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Executive Summary 
Maintaining and maximizing a person’s independence 
is central to all NCBI’s services and ensuring their active 
participation, retention or return to the labour market is a 
crucial part of this. Being in employment or self-employment 
boosts financial independence, mental health and social 
interactions. However, only 24% of people who are blind or 
vision impaired in Ireland are active in the labour market, 
which is low by international standards. Issues of employer 
discrimination, bureaucratic and insufficient statutory 
supports as well as inaccessibility of the recruitment process 
remain a constant stumbling block. Similar bureaucratic and 
insufficient supports provided to those in self-employment 
are a continuous challenge to meeting the objective of living 
independent and fulfilling lives for those in that sector. To 
improve this NCBI offers a range of supports to job seekers 
and employers to try to increase individual employment 
opportunities while also working in partnership to inform and 
modernize the workplace to make it as inclusive as possible. 

This report examines these issues in detail drawing 
on the experiences of NCBI service users as well as 
learning from international best practice to arrive at a 
suite of recommendations targeted at Government and 
policy makers. NCBI believes these recommendations if 
implemented would raise the employment rate and create a 
more inclusive work environment. 
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Awareness and Representation Recommendations
Continued support of NCBI’s Workplace Partners Programme and of 
the Employers for Change initiative. 

The implementation of the information campaign contained within 
the Government’s Comprehensive Employment Strategy which details 
supports available to employers and employees. This campaign 
needs to have sight loss specific information to help demystify the 
assumptions about a person’s ability and capacity and take guidance 
from NCBI on this. 

The establishment of a government database which details (annually) 
the number of people who are blind or vision impaired who are 
employed in both the private and public sector. This data should 
include blind or vision impaired people in all areas of employment, 
including casual and self-employment.  Lack of an accurate and up-to-
date database hinders the possibility of measuring and supporting the 
employment of people living with sight loss.

Access to Assistive Technology Recommendations
To resolve issues around lack of standardisation of the HSE Technical 
Aids Grant and the Department of Social Protection’s Reasonable 
Accommodation Fund a review of these should be conducted, with 
input from all relevant statutory and community stakeholders and 
service users. NCBI would recommend that this review considers a 
change to this funding model which would instead establish a person-
centered approach, establishing a ‘Personal Employment Grant’. This 
would ensure that a person was employment ‘ready’ upon entering 
the workforce and that they could keep their 
adaptations and equipment throughout their 
career. 

Make all assistive technology and mainstream 
technology devices exempt from VAT for 
people who are blind or vision impaired. 

Digital Accessibility Recommendations
A report detailing Ireland’s compliance with the European Web 
Accessibility Directive, made available in Q4 2021 and annually 
thereafter. 
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Full compliance with the European Web Accessibility 
Directive by public sector bodies to ensure their 
websites and apps are fully accessible. 

Proactive engagement by all employers with 
NCBI to ensure all aspects of their recruitment 
processes are accessible from applying 
online to conducting aptitude tests to 
interview procedures. 

Ensure all internal electronic systems and software used in the public 
sector are compatible with assistive technology. 

Knowledge of Supports Recommendations
Expansion of the Disability Awareness Support Scheme to public 
sector, charity and NGO employers. 

The implementation of the information campaign contained within 
the Government’s Comprehensive Employment Strategy which 
details supports available to employers and employees. This 
campaign needs to have sight loss specific information to help 
demystify the assumptions about a person’s ability and capacity and 
take guidance from NCBI on this.

Proactive engagement by employers with NCBI to deliver disability 
awareness training, ensure inclusive induction procedures and 
become aware of supports and grants available. 

Self-Employment Recommendations
A package of tailored supports to be available for people who are 
living with sight loss, to be successfully self-employed. This package 
should include specific training designed to support people who  
are blind or vision impaired in starting their own business/becoming 
self-employed. 

Greater flexibility in provision of welfare payments or tax allowances 
to better support people with vision impairments who are seeking 
employment and/or seeking to be self-employed or those who  
are working on a sessional or contract basis (detailed under Make 
Work Pay).
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Flexible Working Recommendations
An inclusion statement securing the equal 
rights of people living with a disability to 
work remotely, within the Government’s 
Remote Working Strategy. 

As per recommendation 2- A 
Personal Employment Grant 
should be made available allowing 
employees to retain their equipment 
should they change employers or 
begin working remotely.

The full accessibility of remote working hubs developed by the 
Government for people who are blind or vision impaired. 

Under Pillar 3 of the Government’s Remote Working Strategy - Build a 
Remote Work Policy and Guidance Framework - establish an annually 
reported data base on the impact and frequency of remote working 
among the population of people who are living with sight loss in Ireland. 

Make Work Pay Recommendations
The immediate publication of the ‘Cost of Disability’ report, 
commissioned by the Department of Social Protection, so that the 
additional cost of living with sight loss may be identified. 

Making applications for social welfare supports available online at 
MyWelfare.ie would enhance the independence of people who are 
blind or vision impaired to populate and submit their applications 
independently.  

Publicly available information relating to the procedures for means 
testing the Blind Pension and Disability Allowance including the types of 
income that are recognised within the income disregard.

Consistent and publicly available information informing those in self-
employment or casual employment that they will be regarded as self-
employed for the purposes of assessing entitlements to social welfare 
supports such as Blind Pension and Disability Allowance.

Grant or project based funding should not be considered in full as 
means tested income for the purpose of social welfare supports.
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Introduction and 
Background
Employment and Sight Loss
According to the 2016 Census, only 24.4% of people with a vision 
impairment in Ireland were in employment – this equates to less than 
one in four people who are blind or vision impaired being active in 
the labour market.  Employment generates financial independence, 
improved mental health and social benefits for the individual.  As the 
national sight loss agency, NCBI supports the blind or vision impaired 
community through education, into employment, thus allowing them 
to reach their full potential in a meaningfully inclusive way. 

Over the last three decades, there has been a definite move by the 
public sector towards a more inclusive strategy when designing 
workspaces and employing people with a wide range of disabilities.  
According to the 2018 figures released by the National Disability 
Authority (NDA) as part of their Compliance Report, 3.3% of the 
public sector workforce were classed as employees with disabilities.  
This was a 0.2% drop from the figure of 3.5% in 2017.  As set out by 
the Comprehensive Employment Strategy 2014-2024, the public 
sector is now working towards a target of 6% of staff with disabilities 
by 2024.

