
On Thursday April 5th Minister Michael Martin T.D. visited Longford Town and County.

The Minister had been invited by the Co Longford Community & Voluntary Forum to launch its study report on “The Road to Employment…..Under Construction”.  
This report is in relation to employment opportunities for people with disabilities in County Longford.

The Minister stated that: “Employment is important for everyone, as it provides self-esteem, economic independence, adds a sense of value through contributing to the organisation that employs them, and to the economy as a whole”.

For people with disabilities, accessing employment is even more profound, as it facilitates independence, heightens self esteem, and provides opportunity to make choices, therefore having more control over the persons own life.

Difficulties for people with disabilities who are trying to access employment in Longford and elsewhere throughout the country are already acknowledged.

Data from the 2002 Census indicated that people with disabilities of working age are two and a half times less likely to be in work compared to the rest of the population.

The Minister promised that his Department and Fás, with other Government Departments, will continue to work to improve the employment prospects of people with disabilities.

In that regard the Minister urges all employers to look beyond disability and to focus on ability when recruiting.  
To avail of the extensive range of grants from Fás such as the Wage Subsidy Scheme and the Supported Employment Programme.  Full details of these Grants are available from the Fás regional offices, and from the Fás website: www.fas.ie
Other useful websites for promotion of employment for people with disabilities are:

www.workway.ie; www.citizensinformation.ie; www.citizensinformationboard.ie; www.nda.ie; www.hrb.ie; www.equality.ie; www.iase.ie; www.fas.ie; 
www.rehab.ie; www.doh.ie; www.has.ie; www.welfare.ie; www.justice.ie; www.diasability-federation.ie; www.disability.ie 

“The Road to Employment Report….Under Construction” undertaken by Co Longford Community and Voluntary Forum concludes that the reason for low employment rates for people with disabilities included attitudes, awareness and information issues as well as access, lack of experience, assertiveness and fear of losing key benefits.  This is consistent with findings and conclusions from other agencies.  
The Minister formally launched the Co Longford Community & Voluntary Forum’s research report into employment opportunities for people with disabilities, and thanked everyone involved in doing the research for its preparation.
Mr Tony Reilly, CEO of MESA (Midland Employment Support Agency) was introduced to the meeting.  He explained the Interagency Approach towards Employment Opportunities for People with Disabilities in Co Longford.  
MESA is supported by Fás and funded under the National Development Plan (NDP).

MESA’s Mission Statement is:  

“Support people with disabilities into paid employment in the open labour market while providing effective solutions to employers staffing needs”.

People with a wide range of disabilities have become successfully employed using the Supported Employment model.

The job placement process is designed to ensure that appropriate support is provided by experienced employment officers to job seekers, employers and co-workers.

MESA’s support to employers:

· Assistance with your Recruitment Needs

· Pool of Potential Employees with Varying Levels of Skills, Abilities & Training

· Professional Job Matching Service

· Advice & Information on Additional Supports

· Opportunity to Promote Your Business as an Equal Opportunity Employer

· On-site Support and Learning the Job with the Individual

· ONGOING SUPPORT
Agencies:
· Acorn CDP

· Citizen’s Information Services

· Comhairle

· Co Longford Community & Voluntary Forum

· DPOL (Disabled People of Longford)
· FÁS
· Irish Wheelchair Association

· Mental Health (MSE)

· MESA  (Midland Employment Support Agency)
· NAD (National Association for the Deaf)

· NCBI (National Council for the Blind)
· NLN (National Learning Network)

· Schizophrenia Ireland

· St Christopher’s Services Ltd

Career progression supports are in place for people who wish to progress in their careers, e.g. mentoring and upgrading of skills.
Employers will have ongoing support throughout all stages of employment.

Employers gain an increased appreciation of the talent and skills represented by people with disabilities while promoting and encouraging an inclusive workplace.

Mr Brendan King of Panelto Foods in Longford addressed the meeting.  Coming from an employer’s point of view, he felt that the decision to employ people with disabilities was a revelation to their company.  Panelto Foods had no previous experience employing people with disabilities, and the company had no idea how beneficial this decision would be to their company. Mr King strongly urged and recommended that all employers should consider employing people with disabilities.  He stressed the reliability, loyalty, work ethic and pride people with disability have in their work.  He and his colleagues feel that their company has benefited greatly by making that hugely important decision. 
Helena Doyle, who represents DPOL and the Centre of Independent Living at Leader House, Dublin Road in Longford, spoke about her life as an employed disabled person.  She explained the enormous difference it has made to her and her family to be working, and in turn making her financially and socially independent.  The tremendous help she experiences from her work colleagues, and how her life is enriched as a result.  Helena is employed by Longford County Council at the Library in Edgeworthstown.  
The Disability Studies Booklet: “The Road to Employment…. Under Construction.  Research into Employment Opportunities for People with Disabilities in Longford
is available from the Co Longford Community & Voluntary Forum’s support worker on request.  Contact:

Bernadette Doyle
Longford County Council

Community & Enterprise 

Great Water Street 

Longford.

Tel: 043 43472 or email Bernadette at: bdoyle@longfordcoco.ie
The Disability Project was assisted by Longford Community Resources Ltd through the LEADER+ Initiative – part financed by the European Union and the Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs.
If you club/organisation is interested in publishing information, however small or big,  about its latest activities or any other news you may have on the Forum’s website, you can submit an article to the Forum’s Support Worker Bernadette Doyle at bdoyle@longfordcoco.ie.

The Forum’s latest information on funding and other items of interest are updated on their website on an ongoing basis.  Website address: www.longford.ie,
