The Group has learned more from a disabled worker as well as having a powerful role model which has encouraged members to aim higher in their own lives. Many Group members are able to identify with the disabled worker and have been positively influenced by her achievements.



9.2 Having Black people with learning disabilities as employees has brought a sense of “realism” to the work of the BFG. The non-disabled support workers feel as if they have gained a great deal from working alongside disabled colleagues and gaining a deeper understanding of the barriers which they face in the employment field. Non-disabled workers reported that sometimes staff from other services address them rather than a disabled worker which gives them an opportunity to challenge negative assumptions and stereotypes about disabled people held by these staff. 



9.3 All support staff felt that it was good practice to have a Black disabled person employed in the post and it certainly modelled good practice for other organisations providing services. It was felt that the views of disabled workers should carry weight with employers and that their perspective must be taken seriously even if it challenged the traditional practices of the employing organisation.



9.4 There was a consistent message from support staff that the workload was often overwhelming and that the amount of time to do certain tasks properly was not adequate. This situation may have been made worse by the growth in the number of tasks workers were having to take on due to the unforeseen work which arose from the BFG. All the work taken by support staff was extremely useful and valuable but it had not been predicted in the original project brief and therefore not allowed for in the allocation of resources and time. 



9.5 Improvements to support arrangements for disabled workers were suggested by support staff. The main problem appeared to be the lack of adequate time to undertake all the work expected of the team. It often required more time than allocated to get through tasks especially if working in partnership with people with learning disabilities. It has to be acknowledged by advocacy organisations that people with learning disabilities require more time to prepare for tasks as well time to do the task at a comfortable pace and be able to learn through careful debriefing after the task has been completed. Job descriptions and workloads have to reflect this differential requirement of time by workers. 
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R7. Black workers with learning disabilities should continue to be fully involved in their employment in the following ways :

~ reviewing and adapting the job description 

~ choosing and organising who should provide supervision

~ short-listing and interviewing their support workers

~ appraising their work performance

~ accessing an independent Black mentor if desired.



R8. Disabled workers should  have their employment and support needs carefully looked at and a package of assistance formulated to ensure that the disabled employee has sufficient support offered in a way that is sensitive to their style of working and their interests in the job. The disabled employee could be assisted (through an independent person preferably) to produce a written statement about their specific support needs for employment and the ways in which they work best, which could be used in future employment as well. The recommendations from this ‘initial assessment’ may have to result in changes to the workplace to adapt to the needs of the disabled person.



R9. In the medium-term, arrangements should be made for support workers for Black disabled staff to receive focused training on their role in supporting a Black disabled worker. The support worker’s role is not an easy one to sustain as a careful balance has to be maintained between facilitating a disabled workers to perform their work tasks and dominating the disabled worker. Support workers can benefit from talking to other support workers who are facing similar dilemmas and problems. 



R10. Black support workers with learning disabilities are employed by Lambeth ACCORD as workers and not as service user representatives. As workers they should never be put into situations where they are under pressure to either share their personal life experiences or to directly represent service users. If these roles are confused by employing organisations, it can set up a lot of stress for disabled workers as there are caught by conflicts between their work roles and their personal life experiences. It should be made clear from the outset of the post which role the worker is supposed to be fulfilling.
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10. Changes from the original brief for the project



10.1 Several changes from the original brief have taken place during the course of the project. This is not undesirable and, indeed, is evidence of good practice as it shows that the project has been responding flexibly to the needs of the Group members. 



10.2 The importance of the social aspects of the Group may not have been fully appreciated initially in setting up this Project. The lack of opportunities for social activities for Black people with learning disabilities is obviously a serious problem for many Group members. It is clear that some people attend primarily for the social contact. However, forming relationships with others, developing communication skills informally and being in a group are all essential prerequisites for self advocacy. Any self advocacy group would have to balance the social goals of the Group with the goal of facilitating self advocacy. The social goals of the BFG have to be accepted and incorporated into any restructuring of the Group.



10.3 It was not envisaged that disabled volunteers would be part of the work of the BFG. Consequently, the training, support and supervision of volunteers was not allowed for in the allocation of staff time and general resources. It has to be pointed out that the use of volunteers is an extremely important and valuable addition to the work of the BFG and should be protected and expanded if at all possible. In fact, the use of more volunteers may reduce the stress of some work tasks for the support staff as well as provide work experience for disabled people. The use of non-disabled volunteers to assist in supervising tasks in the office etc… should not be ruled out. 



10.4 Providing transport to Group members has also taken up a lot of support worker time. Organising transport has proved to be quite complicated on occasions and there were several comments that it was a stressful  part of planning for the Group meetings. There has also been unforeseen expenditure involved in paying escorts on the transport. 



10.5 Support workers have also visited day and residential services to assist Group members and to train or advise staff about the needs of Black people with learning disabilities. Some of these visits have been done in the workers own time and has not always been paid work. Gain, this work should be maintained and expanded as this appears to be a highly valued activity by other services.
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11. Challenges for the Black Friendly Group



11.1 The BFG has experienced conflicts between what they are required to produce through their services by their funders and what they want to produce for the benefit of Black service users. 



