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Introduction
The situation of people with disabilities in the Polish labour market and the measures devised to support them are comprehensively reviewed by Ewa  Wapiennik  in thee report entitled ‘Employment of Disabled People in European countries:  Poland. Wapiennik is a Polish member of The Academic Network of European Disability experts (ANED), established by the European Commission in 2008, to provide scientific support and advice for its disability policy Unit. Her report was based on data available up to and including the first quarter of 2009. In the present report we focus on the situation of blind and partially sighted people, using similar data available up to and including 2010. We begin, however, by reviewing in detail the relevant data presented by Wapiennik and we here make grateful acknowledgment of her comprehensive treatment and critical analysis, which have proved indispensible for understanding the Polish system.

PART  ONE
General Situation of People with Disabilities in the Polish Labour Market
1.1 Performance of the Polish Economy  1991-2009.
1.1.1 According to Wapiennik, the general rate of unemployment in Poland doubled between 1998 and 2002, reaching a peak at the end of these four years of 20 percent. Thereafter, it dropped steadily to 9 percent in 2007.   During these years, however,  the employment rate of people with disabilities did not rise. It was not until 2008 that the employment rate and the economic activity rate of  people with disabilities began to increase.   The increase was checked to some extent by the widespread economic crisis of 2007-08. But Poland has weathered the crisis better than some other countries and the upward trend has continued, albeit at a slower rate.   In Wapiennik's view,  this upward trend was probably due to changes in law and regulations introduced at that time, which affected blind and partially sighted people alongside people with other disabilities. Nevertheless, Wapiennik concluded, ‘The economic activity rate of people with disabilities is very low and the huge majority of this group of  people [76%] is excluded from the labour market.’

1.1.2 It has been estimated, Wapiennick continues,  that, in 2008, the number of people of working age with disabilities was 2,213,000, of which only 528,000 (24%) were employed. The rate of economic inactivity is higher among people whose disability is assessed as ‘significant’, rather than ‘moderate’ or Minor’. People with certain kinds of disability experience rates of economic inactivity well above that of  people with disabilities in  general. The rate for ‘visually impaired’ people was 82.5%.

1.1.3 It is interesting to note that nearly 37% of all employed people with disabilities worked part-time:  40% of all employed women with disabilities; 34% of all employed men with disabilities.
1.2 Polish Employment Law in Relation to People with  Disabilities
1.2.1 Wapiennik reports that there are two categories of law in Poland relevant to the employment of people with disabilities. In the first category are general laws, such as the Labour Code and the  Act for Promotion of Employment.The second category comprises disability-specific legislation.’

1.2.2 The Labour Code describes the rights and duties of employers and employees and lays down compulsory rules to protect the employees' interests. 

1.2.3 The Act on Promotion of Employment and Institutions of the Labour Market (hereafter, Act on Promotion of Employment) specifies the obligation of the State  to promote employment, mitigate unemployment and focus on vocational activation.   This is a general Act applying to all citizens, but it also provides special measures for certain categories of the unemployed, including people with disabilities who are registered as unemployed. 
1.2.4 Numerous other programmes of a specific character aim at promoting employment of people with  disabilities. These programmes are regulated by the Act on Vocational and Social Rehabilitation and Employment of Persons with Disabilities (later referred to as: Act on Rehabilitation).

1.3 Recent Changes
1.3.1 Wapiennik drew attention to some important changes recently introduced into the  legislation relating to people with disabilities.   Amendments to the Labour Code and the Act on Promotion of Employment have strengthened protection against discrimination in employment and access to vocational training and counselling. Changes to the Act on Promotion of Employment and the Act on Rehabilitation allow all people with disabilities  to use some instruments which were previously reserved for those who were registered as unemployed. 
1.3.2 These were important changes because previous rules restricted access to labour market  programmes and instruments, first to those who were entitled to an incapacity  pension  and second, to people entitled to the social pension’. For an explanation of these pensions see part two below.

1.4 Suport for Employers
1.4.1 Recent changes in legislation also strengthened the  rules for reimbursement from public funds of the extra costs of employing people with  disabilities. These aimed at increasing the number of such people employed in the mainstream labour market. An employer employing people with disabilities is now entitled to a monthly subsidy from the State Fund for Rehabilitation (SFR) to finance their salaries. Previous rules applied only to employers providing sheltered employment.    

1.4.2 In 2007, changes were introduced to provide more support and equalise opportunities for people with disabilities, both in the mainstream and sheltered sectors. These may be listed in simplified form as follows:

1.4.3 Reimbursement of all or part of the cost of equipping work stations.

1.4.4 Reimbursement of up to 60% of remuneration costs of the first year of employment. (Applies both to new recruits and to persons retained after onset of disability.)

1.4.5 The year 2008 brought some other important changes to legislation, particularly to the Act on Rehabilitation (see below 1.8.12). 

1.5 Measures Specifically for People with Disabilities
1.5.1 The Quota Scheme. Most people with disabilities who are employed participate in the open labour market. However, a number of people are employed under a quota scheme which operates in both the public and the private sectors. All employers with 25 or more employees have to meet a quota of 6% (with some exceptions). 

1.5.2 Employers who do not meet the quota pay to the state what, in  Germany, is called a ‘compensation charge’.  The corresponding payment in Poland is known as ‘the levy’. The levy helps to fund support for disabled people in the labour market.

1.5.3 Sheltered employment. People with disabilities can also be employed in the sheltered sector. There are two types of sheltered workplaces in Poland: (1) sheltered enterprises (‘zakłady pracy chronionej’) and (2) occupational activity enterprises (‘zakłady aktywności zawodowej’). Sheltered enterprises are founded on a contract which the State makes with employers who undertake to fulfil certain obligations. In return, they receive a set of tax exemptions and subsidies including subsidy for the salaries of employees with disabilities. An employer can apply for the status of sheltered enterprise if he/she employs at least 25 people. Such a firm must maintain in its work force a proportion of people with disabilities between 30% and 40%, depending on their degree of disability, and is obliged to offer guidance and rehabilitation. It should be noted that there is no ‘progression’ policy in Poland. Consequently none of these enterprises has an obligation to move a percentage of their disabled employees to the mainstream labour market.

1.5.4 In December 2008, there were approximately 2150 sheltered enterprises in Poland employing up to 200,000 people with disabilities (in other words approximately 40% of all employed people with disabilities). However, statistics show a declining trend in the number of sheltered enterprises. Most of these are in the private sector. In 2004 about 15% were cooperatives. Men make up the  majority of all employees with disabilities in sheltered enterprises. The proportion of women to men in 2004 was four to six among employees with disabilities. Most employees with disabilities in sheltered enterprises have a minor degree of disability (63%); approximately 34% have moderate degree of disability and less than 3% have significant degree of disability.

1.5.5 Occupational activity enterprises offer work to people with significant disabilities (and from July 2007 also with moderate degrees of autism and intellectual disability. They prepare people for life in an open environment, through social and vocational rehabilitation and support for a complete, independent and active life. At the end of 2008 there were 53 such enterprises employing 1,903 employees with disabilities and their number is slowly but systematically increasing.

