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Statement to the Joint Committees on Employment Affairs and Social 

Protection, Health and Education and Skills to discuss the issue of 

supports for people with disabilities 

 

Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection  

12 June 2018  

 

Introduction 

My name is Simonetta Ryan.  I am the Assistant Secretary General of 

the DEASP with responsibility for Disability Policy and for 

administration of the Disability Allowance scheme.  I am joined today 

by my colleagues from the Department.  I would like to express my 

thanks to the Committees for this invitation to discuss supports 

provided by my Department for people with disabilities particularly in 

respect of employment. 

Improving employment outcomes for persons with disabilities is a key 

goal of the Government as expressed in the Comprehensive 

Employment Strategy.  This strategy published in 2015 identifies the 

key activities through which the DEASP and other agencies seeks to 

address these objectives.   

I will focus on three key areas as follows: 

I. Working with other government agencies and services to ensure 

good cross-governmental functioning to secure better 

employment outcomes, 

II. Providing a range of income and employment supports and 

services to address the needs of people with disabilities, 

III. Engaging with people with disabilities to advise them of these 

supports and to guide them where appropriate to employment or 

to other services. 
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However, before I say something about each of these, I would first 

like to recall some of the main statistics of relevance to this area.   

 

People with disabilities and employment 

 

According to Census 2016, there are almost 645,000 people living 

with a disability in Ireland. In April 2016, there were 130,000 people 

with a disability at work of which 122,000 were in the working age 

population range. 

However people with disabilities are still only half as likely to be in 

employment as others of working age. Census 2016 figures show that 

the employment rate for people with disabilities of working age is 

37% compared to a rate of 73% for people of working age without a 

disability. 

That people with disabilities want to work is evident from a survey of 

disability allowance recipients, conducted in 2015, by the then 

Department of Social Protection, which showed that of those people 

who are not currently working, 35% expressed an interest in working 

part time, while 8% expressed an interest in full time employment. 

Young people with disabilities are likely to start out with lower 

employment rates in their late-teens and early twenties.    

The gap then widens with age as people with disabilities are more 

likely to leave employment at higher rates than their counterparts.    

This suggests that, for employment rates to improve, a twofold 

approach is required:  
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 one focusing on the need to engage early with younger people 

with disabilities to find out about their employment ambitions 

and help them to achieve them; 

  the other is focussed of retention of those already established in 

the workforce.   

For young people, the potential benefits are greatest in the crucial 

years following schooling and in the formative young-adult years 

when otherwise their disability threatens to keep them out of the 

workforce.  For older people, the advantages of early engagement to 

secure higher employment rates can also apply to those who acquire 

disabilities later in life, and who may need retraining and other 

supports to stay in the workforce.  I shall return to this later when I 

say something about our consultation process around the principle of 

early engagement and about the launch of our new ability programme. 

Comprehensive Employment Strategy 

The Comprehensive Employment Strategy was adopted by 

Government in October 2015 having been developed in consultation 

with Government Departments, State Agencies, the National 

Disability Authority and disability stakeholders.  

The ten year strategy is a cross-government approach co-ordinated by 

the Department of Justice and Equality and provides a roadmap to 

ensure that people with a disability who are able to and want to work 

are supported and enabled to do so. 

The Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection is 

engaged in delivering 33 actions through the Comprehensive 

Employment Strategy (CES) for people with Disabilities with a view 

to assisting people with disabilities to participate in work in 

accordance with their capacity.  

Progress to date includes: 

http://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Comprehensive%20Employment%20Strategy%20for%20People%20with%20Disabilities%20-%20FINAL.pdf/Files/Comprehensive%20Employment%20Strategy%20for%20People%20with%20Disabilities%20-%20FINAL.pdf
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 The publication in April 2017 of the Make Work Pay report.  

This was an interdepartmental report with independent external 

participation and chaired by Professor Frances Ruane.  The 

DEASP has already either implemented or made significant 

progress on some of the recommendations and I will return to 

some of these later. 