11.2 The success and popularity of the Group has led to a rapid increase in its size which has presented real problems for the support workers to cover all the work necessary to organise the Group as well to facilitate a much larger group than originally intended. Moreover, it appears that Group members would like to have more meetings than the present frequency of once a fortnight. Several agencies appear to have made referrals to the Group. At present a waiting list is operating but it is not clear how long people would have to wait to gain entry to the Group. 



11.3 The nature of self-advocacy in terms of developing self-confidence and personal skills of people over a long period of time means that process involved needs a long time. For some people it can mean undoing many years of damage to self-identity and unlearning many negative messages about personal abilities. It could be several years before Group members are able to take control of the Group and organise their own sessions with support. 



11.4 The BFG has to balance the support needs of the Group against maintaining open access to the Group which should in principle be open to any Black person with learning disabilities. The principle of open access is essential for any self-advocacy group.



R11. A short-term goal of the Group should be to increase the number of support workers and volunteers to enable it to cater for a larger number of people. The Group may well need to be restructured around its different functions to give group members a choice and allow for support to be arranged in a more effective and focused way (see the ‘Future Development of the BFG’ in this report).
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12. Summary of Recommendations



Short-Term

R1. It was reported that although some of the facilitators did use sign language, including Makaton, most of the Group members did not use signs. It is suggested that all Group members are given some instruction in the use of sign language (perhaps Makaton initially) maybe through a starting game or warm-up at the beginning of each Group session. If members do wish to learn more sign language and develop their skills in this area there should be some links made with educational programmes which can offer further instruction.



R4. A short-term goal for the Group could be to negotiate with Lambeth SSD and other Local Authorities to provide Black service user representatives on committees and planning bodies to do with services for people with learning disabilities. This could be undertaken on a contract basis where monies would be paid to assist Black people with learning disabilities to prepare for and attend meeting and to find out the views of Black service users on particular issues to do with service planning and development. This project could be on the lines of the ‘Search Team’ in Birmingham which is a broad-based, user-led group who provide advocates for people going through the complaints procedures and provide service user representatives for all the important decision-making committees in the SSD. 



R7. Black workers with learning disabilities should continue to be fully involved in their employment in the following ways :

~ reviewing and adapting the job description 

~ choosing and organising who should provide supervision

~ short-listing and interviewing their support workers

~ appraising their work performance

~ accessing an independent Black mentor if desired.



R8. Disabled workers should  have their employment and support needs carefully looked at and a package of assistance formulated to ensure that the disabled employee has sufficient support offered in a way that is sensitive to their style of working and their interests in the job. The disabled employee could be assisted (through an independent person preferably) to produce a written statement about their specific support needs for employment and the ways in which they work best, which could be used in future employment as well. The recommendations from this ‘initial assessment’ may have to result in changes to the workplace to adapt to the needs of the disabled person.



R9. Black support workers with learning disabilities are employed by Lambeth ACCORD as workers and not as service user representatives. As workers they should never be put into situations where they are under pressure to either share their personal life experiences or to directly represent service users. If these roles are confused by employing organisations, it can set up a lot of stress for disabled workers as there are caught by conflicts between their work roles and their personal life experiences. It 



should be made clear from the outset of the post which role the worker is supposed to be fulfilling.



R11. A short-term goal of the Group should be to increase the number of support workers and volunteers to enable it to cater for a larger number of people. The Group may well need to be restructured around its different functions to give group members a choice and allow for support to be arranged in a more effective and focused way (see the ‘Future Development of the BFG’ in this report).



Medium-Term

R2. In the medium-term, it may be necessary to establish a smaller additional group for people with communication disabilities to facilitate the expression of personal issues and preferences for activities.  Implications for support staff would, of course, have to be considered. This group of people should still be free to attend any larger social group in the BFG if they wish. 



R3. A medium-term goal for the Group could be to put together and maintain a resource base on advocacy issues for Black disabled people. This would require specific funding with a part-time post for administration of the resource base and to handle telephone enquiries. A small project such as this could also provide useful work experience for Black people with learning disabilities. Readily available learning materials about advocacy can assist support staff in training service users and responding to training requests as well as telephone requests for information.



R6. A medium-term goal of the Group could be to examine the training market for their services and work out a programme of consultancy and training services which they could offer. Fees could then be charged for these services to provide extra resources for training trainers and presenters and other needs of the BFG. The aim of the Group should be to establish a broad pool of people who can contribute to training events for local authority and voluntary sector organisations. Training may lead to the development of consultancy skills, particularly around the development of self-advocacy in services. 



R9. In the medium-term, arrangements should be made for support workers for Black disabled staff to receive focused training on their role in supporting a Black disabled worker. The support worker’s role is not an easy one to sustain as a careful balance has to be maintained between facilitating a disabled workers to perform their work tasks and dominating the disabled worker. Support workers can benefit from talking to other support workers who are facing similar dilemmas and problems. 



