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Introduction
The National Disability Authority (NDA) is the independent statutory body with a duty to provide evidence-informed advice and guidance to government on disability policy and practice and to promote Universal Design. We thank the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade for the opportunity to contribute to its consultation on the Development of the Priorities and Policy Programme for Ireland’s Presidency of the Council of the European Union 2026. Key asks are marked in bold.
Mandatory Questions
Name: Ciarán Finlay
Organisation: National Disability Authority
Date of submission: 10 December 2025
Do you agree to all of the terms set out in this consultation process, including those set out under section 5 and 6? Yes.
Optional Questions
Respondent type: Public body
What is your sector / area of work: Disability policy and research and promotion of Universal Design. 
What is your connection to the issues you are providing feedback on? For example, are you an expert practitioner, person affected by a policy issue, member of the public with a general interest in the topics, etc.? The NDA is providing its input as the independent statutory body with a duty to provide evidence-informed advice and guidance to government on disability policy and practice and to promote Universal Design.
Describe your geographical focus in the context of your submission? EU and national. 
Guiding Questions
Question 1 – What should Ireland choose as the high-level thematic priorities for its Presidency of the Council in 2026?
The NDA advises that inclusion, accessibility, universal design and equality should be at the heart of Ireland’s high-level thematic priorities for its Presidency of the Council in 2026. With progress under threat and increasing resistance from several quarters across the EU, the Irish Presidency could highlight the importance of sustained and accelerated action on inclusion, accessibility, and equality – including for disabled people – at both the EU and national levels. In particular, the Irish Presidency could promote implementation of existing legislation and policy frameworks, such as the European Accessibility Act (EAA),  connected to these areas, particularly for people with disabilities, as well as consideration of gaps and how these can be remedied. 
The NDA notes that as part of each EU Presidency, there is typically at least one high-level event dedicated to the rights of persons with disabilities, with the most recent Polish and Danish Presidency events focusing on awareness-raising and independent living respectively. In this regard, the NDA wishes to draw the Department’s attention to the upcoming 8th International Universal Design Biennial Conference (UD26), which will take place in Galway from 4–6 November 2026, coinciding with the Irish Presidency of the EU. The NDA’s Centre for Excellence in Universal Design (CEUD) is hosting this international conference, in partnership with the University of Galway.
Universal Design aligns with national, European and international efforts to promote inclusion, accessibility, and equality. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) identifies Universal Design (UD) as the preferred approach for governments to achieve inclusive societies – an area in which Ireland continues to demonstrate strong international leadership. This is further underlined in the Government’s recently published National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2025-30, which underscores the need for integration of UD principles to ensure the delivery of person-centred and disability-competent public services.
The NDA would welcome recognition of the 8th International Universal Design Biennial Conference as an official event under Ireland’s EU Presidency, highlighting Ireland’s pioneering role in this area, including as the first country to establish a dedicated Universal Design centre under legislation in 2005. We would also welcome co-funding support to assist in hosting this significant three-day international conference, which will attract global experts, policymakers, researchers, disabled and older people and practitioners in the field of Universal Design.
Question 2 – Which particular policy areas and legislative proposals should be a focus of work for the Irish Presidency of the Council in 2026? What should the Irish Presidency aim to achieve in these areas?
The NDA welcomes the recent decision of the European Commission to reverse the withdrawal of the Equal Treatment Directive. Progress on the Equal Treatment Directive is necessary to ensure Irish equality legislation is aligned to requirements under the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), particularly as regards the obligation to provide reasonable accommodation to disabled people and the application of the disproportionate burden standard to all providers of goods and services. 
The NDA suggests that the Irish Presidency works to seek unanimity in the Council on the adoption of the Equal Treatment Directive. Such a measure would have real and tangible benefits for disabled people in Ireland, including by requiring providers of goods and services (such as shops, restaurants, financial institutions, public services, and so on) to do more to accommodate the needs of people with disabilities, and across the EU.
It is increasingly likely that an updated European Strategy for the rights of persons with disabilities, with new flagship initiatives, will be adopted during the Irish Presidency. The NDA advises that the Irish Presidency consider how the Council can support an ambitious revision of the existing Strategy, including through the adoption of Council conclusions. 
When considering areas of focus in disability policy, the NDA advises that one area that merits attention is reduction of the disability employment gap in Ireland and across the European Union. The disability employment gap in Ireland has been described as “exceptionally large” by the OECD. In cross-country comparisons using European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), Ireland had the largest disability employment gap of all 27 Member States in 2022, at 37 percentage points. The average disability employment gap across the EU was 21 percentage points.
The NDA understands that a Disability Employment and Skills Guarantee, similar to the Youth Guarantee, is one of the flagship actions proposed for the refreshed European Disability Strategy. This may be one action for further consideration during the Irish Presidency as part of a suite of measures which could be taken at the EU level to address the disability employment gap.  