Table 1: Prevalence of disability in the public sector workforce

Year Total public 
sector workforce

Total public sector 
workforce with a disability

Percentage

2018 231,706 7,585 3.3%
2017 225,809 7,796 3.5%
2016 213,991 7,457 3.5%
2015 201,341 7,245 3.6%

Source: Report on Compliance with Part 5 of the Disability Act 2005 for 2018 (nda.ie)
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However, difficulties are still present in the area of employment, 
particularly for people with vision impairments.  Many of the supports 
available to people with sight loss in the workforce are aimed at the 
private sector, leaving employees in the public or NGO sector to 
request reasonable accommodations and assistive technology from 
their employer who must self-fund these requests. Many of the internal 
electronic systems and software used in the public sector are not 
compatible with assistive technology, which presents a challenge for 
many who are blind or vision impaired as they cannot engage with the 
systems and software in the same manner as their colleagues.  

The purpose of this research is to identify potential barriers which exist 
for people with sight loss when they enter or wish to remain in the 
labour market.  This report will outline the supports provided by NCBI, 
the current situation within Ireland and 
the EU, the methodology and research 
underpinning our findings, and our 
recommendations going forward.   In 
particular, we are hopeful that the 
experience of other EU countries may 
prove beneficial when considering our 
recommendations from this report.  

NCBI Employment and Vocational Support Service
As part of the wide range of support services offered by NCBI, the 
Employment and Vocational Support Service (EVSS) provides assessment, 
training and support to individuals experiencing difficulties due to sight 
loss, and their employers where relevant, to enable them to retain their 
current employment, embark on a career change or seek employment.  

Services include Functional Vision Assessments, Assistive Technology 
Assessments & Training, Workplace Assessments and reports as required. 
Regular workshops and virtual seminars covering different aspects of 
Job Seeking Skills also form part of the overall employment training 
offering, with referral to external support and training organisations where 
appropriate.  A Workplace Partner Progamme is also available, which 
allows service users to avail of a variety of internships to gain practical 
experience within areas of employment in which they have an interest 
and/or qualification.
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Ireland as a Labour 
Market for People with 
Sight-loss
Current Data Available
As part of Census 2016, 54,810 people, self-declared as blind or vision 
impaired across the state: or 1.2% of the population.  The Central Statistics 
Office reported this as a 6% increase on figures gathered in 2011.  

Table 2: Prevalance of Vision Impairment Europe

Country Prevalance of Moderate / Severe 
Vision Impairment as a % of 

population

Prevalance of Blindness 
as a % of population

Ireland 1.01 0.10%

UK 1.27 0.09%

France 0.89 0.14%

Spain 1.28 0.10%

Germany 1.02 0.10%

Source: Visual Impairment & Blindness Global Data & Statistics | LESH 

It is important to note that the clinical definitions of vision impairment can 
differ between each country listed above, which is why the percentages 
detail varying levels of sight impairment and blindness separately.  The 
figures were collected by LESH from the International Agency for the 
Prevention of Blindness (IAPB) Vision Atlas.  As sight loss is a relatively low 
incidence disability, the percentages of it in each population appear similar.  

While statistics on the number of people with disabilities in employment 
do exist, they are grouped under a pan-disability heading.  Statistics related 
solely to blind or vision impaired people are difficult to obtain, at best.  This 
was an issue highlighted by the European Blind Union (2010) study which 
focused on the rates of blind or vision impaired people in self-employment.  
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Ireland was highlighted as a country with a deficit in statistics on blind and 
visually impaired people in the workplace and in self-employment.  

s of 2020, there were over 8,000 active service users availing of support 
rom NCBI, with approximately 500 active service users availing of supports 
rom our EVSS team in the first two quarters of 2021.  Due to pandemic 
estrictions, the Census will not take place in 2021, which leaves an 
nfortunate deficit in state collected figures.  However, NCBI have collected
gures from Revenue, the Department of Social Protection, and the 
epartment of Enterprise, Trade, and Employment, and a number of state-

A
f
f
r
u  
fi
D
funded agencies in order to bridge the gap of knowledge in this area.  

Table 3: Employment rates for blind or vision impaired people and
general populous

Country
Rate of 

Employment 
Blind or Vision 

Impaired

Rate of 
Employment 

General  
Populous

Source

Ireland 24.4% 61.4% Census 2016
New Zealand 32% 68.2% Blind Low Vision NZ
UK 48% 76% RNIB 2019 Report
France 35% 68% RNIB EBU Report
Spain 30.99% 59.43% EBU
Germany 33% 80% EBU

The above table details the employment rates of blind and vision impaired 
people throughout five European countries and New Zealand.  As the 
population size of Ireland and New Zealand are relatively similar, this 
statistic was included as a comparison too.  Unfortunately, Ireland is 
underperforming in this area.  Our employment rate of vision impaired 
people is half that of our closest neighbours in the UK.   

The Office of the Revenue Commissioners, more commonly known as 
Revenue, provide a number of supportive tax credits to those who are blind 
or vision impaired, and their families.  One of the tax credits available is 
known as the Blind Person’s or Civil Partners’ Credit.  This credit is available 
to those whose visual acuity does not exceed 6/60 in their better eye, 
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or widest diameter of the visual field subtends an angle no greater than 
20 degrees; or the partners of those affected.  These conditions must 
be certified by an ophthalmologist who must also indicate whether the 
impairment is temporary or permanent.  The credit amounts to €1,650 for a 
single person or those within a marriage or civil partnership, or €3,300 for a 
couple where both are certified vision impaired.  While figures for 2019 and 
2020 have not been released by Revenue at the time of writing, figures do 
exist between 2012 and 2018.  

