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Executive summary

This report is a sequel to ‘The Hidden Majority’, presented by the authors to the European Blind Union in 2009, which may be consulted at 
http://www.euroblind.org
It applies the research methods employed for its predecessor to estimate the rates of economic activity/inactivity of blind and visually impaired people in the Netherlands. As in ‘The Hidden Majority’ the question of propensity to work is raised and the effectiveness of labour activation measures evaluated.

Part one summarises the methods and aims underlying the first report.

Part two turns to the Netherlands and reviews the history of attempts, since the mid-1990s, to reduce expenditure on disability pensions by (a) enforcing more stringent conditions of eligibility and (b) applying to all claimants an assessment of their capacity to work.

Part three reviews the help available to blind and visually impaired people who are assessed as capable of work. This covers the operations of the reintegration company, 'Verkpad’, which specialises in support for blind and visually impaired people. It also reviews the legal obligations laid on employers to make provision for people who lose sight at work, and on such employees themselves. It presents the aims, methods and achievements of Verkpad as outlined by the management staff, showing that their main aim is to support blind and visually impaired people into mainstream employment. There is shown to be a small provision for sheltered employment. 

Part four expresses dissatisfaction with the range of data available to service providers through the Ministry for Employment Insurance, (UWV) and draws attention to the on-going research by Professor Frans Nijhuis at Maastricht University.

Part five sets out the authors’ conclusions which, broadly summarised, are:

1 While the pension assessment system operates in the Netherlands to give many blind and visually impaired people access to effective support in the mainstream labour market, and to a small number in sheltered employment, the data available from the Ministry for Employment Insurance (UWV) is seriously inadequate to disclose the real rates of economic activity/inactivity, and also for estimating the extent of propensity to work among the inactive.

2 It is a notable peculiarity of the Dutch disability pension system that provision is made only for people with disabilities who have an employment record. For example, no provision is made by central government for mothers who experience serious sight loss without ever having been in paid employment.

3 Contrary to fairly widespread anecdotal testimony, employment of blind and visually impaired people in the Netherlands is not especially dependent on the sheltered workshop sector. Indeed provision in this sector for slower workers and people with complex needs, who are also blind or visually impaired, would appear to be very meagre. As compared with Germany, there is a notable lack of interest in the question of providing employment for blind and visually impaired people with complex needs through social enterprise, although it was encouraging to hear that Bartiméus is currently investigating the possibility of creating a social firm as part of its work in this sector.

4 The Dutch Ministry should give serious attention to the ‘Work Focus’ project carried out by RNIB (Royal National Institute of Blind People) in the UK, and reported in The Hidden Majority. This showed that there is a propensity to work amongst a significant proportion of blind and partially sighted people who are economically inactive, a propensity which is frustrated by lack of knowledge of the support services available for them and by serious under-estimation of their own capacities.

5 In view of the inadequacy of data in all the member states now brought under review, EBU should continue to press the Directorate of Employment and Social Affairs of the European Union to promote research which will enable careful and precise monitoring of the rate of economic inactivity among blind and visually impaired people and so provide a context in which agencies can rationally assess the propensity to work among their target groups.

The Hidden Majority in the Netherlands
Part one: background and introduction
1.1 In 2009 we presented to the European Blind Union a report entitled The Hidden Majority: a study of economic inactivity among blind and partially sighted people in Sweden, Germany and Romania [
] The report (cited herein as THM) began by reviewing evidence which strongly suggested that a majority of blind and partially sighted people in the European Union are economically inactive – the 'Hidden Majority’ of the title. It went on to cite evidence drawn from the United Kingdom that there exists a propensity to work among this economically inactive group, which suggested that more blind and partially sighted people could be enabled to participate in the labour market if they could be identified and offered appropriate kinds of support to obtain and retain employment. (THM, ch. 1, 3.1-3.10).

1.2 this evidence suggested the three main aims of the report, which were:

(i) to investigate labour activation measures and employment support services in each country.

(ii) to estimate the rate of economic inactivity prevailing among blind and partially sighted people of working age in Sweden, Germany and Romania.

(iii) to report on these matters to the European Blind Union, recommending good practice found in either country, which might be disseminated throughout the European Union by the activities of EBU and its member organisations. (THM, ch. 1, 6.2)

1.3 Prior to publication of The Hidden Majority, little was known in detail about this topic outside the countries concerned. Extensive investigations of sources in the public domain failed to disclose any data of the desired depth and scope. Conference reports shed little light upon it. The websites of national employment agencies were silent about it. A rapid survey of printed literature concerned with visual impairment also failed to produce relevant data.

