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[bookmark: _Toc129007203]Introduction
The National Disability Authority (NDA) is the independent statutory body with a duty to provide information and evidence-informed advice to Government and officials in the public sector on disability matters, and to promote Universal Design. This submission on the Statement of Strategy 2023-2025 addresses issues related to this department’s remit which fall within the NDA’s competencies and expertise. 

The NDA recommends that the Department of Rural and Community Development includes clear commitments in this new Statement of Strategy with regard to how services and supports, within its remit, will be provided to members of the public with disabilities. 

A clear statement confirming the Government’s policy of ‘mainstreaming’ and referencing how the Department of Rural and Community Development will recognise and meet the needs of disabled persons when delivering services is a useful approach. This will require the department to disability-proof the policies and supports it provides, thereby also ensuring that the Department of Rural and Community Development is playing its part in the delivery of the State’s commitments under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD).

[bookmark: _Toc129007204]Policy Commitments
Ireland ratified the UNCRPD in 2018. A UNCRPD Implementation Strategy is to be developed during 2023. While the development of the Strategy will be coordinated by the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth (DCEDIY), there will be obligations and actions for all government departments and across the public sector, in order to ensure the rights of persons with disabilities are recognised and realised. Articles of the UNCRPD and that are particularly relevant to the Department of Rural and Community Development include;

· Article 9 Accessibility 
· Article 19 Living independently and being included in the community
· Article 26 Habilitation and rehabilitation
· Article 28 Adequate standard of living and social protection; 

The NDA would encourage the Department to become actively involved in the development of a UNCRPD Implementation Strategy

[bookmark: _Toc129007205]Participation and Engagement
The UNCRPD also places an obligation on states to ensure that people with disabilities are included in policy development and decision-making. The NDA encourages the Department to consult with stakeholders on matters within the remit of the Department that would have relevance to disability, including Disabled Persons’ Organisations (DPOs). We advise that meaningful engagement and participation should feature throughout the lifetime of the next Statement of Strategy, so that policy interventions planned and delivered by the department are disability-proofed from the outset. The NDA has published two documents that may help with this. The first ‘Participation Matters: Guidelines on implementing the obligation to meaningfully engage with disabled people in public decision making’ aims to support public bodies in achieving meaningful engagement with disabled people, especially through their representative DPOs.[footnoteRef:2] The NDA also produced an ‘Advice Paper on Disability Language and Terminology’ which is intended as a practical guide for departments and public bodies on the use of language about disability.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  https://nda.ie/publications/participation-matters-guidelines-on-implementing-the-obligation-to-meaningfully-engage-with-disabled-people-in-public-decision-making]  [3:  https://nda.ie/publications/nda-advice-paper-on-disability-language-and-terminology ] 


[bookmark: _Toc129007206]Crosscutting Strategies 
Consideration of some of the key issues set out within the UNCRPD Articles identified above will require input from more than one department, and the NDA looks forward to continuing collaborative working across government in the lifetime of this Statement of Strategy. One route to underpinning this approach is to ensure that commitments in relation to disability are articulated in this Statement of Strategy and that annualised business plans of your department are aligned with other crosscutting strategies and national policies, such as the Roadmap for Social Inclusion 2020–2025, Our Rural Future: Rural Development Policy 2021-2025 and the National Volunteering Strategy 2021-2025, National Remote Work Strategy 2021. 

The NDA would like to take this opportunity to highlight the following key areas of focus relevant to your Department, which we suggest could be incorporated within this new Statement of Strategy and has organised them under the headings of Community Development, Tidy Towns, Digital Accessibility and Statutory Obligations. A summary of recommendations is provided at the end of this submission. 
[bookmark: _Toc129007207]Community Development 
In Ireland, the 2016 Department of Social Protection’s Report Growing an Inclusive Recovery from the Social Inclusion Forum expressed the need to reinvigorate the community sector, following its depletion over many years. The 2019 Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities: a five-year strategy to support the community and voluntary sector in Ireland 2019-2024, commits to community development (CD) education and training and to funding CD initiatives. Our Shared Future, the 2020 Programme for Government, contains a commitment to promote CD education and training through Community Work Ireland [footnoteRef:4], and to provide support for CD projects on a phased basis. The NDA welcomes that your Department provided €1 million in 2021 to trial some CD initiatives. In research conducted by the NDA on participatory and social inclusion the limited funding to address identified gaps in CD approaches and training was identified.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  https://www.cwi.ie/]  [5:  NDA (2022) A Review of Approaches Used to Attain Societal Participation and Inclusion for Disabled People by Creating More Liveable Communities. A review of approaches used to create liveable communities to attain full participation and inclusion for disabled people - National Disability Authority (nda.ie)] 