Table 4:  Blind Person’s or Civil Partners Credit (incl. Guide Dog 
Allowance) categorised by year

Year Number of tax credit recipients € million 
2018 1,700 2.3 
2017 1,630 2.2 
2016 1,600 2.2 
2015 1,580 2.3 
2014 1,560 2.2 
2013 1,540 2.2 
2012 1,450 2.1 

Source: Revenue net receipts by taxhead

There has been a year-on-year increase in those availing of the Blind 
Persons Tax Credit since 2012 when 1,450 people claimed the credit.  A 
high of 1,700 tax payers were availing of it in 2018.  According to a report 
by the ESRI in 2011, people with disabilities were more likely to work in part 
time roles than those without a defined disability.  In particular, this study 
found people with sensory disabilities were employed in part-time roles 
in comparison to their fully sighted peers.  The research did not provide a 
breakdown of role types.    

Comprehensive Employment Strategy
The Comprehensive Employment Strategy for Persons with Disabilities 
(2015-2024), developed by the Department of Justice but operates as a 
cross-departmental strategy, is the current national employment strategy 
guiding employment services and supports for people living with sight 
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loss. The strategy is cross-departmental and pan-disability, its six strategic 
priorities are: 

Build skills, capacity and independence

Provide bridges and supports into work

Make Work Pay 

Promote job retention and re-entry to work

Provide coordinated and seamless support

Engage employers. 

The most recent action plan covers the period 2019-2021 and sets out 
a number of cross departmental actions and key progress indicators. 
While many of the actions reflect a holistic and proactive approach to 
employment, key actions which are necessary for the advancement 
of people living with sight loss obtaining and retaining employment 
have not been completed.  These include the review of the Reasonable 
Accommodation Fund (2.4), the implementation of Indecon’s evaluation of 
the EmployAbility Service (2.6), the creation of a strategy that promotes and 
supports entrepreneurship and self-employment for people with a disability 
(2.3) and an employer information campaign to promote the recruitment 
and retention of people with a disability (6.1). The lack of progress on these 
core actions is disappointing as they had the potential to improve the 
employment rate among those who are blind or vision impaired.

Higher Education & Sight loss
Ireland’s desperately low employment rate for people who are blind or 
vision impaired, mirrors the low levels of people living with sight loss who 
move from secondary to higher education. Since 2013, this proportion 
has dropped, whilst the number of students registering with disabilities 
overall has increased. At 1.8%, students who are blind or vision impaired 
represent the second smallest category of students with a disability in third 
level education, according to data from AHEAD. The barriers which exist for 
people living with sight loss in accessing and sustaining higher education, 
make the gaps and blocks in recruitment and employment practices 
even more significant. Overcoming educational barriers and becoming 
employment ready, only to be met with the inaccessibility of the job market, 
creates a deeply discriminatory and harmful cycle. 
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Europe as a Labour 
Market for People with 
Sight-loss
United Kingdom

In the UK, many of the supports available to people in 
employment are also available to those who are self-
employed.  The UK system offers Disability Employment 
Advisors who provide disability-specific assistance and 

guidance to jobseekers, similar to the advisors offered in Ireland under 
EmployAbility.  These advisors are also tasked with organizing workplace 
assessments to determine if reasonable accommodations are required.  
These accommodations and workplace adaptations must be provided 
for by the employer, with government assistance available in most 
instances.  Supports such as assistive technology are owned and remain 
the responsibility of the employer under the Access to Work scheme, 
though arrangements can be made for the employee to buy back the 
equipment from their employer.  Disability Employment Advisors also 
provide a referral to work schemes for those who may want to retrain or 
enter the work force for the first time.  Work Choice is a scheme offering 
assistance to move into work and organize work trials, which are periods 
of unpaid work designed to encourage applicants to try work. These 
schemes are run by private, third sector and social enterprises that have 
contracts with the Department of Work and Pensions.  At the time of 
writing, there were no direct financial incentives available to employers 
of people with a disability.  

The supports available to those who are self-employed are similar to 
those detailed above.  People in the UK who are blind or vision impaired 
can avail of workplace adaptation grants and the Disability Employment 
Advisor service.  Furthermore, there are two financial incentives available 
to them.  The New Enterprise Allowance is a start-up fund helping 
unemployed persons into self-employment.  Although this fund is not 
specific for persons with disabilities, it is available to them.  
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Table 5: Access to Work provision in the UK

Applications approved for Access to Work Provisions

Financial Year Total applicants Blind or vision 
impaired 

applicants 

Blind or vision 
impaired 

applicants as a %

2019 - 20 39,060 3,080 7.9%

2018 - 19 31,880 3,090 9.6%

2017 - 18 27,910 2,950 10.5%

2016 - 17 24,910 3,000 12%

Source: Access to Work Statistics: April 2007 to March 2020 - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)

The Access to Work grant is a specific support programme for persons 
with disabilities.  This grant is aimed at assisting someone with a 
disability attain employment, be that general employment or self-
employment.  For a person with sight loss, this grant can be used to 
cover the expenses for practical support, such as special computer 
equipment or workspace adaptations 
where required.  It is person centred 
i.e. the applicant is assessed by their 
individual circumstances and how this may 
potentially impede on their day-to-day work 
responsibilities and movements.  

Non-statutory supports are also available 
specifically for people who are blind or 
vision impaired.  These include financial 
support by the Blind Business Association or 
by Kaleidoscope Investments who provides 
practical support, mentoring and financial 
investments to people with sight loss.  
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France
As mentioned above, the rate of employment for those in 
France who are blind or vision impaired is 35%.  This is among 
the highest rate across the European Union.  There are a 
large number of financial and employment supports currently 

available, which range from grants, bursaries, workplace adaptations and 
career guidance, some of which are disability specific.  

There are a number of state agencies tasked with supporting those seeking 
employment, retraining, or to become self-employed.  ‘Cap emploi’ offers 
disability-specific support to employers and employees, which includes 
the analysis of training needs and the design of a training project, career 
guidance and development advice, support when integrating a person with 
a disability in the workplace, as well as measures promoting job retention 
among employees with a disability.  

At the time of writing, France currently enforced a 6% employment quota 
for people with disabilities across both the public and private sector.  Those 
not fulfilling the quota are liable for additional tax which is paid to Agefiph.  
These fines are then converted into a fund for the professional inclusion 
of disabled persons.  In 2013 Agefiph’s competences were extended 
by the Government to include the funding and provision of training for 
unemployed disabled people.  Agefiph is also responsible in part for the 
funding of resources up to €9,150 annually for companies or sole traders 
with an employee who has a disability.  These resources include anything 
from adaptations to human resources.  Figures released in 2016 show 
Agefiph spent more than €119 million on training people with disabilities.      

