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Introduction

Today, over 50 million european citizens with disabilities represent close to 11% of the population of the european Union. 

while about 68% of non-disabled people have a job, only about 20% of the disabled citizens are employed. These figures 

showing employment in the open labour market have not improved in the last 10 years. 2.5 million disabled people are 

employed in a protected environment. 

only very few of the people with disabilities, who do have a job, receive some assistance to help them in their professional 

lives, whereas many more of them being unemployed believe they could work if adequate assistance was provided to 

them. 

The situation of disabled women is even worse than the one of their male counterparts. People with learning or intellectual 

disabilities have similar problems: they have even less chances to get a paid job than people with physical disabilities. 

The current situation, blighted by the economic and financial crisis, has worsened the employment prospects of disabled 

citizens, who are pushed out of the labour market, while sheltered and social workshops have lost some contracts and 

therefore are not able to provide enough work for the people they employ. 

yet, employment of people with disabilities on the open labour market will be an even more pressing issue in the years to 

come. as a consequence of this development, an employment strategy that outlines these issues is needed. This would be 

complementary to other political priorities such as a labour supply increase, a reduction of spending on benefits and social 

security and, last but not least, the fight against social exclusion. 

furthermore, when developing new legislation in this field governmental financial support of employment for people with 

disabilities is necessary. however, a clear and complete legal framework is fundamental, but not of course sufficient: law 

needs to be linked to educational and other measures. yet without clear and explicit national law, all other measures will 

be undermined and ineffective. Therefore, the member states should be able to provide sufficient room for measures im-

plementing supported employment which also illustrates a new shift that was clearly expressed during the 2003 european 

year of People with Disabilities: “nothing about us without us”. 

Persons with disabilities should have the possibility to choose a job, they should be able to enjoy work and contribute to 

society like anybody else. 
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International labour market trends 

from an international perspective, a number of specific trends with regard to integration policies for people with dis-

abilities in the open labour market can be identified. 

These are: 

employment in the open labour market is considered to be the best option for persons with disabilities, supplemented ��
by specific measures; 

sheltered employment, based on vocational rehabilitation, is questioned ��

Policies aiming at activating vulnerable groups and persons with disabilities are promoted at all government levels; ��

‘mainstreaming’ is the policy approach implemented in most member states. measures aiming initially at a specific ��
target group are opened up to bring benefits for all people trying to enter the labour market and to combat discrimina-

tion and stigmatization 

Decentralisation to and ‘responsabilisation’ of the local level and local actors are promoted in order to be able to ��
provide person centred support to each individual; 

financial and fiscal stimuli for disabled employees and employers are used in order to achieve the desired results, i.e. to ��
increase the number of disabled people entering the open labour market. The main idea is that work should be paid! 

one of the expressed goals is the policy harmonisation and an improved coordination of the institutional context in ��
order to increase the effectiveness of policy implementation and the efficiency of the organisations, 

The ultimate aim is to offer tailor-made solutions as more attention is paid to the wishes of individual people with ��
disabilities in policy development and during implementation. Case management has been introduced as a new tool. 

stakeholder cooperation and networking are seen as crucial elements of a structural communication between all ��
relevant actors. 

Declarations 

The delegates of the european conference “bringing People to work”, held in Thessaloniki, Greece, on 11th and 12th June 

2009, including the following stakeholders 

Persons with disabilities ��

service providers ��

Policy makers and Civil servants ��

employers ��

Trade Unions ��

lawyers ��

researchers ��
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Declare with reference to: 

The Council Directive 2000/78/eC of 27 november 2000 establishing a general framework for equal treatment in ��
employment and occupation; 

The Commission regulation (eC) no 800/2008 of 6�� th august 2008 declaring certain categories of aid compatible with 

the common market in application of articles 87 and 88 of the Treaty (General block exemption regulation) 

The Council of europe’s recommendation rec(2006)5 of the Committee of ministers to member states on the Council ��
of europe action Plan to promote the rights and full participation of people with disabilities in society: improving the 

quality of life of people with disabilities in europe 2006-2015; 

The eU Disability action Plan, Com(2007) 738 final: Communication from the Commission to the Council, the eu-��
ropean Parliament, the european economic and social Committee and the Committee of the regions: situation of 

disabled people in the european Union: the european action Plan 2008-2009; 

international labour organisation, Vocational rehabilitation and employment (Disabled Persons) Convention, 1983, ��
C 159; 

international labour organisation: employment Promotion and Protection against Unemployment Convention, 1988, ��
C 168. 