Another area of potential focus relates to affordability of housing in light of the ongoing preparation of the first-ever European Affordable Housing Plan. This EU Commission-led Plan aims to make housing more affordable, more sustainable, and of better quality. The NDA advises that there should be consideration of Universal Design and the needs of disabled and older people as part of the development and implementation of this Plan. The NDA’s Centre for Excellence in Universal Design has considerable experience in providing advice on Universal Design of the Built Environment, including Universally Designed Homes, and is happy to engage further. 
A final topic meriting focus is the area of assistive technology (AT). The NDA is aware that disabled people and older people in the EU – including Ireland – can encounter barriers accessing assistive technologies, with differences among AT delivery models and certification schemes in EU Member States causing challenges. In particular, the NDA advises that there could be consideration of the role of the EU in improving access to assistive technologies, including by addressing obstacles to provision and certification through the EU’s single market. Such a topic could also reflect on lessons learned from the World Health Organisation’s recent AT capacity assessment of Ireland, as well as transposition of the European Accessibility Act (EAA). While the EAA does not directly regulate assistive technology provision, it plays a critical role in shaping the broader accessibility ecosystem in which assistive technologies are used. The UD26 conference also presents a timely opportunity to consider the relationship between AT and universal design. 
Question 3 – How can the work of the Council during the term of the Irish Presidency make the most substantial positive impact for people, businesses and communities across the EU?
The NDA advises that the Council of the EU can take a range of steps to improve the lives of disabled people across the EU – including in Ireland – during the Irish Presidency including by: 
Progressing legislation which can meaningfully and positively impact the lives of disabled people across the EU, such as through the adoption of the EU’s Equal Treatment Directive
Placing a greater focus on the implementation of existing EU laws and policies concerning accessibility and the rights of people with disabilities, such as the European Accessibility Act and Web Accessibility Directive. (The NDA is the National Monitoring Body for the Web Accessibility Directive in Ireland. We also have a role in advising the relevant market surveillance authority and compliance authorities on matters related to the accessibility requirements under the European Accessibility Act.)
Focusing on furthering implementation of the European Union’s obligations under the UNCRPD, including the implementation of the March 2025 Concluding Observations issued by the UNCRPD Committee (including those recommendations directed to the Council)
Ensuring that disability is mainstreamed across all Council conclusions adopted and events organised during the Irish Presidency, not just Council conclusions and events dedicated specifically to people with disabilities  
Strengthening the participation of disabled people in decision-making concerning the work of the EU Council and the Irish Presidency, and ensuring that it is responsive to their needs and concerns (the NDA has developed Participation Matters Guidelines which provides practical guidance to support public officials to meaningfully consult with and actively involve disabled people and their representative organisations in policy development and other decision making processes)
Making sure that funding to EU Member States through the EU budget is guided by clear and comprehensible rules that align with the EU’s and Member States’ commitments under the UNCRPD (for example, the EU Commission’s Guidance Note on independent living and inclusion in the community for persons with disabilities in the context of EU funding)
Question 4 – How can we best communicate the values and benefits of EU membership to its citizens and create a sense of ownership, amongst citizens, over Ireland’s Presidency of the Council of the EU?
The NDA advises that all communications concerning the values and benefits of EU membership should be accessible. The NDA’s Centre for Excellence in Universal Design, together with the Department of Public Expenditure, NDP Delivery and Reform, co-developed a Customer Communications Toolkit for Services to the Public – A Universal Design Approach, which provides guidance on how to design communications for the public using the simplest and clearest language possible and to ensure that all communications are accessible and meet the diverse needs of all customers covering written, verbal, digital and signed.  The NDA recommends that the Department utilises this toolkit to ensure the accessibility of communications relevant to the Irish Presidency of the EU.
All communications should be designed to reflect the full diversity of Irish society. The NDA is aware that unless disabled people see themselves reflected in public body communications, they can assume that they are not part of the target audience. In communicating the values and benefits of EU membership to disabled citizens, the NDA advises that the Department:  
Highlights how EU action has practically addressed the challenges experienced by disabled people across Europe in their day to day lives (for example discrimination in employment, accessibility of public sector website and applications, accessibility of products and services, travel abroad and so on)
Shares real-life stories of the positive impact of EU membership for people with disabilities in Ireland
Engages with disabled people and their representative organisations in the design of any communication initiatives (our Participation Matters Guidelines may be of assistance in this regard) 
Uses appropriate language and terminology (the NDA has developed an advice paper on disability language and terminology which may be of assistance to the Department)
Question 5 – Any other comments
The NDA advises that universal design and accessibility should be a cross-cutting consideration for all EU Presidency-related events – both online and in-person. The NDA welcomes proactive efforts undertaken already in this regard, including the holding of an event on hosting accessible conferences as part of the Irish Presidency, organised by the Department of Children, Disability and Equality in early December 2025. The NDA welcomed the opportunity to contribute to this initiative. 
The NDA also underscores the importance of Ireland leading by example during its EU Presidency, including in the area of disability rights. This could be achieved through actions at the national level – for example through early transposition of the Directive providing for the establishment of the EU Disability Card – and the EU level – for example by placing disability inclusion at the centre of its Presidency programme.
Conclusion
The NDA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this consultation and is available to engage further on any of the issues raised in this submission. 
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