There are also a number of financial and social protection supports 
available for employees and the self-employed with disabilities which 
include:

 Social insurance packages including occupational, accident and 
sickness, and health insurance.

Financial compensation for lost earnings or lower productivity levels 
which cannot be corrected by other supports such as workplace 
adaptations or PA services.

Business travel fund, which can be used in order to adapt a vehicle, or 
for use on private taxi services. 
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PA services specifically in the workplace, 
in order to compensate for a disability or 
promote the autonomy of the person in 
their work.

Grants for workplace adaptations, financial 
support for training and development of 
employees with disabilities.

Spain
Supports for those with a disability seeking employment in 
Spain are managed differently compared to its European 
counterparts.  This is due to the structures of the Spanish 
governance system which operates differently from region to 

region.  Supports available are dependent on the Public Service of State 
Employment in the individual regions.  Each Autonomous Community (AC) 
in Spain has its own Public Service of Employment.  Some supports which 
are universal across each region include: 

tax incentives for self-employed workers with disabilities including 
rebates and reductions.

measures to support and promote  self-employment and social 
economy, including extending the possibility of public contracts with 
self-employed traders, in addition to the existing Special Employment 
Centres.

One of the most notable supports offered are tax concessions for those 
employing a person with a disability.  Furthermore, wage subsidies are also
offered to employers, as well as the enforcement of an employment quota 
for people with disabilities.  Given that competencies for employment ar
transferred to different AC’s, each region has its 
own incentives, eligibility criteria, and quotas, it 
is difficult to give a complete outline within the 
scope of this document.  

 

e 
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Methodology
Qualitative research for this report was collected 
through the facilitation a series of online focus groups 
in 2021 with NCBI staff, service users and advocates. 
The discussions were semi-structured, asking open 
ended questions and allowing participants to 
identify and elaborate on issues from their own lived 
experiences regarding employment. Quantitative 
data was gathered using desk-based research, submitting parliamentary 
questions to the Oireachtas and by submitting a request for information 
from the European Parliament Research Service.  Good Practice 
Guidelines related to the employment and retention of staff with sight 
loss as designed by the European Blind Union also features heavily as 
part of the key findings and recommendations from this research.  

Key Findings
1.  Awareness & Representation 
Service users reported that often a lack of awareness 
of sight loss and its implications as a disability, resulted in 
employers being hesitant to recruit or retain blind or vision impaired 
staff. Participants felt that often assumptions were made of them and 
their capacity to work because of their sight loss. With the employment 
rate of people who are blind or vision impaired currently at 24%, a lack 
of representation or first-hand experience of working with a person 
impacted by sight loss increases this lack of understanding. Additionally, 
the lack of a national database recording the number of people who are 
blind or vision impaired in employment, including in self-employment or 
casual employment by sector means that targeted supportive work with 
these employees cannot be advanced in Ireland. 

Pro-active steps need to be taken to address the false assumptions, fear 
and lack of understanding that can exist as a barrier to the employment 
of people who are blind or vision impaired. This action needs to be 
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taken in partnership with employers, providing a safe space to 
gain greater knowledge of the key issues, provide information on 
supports available, best practice recruitment and retention policies 
and showcase the capacity of people living with sight loss to be 
successfully and meaningfully employed.  

One initiative which has recently been introduced is Open Doors and 
Employers for Change.  The organisation was launched by the Irish 
government in order to provide a one-stop-shop for employers and 
employees on the rights, responsibilities and supports available to 
those with disabilities who wish to become employed, whether that 
is through self-employment or otherwise.  In particular, the initiative 
has begun undertaking research in methods to assist people with 
disabilities in the workplace and will publish their findings in late 
2021.  Furthermore, they are also actively encouraging businesses to 
employ people with disabilities and support them by offering advice 
and information.  

Another initiative which supports the representation and visibility 
of people with a disability in the workplace is the Valuable 500.  
Their work focuses on including the experiences and voices of 
people with disabilities from ground level right up to board level in 
the many companies under their banner.  This includes accessible 
communication, consultation on products and services, and workforce 
inclusion.  

An example of international best practice – UK
Disability Confident is a programme in the UK to support employers in 
hiring people with disabilities which has been operating since 2019.  
The campaign was developed by employers and representatives in 
the sector to make it rigorous but easily accessible.  The programme 
works closely with businesses, particularly small businesses, in order 
to ensure the recruitment process is accessible to a person with a 
disability.  They offer information and practical recommendations to 
businesses on how to ensure recruitment and retention of employees 
with a disability are developed and adhered to, with a particular focus 
on seeing beyond the disability the person has.      
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‘The first barrier to employing a person with sight loss is the 
potential employer’s attitude and understanding of vision 
impairment.’- NCBI Employment Services Staff 

‘When I lost my sight, I was employed, but my employer had no 
interest or understanding of adapting to my needs or retaining 
my employment. He saw me as an overhead. I’ve had a great 
experience however with my current employer because he 
(manager) had direct experience of having a friend growing up 
with sight loss. It just wasn’t seen as a big deal. We had an hour-
long conversation about the technologies and tools I would need, 
and he was aware of most of them and got them sorted no issue. 
He saw my skillset and not my sight loss’. 

- NCBI Service User

Our Recommendations: 
Continued support of NCBI’s Workplace Partners Programme and  
of the Employers for Change initiative. 

The implementation of the information campaign actioned from 
the Government’s Comprehensive Employment Strategy which 
details supports available to employers and employees. This 
campaign needs to have sight loss specific information to help 
demystify the assumptions about a person’s ability and capacity 
and take guidance from NCBI on this. 

The establishment of a government database which details 
(annually) the number of people who are blind or vision impaired 
who are employed in both the private and public sector. This 
data should include blind or vision impaired people in all areas 
of employment, including casual and self-employment.  Lack of 
an accurate and up-to-date database hinders the possibility of 
measuring and supporting the employment of people living with 
sight loss.
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2.  Access to assistive technology
Access to assistive technology to enable people who are blind or vision 
impaired to retain and succeed in employment, is essential. Technology is 
a significant equalizer and can empower workers to both obtain and retain 
employment.  

