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Key Messages
· 25% of working age blind and partially sighted (BPS) people are in paid work, well below the general rate for those with A-levels or degrees
· Access to Work (ATW) is a government scheme to fund specialist equipment or human support which many disabled people need to perform equally, removing such costs from employers
· Many are limited by a complex application process, while delays and demands on employers to contribute financially, often undermine a scheme intended to help people into work 
· TPT is determined to see more BPS people supported by ATW as it would indicate a rising employment rate, especially among those with low or no vision.
· TPT shares a sector wide view that claim and award delays must be kept to a minimum so applications themselves do not become an extra employment barrier.
· TPT supports extending ATW to voluntary posts or elected positions as a simple expression of equal opportunities.
· As volunteer roles are often steppingstones to paid employment, ATW also applying here makes sense for all parties if it moves BPS people off benefits and into long-term work.
· A little over half of TPT’s workforce is VI, proving our part in the government’s 2028 target of getting one million more disabled people into gainful employment.
 
1. What we know 
[bookmark: _Hlk522621297]Only one in four registered blind and partially sighted people of working age is in employment (1). The Government recognises that the disability employment gap must be addressed, having pledged to get one million more people with disabilities into employment by 2027 (2). The Access to Work (ATW) scheme is a key part of the Government’s strategy to achieve this ambition. 

Administered by the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), ATW provides financial and practical support to help people with a disability or long-term health condition start or stay in work. Approximately 35,000 people use ATW every year, including 5,000 people whose primary medical condition is “difficulty with seeing” (3, 4). 

Research shows ATW is highly valued by blind and partially sighted people (5). However, for the scheme to achieve its full potential, significant problems with its operation need to be addressed. Key issues include (but are not limited to): 
· Low awareness of ATW among both employers and disabled people (3, 7).
· The length of time taken to process an application and receive equipment or support can prevent people from starting work. It can also present a barrier to ATW being used for its intended purposes, such as short-term internships or work experience (3, 4).
· A lack of quality advice and guidance to help applicants or employers recruit support workers (4).
· ATW users often report unnecessary barriers when applying for support with travel, particularly taxis (4). 
· ATW does not support people in volunteering roles (6).
· Self-employed people must meet special business viability requirements for AtW and, if they cease to meet them, would be disqualified from this bracket of support for years, forcing them away from work that might better suit their individual access needs (7).

A new digital ATW portal  was introduced in 2023, which should  improve accessibility of the application process for many BPS people. It remains to be seen if an entirely online process will accelerate the process, reduce backlogs or generate positive feedback on ATW from BPS claimants.
  
1. What we believe
All blind and partially sighted people seeking to enter or remain in employment should receive the right support to enable them to do so and Access to Work is a key factor. 

In recent years Thomas Pocklington Trust (TPT) has worked with the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) on Access to Work issues. We endorse the ATW recommendations developed by RNIB which can be found here, recognising support should be as timely as possible, in full consultation with the applicant, and be developed on an ongoing basis to ensure accessibility remains a top priority on and offline.

1. What we do 
We actively work with partners to influence the design and delivery of ATW in achieving its purpose. TPT has chaired and provided the secretariat for an ATW Stakeholder Forum between disability organisations and the DWP since early 2018. This should enable TPT to monitor proposed changes in 2023, not just to speed up processes but also streamline them to ensure fast-tracking of applications where claimants know their requirements or operate in unchanged circumstances. 

Other changes include enhanced DWP and Job Centre staff knowledge of available access solutions, on the back of concentrated training, to reduce delays caused by heavy reliance on ATW assessments by third party contractors (NB these can never be eliminated altogether).

Our internships programme gives BPS people genuine and meaningful employment opportunities and exposes them to the AtW process in a safe and tolerant working environment. This scheme is open to our volunteers.

We further campaign on this issue when capacity allows and may fund employment projects in the sight loss sector via our grants programme.
Our Works for Me Programme helps beneficiaries with many aspects of employment, including navigation of the Access to Work process. 
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