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Self-employed work of blind and visually impaired people in Europe - Results of a spontaneous survey

By Erwin Denninghaus

EBU-Commission on Rehabilitation, Vocational Training and Employment

Introduction:

The Commission for Rehabilitation, Vocational Training and Employment of the European Blind Union (EBU) has among others been assigned the task to work out recommendations concerning self-employed work of blind people in Europe. A survey has been conducted among the national member organisations to establish a base for the development of this recommendation. This has helped to collect some basic data and information on the subject in general. 

There are several problems related to the conduct of this survey. First of all, one has to keep in mind that different definitions of the words „disability“ and “blindness and visual impairment” as well as the types of social security systems, employment regulations and the economic situation differ significantly from one European country to another. This is why the results of this survey have to be interpreted carefully with regards to the relevant background. The informative value has been additionally restricted by the fact that not all members have returned the questionnaires. And finally, it is important to take into account that there is no systematic record of self-employed blind and/or visually impaired people in Europe. This is why many organisations could only speak for their members; how many blind and visually impaired people actually work as self-employed in the concerning countries can thus only be estimated. 

A big Thank You goes to the organisations of the blind and visually impaired in Bulgaria, Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Finland, Great Britain, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Montenegro, Norway, Russia, Sweden, Switzerland, Spain and the Czech Republic who, by filling out the questionnaires during the summer of 2010, have contributed significantly to the work of the Commission for Rehabilitation, Vocational Training and Employment. 

In the following section, I will give a summary of the most important findings:

Findings:

The most detailed data has been contributed by Great Britain. There is no system in place to register self-employed blind and visually people either, but by conducting two relatively broad studies it was possible to obtain relatively reliable and meaningful data (Network-1000-study and the “Labour Market Experiences of People with Seeing Difficulties” study of the RNIB). 

Similarly reliable data has been collected in Bulgaria. There, the surveys are conducted annually at the local branches of the organisation which has made it possible not just to identify the total number of visually impaired entrepreneurs, but it could be distinguished between people who are self-employed and visually impaired or blind. Additionally, it could be established how many of these entrepreneurs are actually blind from birth. 

Both Germany (1000) and Estonia (15) provide relatively precise numbers of self-employed blind and visually impaired masseurs. Apart from that, there is only very little data available. Especially in Germany, the estimated number of self-employed blind and visually impaired people is most likely far lower than the actual number. Finland is the country which has stated the highest overall number of blind and visually impaired entrepreneurs with a list of 54 different professional categories in which the blind and visually impaired are involved and have the status of self-employed. 

Ireland and the Czech Republic, on the other hand, state extremely low numbers, which gives reason to the assumption that they are underestimated. An especially difficult situation concerning the availability of data can be found in Italy, Luxembourg, Switzerland and Russia. Often there is no official data at all, not even a rough estimate. 

Norway has indicated a number of about a hundred self-employed blind and visually impaired people. It is a special case as people have the possibility to complement a basic pension with self-employed work. The legal base regarding this situation has just recently been improved. 

In Russia, data on employment of blind and visually impaired people is generally available but unfortunately there are a few shortcomings concerning the numbers of people in self-employment in particular. 

A purely quantitative evaluation of the data based on the problems mentioned above is thus rather a case of benchmarking then a direct comparison of general structures or support systems. Putting the available numbers of blind and visually impaired people in relation to the overall population in the respective countries, one gets a number that varies between 0.02.% and 0.00004%. This means that the percentage of recorded blind and visually impaired people having the status of self-employed varies by a factor of 500. Even between the Nordic countries with Norway and Sweden on the one hand and Finland on the other hand, there is already a variation of the percentage by a factor of 20. 

Discussion of the findings:

By far the highest number of blind and visually impaired people in self-employment have been stated by Great Britain and Finland with 0.01 and 0.02 respectively. In both countries following particularities can be observed:

1.
Both countries have relatively up to date and broad statistics concerning blind and visually impaired people. 

2.
They offer an advice service which deals more or less specifically with the problems and concerns of blind and visually impaired people that want to launch a business as self-employed. The Finnish association of blind people, for example, employs an advisor who is specifically in charge of blind and visually impaired who are already self-employed or want to become self-employed in the future. The same is true for Great Britain, where so-called Self Employment Business Advisors provide a similar service. 

