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1. Introduction
The Research and Needs Analysis Report has been produced by Prevista as part of the Vision in Enterprise Leonardo Transfer of Innovation Partnership project.

The Vision in Enterprise project is an innovation project funded through the Transfer of Innovation strand of the Leonardo Programme. The project seeks to address the barriers faced by blind and partially sighted people trying to enter the labour market and transfer the results of Action for Blind People’s London Development Agency funded project Enterprise in Sight. It is delivered by a partnership between Action for Blind, Prevista, Pankypria Organosi Tyflon, (POT), the National Council for the Blind Ireland, (NCBI), Fundacja Instytut Rozwoju Regionalnego, (FIRR), and the European Blind Union (EBU).

1.  Research Aims

The Vision in Enterprise project is being delivered across three Work Packages outlined as follows:
1) Research and needs analysis
2) Evaluation
3) Mainstreaming toolkit.
The purpose of this report is to bring together the outcomes of the activities undertaken as part of Work Package 1. The aims of this research and needs analysis project stage are to review and document recent research undertaken or known by partners to:

· Give a detailed picture of business support offered to visually impaired people in each partner country.
· Identify the labour market position of visually impaired people in each partner country.

· Give a detailed description of the context in which business support for visually impaired people takes place and the impact this has on the ability of visually impaired to trade or become financially independent.

· Examine the vocational and educational infrastructure supporting the training of business support advisers working with the visually impaired.
The outcome from the research and needs analysis will set the baseline for the development of the mainstreaming toolkit, adaption of the toolkit for each partner state and the degree to which existing services and materials can be included within it. 

1.  Approach
The primary activity during this phase of the project is to bring together and share the knowledge of the project partners in terms of both the need for tailored business support services for people who are visually impaired to start their own businesses or to become self-employed, and, existing models of support.
A case study template was used to collect information from each partner on a number of themes including: background information on the visually impaired population; provision of business support and specialist business support; the processes required to start up a business; legal requirements around business support; government policy towards self employment; access and management of finance; influence of welfare systems; and cultural attitudes to self-employment.
 

Information collated as part of this process included:

· Statistics

· Reports

· Case studies

· Project evaluation reports

· Academic papers

· Websites

1. Report
This report is presented nine chapters. Chapter 2 outlines the background to the Vision in Enterprise Project. Chapter 3 provides an overview of the visual impairment in Europe and presents the key findings gathered from recent research that is either known or has been undertaken by partners. Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 provide case studies of the partner countries. Chapter 8 brings together any additional models of support highlighted by partners. Chapters 9 and 10 bring together the key findings and next steps.
2. Background
2.  Leonardo and the Leonardo Transfer Partnership

The Leonardo Programme forms part of the European Union’s (EU) Lifelong Learning Programme (LLP) that aims to contribute to sustainable economic development and social cohesion through supporting lifelong learning. The programme looks to foster interchange, co-operation and mobility between education and training institutions and systems within the EU. 

Leonardo funds opportunities for UK Vocational Education and Training (VET) organisations, staff and learners. The programme supports European collaboration projects in the field of VET, encouraging organisations and individuals to work together to develop and improve training provision and skills standards. All UK organisations involved in the delivery or design of VET can participate in the programme and there are funding opportunities available to employees, employers, apprentices, trainees and managers.

The Leonardo Programme specific objectives are:

· to support participants in training and further training activities in the acquisition and the use of knowledge, skills and qualifications to facilitate personal development, employability and participation in the European labour market;

· to support improvements in quality and innovation in vocational education and training systems, institutions and practices;

· to enhance the attractiveness of vocational education and training and mobility for employers and individuals and to facilitate the mobility of working trainees.
2.  Vision in Enterprise

The Vision in Enterprise project is funded through the Transfer of Innovation strand of the Leonardo Programme. The strand funds opportunities for organisations involved in VET to work together to transfer and further develop best practice in VET, and disseminate and mainstream their findings and recommendations across their respective countries. 

Vision in Enterprise seeks to address the barriers faced by blind and partially sighted people trying to enter the labour market. Broadly, the aim of the project is to improve business support services for the visually impaired population (VI) seeking to enter the labour market through self employment, by developing a toolkit and good practice guide based on the learning gained from the London Development Agency (LDA) funded Enterprise in Sight project. This will enable those supporting VI entrepreneurs in the UK and Europe to be trained in support techniques proven to successfully address the complex needs of this group. The objectives of the project are to: 

· develop a training curriculum and resources in the form of a toolkit for VET professionals providing training for business advisers from specialist support organisations who work with blind and VI SME employers and entrepreneurs;
· adapt and transfer these innovative techniques to  address local need and economic  conditions in Poland, Cyprus and Ireland;
· conduct research into what would be needed to mainstream the support among SFEDI accredited business advisers to enable them to support VI SME employers and entrepreneurs and to test the resources with a mainstream provider of business support in the UK .

Further to this, the project builds on research undertaken in an EQUAL 2 Visage project which both demonstrated the employability and entrepreneurship of visually impaired people in the open labour market, and the need for specialist training and skills for business support staff working with this group.
The project partnership comprises of six partners in five member states: the UK (Action for Blind and Prevista), Ireland (National Council for the Blind Ireland, (NCBI)), Cyprus (Pankypria Organosi Tyflon (POT)), Poland (Fundacja Instytut Rozwoju Regionalnego (FIRR)), and France (European Blind Union (EBU)). The partner in France is a pan-European non-governmental organisation.
3. Visual Impairment in Europe 
This section brings together recent research undertaken or known by project partners examining EU policy on disability and the labour market position of visual impaired people in Europe.

3.  Defining Visual Impairment
The definition of visual impairment changes from country to country across the EU. Definitions vary within countries as communities and governments prefer the use of different definitions which may include and exclude different forms of visual impairment. 
While more medical definitions of visually impairments have been widely used in the past, the social model of disability is now more socially accepted. The individual model of disability views the individual as being categorised according to their limitations i.e. limited vision. With the emergence of the emancipatory and empowering research movement, the social model of disability has become more popular and accepted. The social model of disability advocates that disability, including visual impairment, is defined as the disadvantage that is caused by how society operates and the failure to accommodate physical impairments which leads to discrimination from social activities (Bolt, 2005). 

3.  Disability Policy in the EU

Much European and international policy supports the prevention of discrimination against people with disabilities and advocates the development of routes into employment and economic or financial independence. The Convention on the Rights of Persons with disabilities was ratified by the United Nations in December 2006. This was later signed by all EU states, with 17 states signing the protocol and optional protocols. 

The convention establishes the issues of disability as a human rights issue as opposed to a “social welfare issue”, and an issue that should be addressed by law.  Therefore, contents of the convention have heavily shaped the EU disability strategy. The strategy aims to empower disabled people to lead their lives independently and enjoy their rights as a European citizen. The strategy aims to achieve this through the use of EU funding, raising awareness of issues facing people with disabilities and encouraging national governments to challenge barriers and issues preventing disabled people from accessing their EU rights. 

A key part of both policies is the role of work and employment.  This is represented by article 27 of the convention where the key principle of employment opportunities and career advancement is stated. A dimension which the convention also endorses is the ability for people with disabilities to consider self employment as a form of work. Under the Employment Framework Directive (2000/78/EC) further safeguards are proposed for disability groups and other groups from discrimination experienced in employment, training, education and other services. 
3.  Levels of Visual Impairment in Europe

Measuring levels of visual impairment across Europe is difficult because of the different approaches that underlie different definitions. Further to this, not all national governments in Europe specifically measure visual impairment and instead measure only disability as a whole. As a recent study into visual impairment and self employment establishes, economic and social contexts, definitions of social security systems and employment regulations vary from country to country and make it difficult to compare and benchmark levels of visual impairment. 

