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Executive Summary
This submission to the United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) highlights three critical issues requiring immediate action from the Irish Government: Inclusive Education, Employment and Individualised Funding. Despite Ireland's ratification of the UNCRPD in 2018, substantial gaps remain between its commitments and practical implementation, significantly impacting individuals with disabilities.  
Inclusive Education: Ireland has increasingly adopted institutionalised models of education, with a marked rise in institutional classes and special schools. This approach directly contradicts Article 24, which mandates inclusive education. This submission emphasises the urgent need to reverse this trend by establishing dedicated roles such as Inclusive Education Facilitators to support the genuine integration of disabled students into mainstream education, ensuring equal opportunities and enhanced life outcomes.
Employment: the employment rate for individuals with disabilities in Ireland is among the lowest in OECD countries, hindered by financial disincentives, limited workplace accommodations and inadequate employer engagement. This submission advocates redirecting resources from institutionalised day services to inclusive, community-based employment supports. Targeted strategies, including financial incentives for employers and comprehensive workplace accommodations, are essential to enable genuine workforce integration and to uphold Article 27.
Individualised Funding: despite recognition of its transformative role, individualised funding remains significantly underdeveloped and inaccessible for the majority of persons with disabilities. This submission highlights the need for legislative action to guarantee individualised funding, empowering individuals to pursue inclusive education and employment opportunities, thereby reducing marginalisation and promoting quality of life. Immediate government action and substantial investment in individualised support mechanisms are necessary to fulfil Ireland’s international obligations.
This submission calls on the UNCRPD Committee to hold Ireland accountable for these critical shortcomings and urges immediate, targeted legislative and policy reforms, strategic investment in new roles to support inclusion and support for community-based organisations. Through these actions, Ireland can align domestic practices with its international commitments to genuine inclusion, equality and full participation for individuals with disabilities.








Organisation details:
   
Introduction:  Leap is a family-led, non-profit organisation set up in 2012 that works with children and young people with intellectual disabilities and their families. We work with families, their supporters and allies and their communities of place.  We focus our efforts on increasing expectations of what is possible in the lives of people with disabilities.  We assist people and families to take action on what matters to them towards the goal of a good life, an ordinary life.  Our name comes from the belief that sometimes in life to get the change you seek, you must take decisive action with the strong belief that you will succeed. In other words, you have to take a leap of faith.

Mission/vision:

 Inspire: Share really useful knowledge to encourage families to dream big and believe in possibilities.

 Imagine: Assist families to find and connect their allies, convene their network and create a vision and plan.

 Include: Build their family members' roles, relationships and belonging.

Commitment to inclusion: Leap assists families of children with disabilities to take action for an inclusive life.  We assist families to move away from an impairment-focused mindset and to develop a vision of a good life filled with relationships, belonging, and valued social roles for their family member with a disability. This holistic approach emphasises the importance of vision, building relationships, and deepening community connections.
Our Reach: We are a national organisation and work primarily with children and young people with intellectual disabilities.
Our Structure: Leap is constituted as a Company limited by guarantee. We have a voluntary board of directors and three staff. We are not a membership-based organisation recognising that this type of organisation is in decline. We connect with people and families through a variety of ways including community outreach, via events and workshops we run and through social media.  In this way we reach over three thousand people annually.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Data on Leap’s Impact 
] 

Ordinary lives in ordinary places: At Leap, our approach is distinctive. We work with individuals and families who aim to achieve a typical, fulfilling life within their communities. Recognising that parental expectations play a crucial role in shaping post-school outcomes for young people with disabilities, we start by fostering a shift in mindset.  We help families articulate a clear vision for their family member's future and support them in taking steps toward that goal. Leap’s collaboration with families also drives systemic change, as we share our outcomes with government committees, submit recommendations and advocate for reforms, including the introduction of individualised funding - a key factor in enabling meaningful lives for people with disabilities.  When combined with the vision of an ordinary life, individualised funding can be transformative, helping people lead everyday lives in their communities.  We aim to see more organisations adopting this approach, so school leavers and others with disabilities can use their funding, through personal budgets, to pursue their vision of a good life, whether that means going to university, finding employment, or taking on other typical adult roles.
  