The HSE Disability Capacity Review to 2032, published in 2021, noted that 3% of the disability budget in 2018 was spent on community services and supports to help disabled people participate in the community and live as independently as possible. The Review recommends that there should be increased funding to these services.[footnoteRef:6] The NDA echoes this advice as a means to promote capacity in the community sector, noting that it would involve collaboration between DCEDIY, the HSE and your Department.  [6:  Department of Health (2021) The HSE Disability Capacity Review to 2032 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/d3b2c-disability-capacity-review-to-2032-a-review-of-social-care-demand-and-capacity-requirements-to-2032/] 

[bookmark: _Toc129007208]Operation and evaluation of community development schemes
Local Development Companies (LDCs) compete with private sector interests and with each other. In cases where LDCs have not been successful in winning SICAP tenders, this has resulted in job losses within those LDCs. The tendering process, a time-consuming exercise, stretches under-resourced staff of LDCs. A competitive tendering process might appear to guarantee better value for money, and competitors from outside the local area might deliver the programme at a more competitive price although they lack local knowledge and social networks upon which CD relies for a successful outcome.[footnoteRef:7] NDA welcomes the fact that SICAP II (2018 -2022) has sought to rectify some of the issues identified by the experience of SICAP I (2015-2017) and hopes that learning will continue to be applied to strengthen CD approaches. [7:  Rylands, M., O’Connor, R., Power, C (2015) Local Government Reform in Ireland: Implications for Rural Development and Community Engagement. The changing landscape of local and community development policy in Ireland: policy and practice 
https://cora.ucc.ie/bitstream/handle/10468/2732/The_Changing_Landscape_of_Local_and_Community_Development_in_Ireland_Policy_and_Practice-1.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y] 

The NDA research also found that staff who work in LDCs and administer national programmes, such as SICAP, spoke of the time spent on evaluating CD schemes. They felt that the quantitative tools used did not adequately reflect what was being achieved and spoke of the need to find and use appropriate evaluation tools. Your Department oversaw the design and pilot of a tool that might better capture the benefits flowing from SICAP and other CD schemes than current evaluation tools. We are aware that this new tool, called the My Journey: Distance Travelled Tool (DTT), was launched in January 2020. Its full implementation and embedding it within the SICAP programme was negatively affected by remote working during the pandemic. 
We are aware[footnoteRef:8] that a pilot and evaluation to develop guidance for applying DTT in a standardised manner is underway and we welcome the development and application of more novel ways to measure the impacts of CD programmes. [8:  The Social Inclusion and Communities Unit in DRCD sent this information to the Chief Executive of the LDCs (ILDN) at the end of Nov 2021. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc129007209]Digital accessibility
Your Department currently manages the National Hub Network, Broadband Connection Points, WiFi4EU and the Digital Innovation Programme. These projects are part of an overall commitment to identifying local barriers to the provision of telecoms services and the use of digital technologies.
The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted technology’s potential to promote participation in the workplace, education and in social and political events. The use of online communication made daily life more accessible and opened up the mainstream for many.[footnoteRef:9] This NDA research, which was carried out to capture the innovative and adapted practices put into place across a range of sectors in response to the restrictions necessitated by COVID-19, with particular reference to those practices of relevance to persons with disabilities, found examples of programmes that supported disabled people to use technology to increase their participation in all aspects of life. The scope to grow programmes that address the digital divide came to the fore during the pandemic.  [9:  https://nda.ie/publications/lockdowns-unlock-innovations-report] 

This crisis has resulted in an increased use of technology across most sectors. The examples in the study above illustrate the prominent role that technology can play in the lives of disabled people and more importantly, the capacity people have to engage with it, which appears to have been underestimated in the past.  
[bookmark: _Toc76241730][bookmark: _Toc78385973][bookmark: _Toc129007210]Digital poverty and digital literacy 
We must be mindful that the increased use of technology may be a driver of social inequality. A recent NESC report pointed out that connectivity, access to devices, skills and confidence to engage with ICT vary due to age, geography, and socio-economic factors. Research has also indicated that compared to the non-disabled population, persons with disabilities have lower levels of digital inclusion.[footnoteRef:10] It is essential that digital poverty and poor digital literacy are addressed to ensure that the increased prominence of technology does not widen social inequality.  [10:  Johansson, Gulliksen and Gustavsson, 2021.] 

