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"States have a responsibility to create the 

legal bases for measures to achieve the objectives of full participation and equality for persons with disabilities"

Rule 15, UN Standard Rules on the Equalisation of Opportunities for People with Disabilities (1993).

         "Universities provide a research base vital for the

 solution of problems of public concern,

           even where markets for the solutions do not yet exist".

Council of Europe Recommendation on the 

Research Mission of Universities, 30 March, 2000.
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1. The Rationale for the Establishment of a Disability Law Research Centre at the National University of Ireland - Galway.

According to official United Nations estimates, ten percent of any given population has a disability.  That makes 360,000 Irish citizens and 37 Million European citizens overall.  The figures rise to about 30% of a given population if one takes into account the full range of persons affected by disability - e.g., family carers, mothers seeking re-entry into the labour market, etc,

The Paradigm Shift from Welfare to Equality.

Over the past decade there has been a profound policy shift in the disability field whose full ramifications have yet to be fully appreciated.  The old policy based on paternalism and welfare has given way to a new one based on equal rights and respect for difference.  This policy shift is not peculiar to Ireland but is common throughout the world and especially in the United States and the European Union.  It is of equal significance in the physical and mental disability fields.  The shift from welfare to rights necessitates profound changes in the Irish legal system in areas such as diverse as education, employment, mental health law, transport, buildings regulation, access to the Information Society, incompetency law, biotechnology and the law, etc.  

New Institutional Architecture to Drive the Process of Change

Existing public institutions are beginning to react to this policy shift by mainstreaming the disability 'perspective' into their respect work programmes and agendas.  More importantly, new institutional machinery is being established to effectuate this policy shift on a broad front.  In Ireland, an Equality Authority now exists (1998) with competence to combat discrimination based, inter alia, on disability and to design appropriate equal opportunity strategies.  A National Disability Authority now exists (1999) to ensure greater coherence in public policy.  A Human Rights Commission will be established in late 2000 which will undoubtedly adopt a disability perspective.   As part of the ongoing peace process all these new institutions will be expected to work closely with corresponding bodies in Northern Ireland.  

In short a new Ireland (North and South) is emerging in which human difference is viewed as an enriching factor and not as a ground for exclusion.   This new Ireland is equipping itself with the institutional machinery needed to achieve greater inclusiveness.

The Need for Quality Research to Enrich the Process of Change.

The new institutions - whether alone or together on a cross-border basis - can only work at their optimum if assured a high quality research input.  There is therefore a real need for an independent Centre to provide these new Institutions with as deep and broad a knowledge base as possible on which to make rational policy and legislative choices. A number of legal academics with a proven track record in the field have come together to form a Disability Law and Policy Research Centre based in the Law Faculty at NUI-Galway.  The main aim of the Centre is to provide a forum and focus for disability related legal and policy research in Ireland.  This is the first such centre in the Republic of Ireland and one of the first in Europe.

3.  The International and Comparative Focus of the Centre.

Although the primary focus of the Centre is on Ireland it will, of necessity, take an international and comparative perspective for two reasons.  

Ireland is Bound by International and European Disability Law.

First of all, Ireland is already bound by a complex web of international legal instruments which bear either directly or indirectly on the disability issue.  International law provides a strong stimulus to the disability rights movement.  Advances in European Union law are especially important in this context because they have a direct and potentially positive effect on Irish law and Policy.  Additionally, comparative law (e.g., the Americans with Disabilities Act - ADA) provides concrete examples of what can be done in systems not too dissimilar to our own.  The Centre will therefore use international and comparative benchmarks to scrutinise the adequacy of the Irish law reform process in the field of disability.  This has not been systematically done to date with the result that Irish policy has been deprived of the very best insights from similar systems of law.

Ireland has a positive role to play in Developing International and European Disability Law.

Secondly, Ireland contributes positively to the elaboration of international law through its growing involvement in organisations such as the United Nations, the Council of Europe and the European Union.  It is vitally important that Irish policy makers should be kept as fully informed as possible about the role they can play in advancing the disability agenda at an international and regional level.  The Centre will aim to fill that knowledge gap.  Furthermore, the Centre aims to get directly involved in the processes of these international and regional organisations by bidding for consultancy and research contracts.  

3.  The Operational Aims of the NUIG Disability Law Centre.

Operationally, the Centre aims to do the following:

To Provide Quality Education Courses in the Field of Disability Law and Policy.

The primary role of a university is to prove quality teaching.  There is a need for more and better and (better co-ordinated) teaching in the disability field.  This demand comes from regular students as well as from outside bodies and individuals.  A number of courses on the subject are now offered at the Law Faculty in NUI-Galway (see 5 below). The Centre therefore aims to

· provide broad comparative courses on a wide range of topical issues on disability law and policy in the regular teaching programmes of the Law Faculty at NUI-Galway,

· to contribute to the relevant teaching programmes of other NUI-Galway Faculties,

· to endeavour to open up access to these courses to the broader community or to provide alternative courses with broad community participation in mind,

· to explore ways of making educational resources on disability law available over the internet.

To Produce Quality Independent Research.

Quality research forms the basis for rational disability law and policy.  The Centre therefore aims 

· to support and stimulate individual legal and policy research on a broad range of disability issues leading to high quality and useful publications,

· to provide a forum for focused group research on disability issues of  major significance leading to high quality and useful publications

· to make itself available to international and regional organisations and Government Department and other relevant institutions as a source of research.