Children with Disabilities - Article 7:
Our definition of disability is aligned to Article 1 of the UNCRPD, which states:
“Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.”
When we ask the question ‘what works and what is worth investing in to ensure children and young people with intellectual disabilities achieve inclusive lives’, we see that some of the fundamental enablers of good lives over the life-course are inclusive education, employment and access to individualised funding. To support full and effective participation of children and young people with intellectual disabilities, investment should focus on resourcing children and families to stay on an inclusive life path. Research from Canada shows that eighty percent of students obtain employment upon the completion of their inclusive post- secondary (college) studies (Uditsky & Hughson, 2012). [footnoteRef:2] [2:  30 years of Inclusive Post-Secondary Education, Uditsky & Hughson ] 

Parental expectations play a crucial role in shaping post-school outcomes for young people with disabilities, so work to foster a shift in mindset is essential as is providing financial resources to families to keep children included in ordinary community life.  Families need to be supported to envision and plan for an ordinary, a typical life. To support this and in tandem, funding needs to move away from institutionalised services and towards the creation of community-based roles such as: 

1) Inclusion Facilitators to work with families of young children to support their child’s inclusion in ordinary community life.

2) Inclusive Education facilitators to liaise between colleges and students in schools and colleges to build and support the change required to support inclusion on the ground.

3) Inclusive Employment Support Workers to work with employers and to build community capacity for inclusive hiring.

Leap’s work with families across Ireland highlights that true inclusion is only possible when children and adults with disabilities are supported to live ordinary lives, in ordinary places. Despite Ireland’s ratification of the UNCRPD in 2018, current policies and funding structures continue to reinforce institutional models—particularly in education, employment, and disability support services. Critical enablers of inclusive lives—such as individualised funding, inclusive education and access to open employment—remain largely underdeveloped or inaccessible to people with disabilities.

Individualised Funding Article 19 and Children with Disabilities Article 7:

Since Leap’s inception in 2012 we have advocated for key reforms, including the introduction of individualised funding - a key factor in enabling meaningful lives for people with disabilities.  When combined with the vision of an ordinary life, individualised funding can be transformative, helping people with disabilities lead inclusive lives in their communities.  Individualised Funding available to children and adults, enables fundamental elements of an inclusive life - namely an inclusive education and open employment.  Without these two elements being present, people with intellectual disabilities risk marginalisation and can find it very hard to access valued roles in society.  As such, they become exposed to the risks of marginalisation, isolation, social exclusion and endemic poverty. Individualised funding, when paired with a vision of an inclusive life, can produce life changing outcomes such as those set out by the Quality-of-Life Outcomes Domain Framework for Disability Services. In 2016, following research and consultation on outcomes, the National Disability Authority (NDA) proposed nine quality of life outcome domains for Irish Disability Services. The outcome domains align with the UNCRPD and reflect widely recognised aspects of life important for all people, which constitute the various aspects of quality of life. The approved nine quality of life outcome domains for disability services are as follows:



 1.         Are living in their own home in the community
2.          Are exercising choice and control in their everyday lives
3.          Are participating in social and civic life
4.          Have meaningful personal relationships
5.          Have opportunities for personal development and fulfilment of aspirations
6.          Have a job or other valued social roles
7.          Are enjoying a good quality of life and well being
8.          Are achieving best possible health
9.          Are safe, secure and free from abuse

These outcomes are incompatible with institutionalised models of disability services.[footnoteRef:3] The best way to achieve these outcomes is to shift funding to the individual in the form of individualised funding coupled with community-based supports to pursue these goals. Giving people individualised funding and then abandoning them to their own resources does not work.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Outcome Measurement in evaluating the Quality of Disability Services- National Disability Authority (NDA)
]  [4:  Individualised Funding: A Realist Analysis to Identify the Causal Factors That Facilitate Positive Outcomes. ] 


In October 2016, The Minister for Disability in the Irish Government established a Taskforce to make recommendations on a personalised budgets model which would give people with disabilities more control in accessing personal social services.
The Taskforce on Personal Budgets[footnoteRef:5] proposed two goals: [5:  Taskforce on Personalised Budgets, Department of Health, Ireland] 

