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Introduction
This report, like the two previous in this series
 has benefited from the resources of the Academic Network of European Disability Experts (ANED). As stated there, ANED was established by the Commission of the European Union in 2008, to provide scientific support and advice for its disability policy Unit.

In April, 2009, ANED published on its website www.disability-europe.net a ‘Country Profile’ which set out in summary form the provisions of French law bearing on people with disabilities, some statistics concerning their prevalence in the French population, and some other data relating to their situation (including their situation in the labour market).

In June, 2012, ANED launched, ‘DOTCOM: the Disability Online Tool of the Commission. It is published on the ANED website at: http://www.disability-europe.net/dotcom
DOTCOM ‘offers an extensive database of information about disability laws, policies, strategies and initiatives in the Member States of the European Union, its Candidate and associated countries.’

In general the website gives a useful impression of the structure of employment support services for people with disabilities in France and we here make grateful acknowledgment of this. At the same time we confess that the data are not always easy to interpret and we have therefore taken into account, in part one, the revisions of the ANED Country Profile provided by our French witnesses through M. Chazal. Thereafter, in parts two and three, we focus on the situation of blind and partially sighted (ps) people in France, using mainly data provided to us during our study visit to Paris in June, 2012. Throughout the report, where our French witnesses use the term ‘visually impaired’ for partially sighted people we have retained it, abbreviated to ‘vi’.

Finally it should be noted that we have little to say here about sheltered employment. Our evidence reveals that there is very little of it in France for blind and ps people. In this respect the situation seems to have changed very little since Fred Reid reported on it in 2007. His report was included as an appendix in The Hidden Majority:  Economic Inactivity among Blind and Partially Sighted People in Sweden, Germany and Romania.

Part One
General Situation of People with Disabilities in the French Labour Market

1.1 A French law of 10 July, 1987, required all private sector firms with more than twenty employees to ensure that they employ a quota of 6% were people with disabilities. This law allows firms a choice of four ways to achieve its objective of increasing economic activity among people with disabilities:

(A) the direct employment of people with disabilities;
(B) provision of work under contract, or purchase of services from, the sheltered sector’, or the acceptance of trainees from vocational training centres;
(C) agreement with the trade unions of a plan, recognised by the state, to  recruit or retain people with disabilities in employment by adaptation of a work place undergoing technical transformation;

(D) payment of an annual contribution to a fund for the inclusion of people with disabilities in the mainstream labour market. This fund is then used to provide support, both technological and human, for people with disabilities in mainstream occupations. The amount of this contribution is determined with reference to the efficiency of the firm and the number of people with disabilities employed by it.

1.2 The provision of the support mentioned in (D) above is guaranteed by an association known as AGEFIPH (Association de gestion du fonds pour l’insertion professionnelle des personnes handicapées), which comprises representatives of trade unions, employers and the principal associations of people with disabilities. For blind and ps people this is the body known as CFPSAA (la Confédération Française pour la Promotion Sociale des Aveugles et Amblyopes).

1.3 Despite the law of 1987, the obligation to employ people with disabilities was never really applied in the public sector, neither by the state, the territorial administrations (regions, departments and communes) nor hospitals. Consequently, the law of 11 February, 2005, for equality of rights and opportunities, sought to ensure identical rights for people with disabilities employed in the public sector as in the private. To this end, a fund was created parallel to AGEFIPH for the inclusion of people with disabilities in public administration. This fund is known as FIPHFP (Fonds pour l'Insertion des Personnes Handicapées dans la Fonction Publique). It is under the direction of a council with representation similar to that for AGIFIPH and it is directed to similar kinds of employment support.

1.4 The ANED Country Profile gives a statistical impression of the prevalence of disability in France. Data on population indicate that, in 1999, 39% of the general population (22.47 million people) of all ages, in households, reported having a difficulty in their daily life due to an impairment. These comprised the following sub-groups:

* physical (53.8% including motor, sensory and visceral)

* learning difficulties or a mental health condition (7.7%)

* physical and learning disability (10.2%)

* indefinite (28.2%)

1.5 Of the total, 46.2% were male, 53.8% female. 17.2% were aged under 20, 44.6% aged 20-59, 38.2% over 59.

1.6 The Country Profile discloses little about blind and ps people. 50% of those surveyed (20% of the general population) are said to have reported limitations in performing at least one of the 40 activities listed in the questionnaire, and 7.3% required assistance for one or more of the six  activities of daily living:  bathing, dressing, toileting, transferring, continence, feeding)

1.7 We note that, throughout the EU, it is not uncommon in such surveys to pay little attention to the consequences of serious sight loss in restricting ability to read, move about, identify colours, etc The ANED Country profile is similarly obscure regarding later French surveys of people with disabilities, such as the Health survey of 2003 and The new national survey of Disability and Health of 2008-2009. This is a matter to which EBU and its member organisations are paying increasing attention (see below).

