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Executive Summary
People with disabilities are a group who are more likely to experience poverty and social exclusion, be at risk of discrimination and have lower levels of employment compared to their peers. To address this, the NDA advises that the successor to the ‘Pathways to Work 2020-2025’ put in place actions that enable more disabled people to access and maintain employment as per their rights under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). This requires coordination across Government with a focus on ensuring the new Roadmap aligns with other strategies and policies in areas such as social protection, employment, education, and health. 
The following is a summary of the key points contained in this submission:
· Align the new Pathways to Work with existing policies, strategies and action plans to ensure a coordinated approach in increasing employment of disabled people
· Develop a Proof-of-Concept (PoC) study to identify a viable and effective way of delivering Supported Employment services with all the relevant stakeholders
· Introduce an Employer Information and Advice Service as an additional arm of Intreo that could coordinate with organisations like Employers for Change, by providing information, advice and support in relation to employing disabled employees
· Facilitate pathways from education into employment by improving options for young people with disabilities at key transition points so that people have better opportunities to participate in employment
· Consider targeted supports for self-employed disabled people to make this a more accessible and achievable path to employment
· The Department must input into the new National Policy on Personal Assistance (PA) to ensure that the lack of a PA does not act as an impediment to work for disabled people
· Implement measures in this strategy that ensures data collection methods are consistent and aligned with other strategies and policies currently under development, such as the new Roadmap for Social Inclusion and the National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2025-2030

· Put in place a clear process for early engagement with disabled young people to arrest the flow onto long-term benefits

· Consider the extra costs of disability as part of this new strategy as people with disabilities face balancing the financial incentives of employment with the potential loss of additional supports
Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk207725236]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. The NDA advises that the development of the successor to the Pathways to Work Strategy 2021-2025 provides an opportunity for the Department of Social Protection (DSP) to put in place actions that will improve employment outcomes for disabled people. 
The NDA acknowledges that improving employment outcomes requires a whole of government approach, and that this new strategy must promote disabled people’s rights in relation to employment and be in line with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). The lived experience of disabled people must be incorporated in a way that reflects the cross-cutting nature of (un)employment, poverty and social exclusion and emphasises the efforts that will be required across a number of relevant government departments. 
Ireland currently has one of the largest disability employment gaps in Europe. According to figures from Census 2022, almost half (49.3%) of people with disabilities of working age in Ireland are at work, compared to 70.8% of people without disabilities. This means that the difference in employment rates between people with and without disabilities, i.e., the disability employment gap, is 21.5 percentage points. [footnoteRef:1] Available cross-country data indicate that the gap in Ireland is considerably larger than the average gap across the European Union.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Census 2022]  [2:  Eurostat (2024). Disability employment gap by level of activity limitation and sex (source EU-SILC). https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-datasets/-/tepsr_sp200 ] 

As employment is one established route out of poverty and can facilitate social inclusion and people being able to live independent lives, further investment and more tailored responses to support people into employment are required. The importance of employment is reflected in the new National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2025-2030, which outlines a whole of government and mainstreaming approach to disability, with employment and independent living and participation in society being two of the five pillars within this strategy. 
The NDA outlines its responses to the consultation questions below and is available for any follow up questions on the issues raised.
Q1 Based on your experience, how effective is the current Intreo Public Employment Service and its Intreo Partners in supporting individuals seeking employment or upskilling?
In relation to people with disabilities, there have been a number of recent measures implemented by the Department of Social Protection in Intreo offices around the country, which have led to improvements in how disabled people are supported to access services: for example, the roll-out of Just A Minute (JAM) cards in Intreo offices, the introduction of Quiet Rooms in Intreo offices, and also the implementation of disability training to staff in Intreo services. 
Additionally, as outlined in the third annual progress report of the previous Pathways to Work strategy published in November 2024,[footnoteRef:3] the number of people engaging with the Designated Disability Employment Personal Advisor services from July 2023 to June 2024 as part of the Early Engagement process was approximately 11,700, with 1,150 referrals being made to job vacancies, further education or training, Employability or other suitable employment schemes within this time period. This is a positive development, and the new strategy must aim to build on this progress with specific targets on engagement and referrals which can be monitored through KPIs.  [3:  third-annual-progress-report-july-2023-june-2024.pdf] 

