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EP Hearing 24th January 2013 
Impact of the crisis on access to care for vulnerable groups 

 
EASPD Intervention 

 
 
EASPD is a European network of social services for persons with disabilities. All types of disabilities and 
services are represented in our organisation which has members from 30 European countries, mostly EU 
Member States but also from outside of the European Union.  
 
EASPD has been monitoring the impact of the crisis on social services for persons with disabilities and 
consequently on service users since 2009, and noticed that both services and users have been severely 
affected by the crisis and also by the austerity measures put in place by Governments.  
 
EASPD also cooperates with several disabled people’s organisations, for example within a Working Group 
to defend the right to Independent Living.  
 
1. Support services for your client group from statutory and voluntary sources - are they being 

affected by the crisis? What is the state of play? 
 
Negative consequences have taken different forms: 
 
Consequences for services: 

 SUSTAINABILITY1: 
o Decrease in budgets available for social services, both in terms of grants or subsidies 

given by authorities at various levels (local to national), and of grants/ loans by private 
institutions or donors e.g. Foundations; Decrease in direct payments and personal 
budgets for service users, resulting in people with disabilities not being able to buy the 
assistance or services they need to participate and to contribute to society. They lose 
self-determination, become over dependent on family members or others and often 
end up in inhuman and degrading situations; 

o Unavailability or tightened conditions on loans offered by banks – making it very 
difficult to carry out renovation or innovation plans. 

 AVAILABILITY: 
o The lack of funding has negative effects on services’ long-term strategies and planning, 

jeopardising service offers; 
o Innovative and small-scale services based in the community are hit first and hardest 

often resulting in less or no service provision, leaving the service users with very little or 
no freedom of choice. 

                                                           
1
 According to the survey made by EASPD in January 2012 on the impact on the crisis on the disability sector, 

respondents rated the impact of the crisis as significant or high and on sustainability of services (75%) and on 
quality of services (56%) http://www.easpd.eu/Portals/easpd/Press%20Releases/booklet%2010-09_FINAL.pdf 

http://www.easpd.eu/Portals/easpd/Press%20Releases/booklet%2010-09_FINAL.pdf
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 QUALITY and INNOVATION: 
o  Reductions in levels of services offered, closures or inappropriate merging of services; 
o Reinstitutionalisation: In some countries, legislative and policy reforms that were 

initiated prior to the crisis and which aimed at implementing the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), have been abandoned 
due to a lack of resources. Additionally, services are now expected to support increasing 
numbers of people and at times this takes the shape of increasing the maximum 
number of beds per room, or reduced square meters per resident in residential care, 
thus perpetuating institutionalisation; 

o No or decreased involvement of persons with disabilities in service development and 
provision – against the UNCRPD and European Disability Strategy (EDS) objective of 
users involvement and self-determination; 

o Staff reductions in social service centres, or worsening pay and working conditions as 
a direct consequence of decreased funding; exacerbation of “brain drain” already 
experienced in the sector in several Eastern European countries. 

 
Consequences for users, from an economic to a human rights crisis: 

 EMPLOYMENT: Decreased employment opportunities for persons with disabilites, both in 
sheltered settings and in the open-labour market. The rate of unemployment for persons with 
disabilities is much higher than for non-disabled persons, and funding for innovative 
programmes aimed at bringing disabled people to the open labour market has decreased 
dramatically; 

o E. g., a 2010 ANED Study revealed that the average employment rate for people with 
disabilities in the EU in 2008 was 45.2% compared to 73.7% for persons without 
disabilities or a difference of 28.5%; 

 INCLUSIVE EDUCATION: inclusive education programmes have been put on hold or cancelled. 
Many children with disabilities are thus placed back in segregated settings or left in mainstream 
schools without the needed support; 

 INDEPENDENT LIVING: Cuts in independent living support and postponement of 
developments and innovation programmes, and decreased personal assistance hours and 
access topersonal budgets schemes. As a consequence, independent living for increasing 
number of persons with disabilities has been put at risk, and a worrying trend towards re-
institutionalisation has been noticed in a number of countries; 

 ADVOCACY: deterioration of the living conditions of people with disabilities. 
 
