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The Disabled Person’s Organisation (DPO) Network 

 

Opening Statement to the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Disability Matters 

7th April 2022 

 

Dear Chairperson, Deputies and Senators, The DPO Network welcomes 

the opportunity to be here today. The DPO Network is an alliance of 

Disabled People and their organisations (five DPOs) in Ireland who have 

joined together as we have a common interest in the implementation of 

the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in Ireland. 

 

The five DPO member organisations of the DPO Network are: 

• As I Am - Ireland's National Autism Advocacy Organisation 

• Disabled Women Ireland (DWI) 

• Independent Living Movement Ireland (ILMI)  

• Irish Deaf Society (IDS) 

• National Platform of Self Advocates 

 

The DPO Network is committed to the human rights and social model of 

disability which says that the exclusion, inequality and discrimination 

disabled people experience is not the consequence of our impairments but 

a result of the economic, cultural, social and political forces operating in 

society. 

 

All of our work is led and informed by the active participation of disabled 

people based on their lived experience. Given the broad membership base 

of the members of the network, the Network gives a unique space for a 

genuinely cross-impairment analysis of the issues faced by disabled 

people and provides a space for networking between the organisations.  

 

DPOs and the Social Model of Disability 

DPOs work from an explicitly human rights and equality approach to build 

a more inclusive society. We are informed by the social model of disability 

and therefore, in all our documentation and our discussions we always 

use the term “disabled people” to reflect the values of equality and 

empowerment which are at the core of the DPO Network. The term 

‘disabled people’ comes from a specific view of disability developed by 

disabled activists called “the social model” of disability. 

 

The social model looks at how society is structured and how it disables 

people. It isn’t based on a person’s impairment, it is about what barriers 
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exist in terms of attitudes, policy development, access or lack of supports 

that prevent people from participating in society as equals, with choice 

and control over their own lives. In this model it is society that disables 

people from achieving their hopes and dreams, not a person’s 

impairment.  

 

The social model informs the work of all DPOs and the members of the 

DPO Network. Central to the way we work is to ensure that policy 

decisions that impact on the lives of disabled people have to be directly 

influenced by those whose lives are directly affected. 

 

The work of DPOs is to work with policy makers, legislators and Statutory 

bodies to develop policies and campaigns based on disabled people’s lived 

experiences in order to remove barriers that restrict life choices for 

disabled people. When barriers are removed, disabled people can be 

independent and equal in society, with choice and control over their own 

lives. Barriers are not just physical. Attitudes found in society, based on 

prejudice or stereotypes (also called disablism), also disable people from 

having equal opportunities to be part of society. Disabled people 

developed the social model of disability because the traditional medical 

model did not explain their personal experience of disability or help to 

develop more inclusive ways of living. 

 

DPOs are civil society organisations of disabled people as distinct from 

disability service providers (DSPs) and charities for 'clients' and 'service-

users'. Disability service providers, most of whom are funded at least in 

part by the State, are also resourced by boards and staff who are mainly 

non-disabled people. A more detailed discussion along with a number of 

other points relating to definitions and terminology are covered further in 

our submission last February to the JCDM Committee. 

 

Implementing the UNCRPD 

It is just over four years since Ireland ratified the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) in 2018. We 

are now at an important juncture where leadership must be shown by 

Government in the implementation of the convention to progressively 

realise the rights of disabled people in Ireland. 

 

Implementation of the UNCRPD will require the full and active 

participation of disabled people in the design, implementation, monitoring 
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and evaluation of policies to promote effective social inclusion through 

their representative organisations, DPOs.  

 

The UNCRPD is not solely about policies and frameworks in relation to 

disabled people’s lives, it is ultimately about ensuring that disabled people 

and their needs are given due regard in ALL aspects of public, cultural, 

economic, civic and political life in Ireland.  

 

Ireland’s implementation plan for the CRPD must be ambitious, robust 

and outline specific and measurable targets. 

