Remarks by An Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern on visit to Inclusion Ireland Offices in Foley Street, Dublin 1 on Friday, 1 December, 2006

I am delighted to be here today to visit your new facilities here in the heart of Dublin City Centre. I would like to thank Deirdre Carroll for inviting me to do so.

I know that your last building was not fully accessible and after being housed in your previous office for twenty-five years, I share your delight at moving a bright new modern building.  I also want to congratulate you on securing funding from the National Lottery towards the cost of the move.

New Identity for Organisation

However, a move of premises is not the only change you have undertaken in recent times, as you have also embraced a new identity.  People have known the organisation as NAMHI (National Association for the Mentally Handicapped of Ireland). I am pleased to note your new name and direction as Inclusion Ireland reflecting the fact that the term "mental handicap" is now old fashioned.

This organisation has shown great determination by campaigning over the years for changes in services and legislation that would improve the quality of life and participation of people with intellectual disability in Irish Society.

I am sure you will continue to work with great energy on behalf of the needs of people with an intellectual disability.  I know that you will continue to take great pride in your history and tradition, while embracing the future with confidence.

I have acknowledged in the past that there has been a historic deficit in services for this vulnerable group.  This failing by successive Governments through the years has led to understandable frustration with the State and tensions in relationships.

Of course, these tensions are an inevitable and necessary part of the advocacy role of organisations like Inclusion Ireland.  At the same time, I hope that the progress which we have made over recent years will help to ensure that we can maintain a constructive dialogue and work together in partnership over the years ahead.

New Developments

I am confident that we have a basis now for ensuring further substantial improvements in the lives of people with a disability.  The National Disability Strategy, including the Disability Act and the six Sectoral Plans approved by the Oireachtas recently, set out an ambitious agenda.

I do not think we should underestimate the challenge of successfully implementing this over the years ahead.  It will require continued investment of resources but also a commitment to reform and change across many parts of the public service.

An important part of this agenda, which the Minister for Finance signalled very clearly at the launch of the Sectoral Plans in July, is the effective use of funding by the public and voluntary sectors.  We need to make sure that taxpayer’s money is being translated into actual service improvements on the ground.

This focus on implementation will require continued engagement with stakeholders, including Inclusion Ireland.  The Sectoral Plans produced by the six Departments all set out mechanisms for monitoring progress and consulting with relevant parties.

In addition, under ‘Towards 2016’, a National Disability Stakeholder Monitoring Group has been established and met for the first time yesterday. This Group, which is chaired by my own Department, will meet twice a year and get reports from Departments on progress on the overall Disability Strategy.

Inclusion Ireland is one of the stakeholders represented on the Group and I know you will play a constructive role as we implement the Disability Strategy.

Citizens Information Bill

Another key element of the Strategy is the Citizens Information Bill 2006, which was published on 13 October.  This provides for development of a personal advocacy service on behalf of people with a disability.  I know that this is a priority issue for Inclusion Ireland and the people you represent. The Bill is currently before the Dáil and I know Minister Brennan hopes to have it enacted shortly.

Conclusion

Overall, I believe this Government has made significant progress although we were starting from a low base.  Our primary focus now is on implementation of the National Disability Strategy and we want to work with all the stakeholders, including Inclusion Ireland, on this challenging agenda.

Finally, I would like to wish you well in your new offices, which will help you to continue serving the people you represent in the years ahead, and I would also like to take this opportunity to wish your recently appointed Chairperson Finula Garrahy, every success in her term of office.