Current Gaps and Barriers:
Despite the significance of assistive technology for people who are blind or 
vision impaired, funding for assistive technology in Ireland is fragmented. 
The provision of assistive technology is currently resourced through (1) HSE 
Technical Aid Grant Scheme and (2) the Workplace Adaptation Grant, within 
the Department of Social Protection’s Reasonable Accommodation Fund 
(open to private sector employers only). 

The HSE scheme which is open to Medical Card holders who are blind or 
vision impaired under 65 is not related specifically to employment, and is 
hugely inconsistent and based on a postcode lottery.  Regional data on the 
scheme suggests the amount available and the tools and technologies that 
can be obtained through it vary greatly.  Currently, there is no standardization 
of assessment or funding of assistive technology applications across the 
country.  Many people are unable to afford the upfront costs of essential 
assistive technology and must go without which can result in being unable to 
take up an employment opportunity. 

The Workplace Adaptation Grant can be used by employers to resource 
assistive technology; however, service users report significant delays in 
the processing of the grant which have subsequently negative impacts on 
both employee and employer (NDA 2019). The grant is role specific instead 
of person-specific.  This means should a person succeed in obtaining 
equipment, it will not follow them through their career. This further feeds into 
the cycle application processing delays throughout their job progression.  
The Workplace Adaptation Grant is only available to private sector workers. 

Table 6: Workplace Adaptation Grant monies availed of per year

Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 to 
Nov

Workplace 
equipment and €58,108 €54,041 €69,254 €100,023 €70,506
adaptation grant

Source: Social Welfare Schemes – Parliamentary Questions (33rd Dáil) – Houses of the Oireachtas
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The public sector is, in theory, expected to resource adaptation and 
equipment needs for employees with disabilities. This model however can 
cause delays, tensions and blocks for those in need of adaptations and 
equipment. Some public sector employees have reported to NCBI that no 
ringfenced funding for adaptations or equipment exists in their department 
but rather, the ‘local department budget’. The lack of a consistent and 
disability specific funding framework can result in workers feeling like they 
are a ‘liability’ or that their needs are an optional extra, rather than essential 
to their capacity to work. The grant is not accessible to those working in 
charities and NGO’s where a large number of people with disabilities 
are employed.  These organisations are expected to facilitate reasonable 
accommodations from within their own budgets, which may potentially lead 
to a disadvantage for employees with additional needs. 

Thankfully significant strides have been made by mainstream technology 
firms to make their devices and software more accessible. This in turn 
increases the independence of people who are blind or vision impaired 
and reduces the need for more specialised assistive technology. However, 
the VAT applicable on both mainstream and assistive technology adds to 
the cost. Recently, due to Brexit these costs have risen further for customers 
buying from UK sites. Presently, VAT is refundable through Revenue on 
some assistive technology devices but again it is inconsistent. NCBI 
believes if such devices can maximise a person’s independence, then they 
should be exempt from VAT to make them more affordable. 

An example of international best practice – France
‘Cap emploi’ offers disability-specific support to employers and employees, 
which includes the analysis of training needs and the design of a training 
project, career guidance and development advice.  The inclusion of a 
disability-specific support is key to the success of such a programme, as 
a ‘one size fits all’ approach is unsuitable when it comes to equipping a 
workplace with the reasonable accommodation needed for a person with a 
disability as each disability is different.

‘While my managers have been supportive in trying to help me access 
equipment, they only have access to the local department budget, 
there is no ringfenced or specific pot to apply from. This means I feel 
quite awkward as I know the budget is stretched already, it can make 
you feel like a burden, which is very difficult to deal with’ 

- Public Sector Employee with a visual impairment. 



22

‘A few years ago, I was successful at interview stage for an office-
based role. However, between the offer of the position and signing 
the contract, I highlighted that I would need some equipment to aid 
me, I even explained the option of applying through the Workplace 
Adaptation Grant, but they were instantly hesitant and then withdrew 
the offer’

- NCBI Service User. 

Our Recommendations: 
To resolve issues around lack of standardisation of the HSE Technical 
Aids Grant and the Department of Social Protection’s Reasonable 
Accommodation Fund a review of these should be conducted, with 
input from all relevant statutory and community stakeholders and 
service users. NCBI would recommend that this review considers a 
change to this funding model which would instead establish a person-
centered approach, establishing a ‘Personal Employment Grant’. This 
would ensure that a person was employment ‘ready’ upon entering the
workforce and that they could keep their adaptations and equipment 
throughout their career. 

Make all assistive technology and mainstream technology devices 
exempt from VAT for people who are blind or vision impaired. 

 

3. Digital Accessibility
Access to information in accessible formats remains 
a significant issue for people who are blind or 
vision impaired. According to Reid (2017), only 
10% of the world’s published books are available 
in accessible formats. From an employment 
perspective, inaccessible job adverts on company 
websites or recruitment websites as well as recruitment processes often 
exclude job seekers who are blind or vision impaired. The European Web 
Accessibility Directive came into force, in Ireland, in September 2020. This 
Directive requires all public bodies to ensure their websites and mobile 
apps are fully accessible to all people, including persons with disabilities. 
There have been no public reporting frameworks made available to identify 
how compliant Ireland has been in transposing this Directive, furthermore, 
the remit of the Directive does not go far enough. 



23

Recruitment Process 
The websites functionality and design should be fully accessible to allow 
a candidate to download accessible job descriptions, upload their CV and 
apply for the job. These steps are crucial in ensuring that blind and vision 
impaired people can begin or resume their employment journey. NCBI 
can provide guidance in all these areas. 

The Central Bank of Ireland is an example of an organisation who has 
taken proactive steps in ensuring that their recruitment process is fully 
accessible, with the guidance and support of NCBI. The organisation’s 
employee led network ‘BankAbility’ supports and enables workers with 
a disability, including the revision of all recruitment processes to support 
any individual’s requested accommodations. This includes small changes 
like providing extra time for assessment centres, the use of laptops for 
written exercises, appropriate interview location and room set up and 
detailed interview invites about what to expect with supporting material 
for all applicants. 

Internal Systems and Software
As noted above, the public sector is expected to resource adaptation and 
equipment needs for employees with disabilities, it is important to note 
that many of the systems and software used within the public sector are 
not compatible with assistive technology and leads to employees who are 
blind and vision impaired not having the ability to use these systems in 
the same manner as other colleagues.