The NDA welcomes these measures and their objective to improve the accessibility of public services for people with disabilities. These measures provide a basis for further improvements in making services accessible for all groups, and the new Pathways to Work strategy is an opportunity to further progress this objective. However, it must be noted that based upon recent consultations the NDA has held with disabled people, many people still report difficulties they have experienced with Intreo services.  People report inconsistencies in the quality of support they receive, with some reporting poor experiences when it comes to accessibility or staff in Intreo offices understanding their needs. From our consultation report on the National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2025-2030, it would appear that the quality of supports and services is inconsistent across Intreo offices and locations.
As a result, it is important that the new strategy continues to provide resources and training to staff to ensure that Intreo services have capacity to support disabled people accessing services, and that there are specific actions and objectives which promote an equality-based approach to providing these services. 
Q2 Based on your experience, how effective is the current Intreo Public Employment Service and its Intreo Partners in supporting employers?
Over the lifetime of the previous strategy, Intreo services have made progress in supporting employers to employ more disabled people. While there is still scope for improvement, the following are examples of areas where positive developments have taken place and further progress can be made:
The Work and Access Programme
The introduction of the Work and Access scheme to replace the Reasonable Accommodation Fund (RAF) provides a broader range of supports and includes a workplace needs assessment. It is hoped that this will lead to increased uptake of the supports offered under the scheme. The NDA advises that it will be important that the Department monitors its performance as the programme becomes more established and we suggest that an evaluation of the scheme is conducted in the near future. 
The public information campaign is to be welcomed in raising awareness about this scheme. There have been some concerns raised about the administrative burden related to the scheme and that some application forms are not yet digitalised. It will be important that administrative burden is minimised and that multiple accessible formats are made available for both employees and employers. 
The Wage Subsidy Scheme (WSS)
Since its commencement, the Wage Subsidy Scheme has provided a financial incentive to employers to employ persons with disabilities. Evidence from the OECD indicates that private sector wage subsidies generally increase employment, although the extent to which they generate net job creation may be limited.[footnoteRef:4] The Irish labour market is currently performing very well, however, recent figures have indicated that Ireland has the lowest levels of employment of disabled people in the EU. [footnoteRef:5] This shows the need for schemes such as the Wage Subsidy Scheme, that bring a focus on increasing the participation of disabled people in the labour market.  [4:  Disability, Work and Inclusion in Ireland (EN)]  [5:  https://www.edf-feph.org/majority-of-persons-with-disabilities-locked-out-of-quality-employment/#:~:text=The%20report%20shows%20that%20only,bad%20in%204%20EU%20countries. 
] 

The recent updates to the Wage Subsidy Scheme announced by the Department of Social Protection are to be welcomed. Specifically, the removal of terms such as “productivity deficit” and “productivity shortfall” is an important development as this language was not aligned with the UNCRPD and reflected a medicalisation of disability. The Department has stated that the scheme will now focus on the need to adapt the employment role to a disabled person’s ability. This change in terminology and focus must now be reflected in the operationalisation of the scheme, ensuring the scheme facilitates disabled people to gain employment experience that supports independent transitions to the open labour market and is inclusive of the support needs of the individual. The NDA advises that data on the uptake of the WSS is published annually and that longitudinal data is obtained and examined on the employment progress of disabled persons who access the scheme.
The Employer Relations Division within the Department of Social protection
The Employer Relations Division provides a range of supports to employers around the country, including supporting businesses to employ people with disabilities. This division is responsible for providing and managing a number of the available schemes to support employers, such as the Wage Subsidy Scheme and the Work and Access Programme. It is important that the new strategy further invests in this division, providing it with the adequate resources to continue to engage with employers regarding the employment of disabled people. Further to this, the division must be promoted so that more employers are aware of these information and support services, and the potential supports they can avail of to employ people with disabilities. The new strategy may also consider working with the Department of Enterprise, Tourism and Employment (DETE) to facilitate a wider promotion of available schemes with employers around the country.
One issue identified is a gap between local employers who may wish to employ someone with a disability, and knowledge of staff in Intreo offices of where to direct employers as they may not have the knowledge of local disability day services, residential services or other Ability Programmes that are operating locally. The new strategy could place a focus on more coordination of services so that employers and people with disabilities can be better facilitated to link in together.
EmployAbility Service
The EmployAbility service has been a welcome support to both employers and people with disabilities seeking employment. The service consists of elements which promote a supported employment approach to employment for disabled people, such as the provision of job coaches for people and ongoing advice and information on employment supports. The service is also very valuable to employers, offering advice and guidance to employers along with information and support on various other supports.
However, the qualification criteria requiring disabled people to be ‘job ready’ highlights the gap in supported employment for many people with disabilities, as there is a cohort of people with disabilities who may need higher levels of support (at least initially) to access and maintain employment. As the current EmployAbility service does not cater for this group, the new strategy may consider how it could expand on the current service by addressing the current gaps in supported employment. See Question 3 below for further information on developing a supported employment model.
Q3 What additional supports could be offered to individuals seeking employment or upskilling opportunities?
Disabled people continuously highlight to the NDA that employment is a significant issue impacting their ability to live independently and participate more in society. There are a large proportion of disabled people who want to work, so more efforts are needed to facilitate access to and sustain disabled people in the labour force. 
Develop a Supported Employment Model
In many OECD jurisdictions supported employment schemes are provided to help bridge the disability employment gap. These schemes assist people with disabilities in finding and retaining jobs in order to increase their independence and improve their self-esteem. In contrast to other vocational programmes such as sheltered workshops or day services, supported employment schemes aim to involve disabled people in competitive rather than sheltered employment; job placements are individualised based on a person’s preferences, strengths and work experience. [footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Implementing supported employment as an evidence-based practice - PubMed (nih.gov)] 

