DEPARTMENT FOR SOCIAL INCLUSION OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES 

1. OBJECTIVE: promote SOCIAL PROTECTION, SOCIAL INCLUSION AND EMPLOYMENT OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES
2. STATE OF PLAY 
Over the last few decades, disability issues have drawn an increased focus of attention in Europe and the world. Disability prevalence at 15% of the population worldwide
 is on the rise due to ageing populations and increased chronic health conditions which lead to disability. On the other hand disability is increased due to the continuing significant existence of barriers in goods, services and attitudes that prevent persons with disabilities to participate in the community on the same basis as persons without disabilities. The risk for poverty, unemployment and social exclusion is higher for persons with any type of disability: physical, sensory, intellectual, mental or any combination of them.   
A milestone in the history of disability was set by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities which defines the obligations of states to adopt all appropriate legislative, administrative and other measures for the implementation of the rights of persons with disabilities in all sectors of life. The Republic of Cyprus ratified the Convention in 2011
 and formulated and adopted its first National Disability Action Plan in 2013
.
A modern and powerful legal framework exists in Cyprus for the protection and promotion of the rights of persons with disabilities including general and specific laws in almost all aspects of the public and private sector. The main legislation related to disability includes 3 ratification laws of international conventions, 5 general laws and 30 specific laws and regulations
. The effort to further improve the legislative framework to ensure the rights of persons with disabilities is continuous. Nevertheless, several gaps are observed on the effective implementation of laws and regulations. Better strategic planning, coordination and cooperation among public services and the private sector is needed in order to transform theory into action. Tighter supervision and the application of penalties for non enforcement of law is also needed. More difficult of all, is the room for improvement of perceptions, attitudes and behavior towards the diversity of people and the level of respect by the Cypriot society towards the rights of persons with disabilities.
The worsening of economic crisis in Cyprus coincided with the period of the ratification and entry into force of the UN Convention for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Therefore, taking into account the available financial and human resources of the state all the actions included in the Disability Action Plan for 2013-2015, although many and important, required no additional cost. Particularly the Department faced a serious problem with its understaffing compared to the responsibilities it undertook. Less than half of its new 16 posts were filled until 2012 when the freezing of vacant posts was decided due to the economic crisis leaving the other half of the posts empty.
3. ACTIVITIES related to OBJECTIVE

Activity 1:  Provision of Assessments and Certifications of Disability and Functioning
The design and implementation of a new System for the Assessment of Disability and Functioning in Cyprus is an innovative project co-funded by the European Social Fund. As a platform serving many targets, it established a scientific, reliable and credible basis for the certification of disability as well as the appropriate interventions needed to support the citizen and enhance social inclusion. The first Disability Assessment Centre, being the infrastructure where assessments take place, has already started to operate in Nicosia, since December 2013. The pilot application for the first year resulted to 400 successful assessments. The operation of the System includes the following:

· Receiving references for disability assessment by the other sections of the Department or the new Service for the Guaranteed Minimum Income regarding applications for disability benefits and services, targeting to perform 2000 assessments annually.
· Purchasing services through public contracts with a network of 110 doctors and rehabilitation professionals from the private sector to participate in multidisciplinary committees as assessors.

· Operating the assessment mechanism through standardized procedures, assessment protocols and manuals while keeping a modern, friendly and citizen-centered environment.

· Issuing and providing to the responsible Service and the citizen  a report and certification on the type and extent of disability. The assessment results may report and certify not only on special needs for cash benefits, care services, technical equipment, counseling and therapies, but also on capabilities and new prospects for training, employment, inclusion. 
Actions for further improvement and expansion of the System include the following:

· Computerization of the disability assessment procedures and output documents
· Establishment of two additional Disability Assessment Centers in Limassol and Larnaca through a new project co-funded by the European Social Fund in the period 2015-2020
· Creation of an integrated national disability data base 

· Issue of a national Disability Card to each entitled citizen
· Expansion of the use of the System for additional Services and Ministries.
Activity 2: Provision of Social Benefits to Persons with Disabilities
The provision of cash benefits - monthly and lump sums - aim to cover the extra cost caused by disability, prevent social exclusion and improve quality of people lives. The Department applies various laws and schemes to support and empower people to buy care or other assistance services, various types of assistive technology and equipment, wheel chairs, cars etc. The computerization of social benefits begun in 2013 and is still in progress to cover all schemes. Payments to all beneficiaries though are electronically made directly to their bank accounts. The effort to simplify, expedite, modernize and making procedures more citizen-friendly is continuous.
The main Social Benefit laws and schemes  of the Department are the following:

