Welcome to members of the Disability Committee (North and South) Chairs of the Committees North and South (Berni McCrea and Deirdre O Connor), Disability Champions and guests. 
Congratulations on the chosen theme for your seminar, for, as surveys have consistently shown, mental health remains one of the most stigmatised area in our society and workplaces today.  The Irish Mental Health Coalition estimates that one in four people in Ireland will have a mental health problem at some time in their lives. A recent study into mental health attitudes in Ireland found that while 85% of people in Ireland feel that mental health problems can affect anyone, 62% would not want anyone to know if they had a mental health problem.
This translates into tens of thousands of people at work facing ignorance, prejudice and stigma because of their mental health problems. Even more – who are both able and willing to work – cannot get a job if they have or have had a mental health problem because of discrimination by employers. This goes on even though it is illegal under the Employment Equality Act.  Dealing with discrimination effectively means challenging the prejudices that underpin it. In workplaces trade union reps tackle the problems faced by their members every day not only by turning to the law, but also by negotiation.

Hopefully this seminar will help to provide guidance to help trade union reps and officials provide a good service to members with mental health problems. Our work in this area aims to equip reps in workplaces with the information and skills they need to deal as well with mental health issues as they do with the other issues that crop up on daily basis.

If in the process of resolving mental health issues in the workplace, reps can persuade managers and employers to adopt a less prejudiced attitude to mental health in general, they can also be part of changing the overall picture for the better.  Congress greatly welcomes the recent launch of the See Change Partnership.  This is Ireland's new national partnership to reduce stigma and challenge discrimination associated with mental health problems.  The campaign points to the various diagnostic titles such as psychosis, schizophrenia, bipolar disorder and depression which of course are seen as life long labels, which mark the person as different from the rest of society. The stigma and discrimination associated with a significant mental health problem is, for some people, almost as difficult to manage as the experience of being unwell.

The need for a national stigma reduction partnership is not doubted by anyone involved in mental healthcare services. An effective stigma reduction partnership has the potential to bring about real change in the attitudes towards mental health problems, which is important because stigma can damage people’s lives and has very real human, social and economic costs. The discrimination experienced by people because of their mental health problem can furthermore act as a barrier to seeking help, speaking out and recovery.

Increasing public understanding about mental health problems requires action at every level of society. The first step in doing so is to reduce the stigma surrounding the experience of a mental health problem, using targeted public education activities that are designed to provide people with factual information about mental illnesses, and to suggest strategies for enhancing mental health.
The programme for this seminar provides a great opportunity for trade unions to build on such work.  Unfortunately, Nessa Childers, MEP, -  who has a long record on this issue, most recently in calling on the EU Commissioner for Health and Irish government to call on the European Commission to develop a new EU action plan on mental health to tackle Ireland’s high rate of suicide of young men, a call I am sure is supported by all here today – cannot be with us today because of the continued delays due to the volcanic ash situation.  However, in Colm O Gorman from Amnesty – who have spearheaded campaigning on using the human rights framework to demand action from Government on this issue, in particular the right to live a full life in the community and the right to choice in treatment; and Peter Purton from the TUC who have blazed a trail on equality issues in general among the trade union movement worldwide; combined with Mary Van Lieshout from the NDA, Seamus McAllister from Spees Community Counselling and Paul Oakes from the Equality Commission, you have a wealth of knowledge and experience to guide the discussions.  
Our work in general on disability issues is of course steered by the motion passed at last year’s BDC in Tralee.  This notes, that in the current economic climate, there is an increasing need to maintain a strong focus on the active engagement of people with disabilities in the labour market and within the trade union movement. In difficult times, people with disabilities are among the most vulnerable groups to the effects of the recession including: decreased access to the labour market, lay offs, reluctance by employers to introduce reasonable accommodations/adjustments and cutbacks in public services as exemplified by the deferral of the Education for People with Special Needs Act and reneging on the carers strategy in the Republic and difficulties people with disabilities are experiencing in the Employment Support Allowance (ESA programme) in Northern Ireland.

The representation and recruitment of people with disabilities into trade unions is therefore more relevant and important than before. The employment rate of people with disabilities remained stagnant during the boom and it is imperative that we redouble our efforts to ensure that this level does not decrease over the coming years. There is a need to strengthen our commitment to an effective equality infrastructure to promote equality and combat discrimination against people with disabilities and the development and implementation of a comprehensive employment strategy for people with disabilities.

In this regard, Congress and affiliate unions have committed to campaign for ratification without reservations by both the Irish and UK Governments of The UN Convention on Rights of Disabled People.  There is a huge body of work to be done in this area, and whilst this is daunting, the wheels have been oiled through the holding of regular events such as this seminar, and the ongoing support of the Disability Committee. The trade union vision of a labour market free from discrimination is attainable, and will be only be achieved by redoubling our efforts.