Many supported employment systems utilise a person-centred approach and job matching to help identify jobs for job seekers.  Disabled people are supported in finding and applying for work (instead of undergoing lengthy pre-employment assessment and training, or coping with traditional interview situations); moreover, once in employment they are provided with continuing and individualised support, often through a job coach or similar employment specialist role.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  https://easpd.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/Publications/s.beyer_report_-_opport_and_barriers_of_diff_employment_models_final.pdf] 

[bookmark: _Hlk169016827]Within Ireland supported employment is a recognised system of support for disabled people to access work options. Current examples include the Individual Placement and Support (IPS)[footnoteRef:8] model for those with mental health issues, Specialisterne[footnoteRef:9] for those with autism, AHEAD’s Willing Able and Mentoring (WAM) model for graduates with disabilities and EmployAbility[footnoteRef:10] for those who are employment ready. Where Ireland is an outlier is in the very limited provision for those adults with high support needs and for those who acquire disabilities and who cannot work the minimum hours prescribed by EmployAbility or who are not work ready.   [8:  https://mentalhealthreform.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Steps-into-work-FINAL.pdf]  [9:  https://www.specialisterne.ie/employers/]  [10:  https://www.gov.ie/en/service/8578c4-access-the-employability-service/
] 

Under the Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with Disabilities a cross departmental and agency working group came together to examine the issues surrounding employment for those disabled people who want to work but experience obstacles. This working group produced a report in 2018 that agreed a policy approach aimed at ‘individuals with disabilities, including those who require a high level of support’ who wish to work.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  This may differ from the definition of ‘high support needs’ as employed in the health and social care services, or in the education system. ] 

The 5.1 action agreed policy steps included:
· Coordinated and effective phase of preparation for work so that individuals will be better placed to access employment, for example the WorkAbility projects; [footnoteRef:12]  [12:  The Ability Programme has been replaced by WorkAbility, funded through the Department of Social Protection and aimed at supporting people who are distant from the labour market to prepare for employment.
] 

· Development of a complementary policy regarding provision of supports to find and keep employment;
· Development of effective protocols for cooperation between Departments and Agencies to support people with disabilities on their path to work, both now and as the coordinated policy is implemented.
A number of underpinning assumptions in support of these elements were agreed including:
· The Intreo service – the national employment service - will be the primary gateway or access point to employment supports, 
· For those people with higher support needs complementary employment support services need to be developed 
· Standardised and over-arching protocols between bodies at both national and local level will be developed.  
· Consideration is required on the role and funding of assistants in work as a support to help with personal care activities.

While the above policy was agreed across relevant departments and agencies and published in 2019, there has been no progress in relation to development of a national programme of supported employment since that time. Challenges to implementation related to ownership and designation of a lead department for delivery of a national programme of supports, noting OECD research that shows this role is often taken on by the public employment service in other jurisdictions.

A national programme of supported employment is missing from the suite of tried and tested approaches utilised to increase employment outcomes for disabled people. While no pilot project on supported employment was progressed, due to the lack of resolution on the issues identified above, the NDA advises that a Proof-of-Concept (PoC) study is used to identify a viable and effective way of delivering Supported Employment services with all the relevant stakeholders. The outcome of the PoC can be scaled up to be delivered nationally. 
Facilitate pathways from education to employment
Linked to employment is the need to improve access to higher education.. Currently, there remains an absence of a clear pathway from education to employment for young people with disabilities, with issues arising at key points of transition between education, training, day support services and employment, depending on the route taken by an individual. The NDA’s report on the final review of progress under the Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with Disabilities found that the rate of young people with disabilities not in employment, education, or training (NEET) remains more than twice that of young people without disabilities. The time young people spend not in employment, education or training can increase the likelihood of unemployment, low wages, or low quality of work later in life. More work is required to narrow this gap, and outcomes focused on improving these rates such as access programmes with focused support for students with disabilities should be considered for inclusion in the new strategy.

In order to address these challenges an effective co-ordinated policy approach is required across Government departments and strategies. This involves developing effective protocols for cooperation between Departments and Agencies to support disabled people on their path to work. As part of this Intreo can play an important role as being a primary access point to employment supports, while also referring those with other needs to the relevant area for training or employment supports, as required.
The National Strategy for Lifelong Guidance 2024-2030 commits to addressing some of the gaps in career guidance experienced by learners with disabilities in school. However, the role of Intreo and adult guidance services in local Education Training Boards will remain key avenues of information and guidance once young people have left school. It is through the work of this group that the provision of “services intended to assist individuals, of any age and at any point throughout their lives, to make educational, training and occupational choices and to manage their careers” must be made available. [footnoteRef:13] [13: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/225180619_The_involvement_of_the_European_Union_in_career_guidance_policy_A_brief_history ] 