The NDA would encourage your Department to use its relevant programmes to accelerate the availability and accessibility of digital and online services to disabled people in rural communities.
[bookmark: _Toc129007211]Town and Village Renewal Scheme
The shift to remote working that was mandated by public health restrictions enabled a massive trial of the effectiveness of remote working. Many employers who might previously have feared that remote working would reduce productivity have found that employees have worked effectively at home. There is now a broader acceptance by employers[footnoteRef:11] and government that employees may prefer to retain remote working as an option on a permanent basis and that it is possible to facilitate remote working and maintain profitability.  [11:  https://www.ibec.ie/connect-and-learn/media/2021/01/15/new-remote-work-strategy-a-welcome-and-timely-recognition-of-our-changing-workplaces
] 

The disruption caused by the COVID-19 crisis resulted in an environment in which a rapid fundamental alteration in working arrangements could be introduced. 
The Department’s recent iteration of the Town and Village Renewal Scheme has prioritised funding to:
Projects that bring vacant and derelict buildings and sites back into use as multi-purpose spaces.
Projects that bring vacant properties in town centres back into use as remote working hubs. This includes funding for the repurposing of existing community or publicly owned buildings in town or village centres to facilitate remote working.
The NDA advises that these projects and any future examples to be funded under this Scheme should include criteria that follow a Universal Design approach to the design and refurbishment of such properties in order to allow all members of the local community, including disabled people, to take advantage of the facilities provided. This would offer disabled people opportunities to be economically active in their local communities. More information on Universal Design approaches can be found on the website of the Centre for Excellence for Universal Design (CEUD) which is part of the NDA.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  The Centre for Excellence in Universal Design | Centre for Excellence in Universal Design] 

[bookmark: _Toc129007212]Tidy Towns
The NDA’s CEUD had, for a number of years, been seeking to achieve a focus on Universal Design in the Tidy Towns competition as a means of reaching into local communities.  
The first year this was achieved was 2016, where the main application form for the Tidy Towns competition contained judging criteria that incorporated Universal Design, under two prominent categories: Built Environment and Streetscape; Landscaping and Open Spaces. This followed successful negotiations with the Tidy Towns Unit in the former Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government and a presentation to the Tidy Towns adjudicators.
Since 2018 the application form contains amended judging criteria.  Universal Design principles are now referenced under “Streetscape and Public Places”. In 2021, the National Transport Authority published a Universal Design Walkability Audit Tool[footnoteRef:13]. The CEUD advised on the development of this tool, along with Age Friendly Ireland and Green Schools. The NDA advises that with these new resources there may be scope to further examine opportunities to introduce more Universal Design elements into the Tidy Towns judging criteria. [13:  https://universaldesign.ie/built-environment/walkability-auditing/universal-design-walkability-audit-tool/ ] 

[bookmark: _Toc129007213]Statutory Obligations
[bookmark: _Toc129007214]Compliance with Part 5 of the Disability Act 2005
Part 5 of the Disability Act 2005 details the obligations public bodies have to promote and support the employment of persons with disabilities. The NDA is pleased to note the record of the department in relation to the employment of persons with disabilities, achieving 8% in 2021[footnoteRef:14]. In addition, one of two public bodies under the aegis of your Department also exceeded the minimum 3% target with the Western Development Commission achieving 10.7%. The other public body – Water Safety Ireland - has less than 10 employees and no one reporting a disability. It is important to continue maintaining compliance with Part 5 of the Disability Act 2005 as a key focus of your Department's HR strategy, and articulating a commitment to same in your Department’s overall Statement of Strategy can also demonstrate your Department’s standing as an employer invested in equality, diversity and inclusion.[footnoteRef:15] The Assisted Decision-Making (Capacity) (Amendment) Act 2022 increases will increase this statutory minimum target from 3% to 6% by 2025.  [14:  https://nda.ie/news/report-on-compliance-with-part-5-of-the-disability-act-2005-for-2021 ]  [15:  https://nda.ie/publications/nda-annual-reports-on-compliance-with-part-5-of-the-disability-act] 


