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Introduction
The National Disability Authority (NDA) is the independent statutory body with a duty to provide information and advice to the government on policy and practice relevant to the lives of disabled people, and to promote the adoption and application of a Universal Design approach across all sectors. We thank the Department of Rural and Community Development and the Gaeltacht for the opportunity to contribute to this consultation.
Survey Questions
A. The Vision
The vision of the current strategy was to create vibrant, sustainable, inclusive, empowered and self-determining communities that support the social, cultural and economic well-being of all members.
Is this vision still valid? Do you have any suggested changes to the vision?
The vision stands. The previous strategy contained no high-level references to disability. We advise the successor strategy should include the following commitments:
· [bookmark: _Hlk204077083]To align with actions in the draft National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2025-2030 (NHRSDP, forthcoming Q3 2025) and the Autism Innovation Strategy which are relevant to the purpose of the new strategy. Specifically of relevance is Pillar Three of the NHRSDP on Independent Living and Active Participation in Society
· To take proactive steps to ensure learning from local and regional level is shared widely, good practice scaled up and solutions to challenges shared
In 2024 the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Disability Matters, published a report: Planning for Inclusive Communities for Persons with Disabilities which stated: 
“the planning and shaping of inclusive communities requires more action by the State to mobilise an All-of-Government collaboration to establish mechanisms to ensure equal access and truly embed the rights of people with disabilities”. 
The EU Web Accessibility Directive (WAD)and the European Accessibility Act (EAA) should be followed when fostering and underpinning inclusivity. In addition, the department should consider referencing the Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty as a means of fostering community inclusion. It can stand, along with accessibility and Universal Design considerations, as a basis for procuring any products or services required to support communities. 
We advise on the importance of ensuring disabled people and their organisations are actively encouraged and supported to participate in Public Participation Networks (PPNs) and Local Community Development Committees (LCDCs). Such participation can raise awareness of disability equality and promote actions to create liveable and sustainable communities and thereby increase inclusion and participation of disabled people and others. This is particularly important with the growth of Disabled Persons Organisations (DPOs) at the local level. We recommend that the department consider how to enhance the participation of disabled people and DPOs in PPNs and LCDCs, including whether sufficient funding is allocated for accessibility needs, or reasonable accommodation requests. It would be useful for the department to consider how it can enhance its role in sharing good practice and ways of overcoming challenges both between local and regional levels and up to the centre.
Article 4(3) of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) emphasises the centrality of disabled people participating in decision making activities and engaging in monitoring the implementation of the UNCRPD through DPOs. The UNCRPD identifies the participation of DPOs locally and nationally as crucial to attain societal participation and inclusion. The evidence is accumulating that the lived experience perspective improves the design and effectiveness of policies, strategies and interventions. In a 2022 publication entitled A review of approaches used to create liveable communities to attain full participation and inclusion for disabled people we reviewed and reported on the findings of our annual listening session. Participants spoke of the: 
· need for community development to combine a bottom-up approach with top-down support and action 
· lack of community development professionals in Ireland 
· need for widespread education and training in community development principles to increase use of the community development approach, and 
· need for understanding of community development as a professional discipline and as a practice-based profession
The department may also find our 2022 publication Participation Matters helpful as it provides detailed guidance to departments, public bodies and local authorities on how to closely consult with and actively involve DPOs in participation and decision-making processes on issues relating to disabled people. 
B.  Mission - what the strategy aims to achieve
The previous strategy identified six high level ambitions to be attained:
· A thriving community and voluntary sector
· A strengthened partnership between Government and the community and voluntary sector
· Community supports underpinned by societal value and community need
· Resilient communities empowered to meet emerging challenges
· Empowered communities informing and shaping responses to their needs
· A thriving volunteering culture
Taking account of the current environment, challenges and priorities for the C&V sector, do these six high level ambitions still reflect the priority for the sector, do you propose any amendments or additional ambitions be included in the new strategy?
Given the high-level nature of the previous strategy, it follows that these high-level ambitions are also quite broad. To reflect the place and presence of disabled people in contributing to, and co-developing, policies and practices that directly affect their lives, the NDA suggests the following amendments/additions to the list in the new strategy.