1.8 On the employment of people with disabilities, the ANED Country Profile indicates that, in 2007, 1.8 million persons (5% of the labour force aged 15 to 64 ) living in households reported that they were administratively labelled as disabled, which entitled them to benefit from the employment quota scheme. Their employment rate in the labour market, sheltered work included, was 35%, compared with 65% for the general population of the same age group. Their unemployment rate was 19%, compared with 8% for the general population of the same age group. From this we might infer, very provisionally, that 972,000 of the group were economically active, i.e. in employment or registered as unemployed and therefore seeking employment and that 828,000 (46% of the administratively ‘disabled’) were economically inactive.

1.9 As regards poverty and incomes the ANED Country Profile indicates that there is a lack of scientific research on disability, income and poverty. There is great diversity of income sources disability benefits and pensions, depending on cause of disability, previous employment record or the absence of it.

1.10 From AVH we learn that, in 2011, 923,974 persons received the income substitution benefit known as AAH (Allocation pour Adulte Handicapé). This is currently paid at 776 Euros a month
. This can be compared with 1,118 Euros a month guaranteed minimum wage and with 954 Euros a month, considered in France as the poverty threshold. It is to be noted that the recipients of AAH, whose incapacity for work is assessed at less than 5% of normal, collect a total of benefits amounting to 179 Euros a month, making a complement of 955 Euros. Recipients of AAH who have no occupational income of their own, and live alone, collect a supplement for autonomous living amounting to 104.77 Euros a month. These two parts of AAH cannot be aggregated. People who earn income from employment can continue to draw AAH, but the amount is reassessed every three months in relation to the income earned over that period. A single person loses AAH when monthly earnings reach 1,750 Euros.

1.11 AAH, for people with disabilities who are in employment, and invalidity pension (IP), for those who are not, fall into the category of social security benefit generally called income substitution. In France, besides AAH and IP, there are two benefits which exist solely as ‘compensation benefits’, The general term for benefits which compensate a person for additional expenses imposed by disability. These are called l’Allocation Compensatrice Tierce Personne (ACTP) and la Prestation de Compensation du Handicap (PCH). ACTP existed before the law of 2005 and 80,000 people with disabilities continued to draw this benefit because it was awarded to them before that date. In that year ACTP was replaced by PCH, which is received by 144,000 beneficiaries today.

1.12 PCH entails a stronger incentive to work than ACPT, in that the earnings of the recipient and of his/her partner no longer reduce the amount of PCH awarded. This represents a considerable advance on PCTH.

1.13 Equally, PCH is better at taking account of the cost of technological aids, of which a person may have need in daily life. This is true even though funding is limited to 4,000 Euros per person over a three year period, which does not cover the net cost of equipment such as synthesised speech or braille displays which allow access to a computer).

1.14 An allowance of 50 Euros a month is made to people who use a guide dog trained in a recognised school.

1.15 According to AVH, in 2010 928,300 people received invalidity pension. Those who have worked and contributed long enough to national insurance before their illness or disability are eligible. 94% of recipients are over 40. The amount depends on previous income; the average amount is around 740 Euros a month.

1.16 In determining the rate of IP recipients are divided into three categories:

(A) Those whose state of health allows them to continue in remunerative employment, although at a reduced level, receive a pension equal to 30% of their annual salary during the ten highest years of earning. The minimum payable under this rule is 270 Euros and the maximum is 909 Euros ((23% of IP recipients).

(B) Those whose state of health no longer allows such activity receive IP equal to 50% of annual salary, amounting to minimum 270 Euros, maximum 1,515 Euros (74% of total IP recipients).

(C) Those whose state of health no longer allows them to earn anything from employment and who need the support of another person (3% of IP recipients) have their IP increased by a fixed sum of 1,000 Euros, so that the monthly maximum payable rises to 2.575 Euros .

1.17 AVH informs us that, in France today, there are about 200 centres for vocational training centres which cater for 15,000 trainees with disabilities. Their costs, which include training fees and residence charges for those who must reside at the centre, are met by social security. Trainees receive remuneration from the state. This is equal to their former earnings (if they have been in employment before training). The minimum remuneration is 650 Euros and the maximum is 1,932. People who have never worked before, e.g. school leavers, receive 652 Euros. The only cost they must meet themselves is a small charge for meals taken at the centre.

