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“ the closest I have ever come to a "safe and respectful workplace" is my own 
 bedroom.” - DADA Artist 

“I do not work in a safe and respectful environment at the moment. I must risk 
health and financial stability in order to participate in the arts.” - DADA Artist 

1. Barriers 
I don’t want to be an activist.  I want to get on with my music and my work.  But I have a 
disability, I have albinism and I am visually impaired, registered blind and I also have an 
autoimmune condition which causes hearing loss.  Because of my disability and  
because I am not content to sit in the corner listening to my audiobooks, but instead I 
want to contribute and develop, I am penalised by a multiplicity of barriers.   Just 
because I have a disability and want to contribute I face barriers no able-bodied artist 
must contend with: 

1. The physical/psychological/sensory/emotional/energetic/intellectual limitations of 
our disabilities which reduce our earning power, productivity and the kinds of work 
we can do competitively.  

2. Attitudinal: stereotypes and assumptions non-disabled people make about 
disability, capability, potential and the scope and nature of my contribution. 

3. Environmental: the inaccessibility of many cultural spaces. Or spaces that are 
accessible but have locked “accessible” toilets.  

4. Systemic: where Social Protection reduces / removes financial support if a disabled 
artist earns money from their work or wins an award/commission, thereby removing 
the support on which we depend to make the work in the first place. 

It is not honestly my disability that causes problems for me.  Like most disabled people, I 
have come to accept my disability and find a well of creativity at the edge of my 
limitations.  I occupy a unique position culturally, artistically and socially because of my 
disability and this perspective inspires my art.  Difference and disability has been around 
since the dawn of time.  I am part of the natural diversity of human beings.   

What I do not accept, and what is unacceptable according to the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, are barriers 2 -4 above, upheld by non-disabled 
people that I and many others face as a result of having a disability.   

Barriers created out of ignorance; 
Barriers created out of exclusion; 
Barriers upheld by laziness; 
Barriers upheld by an absence of integration of disabled people into public and 
personal life. 
Barriers which do not have any reasonable or logical basis.   
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Barriers which by rights, and according to the UN Convention on the Right of Persons 
with Disabilities are discriminatory and need to stop. 

It is these barriers, upheld by an ableist structure of ignorance, laziness, normalised 
exclusion and injustice, and not my visual impairment, that disable me.  It is these 
barriers that preclude me from achieving security and sustainability in my work and 
personal life on an equal par to my non-disabled peers.  It is these barriers that force me 
to work in a way that is unsafe and cause flare ups of my hearing loss and other health 
conditions. 

 I was born with my disability, it will not go away, with time it will get worse.  I accept that. 
But ALL of these barriers could be removed, and I like so many other disabled artists, 
could safely, securely and legitimately thrive - just like non-disabled artists. 

But let’s back up. 

2. Who I Am 
I am an award winning vocal jazz artist.  In 2019, I was invited to collaborate and perform 
in Yeats and Tagore: Ireland Meets India in America at the Lincoln Centre as part of 
Carnegie Hall’s Migrations Festival.  This invitation was on the back of work I presented 
in NYC in 2017: You Won’t Forget Me, a celebration of Maeve Brennan, blending jazz, 
literature and traditional Irish music, at the American Writers’ Museum, Chicago, and The 
American Irish Historical Society, the Washington Square Hotel and the Cornelia St. 
Cafe. NYC,(listed as one of the world’s best jazz clubs) and a sold out concert at our own 
National Concert Hall. I have toured Ireland, Europe and performed in Dominican 
Republic, for International Jazz Day. I’ve done much in my work to uphold the esteem for 
Irish arts and culture, abroad.  I’m finishing a commission for the National Gallery on the 
artists Mondrian which, interestingly enough, was opened by Minister Martin, I’ve also 
created work for children and audio described and sensory tours for other visually 
impaired people.  

My achievements, academic and artistic, show my drive to develop and contribute.  As 
an artist with a disability, I work harder and longer than my peers to compensate for my 
disability and for my work to be respected.  The reward is rarely financial; rather it is 
opportunity; and the chance to grow as an artist in collaboration with others.  These 
moments of success and elation don’t alleviate the challenges of my disability.  

