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Question 1 - What should Ireland choose as the high-level thematic priorities for
its Presidency of the Council in 2026?
Please limit response to a maximum of 500 words.

Rehab Group welcomes the opportunity to make this submission on the priorities of the
Irish Presidency of the European Council from July to December 2026. We believe that the
Irish Presidency should have a strong focus on reinforcing the European social model with
a particular emphasis on disability rights and inclusion.

The Irish Presidency should draw on the founding values of the European Union as set out
in the Treaties. Article 3 of the Treaty of the European Union (TEEU) commits the Union to
work for social progress, fight for social justice and protect the rights of the child. Article 9
of the Lisbon treaty sets out one of the most important elements of the European treaties,
the social clause, which requires the European Union to take the promotion of high levels
of employment, adequate social protection and the fight against social exclusion into
account in all of its policies.

In recent years, changing geopolitical circumstances have seen media and political attention
shift towards trade and military issues. The Irish Presidency should turn the focus on core
European values of freedom, democracy, equality, respect for human dignity, the rule of
law, and respect for human rights, including those of minorities.

Rehab Group would like to see a strong focus on disability matters. Approximately 100
million people across the EU identify as having a disability — 73 million with moderate
disability and 27 million with severe disability. Approximately, half are of working age and
half are persons over 65 years.

The EU Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2020-2030 has reached mid-
point. The Strategy set out a programme to “empower persons with disabilities so that they
can enjoy their rights and participate fully in society and economy.” Progress on achieving
the aims of the Strategy has been slow and patchy and people with disabilities across
Europe still face considerable barriers and have a higher risk of poverty and social exclusion.

The Commission has announced its intention to publish a Communication “Enhancing the
strategy for the rights of persons with disabilities up to 2030” to refresh the strategy. A
public consultation is underway. Implementation of the Communication will start during
the Irish Presidency, providing an opportunity for a renewed impetus.

The Irish Presidency will be central to the negotiations on concluding the Multiannual
Financial Framework negotiations. There is considerable concern across EU civil society at
the direction of these negotiations with the Commission proposals to dilute ESF+ and
cohesion funds. The Irish Presidency should seek to ensure that overall allocation for social
funds is increased, and that funding will be ring-fenced and targeted at the people who are
most in need.
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Question 2 - Which particular policy areas and legislative proposals should be a
focus of work for the Irish Presidency of the Council in 2026? What should the
Irish Presidency aim to achieve in these areas?

Please limit response to a maximum of 500 words.

From Rehab’s perspective, we believe that there should be a strong focus on strengthening
EU Social Policy and particularly those policies that impact most on people with disabilities.
We are also calling for the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with a Disability to be
embedded in all EU policies and legislative proposals.

We wish to highlight actions on the following files that are likely to be to in play during the
Irish Presidency:

1. A new Action Plan on the European Pillar of Social Rights is due to be published in
early 2026. As referenced above a Communication on the European Disability
Strategy will be published in the second quarter of 2026. The EU also has plans to
develop the first European Anti-Poverty Strategy. We hope that the Action Plan on
the Pillar of Social Rights will have a strong emphasis on advancing measures within
the Disability Strategy. There is now an ideal opportunity to develop proposals for
new initiatives and flagship actions under the Strategy, particularly in the areas of
employment, housing, transport and targeted measures for independent living.

2. We understand that the Irish Presidency will have responsibility for agreeing the first
ever European Anti-Poverty Strategy. People with disabilities are more at risk at
poverty. According to the Commission’s recent report Disability statistics — poverty
and income inequalities, 28.8% of people with disabilities were at risk of poverty or
social exclusion compared with 17.9% of people without a disability across the
block.

3. We would like to see the employment of people with disabilities prioritised during
the Presidency. The employment rate of people with disabilities is persistently low
across the EU and those who are in employment are often under-employed. 51%
of the people with disabilities in employment are in elementary occupations. While
over 40% of people with disabilities are completely outside of the labour market

Work to advance discussions on a Disability Employment and Skills Guarantee,
similar to the previous European Youth Guarantee would be particularly welcome.

