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Brian O’Donnell: CEO, National Federation of Voluntary Bodies:
The National Federation of Voluntary Bodies recognises the scale of the difficulties facing the public finances and the pressure on Government to narrow the gap between exchequer income and expenditure.  However, we are heartened that the Government has confirmed in correspondence that protecting the most vulnerable in our society, including people with disabilities, remains a priority for it within available financial resources and in the context of the forthcoming Budget 2010.

Against a backdrop of acknowledged gaps in services and a growing population of people with intellectual disabilities whose needs are changing, e.g. the number of people aged 50 years or over on the National Intellectual Disability Database increased by 25% between 1996 and 2007, under the Government’s Multi Annual Investment Programme there has been significant investment in developing an infrastructure of services and capacity.  It is vitally important that the value of this investment in capacity is maintained.  Lets not lose all that has been achieved.
Over the period 2008-2009, the Health Service Executive have implemented a series of three successive “Value for Money” reductions in funding to voluntary organisations who provide services to people with disabilities, amounting to an overall aggregate cut of 3%.  Member organisations of the National Federation of Voluntary Bodies have endeavoured to absorb these cuts in funding, through implementing a range of value for money initiatives without reducing front line services.  In addition to this, over this same period all emergency and crisis situations arising have been responded to without any additional resources.  However, as successive cuts in funding are made the capacity to absorb these reductions, without affecting existing front line services and responding to new emergency cases, is seriously diminished certainly in the short term.

The Government has initiated a Value for Money & Policy Review and the National Federation of Voluntary Bodies will engage with the Review Group in proactively developing proposals which will assist in the reorganisation and reconfiguration of services to better support people with intellectual disability to live more fulfilling lives.

In tandem with this work, it is also important to ensure that the momentum on progressing the National Disability Strategy can be maintained in these difficult economic times and, in particular, identify how the priority issues such as the changing needs of people with intellectual disabilities who are getting older can be addressed.

The National Federation of Voluntary Bodies acknowledges that given the exchequer difficulties the pace of progress in addressing many of the priority issues will inevitably be slower.  However, we do believe that there is nonetheless an opportunity to develop more effective ways of doing things and to promote collaborative working across organisations at local and national levels to support more effective and efficient use of the limited resources available.  We recognise that there are opportunities to reflect on how policies and services are configured, and to learn from innovative practice being done in Ireland and internationally.  We believe that an investment in time and effort on this work now will deliver a return in terms of the sector being well prepared to benefit when the inevitable economic upturn comes.

An Taoiseach, Mr. Brian Cowan, T.D., and his Government are rightly proud of the increased resources that were invested in the disability sector in the years leading up to 2009.  Reducing the resource in the sector at this time has the potential to dismantle all that has been achieved with the likely re-introduction of waiting lists, and the resultant hardship that arises for service users and families alike.

It is vital that the disability sector is protected in the Budget and the Government can be assured that the voluntary agencies will not be found wanting in their positive response to meeting the increased need that will occur inevitably over the next number of years.