3. Overwork and Overcompensating 
However over the years,  this over-working and over-compensating for my disability in 
order to achieve financial and professional security, have come against me in the form of 
additional chronic health problems.  

The arts and self-employment is a relentlessly competitive field.  We are all competing 
for the same pool of money in an open market.  This open market does not care if you 
have a disability, a flare up.  In a competitive field like this, success and breaking through 
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is dependent on sustained energy and investment over time.  And then when you break 
through, you must be ready to build. 

4. .No Secure Support, Penalised for any Success with Loss of Supports 
How can a disabled artist, who must first meet the additional cost and impact of having a 
disability achieve this?  

And if a disabled artist does achieve, how can that achievement be sustained, when the 
immediate consequence of that achievement is loss of disability supports?   

That doesn’t even make business sense.  You don’t withdraw financial support from 
someone showing promise and potential.   

Its like confiscating someones’s glasses because they won an Arts Council award. It’s like 
bullying in a schoolyard for our disability - which many of us are all too familiar. 

How is that safe or respectful? 

Yet this is how disabled artists are treated in Ireland. 

And so we are forced to operate without the supports we need for our disabilities in 
poverty, or give up.   

How can we create work on a par with our peers and maintain our professional standing 
if we have no/reduced supports for our disabilities? 

I for example am still waiting to get a medical card.  Though i’m below the income 
threshold, I’ve not been able to get one because I’m self-employed and the powers that 
be do not have a system to deal with the sporadic nature of my payments in the arts.   
This means I can’t get any of the visual aids I need to work and function. I can’t afford 
them. (Improvised Music Company's survey found that a non-disabled jazz musician 
makes an average of 10,000E a year.  I make less)  

So, I operate without the glasses I’ve been prescribed.  Now, I’m registered blind, the 
glasses won’t change that.  But they’d make things a little more comfortable. Would the 
glasses reduce the chances of my tripping and falling, which happens frequently?  Quite 
likely,  yes. 

I’m constantly operating at this disadvantage to my able-bodied peers and trying to 
make it look like it’s not a big deal to me.  It is a big deal.  It’s not safe and it’s 
disrespectful.    

5. Excluded 
The Speak UP report highlighted many important issues around safety and respect but, 
shockingly, neither in the report, nor in the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Tourism, 
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Culture, Arts, Sport and Media meeting, was the central issue of concern for us disabled 
artists mentioned: that by choosing to pursue our art as disabled people, we lose 
supports and therefore are forced to  practise unsafely and with an absence or respect 
for the cost and impact of disability. 

Or give up our art.  And many, many do.  Because not many can survive for long 
neglecting the needs of their disability. 

6. Speak Up Disability! 
I reached crisis point in the middle of a lock down, September 2020: I was desperately 
seeking emergency treatment for sensorineural hearing loss, no ENT could see me 
because of Covid, and I stood a real risk of never recovering my hearing, which would 
mean I’d lose my music and my independence.  At this moment Social Welfare decided 
to run an audit on me.  This drove me to the darkest place I’ve ever been where I faced 
quitting my art, everything, in a word, life.  

Or: speak up about what was happening to me and why.    

I had done nothing wrong except have a disability and try to grow and contribute.  

My speaking up on tis matter over the past 2 years has drawn many artists to me and has 
led to the founding of DADA, Disabled Artists and Disabled Academics as academics 
starting out in their career find themselves in the same precarious short term contracts 
as artists.  

I cannot stop being an artist, (believe me, I’ve tried!) Nor can I stop having a disability.
(believe me, I’ve also tried!)  These two things are true.  Though the State treats us as 
though they are mutually exclusive, as though only one thing can be true.  

7.  Representation & Consultation 
This is why representation of disabled artists is so vital and why we need to come before 
you in a Joint Committee Meeting. We do exist.  We need to tell you, first hand and from 
living experience, what it is like for us.   

We know, that no disabled people or DPOs were represented on the Recovery Taskforce 
founded by Minister Martin in 2020.  This Taskforce recommended the BIA, which in its 
current iteration will see disabled artists have their disability supports reduced or lost 
and also result in an immediate loss of their medical card.  