1.5.6 Social cooperatives. In 2004, a new form of cooperative was added to the forms outlined in traditional Polish cooperative law: social cooperatives. 
1.5.7 The cooperative movement in Poland has a long tradition. Since the end of the Second World War there have been cooperatives providing employment for people with disabilities (although this tradition was to some extent destroyed during the communist period). In 2004 the Act on Promotion of Employment made provision for The new social cooperatives.
1.5.8 The introduction of social cooperatives is the result of close collaboration between the Polish Ministry of Labour and non-governmental organisations. This is part of the government's policy to create jobs, and limit social exclusion. The objective of a social cooperative is to run a common enterprise based on personal inputs from its members, with a view to supporting their occupational and social integration. According to Polish law, social cooperatives can be established only by individuals from marginalised social groups, including people with disabilities. Other groups include: the unemployed, homeless, alcoholics, drug addicts, ex-prisoners and refugees. Under the Act on Social Cooperatives such enterprises may receive subsidies from the Polish government, local authorities and the European Social Fund. The same legislation confers upon them the right to raise credit and to receive economic counseling.
1.5.9 At the beginning of 2008 there were 187 registered social cooperatives, although it is difficult to confirm how many of them were actually operating. Most of the social cooperatives (88%) are involved in the service sector, e.g., repair and building, catering and care. only 12% are involved in production e.g. fruit and vegetable processing, making candles and garden decorations.

1.6 Support  for people  with  disabilities  in  the  mainstream  labour  market
1.6.1 According to Wapiennik, there is no comprehensive framework or system for supporting people with disabilities in mainstream employment. However, more and more initiatives have been developed and implemented recently. Since 2004, as mentioned above (par. 1.4.2),  new regulations have been introduced into the Act on Rehabilitation. The following new regulation should be noted here:  An employer who hires a person with disabilities can reclaim from the SFR the costs of employing someone to assist him/her at work. This assistance could facilitate communication or operations impossible, or too difficult, for the employee to perform.
1.7 Support  for  People  with  Complex  Needs
1.7.1 Since 2001 the Assembly of People with Disabilities in the town of Wrocław has been operating the Job Coach Project which supports persons with intellectual disabilities and mental health problems to find and maintain employment in the open labour market. (See appendix 1 to this report)
1.7.2 In ten towns there are now Centres of Career Counselling and Support for Persons with Intellectual Disability, run by the Polish Association for People with Mental Handicap. These are training institutions and employment agencies operating as an employment service with personnel consultancy and career counselling. At the end of 2007 a new targeted programme entitled ‘Job Coach – supported employment of people with disabilities’ was launched by the State Fund for Rehabilitation, and has continued through 2011. One of its main purposes is to develop a model for an agency of supported employment. People with visual impairments can participate in it. 

1.8 Employment  Discrimination  Against  People  with  Disabilities:  Reasonable  Accommodation  in  the  Workplace
1.8.1 According to Wapiennik, Polish legislation lacks a definition of reasonable accommodation. The Labour Code specifies only that an employer is obliged to counteract discrimination in employment on the ground, among others, of disability. The Labour Code does not oblige the employer to make reasonable accommodation in order to employ a specific individual with disabilities. Improvement of employment and working conditions of people with disabilities is promoted through economic incentives under the so-called system of Quotas and Penalties contained in the Act on Rehabilitation. This system is considered to be a form of duty to make reasonable accommodation in Polish law.

1.8.2 An amendment of 2002 to the Act on Disabled Persons introduced the definition of a workplace adapted to the needs of a person with disabilities. This is a position which is suitably equipped and adapted to the needs arising from the type and degree of disability 

1.8.3 The Act on Rehabilitation establishes a number of rights designed to accommodate disabled people in the workplace. These include limitations as to maximum working time: 8 hours a day, 40 hours a week - in case of mild degree of disability - and 7 hours a day (35 hours a week) - in case of  moderate or significant degree of disability. In addition, people with disabilities have the right to  additional work breaks (15 minutes included in work time and intended for exercise or recreation) and persons with significant and moderate degrees of disability receive additional vacation time (10 days per year) and the right of release from work for medical examinations and treatment, rehabilitation, and to purchase or repair orthopedic equipment without losing income. They can also take 21 days once a year for rehabilitation leave. People with a moderate or significant degree of disability have the right to leave of absence from work of up to 21 days per year whilst retaining their right to remuneration.
1.8.4 Under the Act on Rehabilitation, employers who hire people with disabilities who were previously unemployed or job seeking, and employers who retain people whose disability commenced while in their employment, may receive from the SFR reimbursement for: 
· adapting existing, or creating, workplaces to the needs of people with disabilities, 

· adapting or buying devices that help people with disabilities to function at work, 

· recognizing needs of people with disabilities by medical services.Such employment must last for at least 36 months. If it ends earlier, the employer must return the funding.
1.8.5 In 2009, the above list was extended to permit reimbursment for the purchase and authorization of software necessary for disabled employees as well as for assistive technologies and equipment. 

1.8.9 In 2006 the State Fund spent, as the reimbursement for adapting workplaces, PLN 3,799,655 (for 120 workplaces), 37% less than in 2005 (PLN 6,002,795 for 235 workplaces). The numbers were even smaller in 2007, when the State Fund spent only PLN 2,781,390 for 83 workplaces. However, it has to be emphasised that the amendment of 15 June 2007 of the Act on Rehabilitation introduced additional regulation concerning adaptation of workplaces. An objective assessment of this programme by SFR is expected in 2011.
1.8.10 According to this regulation, an employer who employs, for at least 36 months, a person with disabilities, who was registered as unemployed or job seeking, may receive from the SFR reimbursement of costs related to equipping workplaces. In 2007, SFR spent for this purpose PLN 3,591,169 for 102 workplaces.
1.8.11 In the Act on Rehabilitation there are also some regulations concerning personal assistance at work for employees with disabilities. These have already been described (above 1.4.5). This regulation is not commonly used in practice but the number of people with disabilities who benefit is systematically increasing. In 2005, the State Fund reimbursed only PLN 23,431 (for 32 persons with disabilities; on average PLN 732 per person). In 2006 the amount of reimbursement was PLN143,041 (for 224 persons with disabilities), and in 2007 rose to PLN 241,222  for 329 persons with disabilities mostly employed in sheltered enterprises
1.9 Flexibility of the Polish Labour Market.
1.9.1 According to Wapiennik, the situation in Poland as regards employment flexibility is ‘relatively good’. The reforms of the Labour Code have made it more popular. Its forms are increasingly diversified and include: 

· contracting work, whose characteristic feature is a clearly defined task, which may be performed at home, without defining a daily limit of hours, the place of task performance or the availability of the employee), 
· date employment agreement (or employment agreement for a specified period of time). 
· temporary employment (the employer being a temporary employment agency). 
· self-employment (mainly simple work or the opposite, highly specialised, not requiring supervision which can be performed by persons
· working on their own account) 
· telework (a major share of duties performed outside the company's premises.
· work at home (a major share of duties performed outside the company's premises, usually at home - hence the name). 
· employee lease (a kind of trilateral agreement - the 'subcontract' - concluded between the current employer, employee and company leasing the employee).

· work sharing, 
· on-call work and telephone work, 
· variable working time of workers in permanent employment; 
· implementation of labour market programmes (employment of a specified number of people for the duration of a programme). 

1.9.2 SRF also provides, under the Act for Rehabilitation, loans for start-up business activity  and subsidies for payment of interest on bank loans taken out to continue business activity.

1.9.3 Despite this impressive list, research shows that the use of flexible forms of employment is limited by current rules for supporting the employment of people with disabilities and by the low level of knowledge about these forms of employment among employers, people with disabilities themselves and government representatives.

1.10 Other Activation Measures
1.10.1 As already mentioned, employment of people with disabilities in Poland is encouraged by the quota system. Other legislative measures should be noted. They consist mostly of incentives to employ people with disabilities or to enable their self-employment. They are governed by the Act on Rehabilitation.