A recent report published by the EBU Commission on Rehabilitation, Vocational Training and Employment examining VI across the EU found that England and Bulgaria held accurate numbers of the level of visual impairment in each nation with Germany and Estonia holding accurate numbers on visually impaired entrepreneurs (Denninghaus, 2010). This data derived mainly from industries where visually impaired people are highly represented. Statistics on the numbers of visually impaired people was limited in Ireland, Czech Republic, Italy, Luxembourg, Switzerland and Russia on the other hand. The EBU survey on the Employment of Blind and Partially Sighted People in Europe (2001) provided an estimate of 433,750 blind and visually sighted people of working age in Europe with 100,000 being unemployed. It should be noted that some of the figures that contributed to the survey were estimates while other countries were unable to provide figures. Further to this, a major weakness of the report was its failure to distinguish between ‘unemployment’ and ‘economic inactivity’ (Reid and Simkiss, 2009).
3. Level of Economic Activity Amongst Visually Impaired People

In a report to the RNIB, Reid and Simkiss (2009) detail evidence gathered by the research Working Group between 2003 and 2007 of the level of economic inactivity amongst the VI population within the member organisations of EBU.  The Association Valentin Hauy provided evidence of two thirds of the legally blind people in France are inactive in the labour market.  The report summarised a recent report in Spain in which inactivity was found to be over 62% among women and 38% among men. The Pancyprian Organisation of the Blind reported that "more than 57% of blind people of working age do not work".  In Italy, information supplied in March 2007 by the Italian Union of the Blind found approximately 14,000 blind people in employment out of about 25,000 of working age – an estimated rate of economic inactivity of 40%.  In the UK, the Network 1000 report reported a rate of economic inactivity among registered blind and partially sighted people of 66%. The Working Group concluded that economically inactive individuals constitute a majority of blind and partially sighted people of working age in most EU member states and no state is without a substantial minority.  The report found that a further conclusion must be that they constitute a majority of blind and partially sighted people of working age throughout the whole EU.
Levels of self employment are difficult to define across the continent. A recent report by Erwin Denninghaus (2010) attempts to collate levels of self employment among European visually impaired people. Many of the challenges in measuring the level of blindness and visual impairment were experience here, leading to some countries being unable to provide data for the study, while others were able to contribute comprehensive data. The study estimates that 0.02% to .00004% of the European population are blind or visually impaired entrepreneurs and this figure varies by a factor of 500. The highest numbers of self employed entrepreneurs can be found in the UK (0.01) and Finland (0.02). Both countries have up-to-date and accurate statistics of the VI population. Both countries have specialist and holistic business support services which cater to the needs of blind and visually impaired people and provide extra incentives which promote the uptake of self employment. 

Countries across the EU adopt different strategies to improving the economic activity of visually impaired people. Strategies include public administrations employing disabled people according to set protected categories, and encouragement for private organisations to employ disabled people from mandatory employment lists with quota systems based on progressive percentages that are compared to non disability employees used to collate the employment list.  Employment agencies have also been known to design employment programmes with employers to encourage employment and up-skilling of disabled people.  Countries such as Italy have “reserved employment systems” designed to provide employment for blind and visually impaired people. Occupations such as switch board operators and masseurs/physiotherapists are by law set to employ a set quota of blind and visually impaired practitioners which are set by law. In the case of physiotherapists, visually impaired people are encouraged to gain vocational training in this field. This is funded by the state. Recent legislation on educational requirements of physiotherapy practitioners has led to further prejudice against the visually impaired by colleagues and some doctors. Practitioners operating at a top quality level have found they are only able to work in restricted Private areas such as sports and aesthetic treatment. Visually impaired people with high levels of education are commonly found in academia particularly in humanities subjects. These sectors are not subject to regulations found above (EBU, 2009). 
Results from the EBU 2001 survey show, with the exception of Spain, blind and partially sighted people suffer from higher levels of unemployment than the overall population (Table 1).  In Sweden, the gap between the overall population and visually impaired population who are unemployed is only 1.5%, whereas other countries display large differences in levels of employment between both groups. Denmark, Germany, Hungary, Poland and Norway show exceptionally high levels of unemployment among the visually impaired. This suggests that opportunities for the blind and visually impaired Europeans to become financially and economically independent are limited and that this varies from country to country.  This could be as a result of limited state funded schemes and interventions that encourage economic activity in each country and other factors such as the prevalence of state benefits and dependency, reluctance from employers to employ visually impaired or blind people or other economic conditions present in each nation state. 
Table 1: Levels of unemployment amongst Blind and Partially Sighted People and general unemployment in Europe, 2001
	
	% unemployment for visually impaired
	% general unemployment

	Croatia
	50
	20

	Cyprus
	32
	3,5

	Denmark
	69
	5,2

	Finland
	55
	11

	Germany
	72.8
	8.9

	Hungary
	77
	6

	Norway
	68
	2.5-2.8

	Poland
	87
	16

	Spain
	4.2
	13.6

	Sweden
	5.5
	3-4 


Source: EBU, Survey on the Employment of Blind and Partially Sighted People in Europe, 2001.
Johns and Latrelle (2006) highlight that larger numbers of blind and visually impaired people are either self employed, part time employed as opposed to full time employment. The option of self employment allows flexibility in terms of location, facilities used, and hours of work. As statistics show, 13.9% of visually impaired or blind people classified under the work limiting condition definition are registered as self employment which is comparable with others with disabilities (15.7%) and those without disabilities (12.1%) (RNIB/IES, 2008). This suggests that self employment is a suitable vehicle for creating financial independence among this particular group. 
3.  Self Employment

The European Commission are committed to improving the uptake and profile of entrepreneurship across the continent. Statistics from Eurobarometer find that while 47% of Europeans would prefer to be self employed, only 17% make this transition. The Community Action Plan presents measures promoting entrepreneurship and supporting entrepreneurs in achieving their ambitions. The Action Plan proposes to achieve this by reducing the fear of failure when attempting to start up a business by various means, including revising social security schemes for entrepreneurs, providing role models for aspiring entrepreneurs, making debt and equity finance and venture capital available and reducing the complexity of regulatory and administrative frameworks. Further to this, a host of measures such as tailor made business support for women have been provided by the commission in recent years (Europa, 2004). 
3. Levels of self employment
Recent Eurostat data business statistics suggest start-up rates for businesses are high in European countries such as Bulgaria (15.1), Estonia (13.2), Lithuania (24.7), Romania (15.6), the UK (14.3), Slovakia (13.3), Portugal (13.8), Netherlands (13.3) (Table 2). Business death rates across all countries appear to be quite high across all countries demonstrating the difficulties encountered by the general population in maintaining trading. Enterprise survival rates after two years appear to be above 70% in countries such as Luxembourg, Switzerland, UK, Sweden, Finland, Slovenia, Romania, Austria, Luxembourg, Latvia, Italy France and Spain. 

Poland and Ireland did not report any statistics for business births, deaths or survival rates for over 2 years. Cyprus reports low business births of 3.3, deaths of 1.7% and survival levels of 90.9%.

Table 2: Enterprise births, deaths and survival rates, Europe, 2007. 

	 
	Enterprise birth rates
(% of enterprise 
births among 
active enterprises)
	Enterprise death rates
(% of enterprise 
deaths among 
active enterprises)
	Enterprise survival  
(% of enterprise births
 of year n-2 which are still active in year n) 

	Belgium
	7.0
	5.2
	:

	Bulgaria
	15.1
	9.2
	51.3

	Czech Republic
	9.5
	12.1
	64.9

	Denmark
	12.9
	9.9
	66.2

	Germany
	9.5
	9.5
	62.3

	Estonia
	13.2
	7.0
	77.6

	Ireland
	:
	:
	:

	Greece
	:
	:
	:

	Spain
	9.6
	6.2
	73.4

	France
	10.1
	7.1
	80.7

	Italy
	8.4
	7.7
	74.7

	Cyprus
	3.3
	1.7
	90.9

	Latvia
	11.1
	4.4
	71.1

	Lithuania
	24.7
	18.8
	55.4

	Luxembourg
	10.4
	8.0
	77.9

	Hungary
	9.0
	11.8
	61.6

	Malta
	:
	:
	:

	Netherlands
	13.3
	6.9
	65.0

	Austria
	7.5
	6.6
	78.3

	Poland
	:
	:
	:

	Portugal
	13.8
	15.3
	53.7

	Romania
	15.6
	8.7
	75.9

	Slovenia
	10.2
	6.2
	84.2

	Slovakia
	13.3
	14.3
	65.9

	Finland
	10.1
	7.5
	73.0

	Sweden
	7.4
	5.8
	86.2

	United Kingdom
	14.3
	9.9
	79.6

	Norway
	10.3
	6.7
	66.7

	Switzerland
	:
	:
	70.7


Source: Eurostat, Enterprise demography, business economy, 2007, Structural Business Statistics overview: Data September 2010. Eurostat.
3. Levels of Self Employment among the Blind and Visually Impaired in Europe
A recent review of self-employment among people with disabilities in Europe found that whilst there is significant literature on self-employment at an international level, the evidence on self-employment and disability is extremely limited as the majority of research into disability and employment has excluded self-employment (Pagán, 2009).