There needs to be further progress on ensuring career guidance and work-placement opportunities are provided to all learners with disabilities at a suitable life stage.
Apprenticeships
People with disabilities regularly report the need for better work experience options for young disabled people, including increasing access to apprenticeships, to give people better opportunities to participate in employment. The new strategy may consider how the apprenticeships model could be resourced and coordinated to make the system more flexible and accessible for people with disabilities.
Self-Employment
[bookmark: _Hlk208490501]People with disabilities who are self-employed are a cohort who face additional barriers when it comes to work. In our consultation report on the new national strategy, people raised the issue of insufficient supports available to self-employed disabled people. Barriers include a lack of awareness of the viability of such a path to employment, as well as how the current system is not tailored to facilitate disabled people pursuing a route into self-employment. For example, people who may be on Disability Allowance (DA) face challenges in how the earnings disregard is applied in that people may find this more difficult to manage given the lack of regular income associated with self-employment. The strategy should give consideration to putting in place supports that would make self-employment a more accessible route for people with disabilities
Personal Assistance (PA)
[bookmark: _Hlk208490518]From our consultations disabled people report the difficulty they have in acquiring a PA to support them to work. A National Policy on Personal Assistance is due to be developed and it will be important that DSP input into this policy to make sure that the lack of a PA for a disabled person is not an impediment to work. This may also involve working with employers to increase awareness around the need for some to have a PA that enables them to work, and any reasonable accommodations that disabled employees may have in this regard.
Q4 What additional supports could be offered to employers?
Introduce an Employer Information and Advice Service
A 2021 OECD report ‘Disability, Work and Inclusion in Ireland: Engaging and Supporting Employers’ recommended that Ireland create a well-embedded employer service as an additional arm of the public employment service that employers can access easily free of charge. 
One of the key objectives set out in Pathways to Work 2021-2025 is to improve employment rates of people most distant from the labour market, including people with disabilities. The disability employment gap has been acknowledged by the EU Commission, who is 2022 launched an Employment Package [footnoteRef:14] to support Member States to improve labour market outcomes of persons with disabilities. This employment package is one of the seven flagship initiatives announced in the Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030 (Disability Rights Strategy). This EU initiative saw the introduction of a new practitioner toolkit for Public Employment Services across Europe. This toolkit was designed to combat labour market discrimination against persons with disabilities and to assist in their participation in the labour market. [footnoteRef:15] [14:  European Commission (COM(2021) 101 final): Union of Equality: Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030  ]  [15: https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&newsId=10387&furtherNews=yes ] 

The NDA advise that the utilisation of this Toolkit by Intreo, the Irish public employment service, should be examined and actioned during the next phase of the Pathways to Work strategy. The toolkit provides information and guidance on tools that can be used to combat discrimination and further the effective participation of persons with disabilities. It also has concrete steps that can be taken to strengthen the services provided to persons with disabilities. One of the key observations from this report is for public employment services to create their own expert disability advice teams to offer affective outreach to assist organisations in facilitating employment for disabled people.
With the development of the new Pathways to Work, Employer Engagement Teams in DSP have an opportunity to strengthen their employer engagement and awareness activities through the provision of more disability specific support, guidance and information. The previous strategy contained an action focused on developing and implementing a promotional campaign to increase employer awareness and take-up of supports. It is crucial that such an action is included in this new strategy and resourced effectively.  The NDA is aware that the Department have invested in a promotion campaign for employers in relation to the WSS and the Work and Access scheme. However, it is important that any communication campaign such as this are continuously promoted over the lifetime of the strategy. See Question 5 for further detail on this area.
Employers for Change offer a dedicated service providing information and advice to employers on a range of issues such as inclusive recruitment, reasonable accommodations and more. In 2022 Employers for Change worked with 95 employers, including Brown Thomas / Arnotts, Coillte Ireland, Dell, EY and Salesforce, through 185 interactions. The service also published an employer’s toolkit. [footnoteRef:16] Within the context of Pathways to Work, the NDA advises that DSP work with the Department of Enterprise, Tourism and Employment and the Employers for Change service to address the gap in information and support ‘to enable employers to have all the information and advice needed to hire, employ, manage and retain staff with disabilities’. [footnoteRef:17] The strategy could also consider how this service could be used to support or be integrated into an Employer Information and Advice Service. This approach could provide a more holistic one-stop shop for employers who may need information, advice and support in employing disabled people, while also ensuring that the already existing resources that Employers for Change offer are utilised more widely by employers.  [16:  EFCEmployervToolkitFinal.pdf (employersforchange.ie)]  [17:  https://employersforchange.ie/ ] 