4. The Review of the Procurement Directive is likely to be one of the files of the Irish
Presidency. An Irish Presidency with a social Europe thematic focus, would provide
a strong platform to promote socially responsible procurement. Article 20 of the
current Procurement Directive makes provision for reserved contracts for social
enterprises employing people with disabilities or experiencing disadvantage. This
provision needs to be strengthened and reinforced with recommendations and
guidelines enabling member states to use public procurement and state aid as tools
to improve the labour market outcomes for persons with disabilities. Were this to
be achieved, it would be a strong and lasting legacy of the Irish Presidency.
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5. The Irish Presidency could also consider having a strong focus on Digital Assistive
Technologies. Assistive technologies promote participation and inclusion in society
and support access to health, social services, education, work and other important
life experiences for persons with disabilities. AT plays a pivotal role in ensuring that
people with disabilities have access to independent living, education and
employment and can live the life of their choosing. The Irish Presidency could
provide leadership on an EU-wide focus on investment in the development of an
Assistive Technology (AT) ecosystem that supports the active inclusion and
participation of disabled people in all aspects of life and responds to the
recommendations in recent World Health Organisation reports on AT.

6. Finally, concluding agreement on the MFF will be a strong focus of the Irish
Presidency. We share the views and concerns of other civil society organisations on
the current direction of the MFG. We reiterate calls for increased budget for social
measures and greater assurances that the social funds will be ring-fenced for the
purposes proposed with strong monitoring and reporting criteria.

Question 3 - How can the work of the Council during the term of the Irish
Presidency make the most substantial positive impact for people, businesses
and communities across the EU?

Please limit response to a maximum of 500 words.

A renewed focus on the central role of the European social model in improving the working
and living conditions of all citizens is one way the Irish Presidency could have substantial
impact on all communities and sectors throughout the EU. It would also help build strong
support for the European Project at a time when the EU’s capacity and commitment to
fairness and equality is coming under increasing scrutiny.

Negotiations on the Multi-Annual Financial Framework (MFF) will be continuing, if not
concluding, negotiations during the Irish Presidency. We share the concerns of civil society
organisations regarding the change from dedicated allocations and negotiations of the
European Social Fund Plus, to a flat 14% threshold for ‘social funding’. There is a strong
correlation between well-designed social expenditure and economic competitiveness. For
this reason, sound social spending should not be viewed as compensation or an optional
add-on but as a positive investment in the future that will create prosperity.

The failure to ring-fence budgets for social inclusion, child poverty and material deprivation
threatens accountability and impact. The Irish Presidency will occur at a critical time in the
negotiations, and we hope will be able to resolve outstanding issues to ensure that the EU
Budget will underpin the rights of its most vulnerable citizens.

A strong focus on disability during the Irish Presidency resulting in EPSCO Council
Conclusions/Recommendations would signal the EU’s commitment to advancing the rights
of people with disabilities across the EU. An EU Council event in Ireland on the employment
of people with disabilities would provide an important platform to engage with business
and communities on the matter of inclusive employment.

Rehab Group Submission on Priorities of the Irish Presidency of EU Council 4



Question 4 - How can we best communicate the values and benefits of EU
membership to its citizens and create a sense of ownership, amongst citizens,
over Ireland’s Presidency of the Council of the EU?

Please limit response to a maximum of 500 words.

Despite a rise in Euroscepticism across Europe, the latest Eurobarometer survey shows that
a majority of Irish people (59%) remain supportive of the EU. Given the current geopolitical
climate of crisis and instability globally, it is crucial that the European Union remains rooted
in and true to its founding values. The EU is often characterised as distant from the
everyday lives of Irish people, and EU citizens more broadly. The Irish Presidency provides
an opportunity to restate and reaffirm the benefits of our EU membership.

Disability remains a prevalent issue in Ireland and across the EU. The inclusion of disability
matters in the priorities of the Irish Presidency would be a strong signal of the EU’s
commitment to vindicate the rights of some of our most vulnerable citizens.