Analysis by Pagán (2009) of the European Community Household Panel (ECHP) between 1995 and 2001 found that disabled people are more likely to be in self-employment as compared with non-disabled people. Self-employment differentials in favour of disabled people were especially high in southern countries such as Greece, and Portugal. Further to this, Pagán (2009) found a relationship between disability status and self-employment, wherein those people who are severely limited in their daily activities are more likely to be self-employed than other groups (some and no limitation). As noted by Denninghaus (2010) it is always important to distinguish between self-employment as a form of subsidized sheltered employment and self-employment as enterprise on own account and national surveys do not always make this important distinction.
3.  Barriers in Becoming Self Employed 

As is widely the case with all people, issues such as low confidence, limited financial capital, limited access to financial products, poor understanding of legal frameworks such as the tax system, and a limited knowledge of the process required to become self employed, deters many from becoming self employed (FSB, 2011). The economic activity of visually impaired people is lower than the general population; due to range of barriers that exist impacting on business start up and thus entering self employment. The programme with its VET professional support could reduce barriers to business start up and increase the self employment levels amongst visually impaired people.
For those with disabilities and with visual impairments, the impact of these barriers on their ability to become self employed is often worse than those without disabilities. Research by the Small Business Service found that barriers typically faced by disabled groups in the UK were associated with the prospect of a significant reduction in their benefits e.g. housing benefit, a lack of access to key resources such as publicity material, training materials not available in alternative formats (e.g. Braille) discrimination from financial institutions when attempting to access start up finance and traditional business support, and approaches used by traditional business advisors when supporting disabled users (SBS, 2003).  

4. Case Study: United Kingdom 

4.  Visual Impairment in the UK
Research published in 2008 by the Institute for Employment Studies on behalf of the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) examined data from the UK Labour Force Survey (LFS) over 12 quarters between July 2004 to June 2007, to look at the labour market situation and experiences of ‘people with a seeing difficulty’ (as identified in the LFS) (Meager & Carta, 2008).

According to the research there were 184,000 working age people recorded as having a seeing difficulty in the LFS, of whom 108,000 meet the LFS definition of disability, i.e. they have a ‘work-limiting disability’, or a disability according to the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) or both.

The key characteristics identified by the research of the population of people with a seeing difficulty can be summarised as follows.
· Incidence of seeing difficulties increases strongly with age. People over 55 are three times as likely as 16 to 24 year olds to be disabled with a seeing difficulty, and twice as likely as 16 to 24 year olds to have a seeing difficulty but not to be disabled. 
· Overall, people with seeing difficulties are relatively well-qualified. Disabled people with seeing difficulties are more likely to have high level qualifications (NVQ level 4 and above) and less likely to have low or no qualifications than other kinds of disabled people. Similarly, non-disabled people with seeing difficulties are better qualified than other non-disabled people. 
· The employment chances of people with seeing difficulties are closely connected with the severity of their seeing difficulties. People with seeing difficulties who are disabled have a lower employment rate (48%) than people with seeing difficulties who are not classified as disabled (83%), which compares with the overall working age employment rate of 75%. Having other health problems in addition to their seeing difficulty bring employment rates down to 36%. Additional analysis suggests that these poorer employment chances are associated with having a seeing difficulty, and cannot be explained by other factors such as age, gender, qualifications, ethnic origin or family circumstances.
· 45% of people with seeing difficulties who are disabled are economically inactive, but a third (33%) of this group say that they would like to work. This is a higher proportion than is found among other groups of economically inactive people (disabled and non-disabled).
· People with seeing difficulties (whether disabled or not) tend to have similar rates of self-employment and part-time work to other groups of the working age population.
·  People with a seeing difficulty who are not disabled are less likely to claim state benefits than the general working age population (22% and 33% respectively).
The Network 1000 project undertaken by the Visual Impairment Centre for Teaching and Research (VICTAR) provides further useful information about the labour market participation of people with VI. Network 1000 surveyed the changing needs and opinions of 1,007 visually impaired adults across Great Britain between 2004 and 2007. Results from the survey found 34% of working age visually impaired people were in some kind of employment (Douglas et al. 2006). Of these, the vast majority (94%) described their work as being permanent rather than temporary with 68% reporting they worked full-time. Of those who worked part-time, 26% said it was mainly due to their visual impairment. In terms of self-reported registration status, people who were registered partially sighted were much more likely to be employed or self-employed than those who were registered blind (43% compared with 25% respectively).

Further detailed analysis by Douglas et al. (2006) examining access to employment for 503 visually impaired people of working age between November 2006 and January 2007, found the employment rate amongst visually impaired people is very low compared to the general working age population.  Overall, three quarters of the general population reported being in some form of employment (General Household Survey 2006; ONS, 2008) compared to 33% for the survey participants.  VI individuals of working age are much more likely to describe themselves as being unemployed, long term sick or disabled, or retired than those in the general population. The report found a number of key variables associated with likelihood of being employed.  

· Severity of visual impairment significantly impacts upon likelihood of employment – those who are registered as blind are less likely to be employed than those registered partially sighted.

· Level of educational attainment – those with higher qualifications are significantly more likely to be employed.  Age is a key factor in predicting employment but the analysis found that educational attainment has the greater association.  

A longitudinal 18 month comparison of self-reported employment status across the Network 1000 Survey found the proportion of people who described themselves as unemployed dropped (20% to 12%) and the proportion of those who described themselves as ‘long term sick or disabled’ rose (22% to 36%). Most notably: 

· Those who are employed tended to stay employed.

· Very few people who looking for new employment were successful.

· General ‘drift’ towards ‘long term sick or disabled’ (self-reported) status amongst those not in work.

· Those who were unemployed tend to either stay unemployed or, more likely, re-categorise themselves as ‘long term sick or disabled’.

· Those who describe themselves as retired tend to either stay retired or re-categorise themselves as ‘long term sick or disabled’.

· Those who describe themselves as ‘long term sick or disabled’ most likely remain in this category.

4. Models of Support
4. Enterprise in Sight

The Vision in Enterprise project seeks to transfer the innovative package of support services for the visually impaired developed and delivered by Action under the LDA funded project Enterprise in Sight and enable VET professionals to train advisers in other European states to deliver comparable services. The key innovation is that services combine an intensive and detailed programme of business support, coupled with an equally intensive and personalised programme of personal development training to address the specific needs of the individual and the special needs dictated by their visual impairment.
The aim of the service is to support vision impaired people to become self employed, help develop their business and retain them in self employment. Specifically:

· To support visually impaired people to understand the support available to them regarding self employment.

· To retain visually impaired people in self employment.

· To enable and empower visually impaired people to understand the business planning process resolve and achieve positive outcomes.

· To support mainstream professionals in understanding the implication of sight loss and to assist in developing creative solutions.

The Business Support programme comprises of:

· An Abilities Assessment to ensure that the beneficiary understands the realities of self-employment and has or can develop the personal attributes necessary to succeed; has or can develop a business idea that is likely to be sustainable and meets their requirements; and to establish if they have any other needs which would impact on their ability to start or run a business. 

