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DFI 

The Disability Federation of Ireland (DFI) represents the interests and the 

expectations of people with disabilities to be fully included in Irish society.  It is an 

umbrella body, comprising organisations that represent and support people with 

disabilities and disabling conditions.   There are over 126 organisations within 

membership, or as associates, of DFI. DFI also works with a growing number of 

organisations and groups around the country that have a significant disability 

interest, from both the statutory and voluntary sectors.  DFI operates on the basis 

that disability is a societal issue and so works with Government, and across the 

social and economic strands and interests of society, to enable people with 

disabilities to exercise their full civil, economic, social and human rights. 

Introduction 

As an organisation representing people with disabilities across the full range of 

disabilities and disabling conditions, together with the voluntary bodies who work 

with them, the Disability Federation of Ireland (DFI) welcomes the public release 

of the Disability Policy Review and the consultation by the Minister for Disability, 

Equality, Mental Health and Older People.  We strongly believe that disability 

policy objectives should guide the evaluation of public spending on disability 

services, making this ‘testing’ process critical to getting a useful outcome from the 

Value for Money Review. 

The Department poses eight questions for those making submissions, to seven of 

which DFI can reply in the affirmative.  The service delivery and funding system is 

in urgent need of reform; the Government’s mainstreaming policy is welcome but 

requires invigoration through individualised budgets and other measures to give 

people greater choice and control over their lives. 

The final question however, about the impact of people with disabilities choosing 

“to live in ordinary independent settings which are integrated into their 

communities”, highlights a major issue that we would argue the Disability Policy 

Review has failed to take fully on board.   While there is a transition challenge of 

supporting people currently living and / or spending their days in segregated 

settings, there is another transition challenge, of enabling those people already 
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living in the community to stay there and participate.  The Review recognises that 

mainstreaming still has a long way to go but it does not recognise the degree to 

which the Disability Services Programme (DSP) needs to promote and support 

mainstreaming. 

Review’s policy approach  

In DFI’s view the objectives named in the Policy Review are highly appropriate.  

We warmly welcome the decision to adopt the social policy approach of Towards 

2016 in the Review.  Putting the person at the centre makes the inter-agency 

working an obvious imperative, and the life cycle perspective underlines the 

necessity of factoring in access for people with disabilities across social policy 

measures if genuine mainstreaming is to apply.  The focus on the long term goals 

and achieving outcomes that people with disabilities seek should of course drive 

interventions. 

It is heartening that the work of DFI and others in the deliberations of NESC and 

the social partnership negotiations is manifesting itself in public policy 

implementation.  The approach taken in the Review and the priority for 

meaningful participation in the community is right. So too is the concern shown 

for embedding disability awareness and accommodation across public services 

and facilities.   

Who will the reforms benefit? 

However DFI considers that the Review’s focus on segregated disability-specific 

services has diverted attention from the disability-related needs and aspirations 

of many people with disabilities who already live in the community, most of whom 

acquired a disability or disabling condition after childhood.  We have three main 

concerns about the Policy Review which we believe the Value for Money & Policy 

Review needs to take into account: 

1. There are people with disabilities ill served by the segregated, 

professionalised approach that characterised the DSP, who were not 

recipients of institutional-type services, and who are already living in the 

community.  The Review needs to consider how their outcomes can be 

progressed. 
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2. The Review’s narrow focus has also contributed to an imperfect 

understanding of the voluntary disability movement and the contribution it can 

make to implementing the policy objectives.  

3. While individualised budgeting is important for advancing the person-centred 

objective, it is not sufficient.  The concept of ‘supports’ (as opposed to 

‘services’) merits more careful analysis in the Review. The DSP needs to 

underpin a more proactive role in promoting mainstreaming. 

DFI believes that a wider perspective in the Policy Review would significantly 

enhance the results from the VfM and Policy project.   

Activities in the community 

Funding a sustainable health support system in an ageing and fiscally 

constrained world requires disability policy to focus on prevention, early 

intervention and amelioration.  This in turn means disability-specific initiatives 

must cover many more people and activities than are recognised on the DSP’s 

current client base.  