To Contribute to the Policy-Making Process.

Legal academics can make a positive contribution to the policy process.  The Centre therefore aims to provide a platform with which academics can come together to make a more focused and coherent contribution to the development of disability law and policy at  both national and European regional levels.

Specifically,

· the Centre aims to become involved in the debate within the United Nations on the need for a UN Convention on the rights of people with disabilities,

· the Centre aims to become involved in European debates concerning the implementation of the Article 13 TEU (Treaty on European Union) Non-Discrimination Directive,

· the Centre aims to become involved in domestic legal debates concerning the need for a Constitutional change as well as the adequacy of existing legislation and the drafting of a new Disabilities Bill.

To Act as a Public Resource.

There is considerable public interest in the disability field.  The Centre aims to raise public awareness of disability law and policy issues through 

· the holding of seminars on issues of topical interest, 

· the provision of public forums to provide neutral space for debates over topical issues,  

· to produce general publications and guides,

To Network with Like-Interested Research Centers.

The Center will take active steps to align itself with like-interested bodies throughout the world and especially in Europe.

Specifically, 

· it is already linked to the international network of disability law specialists formed at a recent world conference on disability law convened by the US Federal authorities in Washington D.C. in October 2000.

· It will forge special links with similar bodies in England and Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.

· It will take a lead in helping to establish a similar network in Europe.

4. Membership of the Centre.

The initial and founding members of the Centre are Professor Gerard Quinn,  Ms Mary Keys and Ms Shivaun Quinliven - all of whom teach law at the NUI-Galway Faculty of Law.  Membership is open to members of all Faculties in the university with an interest in disability law and policy.  It is hoped in time to develop cross-disciplinary perspectives and courses on disability law and policy.

Dr Gerard Quinn.

Professor Quinn has published extensively in the area of disability law.  He co-authored one of the first books on comparative disability discrimination law (USA, Canada, Australia) in 1993 and has contributed to major international textbooks on the subject (Degener 1995; ONCE 1997; Oxford University Press, 1999; Transnational (USA) due 2001).  He was a full member of the Commission on the Status of People with Disabilities (1993-1996).   He has worked with the European Commission on disability policy and had particular responsibility over liaison with the US Federal disability authorities.  He was a member of an academic panel for an EU 'comite des sages' (think-tank) on human rights and wrote on the topic of disability rights under EU law (1998).  He is a member of the board of AHEAD (Association for Higher Education Access and Disability).

He teaches a seminar on Comparative Disability Law for the NUI-Galway LL.B. programme and teaches a seminar on International Human Rights Law and Disability for the NUI-Galway LL.M. degree in human rights.  He formerly taught a seminar on Human Rights and Mental Disability Law at TCD 

He holds a B.A. and LL.B. from NUI-Galway, is a qualified Barrister-at-Law and holds postgraduate degrees in law from Harvard Law School (LL.M., S.J.D.).

His current interests include European disability law (both the Council of Europe and the European Union), education law and disability and the drafting of a United Nations convention on the rights of persons with disabilities.

Tel.  [353]-91-524411 (extn. 3015).

Fax.  [353]-91-750506.

Email gerard.quinn@niuigalway.ie
Mary Keyes.

Mary Keys qualified first as a psychiatric social worker and worked in psychiatric services before undertaking a law degree and subsequently completing an LL.M. research thesis on Mental Health Law in Ireland.  She is currently undertaking doctoral research at Cardiff university on aspects of civil rights and mental health law.  She has published on mental health law and policy issues and has addressed such issues on national radio and TG4.

She teaches a seminar on Health Law and Policy in the Law Faculty of NUI-Galway.  She also teaches relevant courses to medical and nursing staff at NUI-Galway.  She is a regular participant in seminars and workshops organised by Schizophrenia Ireland.  She is a member of the Mental Health sub-committee of the Irish Council for Civil Liberties.  She contributes at local and national levels to various mental health law educational programmes for professionals and voluntary bodies.

Her current interests include civil rights law and mental disability.

Tel. [353]-91-524411 (extn. 3256).

Fax. [353]-91-750506.

Email mary.keys@nuigalway.ie
Shivaun Quinliven.

Shivaun Quinliven holds a B.A. and LL.B. from NUI-Galway.  While studying for her LL.B. Shivaun worked as a legal researcher for the Commission on the Status of People with Disabilities (1994).  She went on to complete a master's degree in law (LL.M.) from King's College, London.  As part of her master's degree she completed a dissertation  on Ireland's international commitments in the field of disability law.  Shivaun has since qualified as a Barrister-at-Law.

Shivaun completed an internship (stage) with the European Commission in 1996 (DGV-Unit E/3, Integration of Disabled People).  She is a member of the Mental Health sub-committee of the Irish Council for Civil Liberties.  She has completed a number of research projects for AHEAD and the Central Remedial Clinic.  She has delivered several papers on education law and disability in Ireland for students with disabilities.

Her current interests include rights under the equality legislation for people with disabilities, particularly in the fields of education and employment.

Tel.  [353]-91-524411 (extn. 3842).

Fax. [353]-91-750506.

Email shivaun.quinliven@nuigalway.ie
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