AGENCY MINIMUM STANDARDS

Steering Group Update
What is the ASG?
The ASG was formed because in 2003 the Independent Registration Panel stopped regulating agencies that provide LSPs (Language Service Professionals) to deaf and hard of hearing people.  After meetings in Walsall and Leicestershire in 2003/4 the agencies present (mostly interpreter agencies) decided to start regulating themselves.  A steering group was set up with representatives from the business sector, a national charity, a statutory agency, a lipspeaking agency, speech to text - AVSTTR and a deaf representative.  There are about 70 agencies altogether around the country which the ASG represents.

The aim of the group is to develop standards for agencies with a view to establishing a regulatory body.

What’s happened in the last year?
Over the last year we have held three rounds of consultations to decide on what the minimum standards should be.  After much drafting and re-drafting they have been split into two sections: staff and service.   There are four key points for staff: CRB checks; registration, training/monitoring and health and safety.  There are eleven points for service:  Details of Ownership/agency status; charges; complaints system; performance statistics; advertising, insurance; data protection; equal opportunities; service user agreements; terms and conditions for freelance LSPs and a standards of service document.

Hopefully all of this will mean that any LSP employed with or registered with an agency will have the right skills and qualifications to carry out a booking professionally and that anyone not fully qualified would be supported appropriately.  Ultimately it will mean a much better service for deaf people and that their communication needs will be taken seriously as a profession. 


Voluntary sign-up of the conditions is currently set for April 2006.

Walsall Conference
The culmination of the consultation process was a conference held in Walsall. Generally it was very well attended by agencies apart from, rather disappointingly, the speech to text sector.   In fact there was no representatives at all.  I hope that isn’t a reflection of the ambivalence of the speech to text agencies, but is rather more a reflection of the fact that we are working in such a growth area that everyone was too busy to attend!

  The major focus of discussion throughout the entire day was registration, something that most people thought was of vital importance in providing an excellent service.  This is particularly an issue for those speech to text reporters who are not as yet registered, as the process of registration itself can sometimes be laborious and the deadline for the introduction of the minimum standards is getting closer by the day.

Although there were concerns raised by some BSL agencies regarding registration bodies, particularly CACDP/IRP/ASLI which will be looked into further by the ASG in the hope of finding an early resolution, the conference itself was enjoyable and there was certainly the sense that the voluntary sign-up scheduled for next year would be a success.  
Where do we go from here?
The next step will be to finalise the production of a DVD which we have commissioned that outlines the minimum standards and their benefits.  This will then be disseminated throughout the deaf and hard of hearing community - as well as to agencies - to advertise the sort of service that they should be expecting.

We are also looking to expand the ASG to possibly include representatives of other LSP sectors such as electronic notetaking.

The formation of a formal regulatory body is still the ultimate goal.