 Joint working on the Integrating Employment and Mental 

Health Support pilot project developed with Genio and DEASP 

funding and in partnership with the Health Service Executive 

Mental Health Division, Department of Employment Affairs and 

Social Protection, EmployAbility companies and Mental Health 

Reform.  A central objective of the IEMHS project was to 

improve integration between public mental health and supported 

employment services at national and local levels.  

 Joint working, supported by the NDA, with the Department of 

Health, and the Department of Education and Skills on Action 

5.1 which focusses on transition points for people with 

disabilities.  The group has produced a report agreed by 

Government, to be published shortly outlining the policy 

approach and an implementation plan. 

 

More generally, the DEASP participates in the Comprehensive 

Employment Strategy Implementation Group chaired independently 

by Mr Fergus Finlay who produces an annual report   

Providing a range on income and employment supports 

 

 The primary income supports for people with disabilities are 

Disability Allowance, Invalidity Pension and Partial Capacity 

Benefit. 
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 Disability Allowance is a means-tested payment for people with 

a specified disability whose income falls below certain limits 

and who are aged between 16 and are under 66. To qualify for a 

Disability Allowance a person must be substantially restricted in 

undertaking suitable employment arising from a   medical 

assessment or examination of the person's disability, be aged 

between 16 and under 66 and satisfy a means test. 

 Disability Allowance (DA) is structured so that a person who 

wishes to do so may take up employment and still retain all or 

significant portion of their payment thereby ensuring that work 

is seen to pay.  The first €120 of weekly earnings is disregarded 

in means test for the payment while earnings between €120 and 

€350 are assessed at 50%. Income from employment in excess 

of €350 is assessed in full. A single person earning over €420 a 

week can retain the minimum amount of Disability Allowance 

and continue to qualify for the Free Travel Pass.  

 A number of contributors to the Joint Committees mentioned 

that uncertainty around the retention of benefits, including the 

medical card, represents a barrier to people with disabilities 

exploring their work options.  The Make Work Pay report made 

a number of recommendations including that the requirement 

that work be of a ‘rehabilitative nature’ for the Disability 

Allowance earnings disregard should be dispensed with. This 

would mean that a report from a doctor would no longer 

required before commencing work and that the focus is on 

capacity rather than incapacity. Legislation is required to give 

effect to this change and is included in The Social Welfare Bill 

2017. 

 Currently, some 10% of Disability Allowance recipients avail of 

this provision.  On the basis that there are currently some 



 

6 

 

137,000 Disability Allowance recipients, it is estimated that 

around 13,000 DA recipients avail of the DA earnings disregard.   

 Other recent changes to the income supports to make them 

easier  to retain if employment is take up include,  

o the extension of entitlement to a travel pass to 5 years after 

commencing full-time employment or exceeding the 

appropriate income threshold( this exceeds the three years 

recommended in the report),  

o a fast track return to Disability Allowance if employment 

does not work out, a clear statement that Disability 

Allowance payments will not be stopped or reviewed on 

the basis of an enquiry about work at an Intreo centre  

o the introduction of an online Benefit of Work Estimator to 

assist people with disabilities in assessing the impact of 

taking up work on their disability payment. 

 Since the launch of the MWP report just over 800 Disability 

Allowance recipients have entered full-time employment and 

ceased claiming the allowance. 

 Invalidity Pension is an income support payment paid to people 

who are permanently incapable of work because of illness or 

disability. It is based on a claimant's social insurance 

contributions and is not means tested. To qualify for award of 

Invalidity Pension a claimant must satisfy both PRSI 

contribution and medical conditions. While Invalidity Pension is 

generally paid to pension age, where a person with a disability 

wishes to return to work they may apply for Partial Capacity 

Benefit. 

 Partial Capacity Benefit (PCB) was introduced in February 

2012 and is designed for people who are in receipt of long term 
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social insurance invalidity/illness/disability income support 

payments who have some capacity for work.  

