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AIM OF THE VISIT: to look into the situation of persons with disabilities (PWD) in Cyprus, with a particular focus on employment.

1. What are the main obstacles to employing PWDs in Cyprus?
2. If there are any successful programmes and policies, what are the keys to their success? 
3. What could local and national authorities and the EU do to improve the situation? 

Monday 18 November

Meeting with Panikos Argyrides, General Organizer of the Cyprus Workers Confederation (SEK) 

Main points raised:

· Legislation provides for a 10% quota to employ PWDs in the public sector. The quota was raised from 7 to 10% during the crisis. However, this target has mostly not been met due to problems in the implementation of the legislation, namely a lack of adequate infrastructure and reasonable accommodation.
· Discrimination begins in the education system; most PWDs don't have the necessary qualifications because they tend to leave school early. 
· No quota in the private sector; there are incentives for employers but the schemes are often not known. No understanding of reasonable accommodation among employers.
· A pancyprian council for PWDs has been set up as a coordination mechanism to facilitate action for the implementation of the UNCRPD. This body is chaired by the Minister for Labour and Social Insurance and is made up of DPOs and social partners. However, the council has been inactive for the past 7 years. 
· There is no social economy sector in Cyprus.


Meeting with Pambis Kyritsis, Secretary-General of the Pancyprian Federation of Labour (PEO) 

Main points raised:

· [bookmark: _GoBack]The Minimum Guaranteed Income (MGI) was introduced in 2014. Its aim is to safeguard a minimum living status for every family, including PWDs. It amounts to a maximum of EUR 848 per month, but only 8000 people receive it (mostly a partial amount).  Problems: narrow definition of who can be considered disabled; income ceiling very low; and full beneficiaries prohibited from working. 
· Lack of dialogue between the government and civil society. Measures planned unilaterally by the government, informing trade unions only afterwards. This does not comply with the UNCRPD (art.33).


Meeting with Iosif Anastasiou, President of the Democratic Labour Organization Federation of Cyprus (DEOK), and Stelios Christodoulou, Deputy President of DEOK

Main points raised:

· Weakening of the position of trade unions after the crisis.
· Need for legislation and incentives to employ PWDs in the private sector.
· Cuts in OSH had negative effects: increase in the number of accidents, also causing disability.
· High poverty rate among PWDs.
· The independent mechanism for the promotion and protection of the convention is the Ombudsman. The participants questioned the compliance of this body with the Paris Principles[footnoteRef:1] in terms of independence.  [1:  The United Nations Paris Principles provide the international benchmarks against which national human rights institutions (NHRIs) can be accredited by the Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions https://www.un.org/ruleoflaw/files/PRINCI~5.PDF
] 



Meeting with Christakis Nikolaides, President of the Cyprus Confederation of Organizations of the Disabled (CCOD) 

Main points raised: 

· Very high unemployment rate among PWDs.
· Persistence of the medical and charitable approach to disability; the human rights approach, in line with the UNCRPD, has not yet been fully incorporated into legislation.
· Restricted perception and recognition of disability, mainly limited to physical disability.
· They felt they were not consulted in the development of legislation and other measures to address the low employment rate of PWDs.
· Critical of existing instruments in place: quota system in the public sector is limited to low-level positions; the scheme of incentives for employers should be extended from two to three years and not involve only PWDs with less severe disabilities; the scheme to support self-employment is not attractive for PWDs because of excessive red tape.
· Lack of reasonable accommodation in the private sector, which represents an additional obstacle for PWDs to find and maintain employment.
· Antidiscrimination legislation should be accompanied by positive actions (equal treatment, reasonable accommodation, lifelong training etc.).


Tuesday 19 November

Meeting with Mario Tsiakkis, Secretary-General, Cyprus Chamber of Commerce and Industry 

Main points raised:

· Positive outlook on the scheme, which provides incentives for employers.
· Not favourable to the extension of the quota system to the private sector; as an alternative, a target could work better.


Meeting with members of the Parliamentary Committees on Labour, Welfare and Social Insurance and on Human Rights and Equal Opportunities

Main points raised:

· Presentation of the programmes and schemes to support the employment of PWDs: quota system of 10% in the public sector, scheme of incentives for employers and scheme for self-employment. Following the observations of the UNCRPD committee, they are considering extending the quota system to the private sector.
· MGI: problem with the definition of disability, restricted to severe physical disability or moderate mental disability. As a result, many PWDs are excluded from this measure. 
· Areas to be improved: reasonable accommodation, infrastructure and accessibility in rural areas.
· Cyprus has adopted its first national disability strategy for the period 2018-2028.