· Fostering acceptance, high expectations and positive attitudes 
· Building, resourcing and sustaining fully inclusive, accessible, participative and empowered communities
· Integrating bottom-up and top-town collaborative approaches to address community needs
C.  Strategic Objectives
The strategic objectives which define the scope of the previous strategy were:
· Strengthen and develop participative approaches to the development of public policy and programming underpinned by an autonomous community and voluntary infrastructure
· Support and facilitate communities to participate in community development and local development
· Develop and strengthen processes and mechanisms to secure meaningful consultation, inclusion and participation in local, regional and national decision-making structures, particularly by non-engaging and marginalised communities and their representative organisations
· Develop capacity of organisations supporting communities to participate in community development and local development, with a specific focus on marginalised communities
· Supporting commitments in Our Public Service 2020, develop the strategic and operational capacity of Local Community Development Committees (LCDCs), including in coordinating, monitoring and supporting community development and local development
· Strengthen and build understanding and capacity to meet Public Sector Duty obligations in local government and community and voluntary organisations
· Supporting commitments in Our Public Service 2020, continue to develop and strengthen Public Participation Networks as the primary mechanism for communities to engage with local government decision-making
· Strengthen and build understanding and capacity to support the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) National Implementation Plan
· Strengthen the Local Economic and Community Plan process, enhancing community participation in the development and implementation of plans and securing more effective collaboration and partnership working nationally, regionally and locally.
· Support, develop and enhance capacity in the local government sector in community development and local development
· [bookmark: _Hlk204094802]Support community development and local development to engage with Climate Change adaptation and mitigation strategies.
Which of these strategic objectives do you consider to be most relevant and are there further objectives that should be considered?
All the above remains relevant. Due to the disruption caused by the pandemic during the years 2020-22 it is unlikely that most, or all, of these strategic objectives were met. 
[bookmark: _Hlk204261997]As referenced earlier, the new NHRSDP emphasises the whole of government approach being taken to promote the rights of disabled people across all of society. The department should consider that this new strategy complements and aligns with the NHRSDP by taking steps to ensure that any objectives, actions and outcomes included in the strategy are inclusive of disabled people and their experiences. 
With the upcoming launch of the NHRSDP, and as a means of effectively involving disabled people in the co-design of local projects, it may be worthwhile for the department to consider a strategic objective that covers disability, for example: 
· “Recognise the need to facilitate the involvement of local Disabled Persons’ Organisations in the development of public policy and programming supporting community development and local development.”
It is also suggested that due to the increasing preponderance of natural emergencies, the final strategic objective could refer to emergency planning, for example:
· Support community development and local development to engage inclusively with emergency planning, climate change adaptation and mitigation strategies.
The Office of Emergency Planning operates under a Strategic Emergency Management National Structures and Framework document which includes all local authorities in a list of responsible agencies. Given the consistent use of national and regional weather warnings and the rollout of Winter Ready and Summer Ready campaigns, the participation of disabled people in discussions around public education and information campaign accessibility, on these matters, at a local and community level, is essential.
We note that building capacity is included in the strategic objectives and would like to highlight that the NDA is developing a new e-module on disability equality for the public sector, that will be available by year end.
D.  Strategic Actions
The previous strategy included 43 strategic actions/commitments, summarised here:
· Develop processes for meaningful consultation, inclusion and participation of all communities in decisions that affect them
· Develop capacity in community and voluntary organisations to support communities
· Support education and training opportunities for community workers, volunteers in community organisations and voluntary board members
· Ensure local decision-making and participatory structures are fit for purpose (e.g. PPNs, LCDCs)
· Introduce a sustainable funding model for the community and voluntary sector
· Develop capacity at all levels to deliver key policy initiatives including UN SDGs, Climate Action and Public Sector Duty 
Considering the current context, challenges and opportunities, what specific strategic actions/commitments do you consider could be included in the new strategy?