· A Business Planning Process which includes:

· Identification of training needs including any specific to the activity of the business.  The business plan itself is used as a learning process. Taxation systems and different legal entities are also explored.

· Market research to identify if and where potential markets exist for the product or service envisaged.

· Viability analysis of beneficiary’s products/services including competitive analysis.

· Financial analysis of present, breakeven, possible future and worst case scenarios. Beneficiaries are helped to understand the turnover that they will need to support their outgoing through an analysis of their personal spending.

· Identification of the best promotional methods through an understanding of who will buy the product or service.

· A full advertising plan is drawn up. 

· Post Business Plan Support. The beneficiary is supported throughout the remainder of the process with applying for funding and commencement of trading including help with securing start-up finance where necessary, and ongoing one-to-one advice and guidance. Help with securing ‘Access to Work’ government grant support is offered as necessary for any specialist equipment needed to carry out their work.  

· Exit strategy. If the service user has completed their research, business plan and cash flow correctly, they should stand a good chance of success and will be able to develop an appropriate exit strategy. Where service users who wish to become self-employed but either lack the skills or the mindset, they will often realise that business is not for them through starting the business planning process.  Other avenues can then be explored via education.  This allows the beneficiary to change direction without damaging their self esteem, confidence or finances. 

· Monitoring and evaluation. The service provided is monitored through feedback from service users, feedback from Employers and other organisations involved, observations of staff, auditing of records, Performance against targets and data analysis.

Personal development delivered as part of ongoing business support is what differentiates the Enterprise in Sight programme from mainstream services. All beneficiaries are supported by job coaches and IT coaches as appropriate. The personalised training programmes delivered to the beneficiaries lead to a variety of soft outcomes in addition to the business skills gained; typically: 

· Improved interpersonal skills

· Social skills

· Organisational skills 

· Prioritising skills

· Analytical skills

· Time management skills

· Problem solving skills

They will also develop an insight into their personal attributes; insight, motivation, confidence, reliability and health awareness.

The services which are the subject of this transfer of innovation project were developed in response to a demonstrated need in London but which extensive research has shown is duplicated throughout the European economy.  

4. Job Seekers Toolkit, Visage Project
Further to the Enterprise in Sight programme, the Vision in Enterprise seeks to additionally builds on research undertaken in an EQUAL 2 Visage project which both demonstrated the employability and entrepreneurship of visually impaired people in the open labour market, and the need for specialist training and skills for business support staff working with this group.
As part of the Visage EQUAL funded project in 2007, a Beneficiary Toolkit was developed to address finding from a series of focus groups with blind and visually impaired would be entrepreneurs. Findings from the focus groups suggested that entrepreneurs had experienced difficulties setting themselves up as self employed although they had been successful launching their services on the open market. Beneficiaries had to attend personal employability training, business start up training and learn practical aspects of starting up a business. The research suggested that the following areas be added to support offered at the time to blind and visually impaired entrepreneurs:

· Accounting, VAT and tax, company registration

· HR and personnel issues

· Leadership and management

· Finance, cash flow and general economics

· ICT in business administration

· Business development 

· Networking

· Business support groups and tailor made advice

The Jobseekers Toolkit was created to support blind and visually impaired beneficiaries to employment. The toolkit covered a range of skills required to gain employment. The toolkit addressed barriers commonly faced by the visually impaired people and encouraged beneficiaries to identify their strengths and weaknesses. Factsheets and worksheets came as part of the toolkit. The toolkit also supported organisations in designing workshops and events for unemployed beneficiaries. Evaluation of the project found that beneficiaries felt more confident once they had attended session informed by the job seekers toolkit and found chapters “Cracking the Interview Code” and “Getting the interview” most useful. Other organisation recognised the potential of the toolkit with Jobcentre Plus hosting it on their website (Prevista, 2007). 

Findings from the VISAGE project were integrated into the Enterprise in Sight. The project aimed to:

· Provide intensive one to one intensive support and guidance on starting a businesses

· Give entrepreneurs support in making applications to for business finance

· Assisting entrepreneurs in accessing equipment from Access to Work for their business

· To provide incubation facilities. The Hatchery was used for this. 

· To provide networking opportunities with entrepreneurs and local communities. 

Advisors worked with beneficiaries in an enabling way which encouraged the development of an independent point of view by beneficiaries. Beneficiaries were taken through a structured process which explored what it means to be self employed and then worked with clients to develop business plans and other aspects required to start up their business.   

Enterprise in Sight was heralded as a great success, exceeding all set targets. 110 Blind and visually impaired led businesses were provided with advice and support. 72 businesses received intensive advice and 38 entrepreneurs were supported in establishing their own businesses. 58% of beneficiaries came from Black, Asian Minority Ethnic communities and 39% of beneficiaries were women. Beneficiaries from 28 of 32 London boroughs were recruited. 
One of the tools used by business advisors was a Self Employment Support pack. This resource outlines all areas that need to be reviewed, understood and worked through with beneficiaries of the project. The pack goes through additional steps, provides documentation and templates that can be used by entrepreneurs for the development of key documents such as business plans and marketing plans. 
5. Case Study: Ireland
5.  Self-employment Support Provision
An Foras Áiseanna Saothair (FÁS), the Irish Training and Employment Authority, provides assistance to self-employed disabled people within a network of 64 regional offices and 20 training centres nationwide. FÁS operates training and employment programmes, provides a recruitment service to jobseekers and employers, an advisory service for industry, and supports community-based enterprises.  

FÁS covers areas such as: services for jobseekers and the unemployed; workforce development; labour market policy; social inclusion; equality and diversity; and customer service. It has responsibility for providing labour market services for disabled people, assisting with finding paid employment or preparing for employment through a training or employment programme. 

5. Self-employment Support Services
FÁS offer a number of specific services that support self-employment amongst the disabled and VI population.

5. Personal Reader Grant

FÁS run a Personal Reader grant programme available to those VI or disabled people working in the private sector or to those who are self-employed. FÁS pays a fee per hour, in line with minimum wage and will pay up to a maximum of 640 hours per annum. Applications are made via the local FÁS office with grant payment made on the agreed number of hours of reading support required. 

5. Workplace Equipment Adaptation Grant (WEAG)

Further to this, FÁS provide grants towards the costs of adapting premises or equipment. A maximum grant of €6348.70 is available towards the cost of adaptations to premises or equipment. This grant can also be used to upgrade adapted equipment that has been previously funded. 

5. Mentoring and Book-Keeping Service

Clients on the Back to Work Enterprise Allowance Scheme (BTWEA) (see 5.4.1.) that encourages people getting certain social welfare payments to become self-employed, can take-up book-keeping support to assist them with business set up, maintenance of accounts and end of year returns to the Revenue. This service is offered during the client's first year of business and is free of charge. This scheme is run in conjunction with the Department of Social Protection.

5. Funding

5. County & City Enterprise Boards (CEBs)

County and City Enterprise Boards (CEB's) were established in Ireland in 1993 to provide support for small businesses (‘micro-enterprises’) with 10 employees or less, at local level. CEBs provide direct grant-support to new and existing enterprises and promote entrepreneurship, capacity building and women-in-business at local level, to micro enterprises in the commercial sphere. 
The CEBs offer a range of financial supports including Priming Grants available within the first eighteen months of setting up the business. The grants available for sole traders, partnerships, community or limited companies that fulfil the following criteria:
· Located within the CEB’s geographic area; 
· A business which on growth may or may not fit the Enterprise Ireland portfolio; 
· A business employing up to 10 employees 
· A Manufacturing or Internationally traded services business 
· A Domestically traded Service business with the potential to trade internationally. 
· A domestically traded services being established by a female returning to the workforce or unemployed persons where the potential for deadweight and displacement does not exist”. 