Q5 Suggest some ways we can improve public awareness and the uptake of employer supports and services
Public awareness for disabled people
The Make Work Pay report was published in 2017 and set out a number of recommendations to ensure people with disabilities, who are able to and want to work, are supported to do so. Not all actions contained in the report were completed, and a number remain relevant today. The NDA advises that the Department review the Make Work pay recommendations as part of the development of this new strategy to ensure that relevant items are actioned. 
One area that disabled people consistently report on is a lack of awareness in relation to amendments that have been made to DSP schemes and supports. People report that often they do not have knowledge of new rules regarding social welfare payments, income disregards and the retainment of other benefits. To combat this issue, the Department must act on the Make Work Pay actions, specifically the following recommendation:
Develop a proactive and ongoing strategy to communicate clear, simple, and accurate information in a user-friendly way on what benefits people with disabilities will keep if they are in employment.
This action contained a number of different steps to achieve the outcome, so it is important that the department develop a proactive and ongoing strategy to communicate clear, simple and accurate information in a use-friendly way. As part of this it will be important that relevant staff, particularly those in Intreo offices, are trained and updated on an ongoing basis as these are often the main source of information for people with disabilities who avail of these services.
As part of this approach, the department must be conscious of the accessibility needs of different disabled people and therefore provide information in an accessible manner for a range of people with different needs. This may mean that in some instances, giving people choice in how they want to be communicated with, for example, some people with intellectual disabilities may prefer receiving information via email, while others may prefer accessible email or online information. It is important that the department consider these different approaches.
[bookmark: _Hlk208490679]Ultimately, there needs to be provision of better communication regarding changes to the welfare system that allow disabled people on disability allowance and related payments to work and earn money through the earnings disregard. Disabled people also require accurate updated and relevant information about retaining secondary benefits such as their medical card and free travel for a period of time.
Public awareness for employers
[bookmark: _Hlk208490791]Similarly, as referenced in Question 1 above, an ongoing awareness campaign for employers as well as an Employer Information and Advice service (See Question 3), would assist employers in the take-up of supports and therefore may increase the numbers of people with disabilities in employment. As part of this, the Department may consider evaluating the effectiveness of such campaigns in order to inform future campaigns and to adapt if necessary.
Q6 How familiar are you with the targets and commitments of the current strategy?
Disabled people continue to have a lower employment rate compared to non-disabled people. The Department may consider that a key priority for the new strategy is to address this disability employment gap over the strategy’s lifetime. 
One aspect that would assist in achieving this is to ensure there are meaningful outcomes and indicators associated with the strategy which are then measurable. Such targets will be required to be developed for the new Human Rights strategy for Disabled People so ensuring alignment between the two strategies will be important.  Allied to this is making sure that data collection methods are consistent so that data can be used appropriately to inform policy and decision-making. The NDA has previously provided advice to the department on indicators relating to employment and our paper on employment targets might be useful in this regard. Data collection was referenced by the European Commission in their review of Ireland’s employment of people with disabilities, [footnoteRef:18] which highlighted how some policy outcomes in relation to employment of disabled people can be vague and require more specific and measurable methods. The new strategy has an opportunity to implement consistent measurables and align itself with other strategies and policies currently under development, such as the new Roadmap for Social Inclusion and the Tertiary Education Strategy, as well as the wider National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2025-2030. [18:  European Commission (2024), Employment of persons with disabilities: an assessment of the effectiveness of national policies, Ireland, State of Affairs November 2024] 

Q7 Please outline 2 or more areas where you have observed significant progress made in achieving the targets and commitments in Pathways to Work 2021-2025?
The Work and Access Programme
As referenced in Question 2, the introduction of the Work and Access scheme to replace the Reasonable Accommodation Fund outlines a broader range of supports for disabled people and employers. The Department must monitor and evaluate its performance as the programme becomes more established and identify aspects of the available schemes that may not be practical or accessible to either disabled people or employers, with a view to reviewing them in the future. 
The Wage Subsidy Scheme (WSS)
As referenced above under Question 2, the Wage Subsidy Scheme has been effective in providing a financial incentive to employers to employ persons with disabilities, with data suggesting these incentives are effective in increasing employment for disabled people but not in the generation of new jobs. 
While this is to be welcomed, it is important that longitudinal data is collected and analysed to examine the progress of disabled people and measure the efficacy of the scheme. 
WorkAbility Programme
The WorkAbility Programme builds on the work of the Ability Programme and incorporates learnings from the Ability evaluation, but it has broader aim of supporting people with disabilities aged 16 and older into employment. The initiative aims to provide supports to up to 5,000 disabled people and involves efforts to build the capacity of employers to recruit, retain, and progress disabled people in their workforces. It also has a focus on facilitating new partnerships amongst stakeholders (disabled people, disability services, employment services and employers) and on new approaches to providing employment supports to people with disabilities. The learning obtained through this programme must not be lost as this programme ends, for example, the early engagement process underway in Intreo should be informed by this learning. One challenge with this programme is that it is time limited and there is no statutory programme that supports people with higher support needs into work.
Q8 In your view, what are the main challenges to face the labour market in the next 5 years (2026 – 2030)?
1. Improving employment rates of people with disabilities
Almost half (49.3%) of people with disabilities of working age in Ireland are at work, compared to 70.8% of people without disabilities. This means that the difference in employment rates between people with and without disabilities, i.e., the disability employment gap, is 21.5 percentage points. Available cross-country data indicate that the gap in Ireland is considerably larger than the average gap across the European Union.[footnoteRef:19] The link between employment and social inclusion is well established, and Ireland also ranks near the bottom of all 27 EU Member States on a number of social inclusion indicators for people with disabilities, including severe material deprivation and being at risk of poverty.[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Eurostat (2023). Disability employment gap by level of activity limitation and sex (source EU-SILC). https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-datasets/-/tepsr_sp200]  [20:  Sprong, S. & Maitre, B. (2023). Poverty and Social Inclusion Indicators in the 
Roadmap for Social Inclusion 2020–2025 in Comparative Perspective Covering 
2018–2021, Dublin: Department of Social Protection BKMNEXT434_0.pdf (esri.ie)] 

