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	Introduction


The Irish Wheelchair Association, which represents 20,000 members, is the National Organisation of People with Limited Mobility. The IWA is dedicated to the achievement of the full social, economic and educational integration of people with disability as equal, independent and participative members within society and the general community.

IWA is pleased to have the opportunity to make a submission to the Forum and we sincerely hope that exercises such as this will create create future pathways for people with disabilities into the workplace.

Despite the placement of disability on the social and political agenda in recent years, the degree of research into employment and disability has been minimal.  However, it is generally accepted that the workplace is, for many reasons, one of the most inaccessible environments for people with disabilities in Ireland today.  To understand why this is so, it is necessary to understand the context in which people with disabilities live in Ireland, and how that serves to create barriers to entry into the workplace.

For those reading this document, IWA feel it important to stress that the recommendations and points we make are solely on behalf of people with physical disabilities.  Whereas many of the concepts we discuss can be applied to all forms of disability, we do not presume to be experts in all fields.

_________________________________

	Context


For any non-disabled person, entry into the workplace, typically between the ages of 18 and 25, is a natural progression on their pathway through life.  It takes place in the context of having achieved a certain degree of education and training which is, for the most part, specifically aimed at preparing people for the labour market.  However, progression to employment also takes place in the context of a more fundamental sense of inclusion in society which underpins people's expectations in life.  Involvement in sports, social activity, political debate and everyday cultural activity is the norm for non-disabled people, as, of course, it should be.

This norm simply does not apply to the majority of people with disabilities today.  Ireland's tradition of treating people with disabilities as a group to be "cared for" in a charitable or isolated environment still persists.  Services, allowances and benefits to people with disabilities are still extremely haphazard, piecemeal and are delivered without statutory foundation.  Access which society takes for granted, be it access to goods, services, information or the physical environment, is afforded to people with disabilities as it were a "favour".

The result of all of this is profound social exclusion, and has been well-documented in recent years.  It is this social exclusion which gives rise to many of the personal barriers faced by people with disabilities when considering entry into the workplace.  These include low levels of professional expectation and ambition, lack of access to mainstream education, low self-esteem and a tendency to be "grateful" for things others take for granted.

All of these factors, and more, contribute to the fact that many people with disabilities are not as adequately prepared to enter the workplace as their non-disabled peers.  Access to employment and the workplace is not simply about asking employers to open their doors, but comes at the end of a long process of social inclusion for people with disabilities.  This process is only beginning in Ireland and still faces many obstacles from all sectors of society.

Nevertheless, the process of inclusion is becoming steadily more difficult to resist, not least because people with disabilities themselves and their families are becoming increasingly intolerant of being treated as second-class citizens. It will undoubtedly gather momentum and will form the basis of a changing context for people with disabilities.  IWA hopes that this context will not only be understood, but be embraced by those sectors of society best placed to assist people with disabilities in entering the workplace.

	Ireland's competitive and social vision


There is no doubt that the extraordinary reduction in unemployment in recent years has been the most significant achievement of successive governments.  However, despite the unprecedented boom which went hand-in-hand with this reduction, the benefits were simply not felt by people with disabilities.  Clearly, Ireland needs to be viewed as a society in a holistic sense, rather than simply an economy whose benefits supposedly trickle down to each citizen.

The inclusion of people with disabilities in all areas, including the workplace, should be an integral part of our social vision.  Our hosting of the Special Olympics in 2003 was a moving experience not just for those who participated and volunteered, but for the whole country. Too often, economic decision-makers tend to focus on the quantitative. However, the sense of achievement and palpable boost in morale around the country demonstrated that embracing diversity has priceless qualitative benefits. IWA believes the same benefits would be replicated in the workplace, should diversity be similarly embraced.  This can only be good for workplace productivity.

Our social vision must also be viewed in the context of existing and ongoing legislation in the area of disability.  The Equal Status Act and the Employment Equality Act outlaw discrimination on nine grounds, including disability, but do not exist specifically to champion inclusion.  Recent legislation, including the Education for Persons with Disabilities Bill and the forthcoming Disability Bill, will have significant implications for people with disabilities in all areas, including the workplace.

Many sections of industry will inevitably see, and resist, "bottom line" implications in legislation.  However, IWA urges industry to approach disability with a very open mind, examining the positive contribution people with disabilities can make to the workplace.  