1.18 The employment quota scheme has already been described. From AVH we learn that, in 2009, 322,300 workers with disabilities were to be found in private firms, a compliance rate of 2.7%. In the public sector at the same date 187,200 workers with disabilities were to be found in post.  Of those in private firms 37% were female. In the public sector 53% were female. On average these workers were somewhat older than the general working population.

1.19 According to AVH, there are in France 669 ‘adapted enterprises’, 80% of whose work force is comprised of people with disabilities. They operate with state subsidies in the private sector. They have a total work force of 35,000 supported by the State. Before 2005 these were called sheltered workshops (ateliers protégé). Today only three of these adapted enterprises cater for people with a visual impairment, 110 workers in total.

1.20 Alongside these adapted enterprises (and functioning on the same economic basis) there are centres for the distribution of work in the home (CDTD). As the name suggests, they provide work for people with disabilities to do in their own homes. Such people do not wish to leave their homes to go out to work. These centres consist, most often, of small organisations, which employ about ten workers each. In total they employ about 50 people with a visual impairment, mainly on chair caning. EA and CDTD have been considered, since the law of 2005, as mainstream enterprises whose productive activities should be allowed to balance the budget for operating costs. Notwithstanding, the state pays a fixed grant for each post in compensation for the reduced productivity of the worker.

1.21 In addition, there are ‘establishments for supported employment’ (Etablissements ou Services d’Aide par le Travail, ESAT). These cater for people whose working capacity is estimated between 5% and 30% of normal, allowing them to engage in productive activity, even if the work provided is often of a therapeutic character, such as simple assembly. 1,345 ESAT cater for 118,000 workers with disabilities of whom about 500 are blind or visually impaired people, employed in twelve specialised establishments. These blind workers often have a second impairment, more or less severe. The operating costs of these establishments are borne by the state, which allows to the workers a supplement to earnings which ensures that their remuneration is never less than 55% of minimum wage (615 Euros) and never more than 110% (1,320 Euros). The costs of residence of the workers in ESAT is borne by the worker’s department of origin.

1.22 All ESAT for people with a visual impairment are run by NGOs which, in the prevailing economic circumstances, increasingly encounter difficulties in maintaining their activities.

1.23 ANED reports that, In 2009, the French Government adopted a National Employment Pact for People with Disabilities (Pacte national pour l’emploi des personnes handicapées). In consequence the French public employment service (Pôle Emploi) was reorganised in 2009. It caters for all job seekers. Its principal functions are said to be:

To collect employer’s and employees’ contributions to unemployment insurance

To receive and register jobseekers

To calculate and pay contributory unemployment benefits, known as ARE  (Allocation d’aide au Retour à l’Emploi).

To pay non-contributory benefits to people who are not, or are no longer, entitled to ARE, or unemployed foreigners legally staying in France, or job seekers who participate in a long training programme.

To provide support for job seekers in search of employment or in transition from one job to another.

To inquire into new job opportunities planned by companies

To assist employers in recruiting labour.

To finance training sessions for job seekers drawing ARE.

To analyse the labour market

To develop new employment-related services.
1.24 As noted above, FIPHFP in the public sector, and AGEFIPH in the private, provide funding to support people with disabilities by the primary adaptation of work stations and, if necessary, the working environment. There is no legal limit to this funding but contributions by employers under the quota system have been decreasing since 2011. AGEFIPH, therefore, no longer guarantees renewal of hardware and software thus provided, which nevertheless remains unavoidable after a certain time. According to AVH, this creates extra cost for the enterprise and is on that account a disincentive to the employment of people with a visual impairment.
1.25 It is worthy of note that a decree of 2009 lays down norms regarding the accessibility of places of work in new or renovated buildings. At the time of writing, there is no corresponding decree regarding old buildings. Both measures permit departures from the law that can be granted by the Prefect (the regional public authority) on the basis of assessed technical impossibility.
1.26 It is a responsibility of AGEFIPH to distribute the fund for the vocational integration of disabled persons. This provides financial incentives to employ people with disabilities.

1.27 We learn from AVH that the public employment service (Pôle Emploi) does not support individuals with disabilities in the mainstream labour market. Instead it contracts with Cap Emploi, the public agency which specialises in supporting these job seekers. At the end of 2011 Cap Emploi had 103 branches, each covering a department of France. These are funded by Pôle Emploi, AGEFIPH and FIPHFP. Each year they are bound to realise a certain number of work placements. For this reason it often prefers (in the opinion of AVH) to seek posts for the least disabled people (a practice referred to in the UK as ‘cherry picking’). Consequently it caters hardly at all for people with a visual impairment, whom they direct towards private ‘not for profit’ associations, such as the Groupement des Intellectuals Aveugle et Amblyopes (GIA) or the Fédération des Aveugles de France (FAF), which have accordingly set up placement services.