1.4 The authors therefore proposed that EBU should seek funding to enable them to carry out a preliminary study of the situation in three member states of the European Union. Funding was obtained from the European Union (generously supplemented by Royal National Institute of Blind People, UK). Three member states were selected for investigation. Sweden was chosen because a 2001 EBU report had indicated a rate of ‘unemployment’ of around 5 percent, while the Swedish Association of the Visually Impaired had estimated that more than half its members were economically inactive. Germany was selected because the same 2001 report cited a high rate, 72%, of ‘unemployment’. Romania was selected on the suggestion of the EU Commission, as a new member state, where rapid economic growth since 2000 had not benefited blind and partially sighted people by drawing more of them into the labour market. (THM, ch. 1, 5.1-5.3)

1.5 With support from the European Commission (as acknowledged above in the preface), the authors were able to extend the study to the Netherlands and this report should be read in the light of the hidden majority. The Netherlands was chosen for investigation because preliminary inquiries revealed nothing about the participation of blind and partially sighted people in the labour market, while anecdotal evidence known to the authors referred to an unusually high rate of employment in sheltered workshops. It seemed necessary to establish whether or not the Netherlands differed radically from the pattern of relatively successful mainstreaming found in the UK, Sweden and Germany.

1.6 The methodology employed was broadly similar to that used in the hidden majority (THM, ch. 1, 6.1-6.10).

1.7 We conducted structured interviews with people responsible for delivering state financed employment services for blind and partially sighted people and attempted to cross check the results as far as possible by interviewing well informed observers as to the way in which the services impact on blind and partially sighted people of working age, both in and out of employment. To this end 
our study visit to the Netherlands took place on 13-14 September, 2010. Through the good offices of Bartiméus International we were able to interview Mr Hans van Grieken, CEO, and Mrs Diane Massaar, Manager, of Werkpad Ltd, Mr Peter Hulsen, Director of Viziris and Professor Frans Nijhuis of Maastricht University. We are grateful for their time and the assistance of Mr Arrie Huijgen and Mr Henk de Jong of Bartiméus who also contributed to discussions. Further details of these organisations are given in Appendix Two.

1.8 It should be noted that, for the present report, we diverged from our previous methods in certain respects. We were able to devote only two working days to the interviews as opposed to three days each for Sweden, Germany and Romania. We were unable to arrange interviews with officials responsible for the administration of public funds assigned to labour activation measures for our study group. This is perhaps the main difference from our reports on Sweden and Germany and we think it is regrettable.
1.9 As in the three earlier studies, the interviews were loosely structured around a list of eight written questions, which we submitted in advance to all the interviewees (see Appendix One).   The questionnaire was loosely structured and this was intended to give interviewees an opportunity to supply both detailed information and broad reflections. We believe the interviews worked well in this respect.

1.10 Each interview lasted approximately two hours, conducted in successive sessions. On day one there were additional, less structured, conversations conducted with officials of Bartiméus, which added valuable information. For Sweden and Germany these interviews were the basis of a rough first draft of the relevant chapters in the hidden majority (THM, ch. 2 and 3). Before these chapters were finalised the rough draft was shown to each interviewee under a guarantee of personal anonymity (THM, ch. 1, 6.7). This enabled the interviewees to provide many valuable corrections, supplementary evidence and comments. This opportunity for joint revision has been repeated in the case of the Netherlands, but the condition of anonymity was acknowledged in all interviews to be unnecessary.

1.11 In general we think the process resulted in broad agreement between us and the participants that this report gives a balanced account of the employment services and their impact on blind and partially sighted people in the Netherlands. Differences of emphasis and occasionally of interpretation remain, however, and we have disclosed them as objectively as we can in the text.

1.12 Finally, as with the hidden majority, we do not claim that this report forms anything like the last word on the questions we raised.  What we hope is that it will stimulate further study and, above all, action at all levels of the EU to reach and incentivise the ‘hidden majority’ of economically inactive people who are blind and partially sighted. In furtherance of this we have added to our conclusions a list of recommendations for the consideration of EBU.

Part two: work and pensions in the Netherlands
The origins of the disability regulations: the 1960s

2.1.1 Current labour activation measures to support blind and visually impaired people in the Netherlands labour market must be viewed in the perspective of recent changes in pension policy. These are clearly outlined by J de Vroom and M Rovers, in an article to be found on the world wide web [
]. We have taken this article as authoritative for our purposes and gratefully acknowledge our indebtedness to it for this section of our report.

2.1.2 The disability regulations implemented in the Netherlands in recent decades were originally designed in the 1960s. Sickness benefit, originally introduced in the 1930s, was fixed at 80% of the last-earned salary. In 1967 the Disablement Benefits Act (WAO unified provision for industrial injury and ‘civilian’ disability. As with sickness, disability benefit (db) was set at 80% of the last-earned salary. This was thought to be a high level of benefit yet, ‘given the economic situation and expectations regarding the number of people likely to claim benefit under the terms of the act, it was considered to be feasible. It was expected that no more than 150,000 employees would claim db.

2.1.3 The act had two goals: (a) to provide security of income in the event that an employee became disabled and (b) rehabilitation.   The latter was a primary objective, as could be seen from provisions which were intended to help reintegrate people with disabilities into the work process. 
2.1.4 One of these conditions was the so-called ‘assessment article’ which specified that, in establishing the degree of disability, the position of the disabled person within the labour market (i.e. the possibility of the disabled employee finding work) could be taken into account' [
].
2.1.5 This article in particular had a considerable influence on the growth in the number of persons on disability benefit.