Pioneering community living 

The policy aim is to support people with disabilities to enjoy health-sustaining 

lives.   There are 178,400 people according to the CSO who have substantial 

disabilities (excluding mental health disabilities) yet only 53,000 receive or are 

waiting for DSP services, according to the two HRB data bases.  For the minority 

who rely on DSP-funded congregated residential and day residential-type 

services, realising their right to self-determination has to be a public priority.  But 

realising the rights of those other people who encounter barriers, and are 

struggling to continue to live in the community, must also be a disability policy 

priority.  

Most of those who only use DSP-funded services a little or not at all have 

expectations, especially a desire to continue to live as healthily and fully as 

possible.  Proposals to introduce holistic needs assessment, individual plans and 

budgets have to respond to the diversity that exists within this group.   
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Some people may have assessed their disability-specific needs and developed a 

personal plan with the help of their family and friends, their GP and their voluntary 

disability organisation.  When this support network is strong, because they 

themselves have been able to develop a personal plan and a circle of support, 

their time in acute care can be reduced and their quality of life better protected.   

At present the supports people with disabilities who live in the community need 

are too dependent on ‘good luck’ because the DSP has been so absorbed in 

funding traditional, dysfunctional and ‘place’ oriented service provision.  The 

Review must consider how to resource the supports that enable inclusion by all 

the 178,000 people with significant disabilities.  Admonishing mainstream service 

providers to ensure access is simply insufficient.  A concerted focus on the 

experiences and aspirations of these people, and on where they do, and do not, 

gain disability-specific supports is long overdue. 

Funding supports for those already in the community helps to fast track 

mainstreaming. After all, they and their families have been instrumental in 

pressing public service providers and others to become disability aware, and to 

make their offerings more inclusive.  They are pioneers in making the Review’s 

objectives happen, but their support from the DSP has to date been too limited 

and uncertain. 

Anticipating disability  

The Review also needs to consider reform of DSP to promote prevention, early 

intervention and amelioration of disabilities for all people and thereby minimise 

distress, hardship and the call on the most intensive DSP and other acute health 

services. The DSP funding allocation regime needs to co-ordinate more closely 

with primary, community health and other services.   

The DSP remit extends far beyond disabilities that manifest themselves at birth.  

As knowledge develops about disabling conditions and about ameliorative 

treatments, its task inevitably expands. Until Ireland is genuinely ‘mainstreamed’, 

and all services are sensitive to people with disabilities, the DSP must fund 

preventative and ameliorative services so that they are there if people find they 

need them.   
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For example, the work of the NCBI in responding quickly to people who 

encounter visual problems due to ageing is highly relevant.  However it is not a 

service that fits into the individualised budgeting approach as described in the 

Disability Policy Review.  People acquiring a disability deserve easy access to 

appropriate services, and in turn these need to be funded by the State. 

The DSP exists not only to improve the quality of life of people with disabilities; it 

also serves the entire population by reducing the adverse impacts of disabilities.  

DFI has argued in other fora, that the National Disability Strategy, in which the 

DSP is a key element, is a social insurance system that protects everyone from 

many adverse effects, should disability happen to a person or a member of the 

family.   The social justice priority, which the DSP addresses, ought to be 

threaded through the Disability Policy Review. 

Voluntary disability organisations 

The disability policy review appears to question the funding of organisations that 

provide disability-specific services for two reasons. First, more should be 

available for people with disabilities from mainstream services and second, 

people should be able to choose and direct their services.  While agreeing with 

these points, DFI considers that voluntary disability organisations play a more 

complex and important role than the review recognises.   

The added value voluntary disability organisations bring consists not only of the 

extra resources through fund-raising and volunteer inputs, nor the concentration 

of expertise about specific conditions.1  There is also the understanding and 

trusting relationships that form the foundation for the development and self-

determination of individuals.  Organisations pro-actively promote mainstreaming 

in a variety of ways, such as working with teachers and employers to include 

people with special needs, and of course they support primary health care 

providers.  

There is a crucial difference between segregated services and specialists ones, 

about which voluntary disability organisations are very well aware. Many older 

                                            
1
 Many voluntary organisations maintain international links to keep abreast of and share best practice 

regarding supports for people with the particular disability in question. 
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organisations were set up to highlight a need and they subsequently provided 

specialist services with some financial support from the HSE. 

Supporters of people 

The Policy Review on several occasions refers to voluntary disability 

organisations as ‘service providers’.  This misunderstands the history and 

evolution of this voluntary sector, especially as disabilities that manifest 

themselves in adulthood have grown in importance. The newer organisations 

have been created by people with disabilities (and family members) and are 

driven by them.  In fact the objective of enabling people to sustain their 

participation and quality of life underpins their very existence.  For example, by 

serving on their organisation’s board of directors, people with disabilities (or a 

member of their family) experience responsibilities and authority.  

