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The impact of the crisis on people with disabilities: 

developing a trade union response

Colleagues, it is a pleasure to welcome you all here today to our annual Joint Disability Committee Seminar. I welcome delegates from unions, members of the Disability Committees North and South, Disability Champions and invited speakers from various organizations working in the area of disability. It’s great to see so many of you here today, to spend some time considering how all that is going on in the world is affecting people with disabilities, and what we can do as trade union representatives and activists to develop a coherent response from our own trade unions and in the trade union movement as a whole. 
This seminar is the latest in a series of joint seminars, held on an annual basis, which have dealt with issues relating to the employment of people with disabilities, including workplace accessibility, reasonable accommodation and mental health. I think that the theme of the seminar is very timely, especially following on from the successful Joint Women’s Seminar held in Cork last month on a similar theme. 

In considering the impact of the crisis or crises on people, one of the things that it has brought into focus is Ireland’s relationship with the EU and indeed the wider world. In an era when the EU and IMF are scrutinising our financial homework it was extremely interesting to represent Congress last month at a conference convened by the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) and the European Disability Forum (EDF) sponsored by the European Economic and Social Committee. At that Seminar, there was a strong emphasis on the social protections afforded by the EU and the threats they are facing. 

The Conference noted progress in relation to disability issues which had been achieved in recent years, including the EU Disability Strategy 2010-2020, the main aim of which is to empower people with disabilities so that they can enjoy their full rights and benefit fully from participating in society and the European economy. That strategy, under the heading of employment,  aims to enable more people with disabilities to earn their living in the open labour market. 

It was also noted that the EU has now ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities, which Ireland has not done. I believe that pressure needs to be exerted on the new Government to join the majority of EU countries who have done so. The implementation of the Convention will require countries to protect the rights of people with disabilities. 
The Conference also discussed the agreement for an inclusive labour market signed by the social partners in Europe in March 2010. The employer groups who signed up to this include Business Europe and Ueapme. This agreement recognises that if there is to be an inclusive labour market across Europe, further efforts must be made to include people with disabilities, whose employment rate across Europe is only 50%. Overall in Ireland, the employment rate for people with disabilities is 40%. (NDA 2004). The measures to achieve this include specific recruitment measures, guaranteed conditions of employment, programmes in the workplace and cooperation with civil society and the education and training sector. 
The conference also considered the impact of the crisis across Europe on people with disabilities. These impacts are familiar to us all, and indeed Ireland got dishonourable mention in a number of places for being at the forefront of the crisis. These impacts include the reduction in social spending in austerity budgets, with consequences for welfare payments and social services. Reference was also made to the increasingly precarious nature of employment across Europe, with more people having fixed term, part time, contract or agency work. And of course there is the rise in the general rate of unemployment, which it was accepted will hit people with disabilities. 
So why should trade unions make a response. In my view it is for three reasons- firstly that we must offer protection to our members, and in particular those who are the most vulnerable. Participation in the labour market is hugely important for people with disabilities and we must ensure, in conjunction with employers, that people with disabilities get more opportunities to do so. Secondly, the trade union movement has a role in promoting social solidarity and in ensuring that the progress that has been made, in part due to our role in the Europe is not sacrificed at the altar of competitiveness. 

The message from ETUC is that this can be achieved through mobilisation of the trade union  movement, through constructive cooperation and open dialogue. I hope that this seminar will be seen as doing all of those things. 
Deirdre O’Connor