2.1.6 In 1970, in terms of 'benefit-years', the number of people receiving disability benefit was approximately 195,000. In other words, the figure was already well above the expectations held at the time that the WAO was introduced. In terms of the working population, in 1970 the number of persons on disability benefit was 5.2%.

Political and social developments from the 1970's onwards

Economic developments of the 1970s began to undermine the expectations of legislators in the 1960s. The economy entered a deep, worldwide recession. There was a dramatic increase in unemployment as businesses moved to restructure their labour force. Conditions for disability benefit were far more favourable than for unemployment benefit and ‘surplus personnel were shepherded to [the former] on a large scale’ with a view to reintegration under the ‘assessment article’. However, in retrospect, there is some doubt as to whether the large number of employees declared disabled actually were so' [
].
2.2.1 As things turned out, ‘the reintegration function of the WAO failed entirely' [
]. The number of jobs available was so small that people with disabilities were rarely able to find paid employment. The executive institutions responsible for reintegration paid more attention to establishing the level of benefit than to measures for reintegrating the client.

2.2.2 In these circumstances, the number of disability benefit payments grew spectacularly in the 1970s. The volume of disability benefits increased from 195,000 benefit-years in 1970 to 610,000 in 1980. The number of employees drawing invalidity benefits increased by approximately 240%.

2.2.3 The 1970s gave way in the 1980s to a deep economic crisis, in which unemployment rose dramatically. The financial deficit approached 10%, while total social security contributions rose to 
more than 20% of national income. The 1980s therefore saw a stream of proposals to reduce the financial deficit and the collective burden of social security. A number of short term measures ensued. The level of benefit was reduced a number of times, the indexing of benefit was dispensed with on several occasions and finally, in 1984, benefit percentages were reduced to 70% of the last-earned salary.

2.2.4 These measures checked the growth in benefit payments to some extent, but failed to halt it. This was caused, to a very considerable extent, by the fact that the old practice was maintained' [
]. Employers regarded classification as disabled as a convenient and inexpensive method of laying off excess – and, above all, elderly – personnel, while employees considered it as safe and socially acceptable. The ‘assessment article’ was abolished so that people could be declared 100% disabled ‘on a large scale' [
]. By 1992, the Netherlands was approaching a total of one million disabled persons among a population of about 16 million - far more than any neighbouring European countries.

2.2.5 This became notorious as ‘the Dutch disease’ and support for more radical pension reform became widespread.

2.2.6 Between 1992-1994 three legislative proposals were adopted. These follow numbered 1 - 3.
(1) An act for the reduction of the number of disablement benefit claimants (known as the TAV act). Key elements of this act consisted of the introduction of premium differentiation in the sickness benefits act and the introduction of the bonus/penalty system within the disability regulations. An employer’s premium was determined by the employer's rate of staff absenteeism due to illness. A bonus/penalty-system rewarded an employer for employing a disabled person. If an employee was classified as disabled the employer was obliged to pay a penalty. The employer could avoid having to pay the fine by continuing to employ the employee in question.

(2) An act for restriction of claims on the disablement benefits regulations (known as the TBA act). It tightened up assessments and reduced the level of benefit payments. It continued to view disability as a wage-related rather than a medical concept - i.e. classification as disabled based on what the applicant is capable of earning in relation to what he or she was formerly earning. But it no longer took account of the applicant’s previous occupation and level of earnings. Rather assessment (and therefore level of pension) was now related to the maximum income someone was still capable of earning regardless of the former work or level of education. Thus, if someone with a scientific background was still able to carry out simple administrative work, the degree of disability was determined on the basis of the maximum salary he or she was capable of earning at this kind of work.

In addition people under fifty years of age, formerly assessed as disabled, were to be reassessed. The fixing of benefit at 70% of last-earned salary was abolished. Level of benefit became age-related, broadly increasing with the age of the applicant. At the same time benefit levels were generally reduced by introducing a formula related to the Dutch minimum wage.

(3) An act for reduction of absenteeism due to sickness (known as the TZ act) placed upon an employer an obligation to pay a person’s salary for the first six weeks of absence from work due to illness. The TZ and TAB acts proved generally acceptable, as did the new assessment criterion in the TBA act. The lowering of the level of benefit, however, met with massive opposition and almost led to the resignation of the government. A compromise was reached. It was decided that the payments of those already entitled to disability benefit would remain the same at the expense of a greater reduction in the level of benefit paid to new applicants.

2.2.7 Despite short term protest over benefit levels, the results of the TBA act were ‘spectacular' [
]. The new criteria for assessing disability produced a dramatic drop in the number of people entering the pension regime. Many were removed - mainly as a result of reassessment. The outflow from the system became, for the first time, greater than the inflow. At the end of 1993 there were still 921,000 persons in the Netherlands drawing disability benefit. By the end of 1995 this figure had dropped to 860,000 – a drop of more than 60,000 persons in just two years' [
].
2.2.8 Yet it has proved impossible to reduce benefit claims much further, partly because of an increase and ageing of the working population. This has led to greater emphasis on the second aim of the TBA act, reintegration. Broadly, employers have been given increased obligations to prevent sickness at work, which leads not only to absenteeism but also often to disability. Employers now have to pay salary for the first two years of sickness. If disability results, they must during that time seek to accommodate the employee in the firm by arranging for appropriate support and/or moving the person to a more suitable job within the firm. Employers who fail to retain such employees in the firm are penalised. Employers who recruit disabled employees are rewarded.

