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On behalf of the Joint Disability Committees North and South it is my great pleasure to welcome you all here today to this seminar focusing on trade unions, mental health and the workplace.  

My first experience of speaking of mental health issues came as a second level student in Beechhill College in Monaghan town, which had then and still has a long tradition of participating in the mental health public speaking competition organised by Mental Health Ireland.  First there are many incentives to be on the team in the form of skipping classes and travel to exotic destinations like Ardee and Carrickmacross and our finest hour was beating a much fancied team from PCC a Gaeltacht school in Donegal, who were understood by very few people in attendance but everyone agreed that the sounded beautiful to make the All Ireland final in Trinity College.  One phrase from that time remains with me   that mental health is just not the absence of mental illness.  I think that phrase is particularly relevant today as we look at the issues around mental health in the workplace.  

This issue must be looked at from a couple of perspectives.  As a committee that advise in relation to disability issues in the workplace, our first focus is naturally on those who are living with mental illness and the rights of those people to participate in the workforce.  We know that this is a very difficult and contentious matter because research has consistently shown that mental illness is a great hidden disability.  

I look forward to the input from Mary Van Lieshout later on today on the NDA survey on attitude to disability published in 2007 which had very stark findings in relation to the attitudes of people to people with disability and in the workplace.  It also contains the really shocking finding that only 36% of respondents agreed that children with mental health difficulties should be in the same school as other children and 21% said that they would object if children with mental health difficulties were in the same class as their child.  As a teacher and as an educationalist I find that a really difficult finding to accept.  

In the workplace, there is lack of comfort in discussing mental illness issues.  In a survey carried out by Millword Brown in 2007 for the NESF. 47% of employees said that there organisation had a good understanding of mental health issues, but 48% of employees said they would not disclose mental health difficulties to their colleagues.  So the issues of stigma and perception are very real ones for people with mental health difficulties in the workplace.  
The second area that must be looked at is the wider issue of the promotion of mental health in the workplace and the prevention of mental health difficulties, particularly those arising from stress.  We are aware that on the whole, work has a beneficial impact on mental health; it provides structure and purpose to the week.  Opportunities to meet friends, increase ones sense of self worth and of being valued by others and in the dark days of the 80’s on that public speaking team, I also remember consideration of the effect of unemployment on mental health, relevant regrettably once again.
This year the Disability Committee has decided that for all of these reasons it is time to look at the issues of mental health in the workplace.  This follows on from previous joint seminars on the employment of people with disabilities and accessibility of workplace and reasonable accommodation.  These seminars have always benefited from thoughtful inputs from speakers and interesting discussion from the participants and we hope that this one will prove the same.

We are particularly happy to welcome as participants those people who have trained as disability champions in the workplace, a project which was initiated by the Disability Committee and implemented by David, Jane, Pauline and the wider ICTU movement with support from Fás.  The joint committees look forward to listening to the speakers and participants.  We hope that this seminar will form part of the wider work of the committees for the coming year and in the lead up to the biennial delegate conference in July 2011.  We hope that in advance of that we will have developed and published guidelines in relation to mental health in the workplace.  We also hope that this work will tie in with the recently established ICTU commission on violence, stress and bullying in the workplace which myself and some other colleagues here are members of.