1.10.2 SFR also subsidizes the salaries of disabled employees. The number of people with disabilities who benefit from this scheme has been slowly but systematically increasing. In December 2004 there were 200,700 people with disabilities whose salaries were subsidized under this scheme (of which 14% were employed in the mainstream labour market and 86% in sheltered enterprises). In comparison, in December 2007 there were 221,000 persons registered (of which 19% were employed in the mainstream labour market). Interestingly, in 2008 the number fell significantly to 202.900, possibly due to employers' fears of changes in legislation. On the other hand, in February 2009, the number increased by about 21,000, compared to December 2008.
1.10.3 This is probably due to employers registering their employees with disabilities entitled to old-age benefits, as the changes in legislation expanded the support for financing the salaries of employees to this group.

 (See below)
1.10.4 It must be noted that amendment of the Act on Rehabilitation, which entered into force on 1st January 2009, brought some important changes. The most important are as follows: 
1.10.5 the list of additional costs of employing people with disabilities was extended;employers may be reimbursed for the purchase and authorization of software necessary for disabled employees as well as for assistive technologies and equipment; 
1.10.6 Rationalisation of subsidy - for salaries by up to 75% of the payroll costs of commercial employers and up to 90% in case of others, for instance non-governmental organizations; 
1.10.7 new maximum subsidies for the salaries of employees with disabilities: 160% of the minimum remuneration in cases of persons with significant disability, 140% with moderate disability, 60% with low disability (previously 130%, 110%, 50%); these amounts increased to 40%in cases of persons with some particular types of disability; 
1.10.8 Salary subsidy extended to persons with disabilities who are entitled to old-age benefits.
1.11 General Employment Services and People  with  Disabilities
1.11.1 People with disabilities in Poland are entitled to use the general employment services for all Polish citizens, including career counselling and employment service. These services are delivered under the Act on Promotion of Employment. Among the labour market institutions denoted are: public employment services (provincial and county labour offices), non-governmental employment agencies operating within the area of work service, career counselling, personnel consultancy and temporary work, training institutions and councils of employment. 
1.11.2 The Act on Promotion of Employment also provides for additional labour market instruments specifically directed to people with disabilities, recognised as unemployed (e.g.: training, internships with employers,). 
1.11.3 These services and instruments can also be used by disabled people who are registered as job seekers in a county labour office. In 2007, SFR allocated for these purposes PLN 3,964,218 for 1,913 people with disabilities registered in labour offices as job-seekers. the data on people with disabilities registered as unemployed is difficult to obtain). 
1.11.4 Wapiennik noted with emphasis that people with disabilities very rarely participate in adult education. Available statistics show that only 0.5% of people with disabilities aged 25-64 report participation in life-long education compared to 5% in the case of people without disabilities.
PART  TWO
Pensions and Labour Activation
2.1 There has been much discussion, to be noticed in this report, around the issue of social security benefits as a disincentive to labour market participation by people with disabilities in Poland. For this reason we must review briefly the rules governing such pensions. These are comprehensively set out in another paper, also by Ewa Wapiennik and entitled ‘Report on the social inclusion and social protection of disabled people in European countries:  Poland. The following paragraphs have been extracted from her text and slightly edited.

2.2 According to Wapiennik there are three kinds of pension which people with disabilities may claim. They are:

· incapacity pension
· social pension

· disability pension

2.3 Incapacity Pension is paid in respect of an accident at work or an occupational disease. The award depends on fulfilment of three conditions:

· Occurrence of an accident at work or an occupational disease.

· Assessment of inability to work by a professional assessor of the State Insurance Fund
· Previous contributions paid to the state insurance fund by the claimant.

2.4 Social pension is available for every adult who is totally unable to work due to an impairment which occurred before reaching the age of 18.   It does not depend, therefore, on contribution to the state insurance fund.

2.5 Permanent Allowance is paid to an adult who is totally incapable of work if his/her income is lower than an amount specified in social assistance regulations.

2.6 Wapiennik argues that some rules governing disability pensions act on people with disabilities as disincentives to participation in the labour market. Thus incapacity pension is reduced when the recipient earns more than 70% of the average monthly wage and it is suspended when income exceeds 130%. This can lead to a situation where people with disabilities accept salaries below the level justified by their qualifications in order to maintain full pension. It can also decrease their motivation to seek employment.

2.7 This effect is even more visible in the case of people entitled to a social pension. When such a person receives a monthly income (for example from employment) that is higher than 30% of the average monthly wage, the pension is suspended. This means that the person cannot undertake a full-time job. 

2.8 Additionally, such a person is not entitled to get an incapacity pension later on because he/she does not fulfil the third condition required in the Pensions Act (relating to years of insurance contributions). This definitely does not encourage younger people whose disability developed during childhood to work in paid employment.

2.9 At the same time, in the age group over 44 years, a trend towards employment deactivation can be identified. The deactivation of the general population of older people in Poland has been supported by policies aimed at mitigating the effects of the economic transformation from communism. Certain provisions of state social assistance encouraged employment deactivation. Disability pensions for people with disabilities are one of the elements of this system.   Partly as a result, Poland has the highest rate of people with disabilities in Europe.

2.10 People with disabilities have a disproportionate risk of being poor.  Disability benefits in Poland are set very low, and non-earned sources (for instance disability pensions) are the main sources of income for 84% of people with disabilities. The number of people with disabilities receiving income from employment is only 8%. Currently, a person who is entitled to a social pension and a care allowance receives monthly approximately PLN 600 (net). Admittedly, this is above the minimum subsistence level, estimated to be about PLN 386 for a household with one person in 2007), and above the legal poverty line (PLN 477) but below the social minimum (about PLN 820 for a household with one person in 2007) 

2.11 The social minimum is a measurement that specifies a reasonable level of household expenditure for basic consumer and subsistence needs. It takes account of not only goods for subsistence needs (food, clothes, accommodation, health protection and hygiene) but also expenditure linked to work (local transport and communications), education (children’s education), support for family and social contacts/bonds, and participation in culture. 

2.12 Since 2008 the number of disability pensions paid out has been decreasing. However, the reason behind this was rarely employment. It was accompanied by an increase in the number of early old-age pensions and pre-retirement benefits. As of 1 January 2006, automatic old-age pensions were introduced for persons (among others) who have reached the statutory retirement age and have been receiving a disability pension.

PART THREE
Impact of Polish Employment Laws and Programmes on Blind and Partially Sighted People: the Official View
3.1 Introduction
3.1.1 It was a major aim of our study visit to discover how the Polish system described by Wapeinnik impacts on blind and partially sighted people. We are grateful to staff of the Government Plenipotentiary for Disabled People who provided updated statistics and generally confirmed the picture presented by Wapiennik, indicating, to some extent, its impact on blind and partially sighted people.

3.1.2 This was followed by a two hour discussion with staff of the State Fund for Rehabilitation, for which we are also most grateful. The evidence from both sessions is summarised in this part of our report.

3.2 Evidence of the Plenipotentiary Office for People with Disabilities.
3.2.1 Responsibilities of Plenipotentiary. Officials drew attention to the important changes in Polish employment law and services for people with disabilities, introduced since 2008 and discussed above in Part One of this report. These, they said, had two main aims:  to raise the rate of economic activity of people with disabilities and to provide greater support for people with the greatest difficulties. They were based on the principles inscribed in the Law of Rehabilitation enacted in 1991. This law aimed to provide support for people with disabilities, employers and non-government organisations (ngo’s). Provision was also made to finance such support.

3.2.2 The Plenipotentiary Office for People with disabilities is responsible for the implementation of this law. Its task is to draft regulations for its implementation through the office of the State Fund for Rehabilitation.

3.2.3 The state fund for rehabilitation comes partly from charges on employers who do not meet the legal quota of six percent. The rest of the fund comes from general taxation. The total fund amounts to PLN 4,5  million (1 million Euros). Plenipotentiary is well aware that this amount is far from adequate to the unmet needs of people with disabilities, which they described as ‘enormous’.