[bookmark: _Toc129007215]EU Web Accessibility Obligations 
The EU Web Accessibility Directive, which came into force in September 2020, requires Member States to ensure that websites and mobile applications of public sector bodies are fully accessible to persons with disabilities and comply with the harmonised standard EN 310 549 (v3.2.1). The Directive further requires public bodies to maintain an Accessibility Statement in a prominent location on all its websites.  This must include a clear feedback mechanism for users to ask for assistance with inaccessible content and features as well as the statutory complaints mechanism through which a person can make a formal complaint about the website’s accessibility in-line with the Disability Act 2005 or the Equal Status Act 2000-2015, whichever so applies. The NDA is named in Irish Regulations as the National Monitoring Body for the purposes of monitoring compliance with and reporting on the EU Web Accessibility Directive. The NDA submitted two monitoring reports to the European Commission in December 2021 and 2022, respectively, and issued a Notice of Monitoring to Departments in November 2022.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Monitoring Report EU WAD Ireland 2021: NDA Report - National Disability Authority ] 


The NDA issued a Notice of Monitoring under the Directive to your Department on 16 December 2022.  NDA has received no reply to date. We conducted Simplified (automated) Reviews on: 
Department of Rural and Community Development on Gov.ie, 
The website of the Charities Regulator. 
NDA’s monitoring demonstrates that:
PDFs routinely published by the Department to gov.ie are inaccessible
Most PDFs published to the Charities Regulator website are inaccessible.  This website also contains a wide range of accessibility errors, resulting in an Accessibility Score of 14% in the last scan conducted.  This is a low score.
We recommend your Department engages with us to review how the accessibility of Departmental PDFs may be improved. We also recommend that the Charities Regulator address the issues identified in the Simplified Review. 
The NDA advises that your Department follows through on its statutory obligation to ensure all its websites, and the websites of services it contracts, comply with the EU Web Accessibility Directive, in the Statement of Strategy. Your Department should continue to be mindful of the EU Web Accessibility Directive in the development of any future online content, particularly the development of online forms that people with disabilities may be required to complete. The NDA recommends that this obligation and an action plan to address access issues is referenced in relevant strategic objectives and that the Statement of Strategy itself is published in a fully accessible format.
[bookmark: _Toc129007216]Compliance with Part 3 of Disability Act 2005
Part 3 of the Disability Act details obligations departments and public bodies have to ensure that information and service are accessible to persons with disabilities. Where practical and appropriate, departments and public bodies should ensure that services provided to disabled persons and persons without disabilities are integrated. The NDA’s CEUD developed a Customer Communications Toolkit for the Public Service, which provides guidance for public servants on how to communicate with the public using the simplest and clearest language possible and to ensure that all services are accessible, and meet the diverse needs of all customers. [footnoteRef:17] An updated version of the Toolkit will be available before the end of March 2023. [17:  NDA - Universal Design Public Service Toolkit - Foreword] 


The NDA recently forwarded the findings of the Part 3 Monitoring Report to the Secretary-General of your Department, which contains the results of a desk-based exercise, assessing the websites of departments and public bodies for information in relation to Access Officers, as defined by Part 3 of the Disability Act 2005. We advise that your Department reviews the data. However, these results may be subject to change, as the Department, and the public bodies under it remit, have until 30 March 2023 to revert with additional information or updated websites, before final publication of the report. Based on the information gathered to date, two organisations (50% of those examined) met all the criteria of the standard indicator regarding Section 26(2) - Access Officers. This is above the average of public bodies overall, which is 33.9%. The NDA looks forward to continued work on the recommendations detailed in the report, to ensure best practice is followed, and in assisting public bodies who do not meet this indicator, to address gaps.