‘I am interested in recruiting the best candidate with the skillsets I 
need so it is important that the company adopts the most inclusive 
recruitment practices as possible. The simple changes we’ve made 
with the help of NCBI have reaped dividends and created a more 
inclusive and diverse workforce’.  

Employer

Our Recommendations:
A report detailing Ireland’s compliance with the European 
Web Accessibility Directive, made available in Q4 2021 by the 
Department of Environment, Climate and Communications and 
annually thereafter. 
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Full compliance with the European Web Accessibility Directive by 
public sector bodies to ensure their websites and apps are fully 
accessible. 
Proactive engagement by all employers with NCBI to ensure all 
aspects of their recruitment processes are accessible from applying 
online to conducting aptitude tests to interview procedures. 
Ensure all internal electronic systems and software used in the 
public sector are compatible with assistive technology. 

4.   Knowledge of Supports
Service users and NCBI Employment Services staff 
reported a substantial gap in knowledge, from 
both employers and employees on the supports 
and services available to assist people with a vision 
impairment enter and stay in the workplace. While 
the Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People 
with Disabilities has committed in action 6.1 to such 
an information campaign, it has not been launched yet.

Training
Sight loss specific awareness training should be embedded into the 
disability awareness training packages of both public and private sector 
employers. This training would assist both employers and employees in 
being proactive and supportive of blind or vision impaired prospective 
and current workers. Currently, employers in the private sector can apply 
for ‘Disability Awareness Support Scheme’ to pay for external disability 
awareness training, however some employers are unaware of their 
eligibility for the scheme.  Furthermore, many of these grants are not 
available to public sector, charity or NGO employers. 

An example of international best practice – France
There are a number of French state agencies responsible for the 
dissemination of information, practical support, guidance, and financial 
resources.  One agency, Alther, have the main responsibility of mobilizing 
companies into providing employment to a person with a disability.  
While they oversee recruitment practices, they are also tasked with 
ensuring the retention of employees with a disability and offer disability-
specific training and advice to prospective or current employers.  
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‘We have employers who are desperately trying to support their vision 
impaired staff, but they have no idea where to go and what to do. The 
knowledge that there are government supports just isn’t out there and 
it can be a huge block for recruiting and retaining people who are 
blind or vision impaired in employment’. 

- NCBI Employment Services Staff. 

Our Recommendations:
Expansion of the Disability Awareness Support Scheme to public 
sector, charity and NGO employers. 
The implementation of the information campaign actioned from the 
Government’s Comprehensive Employment Strategy which details 
supports available to employers and employees. This campaign 
needs to have sight loss specific information to help demystify the 
assumptions about a person’s ability and capacity and take guidance 
from NCBI on this.
Proactive engagement by employers with NCBI to deliver disability 
awareness training, ensure inclusive induction procedures and 
become aware of supports and grants available. 

5.  Self-Employment
While no data is available on the number of people who are blind, or vision 
impaired and self-employed, the 2016 CSO states there are 17,654 people 
with disabilities who are self-employed. There are a multitude of reasons 
why a person with a disability, including a vision impairment, would want to 
be self-employed. In his 2020 ‘Pathway to Entrepreneurship for People with 
Disabilities in Ireland’, Thomas Cooney details some of the benefits of being 
self-employed for people with a disability, including: 

Flexibility of hours / workload.
Heightened self-esteem.
Greater levels of freedom / independence.
Autonomy from access-related barriers.
Fulfilment of desire to be self-employed.
Achieve aspiration to make more money.
Greater ability to make one’s own decisions. 
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Despite the benefits of self-employment and the need for it to be an 
option for all, regardless of having a disability, there are no tailored 
supports in place to assist with this. The Local Enterprise Offices provide 
‘Start Your Own Business’ programmes, but these are not tailored to 
the needs of people with a disability. The Department of Employment 
Affairs and Social Protection offer supports for people to start their own 
business but again, these are available to the general population and 
have no additional resources aimed at those living with a disability.

Service users participating in NCBI’s research spoke of their attempts 
at entrepreneurship being made incredibly difficult due to a lack of 
support or acknowledgement of the specific barriers in place for those 
living with sight loss. There are sector specific challenges that can 
make it more difficult for people who are blind and vision impaired to 
engage in self-employed work such as within the arts community where 
many opportunities are linked to grant funding which can impact on 
the individuals social welfare benefits. The sudden loss of statutory 
benefits instead of a tapered withdrawal was identified as a real barrier 
in preventing people taking the risk of starting up their own business. 

In a 2010 study on rates of self-employment across Europe for those 
who are blind or vision impaired, the European Blind Union reported 
that the UK and Finland have the highest level of blind or vision 
impaired people who are self-employed. Their analysis highlights 
that this is because both countries offer an advice service which deals 
specifically with the problems and concerns of blind and visually 
impaired people that want to launch a business as self-employed. The 
Finnish Association of Blind People, for example, employs an advisor 
who is specifically in charge of supporting blind and visually impaired 
people who are already self-employed or want to become self-
employed in the future. 

In the UK, a self-employed person with a disability is eligible for a 
number of specific grants and bursaries from government, as well as 
tax breaks, in order to support their start-up costs should they wish to 
become self-employed. 

An example of international best practice – UK
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‘There were no additional supports or allowance made for me or my 
business, as a person who has a vision impairment. All the additional 
barriers in my past and present that meant I had to do things differently 
or at a different speed, were not considered or acknowledged. The 
same rules applied. It was unfair, un-supportive’ 

- NCBI Service User. 

Our Recommendations: 
A package of tailored supports to be available for people who are living 
with sight loss, to be successfully self-employed. This package should 
include sector specific training designed to support people who are 
blind or vision impaired in starting their own business/becoming self-
employed. 

Greater flexibility in provision of welfare payments or tax allowances 
to better support people with vision impairments who are seeking 
employment and/or seeking to be self-employed or those who are 
working on a sessional or contract basis (detailed under Make Work Pay)

6.  Flexible Working
The traditional model of working in an office from 9-5 needs to be 
dismantled and interrogated for its potentially negative impacts on people 
living with disability such as sight loss. The inaccessibility of public transport 
and the built environment can act as a barrier for people who are blind, 
or vision impaired, to engage in the workforce. While the inaccessibility of 
these structures and services is inexcusable and NCBI continues to advocate 
for change, these barriers can be reduced if the possibility of remote 
working is made more readily available for people living with sight loss.   

The Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted the ability of many sectors to 
operate remotely, and this flexibility and creativity should be made a 
permanent feature of the employment landscape. This is reflected in 
the development of the government’s Remote Working Strategy. The 
opportunity for this new way of working to be fully inclusive of those 
who are blind and vision impaired rests, however, on securing supports 
for those living with sight loss to successfully work from home. Supports 
and equipment for people living with sight loss working remotely should 
complement the office environment. The reality is a hybrid model of 
working is the way of the future. 
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‘Being able to work at home has made everything so much easier. 
While I intend on going back to the office part time when things open, 
the choice to work remotely for half the week will improve my physical 
wellbeing hugely. It also opens up my choices to apply for roles in the 
future, if travel was not a barrier’. 

- NCBI Service User.

Our Recommendations: 
An inclusion statement securing the equal rights of people living with 
a disability to work remotely, within the Government’s Remote Working 
Strategy. 

As per recommendation 2- A Personal Employment Grant should be 
made available allowing employees to retain their equipment should 
they move employers or begin working remotely.

The full accessibility of remote working hubs developed by the 
Government for people who are blind or vision impaired. 

Under Pillar 3 of the Government’s Remote Working Strategy- Build a 
Remote Work Policy and Guidance Framework - establish an annually 
reported data base on the impact and frequency of remote working 
among the population of people who are living with sight loss in 
Ireland. 

7. Make Work Pay
Participants noted that significant barriers exist in accessing employment 
because of the social welfare system which is often financially punitive 
for those transitioning into work. Also there is a lack of 
awareness around supports which can be retained upon 
transitioning into employment and a lack of supports 
for people who are blind or vision impaired and want to 
become self-employed.

The loss of Blind Pension and Disability Allowance upon 
taking up short term contracts leaves people living with sight 
loss financially vulnerable. The additional barriers, blocks 
and difficulties people who are blind or vision impaired have 
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in accessing education, training and employment should be acknowledged 
within the social welfare system. Rather than being financially punished for 
overcoming these barriers, the transition from welfare to wage should be 
person-centred, acknowledging the permanency of their eye condition and 
the choices of people living with sight loss to take up short term or artistic 
contracts and to then return to welfare seamlessly, if they choose. 

Grant and project funding provided to those in self-employment to start 
a company or complete a project should not considered in full as means 
tested income. Funding for this purpose is based on applications that detail 
the costs associated with the start up or project and all funding provided 
that covers these company/project-based costs should not be considered 
as income for the individual in receipt of the Blind Pension and therefore 
should not impact on their Blind Pension allowance or other similar 
payments. 

The income disregard for the Blind Pension and Disability Allowance 
payments fail to consider the additional expense of living with a disability 
such as vision loss or impairment.  An accurate illustration of the additional 
‘cost’ of disability is expected to be detailed in a report commissioned by 
the Department of Social Protection in 2021, however at the time of writing 
this report the publication of the research has not been made available. 

The process of applying for social welfare benefits for people who are 
blind or vision impaired need to become person-centred and reflective 
of the challenges that can impact someone with impaired vision. The 
current system requires applicants to provide extensive paperwork if they 
wish to apply for Blind Pension or Disability Allowance either for the first 
time, or after working for a period longer than six months.  In the first 
instance, this paper-based system can present a significant barrier to a 
blind or vision impaired applicant making an application independently 
as paper applications can be difficult for people with sight loss to navigate 
and populate.  In this instance, NCBI would advocate for an accessible 
electronic application system alongside the paper-based system, which 
would reduce one accessibility barrier for those who apply.  Electronic 
applications were introduced for those applying for the Pandemic 
Unemployment Payment and could potentially be rolled out across the 
social welfare system.  

Also, the lengthy and unnecessary appeals process sometimes acts as a 
significant block for people living with sight loss who are trying to claim 
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state entitlements. Figures released by the Department of Social Protection 
show that during the first two months of 2021 more than half of appeals 
finalised (532 of 943) led to the allowance being granted either fully or 
partially. These figures include some appeals lodged in 2020. The figures 
also detail that 64 per cent of appeals finalised last year (4,714 of 7,410) 
were granted or partially granted, including some lodged in 2019.

To demonstrate the potential welfare pitfalls and poverty trap that may 
be faced by people with a vision impairment when engaging in work, the 
below scenarios have been developed.

Seán – Retail Worker
Sean is a 28 year old retail worker living in Kerry.  Sean is vision impaired 
and had been in receipt of Blind Pension (€203 per week) before 
he began working for a local retailer.  He has a permanent, full time 
contract and works 35 hours per week, at a rate of €10.50 per hour.  
Sean still lives at home with his parents, does not have a medical card 
but does have a Travel Pass.

Social Welfare Deductions
 The new weekly income disregard is €140, and any earnings between 
€140 and €350 will only be assessed at 50%.
According to the Benefit of Work calculator operated by the 
Department of Social Protection, Sean will still retain a partial Blind 
Pension weekly payment of €83. 
After applying standard tax credits and deductions, Sean earns 
€358.34 per week from his employment, and €83 partial payment of 
his Blind Pension per week.  This amounts to a total of €441.34 per 
week of gross income Seán has.
Sean can also retain his Travel Pass indefinitely, as any Blind Pension 
recipient who undertakes work retains their entitlement to free public 
service travel due to their vision impairment.
Sean’s annual income is €22,949.68 which is below the minimum 
threshold of a means test by Kerry County Council when applying for 
social housing.  While Sean would satisfy a means test for inclusion on 
the system, he would also need to satisfy a number of other criteria.
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Daniel – Sculptor
Daniel is a 33-year-old sculptor, living in Bray.  Daniel lost his sight in is 
early 20’s and has been in receipt of a Blind Pension payment of €203 
since then.  He supplements this income with commissioned sculpted 
works.  These commissions are sporadic and include the use of the 
commission payment to cover outgoings such as materials, workspace 
and transport and delivery of works.  On average, out of a commission 
of €4,000, Daniel retains €600.   Daniel shares a house with two others 
and is currently single with no children.  He has both a Free Travel Pass 
and Medical Card.   