The new Pathways to Work strategy must place a focus on addressing the employment rates of disabled people. Addressing this issue involves taking a whole of Government approach, aligning multiple strategies such as the new National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People, the upcoming new Roadmap for Social Inclusion, the new Tertiary Education Strategy and others. 
2. Embracing flexible employment models
As referenced in Question 3, one way to tackle address the disability employment gap is to develop a Supported Employment Model to help reduce the disability employment gap and support more disabled people who want to work to access and maintain employment. While there are some programmes that provide supported employment, there is no national model so support is based on both a post code lottery and is dependent on what services and supports a person has been linked to. A supported employment service is also important for people who acquire a disability during their working lives and require support to return to the workplace. Ireland lacks a vocational rehabilitation programme, but the NDA believes that a comprehensive supported employment programme could fulfil this function.  
3. Addressing long-term unemployment
One action that may be considered as part of the new strategy is to put in place a clear process for early engagement with disabled young people to arrest the flow onto long-term benefits. Linked to this is to address the persistent concern that benefits will be lost on taking up employment, which when combined with the Cost of Disability, acts as a disincentive and leaves many reluctant to engage with public employment services.
The NDA is aware of the debate around eligible disabled young people receiving disability allowance from the age of 16. Some feel this is a disincentive to work. DSP’s green paper on disability payments asked about this issue and the NDA understands it may be one of the least contentious issues. It is important to analyse the feedback from stakeholders on this issue to see if there is an appetite to amend the timing of this payment. There may be options such as deferring payment to 18 and extending the Domiciliary Care Allowance, making the payment conditional on engaging with transition planning, training or further education where appropriate or deferring disability payments until an older age. It is important that different options are considered, and analysis conducted to determine whether this payment may be a disincentive to work, and that there is early engagement with stakeholders and DPOs in this regard.  
4. The Advancement of AI
As Artificial Intelligence (AI) advances and potentially becomes an increasing feature of employment, there are a number of risks and opportunities that could be considered for the new strategy. The NDA has developed a paper on AI and Disability Inclusion in Ireland - Opportunities and Challenges Across Six Key Sectors. This paper looks at potential positive and negative impacts of AI and highlights how for example, AI could enhance employment opportunities for individuals with disabilities by automating repetitive tasks, providing job matching services based on skills and preferences, and offering workplace accommodations through assistive technologies. As Intreo acts as a central hub in providing a single point of contact for all employment and income support services, AI-driven tools could enhance Intreo's capabilities by performing comprehensive cross-departmental analysis, considering factors such as individual needs, existing benefits, and workplace requirements. This could power sophisticated systems that help people with disabilities understand the broader implications of certain employment and training options.
However, there are also risks associated with AI. There is a risk that AI replaces an increasing number of jobs thereby reducing the number of jobs available for people with disabilities. Additionally, a lack of accessibility in AI-powered job platforms and workplace technologies would create further barriers to equal employment opportunities. For Intreo services, cross-departmental data used to train AI systems could contain biases and discriminatory patterns. There is also a risk that AI systems could automatically filter out job opportunities based on assistive technology requirements if these are not properly accounted for in the AI model's design. These risks underscore the need for robust human oversight and a clear and accessible appeals process. 
It is important that the risks and opportunities associated with AI are considered in the development of the new pathways to work strategy.
Q9 And which of the following groups are facing the most challenges?
People with disabilities
[bookmark: _Hlk155949429]Research from the ESRI has shown that disabled people, as a group are more likely to be excluded than their peers. [footnoteRef:21] For example, people with disabilities are more likely to be experiencing poverty compared to non-disabled people, and in relation to employment, persons with a disability are less likely to be employed than people without disabilities. [footnoteRef:22] [footnoteRef:23] [21:  Barriers to social inclusion in Ireland: Change over time and space, 2016-2022 | ESRI]  [22:  Adjusting Estimates of Poverty for the Cost of Disability]  [23:  Disability, Work and Inclusion in Ireland (EN)] 