1.28 From the ANED report we learn that French law recognised the principle of non-discrimination in employment in 1990. A law of that year provided protection against discrimination for people with AIDS (SIDA). Discrimination against people with Disabilities was added by The Law of 2005. However, ANED Dotcom notes significant limitations to this extension of protection. Article 225-3 of the Penal Code states that it will not be implemented where dismissal, or refusal to hire, is based on health or disability, if these amount to a medically recognised unfitness for the post. Nor will it apply where refusal to hire is based on physical appearance which is an essential and determining professional requirement of the post.

Part Two
Situation  Of  Blind  and  Partially  Sighted  People  in  the  French  Labour  Market
2.1 Prevalence
2.1.1 It is impossible to give a precise statistical account of the numbers of blind and ps people in the French labour market. As was seen in Part One, surveys of people with disabilities disclose very little about them. The provisions for assessment described below ensure that statistical data is collected and retained by the responsible public agencies at the level of the French Departments and local authorities, but the law on data protection prevents disclosure of these records to NGOs. For this reason, interested parties such as AVH can provide only provisional estimates.

2.1.2 These suggest that there are about 20,000 blind people of working age (16-60 years in France, of whom about 7,000 are in employment. The term ‘blind’ here means ‘legally blind’. A person is recorded as legally blind if he/she has 5% visual acuity in the better eye after correction, or a visual field below 10% for each eye. We understand, however, that a person with up to 30% visual acuity may be assessed as disabled with reference to his/her employment needs if he/she has additional impairments. When, therefore, in the course of this report, we use the terms ‘blind’ and ‘blind people’ we should be understood to refer to people who are ‘legally blind’ under French law and administrative practice.

2.2 Occupations Pursued By Blind People
2.2.1 Blind people in France have no obligation to register with the specialist agencies and the public authorities so far have not published statistics. It is therefore impossible to give precise numbers for the employment of people with a visual impairment. Those presented below are therefore no more than estimates:

* Physiotherapists 2,500.

* Telephonists 1,500.

* Sheltered employment (EA, CDTD, ESAT) 700;

* Education 200;

*Administration 150;

* Private enterprises 150;

*Law 50;

* Data processing 100;

* Associations for visually impaired people 100;

* Traditional crafts, e.g. piano tuning, chair caning, 50;

2.2.2 A few people with visual impairment are to be found in unusual professions such as journalism, social work, etc.

2.2.3 In his valuable work, les aveugles au travail
, M. Philippe Chazal described about 70 occupations pursued by blind and vi people. No comparable description has appeared since.

2.2.4 Some people with a visual impairment are self-employed, e.g. about 40% of physiotherapists.

2.3 Assessment of Capacity to Work 
2.3.1 A person experiencing serious sight loss at work will often be identified first by the company doctor, either in the bi-ennial medical examination of all employees (which is legally required) or because they have been on sick leave for more than six months. In France, a complete cessation of work lasting more than thirty days gives rise to an obligatory medical re-examination. We have seen above that, under certain conditions, an invalidity pension (IP) may be awarded perhaps to a person who was in employment before the onset of disability. The grant of pension, however, does not mean that such a person is considered disabled, for the recognition of disability arises in a specific way. In each French department there is an office known as MDPH (Maison Départementale des Personnes Handicapées). This is connected with ‘la Commission des Droits et de l’Autonomie des Personnes Handicapées’ (CDAPH’., there, after examination by a multi-disciplinary team, a person with a disability may be granted a disability card, which recognises him/her as occupationally disabled and entitles that person to PCH and use of the employment services for people with disabilities. this may result in the person being directed to a training centre, a mainstream firm or to sheltered employment.]

2.3.2 A person assessed as occupationally disabled by visual impairment has a choice between several possibilities:

A) To return home and live in a manner more or less autonomous, thanks to the benefits awarded, including AAAH and PCH). It should be noted that the local branches of the principal associations for the blind provide activities, often free of charge, such as courses in mobility, computer skills, sport and leisure, for combating the isolation of their economically inactive members. Such provision is increasing.