2.2.9 At the same time, the government agency, Uitvoeringsinstelling Werknemers Verzekeringen (freely translated here as Ministry for Employment Insurance, but henceforth referred to in this report by its Dutch acronym ‘UWV’), has been given responsibility for assessing levels of disability. People assessed as totally unfit for work are put on permanent disability pension. The others, assessed as fit to work with support, are referred to a ‘reintegration company’ which specialises in supporting them back to work by measures appropriate to their specific disability. In the next part we describe how this operates for blind and partially sighted people.

Part three: employment support for blind and visually impaired people in the Netherlands
Help with finding work

3.1.1 The funding of programmes for the reintegration of visually impaired people is the responsibility of UWV. It is also responsible for assessment of disability. Blind and visually impaired school leavers are assessed at age seventeen to establish their ability to earn minimum wage. Older people, who experience onset of sight loss at work will have their salary paid by the employer for the first two years of ‘sickness’. During this period the employer is expected to make arrangements for retaining them in the firm. To this end the employer may seek advice from UWV, for which there is a charge.

3.1.2 If the disabled employee has not been accommodated in this way within two years, he/she will be assessed for disability pension by experts of UWV. This assessment consists of (a) a medical assessment of sight loss and (b) an assessment of the client’s potential to remain at or return to work, given appropriate assistive technology and other support. If a client is assessed as incapable of remaining in or returning to work UWV will award a disability pension for life, fixed at 75% of last salary. If the assessment establishes that the client is capable of remaining in or returning to work, he/she is referred to Werkpad to be interviewed by one of its job coaches.

3.1.3 We asked how UWV would make pension provision for a person who had never worked, or someone who had not worked for a considerable time, e.g. a non-working mother, who acquired sight loss after school leaving age? In such a case there may be no previous salary. We were informed that, “unfortunately there is no pension for these examples. The local municipality is obliged to do something to help these people towards the labour market, but the budget is very small.”
3.1.4 UWV funds several measures designed to encourage employers to retain/recruit a disabled employee, such as:

* UWV pays for all the assistive equipment. But are encouraged to retain/recruit a disabled person, in various ways, viz:

· during the first five years of employment UWV will pay the employee’s salary during any periods of absence due to illness.

· all employers must pay a fee to UWV to help provide employment for people with disabilities, but they receive a discount on this fee if they retain/recruit a disabled person.

· UWV will pay a wage subsidy if an employer retains/recruits a young person with disability who cannot achieve the expected rate of productivity.

3.1.5 Until recently, reintegration support was provided by Bartiméus and two other organisations. Three organisations decided to concentrate their efforts by setting up Werkpad Ltd, of which they are all three corporate shareholders. Werkpad, (‘Path to Work’) is a ‘reintegration company’ with a head office in Houten and six regional offices, which employ 68 job coaches in the field. These staff support four categories of disabled people into and at work; visually and hearing impaired, and people with autism and linguistic impairment. For convenience in this report we refer to these as ‘the impairment categories’. Each job coach specialises in two of the four impairment categories.

3.1.6 Werkpad exists to tender for contracts with UWV and employers at large, for the purpose of supporting people in the four categories who are trying to remain at or return to work after onset of disability. While Bartiméus deals chiefly with blind and visually impaired people of school age, people who acquire sight loss after leaving school are, in the main, referred to Werkpad.

3.1.7 In consultation with the client Werkpad will draw up a personalised plan to retain the client at work or to permit him/her to return to work at the previous or some other job. The plan may cover up to two years and may include formal courses of training, either at the Bartiméus residential centre at Ermelo, or in the client’s own locality under the ‘Visio’ programme operated by Bartiméus. If no such training is deemed necessary job coaching will usually last six months, but UWV will pay for up to five years.

3.1.8 At any given time there are 200 blind and visually impaired people undertaking personalised employment plans with Werkpad. 
At present, 54% of them is male, 46% female. 100 clients leave the programme each year. UWV requires a success rate of 40% and Werkpad achieves 50%.It is a goal of Werkpad to find alternative activity for the other 50%. This, we were told, might be voluntary work or ‘day-activities’ presumably in a dedicated establishment. “Actually it will be anything that is considered meaningful by our clients”.
3.1.9 On completion and acceptance of a personalised plan, UWV pays Werkpad 20% of the total fee for implementation. A further 30% is paid when the client is placed in/returns to work and the remaining 50% when the client has been in the job for six months. Werkpad derives 80% of its income from UWV. Recently it has started to tender contracts with employers to support employees who are experiencing sight loss during the first two years of ‘sickness’. UWV encourages employers so to contract with Werkpad by imposing a financial penalty on those who take no action.