The maximum Priming Grant available is 50% of the investment or €150,000 whichever is the lesser. Grants over €80,000 and up to €150,000 are an exception and only apply in the case of business projects that clearly demonstrate a potential to graduate to Enterprise Ireland and/or to export internationally. 
5. Credit Supply Clearing Group
The Department of Enterprise, Trade and Innovation and the Department of Finance have established the Credit Supply Clearing Group to develop initiatives to help support the funding of Irish businesses. The Group have produced a ‘Your Business Your Bank Guide’
 to help bring clarity to the current realities of funding businesses. It outlines the various funding options open to businesses, gives a real insight into what Banks look for when examining credit applications, gives information on credit pricing and outlines practical tips on how to package credit applications. The Guide also provides a list of key business support Agencies and Information to businesses in securing funding.
5. Interest Free Revolving Loan Fund

People receiving the Clients on the Back to Work Enterprise Allowance (see 5.4.1.) welfare payment have a facility to apply for a small loan of up to €3,000 max under the LCRL Revolving Loan Fund. This has been set up as many people on the BTWEA scheme often have difficulties accessing credit due to past unemployment and little or no credit history. 
One of the requirements of this fund is that clients have cash match funding of 35% of the total amount of money applied for under the fund. All loan applications come before an appraisal committee and are judged against a certain set of criteria. Certain businesses are exempt from support under this fund.
5. Enterprise Grants

Participants of the BTWEA scheme or those in receipt of a social welfare payment for over 12 months who are unable to secure grant aid from any other source can apply for a grant to support the set up or development of their business.

Grant aid of 65% up to a maximum of €1,500 can be applied for under this scheme. However, as with the Revolving Loan Fund, one of the requirements of this scheme is that clients have cash match funding of 35% of the total amount of money applied for under the scheme. 
5. Benefit Entitlement whilst in Self-employment

5. The Back to Work Enterprise Allowance

The Back to Work Enterprise Allowance (BTWEA) scheme encourages people getting certain social welfare payments to become self-employed. People taking part in the BTWEA scheme can keep a percentage of their social welfare payment for up to two years.

From 1 May 2009, new participants keep 100% of their social welfare payment for the first year and 75% for the second year. Participants are also entitled to any secondary benefits (apart from Rent or Mortgage Interest Supplement) for as long as they are receiving the BTWEA provided the household income is less than €317.43 gross per week. Household income includes spouse's/civil partner's or cohabitant's income, but allows for Pay-Related Social Insurance (PRSI) and reasonable travel expenses. Income from the BTWEA or the Short-term Enterprise Allowance is not taken into account for the purpose of the €317.43 weekly income limit but income from work is taken into account. Secondary benefits include: Fuel Allowance; Medical Card; Diet Supplement; Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance; and, Differential Rents. 

A person becomes eligible for BTWEA if they are:

· Setting up as self-employed in a business that has been approved in advance in writing by a Job Facilitator or Partnership Company 

And

· Getting a Jobseeker's Allowance for 12 months 

Or

· Unemployed for two years and getting Jobseeker's Benefit. However, if a person has an underlying entitlement to Jobseeker's Allowance and are unemployed for one year they can qualify for the allowance. If there is no underlying entitlement to Jobseeker's Allowance, a person must have a combination of qualifying social welfare payments for two years. Signing on for unemployment credits following Jobseeker's Benefit will not count towards the qualifying period. 

Or

· Getting One-Parent Family Payment, Disability Allowance, Blind Pension, Farm Assist, Incapacity Supplement, Pre-Retirement Allowance, Invalidity Pension, Carer's Allowance, Widow's/Widower's or Surviving Civil Partner's (Non-Contributory) Pension, Deserted Wife's Benefit/Allowance or Prisoner's Wife's Allowance for at least 12 months

Employment grants from a CEB or Integrated Local Development Companies does not affect entitlement to the Back to Work Enterprise Allowance.
5. The Short-Term Enterprise Allowance (STEA)

The Short-Term Enterprise Allowance (STEA) provides support to people who have lost their job and want to start their own business. The STEA is paid instead of Jobseeker’s Benefit for a maximum of one year. It ends when entitlement to Jobseeker's Benefit ends. To qualify for STEA a person must:

· Be getting or have an entitlement to Jobseeker’s Benefit 

· Have 104 paid PRSI contributions 

Further to this, the business that is intended to be set-up must: 

· Be approved in advance in writing by a Jobs Facilitator based in a Social Welfare Local Office or Integrated Local Development Company (ILDC)/Partnership Company. 

Seasonal, temporary or part time self-employment will not qualify for the STEA and the STEA is subject to income tax in the same way as Jobseeker’s Benefit.

As with the Back to Work Enterprise Allowance a person is allowed to keep entitlement to any secondary benefits received whilst on Jobseeker’s Benefit provided they continue to satisfy the conditions. 

5. Technical Assistance and Training

The Technical Assistance and Training (TAT)* fund is designed to help people getting the BTWEA with certain costs involved starting a business. A person does not have an automatic entitlement to TAT. Assistance from this fund must be approved by the Jobs Facilitator in their Social Welfare Local Office. Payments from the fund are made directly to the provider of the service.
5. Tax Relief for People with VI

People with certain visual impairments may claim a reduction in payable tax. Under the tax system, the amount of tax paid to the Revenue Commissioners may be reduced by a system of tax credits and reliefs. 
5. Blind Person’s Tax Credit

The Blind Person’s Tax Credit is €1,650 for 2011. For a married couple (where both spouses are blind), the credit is €3,300. Parents cannot claim a Blind Person’s Tax Credit in respect of any children who are blind, but incapacitated Child Tax Credit can be claimed. 

In order to apply for the Blind Person's Tax Credit, the applicant must have a certificate from an ophthalmic surgeon. The certificate must state:

· That the claimant’s best vision does not exceed 6/60 visual acuity in the better eye with corrective lenses or 

· That the widest diameter of the visual field subtends an angle no greater than 20 degrees. 

· The certificate issued should state whether the visual impairment is permanent, or temporary. If it is temporary, a certificate is required for each year for which the credit is claimed. Otherwise the tax credit remains indefinitely.

5. Guide Dog Allowance

An additional guide dog allowance is available for a person with VI. In 2011 the allowance stood at €825 and it is claimed under the heading of health expenses, at the standard rate of 20%. To claim the allowance the claimant must have a letter from Irish Guide Dogs for the Blind confirming dog ownership.

5. Value Added Tax (VAT) Refunds

Refunds can be claimed from Revenue for VAT paid on certain aids and appliances designed to help a blind person cope with daily functions, for example, specially adapted computer equipment, Braille books, Braille writing equipment, etc. 

6. Case Study: Cyprus
6. Overview

Data for 2009 shows a general population for Cyprus of approximately 800,000 with a VI population of 3,700 (Pancyprian Organization of the Blind, POT).  Economic activity amongst the general population is estimated at 48%, unemployment 7% and self-employment 7% (Table 3).

By comparison, data collated on members of POT suggest that rated of economic inactivity and unemployment are higher amongst the visually impaired population. Of the POT members, just over 85% are economically inactive compared to 45% of the general population, and nearly 15% are unemployed compared with 7% within the general population. The rate of self-employment is the same for both visually impaired POT members and the general population

Table 3: Key population statistics, Cyprus
	Cyrpus: Key Statistics

	General population
	803,200 (2009)

	Economic activity
	48.1% (2010)

	Self employment level
	7.0% (2009)

	Unemployment level
	7.2% (2011)

	Economically inactivity
	44.7%

	
	

	Visually impaired
	3,700 (general)

	Employment level
	12.7% (of POT members)

	Self employment
	6.8% (of POT members)

	Unemployment
	14.8% (of POT members)

	Economic inactivity
	85.2%(of POT members)


Source: Pancyprian Organization of the Blind (POT), 2011.

Further data from POT shows, of the members of POT, just over two fifths (41%) are aged between 18 and 65 and of those just under one third (31%) are employed. The majority are employed within the public sector (62%), 17% within the private sector, 15% within banks and 7% are self-employed. Of those employed, the majority work as switchboard operators (54%) and a significant number are educators (14%). 