 As well as providing income supports, the Department also 

provides a range of support specifically intended to improve 

employment outcomes for persons with a disability 

 The EmployAbility service is a nationwide employment service 

dedicated to improving employment outcomes for job seekers 

with a disability. The service currently comprises 23 limited 

companies, each with a specific geographical remit and each 

fully funded by the Department.   

 The “Ability” programme is the new pre-activation 

programme for young people with disabilities.   The focus of the 

programme will be on projects aimed at young people with 

disabilities (aged 15 – 29) designed to assist in their transition 

from school to further education and employment. This will be 

undertaken using person-centred, case management approaches 

that support participants to identify and follow progression 

pathways based on both their needs and their potential. 

 The Department also provides a range of grants under the 

Reasonable Accommodation Fund and the Disability Awareness 

Training Support Scheme to assist employers in the private 

sector to take appropriate measures to enable a person with a 

disability/impairment to have access to employment.  

 The Department funds two significant disability projects 

directed at participants in third-level education: 

o WAM (Willing Able Mentoring) – a programme that 

builds the experience and confidence of graduates with 

disabilities and employers through the method of a 
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mentored, paid (by the employer) work placement 

programme. 

o Get AHEAD – a training programme and forum for 

students and graduates with disabilities to discuss their 

experiences of education and employment. 

 

Engaging with persons with disabilities through the Public 

Employment Service 

The DEASP network of 62 Intreo Centres now provides  a gateway 

for people with disabilities who wish to explore their work options 

and they may, on a voluntary basis, look for an appointment with a 

case officer to discuss their work ambitions and develop a personal 

plan to progress their goals. 

The DEASP recognises that our engagement with people with 

disabilities will require developing our employee’s skills in engaging 

with people with disabilities and in November 2016, a Certificate in 

Professional Practice in Employability Services provided through the 

National College of Ireland was introduced for DEASP staff.   

There is good coverage of disability issues including a guest lecturer 

who is a specialist in the area, and contributions from two Staff 

Development Unit Case Officer Trainers specialising in DEASP 

supports for People with Disabilities.  

As I mentioned earlier, the publication of the Make Work Pay report 

in April 2017 marked an important step in the identification of 

specific actions that are intended to secure better employment 

outcomes for persons with a disabilities.   The report made many 

recommendations including that the Disability Allowance payments 

and other scheme should be reconfigured for new entrants aged 18 

and over to ensure that their work ambitions could be explored 
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systematically at an early age (referred to as ‘principle of early 

engagement’). 

• Following the publication of the report and recognition that 

some of the recommendations may be controversial, the then Minister 

indicated that the Government wanted to consult with persons with 

disabilities and their families in relation to some of the 

recommendations.  

• The Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection 

engaged an experienced facilitator to ensure that the consultation 

process was as wide ranging as possible and includes representation 

from a wide range of stakeholders.    

• The preparation of information documents designed to allow 

persons with disabilities and their families to provide an input to the 

process.   

Considerable efforts were made by the Department to ensure that the 

materials were fully accessible.  The documents have also been 

produced in a range of disability accessible formats such as easy-read, 

braille, audio, video captioned and Irish Sign Language.   

• Minister Doherty and Minister of State McGrath launched the 

Consultation Process in Richmond Barracks, Inchicore, Dublin 8 on 

7th March 2018 

• Four regional seminars were held Cork, Dublin, Sligo and 

Limerick during March and April.  

• Currently the findings of the consultation process are being 

consolidated and a report will be prepared for the Minister and 

Minister of State on the outcome of the consultation process when it 

is finalised in order to inform next steps in the implementation of the 

Make Work Pay Report. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, I hope that this presentation demonstrates that while a 

lot of supports and services are in place to assist people with a 

disability to fulfil their employment ambitions, the DEASP is very 

active in addressing the objectives of the Comprehensive 

Employment Strategy in trying to improve the employment rates of 

persons with a disability.  The multi-faceted nature of the barriers 

faced by persons with a disability asks for a similarly multi-faceted 

approach and the Department is pursuing a range of actions across a 

number of areas to achieve this.  The fall in unemployment and the 

transformation of the Intreo service provides an opportunity to make 

significant progress in this area. 


