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Speaking Points for Minister Rabbitte 

Joint Oireachtas Committee on Disability Matters, 

Wednesday, 4th November 2020 

Introduction  

• Thank you Chair. I would like to begin by saying how delighted 

I am that there is a Joint Oireachtas Committee specifically for 

Disability Matters.  

• Unfortunately many people with Disabilities and their families 

saw schools, Day and Respite services closed during the 

pandemic. 

 

• I completely understand that people might feel forgotten. But I 

want the committee to know I have been working hard to ensure 

that people with Disabilities and their families are listened to and 

are at the heart of decisions that are made by this Government. 

 

• My sustained efforts with my Colleagues in Cabinet, has secured 

an additional €100m from Budget 2020 to assist people with 

Disabilities and their families.  
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• In addition, on Friday last, I announced (along with Minister 

Donnelly) €20m once off funding for Voluntary service 

providers. This will be used to achieve additional measurable 

progress in 1) reforming disability services, 2) improving the 

quality of life of those who rely on these services, and 3) building 

the capacity of disability organisations.  

• These 3 things will happen under 3 strands: 

Eligible disability organisations can apply to HSE Disability 

Services by 18th November, giving details of 1) their proposal, 2) 

the budget, 3) the rationale and what the organisation expect to 

achieve. The panel of assessors established by the HSE will 

review applications, and issue funding approvals by the end of 

November. Larger grants (over €25,000) will be issued in 3 

stages. 

• This is in addition to more than €2Bn that the Government 

provides to fund Disability Services on an ongoing basis. 

• This sum is significant and I hope it reflects to you the importance 

that I, and this Government places on ensuring that people with 

Disabilities can return to a normal and safe life within the 

confines of the Covid 19 restrictions at every level of the ‘Living 

with Covid plan’ 

 

Impact of COVID 19 

• I’d like to address the issues that people with Disabilities and their 

families faced during the Covid 19 Crisis. 
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• It’s a challenging time for so many people with Disabilities and 

their families who earlier this year their services were forced to 

close. 

• Unfortunately, people in our services, both staff and service users, 

especially in residential services contracted the illness 

• Approximately 8,400 people with disabilities live in HIQA-

registered disability centres ranging from single apartments to 

group homes in the community to campus-based facilities.   

• As of Midnight October 31st, the HSPC has confirmed:  

o There has been no outbreak of Covid 19 in over 80% of 

centres. Outbreaks have, however, been recorded to date in 

143 residential disability centres. 

o  73% (or 104) of these have now been declared closed after 

28 days with no new cases while 39 remain open. 

o 709 people are laboratory confirmed Covid-19 positive. 

o  It is estimated that around 54% of those affected were staff, 

and 46% were residents 

o Unfortunately, 13 people have died, all of them residents 

 

• Visiting guidelines have been developed outlining when visits to 

people in residential settings can be permitted, but, also trying to 

strike that balance that emphasises that these facilities are home 

for the people living there, and, the importance of maintaining 

family connections with loved ones from a holistic person-

centred approach is underscored.  



4 
 

o In General, Visitation was restricted to outdoor visits only 

for levels 3 and above of the ‘living with Covid’ plan. 

o However, the guidance also recognises that in residential 

disability services in own-door supported accommodation 

or small group homes for people with disabilities, and 

particularly where residents are younger and do not have 

specific medical vulnerability, the risk is lower than in 

larger congregated care settings for older people. 

o So, additional visits can be managed, especially if there is 

one nominated visitor who complies fully with measures to 

reduce inadvertent introduction of COVID-19. 

o At any Framework Level, critical or compassionate visits 

may occur, subject to a risk assessment in each case. 

• Our best line of defence to COVID 19 is planning for infection 

prevention and control - this is done through the public health 

departments in the HSE.  

• By working together, HSE and service providers have developed 

guidance of the safe return of services and while the manner in 

which services are delivered has probably altered, none the less, 

Children’s services, Adult Day services, Respite, PA and Home 

support are now deemed essential services and it is my intention 

that they will remain open at all levels of ‘living with Covid’. 
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• There was very early engagement on infection prevention and 

control leading to regular updates to guidance around infection 

prevention and control and the dissemination of that information 

through dedicated webinars for staff in all disability residential 

settings. 

• HIQA has also developed an Infection Prevention and Control 

Assurance Framework, which includes a self-assessment tool  

that will be supported by an outreach training and support 

programme by HIQA. 

• Many people with Disabilities live at home with their families and 

loved ones, and many saw their routines and way of living 

completely upended, causing much distress. 

• Many services providers have had to fundamentally re-examine 

how they delivered services – from room sizes, type of activities, 

transport options, etc. 

• It is likely that some of the targets in the 2020 National Service 

Plan simply cannot be met 

• However, as I said earlier service providers have not been found 

wanting and have been admirable in putting the safety and needs 

of people with disabilities at the front of their responses. 

• Getting to complete compliance with both the letter and the spirit 

of the UN CRPD is not going to be immediate. There will be 

challenges, but despite Covid 19 we are continuing to move in the 

right direction 
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New Funding 

• As I mentioned before, the Health budget will allocate an 

additional €100 million in new funding to enhance services and 

supports for people with disabilities, focussing on key areas that 

have been affected by the Covid 19 pandemic.   

 

Going Forward 

• I am going to conclude now, but I would like to end by 

acknowledging that COVID 19 has been devastating for many 

families, and I am sure we all know people affected. It’s crucial 

that all of us reflect on this crisis and learn lessons for the future.  

• This Government is committed to working with Ministers 

Donnelly, O’Gorman and other colleagues, moving towards 

returning daily life to normal in as safe a way as possible. 

• We want to support people, provide vital services while 

protecting service users and staff and we will get through this 

together. I am looking forward to working with this committee, 

to help ensure that we focus our resources in the best possible 

way, prioritising the lived experience of people with Disabilities. 

 