(B)To undertake a course of rehabilitation delivered in a specialised unit of a hospital. The course may last several weeks or months, according to individual need. It is interesting to note the view of AVH on these courses. The oldest was provided for sixty years at the dedicated centre, Mary-le-Roi, Mary-le-Roy, situated  30 kilometres from Paris, pioneered by Dr. Claude Chambet, who set a very high standard for rehabilitation of blind people in France and indeed Europe. In 2010, unfortunately, Mary-le-Roi was closed and transferred to a hospital setting in Paris, which has led to a marked diminution of the standard of rehabilitation delivered. Another specialist service, very much appreciated, operates at Nîmes, in the south of France. The opening of similar centres will prove necessary in order to reduce the waiting time for rehabilitation, which can often last several months.

2.3.3 In the opinion of AVH, a course of rehabilitation, properly constructed and delivered, can offer recently blind people great benefit psychologically and practically, for example by developing manual skills, and daily living skills, such as the use of braille and information technology.

2.3.4 A person assessed as occupationally disabled may proceed to a vocational training centre. (AVH considers it preferable to do this after a course of rehabilitation, but this does not always happen.) It is very rare for newly blind or visually impaired people to follow a vocational training course in a centre dedicated to non-disabled trainees, or trainees with other disabilities. This is because their technology is not adapted specifically for blind or vi people. Mostly, therefore, they enter one of the seven training centres specialising in visual impairment: of which three are in Paris and the others are at Clermont-Ferrand, Limoges, Nantes and Toulouse. These admit in total about 450 trainees. These centres are all run by the not for profit associations, of which the most important are AVH and l’Association Paul Guinot (APG). During such vocational courses, the trainees usually spend a year developing  impairment specific skills:  braille literacy (where necessary), use of adapted computers and mobility training. In case of need, courses are provided in French language and culture. Training lasts between one and four years. Physiotherapy takes the longest time. It is offered in four of the seven specialised training centres:  two at Paris, one each at Lyons and Limoges. About 100 trainees leave each year with a diploma in physiotherapy. All trainees obtain employment very rapidly after training.

2.4 Provision of Vocational Training by AVH
2.4.1 Since 1947 AVH has offered vocational training to blind People. Today it draws students from all over France. There are about 160 people in training and more than 40 graduate each year. Residential accommodation is provided for those who do not live near enough to its centre in Paris, about 80 trainees finding accommodation in four residences.

2.4.2 AVH training courses include:

* Physiotherapy a four-year course leading to the recognised professional qualification. About 20 trainees are enrolled each year.

* Telephone operating, a 42-week course for about 12 trainees, leading to a state recognised certificate.

2.4.3 In 2009 a new training course was launched in ‘praticien bien-être’, for wellbeing therapies. The course lasts two years and there are 10 trainees in each year. They learn techniques of relaxation and reflexology. There will soon be a state recognised diploma for this course. This training is also given over a single year in the centres at Clermont-Ferrand and Nantes. To date, all the successful trainees have found employment quickly, but it is not possible to say how long this occupation can be sustained for people with visual impairment.

2.4.4 All of these courses mentioned above are designated ‘high level’ vocational training by AVH. It should be noted that the Centre Paul Guinot in Paris and the centre at Clermont-Ferrand propose a course in programme analysis lasting one year for about 20 trainees, leading to a state recognised diploma.

2.4.5 It is important to note that occupations once undertaken by people with a visual impairment no longer exist. Training as a secretary has today almost completely disappeared. Nor are there any impairment specific courses today for adults who wish to enter musical professions.

2.4.6 In addition to its training programmes, AVH has long provided support for its high level trainees to find jobs. More recently it has entered into an association with other vocational training centres called la Fédération des Associations (FAGERH), bringing together groups and establishments for people with disabilities. FAGERH comprises s58 NGOs, which run 141 establishments and services for 11,000 trainees per annum. It is a federation of providers of training which aims to share knowledge among professional support workers and to work in partnership with employers who are willing to recruit trainees with disabilities. It offers practical support with job seeking and supported introduction to the work place. This can take the form of several weeks of work experience, during which the trainee learns on the job. This is arranged by FAGERH, which also supports disabled trainees to find employers willing to recruit them.

2.4.7 This kind of high level training was, for a long time, the normal route by which blind people in France reach the mainstream occupations already listed (see above).For some time, however, AVH has recognised that there are blind and ps people who are not ready to enter high level training, but could proceed to training and mainstream employment if appropriate support could be obtained. We were made aware that staff of AVH and other witnesses believe that the employment services funded by Cap Emploi (as outlined in part two above) are not appropriate for such people, who are distant from the labour market. These include:

* People with low educational qualifications.

* People who lack ‘hard skills’ such as digital word processing.

* People who have good educational qualifications but have failed to find jobs.