[bookmark: _Toc129007217]Requirement for Accessible Public Buildings under Section 25 of the Disability Act 2005
Section 25 of the Disability Act 2005 requires all departments and public bodies to ensure that the parts of their buildings which are accessed by the public, apart from heritage sites, are brought into compliance with Part M of the building regulations, which deals with access and use. The requirement is to upgrade older public buildings so that they comply with Part M, within a ten-year time-frame of any amendment to part M. Part M 2010 commenced on 1 January 2012 and was subsequently reviewed and replaced again with Part M 2022, which commenced on 1 January 2023. Under Section 25 therefore, public bodies are required to bring their public buildings into compliance with Part M 2010 by 1st January 2022 and Part M 2022 by 1st January 2033. The new requirements under Part M 2022 relate to the provision of changing places toilets.

The NDA advises that each department and public body should develop an action plan including access audits, planned improvements works, timeframes for implementation and earmarked funding, to work towards achieving compliance with these legal obligations. This may involve engaging with other authorities as appropriate, including, for example, the OPW. We also advise that compliance with Section 25 should be factored into performance framework agreements with agencies as a governance matter to comply with legal duties. The NDA recommends that your Department develops a plan to implement Section 25 recommendations in buildings within its remit, including any public buildings, and that this commitment is clearly articulated in the Statement of Strategy. 

An Operational Review of the Effectiveness of Section 25 of the Disability Act 2005[footnoteRef:18] was published by the NDA in 2019 providing guidance on how public bodies can comply with Section 25. Under Part 3 of the Disability Act 2005, the NDA is developing a statutory Code of Practice on Accessible Public Buildings at the request of the Minister for Children, Equality Disability, Information and Youth, informed by the findings of the Operational Review. When completed, the NDA will have a role to monitor compliance with same, and to provide advice to departments on areas requiring further action or focus.  [18:  https://nda.ie/publications/an-operational-review-of-the-effectiveness-of-section-25-of-the-disability-act-2005-nda-report ] 


[bookmark: _Toc129007218]Irish Sign Language Act 
The Irish Sign Language Act 2017, which recognises the right of Irish Sign Language (ISL) users to use ISL as their native language, and to develop and preserve it, was formally commenced in December 2020. This Act places a statutory duty on all departments and public bodies to do all that is reasonable to provide ISL users with free ISL interpretation when availing of or seeking to access statutory entitlements and services provided by or under statute. The NDA notes that in the recently published report on the operation of the Act, the Department of Rural and Community Development had assessed themselves as partially compliant with the Act.[footnoteRef:19] Public bodes under the aegis of the department self-assessed as either compliant or not compliant.   [19:  See Technical Annex 2 on the Public Body Survey: Report on the Operation of the Irish Sign Language Act 2017 (December 2021) - National Disability Authority (nda.ie) ] 


The NDA welcomes the 100% response rate from your Department and the public bodies under its remit. The NDA encourages your Department to look at how it can provide a more inclusive service for those of its customers who use ISL.

[bookmark: _Toc129007219]Conclusion
The NDA would be happy to engage with officials from the Department of Rural and Community Development on any of the points raised in this submission, which are summarised below for convenience. We also look forward to making submissions on any forthcoming consultations on areas under your Department’s remit which can have a significant impact on the lives of people with disabilities. 

[bookmark: _Toc129007220]Summary of Key Recommendations to the Department
The NDA advises that the Department of Rural and Community Development include the following clear commitments in the Statement of Strategy 2023-2025;
Involve DPOs in the consultation structures of your Department.
Increase the resources available to promote community development capacity in the community sector.
Review the operation of those schemes that impact on the lives of disabled people and disability proof new schemes from the design stage
Accelerate the availability and accessibility of digital and online services to disabled people in rural communities.
Ensure that all future projects funded under the Town and Village Renewal Scheme follow a Universal Design approach to design and refurbishment.
Introduce further Universal Design elements into the Tidy Towns adjudication process.
Maintain compliance with Part 5 of the Disability Act as a key focus of the department's HR strategy. 
Include a reference to the obligations of the department under the EU Web Accessibility Directive and an action plan to address access issues
Continue to work on the implementation of the recommendations of the Part 3 Monitoring Report, in assisting public bodies under the aegis of the department who do not meet their requirements. 
Ensure compliance under Section 25 of the Disability Act, requiring all public bodies to bring their public buildings into compliance with Part M Part M 2022 by 1st January 2033, including the new requirements under Part M 2022 in relation to the provision of changing places toilets.
Look at further measures to provide inclusive services for ISL users
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