Meeting with Maria Stylianou-Lottidis, Commissioner for the Administration and Protection of Human Rights 

Main points raised:

· Independent mechanism responsible for the implementation of the UNCRPD since 2012; they also preside over the pancyprian council for PWDs. They plan to enlarge participation in the council to other DPOs, as requested by the Cypriot Parliament.
· They can act on their own initiative or on the basis of a complaint. The instruments they use are: opinions, letters addressed to the body responsible for the violation of the UNCRP, and reports as a last resort. They also carry out awareness-raising campaigns.
· During the meeting, the independence of the Ombudsman from the government and the criteria needed to comply with the Paris Principles were called into question by some of the participants. 


Meeting with Zeta Emilianidou, Minister for Labour, Welfare and Social Insurance  

· In May 2017, Cyprus received the Concluding Observations (COs) of the UNCRPD Committee; their objective was to implement them and the Convention. To do this, they adopted the Croatian Disability Strategy for the period 2018-2028 and a national plan for the period 2018-2020.
· Among the actions proposed: provision of housing within the community for people with an intellectual disability; scheme to encourage employment of PWDs and self-employment scheme, quota for the public sector. 
· No scheme to finance reasonable accommodation in the workplace is planned so far.
· The Ministry declared itself open to relaunching social dialogue in order to identify ways of increasing employment of PWDs.

 
Meeting with Michalis Antoniou, Director-General, and George Petrou, Cyprus Employers and Industrialists Federation

· The participants were not in favour of introducing a quota in the private sector, but they were open to alternative solutions (payment of a fee, buying goods from companies that employ PWDs, etc.).
· They were open to cooperating with trade unions and national authorities in the framework of social dialogue.
· They were carrying out an information campaign among members on the recent governmental scheme, giving incentives to employers that employ PWDs.


Wednesday 20 November

Meeting with Christina Flourentzou-Kakouri, Director of the Department for Social Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities, and Alexandros Alexandrou, Director of the Department for Labour


Presentation of the instruments available to support employment of PWDs:

· Scheme to support employers that hire PWDs. Its previous campaign targeted 400 people and lasted 24 months; 75% of the salary was paid by the state with a budget of EUR 2 million. Based on an initial evaluation, it seems that more than 50% of people were still employed after the end of the scheme. Reasonable accommodation is provided for by the law, but this is often not implemented. Support for employers in this area could be useful.
· The law on the recruitment of PWDs in the wider public service of 2009 stipulates that PWDs should account for 10% of the total number of vacancies. Since 2009, 1068 people have been evaluated, 418 found to be eligible and 185 recruited, most of them in the educational system. The definition of disability was considered to be too narrow.
· Supported employment scheme: 350 PWDs involved. Subsidies are given to companies to hire job coaches for people with intellectual disabilities. The coach and the PWD meet and decide together what kind of job to look for. The PWD receives concrete help to find a job but can also access support in the case of subsequent problems with the employer. This scheme is used especially by companies like fast food chains, supermarkets or major corporations. 
· Scheme to subsidise self-employment: the subsidy consists of EUR 8500. They receive only 10 demands per year. Possible reason: more risky and money needs to be invested.
· A law on social enterprises is currently making its way through parliament. It stipulates two types of social enterprise: the first aims to provide a common benefit, the second to employ persons from vulnerable groups.


CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

· The national disability strategy should provide instruments for the implementation of the UNCRPD and the COs and include specific actions targeting women with disabilities and other disadvantaged groups.
· Discrimination in the field of employment persists in Cyprus despite the legislative framework in place. Obstacles are to be found especially at the implementation level. 
· A national plan addressing specifically the employment of PWDs should be adopted, including: incentives for employers, reasonable accommodation, offer of fully accessible vocational and lifelong training, creation of a database for employers where they could find profiles of PWDs matching their needs.
· Better use could be made of collective bargaining, specifically targeting PWDs. Good practices from other EU countries could serve as a model. 
· Need for more cooperation between trade unions and DPOs, reactivation of the pancyprian council for PWDs and reinforcement of social dialogue.
· The education system and vocational training should be fully accessible to break the cycle of exclusion and enable PWDs to get better jobs.
· When developing specific legislation to fight poverty among PWDs, benefits should be decoupled from strict income requirements that don't take into consideration the higher expenses that PWDs have to undertake. 
· Employers could be better informed on the existing incentive schemes available.
· DPOs and social partners could make a joint assessment of initiatives that worked and those that did not work, pointing out where there are needs to be covered, and forward this analysis to the national authorities.
· The development of the social economy sector in Cyprus, as set out in the recent law on the topic, could help to increase the employment of PWDs.
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