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INTRODUCTION

The Faces in the fight against discrimination

Presentation

The Fundación ONCE supports disadvantaged people on social and labour insertion itineraries. In the 2000-2006 programming period we have participated,  along with other non profit bodies and organisations, as operators for the Pluriregional Operational Programme on the Fight Against Discrimination, with a joint initiative funded by the ESF and ERDF. The results so far endorse the programme management, much has been achieved in terms of placing people with special difficulties into employment, although we know that this is only the beginning and there is still a long way to go.

Generally in this type of evaluation of achievements, the results are presented from a quantitative viewpoint and would include information on how many people have benefited from the subsidies, how many actions have taken place, how much direct employment has been created… The Fundación, however,  would like to reflect on the importance of the struggle in the fight against discrimination based on a different, but complementary approach to a quantitative assessment. We wanted to put names to those involved in the fight against exclusion.

Hereby, we present a study based on nine personal stories of people directly involved. Three of the stories tell us about the experience from the perspective of those who are trying to access the labour market from a particularly difficult situation. Another three give us the view from the other side of the fence, from employers who have a significant number of people with disabilities on their staff. Finally, the three remaining stories relate the experiences of those who took the risk of becoming self-employed to overcome the obstacles imposed by the current labour market.

The stories are illustrative and fascinating at the same time. They show the difficulties, problems, anguish, despair and the temptation to give up which often overwhelms those who find that they are barred from access to employment and a normalised life. They also emphasise the courage, determination, energy, will to succeed and the hope behind the day to day battles these people must fight to have a fulfilling and dignified life. 

With this approach, the Fundación ONCE hopes to promote recognition of the fundamental value of this type of policy in Spain. Currently, with so many unknowns surrounding the European Union’s financial framework for the period 2007-2013, this report emphasises the importance of community efforts to achieve social cohesion and fight against inequality.

We firmly believe in the value of supporting people like those you will meet here.

Carlos Rubén Fernández Gutiérrez

President of the Fundación ONCE

About this study

The fight against discrimination in Spain can be studied from a financial perspective, or the perspective of the operators which manage the specifically allocated funds or even that of the non profit bodies active in this sphere. They can all provide an overall picture of the main features and basic orientation of this type of intervention in Spain.

However, this snapshot of the fight against discrimination would still be composed of miniscule pixels whose function is to provide a clear image. The accumulation of pixels, which are the smallest units in this image, mean that we can admire the photograph as a whole, but we should not forget that each tiny unit is also a whole in itself: a colour, an intensity, brightness, contrast… 

People with disabilities who fight to gain a foothold in the labour market are the pixels in a very important part of the overall image of the fight against discrimination. Each has their own story to tell, an individual life and career path; in other words, it is worth examining brightness, intensity and colour in greater detail as well as the overall picture. 

We think it is fundamental to emphasise the importance of getting closer, starting with the people involved, building sets of specific experiences from narrative and oral histories. In a field such as this, we think that it can be very useful to complement knowledge of the data and parameters by learning from the individuals involved in the fight against discrimination in Spain.

For this reason, we present a mainly qualitative report where the information has been obtained from biographical stories of a sample of men and women who are involved, one way or another, with placing people with disabilities into employment. In addition, we have tried to ensure that the people included here reflect the complex issues involved, so the study is based on the relative position of each individual in relation to the employment strategy used.

This approach enabled us to choose, from among the wide range of alternatives, three particularly interesting possibilities which are directly related to funding from the Pluriregional Operational Programme for the Fight against Discrimination. Firstly, people with disabilities who have been placed into the labour market, secondly, employers whose employment policy favours incorporating people with disabilities onto their staff, and thirdly, people with disabilities who have managed to set up a self-employment project, whether on their own or with others.

Throughout this study we wanted people to tell their own story so theirs are the opinions, judgments and evaluations which appear in the text. We also felt it would be useful to include a concluding chapter to reflect the common strands of the individual stories.

