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I thank the Disability Committee and others for this opportunity make a few remarks on opening this important seminar.  
I always say I never feel qualified to speak on disability.  

Based on my own experiences of living with a person with disability, those of us who consider we don’t have a disability, don’t have a full appreciation of what it is like for a person, as a human being to have a disability whatever that disability may be. 

This year at the Congress Biennial Conference I had the opportunity to speak on an Executive Council motion on the rights of people with disability. 

In doing some reading for this I came across the work of a man called Professor Michael Oliver.  He argued that an individual model of disability underpinned how society and the medical world viewed disability.  In this model disability is presented as a tragedy and disabled people are perceived as the victims of some tragic happening or circumstance.  
On the other hand Professor Oliver advocated the social model of disability.  This challenged the widespread perception of disability that an individual’s disability is the problem to be addressed.

Instead he argued that the real problem for people with disability is the wider society.  It is wider society’s exclusion from everyday life of people with disability.  It is wider society that is the barrier.

For example the inaccessible buildings – the unequal access to employment, etc.  

And some of the data is shocking.

For example in the North of Ireland 56% of households where there is a person with disability are in poverty compared with 29% of households without a person with disability.

And indeed unemployment in the North, just 32% of people with disability have a job compared with 79% of people without a disability.

Trade Unions are about the world of work but our concern for people with disability cannot be limited to those at work.

As a Trade Union Movement we have to be concerned about families and all people who have a cope with a disability on a day to day basis.

The work of Disability Champions is therefore crucial and I want to pay particular tribute to the key role that they have taken on.
Returning to the Congress Biennial Conference the resolution adopted incorporated as policy:-

“Develop and implement a comprehensive employment strategy for people with disabilities.”
This seminar is part of that action to implement the resolution.

The Trade Union Movement should be in the forefront of removing all barriers for people with disability.  

To give people with disability the right to participate in employment equally with a person without disability.

To give equal access to goods and services including public services.
For persons with disabilities to have no lesser standards of living.
And for all of us to recognise that a person with a disability is not a person with a problem.  

It is society has the problem.

With these few remarks I commend again the Disability Champions for their work and wish you a successful seminar.
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