Voluntary disability organisations may provide services but they also support 

people to realise their ambitions.  They are closely allied with the ‘natural 

supports’ that are a focus of the Review.  Voluntary organisations are a key 

resource for achieving the policy objectives named in the Review and this needs 

to be recognised.  Referencing the figure on page 64 of the Review, much more 

attention is merited for the ‘informal supports’ circle around the person.  For 

instance the generic brokering, peer groups and other supports that voluntary 

organisations maintain are very relevant. 

It is recognised that voluntary disability organisations vary in their capacity to put 

the person at the centre rather than concentrating on the services they offer.  

Many have made significant advances in listening to clients and supporting them 

to develop personal plans.  This investment provides a solid base for the 

organisations to design supports that ‘work’ for the individual.  The Review could 

usefully consider these developments and ways to promote them more widely.  

It is in response to the diversity of situations in which people with disabilities find 

themselves that the number and variety of voluntary organisations have 

emerged.  Each organisation is geared to promote prevention, early intervention 

and amelioration because their focus is the condition or a community location that 

shapes people’s lives.  Much of their work is not person-centred in the budgeting 
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sense; for the group it represents the voluntary organisation fosters disability 

awareness and understanding, and co-works with people and mainstream 

organisations to build paths to mainstream services, or what DFI terms 

‘brokering’.  

What counts 

The pyramid depiction of needs in the Review (Figure on page 123) inadvertently 

suggests that the additional disability needs of the many people with disabilities in 

the middle-ranking needs section are separate from the needs of all for 

mainstream services.  In fact Ireland is still in the midst of a transition to ‘tailored 

universalism’ and much pioneering work in making mainstream services 

accessible remains to be done. Disability-specific needs include those path-

making supports that voluntary disability organisations have been actively 

developing.  Many organisations have been promoting and participating in the 

inter-agency working that the Review regard as essential to empowering people 

with disabilities.  For example, the Neurological Alliance of Ireland and DFI work 

with primary care providers to facilitate more seamless and better services for 

people with neurological conditions. 

The Review’s perception of voluntary disability organisations as providers of 

services only may stem from the traditional way in which the HSE has classified 

the activities it funds, based on the reporting by Section 38 organisations.  In fact 

most disability organisations offer supports that are well aligned to the Review’s 

person centred policy objective but they are hidden in bundles of activities within 

categories that suit the segregated, wrap-around character of the traditional 

configuration of disability services.  Examples of such supports include help-lines, 

peer support groups, newsletters and websites, co-working or brokering to 

facilitate people’s access to mainstream opportunities.   The Review needs to 

analyse these supports specifically in its frameworks (on pages 65-8) and 

recommend that the HSE value them.  Failure to do so serves to side-line and 

undermine these kinds of supports. 
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DSP funding system 

The Review’s analysis on achieving the second objective of reforming the funding 

system needs to appreciate the extent to which funds have been misallocated.  

People, already trying to make their way in the community, have not been able to 

count on the supports that would enable their inclusion.  The costs of sustaining 

institutional services are not a proper benchmark for setting individual budgets. 

The reform should liberate funds to support people who have never been inside 

institutional settings whilst at the same time enabling those who so wish to move 

into the community.  In other words the policy objective needs to recognise better 

the diversity amongst people with disabilities.  Not to do so means a two tier 

system of disability services. 

Individualised budgets 

The Policy Review tends to equate individualised supports with individualised 

budgets although the connection is by no means straight forward.  Individualised 

budgets are likely to work best in mature markets, but disability-specific services 

are at quite an early stage of transition.  Commissioning must allow organisations 

room to innovate and respond to the priorities of their clients.   

The Review’s emphasis on generating standardised needs assessment 

processes and standardised costs in order to determine individualised budgets 

may be due to a limited appreciation of the diversity of situations within disability, 

especially amongst those living in the community.  The VfM Review needs to 

recognise that such standardisation only goes so far.2 

There are supports / services that are already aligned with the policy objectives 

named in the Review for which the HSE does not have cost data, much less 

standard cost data.  The HSE must avoid mechanically applying its standard unit 

cost data to budgeting if these progressive ways of working are to develop 

further.  