Long-Term

R5. A longer-term development of the Group could involve providing one-to-one support for Black people with complex needs such as those people coming out of hospitals and being re-settled in the community. This service could be provided on a ‘spot contract’ basis to the statutory services concerned.
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13. Future development of the Black Friendly Group



13.1 Currently the BFG is part of Lambeth ACCORD but in the future it may be best to establish the Group as a separate organisation to preserve its independence as a self advocacy group for Black people. Ultimately it should be the aim for the BFG to be led and controlled by Black disabled people. The role of Lambeth ACCORD in relation to the BFG may become more supportive rather than managerial with a focus on assistance in development, consultancy and advice when required by the BFG.



13.2 It may take quite a long time to achieve the restructuring of the BFG but steps should be taken now to plan towards a new structure. It would be the Management Committee’s decision to steer the BFG towards a more user-led organisation and define the shape of the Group which would most easily achieve this goal. A possible structure is suggested below which has been drawn from models in other areas and the base of work already achieved by the BFG. At first, it may well be necessary to focus on forming just two groups such as a self advocacy group and a social group.
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13.3 The diagram below sets out a suggested shape for the future development of the BFG. The boxes represent the main aims of each of the four functions highlighted in the ovals. These aims are related to the short-term, medium-term and long-term goals in ‘Summary of Recommendations’ later in this report.
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13.4 It is recommended that the BFG is structured around a few ‘key functions’ with support staff for each of the separate functions. Group members would have the opportunity to join in any or all of the functional groups on the understanding that they would actively contribute to the work of the group, unless it is the Social Group. The timing of these groups may also be different. For example, it may be more appropriate for a social group to be run in the evenings and a training group to be run during the day. The main aim of this new structure should be flexibility and choice for the members with a clear goal for them to eventually take control of the running of the groups concerned.



13.5 The different ‘key functions’ of the Group could be run as separate groups with the common principles of the BFG. So, each group would have a different focus but will still be a part of the BFG. Each function of the BFG may well attract different funders and work would have to be done to investigate the possible sources of funding once each of these functions have been clearly defined by service users, support staff and management in the BFG. It is important that the Group try to establish a broad based spread of funding to maintain their independence and effectiveness in promoting advocacy.



13.6 The management of the BFG could be taken on by a new committee which is based on the existing Advisory Group with the following changes :

Over half of the committee members should be Black people with learning disabilities who are elected to the position on a time-limited basis.

The new committee should have some representation from both statutory and voluntary sectors locally especially local Black organisations.

Support staff who work with the BFG should be allowed to attend any committee meeting if they wish. If a confidential staffing issue has to be discussed, this could take place in a closed part of the meeting.

Any member of the BFG should be allowed to attend to observe and participate if s/he wishes, without voting rights in any decision-making.

Any minutes of meetings should be available in accessible form for Group members and should be discussed at BFG meetings to inform members of important decisions and events.
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14. Conclusion



14.1 The BFG as it is now will struggle to meet the all the needs being demanded of it. There is obviously a need for a social group and this is still very relevant for a self-advocacy group as it helps people to learn about being in a group, develop their relationship skills, develop their cultural identity and become more self-confident. A social group would be able to run on a more relaxed basis if required as its primary task is different from a self-advocacy group which requires a more focused approach. 



14.2 The immediate need to create at least two distinct groups appears to be clear. However, the current staffing levels and hours for support staff are insufficient to run two groups. Funding will need to be found in the short-term until the achievements of the BFG can attract more financial support or begin to generate some funding of its own. 



14.3 It is a matter of importance that the principle of open access to the groups is maintained but the distinctly different nature of the groups should be emphasised more to members. It is likely when this is done, the social group will attract more members than the self advocacy group but both groups will be able to have a clearer focus on their respective purposes. Support staff would also have a more manageable task as would any volunteers in the groups. 



14.4 There is a great potential for development of the BFG and it appears to be well regarded by both Health and Social Services locally. There appears to be a lot of evidence from workers in statutory services that the BFG has put issues of advocacy on the local agenda. However, Lambeth ACCORD and other voluntary organisations should continue to promote the importance of independent advocacy in statutory services, especially for Black disabled people. It will be important in this next phase of  development of the BFG to protect the Group from excessive demands from statutory services. 



14.5 It must not be forgotten that the BFG is unique in the country and has broken new ground in working directly with Black people with learning disabilities in an empowering and user-led way. All the staff  involved have shown a high degree of skill and commitment to doing a good job for the people they assist through the project. There are several examples of support workers doing extra work and going beyond their paid work to facilitate Black service users to advocate for themselves and develop a positive racial and cultural identity. 



14.6 The BFG is poised to enter into a new phase of  its development with Black 

people with learning disabilities beginning to gain confidence and take more control of the group. Support staff can now begin to work in way that can speed up this process if they are given enough support themselves and the resources they require. The immediate next steps for the Group are :





	

~ to secure funding for the period of change to a new structure

	~ to put together a plan for development of the Group

	~ to devise a training plan for support staff and Group members.



14.7 The valuable work already done by the BFG should not be lost for want of funding . I sincerely hope that funding will be found so that this innovative and exciting work continues to develop, not least for the sake of the many Black disabled people for whom the group has become an important part of their lives.
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