3.1.10 If a client refuses to accept a personalised plan he/she suffers reduction of disability benefit.

3.1.11 A Werkpad plan may recommend sheltered employment for a particular client. In this case UWV will subsidise salary on a scale up to €28,000, depending on severity of disability.

3.1.12 There are about 140 sheltered workshops in the Netherlands employing some 90,000 people who would be seriously disadvantaged in the mainstream labour market. This includes a small number of blind and visually impaired people. There are long waiting lists for employment in these workshops. The average waiting time is two years.

3.1.13 There are two sheltered workshops which specialise in employing blind and visually impaired people. One of these is run by Bartiméus and we heard that its most successful department is upholstery. The upholstery section contracts with companies which regularly replace their furniture. There is also an assembly department which contracts to provide parts like switches for electronic devices. Braille and print production also provides employment for blind and visually impaired people. There are also waiting lists for these two sheltered workshops.

3.1.14 There are no official statistics showing the number of blind and visually impaired people employed in sheltered workshops throughout the Netherlands. Staff at Bartiméus estimate that on average five blind and visually impaired people are employed in 83 sheltered workshops for the disabled, a total of 415.

3.1.15 There is no Netherlands legislation requiring any firm or government agency to give priority to sheltered workshops when procuring goods for their own use.

3.1.16 In some member states of the EU, sheltered workshops are required to operate a ‘progression’ policy, i.e. to move a proportion of their employees annually into mainstream jobs. There is no such general requirement in the Netherlands. However, Bartiméus has a policy to support some of its sheltered workshop employees to progress in this way. Workers who are assessed as suitable for ‘guided employment’, are supported into mainstream jobs. Once there, support by Bartiméus continues for six months. After that they are expected to be independent and take care of their own career. If, on the other hand, it becomes clear that such independence is too difficult for them, they can return to work in a sheltered workshop. The costs to Bartiméus of such support can be so high that there is no financial benefit to the charity at all. “even so,” we were informed, “the wish of the visually impaired person is the most important consideration and will always be put first”.
3.1.17 Werkpad staff estimated that there are 60,000 blind and visually impaired people of working age (15-65 years) in the Netherlands. Of these 15,000 (25%) are in paid employment.

3.1.18 The jobs done by these 15,000 may be indicated by the vocational training courses which students undertake at Bartiméus. These prepare them for mainstream jobs. A large proportion of students aim for office jobs in administration and commerce. The production of software for information and communication technology is also prominent. Staff of Werkpad indicate that the jobs obtained by their clients are ‘vary various’. A list includes: social worker; metal worker; medical secretary in a hospital; worker on an assembly line; luggage handler at Schiphol Airport; librarian. The list corroborates evidence already compiled by EBU [
, showing that blind and visually impaired people are capable of performing well in a remarkable range of mainstream jobs. 
Uniquely, perhaps, the Netherlands have blind people employed to monitor telephone calls and audio recordings for security purposes. These blind people are valued for their listening skills, which include acute hearing and ability to interpret coded messages.

3.1.19 Staff of Werkpad and of Bartiméus consider that the privatised employment service in the Netherlands has worked well for blind and visually impaired people. “It is the best system in the world”, one said. Staff also think that Werkpad is a good solution to the problem of competition between agencies working for blind and visually impaired people. Until c. 2000 the Ministry for Employment sponsored Bartiméus to undertake all such reintegration work. Around that time the system was thrown open to competition and three organisations including Bartiméus found themselves competing against one another. Now only one company, Werkpad, tenders for contracts on behalf of the four impairment groups. Operating as it does on commercial principles brings greater financial discipline. The company has to be results focused because none of the sthere is no charity standing behind to bail it out. The three corporate shareholders expect the company to make a profit and allow profits to be reinvested in the company. Finally, the staff of Werkpad think that commercial companies prefer to deal with a commercial company rather than a charity or government agency.

3.1.20 At the same time staff perceive challenges for the future. Clients referred to them are increasingly people with complex needs. People who are simply blind or visually impaired and possess good social skills “do not come to us” they said. It is difficult to provide work for people with complex needs as there is no model of employment provision between the mainstream and sheltered workshops.

3.1.20 Another perceived problem is that many clients, especially older ones, suffer from ‘burn out’ and that this is more true of visually impaired people than blind.Hence such clients are often looking for part time employment.

3.1.21 There is also a challenge of rising competition from ‘private insurance companies’. The state is encouraging them to make provision in this sector. If an employment service like Werkpad is to draw in blind and visually impaired people who are economically inactive there needs to be proactive outreach. Staff at Werkpad consider that, “it is an ugly fact that so many people are sitting at home”. Like the employment services in Sweden, Germany and UK, they can only offer help to people who come through their doors. Unlike the Federal Employment Agency in Germany, however, they are not complacent. They do not claim that anyone who really wants a job will get it. They try to reach economically inactive people by advertising through their website. They also give talks to groups of blind and visually impaired people promoted by their organisations, such as Viziris.