* People who are in employment but have not been able to advance.

* People with limited command of French language.

* People with additional impairments and complex needs.

* People who lack ‘soft skills’, e.g. self-advocacy and other effective skills of presentation.

* People with low self-esteem;

* People who experience serious sight loss at a late stage of their working lives, around fifty years of age.

2.4.8 We received evidence from staff of AVH and other NGOs, and also from AGGEFIPH, that the public employment service for people with disabilities (Cap Emploi) fails to provide appropriate support for these groups because of the ‘cherry picking’ mentioned above. Attempts are being made by NGOs to fill this gap. Such training, we were informed, is thought of as ‘low level’, as compared with the ‘high level’ courses already mentioned. It offers clients an opportunity to acquire a work habit and to sample an occupation that may turn out to suit them. Training may lead to hiring. In 2011, for example, three students were trained in this way for telephone switchboard operating and two obtained jobs. But hiring is not the sole aim of the project. AVH, we were told, considers it has been successful if the client is enabled to advance to further training or education. Equally clients may discover that the training is not appropriate to their needs. For example, of eight clients in telephony training this year, only one decided to go on and seek employment. Among reasons given by the other seven for not continuing were:

* "The job is too far away";

* "I don't feel comfortable answering the phone";

* "My sight is not good enough"; * "I feel too ill to do the work".

The one of these eight who wanted to work got a job even before qualifying by undergoing training on the job.

2.4.9 We were also informed directly of the work of the French Association of Blind and ps People known as FAF (Federation des Aveugles de France).

2.4.10 FAF is a self-help organisation of blind and ps people. It has about 6,000 members organised in 44 associations. It provides no vocational training, but employs a member of staff to support its members in job seeking and job introduction. Recently it has focused on people who have been unable to get the services of Cap Emploi.

2.4.11 Another Ngo active in this work is le Groupment des Intellectuels Aveugles ou Ambliopes (GIA), which runs an ‘employment club’. It is conducted by volunteers with previous in-depth experience of the labour market. They currently support six blind and six ps people in job seeking and job introduction. Each job seeker is supported by two volunteers, one with full sight, the other with visual impairment. A main aim of this support is to impart the kinds of skills already mentioned, such as self-advocacy and linguistic communication. AVH is a member of FAGERH.  


Part Three
Evaluation of Employment Services for Blind And Partially Sighted People in France
3.1 AVH is rightly proud of its record of supporting blind people into professional and administrative occupations such as physiotherapy and telephone switchboard operating. It is aware, however, that structural changes in the French economy since the 1970s have reduced opportunities of this kind of employment. The decline has been very marked in telephony. “We used to have an organisation of blind telephonists,” we were told, “but it has gone out of existence because there are very few jobs.”

3.2 AVH is also aware, as our evidence shows, that many blind and ps people in France are distant from the labour market and lack impairment specific employment services adapted to their needs. AVH and other NGOs are very critical of the public employment service for people with disabilities, Cap Emploi. They say that it shows little understanding of the needs of blind and ps people. Funding and other restrictions work to ensure that vocational training is concentrated on people who are job ready. There is too little support for agencies like GIA which try to help people who are distant from the labour market. More needs to be done to open up new jobs that blind people can do.

3.3 In this connection, we were told that AVH has been investigating potential opportunities with varied success. Employers have shown interest, for example, in employing blind masseurs and other practitioners in alternative therapies. There seems to be potential here for blind people to work for corporate organisations, delivering sessions in relaxation techniques for their staff. On the other hand, approaches made to the public emergency services on behalf of visually impaired people have yielded no results, since everyone employed by these services must first undergo the required training for meeting the emergencies.

3.4 The evidence presented to us and summarised in part two shows that AVH has traditionally relied heavily on training blind and ps people for specific jobs. We suggest that this strategy, though understandable, has its limitations under present conditions. It involves too much concentration on jobs that people can do, as it were, with their eyes shut. Physiotherapy, telephony, piano tuning all fall into this category. For a considerable time after the Second World War, blind people with good cognitive skills and a high level of determination were able, by impairment specific training, to enter these positions in significant numbers. To do these jobs they required little or no support from sighted people, and only minor adaptation of equipment.

3.5 Experience in other member states, such as the UK, Sweden and Germany suggests that this strategy of looking for jobs which people can do with their eyes shut has been yielding diminishing returns. In these member states the public employment service and NGOs have therefore concentrated on delivering a range of support services and skills training which can equip blind and ps people to seek a much wider range of jobs. This strategy only works because the public employment services are prepared to support blind and ps job seekers by funding assistive technologies and/or a degree of human support. This allows blind and ps people to take on jobs in which some of the tasks normally require eyesight. These include a wide range of occupations in the service sector, public, private and NGOs. As a result blind and ps people are more commonly found there today than in what might be thought of as ‘traditional’ jobs that ‘blind people do’.

