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About NCBI 

NCBI (National Council for the Blind of Ireland) is Ireland’s national 
charity working for the rising number of people affected by sight loss. At 
NCBI we are working every day with people of all ages, from young 
babies to those reaching their 100th birthday. The majority of people we 
work with actually have some remaining vision, while only a small 
percentage are completely blind. Census 2016 figures show that there 
are currently 54,810 people with sight loss in Ireland and this number is 
rising [1].  

1. Inadequacy of the Basic Social Welfare Rate 

Research carried out by NCBI and the Vincentian Partnership for Social 

Justice found that the Minimum Essential Standard of Living (MESL) for 

a single adult with vision impairment costs €44.54 (18%) more on a 

weekly basis than for a single adult in the main MESL budgets for the 

general population. The basic social welfare rate does not take into 

account the additional costs of living with sight loss [2].  

Our Asks 

The Department needs to increase the basic social welfare rate for the 

Blind Pension and Disability Allowance by at least 20 euro per week.  

 

2. Research on the Additional Cost of Living with a Disability 
The Department has committed to carrying out a piece of research in 
2019 on the additional costs of living with a disability. NCBI is delighted 
to see that the research is underway. 
 
Our Asks 
As research will provide quantitative estimates of the cost of disability 
using a number of approaches including data based on the direct 
experience of people with disabilities, NCBI and people who are blind 
and vision impaired should be consulted as part of the research process.  
 

3. The Free Travel Scheme 

The free travel scheme is something that is valued by those who can 
avail of it and needs to be retained. However, not all people with sight 
loss are eligible for the free travel scheme. Many people with sight loss 
are not able to obtain a driver’s license, but also do not qualify for the 
free travel scheme.  
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There are an alarming 700 people using our services who have no other 
option but to pay for each journey on public transport to school, college, 
work and leisure activities as they do not have sufficient vision to drive a 
car but are not eligible for the free travel scheme. Access to free travel is 
not a luxury for this specific cohort of people.  

Our Asks 

Eligibility criteria for access to the free travel scheme should be changed 
to include those with a long-term eye condition, which renders their level 
of vision insufficient to meet criteria for a driver’s licence.  
 

Personal Story: Des Keaney 
Des lives in County Leitrim. He is one of the 700 people who cannot 
drive but is not “blind” enough to be entitled to a free travel pass from the 
Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection. Des has 
worked all of his life and is now retired. He has to depend on his wife to 
drive him wherever he wants to go or otherwise he has to pay the full 
price for each journey he takes on public transport. Access to free travel 
would give Des the independence to take more journeys public transport 
to bring him where he needs to go rather than relying on others to drive 
him.  
 

4. Employment Rate 

The statistics indicate that the level of labour force participation amongst 
people who are blind and vision impaired in Ireland is only 24.4% [1]. 
Therefore, less than 1 in 4 people with impaired vision are currently 
actively participating in the labour force. People with impaired vision 
have a 60% less chance of being in employment than the general 
population.  

Our Asks 

• The Workplace Adaptation Grant should be administered 
consistently across the country. At present, staff in the Department 
have different interpretations of its administration.  

• The Department needs to fund a national awareness campaign 
that proactively promotes the Employee Retention Grant Scheme 
and Workplace Adaptation Grant to employers.  

• The Department needs to digitalise its records so that it can easily 
retrieve statistics on the number of people who are blind and vision 
impaired who have received its supports.  
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• The Department needs to officially recognise NCBI as a 
complementary service provider to support and strengthen the 
structures already in place through the Intreo service. NCBI has 
expert knowledge of the technological and practical solutions in 
employment for people who are blind and vision impaired and we 
need to partner with Intreo, so that each person is getting 
individualised and responsive supports.  

• The Department also needs to engage with NCBI in relation to 
barriers in accessing Intreo services for people who are blind and 
vision impaired, which include accessibility of Intreo buildings, the 
service itself and information available.  

 

5. A New Transport Support Payment Scheme 

In May 2018, the Minister for Health and Minister for State for People 
with Disabilities brought a Memorandum to Government on proposals for 
a new Transport Support Payment Scheme. Following consideration of 
the matter, it was decided to withdraw the Memorandum from the 
Cabinet agenda at the time. The Minister for State for People with 
Disabilities intended to revert to Government in due course with revised 
proposals to reflect the discussions at that Cabinet meeting and further 
discussions on the best way to progress the scheme.  

Our Asks 

• This scheme not only needs to provide transport to health-related 

appointments but should also be available to those who need 

transport to and from work where they are unable to drive a car. 

This would remove one of the biggest barriers for people with sight 

loss in relation to taking up or remaining in employment.  

• NCBI needs to be involved in the consultation process when 

proposals are put forward in relation to the development of a new 

transport support payment scheme in order to ensure that the 

needs of people who are blind and vision impaired are fully 

considered.  
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6. Community Employment Scheme 

The level of labour force participation amongst people who are blind and 

vision impaired in Ireland is only 24.4% [1] and therefore, Community 

Employment Schemes represent an excellent intermediate labour 

market continuum for many people who are blind and vision impaired.  

 

Our Asks 

• People who are blind and vision impaired should be allowed to 

apply for a second Community Employment Scheme role, so that 

they can get experience with another employer.  

• The Department should extend the Workplace Adaptation Grant to 

those on Community Employment Schemes. 

• The Department should extend the Workplace Adaptation Grant to 

section 39 organisations. 

 

Personal Story: David Kortukohun 

In 2015, David got in touch with NCBI. He had worked his whole life and 
wanted to get back to employment after he had experienced a reduction 
in his sight as a result of glaucoma. He availed of NCBI’s employment 
advisory services, orientation and mobility service and our technology 
service, so that he would have the skillset in place in order to get a job.  
 
In 2019, David was given the chance to take up a position on a 
Community Employment Scheme. In order to take up the role, David 
needed magnification software to enlarge everything on his computer 
screen. However, as the organisation offering him the job was a charity, 
a section 39 organisation, his employer could not apply for the 
Workplace Adaptation Grant from the Department of Employment Affairs 
and Social Protection. This meant that he could not get the technology 
that would enable him to do his work.  
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