European Accessibility Act and EU Artificial Intelligence Act
The EAA introduces new requirements around the accessibility of products and services that have been identified as being most important for disabled people. The NDA advises that the new Strategy recognises the requirement that, since 28 June 2025, all stakeholders, to whom the EAA applies, should have taken the necessary measures to ensure that they are ready to meet their responsibilities under the EAA. The NDA has an advisory role under the directive and we are happy to advise further on how the EAA impacts public bodies who work with the Sector and the Sector itself.
The implementation of the EU Artificial Intelligence Act, with its provisions coming into full effect from August 2026, establishes a new framework for AI governance in Ireland. AI could empower disabled people to participate more actively in civic activities. The Strategy could recognise the integration of AI technology within active citizenship and civic engagement and how it could positively impact on disabled peoples’ participation in decision-making processes. The NDA recently published a paper, AI and disability inclusion in Ireland, which may be of interest. 
EU Web Accessibility Directive and Disability Act 2005
As the National Monitoring Body responsible for monitoring compliance with and reporting on the WAD and reflecting our statutory monitoring role under Part 3 of the Disability Act 2005 , the NDA recommends that the department works with the Sector to ensure that, where practicable, all online communications, information and services are accessible to disabled people. 
Additionally, the NDA’s Centre for Excellence in Universal Design, together with the Department of Public Expenditure, Infrastructure, Public Service Reform and Digitalisation, 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
Employment opportunities
Employment opportunities for disabled people of working age is a crucial component for social inclusion. Prior to the pandemic, disabled people already faced significant labour market inequality in Ireland, with their employment rate being 33% in 2019 compared to a rate of 51% across the EU27, and 77% for those without a disability in Ireland. Recent research the NDA conducted with the ESRI examining the labour impact of Covid-19 found that the unemployment rates post-pandemic remained higher for disabled people compared to non-disabled people. It would be important that the Strategy contain an action to improve employment, work experience and training opportunities in the community and voluntary sector. This action could highlight the current suite of supports available to prospective employers. For example, in June 2025 the government launched the updated Wage Subsidy Scheme (WSS) including extending it to the community and voluntary sector. The WSS encourages employers to hire disabled people by providing financial support. This can help cover the cost of adapting a role for the employee.   
COVID-19 Innovations
The collective response to the pandemic threw up some innovations in how services were delivered and how we all interacted with each other. Where evaluations of innovations or adaptations to services indicate improved services or improved quality of life for disabled people, or value for money, the NDA has advised that they are retained, scaled up and mainstreamed for the Sector. For the purposes of the next Strategy the department may wish to consider the following examples captured in our Lockdowns Unlock Innovations Report:
· Community Call - Department of Rural and Community Development
· Keep Well Campaign – Department of Health
· Community Focus – An Post
· Increasing reach through digital accessibility and digital skills
Linking in with the reference to AI (above) it is important to build the technological skills of clients and staff in the Sector and ensure digital poverty and poor digital literacy are addressed to make sure that the increased prominence of technology and digital first approach does not widen social inequality. This will involve having alternative systems for those who are not able to engage with technology.
Sustainable Development Goals
The NDA carries out work in several areas relevant to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and we recognise the importance of putting in place a collaborative approach to their implementation, which will also achieve goals set out in our areas of national policy. In order to promote community development approaches a “community champions” programme similar to the SDG champions programme may be worth considering. The SDG programme was established to raise public awareness of the SDGs through partnership and promotion. The champions, through their organisational practices, illustrate ways in which organisations and individuals can contribute to achieving the SDGs. Champions have been selected from across the public, private, community, voluntary, youth and NGO sectors.
Local Area Coordination
The NDA recommends that the department examine the Local Area Co-ordination (LAC) model. LAC is a system of community-based support for disabled people whereby a locally based co-ordinator engages with disabled people, their families and the wider community. The co-ordinator: 
· Provides individuals and families with support and practical assistance to clarify their goals, strengths and needs 
· Works to build inclusive communities via partnership and collaboration with individuals and families, local organisations, and the broader community 
· Assists individuals and families utilise personal and local community networks to develop practical solutions to meet their goals and needs
· Assists individuals and families to access the supports and services they need to pursue their identified goals and needs
· Uses discretionary funding to purchase required supports 
It has been implemented in several countries including parts of Australia and the UK. The NDA published a briefing paper
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