The final objective of this report is to emphasise the value which access to employment has for people with disabilities, as it is a major step on the road to achieving full social insertion. We have attempted to find out what these people’s lives were like before they became employed, what type of decisions led them to alter direction, examine how they have experienced change and finally to discover both the specific impact which access to the labour market has had on their lives and their personal evaluation of the whole process.

Methodology

From among the wide range of social research tools used in the qualitative approach, biographies are a very interesting resource for examining the relationship between the subjects and their immediate environments. A biography enables us to structure and sequence the educational, employment, cultural and relational events in an individual’s life and try to uncover the reasons behind their choices and also to measure the social and personal impact of their individual itinerary. 

The aim is to look at the individual in the context of their life and establish how their background relates to their achievements. We consider that the use of biographies has huge potential for analysing individual experiences to shed light on the impact of choice in people’s lives.

We have not attempted to statistically extrapolate the results obtained in this study as that is not the aim of biographies. As in case studies, we have instead attempted to examine the rich, subjective material, of the biographies of a specific group of people whose life itineraries have been significantly modified by the process of integration into employment. 

Biographical material can come from many different sources, and while the most common technique is in-depth interviews, there are many other tools which, depending on the research context, can contribute a wealth of information for analysis. We therefore felt it would be useful to combine the in-depth interview with autobiographical stories (where required by the research) and direct observation in work environments. We want to highlight the fact that both interviews and observations have always been expressly approved by the people involved who have kindly offered to share their experiences as part of this study.

· Producing the autobiographical stories
Autobiographical stories are a very useful resource for discovering at first hand, the context of the interviewees’ lives. This is a first approach to the biographical context of the person in question, and this can be done through an initial exploratory interview, either in person or if necessary over the phone. 

We feel that the invitation to write autobiographical stories has the potential of leaving the interviewee totally free to emphasise the elements they consider most interesting when analysing their life itinerary, adopting their own narrative rhythm and the timescale they consider most convenient. Autobiographies are very useful because of what they relate, their specific content, but also for how they relate it, in other words, for the structural and narrative elements which underlie the author’s discourse. 

· In-depth biographical interview
As mentioned above, the interview is the most commonly used resource for compiling biographies, as it can provide the most direct information and is the one which best suits the research interests here. 

For this reason, most of the biographical itineraries have been compiled using face to face narrations which provide an oral micro-history based on subjective human experience, memory, life choices, interpretation of individual and collective processes-, focusing on the individual’s subjective analysis of their own experiences.

· Observation
Observation is something we all do on a daily basis and it can be made into an important research tool by directing it at a specific objective, slightly systematising the procedure and controlling the results and any determining factors.

In this research, direct observation has been limited to the interviewees’ work spaces, noting any additional relevant aspects such as accessibility, relational guidelines, individual and group behaviours…

To help implement the three tools a set of guidelines was produced on compiling autobiographical narratives, a scripted questionnaire for the in-depth interview and a guide to direct the observations in the work places of those interviewed. The field work was carried out between April and July 2005.

The people interviewed

In a qualitative study, and even more so when the basic research strategy is biographical narrative, the choice of interviewees for the sample is a determining factor in guaranteeing a rich source of information for analysis. In line with the focus on community funded actions in the fight against discrimination, we felt it was appropriate to start with a prior determining factor in order to later define a basic cut off point and up to four secondary ones, as detailed below.

· Prior determining factor
The people in the sample must have been beneficiaries in some way of financial help from the Pluriregional Operational Programme on the Fight against Discrimination during the process of being placed into employment.

· The basic cut off point
The individual position of each of the interviewees in relation to employment placement for people with disabilities must be included in one of three possible situations: people with disabilities who have achieved satisfactory professional integration, companies employing people with disabilities with difficulties accessing the labour market and people with disabilities who have managed to set up a self-employment project.