2. What are the additional costs or other difficulties being faced by the people your organisations 

work with? 
 

 Services availability is reduced at a time when the needs are rising as a direct consequence of the 
crisis and of austerity measures; 

 Persons with disabilities and their carers are forced to pay a greater proportion of the costs of 
services out of their own pockets; 

 They make up for the lack/ insufficient level of services available by relying on family or informal 
carers, when available; 

o This causes serious equity questions, both for disabled people and their carers. 
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3. Are new vulnerabilities emerging (or new vulnerable groups)? 
The recent transition from a paternalistic to a human rights based approach in service delivery is 
jeopardised by the austerity measures, putting at stake the right of persons with disabilities to fully 
participate in society: 

 The vulnerability of people with disabilities is perpetuated, as they see their incomes and levels 
of support reduced, and have to face increasing costs for services, decreasing employment and 
participation opportunities and greater marginalisation in society. 

o No recent data on poverty levels is available, but 2010 Eurostat data reveales that “at 
risk of poverty rates” have sharply increased between 2008 and 2010 in several EU 
countries;2 

o The 2010 ANED study shows more than 1 out of 5 persons with disabilities are at risk of 
poverty in the EU (21.1%) as compared to 14.9% for persons without disabilities or a 
difference of 6.2; 3 

 “The crisis and related austerity measures have also led to growing inequalities in access to 
social services between persons with different income levels and capacities but also between 
different vulnerable groups. People with disabilities are among the first to be affected, in 
particular: 

o  People with intellectual disabilities and those suffering from mental health conditions 
are the hardest hit;  

o Children with disabilities are increasingly and disproportionally affected in some of the 
Member States; 

o The gaps in access to services between rural and more urbanised areas seem to be 
growing, creating additional regional disparities in cohesion within the Member States 
themselves and also across the EU”.4  

Not only are the rights of persons with disabilities under threat, but also the rights of the social care 
workers: 

 Given the worsening of pay and working conditions (minimum wages, increasing working hours, 
uncertain or part-time contracts, change of status – from employee to unpaid volunteer in some 
cases because of lack of funding) increasing numbers of social care workers are joining the ranks 
of the so-called “working poor”. This is happening at a time when there are vacancies in the care 
sector that aren’t getting filled, again with negative consequences on the quality of services 
offered and for the working conditions of employed staff, who have to cope with high workload.  
 

4. The 'social innovation' agenda which is currently being pursued: what role is it playing? Is it useful, 
or a distraction? 
 EASPD has been calling for innovation in the social sector for a number of years now, recognising 

the huge potential given by investment in new and innovative services oriented to the 
achievement of the goals of the UNCRPD, the full inclusion of persons with disabilities in society.  
We called on the EU to start promoting innovation in social services by carrying out a stock 
taking exercise of all available services and service models in Europe, continuing with the 
identification of innovative solutions as a fundamental step to explore further opportunities. 

                                                           
2
 EFC Report “Assessing the impact of European governments’ austerity plans on the rights of people with 

disabilities” 
3
 Ibid 

4
 Ibid, p. 45 
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Social services innovate on a daily basis at the grassroots level, offering solutions to evolving 
needs combined, oftentimes, with savings and better use of resources.    

 Our concern referring to social innovation is that it can be promoted by the EU as a mean to save 
costs, without due regard to the achievement of social objectives as a primary concern. 
Moreover, saying that innovation is the rule means that what is in place needs to be changed 
and it’s not always the case. In the disability sector it’s impossible not to notice the contradiction 
between the call for social innovation and the cut to most innovative services. 

