Inclusion and Left Unity

A Beginners Guide to Accessibility

For Local Group and Event Organisers

It is important to the future of Left Unity that it is informed by the widest diversity of people right from the start. The Local Group will be the first point of contact, after the website, for many people.  It is vital that this first contact is a positive one of welcome and thoughtfulness, especially towards people for whom some conscious planning on the part of group organisers is needed in order to access the meetings.

Remembering that Local Groups are led by volunteers with little or no resources, and who may themselves belong to one of these ‘excluded’ groups, this guide is based on simple things which can be done from the outset to start moving towards a goal of full inclusion for all.

The Invitation: Written Communication
· When people approach you to join your local group, remember to ask them if they have any access needs which may not already be met as ‘standard’ LU Policy.  Do not make unrealistic promises, but work with them to find solutions to any problems. They will be the experts on this.
· notice periods for meetings should be as far forwards as possible to enable people to make arrangements for transport and/or personal assistance. Regular meetings are useful.
· ensure that the letterhead and contact details are in clear, large, lowercase print 

· ensure that the subject of the poster/leaflet is clear, and that the header makes sense

· avoid jargon or in-house speak

· avoid acronyms - where they are necessary, state them fully first 

· write short sentences  

· ensure that the contact person and their ‘phone number are clear, and in large print 

· where a mixture of graphics and text is used, make sure the layout is clear and avoids confusion

· Always put access details and cost on the invitation/flyer or poster. Many disabled people for example will not assume their needs will have been thought about unless they see such evidence, and might therefore not come. Poorer people may avoid meetings which might unexpectedly ask them to dig in their pockets.

· Remember not everyone has or can use a computer or even text on a mobile phone. Talking on the telephone is still the best means of communicating with people!
· Print a few copies of any Agenda or Minutes in a large, (18 pt) sans serif typeface.  Send Email notices and minutes etc in a large, bold typeface.

· Do not assume everyone can read (one in five adults in the UK struggle with literacy).

Planning your Meeting or Event - Choosing a venue.
There are three main things to consider when choosing where to meet:

· Cost

· Accessibility

· Transport/Parking

Many people cannot afford to pay much to come to meetings so finding a low cost/free venue is the first consideration, but it must also be step free and reasonably near public transport.  If disabled drivers are coming there must be somewhere to park nearby.

If there are wheelchair users in your group, could the meetings be in their homes?

Could anyone offer lifts to people for whom traveling is difficult?

Could anyone travel with someone who needs assistance?

If the meeting is too big for a private home, and an accessible venue is booked, let people know beforehand how much they will need to pay at the door to cover the costs.  Use a sliding scale right from the start (low income, middle income, high income paying different amounts).  In time there may be money from LU Central for local group organizing so this will bring down the need for such fees.
 
Apart from the obvious flat entrance/wide doors, here are some other things to think about: 

· Is there a barrier-free pathway to the meeting space? A barrier-free pathway means that a person with a mobility impairment can make it from the street into the meeting room without encountering stairs, very heavy doors or a lift full of clutter. Have someone stand by the main entrance to direct people to the meeting room and help those needing assistance. This is a courtesy that everyone will appreciate.


· Is there an accessible toilet nearby?  Is it full of junk? 
· Is the room big enough or could more room be made by re arranging the furniture? As a general guide allow two spaces for every wheelchair user.

      Arrange the seating so that wheelchair users have a choice of where they    
sit.

· Consider lighting levels for people with visual impairments, as low lighting is a barrier.

· Consider the availability of induction loops or arrange reserved front seating for attendees who are hard of hearing.
· If you have been unable to get an ideal venue, plan how you will overcome issues to accommodate individuals, e.g. arranging help to get people down slopes, in consultation with the people concerned.
Larger Events and Conferences 
· Check the accessibility of a venue for yourself.   Not only can you then be confident with what you are saying, but you can also answer enquiries more accurately. 

· Consider whether there are, or you can provide, crèche facilities if these are required, or whether childcare/carer’s expenses can be paid as an alternative. If not, tell people.
· Brief the Venue staff regarding your needs, including numbers and access requirements.  Book car parking spaces in any private car parks for blue badge users in advance.
· If possible, identify a room in the venue as a rest room.  Organise comfy chairs and even mattresses on the floor.  This will make it possible for many people with issues of fatigue to come to a whole day event. This room could double as a prayer room for members who are Muslim -  another access issue.

· Remember the access needs of your speakers and/or performers as well as your audience.  Is the stage accessible to a wheelchair user?  Can the mikes be adjusted.? 
· Use plain English without jargon in all documents including advertising.

· On any notices or publicity used for the event, it is important to ensure you use the phrase: “If you have any specific requirements please inform [state a contact by phone, email and preferably address too]. This allows people to explain any access/dietary needs (dietary needs may be influenced by faith, health or philosophy).

· Individuals find different formats of information easier to manage. These include large type, Braille, computer disc, audio CD. It is important if you are providing information in a particular format for an individual that you ask which is appropriate for them and not make assumptions (e.g. not all blind people read Braille and not all deaf people use BSL)
· If using a loop, check when booking, the area that the loop covers.  Check before the meeting that the loop is working!
· A growing number of disabled people use dogs to help them in various ways. If they need to bring dogs, ask the venue about facilities such as drinking water and outside areas.  Talk about this with the dog owners.

During the meeting

 

· Ensure those at reception are briefed on issues.        
· Time keeping is essential. Many groups of people need to know when breaks are and the finishing time. This is especially important when employing facilitators or interpreters who need rest times, and for people who are being picked up at pre-arranged times.
· At the start of the meeting, raise your hand to attract people’s attention. Check access e.g. whether people can hear; if the loop is working; if the people can see and read the OHP; if they can see the sign language interpreters.

· If using a PowerPoint presentations or other visual information, ask if people can read it. Don’t assume people will read the slides: talk through the information.    Have printed copies available, including big print versions.
· When using a microphone, speakers should generally speak close to the microphone and preferably have an opportunity to practice using microphones prior to the event.

· If using a loop, then all speakers must use the microphone including those responding to questions. If the questioner is not within the looped area then the question needs to be repeated using the microphone.

· Allow time for breaks in the meeting. This is important for individuals but also for signers and lip speakers and people for whom English is not their first language.

If you are setting up a local website, visit these sites before you begin:

Web Content Accessibility Guidelines available at: www.w3.org/WAI/
Accessibility Guidelines for Web Authors available www.demon.ac.uk/access