· The four secondary cut off points

· To guarantee a balanced territorial representation of people in the sample, or at least, to avoid concentration in the same urban centres.

· To ensure a balanced representation of men and women.

· To obtain people with different disabilities, in order to cover the widest range of issues.
· To find people with different jobs, in an attempt to cover all levels of a company and to ensure that the companies chosen for analysis work in different sectors.

The sample used in this study has thus attempted to reflect as far as possible the huge diversity in the field of research which examines the fight against discrimination from the individual stories of men and women concerned with placing people with disabilities into employment.

LIFE STORIES

Three perspectives on insertion, nine biographies of successful struggles

PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES PLACED INTO THE LABOUR MARKET

ROSA MARÍA GARAMENDI

Do not even think about the future

Every ten minutes or so, a barely concealed pipe in a corner of the room disturbs the peaceful atmosphere with its noise. Anyone else would instinctively raise their head and frown at such an unpleasant sound, but Rosa María does not take her eyes away from her computer screen. She is so absorbed in her work that that even if the pipe broke and flooded the office she would not stop doing calculations on her Excel table.

Rosa María is lively, happy, optimistic and enjoys her work enormously. She has only been working as an office clerk for a company in Seville which markets protective clothing for two months. In fact, at the moment the company consists only of Rosa María and her boss, so she is in charge of most of the management and administrative work.

Rosa María has been employed through Fundosa Social Consulting who sent her CV to the man who is now her boss, “a man who is very sensitive to the problems of people with disabilities”, and who chose her from numerous candidates who applied for the job. She feels that they trust her totally, because she did not have much prior knowledge of their market sector, but she is returning that trust by making a huge effort to learn all she can about her work. Despite having previously done “countless computer courses”, she had always refused to work with a computer because she has problems with her sight. 

Rosa María has a degenerative retinal disease and has lost 71% of the sight in both eyes. Her disability struck when she was 17 or 18 years old. Despite being degenerative, she has managed to halt the progress of the supposedly relentless disease; and while this may be due to the tablets and treatment she has taken, the temptation is to think that it is really her character and contagious vitality which has kept her disability totally at bay.

Rosa María speaks with a curious combination of accents: part very strong, characteristic Seville accent and part unmistakeable French twang. This is because she was born in France, where she studied until the end of secondary school. Later on she started a course in clerical work which she did not finish because she moved with her family to Spain, where she settled down after her parents retired. A year later, when she was just 18, she got married and had a “beautiful daughter”.

Since leaving France and until she separated from her husband at the age of 28, Rosa María had never had a job. She did some training courses, but she was never interested in looking for stable employment, and even less so after her sight problem was diagnosed. When she was almost thirty however, her life took an unexpected turn.

Rosa María found herself on the street, with her small daughter, with no specific training or preparation for any job and with a disability which would get worse as the years went by. It is true that she had her parents’ unconditional support, they have always “been at her side” to provide what she needed, offering their love and providing her with a house to live in and bring up her child. Despite this support, her situation had always made her feel very uneasy.

One day, an acquaintance advised Rosa María to find out from ONCE about the benefits she could obtain because of her disability, so she did and obtained the certificate of disability, joined the ONCE and began to look for a job. She soon received her first offer – a job selling lottery tickets, but it was not what she wanted, she felt that “she could do any job they put before her”, although employment advisors at ONCE argued that with her training and academic background, it would be difficult to find any other sort of job. Rosa María, typically, responded immediately, “I’m not educated enough? OK then, I’d better start learning”.

…And so she did. During that period she did all sorts of courses and that without doubt was vital in helping her to find her first employment. Along with many others, her entry into the labour market was determined by EXPO’92 in Seville. When she heard about the event, Rosa María knew she wanted to work there and after a long search, she found her first job –without any help from support organisations for people with disabilities- in the Canadian Pavilion, working first as an interpreter and then in administration and later on in the restaurant. 