3.2.4 The changes introduced since 2008 were intended to implement the disability recommendations of the European Employment Strategy adopted by the European Union. Under these changes, employers of people with disabilities receive a level of financial support higher than that for other workers.
3.2.5 Assessment of disability. Officials went on to outline the system for assessment of disability, which, as shown in part two above, can confer benefits not related to insurance.

3.2.6 Assessment in the first instance takes place at regional level. There are 294 centres involved.

3.2.7 There is a right of appeal from first instance to boards of inter-disciplinary experts, of which there are sixteen. There is the possibility of a final appeal to the Court of Law for Labour and Social Affairs.

3.2.8 For the purposes of this assessment there is no legal definition of ‘blindness’. Medical assessment establishes the degree of sight loss according to the Snellen test. As explained above (par. 2.2-2.5), the assessment decision governs award of ‘incapacity pension’ and ‘social pension], the former based on previous insurance record, the latter payable from 18 years to people who have no insurance record.

3.2.9 Number of visually impaired people and rate of economic activity: The total number of legally blind and ps people between 15 and 64 years of age in Poland is estimated at around 145,900, 0.5% of total population of the same age. Of these, 51.4% were male and 48.6% were female. The rate of economic activity of visually impaired people is 18.9%. There are no data showing the gender and age distribution.

3.3 Evidence of the State Fund for Rehabilitation
3.3.1 In our two hour discussion at the office of SFR, officials emphasised that the Polish system of financial support for people with disabilities had recently been made available to almost the entire labour market. Thus salary subsidies which once operated only in the sheltered sector are now paid to mainstream establishments which employ them. By the opposite principle, mainstream employers who do not employ their full 6% quota of people with disabilities pay the levy as explained above (par. 1.5.2). Some of this charge goes to support employment of people with disabilities in the sheltered and mainstream sectors. In principle, blind and ps people can benefit from all the support and labour activation measures set out in part one.   
3.3.2 During discussion, we readily acknowledged that the Polish system of support seems to be well designed for the purpose of raising participation of people with disabilities in the labour market. That being so, why in the opinion of officials, is the rate of economic inactivity so high? This question provoked lengthy discussion among the officials, which was summarised in translation as follows.

3.3.3 There is a range of answers to this question. The modern Polish system is very young, dating from 1991. Before that date people with disabilities were largely employed in sheltered enterprises. After the ‘economical transformation’ from Communism to capitalism, Poland set out to create a labour market which would be open to people with disabilities as well as others. Our aim, accordingly, is to encourage employers to hire them. There are important roles in this for ngo's and people with disabilities themselves.

3.3.4 By 2007 the rate of economic inactivity among people with disabilities had not decreased and then came the economic crisis in that year. The 2008 increase in economic activity was due to the economic crisis.   Companies became unwilling to pay the charge for being under quota and were eager to gain subsidy for employing people with disabilities.

3.3.5 Another reason for the increased rate of economic activity was the decline of unemployment generally from 20% to around 10%.

3.3.6 But it is important to emphasise several countervailing factors. The tightening labour market and the increased state support has not been matched by a change of consciousness of people with disabilities at large.   Speaking frankly, an individual with a disability has a choice to make.    They may go to work and lose part or all of their pension or decide to stay at home. If they are not well qualified for participation in the labour market, the differential between pension and salary will not be great.It is true that pensions in Poland are ‘set very low’, but salaries are also low on average.   Ad to this that the costs of going to work, e.g. transport can be significant, and people begin to ask themselves whether the 8 hours at work could be better spent at home.

3.3.7 We readily understood that the low rate of economic activity among people with disabilities could not be explained entirely by reference to public expenditure on employment support services. Economic activity at the level reported in ‘the Hidden Majority’ for Sweden, Germany and the UK would take a considerable time to achieve in Poland. Nevertheless, the UK evidence at least showed that it was possible to increase substantially the rate of economic activity of blind and ps people over time. We asked whether officials were confident that Poland would achieve similar results from the recent changes in policy.

3.3.8 In reply, officials pointed out that the Polish system is not yet complete. People with disabilities need more support to prepare them for participation in the mainstream labour market. It is encouraging that the proportion participating in that sector is growing, relative to the sheltered sector. Officials of SFR consider that support for education of people with disabilities is ‘a main thing’. The Fund pays for education irrespective of age. Also important is funding of assistive technology. The programme known as ‘Homer’ pays for this and blind and ps people have benefitted from its support over the last 13 years, during which PLN 13 million(about 3 million Euros) have been expended. Under SFR impairment-specific training is also free and the Fund also supports ngo’s like the polish association of blind People to provide sheltered employment and rehabilitation.

3.3.9 We pointed to evidence that participation of blind and ps people in the labour market seems to have reached a plateau at the end of the twentieth century, where it stalled. There is a danger of accepting this as inevitable, of resting content with employment for a ‘blind elite’, of ‘cherry picking’ those who are least distant from the labour market.

3.3.10 Officials said they were aware of these dangers. They want to learn from the experience of other countries

3.3.11 With regard to international comparison, we drew attention to the contrast between Germany and the UK in respect of the quota system.   These two countries have comparable size and mix of population.   Evidence presented in ‘The Hidden Majority’, (ch. 3, 6.1) strongly suggests that a quota scheme does not produce a higher rate of economic activity in Germany than in the UK, which abolished its quota scheme in 1995. Nor does the quota scheme in Germany yield more money for supporting people with disabilities than general taxation in the UK. The UK government spends just as much money from general taxation, while avoiding the costs of bureaucracy inevitably entailed in a quota scheme.

3.3.12 Officials said this is a question for the polish parliament. ‘Perhaps,’ they added, ‘the quota system is more appropriate for our country than for the UK, which has anti-discrimination legislation in its place.’    

3.3.13 This led us to point out that anti-discrimination legislation in the UK provides only for compensation in case of discrimination by dismissal from employment. It does not lead to reinstatement in the job. By contrast, statutory retention measures in Sweden and Germany do limit an employer’s ability to fire someone at onset of disability. The employer must prepare a plan to retain such a person either in the same job or in another within the establishment, or show reasons why these alternatives are not feasible. Officials of SFR thought that, in Poland, most people lose sight before working. 

3.3.14 We asked if officials of SRF saw possibilities to support people with complex needs, such as blind and ps people with additional impairments, or intellectual difficulties, or ageing. Officials stated that the system focused mainly on supporting people with disabilities once they were in employment. There was as yet no provision of job coaching on the ‘place and train’ model. ‘But we subsidise job coaching by ngo's,’ they added.

3.3.15 Finally we asked how officials thought the European Union had helped Poland to support people with disabilities and whether they saw potential for further help in the future. Officials said EU finance had helped to activate polish ngo's  by providing funds for activating disabled people in the mainstream labour market. This had helped to enlarge the third sector in Poland. It amounts to a transfer of ideas and know-how from the more advanced regions. ‘Good practice is just as important as money,’ they commented.

3.3.16 In conclusion, officials of SFR wanted us to understand that support for people with disabilities in the Polish labour market is a ‘very dispersed system of which we are only one element.’

3.3.17 We acknowledged this and said we would be interested in any further evidence that could be provided. In particular, we wondered if officials knew how funding from SFR was distributed between categories of disability? This should be a matter of vital interest to the groups concerned.   In the UK, for example, it is known that visually impaired people receive 60% of funds from the ‘access to work’ programme, which provides equipment and other support in the workplace. Officials could not provide comparable data for Poland but said they would see whether it could be provided. 