3.1.22 It was disturbing to find that neither UWV nor Werkpad nor Bartiméus had any clear evidence as to the rate of economic inactivity among blind and visually impaired people in the Netherlands.  Professionals in this sector seem to work with the ‘guesstimate’ that there are 60,000 blind and visually impaired of working age of whom 15,000 (25%) are in paid employment. Clearly a ‘guesstimate’ is no basis on which to assess the success or otherwise of a state-funded employment service whose declared aim is to reduce the number of people on disability pension by reintegration into the labour market. Staff at Werkpad say they have pressed UWV for precise statistics relating to blind and visually impaired people, only to be told that such statistics are not kept by the agency. We found this problem also existed in Sweden, Germany and Romania and we return to it in the concluding section of this report.

Employment rehabilitation in the Netherlands
3.2.1 For blind and visually impaired people there are two national care providers, Bartiméus and Royal Visio. Visio (as it is commonly called) provides employment rehabilitation through a national rehabilitation centre, Het Loo Erf at Apeldoorn. It has capacity for 30 people to undertake residential courses, focusing on daily living skills. The employer is responsible for meeting the cost of attending the course. The course may last for two years. Cf. www.visio.org

3.2.2 In addition to the national centre, there are regional centres run by Visio and Bartiméus all over the Netherlands, to which blind and visually impaired people can go to get skills training for daily living, information and communications technology and mobility.

  3.2.3 To gain access to social rehabilitation services, e.g. to obtain long term care, a person must have an 'indication', i.e. certification by a government department which will pay for it. The holder of an indication can take it to a supplier to get the care that is needed.

Support for employers in the Netherlands
3.3.1 A number of those whom we spoke to referred to the need to raise awareness amongst employers of the abilities of blind and visually impaired people.

3.3.2 There are measures to activate employers. These include:

* a Werkpad consultant can talk through issues with a prospective employer.

* an employer can take on a blind or visually impaired person for a trial period of 6 months and UWV will pay for this.

*Bartiméus has attempted to deal with employers’ unfamiliarity with the abilities of blind and visually impaired people by making a film of its clients at work and this has been sent to employers.

Part four: issues with data
4.1 Professor Nijhuis at Maastricht University confirmed that there are almost one million persons drawing disability pension in the Netherlands. Since the mid-1990s this has been based on assessment of their earning capacity. As elsewhere in Western Europe, the administration of social security determines the number of people recognised as disabled. Major changes in the administration of Dutch social security around 1999 and 2000 aimed to increase participation in the labour market by people with disabilities. The two most important changes were:
(a) The increased responsibility laid upon employers and employees to re-integrate actively into employment, either in the job held at onset of disability or in another more appropriate to their impairment.

(b) The re-assessment of all persons with a disability benefit, based on new, more severe, acceptance criteria.

4.2 These changes placed greater responsibilities on individual pension claimants and employers for reintegration of people who develop serious sight loss.

4.3 Young people with disabilities can get a pension at eighteen with a value up to 75% of minimum wage. There has been a steep increase in the number of young people getting disability pension and at 5% of the cohort, the Netherlands may be said to have the highest rate in the European Union. Most of these claimants have learning difficulties. Only a small proportion have a visual impairment.

4.4 Professor Nijhuis then went on to express strong scepticism about the often cited statistic that there are 60,000 blind and visually impaired people of working age in the Netherlands, of whom 25% are in work. He observed that we know nothing about the degree of sight loss of those in work. We also know nothing about the number of economically inactive people who have a propensity to work. Privatisation of the employment service has resulted in a focus on the individual customer, rather than the bigger picture of blind and visually impaired people in the labour market. In a period of less than full employment, every person you place in a job keeps another person out. Privatisation has solved some problems because the reintegration professional is willing to engage with blind and visually impaired individuals and knows the local labour market intimately. But it must be noted that there is a disincentive to engage with disabled people who are farthest from the labour market. All this makes it very difficult to say whether the reintegration policy is having the effect of reducing economic inactivity among blind and visually impaired people.

4.5 Professor Nijhuis proceeded to place his current research in this context. His first task was to find a sampling frame which could yield reliable knowledge of the number of blind and visually impaired people who are economically active. He explained that there is no register of blind and visually impaired people in the Netherlands, so we do not know what the number is.

4.6 His solution was to examine the sales data of companies who supply assistive equipment for blind and visually impaired people. The analysis of the sample so derived is nearing completion and will be published shortly.

4.7 When published, this research will establish with much greater accuracy the proportion of blind and nearly blind people in employment. It seems likely that it will be very small. Nevertheless, current social security data probably under-estimates this number. For example, there is a regulation that employers must retain employees who report sick for two years. None of these people appear in disability statistics.

