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Welcome to the Autumn edition of the Newsletter.  Since our last newsletter, the summer came and went , and, of course, the Disability Bill 2004 became the Disability Act 2005.  But the fight for rights and better services still goes on.  So, in this edition, we look at a part of the National Disability Strategy which has not had too much publicity.  That is ………

The Comhairle Amendment Bill.

T

his Bill was published at the same time as the Disability Bill but was never progressed through the Dail.  However, the Minister responsible for its progress, Seamus Brennan, has indicated that it will be considered at the end of this year or at the start of next year.

From our point of view, the important aspect of the Bill is the issue of advocacy.  That is, “the introduction of a personal advocacy service specifically aimed at people with disabilities”  [Comhairle (Amendment) Bill 2004, explanatory memorandum]

In this edition of the newsletter we will talk a little about the different aspects of advocacy.  In the next edition which we hope to have out before Christmas we will assess the Bill itself. 

What is Advocacy?

There are many different definitions for advocacy but in short it means representing the cause or interest of another person or oneself.

There are also many forms of advocacy.  These include: Self-Advocacy, where the individual speaks up for his or her rights; Citizen Advocacy, where one advocates for another voluntarily; Collective Advocacy, where self-advocates unite to speak up for their rights; Family Advocacy, where a family member advocates for a person with a disability; Professional Advocacy, where advocacy is provided by an expert .
The goals of advocacy should be 
1. To safeguard the rights of vulnerable citizens 

2. To empower these citizens 

Advocacy promotes social inclusion and heightens awareness across wider society to the obstacles faced by people with disabilities. Advocacy allows for all voices and opinions to be considered when services and policies are developed.

The Comhairle document Jigsaw of Advocacy, says the following about advocacy:

“Every person, particularly those who are disadvantaged by society or personal circumstances, should have the right to be listened to, the right to claim the services he/she is entitled to and the right to be involved in decisions affecting him/her. Ideally, these rights should be enshrined in legislation and supported by independent advocacy. However the right of an individual to health and social services should precede and be regarded as more important than the right to advocacy. There is no point in having a right to advocacy if the services are inadequate in the first instance. Transparency of entitlement and prompt delivery of services would allow more people to be their own advocates.” 

The Comhairle Amendment Bill only deals with one type, that is professional advocacy.  The bill covers the provision of advocacy services by professionals to “qualifying” persons who need such a service.  It does not cover issues such as the provision of funding to organisations who wish to provide a similar service to their members or who wish to train their members to advocate for themselves or their peers. While, in recent months Comhairle has been given resources to fund such services, obviously, there is no obligation on the Government to continue such funding.

In the next edition of the Newsletter  we will look at the provisions of the Bill, taking into account the point made above that “there is no point in having a right to advocacy if the services are inadequate in the first instance”.

National Council for Special Education (NCSE) call for submissions

A

s required by the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act, 2004 the National Council for Special Education is in the process of drawing up an Implementation Report which will, in effect, be a costed timetable for the steps and resources needed to ensure that the Act is fully implemented in the next five years.

As part of its consultation on the development of this Implementation Report, the NCSE has invited submissions from interested individuals and groups. The focus of the submissions should be on the areas identified in the Act. Submissions may be made in writing, on video/DVD or on cassette tape before Friday 13th January, 2006. 


Further information on the submission can be had from the NCSE at National Council for Special Education, 1-2 Mill Street, Trim, Co. Meath, 046-9486400, info@ncse.ie or from their website at www.ncse.ie.
They suggest the following questions as a guide for those making submissions.  However, if you wish to make a point outside the questions or you do not wish to cover every question your submission would still be welcomed.

General Points

1. In relation to the key areas of the EPSEN Act, what, from your perspective, are the critical issues that need to be addressed?

2. What do you consider should be the priorities in the implementation phase?

3. Give your views on the level of resources that may be needed to implement the Act and on how additional resources should be identified.

4. Please identify any information or training needs that may be required in implementing the Act.

Views on specific aspects of the EPSEN Act, 2004

5. What do you consider are the priorities in relation to identification and assessment of children with special educational needs?

6. What are your views about the preparation, monitoring and review of Individualised Education Plans?

7. Please comment on the support services that you feel should be available to children with special educational needs.

8. In relation to these support services, what are your views on how the Education and Health sectors can work together most appropriately.

9. What are your views on an appeals process and how it should be implemented?

For Your Information
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he National Intellectual Disability Database Annual Report for 2005  has just been published.  Once again the numbers on the waiting list for residential places has increased (from 1893 last year to 2008 this year).  More in the next newsletter!
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