When EXPO’92 finished, Rosa María lost her job and spent a year unemployed, but she made the most of it and continued to train intensively. When the year was up, ONCE offered her the possibility of attending a call centre course to enable her to find work as a teleoperator. Following the course, she substituted for a telephonist in ONCE’s headquarters, but when that finished a temporary job agency was interested in her and they offered her a place on their staff. 

Rosa María had a great time at the agency, but nine months later the management team changed and the new managers wanted their staff to have at least a diploma level qualification, this was something Rosa María did not have so she had to leave the company “very sadly because I really enjoyed working there”. Work at the agency was very hard due to her sight problems, in an afternoon she might read around 100 CVs with the aid of her trusty magnifying lens. It was exhausting for her eyes, but still she did the job enthusiastically.

Once again she was unemployed and this time for a year and a half; once again Rosa María made the most of the situation and continued to train, beginning subjects such as English and computers. Suddenly she was offered another job, this time in a company linked to the sector of people with disabilities, but paradoxically, it was her worst employment experience ever.

In her daily work, Rosa María felt she was belittled and rejected. Due to internal conflict higher up in the organisation, she became the focus for her colleagues and bosses’ suspicions and not only did they treat her with obvious contempt, but they even invaded her privacy, reading her correspondence, going through her personal belongings and controlling her phone conversations. As Rosa María explains, the company was going through a very delicate financial situation, which generated many disputes at the highest level of management and so the atmosphere became strained, there were clashes between different groups and by chance or through the malevolence of others she found herself in the middle of a conflict she had nothing to do with.

Nevertheless, Rosa María suffered the consequences. During this period she had frequent panic attacks, depression and nervous crises. Physically and emotionally she was in a bad state and could not have allowed things to go on for much longer, but, there was a change in the management team and the new Chief Executive showed a personal interest in her situation, giving her the courage and strength to continue. After the blow to her pride, determined to overcome the suffering she had gone through, Rosa María set herself the goal of regaining the trust, respect and admiration of her colleagues. She did it, three and a half years after joining the company, but she did it, through perseverance and a good measure of generosity.

Rosa María spent five years in the company and then became unemployed again. During that period and in order to help with her parents’ finances, she did sporadic, generally badly paid work: she painted, washed, gave French classes in people’s homes… Until she found the job she’s doing now, with an indefinite contract and “a great feeling of stability”. 

Rosa María acknowledges that in her life “employment has been fundamental, basic, even without a daughter to feed”. Without a job she would never have been able to lead an autonomous, independent life and find fulfilment as a person and as a woman. Despite her bizarre career path, Rosa María maintains that she never felt rejected because of being disabled, rather the complete opposite: people treated her very well when they found out about her disability. Everybody has been aware of the fact that certain activities take her longer, and she has always felt encouraged to take “[her] time to do things well until [she’s] learnt how to do them”.  It is not surprising, as it is not hard to see how skilfully she manages her “little gadgets”. 

Rosa María is aware, however, that her case is special among the set of people with disabilities who are hoping to access the labour market, she knows that generally “employers are prejudiced” against this collective, so “they have to be persuaded that people with disabilities are perfectly capable of doing all types of work”. In the work of informing employers, the Administration and NGOs have to work side by side, because everyone has a duty to encourage people to give opportunities to the most disadvantaged.

As far as people with disabilities are concerned, Rosa María has her doubts - she thinks there are many people who are happy with the benefits they receive for being disabled and this is a disincentive to find work. That has never been the case with her, since right from the beginning she rejected the Andalusian regional government’s benefits for people with disabilities; she has only taken job seeking allowances and here she recognises the very important role of non profit organisations in supporting people with disabilities.  For Rosa María, it is always better to have a wage than an allowance.

Finally, she believes that you should not expect your life to be resolved just because you have had the bad luck to have a disability. It does mean that the obstacles which you have to face may be more complex and possibly more difficult to overcome, but it should never generate a sort of “acquired right” which replaces the natural struggle to better yourself and progress.