1) Full inclusion and self-determination underpinned by the principles and values of citizenship, control, informed choice, self-determination, responsibility, inclusion and participation and
2)The creation of a cost-effective and responsive and accountable system which will support the full inclusion and self-determination of people with disabilities underpinned by the principles and values. 
Since this time, a Pilot Personalised Budgets Demonstration Project has been set up and is currently being evaluated.  It involved only a very limited number of participants—initially just 32 individuals in Phase 1 and 136 applicants in Phase 2—leaving the vast majority of disabled people and families excluded from any opportunity to access personalised supports.[footnoteRef:6] Equally concerning, those not included in the pilot remain in limbo, with no pathway to apply for individualised funding - despite clear interest and unmet need.  We are concerned by the huge delay in establishing the right to individualised funding and wish to see considerably more resources attached to this area. Despite clear government commitments dating back to 2016 and the strong principles outlined by the Taskforce on Personal Budgets, progress has been unacceptably slow. The pilot demonstration project, while welcome, must not become a substitute for systemic change. Individualised funding is essential to achieving real inclusion, autonomy, and equality for disabled people in Ireland. The establishment of a functioning individualised funding mechanism is vital to ensure Ireland's adherence to the UNCRPD. [6:  ILMI Position Paper on the HSE Personalised Budgets Demonstration Models] 

A 2016 paper on individualised funding pilot initiatives in Ireland found that traditional congregated service models—where funding is block-granted to service providers—lead to poor social, educational, and economic outcomes for disabled people. These institutional models reinforced dependency and failed to support meaningful community participation. In contrast, participants in individualised funding pilots reported increased independence, confidence, skill-building, and community integration.[footnoteRef:7]

 [7:  The successes and challenges of implementing individualised funding and supports for disabled
people: an Irish perspective] 

Testimonials from Families regarding the transformative impact of Individualised Funding paired with support from Leap to build their capacity to imagine and pursue inclusion:

“We are incredibly grateful to Leap for their invaluable support in navigating the complex process of securing appropriate support for our daughter. From the moment we reached out to them, their dedication and expertise were evident.  As parents of a child with unique needs, we often felt overwhelmed and uncertain about how to access the resources necessary to provide the best possible life for our daughter. Leap not only provided us with clear guidance and information but took the time to understand our daughter's specific requirements and worked tirelessly to advocate on her behalf. Their knowledge of the system and commitment to ensuring that every individual receives the support they deserve were evident throughout the entire process.
Thanks to Leap's expertise and advocacy, we were successful in securing a personal budget that has made a significant difference in our daughter's life. It has allowed our daughter to access the courses and support she needs to thrive, empowering her to reach her full potential and hopefully in time will help her set up her own business and have a valued role in our community. We intend doing further training with Leap and networking with the other families and advocates going forward. We cannot thank them enough for their unwavering support and dedication. They have truly made a positive impact in our family's life, and we would wholeheartedly recommend their services to anyone in need of support in navigating the complexities of the system”.

- Family 2023







“My story reflects my experience as a parent of a non-verbal daughter who has complex physical disabilities. A vision wouldn’t work for us without a personal budget and a personal budget alone without a vision cannot give you a good life. In our case both are necessary.
Before Leap, subconsciously we were overprotective parents which wasn’t working in our daughter’s favour. We didn’t fully understand/believe in our child’s abilities, gifts and dreams and therefore were setting the bar too low. Our daughter had no independence to go anywhere or do anything, we were not really planning the future or daring to dream. As a family we were withdrawn from society – turning down invitations, staying at home all the time, not able to stay away from home unless our daughter was in respite.
Leap helped us and everyone else to really believe in our child and the amazing qualities she has to offer. The work facilitated by Leap revealed an ambitious, talented young lady with so much to offer the world. This step was instrumental for creating a vision for our daughter. Leap showed us that there is a good life out there for our child, which gave us the confidence and support to go on the journey for an inclusive life. Leap walked alongside us for all aspects of setting up a good life.
They shared the global research on poor outcomes for individuals not living an inclusive life. They encouraged and participated in the setting up a Circle of Support – an invaluable resource for wonderful ideas and general support. We learnt that we absolutely cannot go this journey alone. Our daughter is now doing things I never dreamed she would ever do. We also have a lot more independence now in our own lives to pursue other work and interests. Our daughter is happier and healthier than ever and full of the joys of life and that makes us incredibly happy and grateful. This is down to the amazing continuous support from Leap and an amazing team of Personal Assistants”. 