3.6 It should also be noted that this strategy promises to be successful in increasing the participation of blind and ps people in self-employment. The European Blind Union, with EU funding, has recently reported, under the title Vision in Enterprise,[
] on methods of supporting blind and ps people to set up and run their own businesses. The report is based on a project piloted in Ireland, Poland and the UK. It shows that the provision of assistive technologies and/or human assistance is just as crucial to widening the participation of blind and ps people in self- as in other employment. In the UK and Ireland such support is delivered through NGOs but is funded by public employment policies.

3.7 In conclusion we acknowledge freely that this evaluation of French labour activation policies for blind and ps people is necessarily very impressionistic. We offer it extremely tentatively.   It receives some support from the evidence we gathered. We can point to what seems a low number of office jobs occupied by blind people, ‘a few hundreds’ and not noticeably increasing. This is to be compared with 2500 in the ‘traditional’ occupations of physiotherapy and 1500 in telephony. It was also supported by the evidence of some of our witnesses. One of these was a blind person who started up and runs a private consultancy to help firms to employ people with disabilities. Herself blind, she has many years of experience of working as a blind person. She spoke positively about the progress made since the passing of the Equality Law in 2005. The rate of employment of people with disabilities in large French companies has risen, she said, by over 30%. However employment of blind and ps people has not shown the same progress. Our witness offered reasons for this state of affairs. Cap Emploi staff, she said, did not understand the capabilities of blind people. As a result they fail to keep people in their jobs at the onset of serious sight loss. This witness was unimpressed by the figure of about 450 blind and ps people in the seven training centres at any one time. She described the training as “very limited”, over-concentrated on physiotherapy, ‘secretarial’ work, low level ICT skills and traditional crafts like chair caning. She recognised the value of the experimental work which AVH and other NGOs are doing to support blind and ps people who need to improve their job readiness, but thinks that more should be done. Our witnesses from AVH, FAF and GIA agreed with this judgment.

3.8 Another reason for presenting our conclusions with very considerable caution relates to an almost complete lack of statistical data about the situation of blind and ps people in the French labour market. This lack has a bearing on two important questions:  the rate of economic inactivity of blind and ps people and the rate of propensity to work among them. As noted above, the lack of statistical data is due to the fact that the results of assessment of disability are not published.

3.9 The lack of such data reduces us and everyone else to little better than guesswork. We noted above that AVH estimates the number of ‘legally blind’ people at about 7,000 out of about 20,000 people of working age. This suggests a rate of economic activity of about 33%, which is closely in alignment with the rate in comparable member states such as the UK and Germany.

3.10 The percentage rate, however, may be misleading. The total number of registered blind people in England is 26,000. (NHS annual report, 2011) population totals would suggest that the number of ‘legally blind’ people in France should be higher than the number of registered blind people in England. The population of France is 64.9 million; that of England is 51.5 million.

3.11 Such comparisons are notoriously suspect, however. The main criterion of blindness differs in the two countries. That of ‘legal blindness’ in France is 5% of normal visual acuity. The criterion of ‘registrable blindness’ in England, 6/60 of normal. 

3.12 Again, the age group being compared differs. The estimate of ‘legally blind’ people of working age in France covers the range 16-60 years. The comparable group of registered blind people in England ranges from 18 to 64 years, with what differential effect we cannot say.

3.13 Another difficulty is that France has nothing comparable to the English register of ‘partially sighted’ people. There is evidence [Network 1000] to show that some people registered as partially sighted are disadvantaged in the English labour market. It is impossible to say how many partially sighted people in France are assessed as disabled and on that account eligible for employment support. We were told that people with 5-30% of normal visual acuity are assessed as 80-100% disabled (level three), but only if they have additional impairment. People whose visual acuity is better than 5%, but without additional impairment, are presumably assessed at level two, 50-79%. May we assume that such people are entitled to rehabilitation and vocational training as outlined in part two above? 