Even a cursory examination of the Irish workforce now as opposed to just a decade ago is revealing.  In 1990, participation by women in the workforce was 36%.  It is now 49%.  Similarly, economists are in almost universal agreement that Ireland's new immigrant population can bring additional opportunities for economic growth, where new ideas are fostered in a diverse workplace.  IWA argues that people with disabilities have a valuable role to play in this future workplace where diversity is viewed as a seedbed for creative growth.

	Forces driving change


Legislation.

Obviously, legislation is one driver of change, but the question of what drives legislation is another one.  In the United States, the Americans with Disabilities Act 1990 (ADA) remains amongst the most progressive legislation of its kind in the world.  It is widely accepted that America's participation in various wars in the last century gave rise to a significant community of disabled veterans who subsequently became a powerful lobby group.  Ireland's obviously lacked such a group, and has had to wait longer for change.

In Ireland, change for people with disabilities has followed that of wider society, where the impact of advanced education and increasing secularisation have raised expectations levels for the general public.  Consequently, families and parents of people with disabilities are no longer prepared to tolerate the traditional "medical" model of "caring".  Rather, the drive towards a "social" model based on inclusive values is well under way.  Legislation currently being debated is only one result of this drive.

Technology.

In this country, as with other countries, medical and technological advances mean more people are surviving and living actively with disability.  Whether this disability is acquired, comes from birth or is progressive, technology not only helps people to live with disability, but assists with entry into all areas of social activity, including the workplace.  This document, for example, was largely written using Voice Dictation Software with an effective speed of about 100 words per minute.  Although very little awareness exists outside the disability sector, the impact of technology as a liberating tool for people with disabilities has been quite startling.  Several exhibitions have taken place this year alone to promote technological advances in mobility aids, communication tools and environmental access.  Like all technologies, these will become more affordable and commonplace given time and will become an integral part of many, if not all, workplaces.

The marketplace.

To date, it is clear that only a minority of businesses have seen the potential of people with disabilities as a market.  However, is disability becomes more visible in the workplace, the sector's spending power will increase.  Companies offering services and products to the public should be aware that excluding people with disabilities and, potentially, also been excluding their families, friends and colleagues.  The hotel and catering industries, for example, have much to learn this regard.

Demographic changes.

With the Pensions Reserve Fund, government is already demonstrating its realisation that the average age of the Irish opposition is increasing.  Many disabilities, physical and otherwise, come as a result of ageing.  It is logical, therefore, to assume that the percentage of people with disabilities will also increase in time.  Simultaneously, it is recognised that, given our low birth rates, people will have to work until later in life.  It is imperative, therefore, and workplaces embrace access in all its forms.

	The Private Sector


Physical environment.  

Studies in the United States have demonstrated that the vast majority of adaptations to make workplaces more accessible to disability have absolutely no cost implications.  Such adaptations can include simple ideas such as the rearrangement of office furniture and equipment as well as alterations in work practice.  Even where there is a cost implication, in the United States these rarely exceed three-figure sums.

Many employers are unaware of the grants available through FAS to adapt workplaces.  Irish Wheelchair Association was delighted to be contacted by at least five organisations this year, the European Year of People with Disabilities, seeking advice as to how to make their premises more accessible.  Unfortunately, the abilities of the Irish Wheelchair Association in this regard are very limited.  There is no official "certificate" in access auditing, and although the service was offered in the past by the National Rehabilitation Board, it somehow got lost with the dissolution of that organisation several years ago.  Nevertheless, we would encourage all employers to follow suit and contact organisations not only involved in physical disability, but all forms of disability, to seek similar advice.

Where workplaces are being built from scratch, we encourage employers to go beyond the current Building Regulations, Part M, which covers access for people with disabilities.  The regulations constitute a "minimum standard" and are far from all-inclusive.  Building for Everyone, published by the National Disability Authority, is a far more comprehensive guide to inclusion. Planning for the needs of all not only opens the door to a progressive work environment, it also recognises the possibility that ideal future job candidates may have disabilities and that valued existing workers may acquire disabilities.