- Family 2024

“Our son was so excited about leaving school as his brother was finishing his schooling too the same year.  He kept telling us “I am the same as my brother, I want to go to college and get a job,” with our son’s vision so clear we set about our journey.  We checked with disability services in our area and felt while the staff were very informative and helpful they just didn’t align with his vision.  We then spoke with the occupational guidance office in our local children’s disability services and only then when our son told her about his vision we were told about Leap.  I was so excited that he finally would have his voice listened to.  We got the number of other families connected to Leap to enable us to get a picture of what they offer.   Our family and Leap sat down together for four hours and our son spoke about his vision for himself with all our support and we came up with a plan which complemented his goal of living a full and inclusive life.
Next, we attended training in Leap’s premises, which was so valuable, we got to meet other families who had similar visions to our own.  We then moved to set up a Circle of Support with the help of Leap.  Thanks to our family’s interaction with Leap, we never looked back.  Our son is so excited to go to college and out in the community more.  Leap helped us secure a Personal budget and he is already starting to try new things with us as a family and with his support worker.  The future is bright, and we know our son will go to college and gain employment and be a valuable member of society just like his peers.  He will get the same chances as his brother and peers”.
-Family 2025


Questions for the Irish Government:

1) When will the state legislate the right to individualised funding for children and adults eligible for disability support?  
2) What steps are the Government taking to provide support to people and families to utilise individualised funding by resourcing independent community-based organisations to provide good quality, accessible information and support?


Education - Article 24:
Ireland’s current condition of affairs regarding Article 24 education is remarkably low in contrast to our European union peers.  Fundamental principles of what the article proposes to address such as campus and school accessibility, staff disability training and the inclusion of disabled students into typical classrooms and learning environments have not been properly introduced to educational frameworks in Ireland. There has been a 584% increase of “special” classes between 2010-2022. [footnoteRef:8]  As of 2025 the national number of segregated classes is 2919.[footnoteRef:9] Eleven institutional special schools have been built in Ireland in the last five years, entirely contradictory to Article 24.  [8:   An Inclusive Education for an Inclusive Society, National Council for Special Education]  [9:  Special Education Needs, Dail Eireann Debate] 

Free and subsidised education has transformed Ireland and the labour market over the last 30 years. However, people with disabilities have not had the same access and benefit of this transformation. With one in five Irish people having a disability, this represents both a social issue of discrimination and inequality, but an under-utilisation of potential in Ireland's workforce and society. 
Disabled students are leaving education earlier than the general population by a factor of three, compiled with the fact that almost half of the entire disabled population in Ireland do not progress their education past the age of eighteen.[footnoteRef:10] The stark disparity of these statistics coupled with the lack of any significant legal or social educational reform since Ireland’s ratification of the UNCRPD in 2018 has led to education acting as a real barrier for the inclusion of people with disabilities. This is despite extensive research finding that students with disabilities who were educated in general education classes academically outperform their peers who had been educated in segregated settings.[footnoteRef:11] Segregated education will continue to limit disabled people’s opportunities to access further education and employment at the same rate as their non-disabled peers. [10:   Disability in Ireland- Factsheet 2024]  [11:  A summary of the evidence on inclusive education- Instituto Alana] 


Questions for the Irish Government: 
1) How is the Government enforcing all students' right to an inclusive education including college and/or university?  
2) Why are they increasing segregated education rather than creating new roles in communities such as inclusive education facilitators to support children and young people with disabilities to access and thrive in mainstream education?