6. Business Support Provision
General business support services and sources of information are provided by organisations such as:

· Human Resource Development Authority

· Ministry of Labour and Social Insurance
· Cyprus Chamber of Commerce

· Central Bank of Cyprus 
· Cyprus Productivity Centre
· Cyprus Employers and Industrialists Federation.
Specific business support services available to visually impaired people wanting to start up their own business are provided through:
· Department for Social Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities
· Public Service of Employment
· Cyprus Productivity Centre 
· Pancyprian Organization of the Blind (POT).
Although there are no studies or statistical evidence, anecdotal evidence from POT suggests that there are gaps in business support provision for people with visual impairment and that the Organization often makes the necessary interventions to overcome such gaps.
6. Training business advisers

Currently POT organise one day training seminars for business advisors providing support services to visually impaired people.  During the training sessions a social worker accompanies the VI person to their meetings with their business advisor to help to promote the close cooperation between POT and the business advisors. POT note that the effectiveness of this one day training is dependent on the advisor themselves with some advisors needing more help than others with issues such as visual acuity, visual impairment in general and, appropriate skills and employability assessments.
Within Cyprus, upon employment, advisors receive intensive training of approximately two months on how to perform individualized consultation including persons with disabilities. Seminars organized by their own departments and they attend workshops in other European countries and in-service training,
6. Self-employment and Entrepreneurship 
6. Becoming self-employed 

Currently, the process of becoming self-employed for a person with VI starts with a consultation with the POT for career orientation and assessment of financial scheme options. During this consultation all application forms are completed including a feasibility study of the proposed business. In the longer-term, if the new company is successful and survives there is the potential to proceed with declaring the company to the appropriate authority to get a legal name established. This enables a self employed person is able to see the progress of the business prior to proceeding with full company registration.
When a person becomes self employed there are a number of changes in tax regulation. The contribution to the social insurance fund is slightly lower than for people who are employed and it is deposited on a three months basis rather than a monthly which is the case for employed people. Further to this, there is a change in entitlement to benefits from the Unemployment Fund and less is received when applying to the Health Fund.
6. Barriers to self-employment

POT have identified a number of barriers to becoming self employed for blind and visually impaired people. These include:

· Limited job alternatives.

· An absence of a rehabilitation and vocation centre for visually impaired people and qualified personnel that will assist with the assessment of the abilities, needs and interests of people with VI.

· Issues of accessibility including access to the environment or the available printed information.

· Absence of any positive and proper legal support actions concerning the difficulties people with a visual impairment face regarding their vocational training and employment.

· Having to cope with the stigma surrounding the disability.

· Potential insecurity from leaving the security of the monthly benefits to being self employed.

· The wish to seek a position within the public sector that offers higher salaries and better working hours and conditions.
· Fear of failure.
· Lack of provision for a sighted assistant.
6. Finance and funding

Within the general population there is financial assistance, subject to criteria, provided to young people and women for innovative activity through the national benefits framework, chiefly provided by the Ministry of Commerce, Industry and Tourism.

For people with disabilities including visual impairments there are three schemes offered by the Ministry of Labour and Social Insurance:

1 Self employment for persons with disabilities – 3, 417 Euros per person 

2 Scheme for the development and running small unit (as a self employed purpose) – 8, 543 Euros

3 Scheme for providing self employed elderly and disabled persons – 2, 563 Euros.

POT note that whilst there is access to funding, the amount is not sufficient and sometimes visually impaired people face difficulties in completing required the paperwork.

6.  Skills and Skills Support
6. Skills levels

POT identify that there is a large range between people with visual impairments regarding their skills and education and many members of POT are older adults and become visually impaired at a later stage in life. Many of these people are without higher level skills and qualifications. In total, only 9% of POT members are university graduates.
6. Skills support

Within Cyprus, the School for the Blind is the only educational setting that provides education to visually impaired students and adults. It has the only state school for training switchboard operators and also trains people in computer skills, daily living skills, orientation and mobility and so on. There is a reserved occupation policy related to switchboard operating but it has been identified that potentially this does not necessarily fit with the aspirations of people with VI.
6. Benefits and Welfare
Basic unemployment benefit is approximately 800 Euros per month and adds up according to the needs of each individual (accommodation, co-dependents, special diet, house care). In addition, a person will receive the special support for visually impaired people 306 euro per month. 

When moving from unemployment to employment, welfare benefit is continued for four months. After the four months the first 500 Euros are not calculated as income therefore a person might be eligible to continue receiving the remaining of the benefit (e.g. if in employment and receiving 500 Euros the full benefits will continue). There is an additional transportation benefit (102 Euros per month) and the continued receipt of the special support for visually impaired people (306 Euros per month).
6. Cultural Attitudes
6. Self-employment

The POT note that in general, there is a fear amongst the population of going into self employed mainly due to barriers such as the need for a high level of creativity and innovation, the risk of a start-up, access to finance and stiff competition. There is a rather low but statistically significant correlation between a family business background and the intention to start a new business.    

It is understood that in general, people will turn to self employment after they exhaust all possibilities of being hired at the public sector, banks and so on. Mainly those who chose self employment are those who have the skills to become doctors, insurers, or work within the tourism industry, food catering, leisure and recreation activities. Some may consider self employment to have many benefits as it can provide flexibility in tax claims and so on.
6. Self-employment amongst people with VI

Amongst the VI population fear of self employment stems from financial insecurity, fear of the unknown, fear that not a lot of people will support them in succeeding with the business due to stereotypes, luck of motivation, paperwork requirements for starting a business, promotion of products and marketing, and a lack of provision for sighted assistants.
According to the records of POT, no person with a visual impairment has ever declared their business and is officially considered as self employed. In the Organization’s database there is a record of those persons who run their own small businesses but they are not registered as a legal firm. The primary reason is for this is so as to not leave the benefits available to unemployed persons.
7. Case Study: Poland
7.  Overview

Data provided by the Fundacja Instytut Rozwoju Regionalnego (FIRR) suggest the VI population in Poland is approximately 600,000 (Table 4). Of those, three quarters (74.7%) are unemployed compared to just over one tenth (13.1%) of the general population. Just under 6% are self-employed compared to one fifth of the general population.
Table 4: Key population statistics, Poland

	Poland: Key Statistics

	General population
	38,204,000

	Economic activity
	55,7%

	Self employment level
	19.0%

	Unemployment level
	13.1%

	Economically inactivity
	44.3%

	
	

	Visually impaired
	600,000

	Employment level
	18.5%

	Self employment
	5.7%

	Unemployment
	74.7%

	Economic inactivity
	24.2%

	
	

	Business start ups
	

	No of businesses that are set up each year
	349,600

	Survival rates for each business
	75% (on average)

	Business failure rates
	25%


Source: Fundacja Instytut Rozwoju Regionalnego, (FIRR), 2011.
Information from the Academic Network of European Disability Experts (ANED) on the employment of disabled people in European countries suggest that despite the financial crisis, at the beginning of 2009, the State Fund for Rehabilitation registered a significant rise in numbers of employees with disabilities (Wapiennik, 2009). This is in both open and sheltered labour market in its system of handling subsidised employment. However, despite this, it is likely that the overall situation of people with disabilities in the labour market in Poland remains unfavourable in comparison to the general population. The report by Wapiennik (2009) finds the activity rate of people with disabilities to be very low with the majority of this group of people excluded from the labour market. People with disabilities show very high levels of economic inactivity, with approximately 76% of the disabled population of working age in this group.
Wapiennik (2009) found the level of economic activity varies by type of disability with employment rates highest amongst those with neurological disorders and visual impairments (Table 5).
Table 5: Economic activity of people with disabilities in 2000 (by types of disability), Poland

	Disability Type
	Activity rate (%)
	Employment rate (%)
	Unemployment rate (%)

