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National Forum on Collaborative Approaches to Supporting Young People with Physical Disabilities
Date: Monday, 19th May 2025
Venue: IHREC Offices
Hosted by: Youth Work Ireland
Attending Organisations: Carlow Regional Youth Service, CDYS, Chime, Cork ETB, Cystic Fibrosis Ireland, Dept. of Education and Youth, Disability Federation of Ireland, Dublin City Council, Enable Ireland, FDYS, Féach Ireland, Irish Wheelchair Association, KWETB, National Youth Council of Ireland, Reach Deaf Services, RehabCare, Trinity College Dublin, Vision Ireland, Waterford & South Tipperary Community Youth Service, Youth Work Ireland, Youth Work Ireland Galway. 
About this event 
The national forum, led by Youth Work Ireland and its members on Monday provided a powerful and collaborative space for youth services, disability support agencies, policy makers and young people to come together. The event fostered meaningful dialogue, strengthened inter-agency relationships, and facilitated the sharing of best practices and resources. Participants reflected on the challenges faced by young people with physical disabilities and worked collectively to identify gaps, opportunities, and concrete actions for more inclusive youth work. Most importantly, the forum amplified the voices of young advocates and activists, who shared their lived experiences and insights, directly informing recommendations for future strategies and policies. The forum concluded with a strong sense of commitment to ongoing collaboration and tangible change, marking an important step forward in building a more inclusive and supportive environment for all young people.
Theme One: Exploring how we can build connections between the youth sector and the disability sector?
Participants stressed the need for intentional, structured collaboration between youth services and disability organisations. There was a strong emphasis on building local-level relationships, mapping services, and ensuring effective communication and referral pathways between sectors. Many highlighted the importance of physically bringing sectors together, through events, consultations, or shared training. Listening to young people with disabilities and amplifying their voices was seen as a foundational approach to driving inclusive collaboration.
Key Recommendations:
· Host regular regional/local forums to build cross-sector relationships.
· Develop and maintain service maps and referral pathways across counties.
· Create joint initiatives between youth services and disability organisations based on shared goals.
· Implement youth-led consultations and active outreach strategies to better understand the needs of young people with physical disabilities.
· Provide orientation sessions and induction support for young people and families accessing youth services.
· Engage primary care teams and support services in partnership work.
Theme Two: Collectively overcome challenges to achieving inclusion.
Challenges ranged from a lack of awareness and training to systemic issues such as under-resourcing and inaccessible environments. Participants noted the need for trust-building with families, dedicated inclusion roles, and stronger inter-agency collaboration. Emphasis was placed on practical adjustments, such as one-to-one support and physical accessibility, alongside more strategic solutions like shared training, policy alignment, and cultural shifts within services.
Key Recommendations:
· Deliver ongoing disability awareness training to include inclusive practices.
· Appoint dedicated inclusion champions or workers within youth services.
· Establish inter-agency working groups to share learning and coordinate responses.
· Provide structured voluntary experiences for young people with disabilities.
· Address structural barriers (e.g. transport, venue accessibility).
· Compensate youth workers for additional inclusion-related responsibilities.
· Build trust with parents and carers through consistent communication and support.
Theme Three: What do policy and decision-makers need to do to improve inclusion for young people with physical disabilities.

There was a clear call for greater accountability, funding, and political will to enforce inclusion and engagement. Participants highlighted the need for policy to shift from a charity mindset to a rights-based approach, rooted in the UNCRPD. Many expressed frustrations at the gap between policy and implementation, especially regarding daily access issues like transport and universal public space design. Representation of people with disabilities in policymaking spaces was also seen as essential.
Key Recommendations:
· Fund and enforce the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD).
· Launch a national awareness campaign to shift cultural attitudes and challenge ableist narratives.
· Ensure policymakers and public officials engage directly with young people with physical disabilities.
· Invest in accessible transport, especially in rural areas.
· Reintroduce capital funding for accessible infrastructure.
· Promote the inclusion of people with physical disabilities in political and policy decision-making roles.
· Use real-life stories and lived experiences to shape policy and challenge stereotypes.
Cross-cutting Themes
Across all three questions, several core themes emerged:
· Inclusion must be intentional, not accidental—it requires resources, leadership, and sustained collaboration.
· Youth voice and agency must be central to any inclusive strategy or policy.
· Inclusion begins with relationships, but must be backed by infrastructure, funding, and policy change.
· There is a need to challenge societal norms and structures that isolate or exclude young people with disabilities.
· Collaboration between sectors cannot be ad hoc—it must be structured, resourced, and supported at both local and national levels.
Recommendations and Next Steps
Policy & Funding
· Establish a Dedicated Capital Grants Scheme to support accessibility improvements in youth and community spaces.
· Fund Disability Liaison Workers within youth services to strengthen inter-agency collaboration.
· Support Cross-Sector Inclusion Strategies, coordinated locally but supported nationally.
Practice & Service Development
· Conduct Local Service Mapping to identify existing resources, gaps, and referral pathways.
· Develop an Inclusion Toolkit to support youth workers with practical tools and guidelines.
· Promote Co-Designed Initiatives with young people with disabilities actively shaping service development and evaluation.
Training & Capacity Building
· Provide Ongoing Inclusion Training for youth workers and volunteers, with lived experience perspectives included.
· Create a National Resource Hub for sharing best practices, tools, and inclusive activities.
Engagement & Voice
· Empower Young People through youth-led workshops, advocacy platforms, and creative expression (e.g., banner-making at Pride, storytelling projects).
· Host Annual Forums that bring together youth and disability sectors for reflection and action planning.
· Establish Working Groups to monitor progress on commitments made during the forum and feed into national policy consultations.

Conclusion
The forum was a clear call to action. Young people with physical disabilities are ready to be heard—what’s needed now is the collective will, investment, and structural support to ensure their full inclusion. Youth Work Ireland and its members are committed to working collaboratively with all stakeholders to make this a reality.
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