4.8 Another distortion arises from the fact that payment of disability pension is based on earning capacity and not on disability.
4.9 Professor Nijhuis believes that prevalence of visual impairment in the working age population is the same across member states of the European Union; eye diseases have much the same prevalence in these countries and there is little genetic variation in 
the population. So the causes of any variation in economic inactivity must be found in such circumstances as environment, infra-structure and cultural standards which ultimately shape social security and labour activation policies. For example a lack of public transport may inhibit blind and visually impaired people from working and employer attitudes to hiring them can be significant but there are also questions of self-perception on the part of blind/visually impaired individual. A study of blind and visually impaired people who have been successful in the mainstream labour market has shown that they attribute their success to their willingness to be open about their impairment, combined with the willingness of colleagues and superiors to discuss their problems with them and seek solutions. Finally countries vary in their cultural attitudes to work. For example one may have a relatively high degree of toleration for people who say they find it too difficult to work full time, while another has relatively low toleration for what it considers ‘the work shy’.

4.10 Professor Nijhuis has co-authored a comparative study of the reasons why employers hire people with disabilities in sixteen EU countries. Cf. D. Macaneny, B van Lierop and F Nijhuis at www.optiwork.org

4.11 From all this Professor Nijhuis is led to the conclusion that self-assessment by blind and visually impaired person is important and that reduction of economic inactivity might be promoted by teaching blind and visually impaired people how best to conduct themselves in interviews, in work and in social interaction with colleagues and superiors. He agreed that it was also important to remove barriers. At the same time there must be real support for employers to defray the cost of hiring people with disabilities, such as provision of assistive technology. Administrative barriers to dismissal of people with disabilities whose work proved unsatisfactory should be removed.

4.12 Professor Nijhuis also sees a need for some form of sheltered employment, supported by government, for people who are not able to reach 30% productivity rate, because it is too costly for mainstream employers to hire them. In addition he sees a need for supported employment in the mainstream labour market.

Part five: Conclusions
5.1 We consider that the pension assessment system operated by UWV gives many blind and visually impaired people in the Netherlands access to effective measures of support in the mainstream labour market. Many of these are similar to measures operating in Sweden, Germany and the UK.

5.2 However we must draw attention to a notable peculiarity of the Dutch system. As noted above (3.1.3), UWV makes provision only for people with disabilities who have an employment record. It is disturbing to realise that, for example, mothers who have never worked and experience serious sight loss are thus excluded from provision.

5.3 Contrary to anecdotal evidence, employment of blind and visually impaired people in the Netherlands is not especially dependent on the sheltered workshop sector. Indeed provision in this sector for slower workers and people with complex needs, who are also blind or visually impaired, would appear to be, as elsewhere, very meagre. No doubt the anecdotal evidence related to the relatively large size of this sector for other people who are disadvantaged in the labour market. In this respect the Netherlands are perhaps more similar to Sweden and Germany than to the UK, where many sheltered factories run by the Remploy company have recently been closed and their work force have either transferred to other supported employment situations in mainstream employment or moved onto benefits.

5.4 We recommend UWV to consider RNIB’s ‘’Work Focus’ research, reported in The Hidden Majority. This showed that there is a propensity to work amongst a proportion of blind and partially sighted people who are economically inactive, a propensity which is frustrated by lack of knowledge of the services available for them and by serious under-estimation of their own capacities.

5.6 As compared with Germany, there is a notable lack of consideration of the problem of blind and visually impaired people with complex needs through social enterprise. It was encouraging to heare that Bartiméus is currently investigating the possibility of creating a social firm as part of its work in this sector.

5.7 The lack of macro-economic statistics makes it impossible to assess the impact of employment services in the Netherlands on the employment status of working-age blind and visually impaired people. In ‘the hidden majority’ we pointed out that none of the member states we studied maintains adequate data for evaluating the situation of blind and partially sighted people in the labour market. We recommend EBU to continue to press the European Union to promote research which will enable careful and precise monitoring of the rate of economic inactivity among blind and visually impaired people and provide a context in which agencies can rationally assess the propensity to work among their target groups.

5.8 We believe there is much merit in Professor Nijhuis’s attempt to develop a self-assessment instrument to help blind and visually impaired job seekers and employees to maximise their chance in the labour market. EBU should monitor research at Maastricht and other universities such as Birmingham with a view to publicising results as a basis for action.

List of recommendations

1. We recommend UWV to consider RNIB’s ‘’work focus’ research, reported in the hidden majority. This showed that there is a propensity to work amongst a proportion of blind and partially sighted people who are economically inactive, a propensity which is frustrated by lack of knowledge of the services available for them and by serious under-estimation of their own capacities. (par. 5.4)

2. The lack of macro-economic statistics makes it impossible to assess the impact of employment services in the Netherlands on the employment status of working-age blind and visually impaired people. In ‘The Hidden Majority’ we pointed out that none of the member states we studied maintains adequate data for evaluating the situation of blind and partially sighted people in the labour market. We recommend EBU to continue to press the European Union to promote research which will enable careful and precise monitoring of the rate of economic inactivity among blind and visually impaired people and provide a context in which agencies can rationally assess the propensity to work among their target groups. (par. 5.7)

3 We believe there is much merit in Professor Nijhuis’s attempt to develop a self-assessment instrument to help blind and visually impaired job seekers and employees to maximise their chance in the labour market. EBU should monitor research at Maastricht and other universities such as Birmingham with a view to publicising results as a basis for action. (par. 5.8)