PART FOUR
The System of Support for People with Disabilities in the Polish Labour Market: an interim evaluation
4.1 The evidence reviewed above leads us to the interim conclusion that Poland has devised and partially implemented a modern system of support for people with disabilities (including blind and ps people) in the labour market.   It is soundly based on the principles of rights and social inclusion.   Yet practice, as officials are well aware, falls well short of principle. By way of illustration let us refer to our first report, The Hidden Majority:  Economic Inactivity among Blind and Partially Sighted People in Sweden, Germany and Romania’, we there constructed a model of state funded support services, which we called ‘the trusted troika’. The term is intended to suggest that there are three groups of support service which must be robustly in place if countries are to achieve relatively high levels of participation in the labour market by blind and ps people. As we wrote:  ‘Impairment specific programmes of rehabilitation, vocational training and support at work are familiar to everyone concerned as the trusted troika that has carried blind and partially sighted people through to the wide range of mainstream occupations revealed in this report’. [THM, ch. 9, 2.8]
4.2 Judged against this model the system so far developed in Poland seems to show both significant strengths and weaknesses.

4.3 Is strengths include impairment-specific support for blind and ps people at work, both in the sheltered and in the mainstream sectors.  Here we have in mind the funding for purchase of assistive technology, for payment of support workers, and wage subsidies for people employed in both the sheltered and the mainstream sectors. Despite the economic crisis which began after 2007, efforts have been made to limit cuts in this expenditure and the relatively favourable response of the Polish economy to the crisis should make further progress possible.

4.4 As Wapiennik noted, the relative flexibility of the Polish labour market and the measures in place to assist self-employment ought to work to the advantage of some people with disabilities. She observed, however, that ‘the use of flexible forms of employment is limited by current rules for supporting the employment of people with disabilities and by the low level of knowledge about these forms of employment among employers, people with disabilities themselves and government representatives.’ [Above]

4.5 If true, this observation indicates a major weakness as yet not surmounted. The general system for supporting people into work appears not to be complimented by a robust system of rehabilitation and vocational training.   While the funding of support for people with disabilities who are in employment appears to be taking off, the support for unemployed people and economically inactive people who would like to investigate the possibilities of working appears to be as yet very weak indeed. (See below, section 5.4. In these circumstances it is understandable that people with disabilities should be reluctant to put their pensions at risk by participating in the labour market.

4.6 Another weakness to be noted is that people with ‘significant’ disabilities are present in the sheltered sector only in very small numbers.   We consider that this is likely to contribute to the high rate of economic inactivity of people with disabilities. Poland is to be congratulated in avoiding the total decimation of sheltered employment which occurred in some other ex-Communist states. It may be that sheltered enterprises will develop as social cooperatives which, like social firms elsewhere in the European Union, will undertake to employ a percentage of people with disabilities in their work force, usually 50%, and trade for profit in the market place. Social firms have a policy to promote ‘progression’ by a percentage of their disabled work force into mainstream employment, usually 10% per annum.

4.7 It has been observed elsewhere in the European Union that some managers of sheltered enterprises have a strong incentive to resist progression of the less severely disabled workers as these contribute most to productivity. This disincentive is reinforced if, as in Poland, such workers attract state subsidy. There is also a tendency to ‘cherry pick’ recruits from among people with disabilities who are least distant from the labour market.

4.87 Some such effects may be present, we think, in the Polish sheltered enterprises. If so, they operate to exclude not only people with ‘significant’ disabilities from the labour market, but shut out, even more implacably, people with complex needs. We were glad to read in Wapiennik of the growth of ‘job coach’ schemes, but we encountered no evidence that these have as yet impacted on blind and ps people with complex needs.

4.9 This brings us directly to the problem of evaluating the impact of the Polish system of support for people with disabilities on blind and partially sighted people and we turn, in part five, to evidence presented to us by staff of the Polish Association of Blind People and the New Labour Cooperative in Warsaw.

PART FIVE
Impact of the Polish System of Support on Blind and Partially Sighted People: the Users’ View
5.1 Poland is a large territory with a population of 38 Dmillions. In the time available to us we could not hope to sound in depth the experience of a representative sample of blind and ps people. In any case, this is the business of the Polish Association of Blind People and we were privileged to consult senior staff at their headquarters in Warsaw. It is from these conversations that the following evidence is drawn.

5.1.1   As stated above (par. 4.1) the Polish system of employment support for people with disabilities seems to us soundly based on modern principles of rights and social inclusion. The Polish Association of Blind People is founded upon similar principles, to which should be added the important aspiration of giving voice to blind and partially sighted people themselves.   This may be seen from its mission statement.

5.1.2   The Polish Association of Blind People [PAB) was founded on the initiative of people with visual impairments. It aims to be an effective and financially independent voice for all people with visual impairment. In addition, it helps them to attain, as far as possible, independence in their daily living, including their professional lives. Throughout Poland PAB helps blind and partially sighted people and their families to adapt to living with sight loss. To this end it provides counseling and information and offers psychological support during the process of integration and rehabilitation. Training courses are offered on an individual and group basis. By these means PAB aims to improve the living conditions of blind people in Poland and to raise social awareness of the needs of people with visual impairment.

5.1.3 We discussed the implementation of these broad principles and aims with the President of the Association, Mme. Anna Wozniak-Scymanska and some of her senior colleagues. Their evidence is summarised in this part of our report.

5.2 Governance of PAB 
5.2.1 PAB is governed by a Board elected by the membership. The President and Head of PAB must be a blind or partially sighted member of PAB. The membership is organised in 16 regions of Poland. Competences of the Main Board and regional boards are set out in PAB Statutory Provisions. There are about 400 ‘locals’ or branches, linked to the regional administrations.

5.2.2 The current membership of PAB is about 65 000. According to the data published by National Statistical Office there is about 1,820,300 people with visual impairment among all age groups. Among these, there are people whose disability is recognised as ‘light’ and, therefore, they are not eligible for membership of PAB. Membership of PAB is not compulsory for blind and ps people. Each year, about 3,5 thousand new members are registered in PAB.

5.3 PAB as employer of blind and partially sighted people
5.3.1 PAB headquarters at 7-9 Konwiktorska Street, Warsaw, is a significant employer of blind and partially sighted people. In three enterprises located at Konwiktorska street the rate of visually impaired workers is between 30 and 60 percent.

5.3.2 Sheltered enterprises. PAB runs several sheltered enterprises. Like other employers in the sheltered sector, PAB receives grants from the state budget to partially cover salaries of disabled workers.  

5.3.3 The sheltered enterprises supported by PAB are:

5.3.4 The Typhlological Institute may be regarded as a kind of centre for the study of blindness. Under its aegis the following centres operate: the communication centre, the rehabilitation centre, centre for administration and logistic support, research and strategy centre as well as the departments of finance, accounting and human resources. In addition, the Central Library maintains a gallery for displaying the work of disabled artists. Besides exhibitions, it also hosts recitals, meetings of authors, lectures, debates, lessons for children youth and students from mainstream schools and universities.

5.3.5 The braille and audio libraries are also run as sheltered enterprises.  Books and recordings are distributed by post, but blind and ps people in Warsaw can also visit the library to borrow resources. There is also an opportunity to borrow books via Internet and download them from the library’s server. 

5.3.6 The PAB publishing house is another sheltered enterprise. It publishes magazines and other formats of interest to visually impaired people. There is also a recording studio for books and an outlet for optical and rehabilitation aids.

5.3.7 European social fund: PAB is currently funded by the EU to run a pilot project aimed at activating blind and ps job seekers and supporting them into employment. The funding comes from the EU ‘human capital’ programme and the Polish project is entitled ‘Supporting Blind people toward the Labour Market’.    
5.3.8 700 blind and ps people between the ages of 16 and 64 have been recruited from nearly all the administrative regions of PAB and also five hundred people from their environment.  300 of the participants must be pupils or graduates from a gymnasium or different schools. The project is planned to last 2 years and end in summer 2011. The project involves another five hundred beneficiaries who are supported by another association. One of the main objectives of this project is to introduce to the labour market approximately 180 people. The project employs local co-ordinators and is managed as a whole by a member of staff of the Typhlological Institute in Warsaw.