In 2023, the NDA published results of a survey - the National Wellbeing and Social Inclusion Survey - which aimed to find out if people feel they belong and feel valued and respected in their communities. The findings from the report indicated that disabled people experience poorer mental wellbeing and social inclusion when compared to non-disabled people. It also highlighted that a person identifying as a member of more than one marginalised group, such as being disabled and a member of the LGBTQI+ community, increases the risk of social exclusion and poorer wellbeing.
The supports available to people with disabilities who are or wish to be self-employed or entrepreneurs is underdeveloped and there are some system and process issues that present barriers. For example, people can find it difficult to predict their income when setting up a small business to allow their disability benefits to be adjusted. The systems in place to support people with more severe disabilities to find work is also underdeveloped with very limited access to job coaches who can provide that intensive support required, particularly at the beginning of a placement. People wishing to return to work after acquiring a disability find they are often unsupported either in determining what reskilling or accommodations they require and in negotiating with their employer. The NDA has previously provided guidance to DSP on developing a vocational rehabilitation system in Ireland.[footnoteRef:24]    [24:  Vocational Rehabilitation Policy Paper & Consultation | The National Disability Authority (nda.ie)] 

These findings illustrate that people with disabilities are a group which require a particular focus when it comes to social inclusion. Specifically, programmes should be targeted to those with intersecting marginalised identities who are doubly disadvantaged, for example, Travellers with disabilities. The focus should also be on supporting disabled people into work. This could be by expanding EmployAbility and developing a national programme of supported employment (see Questions 3 and 11 for further information).
Q10 Thinking about a particular group (or groups) - What specific challenges are they facing when seeking employment?
A Lack of supported employment
There is room for improvement in supporting disabled people, particularly those with higher needs, into employment. As referenced in Question 3 and below in Question 11, the absence of a national programme of supported employment model for people with disabilities is a significant challenge in people gaining and then maintaining employment. 
Poverty and Cost of Disability
The Indecon Cost of Disability in Ireland research report was published in 2021 and found that there can be significant extra costs of disability across a number of areas that disabled people face in their day to day lives. The report outlines how the financial cost of disability varies significantly from person to person, depending on type and severity of disability, what costs are met by the state, and personal circumstances such as where the person lives or who they live with. Other factors, including the degree of impairment or functional limitation, have a major influence on the scale of additional costs of disability.
These findings are in line with previous research and consultations with disabled people that have been conducted by the NDA. Disabled people identified that extra costs of disability and increased risk of poverty were key issues impacting them, and that the current system of entitlements do not enable people to live full lives.
While these findings illustrate the need for the introduction of a more finessed and individualised social welfare response that is focused on groups and cohorts that are most in need, it also highlights the context facing disabled people who are either looking for employment or who are currently in employment but still facing these additional costs. In their evaluation of employment policies and strategies (including the current Pathways to Work Strategy), the European Commission highlighted how people with disabilities face balancing the financial incentives of employment with the potential loss of additional supports, such as access to free healthcare or transport schemes. [footnoteRef:25] Disabled people can face incurring higher costs for being employed, due to specialised transport needs due to inaccessible transport or extra payments for personal assistance.  [25:  European Commission (2024), Employment of persons with disabilities: an assessment of the effectiveness of national policies, Ireland, State of Affairs November 2024] 

The new Pathways to Work strategy has an opportunity to align with other policies, such as the Roadmap for Social Inclusion and others in recognising these additional costs and the impact they have on people with disabilities accessing and maintaining employment. 
Employment disincentives
Linked to the extra costs with having a disability, there is a risk of employment disincentives within the social welfare system that needs to be addressed. While the increase in the income disregard was a welcome amendment allowing more disabled people to participate in the workforce without losing - or being in fear of losing - their full Disability Allowance.  Despite this development there remains employment disincentives within the social welfare system that could be addressed. For example, while the retention of the medical card and free travel pass (for up to five years) for those entering employment, are to be welcomed, for many there is still much fear in relation to ultimately losing these benefits. This acts as a key disincentive to working. Recent research from the ESRI also highlighted how rules to prevent the loss of medical cards for social welfare claimants have created a work disincentive. [footnoteRef:26]  [26:  ESRI Working Paper No 804. Medical Card coverage and the impact of income limit freezes. Available at: Medical Card coverage and the impact of income limit freezes] 

There is a need for better communication in this area to address this misconception regarding loss of medical cards for disabled people, and the NDA advises that the Department review the linking of certain benefits to the medical card to remove any potential work disincentives. 
It is also important to point out that in recent consultations held by the NDA, disabled people emphasise that not all disabled people are able or feel able to work and they should not be pressurised to do so. Examples were given of people who did not want to risk working for fear it would make an illness or condition worsen. These scenarios highlight how people with disabilities should have access to a decent standard of living regardless of whether they are in a position to work or not. DSP’s Green Paper on reform of Disability Payments, although not intended, caused fear among recipients of Disability Allowance that they would be pressurised to work. Many were aware of criticisms of the Work Capability Assessments in the UK and were very wary of something similar being introduced in Ireland.[footnoteRef:27] While disability payment reform is required a different approach to this is necessary. [27:  See for example DWP loses WCA changes High Court battle] 

