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Conference Report 
 
Highlands & Islands Equality Forum (HIEF) joined forces with the Disability Rights 
Commission (DRC) to hold a conference which aimed to bring together people from 
public authorities from all parts of the Highlands & Islands to share their learning from 
their recent experiences in complying with the December 2006 legislation on the 
Disability Equality Duty (DED). In addition, people with disabilities, carers, and disability 
advocacy groups also attended to add their perspective to the debate. 
 
As we had hoped, much networking was achieved and learning shared and gained. Our 
thanks go to Anne MacLean, Board Member of RNIB Scotland and Highland Society for 
the Blind, who did an excellent job of chairing the event, and to all speakers, facilitators, 
helpers and funders who helped make the day such a success.   
 
The General Equality Duty 
1First to address the conference was Lynn Welsh, Head of Scottish Legal Affairs, DRC. 
Her presentation, which guided delegates through the requirements of the Disability 
Equality General Duty, was well received by the audience. This fact-filled presentation 
clearly spelled out all the various aspects of the general duty requirement.  
 
How to involve disable people – a case study 
2This was followed by a home-grown case study as Moira Paton, Head of Community & 
Health Improvement Planning, NHS Highland and Rosemary Mackinnon, Equal 
Opportunities Officer, Highland Council took us through the Highland Wellbeing 
Alliance’s experience of involving disabled people in their Disability Equality Duties. 
Delegates were able to hear how public authorities worked together to identify which 
groups to contact, and learn which methods they used in their joined-up approach to 
better understanding the needs of disabled people.  
 

                                            
1 Cf Appendix 1 Aim Higher: The Duty to promote Disability Equality – General Duties Lynn Welsh 
2 Cf Appendix 2 A joint approach to involvement in the preparation of Disability Equality Schemes in 
Highland Moira Paton & Rosemary Mackinnon 
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Morning Workshops 
Morning workshops covered four topics: 3More about the work done by the Highland 
Wellbeing Alliance, 4How to involve disabled people in the DED, 5How the DRC intends 
to enforce the Duty, or 6More about the General Duty. Public authority delegates had the 
opportunity to discuss and debate the challenges faced in their own experience. New 
learning meant they could take home ideas of how to further develop their own 
schemes. Disabled people learned more about the whole process so that they can now 
begin to identify ways in which they and other disability groups can support local 
authorities in delivering better services for disabled people in the community. Public 
authorities have the legal responsibility to manage the DED but they need the 
involvement of disabled people to ensure that everyone collectively achieves real 
changes which will benefit all. 
 
A series of Appendices to this report captures the key points from each of the 
workshops. 
 
Disability Equality Schemes 
After a fine Drumossie lunch, delegates returned to the main hall to hear Lynn Welsh 
deliver her second presentation of the day – this time on the specific duties required for 
those public authorities who have a legal requirement to publish a Disability Equality 
Scheme (DES) 7 
 
Action Planning – a case study 
James Glover, Head of Development & Equality, DRC, then presented a case study of 
how the DRC themselves went about action planning for their DES. 8 In this, he detailed 
the various components of how to put together an action plan that transforms ideas into 
definite tasks and so helps to deliver real change in practice. 
 
Afternoon Workshops 
The afternoon workshops offered a choice of 3 topics: a repeat of the morning one on 
9How the DRC will enforce the DED, 10More about the DRC case study on action 
planning, and 11More about the Specific Duties.  
 
Again, delegates were able to encourage each other and offer new information and 
useful networking contacts. A series of Appendices to this report captures the key point 
from these workshops. 
 
Final Question & Answer Session 
                                            
3 Cf Appendix 3 Workshop HWBA Case Study on Involvement 
4 Cf Appendix 4 Workshop INVOLVEMENT 
5 Cf Appendix 5 Workshop ENFORCEMENT 
6 Cf Appendix 6 Workshops GENERAL DUTY 
7 Cf Appendix 7 Aim Higher: The Duty to promote Disability Equality – Specific Duties Lynn Welsh 
8 Cf Appendix 8 Making the Duty a Reality James Glover 
9 Cf Appendix 5 Workshop ENFORCEMENT 
10 Cf Appendix 9 Workshop DRC CASE STUDY ON ACTION PLANNING  
11 Cf Appendix 10 Workshops SPECIFIC DUTIES 
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Delegates were reluctant to end their workshop discussions, so very little time was left 
for a final plenary session. However, Lynn Welsh and James Glover of the DRC, Moira 
Paton of NHS Highland and Morag Redwood, HIEF all joined Anne Clark for the final 
session. Key questions had been gathered from the various workshops during the day 
and these have been compiled and answered by the panel members after the event. 12 
 
Who attended? 
Unfortunately, not all of the 152 people who applied to attend this event could be 
accommodated. 140 people registered to attend on the day – a mix of 24.4% men and 
75.6% women, 46.7% of public sector and 53.3% of voluntary sector. In fact, about one 
third of all who attended (30%) actually had a disability. These ranged from sensory 
impairments such as hearing and sight loss; mobility issues such as spinal injuries, 
arthritis, and limb impairment; mental health disabilities including brain injury, Aspergers 
etc; diabetes, heart disorders and Multiple Sclerosis.  
 
Although we attracted a diverse group in regard to disability, there was a disappointingly 
small number (3.3%) of minority ethnic groups which suggests that we need to ensure 
we widen our net when advertising any future similar events. Interestingly, in line with 
the fact that most people develop a disability during their working life, the majority of the 
audience was aged 25 – 49. 
 
Such a diverse delegate list posed a big challenge to the event arrangements but HIEF 
administrator Catherine Munro and her team of helpers made sure that everyone’s 
needs were met. Induction loops, palantypists, BSL signers, special seating (chairs, 
pillows etc), provision for a dog for hearing and a guide dog, wheelchair access and 
accommodation for carers, delegate packs in different formats including coloured paper 
copies – all of these made sure that the event was as inclusive as possible. 
 
However, one particular piece of feedback received informally made us realise that there 
is room for improvement – one delegate with a hearing impairment would have valued 
BSL support during the breaks to allow for networking. We are sorry that this had not 
occurred to us and we will be sure to factor it in to future events.  
 
For the most part, though, everyone seemed satisfied. 94% rated the DRC 
presentations as excellent/good, 69% gave this same high rating to the Case Study 
presentations and 81% felt that the workshops deserved this rating. 13The number one 
complaint was the difficult acoustics in the large workshop groups. The fact that these 
were held close together in the same room meant that there was noise interference from 
nearby groups. We do regret this, but we were unable to secure extra separate rooms 
and could not locate sound-proofing boards to screen off the workshops. Interestingly, 
no-one with a hearing impairment made this complaint – perhaps the rest of us got a 
taste of how frustrating it is not to be able to hear and fully participate? However, we will 

                                            
12 Cf Appendix 11 QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 
13 Cf Appendix 12 Verbatim Feedback from delegates 
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certainly have to address this problem as it is one that has dogged us before. Otherwise, 
the Drumossie proved a good venue with good attention from the staff.  
 
What is most encouraging is that 81% of delegates left saying that their knowledge had 
increased and 30% asked for further contact from HIEF. All of this certainly underlines 
the fact that the Highlands & Islands is very alive to the DED and to the equalities 
agenda in general. 
 
HIEF would like to thank again all sponsors of this event and all those who worked hard 
on the day and behind the scenes to make this event so successful. 
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