3.14 All this lack of relevant and trustworthy statistical evidence is another case of the ‘blank box’, which we found in Germany. It is very frustrating. Fortunately this is beginning to be recognised at the highest levels of French policy formation. People with disabilities in France benefit from the existence of le Conseil National constultatif des Personnes Handicapées (CNCPH)This body advises government on policy and associations for disabled people are represented on it, together with representatives of the trade unions, employers’ organisations, regions, departments, communes and parents of school children, making it 65-70 members strong. It meets monthly and is obligated to give advice on the application of the law of 2005. CNCPH is therefore often called upon to work very closely on the preparation of regulatory texts concerning every aspect of the lives of people with disabilities. The associations for blind people are represented on it by M. Philippe Chazal, formerly Director over a period of 26 years of the Centre for Training of AVH, and a person of great knowledge and experience in this field.

3.15 M. Chazal is also President of the French National Confederation for the Social Promotion of Blind and PS People (CFPSAA) which operates over the whole field of visual impairment. Through M. Chazal CFPSAA is able to make representations to the Consultative Council on Disability and therefore indirectly to the French Government.

3.16 The Confederation is divided into five sections, arranged by topic. There is a section on employment and we were privileged to attend one of its meetings during our study visit. It was here that we were greatly heartened to learn that the FAF is about to conduct a survey of the regions of France. This aims at assessing the extent of, and reasons for economic activity and inactivity among blind and ps people. The survey is based on two questionnaires. The first, designed to disclose the general situation, will be followed up by a more personalised questionnaire sent to individual members of the sample. The results of this study should be available in 2013, when it will be possible to compare them with the data obtained by ‘Work Focus’, a similar study carried out by RNIB in the UK and discussed in our introduction to The Hidden Majority (2007).

3.17 Meanwhile we can only repeat the estimate of AVH that the rate of propensity to work among blind and ps people who are economically inactive in France is about 16%. Most of these, it is thought, could reach the labour market and thence employment, given appropriate support. 

3.18 At many points in our study visit witnesses offered opinion as to reasons which account for the high rate of economic inactivity and low rate of propensity to work.  Stress was frequently laid on the high level of income protection. Taking into account AAH and PCH, the income from benefits of a blind person in France can amount to more than 1300 Euros per month. This does not take account of housing benefit and supplements for dependents. Since average salary is around 1600 Euros, the disincentive to go to work is, we were told, strong.

3.19 In these discussions of economic inactivity, stress was also laid on other factors:

* The small number of suitable jobs for blind people in the mainstream labour market;

* The resistance of employers to hiring blind people:

* The inflexibility of the French labour market, which makes employers all the more reluctant to hire blind people who will be difficult to dismiss if they prove unsuitable;

* The low educational level of some blind people in a country which places a very high value on ‘diplomas’;

* Amendment of quota legislation – before the Equality law of 2005 a blind person counted for two in the calculation of compliance.

3.20 To these we may add the under-development of an intermediate labour market for people with disabilities in France. Although the ANED Country Profile estimated that this type of provision is increasing, we have no evidence that it has increased much for blind people since we reviewed it in 2007.

3.21 It is, then, with some mixed feelings that we conclude this final chapter of ‘The Hidden Majority’. On the one hand we feel frustrated (like every other interested party in France] by the very poor condition of data in the public domain concerning our topic. On the other hand we are glad to know that FAF is ‘on the case’ and we look forward to possession, by 2013, of a more reliable body of evidence from which to draw conclusions. It will then be possible to address more closely the issues we have tentatively flagged up in this report. 
This report is supported by the European Union Programme for Employment and Social Solidarity - PROGRESS (2007-2013). 

This programme is implemented by the European Commission. It was established to financially support the implementation of the objectives of the European Union in the employment, social affairs and equal opportunities area, and thereby contribute to the achievement of the Europe 2020 Strategy goals in these fields. 

The seven-year Programme targets all stakeholders who can help shape the development of appropriate and effective employment and social legislation and policies, across the EU-27, EFTA-EEA and EU candidate and pre-candidate countries.

For more information see:  http://ec.europa.eu/progress
The information contained in this publication does not necessarily reflect the position or opinion of the European Commission.
� � HYPERLINK "http://www.euroblind.org/working-areas/rehabilitation-vocational-training-and-employment/" \l "hidden" �http://www.euroblind.org/working-areas/rehabilitation-vocational-training-and-employment/#hidden�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.euroblind.org/working-areas/rehabilitation-vocational-training-and-employment/" \l "hidden" �http://www.euroblind.org/working-areas/rehabilitation-vocational-training-and-employment/#hidden�


� All payments cited in this section have been rounded down to the nearest Euro.


� P. Chazal, les aveugles au travail (Paris, 1999).


�  http://www.euroblind.org/media/projects/Research-and-Needs-Analysis-report-January-2012.doc]





PAGE  
26

[image: image2.jpg]EBU

The voice of blind and partially sighted people in Europe