We also know that although the Dept is allegedly in the process of implementing a 
Disability Consultative Committee, according to our information, one does not currently 
exist.  Not one we can find reference to any of its members to consult with.  And 
certainly none have approached us.  Until this changes it means the Dept is making 
policies and decisions without the input of disabled artists which upholds the ableist 
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status quo  and results in us working unsafely and in a way that disrespects our 
disabilities and access needs.  

And then our living experience as disabled artists were not represented in the Joint 
Oireachtas Meetings in March. 

8.  Visually Impaired, Not Vision Impaired 
I have a vision for Art. Art could lead!!! Art is visionary. Art could lead us into a more 
diverse and inclusive society. Art holds up a mirror to society. Why should audiences 
with disabilities attend art if this mirror doesn't reflect their experiences, reflect who they 
are, how they could be?  This is wrong. 

9. UNCRPD 
The State has signed up to and ratified the UNCRPD in 2018 and is tasked with its 
implementation across all society by 2025.  This applies to the Arts sector also. 
Implementation of the UNCRPD, especially Article 30: Participation in cultural life, 
recreation, leisure and sport.  This cannot be achieved without consultation and 
representation of disabled people.  Or what is currently happening will keep happening 
and leave Ireland answerable to the UN for discrimination and human rights violations. 

Imagine a world in which people with disabilities were supported, not thwarted, to reach 
their full potential as contributing artists to Ireland’s society. Imagine the colour, the 
energy; the joyful, powerful, visionary transformation that could bring about in arts and 
in our society. Imagine how it would change people! It can't happen under the present 
penalising system. The present system will only destroy artists with disabilities, stifle their 
voices, and mangle their contributions - as it very nearly did me.  

10. Change 
Report after report shows Ireland is the worst country in the EU to have a disability. And 
we have a horrific human rights record on how we treat our most vulnerable, women, 
children, disabled people. How many potential young disabled artists have been 
siphoned off to nursing homes?  Hardly a safe or respectful environment.   

We have the lowest rate of employment of disabled people, and at least 23% of people 
living with a disability at risk of poverty. 

Let’s START WITH ART!!!! We must do it together.  Change requires cross-party and 
cross-department working together.  

Please stand with us and for us.  Please invite us in to give our own evidence from our 
experiences as disabled artists.  

We need change.  Change requires safe and respectful integration.  Safe and 
respectful integration requires representation and consultation. 
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DADA’s Speak Up Survey 
A Safe and Respectful Working Environment in the Arts 

As a result of the absence of the voice of disabled artists and arts workers on this 
Oireachtas meeting on a Safe and Respectful Working Environment DADA ran its own 
survey.  For your information I include a sample of responses from DADA disabled 
artists. 

1.  Did you answer the iTI survey Speak Up? Yes 
2.  Do you tend to see or come across online surveys?  Do you find online surveys 
accessible?  (You know the survey monkey kind) Yes 
3. If you did answer the Speak Up survey, did you feel its questions represented your 
concerns as a disabled person, aspiring to work in a safe and respectful working 
environment?  
No I didn't feel the questions represented me as a disabled artist  
4 What are your thoughts on a safe and respectful working environment as a disabled 
person?  
I think it needs to be more accessible and allow us to work from home if needs be 
5.  To what extent do you feel you work in a safe and respectful working environment in 
the arts? Not at all 
6.  As a disabled artist what would make your working environment more safe and 
respectful and facilitate you to work to the best of your ability?  
Better accessibility, working from home, better education to my colleagues of my 
condition  
________________________________________________________________________________ 

1. Did you answer the iTI survey Speak Up? 
No (I don't remember, so I'll have to go with no) 
2. Do you tend to see or come across online surveys? Do you find online surveys 
accessible? (You know the survey monkey kind) 
Not for disabled artists 
3. If you did answer the Speak Up survey, did you feel its questions represented your 
concerns as a disabled person, aspiring to work in a safe and respectful working 
environment? 
N/A 
4 What are your thoughts on a safe and respectful working environment as a disabled 
person? 
I feel like I have to hide it to get credit for my work, to be taken seriously as an 
artist by the public. But I want to acknowledge the help I receive. And in fact am 
obligated to. 
5. To what extent do you feel you work in a safe and respectful working environment in 
the arts? 
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My environment is safe as long as I can retain my disability allowance.  This means 
I live below the poverty line as I’m afraid to take paid work that put my supports at 
risk. 
6. As a disabled artist what would make your working environment more safe and 
respectful and facilitate you to work to the best of your ability? 
Have locks on the studio door. People wander in to stare at the disabled artists 
working 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