Declare in accordance with Article 27 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 
on Work and Employment: 

that all people with disabilities have the right to decent work on an equal basis with others. This includes the right to the ��
opportunity to gain a living by work freely chosen or accepted in a labour market and work environment that is open, 

inclusive and accessible to persons with disabilities. This implies the revision of legal frameworks declaring people – as 

a group or social category – unable to work. 

that discrimination on the basis of disability with regard to all matters concerning all forms of employment, including ��
conditions of recruitment, hiring and employment, continuance of employment, career advancement and safe and 

healthy working conditions shall be prohibited by the legislation of the eU member states. This implies the full and 

correct implementation of the eC equality in employment Directive. 

that persons with disabilities have the rights, on an equal basis with others, to just and favourable conditions of work, ��
including equal opportunities and equal remuneration for work of equal value, safe and healthy working conditions, 

including protection from harassment, and the redress of grievances. This implies the development of appropriate legal 

frameworks and support mechanisms at member state level. 

that persons with disabilities are able to exercise their labour and trade union rights on an equal basis with others. This ��
implies the provision of the needed structures and training facilitating the needed developments. 

that persons with disabilities shall be enabled to have effective access to general technical and vocational guidance ��
programs, placement services and vocational and continuing training. This implies the setup of specialised and main-

stream support systems underpinning these objectives. 

that employment opportunities and career advancement for persons with disabilities in the labour market, as well as ��
assistance in finding, obtaining, maintaining and returning to employment shall be promoted. This implies the inclusion 

of a real career perspective as part of all employment related policies and strategies. 
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that opportunities for self-employment, entrepreneurship, the development of cooperatives and starting one’s own ��
business shall be promoted. This implies to rethink the concept of reasonable accommodation and accessibility. 

that persons with disabilities shall be employed in the public sector. This implies the revision of recruitment procedures ��
and strategies focussing on the outcome more than on bureaucratic processes. 

that the employment of persons with disabilities in the private sector shall be promoted through appropriate policies ��
and measures, which may include affirmative action programs, incentives and other measures. This implies that sup-

port should be made available to employers. 

that reasonable accommodation shall be provided to persons with disabilities in the workplace. This implies the avail-��
ability of specialised advice as the need for law enforcement. 

that the acquisition by persons with disabilities of work experience in the open labour market shall be promoted. ��
This implies the full implementation of ‘reasonable accommodation concept ‘ in vocational and professional training 

systems and services. 

that vocational and professional rehabilitation, job retention and return-to-work programs for persons with disabilities ��
shall be promoted. This implies strategies tackling the benefit trap. 

That discrimination by association (families that are discriminated because they have a disabled family member), ��
indirect discrimination should be recognized and stopped 

Recommendations 

1)  to the European Commission 

since the effects of the economic and financial crisis have started to hit european countries in autumn 2008, the con-

sequences have been felt by people with disabilities and the sector of social service providers all over europe. for this 

reason, the european Commission needs to consider the specific situation sheltered employment schemes are in due to the 

crisis. in addition, a very focused and specific approach needs to be included in the recovery plans. 

furthermore, the european Commission should stimulate the transition from sheltered employment to employment in the 

open labour market, by encouraging member states to use the structural funds developing alternatives. The full potential 

of a ‘flexicurity approach flexible employment schemes -aiming at tailor made job opportunities addressing the needs 

and abilities of persons with a disability and providing the needed security for people including flexible social protection 

scheme should also be used and promoted. moreover, it is crucial to identify and to promote models of good practice with 

regard to policies and approaches providing ‘flexibility‘and ‘security’ on the basis of a thematic peer review. 

instruments to collect accurate and comparable data on employment rates of persons with disabilities must be developed 

and a close cooperation with eurostat and stakeholders will be needed. Consequently, a study to map the impact of the 

benefit trap should be facilitated and financed by the european Commission. it is also important to suggest plans to 

tackle and implementing it by integrating actions combating the benefit trap in the national action Plans of the member 

states. 

The european Commission should benchmark the national action Plans of the member states addressing employment of 

persons with a disability related issues. The open method of Coordination and work of the social Protection Committee 

will be crucial in this respect. it must also further promote the correct understanding and implementation of the state aid 

regulation with allows the provision of tools and instruments covering all disability related costs when employing persons 

with disabilities 
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The construction of european networks is an important element to voice the concerns of people with disabilities. hence, 

a stakeholder network that focuses on the employment of people with disabilities, promoting structural relations between 

stakeholders at all local, regional, national and european levels has to be established and financed. at eU level the 

network would ideally include, in addition to political authorities easPD, the european Disability forum, the eC Unit for 

integration of people with disabilities, the social partners (the european Trade Union Confederation and representatives 

of employers). 

in order to have a clear overview of the needs and issues of the disability sector, it is crucial to involve the representatives 

of the disability sector in political consultations on topics of relevance for the employment of people with disabilities. The 

european Commission needs to consider the impact of any european policy on relevant schemes for people with disability, 

like sheltered employment. 

The Un Convention on The rights of Persons with Disabilities provides a recognized international standard for disabled 

people’s human rights in one document. in order to have a real effect on peoples’ lives, the european Commission needs to 

promote the correct implementation of the Un convention art. 27 by launching a study on people declared unable to work 

by national legal frameworks and the effect this might have on the full enjoyment of their rights. finally, the eU should 

promote ratification of the Un Convention. 