Rosa María takes this maxim to the extreme, as she does not like anyone to know that she has a disability. Protected by the fact that her disability is not immediately visible, she maintains that there are people close to her who do not even suspect that she has lost almost 70% of her sight. She feels that she does not owe anyone an explanation, she simply has to demonstrate her worth and her abilities. Nobody needs to know that she has to screw up her eyes to see things a bit more clearly, or that she guides herself by the shadows and silhouettes that she can see. Rosa María knows her worth and she knows she will accept any opportunity she’s given to prove it, she can’t remember the last time she refused to meet a challenge.

With regard to the future, Rosa María laughs and says that it is better to forget. She has gone through some difficult moments of great uncertainty, but now she has a stability and security that she could never have imagined before. She knows, however, from experience that peaceful situations can easily change without warning and so she prefers to concentrate on her present job, learn all she can and, as far as possible, ignore the damn pipes which from time to time remind her that she’s not alone in the office.

If Rosa María could send a message to people with disabilities who want to access the labour market, it would be a message of optimism and confidence. A word of encouragement, of inspiration, of determination, of hope. Rosa María’s personality is like that and fortunately for those around her, it appears to be highly contagious.

MIGUEL ÁNGEL HARO

Next stop: hope
It is Friday afternoon and Oviedo bus station is busy. The illuminated displays announce imminent arrivals, the drivers finish off their last cigarettes and young people drag their backpacks around, desperately trying to find the coach which will take them on the next stage of their journey. Quietly in the background, Miguel Ángel Haro watches the familiar scene. For the passengers who crowd the platforms at these times, Miguel Ángel is a part of the daily scene at the station,  however for him, they are small brushstrokes of shape and colour on a moving canvas.

Miguel Ángel works as a cleaner at the Oviedo bus station and in ONCE’s buildings in the same city and divides his work between the two to cover the 39 hours a week in his contract. At the station he is in charge of cleaning the toilets, the cafeteria, the ticket offices and waiting rooms as well as removing the rubbish and clearing the way so that a colleague can go through with the floor sweeper. In the ONCE headquarters he cleans the windows and shines the floor, although really he is a “man-Friday”, so for example, if one of his four colleagues is off work, he is usually the replacement.

Miguel Ángel got his job through a Tele-Employment centre which often works with COCEMFE, one of the leading organisations in attending to the needs of people with physical disabilities. An employment advisor gave him information on certain companies where he could look for a job and helped him to write his CV, that’s how Miguel Ángel came to send his CV to his present company, and “the very next day” they called him to the company offices for a personal interview, to his surprise, they chose him straight away to begin work immediately. First they gave him two three month long contracts and then one for six months until finally, he was given an indefinite contract.

The work force he has joined is quite stable, or at least there has not been an excessive turn over of staff since he started working there. His company employs many people with disabilities, for example, the two colleagues who work with Miguel Ángel at the station also have disabilities.

The cleaning tasks at the station are not easy. There is a lot of traffic, and as happens with most places which are just passing places, it is not looked after by the people who use it for a few hours perhaps never to return. Miguel Ángel, however, moves through it all skilfully and does his job well. It is a job which suits him and the disability he has does not prevent him from doing it efficiently and well. Miguel Ángel has been diagnosed as having psychogenic paranoid schizophrenia with a 65% disability rating.

The trigger to Miguel Ángel’s disability originates in a series of difficult personal circumstances. He had been independent since early manhood, thanks to his work, but when he lost his job he had to return to the family home, and after that nothing would ever be the same. By then his father had become an alcoholic and was abusing his mother and it was not long before his father started to behave violently towards him too. Eventually his parents separated, but he had already accumulated enough stress to trigger his illness.