The involvement of civil society organisations on an ongoing basis throughout the
Presidency would ensure participation and engagement of citizens across the broad
spectrum of Irish society. Civil society organisations bring a diverse range of opinions,
economic backgrounds, and social circumstances. They can also help shape the political
agenda for the Presidency and the EU by grounding the EU in the political desires and
aspirations of its communities and citizens.

A collaborative process of involvement between civil society, governments, and EU
institutions would serve to strengthen support for the EU. It would assist in showing the EU
to be transparent and engaging with citizens. Civil society could also help communicating
the benefits of EU membership and of the priorities of the Irish Presidency.

Where possible civil society organisations should be included and involved in official events
organised throughout the Presidency. This would help ensure that planned events are
relevant to the communities and sectors involved. Moreover, Presidency events should be
organised across the four provinces of Ireland with a fair regional distribution.

We understand that a number of Presidency Side Events are also planned. Again, the
involvement of civil society organisations in such events will be central to their success. We
would like to see several of these side events with a disability focus.

The Communicating Europe Fund should be increased to enable more civil society
organisations and local authorities organise specific events during the Irish Presidency.

The Presidency must be inclusive and accessible at all levels to all people. Events should
only take place in accessible venues and accommodation should be made for visually and
hearing-impaired people. Communications/social media campaigns should be accessibility
proofed.
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Question 5 — Any other comments

Respondents are welcome to submit additional information alongside Submission Form. However,
in such cases, respondents must provide a summary of the additional information under the Any
other comments’ question. This summary should also be limited to a maximum of 500 words.

As one of the largest providers of disability services in Ireland, Rehab Group would be interested
to participate and/or assist in the organisation of events during the Presidency on the theme of
disability.

Rehab Group is an independent voluntary organisation that has supported adults and children
with disabilities for more than 75 years. As a campaigning and advocacy body, we represent the
voices of the 12,500 individuals who currently access our services, as well as their families. Our
mission is to empower those we support to live more independent lives and to participate fully
in their communities. We achieve this through the delivery of high-quality, flexible, and
sustainable services in care (RehabCare), education and training (National Learning Network)
and employment (Rehab Enterprises).

All across Ireland, RehabCare offers anyone living with a disability or disadvantage — young and
old alike — the personalised, individual support they need to live their lives as fully and
independently as possible. With more than 210 community-based services across the country,
RehabCare provides personalised support for people of all ages and all abilities across a range
of service models including accommodation services, respite, Day-services, outreach and home
support

National Learning Network (NLN) is a provider of inclusive education, training, and
employment support for disabled people or people with additional support needs in every
country in Ireland. NLN offers Universal Design informed, person-centred programmes that
enable people to develop transversal skills, achieve qualifications, progress to further education
and training, higher education, and get jobs. NLN is one one of eleven organisations to receive
funding from the Government’s Digital and Assistive Technology Fund

Rehab Enterprises is one of the largest non-governmental employers of people with disabilities.
We work with a range of public and private sector partners in providing dynamic business
solutions.

Rehab Group can put forward people with lived experience of disability from across our three
divisions to speak at Presidency events. Our advocates have experience presenting at local,
national and EU events. They have appeared before Oireachtas Committees on Education,
Employment, Transport and Disability Matters.

Our Voter Education programme won the Aontas Star Award in the Learner Voice category in
2025 and recently featured in the European Association for the Education of Adults (EAEA)
Enhance Podcast series.

We have a number of subject matters experts available to speak on a range of disability matters
including Care and Social Services, housing (including supported housing), education, training
and skills development, assistive technology and employment.

We have campaigned strongly on the issue of employment of people with disabilities. Our 2026
International Day for Persons with a Disability campaign “More than a Job” focussed on the
issue of inclusive employment and the campaign video features staff from Rehab Enterprises,
students from National Learning Network and a range of employers that we work with such as
Mr Price, Gaelite Signs and Mitie in Dublin Airport.

We would greatly welcome the opportunity to participate in Presidency events taking place
across the country throughout 2026.
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