	Motor impairment
	16.5
	14.3
	13.7

	Visual impairment
	17.5
	15.5
	11.4

	Hearing impairment
	11.9
	10.8
	9.2

	Circulatory systems impairment
	16.6
	14.0
	15.2

	Mental health disorders
	15.6
	10.3
	34.1

	Intellectual disability
	8.5
	6.4
	25.1

	Neurological disorders
	19.2
	15.9
	17.4

	Other
	18.3
	14.5
	20.7

	Total
	18.7
	15.6
	16.8


Source: Wapiennik (2009).
7.  Business Support Provision
Within Poland general business support is provided at a national, regional and at a direct or local level as follows:

· National level – Polish Agency for Enterprise Development (Polska Agencja Rozwoju Przedsiębiorczości)

· Regional level – Regional Financing Institutions (Regionalne Instytucje Finansujące) 

· Direct level – Consultation Points, Loans Support Points, National Innovation Net, Enterprise Europe Network points etc.
There is no specific business support or tools developed to address the needs of disabled people, including those with VI, and there is no official or unofficial information about any special needs of people with VI. Further to this, a 2009 report by the FIRR, in cooperation with Stefan Batory Foundation, found there to be either very limited or no information accessibility for people with disabilities, particularly visually impaired people, to websites, software and services offered by public institutions connected with labour market. These include institutions such as the Public Social Insurance Office, Polish Fund of Disabled People Rehabilitation and business support institutions. The research highlights seriously limited access to public economical information for people with VI. 
Currently there are no programmes to train Business Advisors on how to support visually impaired people wanting to start up their own business and there are no current laws or rules that limit becoming a business advisor. 

7.  Self-employment and Entrepreneurship 
7. Policies promoting entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurship is promoted through a number of different government policies including Regional Development Ministry programmes using ESF funds focused on entrepreneurship development, and the Ministry of Higher Education Youth entrepreneurs’ support. Further support and promotion of entrepreneurship is provided at the point of registering a self-employed enterprise (see 7.3.2).

7. Becoming self-employed 
Within Poland there is an official set of processes to becoming self-employed. These are set as follows:
· Step 1 – Enterprise registration in commune office

· Step 2 – Statistic office – identification number (REGON)

· Step 3 – Official enterprise stamp

· Step 4 – bank account

· Step 5 – VAT number (Tax Office)

· Step 6 – registration as a entrepreneur in Public Social Insurance Office

7. Barriers to self-employment

The FIRR have identified a number of direct and indirect barriers to self-employment amongst people with VI. 

· Direct barriers
· Limited access to printed documents (including registration documents)

· Limited access to official websites
· Complicated procedures

· Limited access to computer programs, for example accountant applications

· Communication problems.

· Indirect barriers
· Social trap

· Low level of independence

· Low level of education

· High risk of failure.  

7.  Finance and funding

There is one source of funding available to disabled and visually impaired entrepreneurs in the form of a special loan program within the National Fund for the Rehabilitation of Disabled Persons (PFRON). Created in 1991 as an extra-budgetary fund, the PFRON aims to support the employment and rehabilitation of people with disabilities. The PFRON assists in the financing of: employing disabled persons; improving access; rehabilitation programs; and other subsidies and investments of projects supporting disabled persons. PFRON is financed directly from payments made by enterprises. The money available for entrepreneurship loans strictly limited to a one-time finance for start up. In 2007, the State Fund for Rehabilitation provided 85 beneficiaries with one-time finance to start-up business activity and 226 beneficiaries loans for start-up business activity (Wapiennik, 2009).
There are no changes in taxation regulation on becoming self-employed but there is the potential for a reduction (or refund) in the social insurance obligatory premium.

7.  Skills and Skills Support
7. Skills levels

There is currently no specific available information on the average skills and education levels of people with VI.
7. Skills support

There is a wide range of training providers in Poland. However, training providers are not prepared to guarantee full benefit from training to disabled participants. Research by FIRR shows that training firms are not prepared, nor are eager to accept disabled participant to their courses, especially people with sensory disabilities, and only very few declared they are accessible for wheel-chair users.  
Further to this, training providers are often not aware of disability specific issues that might be important and useful in entrepreneurship training such as, existing incentives for disabled entrepreneurs, the limitations arising from the social trap, and, resources to make necessary equipment adaptations. Very often training providers do not realise that even the recruitment process can exclude person with disability from participating in training and that there are resources that might support disabled participants with necessary assistance. Training providers are generally not aware of those barriers and do not have skills and knowledge necessary to overcome them. There are special schools and NGO (including FIRR) that have specialized in specific training systems.
7.  Benefits and Welfare
There are two areas of financial support available to visually impaired people from the government if they are unemployed:
· Option 1 – persons who do not have right to receive pension can apply for allowance (as every unemployed person in Poland)
· Option 2 – persons who has right to receive pension cannot  apply for allowance (as every unemployed person in Poland)
When moving from unemployment to employment or self employment support is provided as follows:

· Persons who receive social pension (person who has not worked before) – moving from unemployment to employment or self employment effects in the suspension of the pension.
· Persons who receive disability pension - moving from unemployment to employment effect in pension reduction or suspension (it depends of amount of remuneration).
· Persons who receive disability pension - moving from unemployment to self employment does not effect in pension suspension.
In recent years there have been some important changes introduced to the legislation relevant to the situation of people with disabilities in employment (Wapiennik, 2009). The amendments to the Labour Code and the Act on Promotion of Employment have strengthened protection against discrimination in employment, or in access to vocational training and counselling, for people with disabilities. Changes introduced to the Act on Promotion of Employment and Act on Rehabilitation allow people with disabilities registered in county labour offices as job-seekers to use some instruments and labour market programmes so far reserved only for people with disabilities registered as unemployed. Previous to the rules, there has been very limited access to labour market programmes and instruments for people with disabilities who have the right to inability to work pension or to social pension as they cannot register as unemployed.

7. Cultural Attitudes
7. Self-employment

There is no long-term history of self employment in Poland as it is a new tradition started after the political and economical changes in 1989.  Polish society is still learning what it means to be self employed and this is especially so given that the law is in a state of frequent change. The situation for entrepreneurship is growing in comparison with a decade ago but entrepreneurship is still often considered to be a ‘risk’. The Polish Media and NGOs do intensively promote a positive vision of entrepreneurship which is impacting on social attitudes towards self-employment.  

By the end of 2009 there were 3,742.7 thousand business entities, excluding persons engaged in private farms in agriculture, issued with a self-employment identification number (REGON registration system – Step 2). There was an observed increase in commercial companies and foundations, and a decrease in the number of registered civil partnerships, individuals sole traders, cooperatives and enterprises state.

Micro-enterprises or firms employing up to nine employees make up the vast majority of active companies and are, as a result, lead producers of economic activity. In 2008 there were 1,787 thousand micro-enterprises representing 96% of the total number of active companies. Small firms with 10 to 49 employees represent 3% of the total number of active companies (54,900), and just under 1% (16,300) are medium-sized companies with between 50 to 249 employees. Only a small fraction (0.2% or 3,200) of the total number of firms are large business employing at least 250 employees. 

In comparison to the structure of companies operating in the EU-27, Poland has a larger proportion of micro firms and a lower proportion of small firms. This may indicate potential structural problems of micro-enterprises in Poland, which hamper some of them shift to higher stage of development (increasing the size of more than 9 employees).

The level of self employment in Poland is not still as high as abroad (in comparison to other European countries) but this situation changes positively and dynamically from year to year.

7. Self-employment amongst people with VI

FIRR identify two main reasons why visually impaired people fear self employment: fear of losing their social fee and the cost of obligatory social insurance for entrepreneurs. This point is echoed by the research findings of Giermanowska (2007), summarised in a report on the employment of disabled people in European countries that found people with disabilities in Poland fear losing the disability pension and legal disability status if they demonstrate they can work. Some rules concerning disability pensions also provide disincentives to employment for people with disabilities (Wapiennik, 2009). The pension for inability to work is reduced when the person earns and is suspended when this income exceeds 130% of the average wage. This can lead to a situation where people with disabilities receive salaries beneath their vocational qualifications in order to maintain the full amount of the pension, and can decrease their motivation to seek employment. FIRR have identified further indirect reasons such as low level of education, low level of activity, communication problems, low level of economical awareness and business skills.