 Work and Employment - Article 27 
Ireland has one of the lowest employment rates for individuals with disabilities in the OECD, with a significant employment gap of over 36 percentage points compared to those without disabilities.[footnoteRef:12] Despite efforts like the Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with Disabilities, barriers such as inadequate workplace accommodations, financial disincentives and limited employer engagement are resulting in ever worsening employment rates for people with disabilities. The OECD highlights that these systemic issues, coupled with low education levels among individuals with disabilities, continue to hinder their employment opportunities. [12:  Disability, Work and Inclusion in Ireland Engaging and Supporting Employers, 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development ] 

The states failure to invest in appropriate measures in this critical area is extremely worrying. Government initiatives while offering some supports are clearly failing and do not align with the principles of inclusion and meaningful community participation outlined in Article 27 Work and Employment of the UNCRPD.
In addition, there has been a significant increase in institutionalised education and the establishment of new special schools. According to the OECD, this segregated provision prevents the social and educational integration of young people with disabilities, which is essential for preparing them for the workforce.[footnoteRef:13] Furthermore, high-quality, community-based transition programmes in secondary schools have been shown to improve employment outcomes for disabled students.[footnoteRef:14] Short, specialist-only programmes without mainstream teacher involvement are less effective. Without proper funding for inclusive supports like those that organisations like Leap provides, these individuals are often left behind in isolated systems rather than integrated into inclusive workplaces which promote independence and growth. [13:  The social and economic rationale of inclusive education: An overview of the outcomes in education for diverse groups of students-OECD]  [14:  Evidence of the Link Between Inclusive Education and Social Inclusion-European Agency ] 

The current social protection system in Ireland fails to adequately support individuals with disabilities in accessing meaningful employment, with financial disincentives preventing many from entering the workforce due to the fear of losing vital social protection. Despite the government's recognition of the need for reform, the Green Paper on Disability Services, which proposed significant changes, was retracted without any clear alternative proposals.[footnoteRef:15] This retraction has left many individuals without clarity or support and there has been no targeted initiative to address the specific employment challenges faced by people with disabilities.  [15:  Green Paper on Disability Reform, Department of Social Protection] 




Questions for the Irish Government:
1) How can the government ensure the effective integration of young people with intellectual disabilities into mainstream employment, as opposed to continuing to invest in institutionalised options?
2) What targeted strategies will be offered to support young disabled people in making successful transitions from school or further education into employment?
3) When will the government effectively address the financial disincentives preventing people with disabilities from entering employment and how will these reforms ensure that individuals can work without the fear of losing essential benefits? 
4) How will the State ensure that employers comply with obligations to provide reasonable accommodations in the workplace and what mechanisms will it put in place when these obligations are ignored? 
5) What research has the Government undertaken to understand the persistently low employment rates among persons with intellectual disabilities—and has this research been carried out with the meaningful participation of disabled people and their families? 
6) When will the Government redirect funding from underperforming services like Employability towards new roles that actively support inclusive employment pathways?





Conclusion

We ask the UNCRPD Committee to hold the Irish Government accountable for its failure to make sustained progress on core rights under Articles 7, 19, 24 and 27. Ireland, as a wealthy nation, has the lowest employment rate for people with disabilities in the European Union, continues unchecked expansion of institutionalised educational provision, persistently underfunds inclusive, community-based supports, offers little or no funding to OPD’s and fails to offer individualised funding. These practices are in direct contradiction to the values and obligations outlined by the UNCRPD.  We ask the Committee to press the Irish Government on when it will:
· Legislate for the right to Individualised Funding.

· Redirect resources toward inclusive employment and education and away from institutionalised provision.

· Dismantle financial disincentives to employment within the Social Protection system and increase incentives for employers to hire people with disabilities, including people with intellectual disabilities.

· Adequately resource OPD’s including organisations of families who support the full inclusion of children with disabilities as key partners in building an inclusive society.

Only by enabling people with disabilities to participate fully at home, in education, in the community, in employment and in wider society and can Ireland truly honour its commitments under the UNCRPD. Meaningful participation of persons with disabilities in policymaking, alongside rigorous monitoring, transparency, and targeted actions will ensure that Ireland not only meets its international obligations but also significantly improves the lives of individuals with disabilities.
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