3.
Both countries offer financial aid of different kinds to pay for support material or personal assistants. 

4.
They provide financial support for self-employed who want to launch their own business in the form of special allowances, tax relief or the temporary exemption from National Insurance payments. 

With this support, about ten to 20 blind and visually impaired people in Finland are able to establish themselves as entrepreneurs or self-employed every year.

While in Germany, for example, the conditions 3 and 4 are equally fulfilled, there is a complete lack of conditions 1 and 2. Denmark has managed to fulfil all the above mentioned conditions except for the specialized advice service. 

The significance of a special advice service or a distinct infrastructure is also highlighted by the fact that in Germany, about a thousand blind or visually impaired masseurs and physiotherapists are registered. But apart from that, there is hardly any information available about blind businessmen. The blind and visually impaired physiotherapists are very well organized and they different sections give support to those colleagues, who want to become self-employed. The Finnish association of blind people has attached a list of over 50 professions to its questionnaire which includes all the fields of activity in which blind and visually people are active. 

The same is true for Estonia, which states a similar percentage of blind and visually impaired businessmen that can mainly be found among physiotherapists. Even though they state that a special advice service for the blind and visually impaired exists, it is difficult to verify whether this advice service is focusing on the special needs of blind and visually impaired people (condition 2). Additionally, the available data is not sufficiently broad to analyse the situation appropriately (condition 1). 

The situation in Norway seems to be slightly different: it is stated that there are five specialized advisors across the country dealing with people with disability who want to become self-employed. These advisors are allegedly also working together with the association of blind people, but there is no information about the number of people that take advantage of this advice service each year, which leaves some questions about the level of experience in this field open. Norway is also a special case in the sense that blind and visually impaired people have only recently gotten the opportunity to be trained as physiotherapists and psychologists. 

In terms of numbers, Bulgaria is still occupying a place before Norway, Germany and Denmark with a percentage of 0.003%. It has to be emphasized that the data is fairly reliable in this case and that there is hardly any additional support for people with disabilities except the tax rebate. With this percentage, Bulgaria is still by ten to 20 times below the factor of both Finland and Great Britain. 

Looking at the number of blind or visually-impaired self-employed people there seem to be equally exceptional conditions in Spain. The numbers stated in the questionnaire result in a percentage of 0.008%, which is only slightly lower than in Finland and Great Britain. However, this might be explained by the fact that ONCE exists, but further research into this case would be necessary. 
All other countries that have stated a percentage of 0.0001% or less of blind or visually impaired people in self-employment lack sufficient data so that these numbers cannot be interpreted properly. 

Summary:

Overall, 16 national organisations for blind and visually impaired people have taken part in the survey on self-employment of blind and visually impaired people in Europe. Out of the 16 participants, only eight countries could present adequate data which allowed a first evaluation and interpretation. The results lead to the following conclusions:

1.
First of all, blind and visually impaired people have to have the access to professional training. The best way to enter self-employment seems to be via the training to be a physiotherapists or a masseur. 

2.
Blind and visually impaired in self-employment should have the same possibility to access resources and support mechanisms as their employed counterparts and their employers, especially concerning personal assistance and other means of support. 

3.
Furthermore, there is the need for more specific support to launch a business to make up for the loss of financial support, loans, tax rebates or the temporary exemptions from National Insurance contributions. 

4.
Finally, another important factor seems to be the infrastructure in place. This could be either a network of other self-employed people that give each other advice (peer counselling) or a professional advisor who combines entrepreneurial expertise with the appropriate knowledge of the special needs and mechanisms in place to support people with disabilities. 

Attachment:

A selection of possible professions

· masseur or physiotherapist

· tuning and repairing pianos

· IT-Trainer

· disability-awareness counsellor 

· music teacher

· artist such as painter, sculptor or photographer

· musician

· lawyer

· tradesman (in different sectors)

· management consultant

· security training (Finland)

· craftsman

· psychotherapist
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