1.  Did you answer the iTI survey Speak Up? 

No. I didn't here or see anything about it anywhere on any social media platform. 
Most of my sources for such survey research that's being done comes from Visual 
Artists Ireland, the National Campaign for the Arts, Praxis, Disabled Women Ireland 
and some info from the Arts Council or County Councils.  
If this was the survey https://www.irishtheatreinstitute.ie/wp-content/uploads/
2021/10/ITI-Speak-Up-A-Call-for-Change-Report-Oct2021_Final_WEB.pdf 
It may be because I don't work in theatre. However backstage theatre work is 
similar in some respects to exhibition installation. The respondents with 
disabilities  
(on p.20) should be higher. There are more disabled people in the arts than people 
realise. Perhaps very few disabled theatre makers / workers professionalise 
fully and fill in these surveys because they cannot fully professionalise due to our 
social welfare system and there is exclusion of disabled people from working 
in theatre because their bodies and abilities are judged even more harshly than in 
other arts sectors. How many disabled actors are there that are members of theatre 
groups that are not just for disabled people? How many shows are there in the 
Abbey theatre with disabled actors and writers. Other than 'What I 
(don't) know about Autism' or plays put on thanks to Amanda Coogan's efforts.  

2.  Do you tend to see or come across online surveys?  Do you find online surveys 
accessible?  (You know the survey monkey kind) 

For me, yes, but I'm speaking from the point of view of someone with mild 
cerebral palsy, dyspraxia and epilepsy so I don't find online and computer things 
inaccessible in general 

3.  If you did answer the Speak Up survey, did you feel its questions represented your 
concerns as a disabled person, aspiring to work in a safe and respectful working 
environment? N/A 

4 What are your thoughts on a safe and respectful working environment as a disabled 
person? 
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5.  To what extent do you feel you work in a safe and respectful working environment in 
the arts? 
6.  As a disabled artist what would make your working environment more safe and 
respectful and facilitate you to work to the best of your ability? 

To answer the last three questions together. Personally for my disabilities I find 
working as a visual artist and curator during the installation of exhibitions or 
exhibition openings and events a little stressful and not respectful of my safety 
and comfort because there is a predominant idea that everyone has to stand for 
long periods. There’s few to no opportunities to sit down or leave a space for a 5 
minute break. I have sat down on floors because I've needed to during 
installations because no seating is there and its expected that you stand. I have 
mild cerebral palsy and can walk and run and stand no problem at all however, 
doing those things for long periods of time without breaks or the opportunity to 
sit down is tiring and hurts my foot. There's an assumption that if you can stand or 
walk fine then you never get tired, which is not true. It seems that when 
you have a physical disability nobody cares about what your needs are unless you 
are in a wheelchair or have a walker, stick or other mobility aid. I have none of 
these and I don't need them, but I still need access to seating. I feel guilty leaning 
against the walls and sitting on the floor when everyone else is standing. So I end 
up being extra tired after exhibition installs, openings and events. Everybody 
whether disabled or not should be provided with the option to sit or leave the 
room for a break during these work situations. 

It would also be cool if there were tools designed that you could buy that allowed 
people with one hand to drill screws and hammer nails into walls. I invent different 
ways by resting screws and nails on masking tape stuck to the wall. It would be 
amazing if there were universally designed DIY tools for curators, visual artists and 
technicians. No one imagines a one handed person doing DIY or playing a musical 
instrument so these things haven't been invented yet. 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