2) to the Member States 

in order to insure and protect the rights of persons with disabilities, a legal framework is always fundamental. Therefore, 

easPD recommends the member states to promote a legal framework guaranteeing real contracts and real salaries to 

all who work weather it be it on the open labour market or not. They should also promote the establishment of supported 

employment agencies who organise assistance, coaching, job carving and all other services required to support people 

with disabilities in the open labour market. in addition, the member states should provide financial means for supported 

employment schemes to enable them to exchange models of good practice in order to fulfil their role as a bridge between 

labour demand and supply. 

Policies based on ‘career thinking’ as a precondition for sustainable employment should be developed, because employ-

ment is not only about finding a job. Therefore it is essential to build up a new life-long-learning-strategy as a very 

important step forward, to be followed up and included in the relevant action Plans because sustainable employment is 

only possible when life long learning is organised and implemented in such a way that people with disabilities can benefit 

from it. 

easPD does not recommend a reduction in the range of occupational and sheltered employment services without ap-

propriate alternatives, which offer good opportunities leading to decent work on the open labour market. 

sustainable employment of people with disabilities needs to be facilitated by providing incentives for employers to hire 

disabled people, costs linked to possible production loss, additional training, support, job creation or job carving must 

be borne by the authorities. The member states should consequently assess the effectiveness of quota systems for hiring 

people with disabilities and to launch comparative research on these systems in order to provide guidance for the future. 
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it is self evident that work should pay. Therefore, easPD calls on the member states to fight the benefit trap by assuring 

real salaries for persons with disabilities who work in the open labour market. This might mean providing support and 

incentives to people with disability to enter the labour market and providing a flexible safety net in case a situation does 

not work out. 

employment and career prospects for people with disabilities in the open labour market should clearly be improved by 

opening up the public sector at local, regional and national levels. a specialised agency might be needed to facilitate 

this understanding the organisational culture public employers share. To achieve these goals, the member states should 

develop national action Plans including measures to combat discrimination, social exclusion and the benefit traps. Plans 

with clear targets ought to be achieved on the reduction of unemployment rates and the increase of employment rates of 

persons with disabilities should be developed. 

a smooth transition from sheltered to open employment has to be maintained by providing support to the sector to cope 

with the crisis and the change our economy is going through. finally, the promotion of work of persons with disabilities 

should be based on the concept of stakeholder cooperation and involve relevant stakeholders from the disability sector in 

all policy discussions on planned legislative changes. 

3) to the Social, Health and Employment Service Providers for People with Disabilities 

Throughout europe the disability sector is growing in both complexity and importance. with these changes comes a need 

for an exchange of relevant models of good practice at local, regional, national and international levels and to actively 

commit in the stakeholder dialogue setup by the authorities. Thus, service provider for persons with disabilities should 

employ persons with disabilities in the social services sector in order to set examples of best practice. 

furthermore, it is crucial that service providers for persons with disabilities implement the supported employment concept 

defined as providing support to people with disabilities or other disadvantaged groups to secure and maintain paid employ-

ment in the open labour market through a 5 steps process: engagement, vocational profiling, job finding, employer engage-

ment and on/off the job support. it is equally important to develop an individualised approach focussing on the abilities of 

each person served. service providers should clearly enhance links between sheltered employment and the labour market 

and involve persons with disabilities in the boards and other governing bodies of their organisations. 

accessibility of services is essential when taking about the integration of persons with disabilities in society. for this 

reason service providers for persons with disabilities must make their services accessible to all persons with disabilities 

and to provide information in easy to read and other accessible formats. 

innovation is at the core of every organization’s competitive advantage so service providers should facilitate innovation 

and the development of new types of services. To the able to adapt to the challenges of the future and to offer the best 

possible service to their clients well trained staff is essential so it is imperative that service providers train their profes-

sional staff regularly. 
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Conclusions 

The Thessaloniki Declaration aims at identifying the most pressing issues when addressing the unacceptable employment 

situation of persons with a disability in europe. The Declaration provides advice and food for thoughts when developing 

policies. all policies should consider the four key characteristics of successful approaches. strategies and policies should 

be build on stakeholder cooperation at all levels, Targeted actions part of the mainstream approach addressing specific 

barriers, availability of support for both employer and employees with a disability, research and evidence based innova-

tion. These sTar success factors should not be ignored. The percentage of persons with disabilities in the labour market 

and thus society is too low. This leads to poverty, social exclusion and mental health problems. it also means a huge lost 

of economic value, skills and competencies and pressures on social protection schemes. by unlocking the employment 

potential of citizens with disabilities, a win-win situation for both society and persons with a disability will be realised. 

what are we waiting for? 

� an executive summary is available on www.easpd.eu �

This publication is sponsored by the Progress program 
of the european Commission, DG employment, social 
affairs and equal opportunities. it reflects the view 
only of the author and the Commission cannot be held 

responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained 
therein.