5.3.9 PAB regards this project as one of its most important undertaking. It aims to arouse interest in employment among economically inactive people with visual impairment.  Within the project, PAB runs workshops and training courses. Participants are offered medical and psychological support. They are encouraged to find their own professional way with the help of trained staff.

5.3.10 PAB pointed out that not all the goals of the project have been as successful as these. The main weakness of the project is the limited number of hours for rehabilitation activities which can be allotted to each participant. There has also been a problem of finding visually impaired students from mainstream schools to participate. We have also learned that support for those not in employment is not entirely satisfactory. PAB considers that participants need additional support to help them enter the labour market. Nevertheless, it is too early to reach overall conclusions about the project.

5.4 General Situation of Blind and partially sighted people in the mainstream labour market: perceptions at PAB headquarters
5.4.1 Staff at PAB HQ are strongly of the opinion that it is very difficult for a blind or partially sighted person to obtain a mainstream job. This is mainly, they think, because of employer prejudice against them. Many employers consider that visually impaired workers have limited potential.

5.4.2 This is the experience of even highly qualified blind and ps people, the ‘blind elite’ referred to in The Hidden Majority (ch. 1, 2.3).Such people may be described as an ‘elite’ because they exhibit dauntless courage and tireless energy in pursuit of jobs in a very hostile labour market. Those who succeed often find employment in organisations specialising in disability, like PAB.   

5.4.3 Staff of PAB are of opinion that the social security benefit system creates disincentives for blind and ps people to enter the labour market.   Benefits are paid from age 18 years or from later onset and assessment of disability. As already remarked, they are ‘set low’. So the question arises, how can low benefits be a disincentive to seeking employment. A member of PAB staff was of opinion that such people did not depend entirely on benefits, but where also supported by their families.   Many such people do not want to work. We were given anecdotal evidence concerning three blind or ps people who graduated from a prestigious special school for blind and ps children. None of the three has ever worked. 1 says she wishes to work, but ‘I cannot find anything.’ In this situation, say PAB staff, people become demoralised. There is some ‘laziness’ involved, but the disincentives of benefit law are also to blame. For example, a blind or ps person who goes to work and earns more than PLN 600 becomes ineligible for benefit. There is no graduated reduction of benefit as salary increases.

5.4.4 Education Staff are clear that, in a labour market so intransigent, high educational qualifications are clearly of the greatest value. How do blind and ps people acquire them? A member of PAB staff who is congenitally blind had personal experience of education, beginning in special schools, progressing to mainstream higher education, both as student and teacher. ‘In special schools you get everything provided.   Mainstream is more of a challenge and especially now with financial cuts,’ he said.   The ‘HOMER’ programme provides the equipment needed for study as a blind or ps student. There are other funding streams, e.g. for talking mobile phones. These are usually delivered by local government agencies. This, in fact, does not cover all needs for those applying to the above mentioned institutions. 

5.4.5 Education for all children is compulsory to 18 years of age. This is true of all children. There are three stages, primary, gymnasium and secondary.

Primary – 6-13 

Gymnasium 13-16 

Secondary 16-19 

Entry to a gymnasium depends on an external exam, set independently of the primary school. In The case of failure or poor results, a student has to attend a regional gymnasium. Very good exam results enable attendance at a better school. There is a second set of independent examinations at the end of the Secondary or last stage of schooling.  This examination, known as the ‘Matura’, governs entrance to university and it is necessary to achieve a high score to get in. 60 points are the pass standard, but 90 are needed for university entrance. Additionally, thirty percent is required to pass each obligatory chosen subject. In practice, those having ninety percent or more are those who passed entrance examinations for day studies thus being on the top of the ranking list.
5.4.6    It takes three years of study to obtain a first degree at university. A further 2 or 3 years is required for an M.A, which is not considered as a post-graduate level. This is reached by study for a Ph.D. or some other post-graduate qualification. (See appendix  two for support provided for students with disabilities at Warsaw university.)

5.4.7 We were informed that some blind and ps people who leave school at 19 can find jobs in the mainstream labour market. A partially sighted person can work as a secretary, but anyone has a better chance of employment by going to university. 

5.4.8 Training for office employment is often provided by the special schools. It lasts for two years post-secondary education.   

5.4.9 There are other routes into commercial employment. Some colleges offer courses in vocational studies, such as elementary business studies. Some of the vocational schools prepare blind or ps for physical work. Education in such vocational schools lasts two or three years.
5.4.10 These are some of the patterns of educational career pursued by congenitally blind and ps children or people who acquire sight loss in childhood. Their experience is to be compared and contrasted with that of people who acquire sight loss after the normal years of schooling, i.e. after eighteen years of age.

5.4.11 Many of these adventitiously blind adults crucially need social rehabilitation before they can begin the journey to the labour market. They need impairment-specific training in independent living skills, such as mobility/orientation, personal care, information processing, etc. The Hidden Majority and its sequel on The Netherlands showed that the European Union lacks a common agreed standard on social and vocational rehabilitation. Some member states such as the UK have no agreed domestic standard. Others like Sweden and Germany have, but vary greatly in the philosophy of rehabilitation and in the practice of its delivery.   Sweden relies mainly on rehabilitation in eye clinics. Germany has four regional residential centres run by the state to provide for blind and ps people. (THM, ch. 5, 4.1-4.8)

5.4.12 In Poland, as already remarked, the provision for both social and vocational rehabilitation is very uneven and very inadequate.  PAB runs workshops for people new to sight loss. They usually last two to four weeks. ’Of course it is not enough,’   said one member of staff, referring to employment. Yet we were told that some people can acquire braille and other skils to enable them to re-enter the labour market - ’If you are lucky   and have the right kind of personality.` This seems to be a description of the ‘blind elite’ already mentioned in this report.

5.4.13 A member of PAB staff has visited the Royal National College for the Blind at Hereford in the UK. He greatly approves of its systematic provision of education and impairment-specific training for adults new to sight loss. Special schools for the blind and ps, he points out, run their own rehabilitation workshops. However, there are no such systematic solutions for blind and PS grown-ups.

5.4.14 An adult experiencing serious sight loss can apply for education or training at any special school that runs a relevant course.    

5.4.15 Turning to adults who experience sight loss while in employment, it has already been remarked that there is no statutory retention policy in Poland, as there is in Sweden and Germany. In the view of PAB staff, it is up to the employer whether a person undergoing sight loss is retained in employment. Fear that sight loss will result in dismissal is widespread, they say. There are known examples of people who try hard to conceal their sight deterioration for fear of losing their jobs.

5.4.16 PAB staff acknowledged the changes recently introduced to try to improve the rate of economic activity for people with disabilities.However it is up to the employer whether a person undergoing sight loss is retained in employment. Fear that sight loss will result in dismissal is widespread, they say. There are known examples of people who try hard to conceal their sight deterioration for fear of losing their jobs.

5.4.17 PAB staff were also critical of The working of the quota system.   They hold, notwithstanding the evidence of SFR officials given above (2.3.4(that employers, even in the public sector, prefer to  pay fines rather than comply with the 6% quota.

5.4.18 Turning to blind and ps people with complex needs, PAB staff believe that eexisting occupational workshops and those dealing with professional activation have not significantly improved the rate of employment among such people. They acknowledge that these workshops aim to play an important role in rehabilitation for people with multiple disabilities and can be of therapeutic value In addition They are capable of changing perceptions of people with complex disabilities. But only one percent of participants in occupational workshops enter the labour market, according to PAB staff.
5.4.19 PAB staff point out that they have no experience of job coaching for blind and ps people. There is no provision in the Polish legal system to finance job coaching, they say.