Reasonable accommodations
People with disabilities face barriers to employment through the lack of provision of reasonable accommodations. It is often reported by disabled people that reasonable accommodation requests may be denied due to limited or low funding available, as well as a lack of guidance and information available for both employers and people with disabilities themselves on the requirements of employers in this regard. The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC) is developing a Code of Practice in relation to reasonable accommodations. It is important that such resources are promoted with employers and employees to ensure good awareness of the employment equality acts that legislate for reasonable accommodations. 
Employer Attitudes
Disabled people themselves report that they face discriminatory attitudes from employers and that there is an ongoing lack of disability awareness among employers, including a common assumption that people with disabilities lack education or skills. Hiring practices in workplaces was also an area where employers engaged in ‘stereotypes’ and ‘misconceptions’ towards disabled people. As shown in the NDA funded OECD report, many employers have misconceptions about employing people with disabilities that can be a barrier to their employment. The OECD report stated that:
“Employer engagement and support for employers are critically important for the improvement of the labour market situation for persons with disabilities in Ireland. Effective strategies for employer engagement are critical, to overcome disability-related misperceptions and discrimination and to raise awareness about available support programmes and subsidies. Yet, Ireland has an underdeveloped employer engagement structure with respect to information and support for the employment of persons with disabilities.“
This emphasises the importance of promoting the inclusion of disabled people and suggests that any awareness or promotion of disability employment supports for employers must be inclusive of promoting disabled people in the workplace.
Q11 What should be the top three priorities for the 2026-2030 strategy?
Develop a Supported Employment Model
In many OECD jurisdictions supported employment schemes are provided to help bridge the disability employment gap. These schemes utilise a person-centred approach and job matching to help identify jobs for job seekers and assist people with disabilities in finding and retaining jobs in order to increase their independence and improve their self-esteem. 
Within Ireland supported employment is a recognised system of support for disabled people to access work options, however there is very limited provision for those adults with high support needs and for those who acquire disabilities and who are not work ready.  A national programme of supported employment is missing from the suite of tried and tested approaches utilised to increase employment outcomes for disabled people. The NDA advises that a Proof-of-Concept (PoC) study is used to identify a viable and effective way of delivering Supported Employment services with all the relevant stakeholders. The outcome of the PoC can be scaled up to be delivered nationally. 
Facilitate pathways from education to employment
As referenced earlier under Question 3, there is a need to improve access to higher education for people with disabilities by providing a clear pathway from education to employment and/or further education and training. 
In order to address these challenges an effective co-ordinated policy approach is required across Government departments and strategies. This involves developing effective protocols for cooperation between Departments and Agencies to support disabled people on their path to work. Intreo could play a key role as part of this by being a primary access point to employment supports, while also referring those with other needs to the relevant area for training or employment supports, as required. Ongoing pilots on transitions from post-primary to further education or employment need to be evaluated and expanded as appropriate with lessons learned shared and good practice highlighted.  
Introduce an Employer Information and Advice Service
[bookmark: _Hlk208490643]Employers may require additional supports to recruit, train and retain disabled employees and the NDA recommends that the Department of Social Protection develop an embedded and inclusive supported employment service that can provide support to employers with this. On the employer liaison front, the Department could consider its role in the long-term funding and support of an employer information and advice service as an additional arm of Intreo, that employers can access easily free of charge. 
Such a programme could assist the EmployAbility service and the Department’s Employer Engagement Unit in their roles. There is a need for further collaboration between DSP and the Department of Enterprise, Tourism and Employment, Employers for Change, IBEC, Chambers Ireland and other employer groups in order to share information and best practice. As co-chair of the employment pillar in the new disability strategy DSP has an opportunity to develop a more collaborative approach. Developing and embedding employer supports and making more employers aware of schemes such as the Work and Access scheme and the WSS through these channels could increase the take-up of schemes and make employers more aware of the advantages to employing disabled employees.
Conclusion
As outlined in this submission people with disabilities are a group who are more likely to experience poverty and social exclusion, be at risk of discrimination and have lower levels of employment compared to their peers. Therefore, the development of a new Pathways to Work strategy provides an opportunity to put in place actions and objectives that will improve employment outcomes for disabled people.
The NDA acknowledge that improving employment outcomes requires a whole of government approach, which promotes disabled people’s rights and is in line with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). Employment can play a key role in lifting people out of poverty and in facilitating people to live independent lives in the community, therefore further investment and more tailored responses to support people into employment are required. This approach is supported by the recently published National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2025-2030, which outlines a whole of government and mainstreaming approach to disability, with employment and independent living and participation in society being two of the five pillars within this strategy. 
The NDA is available for follow-up on any of the issues raised in this submission.
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