Appendix one: questions around which the interviews were structured
1 A legal definition of blindness and/or partial sight which qualifies a person to access special labour activation programmes

2 Number of blind and partially sighted people in employment, broken down by age, gender and additional impairments

3 Number of occupations in which blind and partially sighted people are employed together with any indication of clustering in one dominant occupation

4 Number of blind and/or partially sighted people actively seeking work, broken down by age and gender and additional impairments

5 Number of blind and/or partially sighted people who are economically inactive, broken down by age, and gender

6 Number of blind and partially sighted people close to the labour market

7 Number of blind and partially sighted people distant from the labour market

8 Types of social security benefit paid to blind and partially sighted people who are economically inactive, distinguishing between income substitution and compensation for the costs of disability

9 Level of the above expressed as a percentage of average annual earnings

10 Labour activation programmes specially provided for blind and partially sighted people aimed

(a) at employment in mainstream occupations and

(b) at employment in special centres e.g. Sheltered factories, social enterprises, social firms, etc.

11 Legislation aimed at influencing employers to employ blind and partially sighted people, e.g. Quotas, reserved occupations.

Appendix two: organisations visited and interviewees
Arrie Huijgen and Henk de Jong, Bartiméus International.
Bartiméus International is a division of Bartiméus, the second largest organisation for blind and partially sighted people in the Netherlands. Bartiméus has been in existence since 1913. It ‘aims to improve the quality of life for the blind and visually impaired’ [
]. At its establishment in Ermelo it offers (residential) vocational training courses,  to prepare blind and partially sighted people for work. These courses may last up to two years. There is also a sheltered workshop and a separate publishing business which produces in braille and print. The establishment in Zeist offers (residential) primary and secondary schooling. Bartiméus has 17 Regional Offices, which offer tailor-made support for the client in his or her own environment.

Peter Hulsen, Viziris
Viziris is a member of the Council of Disabled People’s Organisations. It has no individual members, but acts as an umbrella organisation for six affiliated organisations which do. Of these, 4 are concerned with visual impairment:

* one is for people with macular degeneration (8000 members).

* one provides social contact, is organised regionally and campaigns on regional issues (5000 members).

* one is for parents of visually impaired children.

* one is for guide dog owners.

Viziris has seven staff and this represents a reduction from fourteen due to financial difficulties a year ago. In effect Viziris is a new organisation commenced on a smaller scale which Mr Hulsen joined this spring after leaving his work in the field of relations with social organisations in the Ministry of Health at the Hague.
Viziris supports blind and visually impaired people to share their experiences, promotes guidelines for accessible websites and maintains a telephone help desk called ‘Eyeline’. Visually impaired 
people can call it for advice on any matter and the topics of these calls have helped Viziris establish three priority campaign issues:

*mobility & the public environment.

*automated methods of payment for public transport.

*education and access to literature for study and business [
].

Mr Hulsen recognises that the position of visually impaired people in the labour market is a big issue but as only small numbers of Viziris members call Eyeline with employment related problems it is not one of their priorities.

Viziris is to be congratulated on its financial recovery and on its recruitment of a vigorous and experienced director.

Professor Frans Nijhuis, Maastricht University

Professor Nijhuis has worked at the university since 1980. He is Director of the Vocational Rehabilitation Institute for people with neurological and sensory problems and also director of the Sonnerherdt Vocational Centre.
Since 1996 he has been working in the school of medical science at Maastricht University. His current research interest is the integration of people with disabilities into the labour market, including the return to work process for people who develop disability during their working lives.

This has led him to make two studies directly related to blind and visually impaired people:

* the attitude of employees and employers about working behaviour of blind and visually impaired people. The results of this work have been published.
* research in progress on the labour market position of persons with visual impairment.

This four year project has two major goals:

* to obtain knowledge about blind and visually impaired people in the labour market of the Netherlands as current national statistics provide no information about their employment status.

* to develop a self assessment instrument to increase their chances in the labour market.
This report is supported under the European Community Programme for Employment and Social Solidarity - PROGRESS (2007-2013). 

This programme is managed by the Directorate-General for Employment, social affairs and equal opportunities of the European Commission. It was established to financially support the implementation of the objectives of the European Union in the employment and social affairs area, as set out in the Social Agenda, and thereby contribute to the achievement of the Lisbon 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.

PROGRESS mission is to strengthen the EU contribution in support of Member States' commitment. PROGRESS will be instrumental in:

· providing analysis and policy advice on PROGRESS policy areas; 

· monitoring and reporting on the implementation of EU legislation and policies in PROGRESS policy areas; 

· promoting policy transfer, learning and support among Member States on EU objectives and priorities; and

· relaying the views of the stakeholders and society at large

For more information see:

http://ec.europa.eu/progress
1. http://www.euroblind.org
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�  Ibid. Werkpad staff think this is because people with residual vision often struggle to go on working by visual methods.   Some even seek to minimise or conceal their visual impairment.   Blind people are much less prone to this latter strategy.
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�  Viziris estimates that there are 2,000-3,000 braille readers in The Netherlands. Others rely on audio and/or e-texts.