5.4.20 Generally, PAB staff confessed to be ‘very pessimistic about employment for blind and ps people in Poland. Even well qualified people struggle to find jobs and it is very difficult for those who have them to change employers. ’People in employment feel ‘very insecure. The main reasons for their difficulties are, they believe, ‘prejudice, prejudice and prejudice.’ They do not believe that recent changes in the law and practice of employment support have made much difference to the situation.   Unless you change the attitudes of employers and of blind and ps people, improvement in state services will have little effect. This is the brutal reality.’

5.4.21 staff are also critical of current deterioration in support for blind and ps people who undertake University studies. In principle Government helps to finance university studies at all levels. Tuition fees are met by government for people with disabilities and costs are met for such things as internet access, xerox, etc. The student signs a contract and pays up front.   On submission of invoices SFR reimburse fees, accommodation and other costs.   However the amount to be reimbursed is at the discretion of SFR.   There is a family means test. This year budgets are to be cut. This is making it difficult to plan future studies. It is impossible to know how much money will be paid for the remaining terms.    

5.4.22 Provision of equipment under the Homer programme is also being curtailed. Previously students paid 2% of the cost of equipment. This has gone up and can be 10% 15% or even more. This is heavy for people living on pension and is the result of constant changes in the SFR budget and reduction of state expenditure on financial assistance.

5.4.23 Summing up, staff wished to emphasize that PAB is a significant employer of people with disabilities. Its employment practice is not limited to blind and PS people and also extends to well-qualified sighted staff. At the end of 2010, PAB employed about 1100 people and 350 of them were blind people. In addition, PAB employed about three thousand people in special projects run on a fee-for-fee basis. 
5.5 Sheltered enterprises for blind and partially sighted people
5.5.1 There are about 30 sheltered enterprises providing mainly for blind and ps people. Through the good offices of PAB we were able to visit nowa praca niewidomych, the New Labour Cooperative for blind and ps people in Warsaw and we were privileged to have a long discussion with Mr. kazimierz lemanczyk, the CEO, who has been himself blind since age ten.   From these discussions we gathered the following data:

5.5.2 The cooperative was established in 1956, within the ‘union of artistic cooperatives. Its output was craft based:  weaving [with a speciality in Scottish tartan (); knitting; ceramics; lamps; furniture. this prevailed until 19990, when the collapse of communism exposed the cooperative to competition in the open market. In this very difficult market situation, it was urgent to find new professions and activities for the employment of the labour force. The CEO told of the successes gained in this respect. Of particular note is the introduction of tele-marketing; development and production of an audio-digital reading device for visually impaired people, czytak; generation of audio information in 2 recording studios for use with this device. 

5.5.3 The cooperative employed 380 workers before 1990. Now it employs 85, more women being employed than men. 67 members of the work force are blind or ps.

5.5.4 The salaries of these workers are subsidised by the State Fund for Rehabilitation. Currently there is no state subsidy provided for maintenance and equipment of the plant. This must be met out of profits.

5.5.5 The governance of the cooperative is vested in a general meeting of the workers, who comprise the membership of the cooperative. It meets once a year when it elects a management board. Executive authority is vested in a board of three, the CEO and two deputies.

5.5.6 We commented that the history of workers’ cooperatives in many countries tended to show that workers were unwilling to vote against their own personal or short-term interests. The CEO replied that this cooperative has ‘an understanding labour force. There used to be some problems around such issues as profit-sharing versus investment for development.’

5.5.7 Mr. Krzysztof Teowniarz was present at this meeting. He is head of the management board and also responsible for production of the czytak reading device. He demonstrated it in performance. In size somewhat thicker than the Daisy Milestone, it produces synthesised speech which sounds very authentically ‘human’. It can also reproduce live human recordings, structured in daisy format.  The czytak is sold mainly to individual consumers in Poland. There is no export market at present.    The studios at the Cooperative produce about 5000 audio books in polish, some in synthesised speech, some recorded by live readers. The czytak is able to ‘read’ txt files from a smart card. It can also be used as a dictation machine. The czytak sells for PLN 1500 FR about  400 Euros?] Devices of foreign manufacture, such as the Milestone, can be purchased by polish consumers. Only chitak, however, can play all formats besides its own.

5.5.8 The cooperative provides books on smart cards free of charge to blind and ps people. Cards can be sent to the studio in Warsaw for copying books from masters, or books can be sent out to people who have their own computers.

5.5.8a Mr. Teowniarz also introduced us to the tele-marketing department of the cooperative. Here blind and partially sighted employees supply information to the public concerning agricultural grants available from the EU. No one calling in knows that they are visually impaired. The employees retrieve the information from a computer data base, reading the screen either by synthesised speech software or by screen magnification. The cooperative won the contract to do this tele-marketing from the EU by open competition and will, in due course, have to compete for the contract again.

5.5.9 We referred to the fact that sheltered enterprises generally employ very few people with ‘significant’ disabilities. The Ceo told us that the disabled work force of the cooperative here includes approximately 90% people with significant disability, i.e. Blind or ps. There is no formal progression policy in this cooperative and instances are confined to ‘exceptional cases only.’ In this connection the CEO commented firmly:  ‘Throughout Europe there is a tendency to liquidate sheltered enterprises.   in our experience a number could work in the mainstream labour market, but others cannot we need sheltered employment.’

5.5.10 The New labour Cooperative runs therapy workshops for people with complex needs.

5.5.11 The wages paid by this cooperative, said the CEO, are ‘not that high`’,but are comparable to other enterprises in Poland. Nowadays pensions can, to some extent, be linked to wages.

PART SIX
Conclusion
6.1 There is an obvious contrast between the pessimism expressed in par. 4.4.21 above by PAB staff concerning employment opportunities for blind and ps people in Poland and the qualified optimism expressed in part two by officials  of the Plenipotentiary and the State Fund for Rehabilitation.

6.2 We are in no doubt that the pessimism is authentic and deeply rooted among the blind and ps population of Poland. We believe that it is an objective assessment of the current position and immediate outlook.

6.3 Ewa Wanpiennik’s conclusions clearly indicate why this is the case and deserve to be reproduced in full:
6.4 ‘In the last few years there have been quite a lot of changes aiming at the vocational activation of people with disabilities. Due to changes in the legislation, people with disabilities were given better access to some active labour market policies which were previously reserved only for those disabled persons who were registered as unemployed (and people with disabilities often do not register as unemployed due to their entitlement to disability pensions). Nevertheless, the existing incentives schemes have not been successful in increasing significantly the number of people with disabilities who have entered the work force. Statistics and research show that people with severe disabilities, people living in rural areas, women and people with specific kinds of disability, particularly people with intellectual disabilities and people with multiple disabilities are at particular disadvantage. There is definitely a need for more research, especially concerning people with different types of disabilities. Recently conducted projects include long lists of recommendations aimed at improving the situation of people with disabilities in employment. There is a need to review the disability benefit system to improve the incentive to work, to modernise the education and training system in view of labour market needs, as well as make life-long learning more available to people with disabilities. People with disabilities should have much better access to vocational counselling and other employment services. As we read in the OECD report (2006) there is a need for fundamental change in the entire structure of support.’

