Minister Tony Killeen,

Minister for Labour Affairs,

Department of Enterprise, Trade & Employment, 

Davitt House, 

65 A Adelaide Rd.,

Dublin 2 

Dear Minister Killeen,

I am writing to you to put on record our views in advance of the publication of your Department’s Sectoral Plan under the Disability Act.  As you are well aware we have just concluded a new national agreement that has a considerable section on people with disability, including commitments that:
Every person with a disability would, in conformity with their needs and abilities, have access to appropriate education, employment and training. And that,

The (sectoral) Plans will include specific targets, where practicable, and timescales against which progress will be measured.   They will also address cross-departmental issues in a coherent manner. 
Importantly, it also includes a commitment to “the elaboration of a comprehensive employment strategy for People with Disabilities including a range of measures to promote education, vocational training and employment opportunities for people with disabilities”.  This is a welcome commitment and it is very important that any employment strategy also includes targets for employment, recruitment and promotion of people with disabilities in the private as well as the public sectors.  Further views are included ion the submission below.
Yours faithfully

David Begg
General Secretary
Congress Submission to DETE Sectoral Plan for Disability Strategy
Introduction
The introduction of the Disability Strategy comprising of the Disability Act 2005 and the development of six Government Department Sectoral Plans, the Comhairle Amendment Bill to provide for Advocacy / Information Services and, the multi - annual funding commitments represent a unique approach to resolving service deficits and removing barriers to the participation of people with disabilities in Irish Society.  It is critical that such a strategy is properly implemented.  Its successful implementation requires significant additional resources (in terms of improved and new services, planning for greater capacity, integration and co-ordinated of Government and Government sponsored services.   Part 3 includes legislative provision underpinning the development of Sectoral Plans as key instruments in the delivery of a range of broader commitments to enable people with disabilities to participate in business, social or cultural life, as part of the intended Disability Strategy.  

It is critical that these Sectoral Plans set down clear achievable goals which reflect incremental progress towards appropriate, accessible, comprehensive services for all people with disabilities and the mechanisms and resources to achieve the goals and targets.  

Having secured agreement on the development of an employment strategy in T2016, it is critically important that its provisions address the following serious concerns: 
- basic inadequacies in education experience, under-provision of education and training for people with disabilities seeking employment having acquired a disability 
- a lack of employment opportunities for people with disability in the private sector despite many job vacancies 

· Early school-leaving increasing among people with physical and sensory disability – growing evidence of recourse to welfare system at 16 years.
· General increasing recourse to welfare / dependency existence.  (Welfare System only recognising those seeking full-time work).
· Discriminatory and complex Benefits Traps
· Prevailing pre-conception, stereotype and prejudice denying access to employment opportunities and placement/experience resulting in high levels of discrimination.
· A need for recognition of workers in Sheltered Enterprises (Contracts, remuneration etc)
· A need for subsidisation of meaningful occupational activities which may/may not have commercial value

Congress is seeking considerable investment in the National Employment Strategy for People with Disabilities and that it should form a central part of the National Disability Strategy; and that it be included as a central element in the Sectoral Plan of the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment and other relevant Departments being laid before the Dáil by July 2006.

This strategy should build on progress achieved through previous National Programmes, on learning and good practice on employment of people with disabilities, and on learning on what has been successful in tackling long-term unemployment and assisting other marginalised groups. The Developmental Welfare State framework of activist and innovative measures should frame this disability employment strategy, which should involve the Social Partners, Public agencies (specifically FAS, CERT and Disability Specialist Agencies). The employment strategy should set down a series of commitments to introduce, in the context of mainstreaming policy design and provision: 
· Clear targets for increased employment of people with disabilities

· programmes designed to improve the employability of people with disabilities having regard to the positive actions permitted under the Equality Act 2004

· targets for employment, recruitment and promotion of people with disabilities in the public Sector, Private sector and Community sector, having regard to the provisions of the Equality Act, 2004 and Disability Act, 2005, and including work placement and work experience programmes

· as a key element of achieving the public sector employment target, allocation of budgets to achieve accessibility of public offices to people with disabilities, as is required by the Disability Act 2005, 

· resolution of the contractual status, remuneration and terms and conditions of employment of people engaged in enterprises in sheltered settings

· measures to minimise or eliminate the Benefits Traps which undermine the take-up of employment opportunities; to ensure that work pays for people with disabilities, and to address the extra costs of disability for workers as well as those on welfare.

· Innovative proposals to tackle the transport–to-work barrier of inaccessible transport for certain people with disabilities e.g. those in rural areas and people with severe mobility problems for whom existing public transport is inadequate

· positive actions to support disabled young people to remain in school and acquire the  qualifications to allow them compete for good quality jobs

· mechanisms and resources for the study of innovative responses.

This Strategy would also set down the mechanism for resolution of the significant issues which require cross-Departmental co-operation. In this regard specific co-operation and appropriate investment in innovation is required to resolve:

· access to medical services and secondary benefits required by people with disabilities as a result of their unique circumstances (Department of ET&E , Health and Children and Department of Social and Family Affairs)

· access to care, therapy and occupational services in existing sheltered settings which such services are the dominant need of an individual and where such services may be combined with flexible employment options as appropriate i.e. the implementation of the Code of Practice on Sheltered occupational Services. (Department of ET&E , Health and Children)

· deficits in educational provision, including the phenomenon of widespread early school leaving by young people with disabilities, which undermine access to employment (& training). (Dept of Education and Science and Dept ET&E).

· deficits in access to transport and the built environment and the provision of alternative forms of communication (Department of Transport and Communications and Social and Family Affairs).

Congress is seeking that further progress on these issues will be developed and agreed with the Social Partners and other stakeholders in 2006, in the aftermath of publication of the Sectoral Plans by each Department. Congress is calling for specific targets and actions to be framed under each heading.. There should be consultation and feedback mechanisms designed to track progress in the implementation of the National Disability Strategy.

In terms of monitoring these commitments, Congress proposes that on a six-monthly basis, reports would be made to the social partners on progress being made on achieving the targets in relation to employment of people with disabilities and progress and outcomes from related actions.
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