Technology

In the previous section office document, the increasing sophistication of assistive technology was outlined.  Employers should be aware of the existence of these technologies, and how they can maximise the potential of workers and the accessibility of the workplace.  A useful contact in this regard is the Design for All and e-Accessibility Network, based at the Central Remedial Clinic in Dublin.  (www.design-for-all.ie)

Job design and flexibility

Finally, we would encourage open-mindedness amongst employers with regard to job design and flexibility.  A central message of the disability movement is the focus on an individual's ability, rather than disability.  This approach should be embraced in the workplace as well.  Of course, people with disabilities are not the only group advocating flexibility.  The increase in working parents of both sexes, increased journey times to work and other factors can give rise to the need for flexibility in work practice.  

	The Public Sector


3% quota.

The 3% quota employment of people with disabilities within the public sector will be strengthened and reinforced in the forthcoming Disability Bill.  As a consequence, the public sector will most probably have greater experience of accommodating the needs of people with disabilities.  This affords the public sector an opportunity to learn about the abilities of people with disabilities and to develop policies and procedures for recruitment and advancement of this sector. Simultaneously, the opportunity exists to develop best models of practice in job design, flexibility and general access which can be used in the private sector. Obviously, this would be done in conjunction with the appropriate statutory agencies, namely the National Disability Authority and the Equality Authority.  Irish Wheelchair Association will be pleased to offer whatever assistance we can.

Access officers.

Many organisations in the public sector now employ access officers.  However, anecdotal evidence suggests that, although they are "on paper" included in the decision-making process, in many cases other parties carry greater and sometimes conflicting weight.  We urge public sector organisations to give due priority to the expertise of their own access officers in the development of inclusive workplaces.

Influencing government.

The public sector's closeness to government affords in the opportunity to shape policy for the benefit of people with disabilities.  As public sector workplaces become more varied and flexible, the benefits will become more visible to those in key decision-making areas.

	National Policy


Expand and enforce building regulations.

Currently, issues of physical access are covered by Part M of the building regulations and are governed by the Department of the Environment and Local Government.  Unfortunately, two major problems exist in relation to these guidelines. These problems are:

A)
Inadequate specifications.

IWA sees part M., as it currently exists, as fundamentally inadequate.  The document itself recognises that it is merely a "minimum standard" and, in its introduction, simply "encourages" developers to go further.  The idea that developers will do this, particularly those developers working on private sector projects, is over-optimistic.  Indeed, experience tells us that many architects and developers can be resistant even to the levels of access required.  

IWA would like to see a cross-sector promotion of the concept of "universal access". Consequently, we recommend that the building regulations be upgraded along the lines of the National Disability Authority publication "Building for Everyone". Moreover, we assert that virtually no building, irrespective of age, cultural or architectural value, is inherently inaccessible.  It is surely conceivable that enough creative architects live and work in this country to come up with access solutions to any building while retaining its aesthetic integrity. This is true even in a Georgian city like Dublin.

B)
Lack of policing.

Inadequate though the building regulations are, their effectiveness on a national level is severely undermined by a distinct lack of policing.  This occurs both in the private and public sectors and is frequently the case for all building types, residential, commercial, cultural, leisure and public.

IWA would argue that this lack of policing will, in the long-term, be both economically and socially damaging.  With an increasingly elderly population which is being actively encouraged to work later in life, a receptive work environment is essential. The private housing sector situation is a useful comparison for business.  Age can potentially give rise to a variety of disabilities and experience with the Disabled Personal Housing Grant (DPG) tells us that the majority of applications for this scheme come from those over 65. As it stands, only a tiny percentage of our housing stock is accessible and this figure is being allowed to continue through lack of building regulations enforcement.  (Part M. has applied to private houses since 2000). Surely the solution is to ensure that all new housing complies with access regulations. 

Similarly in business, it is recognised that our increasingly elderly population will need to work later in life and, as such, will need access to the workplace. This, of course, is coupled with an increasingly productive generic disability sector. 

Our current Minister for Finance is very proud of the firm stand he takes on the 1% GDP contribution to the Pensions Reserve Fund.  The same prescience should be shown in relation to access to Ireland's physical environment in its entirety, including in industry.

Data gathering.

It has long been recognised that comprehensive data on the needs of people with disabilities is sadly lacking in Ireland.  With specific reference to employment, the figure of 70% unemployment for people with disabilities is regularly referred to and is seen as reasonably accurate, albeit without empirical evidence. A national survey is currently being undertaken by regional Health Authorities, but this only addresses people who are direct beneficiaries of their services.  The 2006 census provides an opportunity to examine the employment/unemployment issue in greater detail.  However, the capacity of the census to provide details on the qualitative nature of employment for people with disabilities is limited.