 EASPD is committed to playing a key role in defining social needs to be addressed through social 
innovation, proposing innovative solutions to meeting these needs, evaluating social innovations 
and scaling up effective approaches. In this context, social service providers should be fully 
involved as partners and stakeholders next to service users’ organisations by policy makers 
responsible for implementing the social innovation agenda at EU, national, regional and local 
levels. But to play a full role social service must function in a proper legal, political and financial 
environment where they are appropriately recognised and financed.5 

5. What can the EU do? 
 

 Protect spending in social policy and social services: investment in social services also makes 
economic sense (as demonstrated by Social Return on Investment Theories) – not for profit 
organisations supporting persons with disabilities can, through their activities, create cost 
savings and profits for the public purse: 

 Service providers are increasingly forced into providing more standardised and 
impersonal services as a consequence of the crisis, competition for limited funds is 
on the increase, tendering requirements have been tightened and more service 
outputs are  unrealistically expected for less money. This reduces person-centred 
services and planning and leads to a reduction in innovative and community-based 
services, often the first to be cut, despite the obligations under article 19 of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities which are reconfirmed in the 
European Disability Strategy.  

 The EU needs to give a strong signal to the Member States that austerity measures 
cannot be in conflict with the fundamental right of all EU citizens to live in the 
community, which is recognized both by the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights 
(Article 26) and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Article 
19). All national, regional and local policy, law and regulations need to be aligned 
with this fundamental right.  

 Spending in the social services sector is necessary if the poverty reduction objective 
of the EU2020 Strategy, to be reached via the European Platform against Poverty, is 
to be achieved. 

 The forthcoming Social Investment Package should plan investments in access, 
availability and affordability as well as quality services. 
 

 Ensure that funding goes to innovative services supporting people in the community – this 
funding goes further than money spent on big, institutionalised settings: 

                                                           
5
 Social Services Europe briefing paper, “Social Innovation: the role of service providers”, p. 12 

http://www.socialserviceseurope.eu/images/SocialServicesEurope_briefing_SocialInnovation.pdf  

http://www.socialserviceseurope.eu/images/SocialServicesEurope_briefing_SocialInnovation.pdf
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 The new Cohesion Policy, the forthcoming Structural Funds regulations and the 
Common Strategic Framework for the period 2014-2020 should promote support 
and inclusion in the community for persons with disabilities. 
 

 Actively promote recruitment in social care services and work on increasing the 
attractiveness of the sector as a viable career option for young people across Europe: 

 As outlined by the European Commission in its Employment package the social and 
health sector has a high job creation potential. This potential is not used due to the 
lack of attractiveness of the sector, linked to its working conditions, the lack of 
training opportunities and of clear career paths.  
To avoid the risk of continued and prolonged staff shortages and of a contraction in 
the quality of the services provided, action must be taken, pursuing the following 
objectives: 

 An improvement of working conditions, i.e. through training and retraining of 

staff, and tackling issues such as the gender gap in the sector, the mobility of the 

workforce, undeclared work and low wages; 

 An expanded range of recruitment directed at young, high-skilled people and 

male workers; 

 A structural investment in the sector, in particular in new Member States, where 

the potential growth is higher. 

 Promote social dialogue in the non-profit social care sector: 
 Many common issues faced by the social services sector (working conditions, the 

need for more training and support for professionalisation, and focus on quality and 
better access to public funding) could be addressed by social dialogue at European 
level. More work to support the development of representation for employers, 
through workshops and seminars, is needed at EU level. 
 

 Facilitate data collection: the absence of up-to-date statistics on poverty, social services and 
disability is persistently being reported as the principal obstacle for an adequate monitoring 
of the social impacts of the austerity measures in the Member States. (EFC Report, p. 29). 
The forthcoming Horizon 2020 programme should take this into account and finance studies 
on the impact of the availability of high quality service on the quality of life of persons with 
disabilities. 
 

 The LLP programme should promote the development of new job profiles and activities in 
the disability sector and facilitate the exchange of best practices. 
 
 

 
 