 

A key deliverable as part of the Programme for Government is the 

development by the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, 

Integration and Youth of a plan for the implementation of the UNCRPD. It 

is important that the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Disability Matters 

promotes the importance of joined-up collaboration between Government 

departments in the delivery of this implementation. There is also a need 

for a coordinated cross-departmental approach to disability and the 

implementation of the UNCRPD. 

 

One crucial aspect of the Convention’s implementation is the ratification 

at the earliest opportunity of the Optional Protocol. 

 

The benefit of the Optional Protocol is that individuals or groups of 

individuals can take complaints against their State for violations of their 

rights under the UNCRPD. Organisations and individuals can lodge a 

complaint which can then be followed up by an inquiry undertaken by the 

UNCRPD Committee. The majority of European countries have ratified the 

Optional Protocol. Ireland should follow suit. 

 

Ensuring Meaningful Consultation 

● In order to achieve meaningful equality, disabled people and our 

representative organisations must be consulted on all decisions 

which impact our lives, not just on legislation specifically focussing 

on disability. 

 

● Consultation processes at all levels of government and decision-

making (including Local Government) must be accessible and 

underpinned by the principles of Universal Design. Accessibility 

planning must also consider reasonable timelines to allow DPOs to 

participate fully. 
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● There needs to be a robust and continuous forum for engagement 

with DPOs, both nationally and locally, in order to identify key areas 

of expertise and input. One weakness of current approaches is that 

non-disabled people continue to identify where they believe DPO 

input should be sought and overlook areas of crucial concern to the 

disabled community. There needs to be an ongoing dialogue 

whereby DPOs can raise areas of priority, identify their own areas of 

expertise and be involved in setting the agenda for progress on 

disability rights. 

 

● Consultation should result in meaningful engagement, meaning that 

DPOs input must be genuinely taken on board, adopted wherever 

possible, and that clear explanations are provided wherever DPO 

recommendations cannot be adopted. As outlined under the CRPD, 

DPOs must be involved in consultation processes from the planning 

or design stage onwards.  

 

● We also need to ensure that there is adequate representation of 

additionally marginalised groups such as gender or ethnic 

minorities, and children, as highlighted by the CRPD Committee’s 

guidance on General Comment 7, and to allocate the resources 

required to do this.1 

 

● The Assisted Decision-Making (Capacity) Act - and its Amendment 

Bill - is the most significant piece of legislation affecting disabled 

people’s fundamental rights and freedoms currently before the 

Oireachtas. We are concerned that the Joint Committee tasked with 

ensuring Ireland’s implementation of the CRPD is not involved in its 

review in order to ensure its compliance with the principles and 

obligations of the CPRD. We are also very concerned at the 

implications of the resistance shown to DPO consultation on the 

Amendment Bill based on the erroneous belief that the limited focus 

group consultation in 2013 (prior to Ireland’s ratification of the 

CRPD) constitutes sufficient DPO consultation on this issue. We 

have similar concerns regarding Adult Safeguarding and other 

 
1 

http://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%2FPPRiCAqhKb7yhsnbHatvuFkZ%2Bt9

3Y3D%2Baa2pjFYzWLBu0vA%2BBr7QovZhbuyqzjDN0plweYI46WXrJJ6aB3Mx4y%2FspT%2BQrY5K2mKse5zj

o%2BfvBDVu%2B42R9iK1p 

http://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%2FPPRiCAqhKb7yhsnbHatvuFkZ%2Bt93Y3D%2Baa2pjFYzWLBu0vA%2BBr7QovZhbuyqzjDN0plweYI46WXrJJ6aB3Mx4y%2FspT%2BQrY5K2mKse5zjo%2BfvBDVu%2B42R9iK1p
http://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%2FPPRiCAqhKb7yhsnbHatvuFkZ%2Bt93Y3D%2Baa2pjFYzWLBu0vA%2BBr7QovZhbuyqzjDN0plweYI46WXrJJ6aB3Mx4y%2FspT%2BQrY5K2mKse5zjo%2BfvBDVu%2B42R9iK1p
http://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%2FPPRiCAqhKb7yhsnbHatvuFkZ%2Bt93Y3D%2Baa2pjFYzWLBu0vA%2BBr7QovZhbuyqzjDN0plweYI46WXrJJ6aB3Mx4y%2FspT%2BQrY5K2mKse5zjo%2BfvBDVu%2B42R9iK1p
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future legislation failing to involve DPO expertise from the earliest 

stages. 