6.5 Almost all of Wapiennik’s conclusions were echoed in the evidence we received from PAB.

6.6 However, we do not think that they necessarily justify pessimism about the medium to long term future. As we said in par. 3.1 above, ‘Poland has devised and partially put in place a modern system of support for people with disabilities (including blind and ps people) in the labour market.’ It is based on sound principles of right and inclusion and should yield results in the long term as the Polish economy expands. Such expansion, though not of course guaranteed, seems indicated by certain signs in current development. Not only is growth higher than in some other comparable economies, but there is clear evidence that a basis for sustained expansion is being formed. Thanks to ‘cohesion’ funds from the European Union, new infra-structure is being laid down, including high speed railway track, motorways and a second line for the Warsaw Metro.

6.7 Such development, short of a widespread economic catastrophe, should enable the state funded employment services to increase the participation of more than the ‘blind elite’ in the mainstream labour market.   It should also give market opportunities for well run sheltered enterprises like the New Labour Cooperative for the Blind in Warsaw.

6.8 We do not offer this assessment in any spirit of wishful thinking. The evidence that impairment specific employment activation programmes, funded by the state, can draw many blind and ps people into the mainstream labour market is clear in the history of such support in the UK.   In 1945 there were only 6,000 registered blind people in employment, half of them in sheltered enterprises. IN that year the state began systematic funding of impairment-specific social and vocational rehabilitation, training and assistive technology in the work place. By 1970 the number of registered blind people in employment had risen to 10,000, almost a doubling, and it more than doubled again between 1970 and 1990, rising to its present figure of 25,000.

6.9 Though more remains to be done, especially for people with complex needs, this was substantial progress. It should encourage blind and ps people in Poland to work constructively with the grain of the new policies and to campaign vigorously for better provision in such fields as rehabilitation and training. The disability unit of the EU Directorate of Employment and Social Affairs should follow up the work of the Academic Network of Experts in Disability (ANED) by closely monitoring EU initiatives and the European Blind Union should continue to support the sound principles and actions already being pursued by the Polish Association of Blind People.

Appendix One
Support for People with Severe Impairments or complex needs: Polish example of best practice
The Job Coach Project was the first supported employment programme in Poland. This program has been functioning since 2002 in Wrocław and is grounded in many years’ experiences of supported employment agencies in the USA (Mecklenburg Open Door, Charlotte, North Carolina) and Germany (Hamburger Arbeitassistenz, Hamburg).The target of this program is obtaining and maintaining permanent employment in an open labour market by a person with moderate and significant disability degree. This program is aimed at persons with intellectual disabilities and mental health problems aged 20-35 with low education level and without qualifications. The main implementer of the program is Wroclaw Assembly of Persons with Disabilities. The Association OSTOJA, whose establishments constitute the therapeutic infrastructure for this program, is engaged in implementation as well. This project has been, since its early beginning, financed by the local government of Wroclaw. In 2005 this project was awarded a prize in the 'Good Practices' Competition organised by SFR of Disabled Persons. Non-governmental organizations and local governments of Poland are welcome to make use of the experiences of some years' (and they do so). The plans of the program organizers for the future include, among others, the creation of a supported employment agencies network which would work according to the standards worked-out within the Job Coach Project. Until 2007, 38 persons with disabilities gained employment thanks to this project (of which 33 persons gained permanent employment).

The costs of the project in 2002-2007 are presented below in Table 7 (not reproduced).

Source:  E. Wapiennik, Employment of Disabled People in European countries:  Poland.
Appendix Two
Support for Students with Disabilities, Warsaw University; interview with Zbigniew Drzazga
FR - Please tell me about your office and how you work.

ZD - We support students with services to help them move about the university. For example we can provide cars to enable them to attend classes; we can identify an accessible room with no stairs for lectures. We can help to overcome barriers for students with hearing difficulties. Our principle is ‘An equal chance for everyone’. Deaf students can get photocopies for free. For blind and ps students we prepare materials, e.g. scan books, make audio recordings, give orientation instruction when they first start. We lend them equipment, e.g.  braille notetakers, magnifiers.

FR - How many students with disabilities do you cater for?
ZD - To speak truthfully the number is going down. Many want to study here. There is strong competition for entrance. Good results in the Matura are required. We can therefore help only students with high scores.

FR - Are there any allowances made for students with disabilities?

ZD - Due to the rules of the polish system the university cannot modify the matura requirements.

FR- Is that the same for all universities in Poland?

ZD- I am not sure about private universities, but it is so for all public ones.   But note that the university can interpret the matura results, e.g.  Give more weight to the score in English than in maths.

FR - I see. What other support do you give blind students?

ZD - At present we are working on a project to provide books for blind students. Formerly the ministry of Education would order, every 5 or 6 years, a quantity of textbooks for courses. This changed when blind and ps students went into the mainstream. Then they could not get the books the schools were using. Our project provides books for many subjects. We give them to the Ministry of Education to supply teachers, parents, etc.The ;format is mainly braille, but we also produce synthesised speech. With these books students can prepare for the matura and other public examinations. We supply blind and ps students throughout Poland.

FR - How many staff work in your unit?

ZD - About 20 paid staff.  Some are disabled. Staff organise the support services e.g.  drivers, book production, etc. we also have counsellors who advise students, not about their disabilities, but about their problems in general. We also make use of volunteers. These are mainly concentrated on book reproduction. The volunteers are often students of the university.

FR - Can you say something about the funding for the unit?

ZD - The University is obliged by a government regulation to provide support for students with disabilities. Or some categories of disability government gives the university additional funding. This gives the university an incentive to take them. The more students with disabilities the more income for the university.

FR- Do blind and ps students have the right to a sighted support worker?

ZD- Only for orientation. It is not common for classroom assistance, etc.   We feel we cannot achieve everything immediately. E.g.when new bathrooms are installed they are made accessible, but our buildings are old and we cannot make them all accessible immediately.

FR - What subjects do blind and ps students mainly read?

ZD - Law, languages, history, sociology probably. It is rare for anyone to study maths or science.

FR-What adjustments are made to the examination process?

ZD -They are allowed thirty minutes of extra time.  We think that is too little.   I am not at present sure wot would be right. E.g. you may need to describe pictures or present tables of statistics. This takes longer. Reading in braille can be half the speed of a sighted reader. So 30 more minutes is seldom enough. One solution we have sometimes adopted is to substitute equivalent tasks. E.g.in a cosmetics exam, instead of being required to say what is in a photograph the student is asked something else.

FR- Can you say something about universities other than Warsaw?

ZD - Private colleges sometimes exclude blind and ps students. Since their standards are often very low.most people prefer to go to public universities, the more so because they are free.

FR - The officials of the SFR told us that education was the key priority for people with disabilities.

ZD - I absolutely agree.`  It is the best way out of unemployment. For example, a recent TV programme showed what can happen. It focused on a whole community where a big public farm went bankrupt in 1992. Since then, hardly anyone there has worked. The workers were highly specialised and   could find no jobs of the same kind. This is why education is so important in Poland. It allows re-skilling, re-directing. Such situations impact harder on people with disabilities. There is a lot of prejudice against them.   There are many unnecessary barriers, e.g. a blind accountant cannot get a job because he/she cannot sign documents.

FR - What about lifelong learning?

ZD - This is something new for me.   I am very interested in it.   I would like to learn about the ‘2 + 2’ degree courses you participated in at the University of Warwick, UK.(Explanatory note by FR  a student who has never taken A-level examinations studies for two years at a college of further education. This is deemed equivalent to the first year of under-graduate studies at university and so the student goes straight into the second year of study.).

Fr- Do you think that your present budget is adequate?

ZD - I think it is fair, but I could always use more.

FR- Do you contact employers to help with job seeking by students with disabilities?

ZD- we have tried to do something. It does not work. I don't know why.   Maybe others could be more successful.  Warsaw University has a careers office for students. This is their task. They are the specialist. They have the contacts. We would cooperate if they had to deal with a student with disabilities. 
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.
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