Social welfare deductions
In the case of a casual worker, for the purposes of the Department of 
Social Protection this person is considered self-employed and their 
income for the previous year would be used to establish their weekly 
entitlement to a social welfare payment. 
In a year where this one commission is Daniel’s only source of income, 
the disregard is still applied and the profit of €600 is divided across 
52 weeks of the year, giving Daniel a weekly employment income of 
€11.53.
According to calculations by the Department of Social Protection, 
Daniel will still retain his Blind Pension payment of €203 per week, 
however this is dependent on his previous years earnings.
Daniel can retain his Travel Pass indefinitely, as any Blind Pension 
recipient who undertakes self-employment retains their entitlement to 
free public service travel due to their vision impairment.
Daniel can also retain his Medical Card for a period of 3 years, as 
any Blind Pension recipient who undertakes self-employment or 
employment retains their medical card when beginning or returning 
to employment.  After this period, he will be assessed using the 
standard means testing methods by the HSE
Daniel will also submit his yearly earnings and social welfare 
payments to Wicklow County Council as part of a means assessment 
to assess eligibility for social housing.  If Daniel satisfies this means 
test he would also need to satisfy a number of other criteria.
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Mairéad – Self-employed physiotherapist
Mairéad is a 31 year old self-employed physiotherapist living in Galway 
who is blind.  She currently works two days a week and is still in receipt 
of Blind Pension of €203 per week.  Mairéad charges €50 per hour per 
patient; with overhead costs deducted, her take-home from this fee is 
€15 per hour.  These deductions cover the cost of room and equipment 
rental, sanitising, purchase of single use equipment, membership of 
the Irish Society of Chartered Physiotherapy, and business advertising.  
While Mairéad works 10 hours over 2 days, no-show or late cancellations 
occupy 1-2 of these hours weekly.  Mairéad is currently living alone, and 
has both the Free Travel Pass and Medical Card.  

Social welfare deductions
As Mairéad is self-employed, her income for the previous year would 
be used to establish her weekly means. 
According to calculations by the Department of Social Protection, 
Mairéad will still retain a partial payment of Blind Pension of €195.50. 
The income disregard for Blind Pension is €140, and any earnings 
between €140 and €350 will be assessed at 50%
After applying standard tax credits and deductions, Mairéad earns 
€150 per week.  This, in addition to her partial Blind Pension payment 
of €195.50 per week, gives Mairéad a total combined gross income of 
€345.50 per week.  
Mairéad can retain her Travel Pass indefinitely, as any Blind Pension 
recipient who undertakes self-employment retains their entitlement to 
free public service travel due to their vision impairment.
Mairéad can also retain her Medical Card for a period of 3 years, 
as any Blind Pension recipient who undertakes self-employment or 
employment retains their Medical Card when beginning or returning 
to employment.  After this period, Mairéad will be assessed using the 
standard means testing methods by the HSE  
Mairéad combined annual income is €17,966, which is below the 
minimum threshold of a means test by Galway County Council when 
applying for social housing.  While Mairéad would satisfy a means test 
for inclusion on the system, she would also need to satisfy a number 
of other criteria.
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‘The process of having to reapply for social welfare between short 
term contracts is time consuming and stressful. It feels like each time 
they are asking me to ‘prove’ I am blind despite providing extensive 
paperwork at the beginning of my case years ago, obviously my 
lifelong disability has not changed, I can’t understand why they 
continue to ask and demand more medical information’. 

- NCBI Service User 

Our Recommendations: 
The immediate publication of the findings of the ‘Cost of Disability’ 
report, commissioned by the Department of Social Protection, so that 
the additional cost of living with sight loss may be identified. 

Making applications for social welfare supports available online at 
MyWelfare.ie would enhance the independence of people who are 
blind or vision impaired to populate and submit their applications 
independently.

Publicly available information relating to the procedures for means 
testing the Blind Pension and Disability Allowance including the 
types of income that are recognised within the income disregard.   

Consistent and publicly available information informing those in 
self-employment or casual employment that they will be regarded as 
self-employed for the purposes of assessing entitlements to social 
welfare supports such as Blind Pension and Disability Allowance.

Grant or project based funding should not be considered in full as 
means tested income for the purpose of social welfare supports.



34

Resources and further reading:
AHEAD:  
www.ahead.ie 

Census 2016:  
Disability - CSO - Central Statistics Office

Comprehensive Employment Strategy:  
Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with Disabilities -  
(justice.ie)

Department of Social Protection:  
gov.ie - Social Protection Statistics (www.gov.ie)

European Blind Union:  
Resources | European Blind Union (euroblind.org)

European Parliament Research Service:  
European Parliamentary Research Service (europa.eu)

NCBI:  
Employment Support - NCBI

NDA:  
Employment | The National Disability Authority (nda.ie)

Open Doors / Employers for Change:   
Employers for Change

Oireachtas Parliamentary Research Service:  
Social Welfare Schemes – Parliamentary Questions (33rd Dáil) –  
Houses of the Oireachtas

RNIB:  
Employing a blind or partially sighted person - RNIB - See differently

TU Dublin:  
Brainstorm from TU Dublin | RTE Brainstorm | Technological University 
Dublin

UNCRPD:  
Article 27 – Work and employment | United Nations Enable

The Valuable 500:  
Take Action | The Valuable 500
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Additional resources:
NCBI has a suite of useful resources that may be of benefit 
to both employers and those seeking employment including 
a Guide for Employers and a Guide for Jobseekers. These 
resources are available on our website www.ncbi.ie along 
with more information about the NCBI Workplace Partnership 
Programme and National Training Centre.

NCBI would like to thank members of the Local Advocacy 
Network on Employment for their time in developing the 
‘Guide for recruiting and employing people who are blind or 
vision impaired’ and for their input into the Seeing Your Career 
Report. It is of vital importance to NCBI that Service Users and 
Advocates are involved in the development of these resources, 
and we are grateful for your ongoing engagement. 
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For more information
NCBI Advocacy and Policy Team
Email: campaigns@ncbi.ie
Tel: 01 830 7033
www.ncbi.ie
CRO No 527862 
CHY 4626

Follow us:
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