 

Enabling Inclusion and Participation 

● It is essential that DPOs are adequately funded and resourced to 

fulfil their duties. This must include capacity-building, funding of 

accessibility measures, governance support, training development 

and access to information needed to influence policy and monitor 

the implementation of the CRPD. Attention must also be paid to 

ensuring that disabled people are not expected to work for free and 

do not face negative consequences for engaging in DPO-related 

work due to rigid means-testing restrictions on disability-related 

payments and supports. 

 

● Levels of resourcing and access requirements must also be 

considered when developing frameworks to ensure meaningful 

consultation. Some DPOs, even on the national level, are not in 

receipt of any funding and rely solely on the work of disabled 

volunteers who often have other ‘day’ jobs. This means that a 

longer consultation timeline is necessary to ensure that 

representatives of these organisations have the same opportunity to 

engage as those who are able to devote their working hours to the 

process, and that meetings, focus groups etc. may need to be 

scheduled outside of working hours. Should ISL be required for 

internal consultation, most DPOs will have to book ISL interpreters 

weeks in advance. It is important that these factors are considered 

in order to ensure equal participation for all. 

 

● People with intellectual/learning disabilities must also be given 

adequate time, resources and supports to fully understand 

processes and to contribute in a meaningful way. 

 

● Consultation with DPOs, while useful, is not sufficient for the full 

realisation of the UNCRPD - disabled people need to have decision 

making power, and need to be involved in the design, 

implementation, oversight and monitoring of mechanisms and 

systems designed to implement the UNCRPD. This requires 

continuous engagement with DPOs and developing working 

practices which are inherently accessible and universally designed. 

DPOs and disabled people also need to be resourced on a continual 

basis to participate in these mechanisms. 
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Cultural shift required through raising awareness/local mechanisms 

● Awareness raising campaigns, when used, must be conducted in a 

way that is accessible, respectful and not tokenistic. Awareness 

raising campaigns have their place, but they are most effective 

when they are tied to issues which can be acted upon meaningfully 

and where the goals of such campaigns are clear, reasonable and 

achievable. 

○ For example, historically, many awareness raising campaigns 

have focused on the inaccessibility of public buildings and 

surrounding areas to wheelchair users, often using non-

disabled people for promotion. Such campaigns, while eye-

catching, do not lead to meaningful change as there is no 

focus on mechanisms whereby the accessibility of such 

environments can be improved upon, and the importance of 

involving disabled people in such changes is not emphasised. 

 

● Training delivered to public and civil servants must be developed in 

partnership with DPOs and delivered by DPOs, wherever possible. 

‘Awareness raising’ is of little use if it perpetuates harmful 

stereotypes or misinformation. 

 

Concluding remarks 

We have an opportunity for Ireland to fully realise the implementation of 

the UNCRPD. How can this be achieved? It can be achieved by taking 
action and recognising that now is the time... 

 
Now is the time to bring our policies in line with our fellow European 

countries and adopt internationally recognised standards. 
 

Now is the time to resource and build the capacity of DPOs to support 
Government and service providers to achieve equality and access for all. 

 
Now is the time to finally hear and prioritise the collective voice of 

disabled people and bring that value to the relevant local, national and 

international policy spaces. 

 

Thank you. 

 

This Opening Statement is presented by: 

Jacqui Browne – Chair DPO Network 

Lianne Quigley – Chair of IDS and member of the DPO Network 