 1.  Did you answer the iTI survey Speak Up? No 
2.  Do you tend to see or come across online surveys?  Sometimes Do you find online 
surveys accessible?  Not always, No (You know the survey monkey kind) 
3.  If you did answer the Speak Up survey, did you feel its questions represented your 
concerns as a disabled person, aspiring to work in a safe and respectful working 
environment? I didn't see it to be able to respond and heard nothing about it. 
4 What are your thoughts on a safe and respectful working environment as a disabled 
person? 
I'm aware it's not always possible to expect access, due to regulations, however if 
the employer is looking for people with disabilities then they need to be aware 
and have training done to work with the individual especially when funding/
grants are available to have the person in situ, this needs to cover training as well. 
The person with a disability needs to be included in this training. 
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5.  To what extent do you feel you work in a safe and respectful working environment in 
the arts? 
Its not always been a 'safe and respectful working environment in the arts, I've met 
with a lot of inaccessibility and exclusion for being a wheelchair user that my 
abled-bodied peers do not go through.  
It's difficult enough being an artist to then have this more difficult as artist with a 
disability is exhausting. I've had to be super aware to be more careful in industrial 
work spaces due to often not been seen in the chair. 
6.  As a disabled artist what would make your working environment more safe and 
respectful and facilitate you to work to the best of your ability? 
This is such a broad question, my working environments changes often depending 
on the job, having access to more assistant hours would make life more 
manageable and to have support with me going into any given environment when 
I often don't know what I'm going to find till I turn up. 
Access to public places is one issue, access to various working environments into 
that same building, can mean something else. 
More training is always needed about how to approach and speak to people with 
disabilities to reduce the fear of working with people with disabilities.  
We're still human with skills to offer and people are often so frightened to say 
anything that they blurt out the wrong thing.  
________________________________________________________________________________ 

I’ll answer all questions with this: 
The notion of a "safe and respectful workplace" as presented in this context 
actually means very little to me as a disabled young woman. The draconian laws 
surrounding working whilst in receipt of Disability Allowance and its associated 
supports, in my case a medical card and travel pass,  have prevented me from 
engaging in typically traditional work, as well as, to a large extent, the non-
traditional work of a writer, as any money I might make from engaging in such 
work will be subject to an intensely humiliating level of scrutiny from the 
department of social protection. . These rules surrounding income prevent me 
from earning very much at all from my practice, which in turn precludes me from 
engaging in that work in a specific "workplace", as I cannot afford to have one! 

As such, the closest I have ever come to a "safe and respectful workplace" is my 
own  bedroom. 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

1.    I did not see the report or hear anything about it at all. 
2.      Generally, I would see a survey in a dedicated email newsletter, not on social 
media etc. The survey’s a usually accessible for me as I only use magnification and 
my home computer. None of the music organisations I would be associated with 
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circulated this survey to the best of my knowledge. That includes Arts Council, 
Journal of music etc. 
3.      I didn’t take part in the survey 
4.      This is a PDF from the 2021 Speak Up Survey from the Irish Theatre Institute 
(on page 19-20) you will read: (91%) of respondents did not report having a 
disability. This means that the averages for all variables mostly reflect the 
experiences of people who do not have a disability. Therefore, the data presented 
is unable to speak to any differences in the ways in which instances of negative 
behaviour in the workplace affect people with disabilities. Again, we recommend a 
more focused study on these experiences be carried out to further investigate this 
issue. 
 
On page 47 a recommendation to commission research into the experiences, terms 
and conditions of work in the arts in relation to ethnicity and disability. Further 
research into disability specifically. 
 
My questions are: 
 
Was this additional research done? 
 
Is current “incomplete” research being used to base decisions on policy for 
disability? 
 
It is clear that our voices were not represented nor asked for. So how can this 
survey be used to make informed decision on behalf of disabled persons? 

https://www.irishtheatreinstitute.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/ITI-Speak-Up-
A-Call-for-Change-Report-Oct2021_Final_WEB.pdf 

5.      Unfortunately, I do not work in a safe and respectful environment at the 
moment. I must risk health and financial stability in order to participate in the arts. 
I have created a cultural gem for the community and now I must decide whether to 
continue or let it go because of systemic barriers. Nothing to do with my disability 
I must add.   

6.      As a disabled artist I do not feel the arts sector is a safe and respectful 
working environment. 
  
What would make a safe and respectful environment? 
I suppose one where I could participate safety in terms of economics and health. I 
have to risk both at the moment where as my non-disabled peers do not. 
For example, if I get an arts council grant my disability support will be eroded to 
an unliveable amount. 
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If I participate in the BIA Pilot, I will lose my medical card and I will reach a higher 
tax level than others much sooner reducing the efficiency and purpose of having a 
basic income.  

________________________________________________________________________________ 
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