	Monthly Allowances 

	Law/Scheme
	Amount

€
	Estimated Number of Beneficiaries for 2015
	2015 Budget Amount 

€

	Special allowance for blind persons (Law)
	316,37
	2700
	10.400.000

	Severe motor disability allowance
	337,66
	1670
	6.750.000

	Care allowance for persons with quadriplegia
	854,30
	600
	6.150.000

	Care allowance for persons with paraplegia
	350,00
	630
	2.650.000

	Mobility allowance (Law)
	51,00/

102,00
	600
	650.000


Other Social Benefit Schemes of the Department are:

· Financial assistance for the provision of a disability car (2015 Budget €700.000)

· Financial assistance for the provision of a wheelchair (2015 Budget €750.000)

· Financial assistance for the provision of technical means, instruments and other aids (2015 Budget €800.000)

· Wheelchairs lending
· Technical means, instruments and other aids lending
· Disability parking card (Blue Badge)
Activity 3:  Provision of Direct and Indirect Vocational Rehabilitation and other Support  Services
   Positive measures to encourage and facilitate employment and vocational rehabilitation especially for persons who find it difficult to find and keep a job on their own, are applied through various laws and schemes. In addition the Department utilizes the resources of the Special Fund of the Vocational Rehabilitation Center as well as the Christou Steliou Ioannou Foundation for further employment and support services. Apart from direct support to persons with disabilities, the Department provides also indirect support through financial assistance to the Organizations of persons with disabilities to operate various programmes for their members regarding supported employment, social assistance, recreation and counseling. Although supported and independent living is not a responsibility of the Department it undertook as a special project the de-institutionalization of 8 persons with severe intellectual disability from the Mental Health Hospital in Athalassa.
The following are the direct or indirect vocational rehabilitation services provided:

· Monitoring the implementation of The Recruitment of Persons with Disabilities in the Wider Public Sector (Special Provisions) Law

· Operation of the Scheme for the creation and operation of small units for self-employment purposes
· Operation of the Vocational Training Scheme
· Operation of the Supported Employment Scheme (indirect vocational rehabilitation

Other support services which are provided directly or indirectly are the following: 

· Yearly financial assistance to Organizations of persons with disabilities
· Yearly financial assistance to the Pancyprian Confederation of the Organizations of Disabled People
·  Yearly financial assistance to Organizations of persons with disabilities for hiring social assistants for their members
· Yearly financial assistance to the Committee for the Protection of Persons with Mental Retardation
· Operation of two homes in the community and de-institutionalization of 8 persons with sever intellectual disability from the Athalassa Hospital
Activity 4: Coordination of the Effective Implementation of the UN Convention for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the National Disability Action Plan
	Monitoring and promoting the implementation of the UN Convention for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is coordinated by the Department that serves as the Focal Point in Cyprus. This is a collective effort in cooperation with all responsible public services as well as the Cyprus Confederation of the Organizations of Disabled People which is legally an official social partner of the state regarding disability issues. The Department also cooperates with the Office of the Commissioner for Administration and Human Rights who is responsible for the independent monitoring of the Convention. The activity includes the following main actions:
· Maintain communication and coordinate information within a network of 80 contact points in Ministries and Services dealing with disability issues as well as 10 contact points from the Confederation of Disabled People and 10 observers of the Office of the Commissioner for Administration and Human Rights. 

· Coordinate the operation of eight Thematic Technical Committees for the formulation, implementation and monitoring of the National Disability Action Plan and the UN Convention.

· Prepare and submit reports, data and information to the UN Committee for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities as well as the High Level Group on Disability of the European Commission.

· Support administratively the Pancyprian Council for Persons with Disabilities being the supreme consultative body for disability issues and also the Coordinating Mechanism to facilitate the implementation of the UN Convention.

· Promote and implement learning activities which foster awareness on disability, understanding of diversity and special needs and respect to human dignity and human rights.
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