IWA encourages government, through the Central Statistics Office, to undertake definitive surveys on the employment needs of people with disabilities in order to guide future policy.

Safeguard existing employment supports.

IWA has enthusiastically embraced the pilot phase of the Supported Employment initiative funded and administered by FAS.  The organisation is involved in up to 7 consortia nationwide, and is the lead agency in a very successful project in Kilkenny.  However, following a review of the pilot phase, many new criteria were introduced which, in our view, have created burdens to future success.  Government agencies must listen to, and learn from, the experiences of those working directly with people with disabilities in seeking work.  Our experience tells us that this is not happening adequately.

Similarly, changes to the Employment Support Scheme, a scheme administered by FAS to facilitate employers in hiring people with disabilities, have undermined the original intention.  These changes have coincided with a downturn in the economy making it evident that economic downturns will result in the immediate undermining of social programmes, such as the above.  This shows a lack of forward-thinking on behalf of government and its agencies.  Proactive schemes for employment for people with disabilities must be safeguarded and enhanced without the demand for immediate returns. Their effect will become obvious as employees with disabilities influence workplace policy and practice in a generic way. They must be considered in terms of a long-term investment in shaping and strengthening the workforce of the future.

Promote extra supports to employers.

Evidence suggests that employers are largely unaware of state grants to adapt workplace.  Indeed, within FAS, the administering body, there has been under-spending on this particular budget.  Government agencies, in partnership with employers' bodies, should develop mechanisms by which these grants can be promoted.

We also encourage the Minister for Finance and the Revenue Commissioners to consider exempting from VAT any aids and appliances which enable a disabled person to enter the workforce.  This could be specialised software or hardware, mobility aids, etc.

IWA also encourages government to assist employers in training staff in diversity and disability awareness.  IWA offers disability awareness training to staff as well as external organisations and similar programmes are offered by others.

Access auditing.

In 2003, the European Year of People with Disabilities, IWA has been contacted by numerous organisations in the private sector seeking our advice in making their premises more accessible. Unfortunately, this service is not formally available from any state agency, and IWA can only speak from the point of view of those with mobility impairment.  Access auditing should be provided free to any business which wishes it, and should be promoted actively by the sponsoring agency.

Support for people with disabilities.

For many people with disabilities, entering the workplace is not a simple matter of being qualified for a job or having the ability to perform the job.  Personal Assistant (PA) services are extremely important factor in enabling people to live independent lives.  To date, funding for PA services has been delivered in an environment which is piecemeal and has no statutory backing.  However, the potentially beneficial economics of properly funded and structured PA services must be understood by policymakers.  PA services which allow people to return to work, thus contributing to the economy, could easily balance and exceed State funding.  This potential has not been properly explored and exploited.

	Conclusion


The days when people with disability were regarded as a section of the community to be "cared for" in a culture of charity and patronage are effectively over.  However, the rapid changes in Irish society over the last two decades, and the attendant cultural shift, have not afforded enough time for new structures to be developed to facilitate people with disabilities entering mainstream community life.  The absence of such structures is giving rise to much of the current disquiet between disabled groups and policymakers.

Notwithstanding this, there is much consensus on the need to focus on the abilities and potential of people with disabilities who, in keeping with the wishes of policymakers, are keen to become net contributors to society.  However, there is no question that, in order to achieve this, government must seize the initiative to create clear and unhindered pathways into mainstream society, including employment.

Initiatives such as the Workway Project, a joint venture between IBEC and ICTU to promote employment for people with disabilities, demonstrate that there is a willingness amongst the social partners to take this issue seriously.  It is imperative that policymakers give every assistance to make such projects a success and to learn from their experience.

The recommendations contained in this document, whether in the public or private sector, are predicated on an understanding of the low base from which many people with disabilities are coming when attempting to enter the workplace.  IWA hopes this document will contribute to that understanding and that, in the Workplace of the Future, workers with disability will be more noteworthy for their absence than their presence.

For further information contact:

Olan McGowan

Advocacy Coordinator

Irish Wheelchair Association

Olan.mcgowan@iwa.ie
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