Self-employment seems to be extremely difficult and inaccessible for people with VI. According to the data from State Fund for Rehabilitation of People with Disabilities, that register and support the employment and self-employment of disabled persons, there was a decrease of 5.8% in self-employment in 2009 comparing to 2008. According to 2009 data from Main Statistic Office, self-employment among people with disabilities is more than three times lower than among able-persons (3.3% compared to 10.4%).     
8. Further Models of Business Support

This chapter presents additional support models and initiatives identified by project partners as part of the research and needs analysis review process.
8.  Independent Disabled Workers Union, France
The Independent Disabled Workers Union (UPTIH), based in France, provides support to blind and visually impaired people as well as those with disabilities. 
The UPTIH was created in 2008 by entrepreneurs who wanted to create a structure that met the needs of disabled people who wanted to create their own jobs or manage their own businesses. It is open to all people with a disability at any stage of work or self-employment. The UPTIH brings together workers, whether self- entrepreneurs, business leaders or people who are self-employed, to disseminate information and represent the interests of disabled persons to public authorities. The Union offers a range of services to people wishing to become self-employed, provides a forum for exchange between entrepreneurs, organizes discussions and training on specific topics, offers benefits reserved for its members through a network of partner and has established a system of mentoring and support to business creation. 
8. ONCE Service, Spain
The ONCE service based in Spain, provides employment support to disabled people and business support services to visually impaired unemployed people. The aim of their services is to promote independence from state benefits and within the economy in Spain. Their delivery model includes ongoing improvement in the quality of services provided for people with VI, a comprehensive approach to the needs of the visually impaired, provision of services on a one to one basis and actively involving the individual in the identification of their own needs and services required to support their transition to economic and social independence. 
The ONCE model is based on addressing two main support areas:

· Independent living: offering three essential services of psychosocial support, comprehensive rehabilitation, and communication and access to information. 
· Social integration: involves the delivery of four services which complement each other, expand and meet depending on the specific needs and requirements of each member. These services are:
· Educational support: the main goal of the Education Support Service is the full inclusion of blind and partially sighted students in the education system
· Support in the areas of culture, recreation, art and sport. These services promote activities destined to make the best possible use of leisure and free time, of access to adapted cultural resources and the involvement in cultural, recreational and sport-related activities.  
· Welfare services. User needs are met through economic and assistance services, information on community welfare resources, etc., complementing the help and benefits put in place by the public sector.
· Employment support. Programmes created to meet careers advice needs, training needs (both individual and collective), work experience needs, self-employment opportunities and accessibility in the workplace. 

Specifically the Employment Support service offers the following programmes:  

1) Careers advice and work placement provided in a sequential step by step approach including:
a. Analysis of the employability possibilities of the service user, taking into account his or her qualifications, experience and expectations, so that a project of inclusion can be developed jointly.  
b. Assessment of the qualifications and professional experience of the service user on the basis of which, an itinerary can be established, specifying the different programmes the user will benefit from, the goals, timeframe and the methodology of action. 
c. Employment promotion through personalised and multidisciplinary itineraries leading to the social and work inclusion of those who make use of the Employment Support Service.

To achieve this, the ONCE model pays particular attention to information and support for those likely to become job-seekers, people who are already job-seekers and for those wanting to improve their current work situation. It examines research, analysis and study of the labour market situation; detection, management and intermediary role regarding job vacancies; spreading information on job inclusion programmes; actively seeking job vacancies; providing Information and advice for employers on blind and partially sighted people; and, job exclusion preventive actions.
2) Vocational training – the employment training scheme ONCE offers to its members includes individual and group training; and, work experience.
a. Individual and group training – aim is to support individual and group training programmes destined to the acquisition or consolidation of employment for working age members. Some of the costs covered in individual training programmes are: registration fees, publications, course materials, consultant fees, and accommodation and meals, when applicable. The amount granted will vary depending on the client’s household income and the cost of the formative process. For group training the full cost of the training process is covered, and the client can apply for accommodation and meals to be funded if the training takes place outside the area of residence of the applicant, in accordance with the organization’s current regulations.

b. Work experience: the programme aims to facilitate the interaction of the jobseeker or person wanting to improve his or her current employment situation with the labour market; to acquire practical experience; and, to show employers the work potential of people who are blind or partially-sighted.

3) Supporting self-employment initiatives. This alternative grants enterprising members the opportunity to start up a self-employment project, within the area the applicant is best qualified in, taking into account the applicant’s interests, capabilities and personal skills. Members of the Organization can request guidance and funding, including: low interest loans, non returnable grants to set up a business, the improvement or restart of a self-employment project. Projects are assessed by a team of professionals from the different management areas of once and its Foundation, which means a greater degree of support (economic, commercial, etc.) and guidance can be given.

4) Workplace accessibility. ONCE provides blind and partially-sighted users with the equipment and resources they need to perform the tasks inherent to the post they hold on an equal footing with their peers, in a professional, efficient and productive manner. Technological resources include: 19" TFT computer screens, specific screen magnification and screen reading software, document scanners, CCTVs, etc. Members are advised at all times on the adaptation resources which best meet their specific needs and the best way to use the available equipment/resources, depending on the post held by the member.  

8.3
Blind Business Association Charitable Trust (BBACT): UK
Established in 1994, Blind Business Association Charitable Trust (BBACT) provides a tailored programme of training, advice, information and encouragement to blind and partially sighted individuals from throughout the UK who are considering starting a business or who are already in business and need some assistance.  Services are delivered by a Project Co-ordinator and a team volunteer mentors, all of whom are blind or partially sighted themselves.  

BBACT's aims to empower individuals to maximise skills and creativity, improve quality of life and play an active role in society, and to ensure that anyone who is committed has the opportunity to gain the knowledge, skills, confidence and financial independence that running a business can bring.

BBACT offers a range of support designed to assist individuals from the earliest point at which they may be considering starting a new business and continuing on through the planning, development and launch of their new enterprise. Assistance is offered through the provision of advice and information and via our unique mentoring programme and through the provision of on-going opportunities to enable a person to benefit from the broad range of experience held within the mentoring networks, training initiatives and conferences.

The support is provided in three stages:

1 An introductory meeting with a Trust representative to find out more about the individual and their business ideas.

2 Matching with a BBACT mentor to provide support during the planning and early stages of business.

3 The opportunity to seek a BBACT grant towards business start-up costs. If aged 50+, there is the potential to apply for Prime Loan, this is a last resort soft loan of up to £5000, available to people unable to secure funds from traditional sources.
9. Key Messages
9. Initial thoughts
· There is a need to clearly define Visual Impairment for the purposes of the project with categories to be able to compare groups and data. The legal degree of handicap or disability differs between countries and, as the Network 1000 study shows, there is a difference between different levels of vocational participation correlating with the degree of visual disability.
· There is little research and consistent evidence across the EU about participation of people with visual impairment in self-employment – participation in self-employment, type of self-employment (occupations, industries), journey through becoming self-employed (need for support, ability to access it, business success rates). 
· It is possible that true self-employment is likely to be a solution for a very limited number of blind people and this is a point for investigation within the evaluation phase of work. Promotion of self-employment amongst this ‘blind elite’ will perhaps be of valuable as some kind of counterweight to the increasing difficulty which they are experiencing in accessing the higher professions. However, it is unlikely to help the great majority of blind people who are inactive.

· Self-employment is valued differently in different EU nations – this has a knock on effect for supporting more vulnerable groups into self-employment.

· Supporting VI people into employment and self-employment is valued and dealt with differently across the EU.

· Some examples of good practice but little consistent support for VI people wanting to become self-employed.

9. Next Steps
Appendices

Appendix 1 – Case Study Template
Appendix 2 – Partner Organisations
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