                                            
2
 There is one area where the policy review is surprisingly quiet, given the focus on individuals having 

control over their services.  The review should have highlighted the fundamental difference between 
Personal Assistant supports and home help or resource worker supports.  The former enables a 
person to pursue life on their own terms while a more modest role applies to the latter. 
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Current HSE cost data is based on a disability-specific service configuration 

which, as the Review points out, is not consistent with policy objectives. 

Therefore it is inappropriate to calculate budgets for individuals based on those 

costs.  If this practice is adopted, then people with disabilities who have been 

excluded will continue to be denied opportunities to sustain their health and 

quality of life.  Also supports for developing accessible mainstream services in 

the community will be short-changed.   

The policy review needs to pay more attention to promoting the infrastructure of 

inclusiveness because individualised budgets are not enough to do the job.  The 

DSP is in a central position to support this key transitional challenge. 

An accommodating environment 

In practice some supports do not fit into the individualised budget regime 

because their value is societal, with the benefits widely dispersed. The Review 

needs to consider how such ‘infrastructure’ activities can be funded. These 

activities include projects to enhance public awareness of specific disabilities, 

help-lines, peer group support and working with local mainstream service 

providers and employers to improve accessibility for people with disabilities. 

The Review correctly highlights the importance of quality assurance, and it 

proposes that effectiveness relates to the outcomes for users.  These 

performance tests should not be confined to measures of how well people, who 

were in disability ‘places’, are settling into the community.  Ideally they should 

reflect cross-departmental collaboration.3 

Conclusion 

The policy review, on page 40, states that its remit concerns “all people with 

disabilities and all services currently funded and provided by the Health Vote”.  At 

first glance the Review’s focus on those services currently funded might seem to 

be addressing the challenge of including people with disabilities step by step, 

starting with those most dependent on disability-specific health services.  On 

further consideration, such a narrow scope undermines the very objectives that 

                                            
3
 The Disability Policy Review on page 31 quotes the 2001 Health Strategy statement underlining that 

responsibility for supporting people with disabilities lies with many different departments. 
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the policy review has identified.  As this submission argues, we have an 

opportunity to establish a framework to underpin progress for “all people with 

disabilities”, key elements of which the Disability Policy Review has not been 

taken on board.  Unless these are addressed, the result will be highly inequitable 

and unsustainable outcomes.   

In conclusion, DFI very much welcomes the Disability Policy Review and the new 

direction it sets for disability services.  While the policy review recognises the 

necessity of effective mainstreaming, it leaves to others the main tasks for 

achieving it.  In DFI’s view it is naïve to believe that mainstreaming will progress 

without a major thrust from the DSP.  We ask that those responsible for policy 

implementation adopt a wider perspective, especially given the aim of 

establishing a policy vision to inform the next 20 years or more. 
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The Disability Federation of Ireland (DFI) represents the interests and the 
expectations of people with disabilities to be fully included in Irish society.  It 
comprises organisations that represent and support people with disabilities and 
disabling conditions.    
  
The vision of DFI is that Irish society is fully inclusive of people with disabilities and 
disabling conditions so that they can exercise their full civil, economic, social and 
human rights and that they are enabled to reach their full potential in life.  DFI’s 
mission is to act as an advocate for the full and equal inclusion of people with 
disabilities and disabling conditions in all aspects of their lives.   
  
There are over 126 organisations within membership, or as associates, of DFI. DFI 
also works with a growing number of organisations and groups around the country 
that have a significant disability interest, mainly from the statutory and voluntary 
sectors. DFI provides: 
 

 Information                  

 Training and Support  

 Networking     

 Advocacy and Representation  

 Research and Policy Development / Implementation 

 Organisation and Management Development  
 

DFI works on the basis that disability is a societal issue and so works with 
Government, and across the social and economic strands and interests of society. 
 
For further information go to www.disability-federation.ie  

 
 
 

Disability Federation of Ireland, Fumbally Court, Fumbally Lane, Dublin 8 
Tel: 01-4547978, Fax: 01-4547981 

Email: info@disability-federation.ie  Web: www.disability-federation.ie 
 

Union of Voluntary Organisations for the Handicapped trading as The Disability Federation of 
Ireland is a company limited by guarantee not having share capital, registered in Dublin.                             
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