His first outbreak of schizophrenia was in the late 1990s and showed itself in a severe episode of violence towards his mother. He refused to see a specialist, so she had to report him so he would be made to attend a hospital. Following twelve days in hospital, he left knowing that he would have to be in treatment for the rest of his life, he returned to live with his mother, his situation became stable and since then there have been no further problems. Miguel Ángel knows that there is no cure, but he also knows that if he continues with the treatment, there may well be no more outbreaks and so he will be able to lead a normalised life.  Miguel Ángel is sure that by following the doctor’s prescriptions, he will be able to “feel like anyone else”.

The support from his family has been decisive in the progress towards this objective, especially that of his mother and some of his sisters. Miguel Ángel is well aware what it meant to his mother to have to report her own son to get him into hospital and make him follow medical advice when he refused to do so. Without her understanding, he is convinced he “would still be very ill”, so his family “has been a key factor in beginning to face up to the illness and being able to live with it”. 

He was particularly let down in terms of support from his circle of friends. He considers himself to be shy, reserved and very focused on his work which means he hardly sees his friends, who furthermore lead very different lives to his own. After hearing of his illness, this distance increased and he never felt their warmth and support. 

Miguel Ángel sees the love of the people closest to him as essential to getting through the tunnel and facing life with energy and courage. He got that from his family and without it he would not be living the life he is enjoying now.

In terms of education, Miguel Ángel had a perfectly normal childhood with no psychological problems to cause any learning difficulties. From the age of 14 he was able to combine his studies with working for his father as a builder, he completed the obligatory secondary school education and went on to study Interior Decoration at the School of Applied Arts in Oviedo and has a diploma in this subject. 

Later, he became a self-employed worker in the construction business, but things did not go well and he had to give up. This was the critical, life-changing moment and from then on his training itinerary changed significantly.

The Psychiatric Hospital where he underwent the first stage of treatment had a department which managed publicly funded courses and Miguel Ángel joined some on carpentry. Through the Fundación ONCE he also attended subsidised courses, taking one on computer aided graphic design, another on gardening and a third on recycling toners. Unfortunately, the employment opportunities which were the initial intention behind the last course did not materialise because the company promoting the idea did not have the necessary economic resources to meet the investment required after the workers had been trained. The business plan, however, was a good one, and Miguel Ángel still feels frustrated at not daring to launch the business initiative himself.

Miguel Ángel thinks that for a person with a disability, or at least in his case, it is vital to keep the mind occupied in training and educational activities, but if this leads to the opportunity to do work which makes the person involved feel useful and productive, it can be a real way out of the block that many people experience through being disabled. Training is “a door to finding real work and this is the path to accessing a normalised life”.

Effectively, employment has been a very important reference point in Miguel Ángel’s life. To start with, two specific periods are evident - before and after the disability. During the first period he worked in the construction business, at first with his father and then he became self-employed. In the second period, after the illness had been diagnosed, he worked in the gardening sector thanks to some of the training courses he did through the Fundación ONCE. Later on, Fundosa Social Consulting suggested he take a course on industrial cleaning, but he did not have time to start, as he had signed a contract with his present employer before the course even started.
Throughout his working career, Miguel Ángel maintains that he has not experienced excessive difficulties in finding a job, either before his disability was diagnosed or after. When he found out about his illness, he went for almost six years without looking for a job, focusing on following the medical treatment to normalise his state of health. Towards the end of this period he began to experience a lot of anxiety and a certain desperation through not filling his time with any productive activity and so he decided to go on training courses. Shortly afterwards he began work as a gardener, but three months later, thanks to employment advice from COCEMFE, he found his current job as a cleaner. 

Work has been a decisive factor in Miguel Ángel’s life. When he lost his job, he experienced hardship which made things very difficult. Now, after finding his present job, he is experiencing a stage where he “feels better and more comfortable in himself”, despite his disability. Thus, losing his job before his illness and finding one afterwards are two landmarks in his life.

He is clear that the present change has been radical. At the beginning, Miguel Ángel could not work due to the type of medication he needed for his treatment and this greatly lowered his self-esteem. With time, however, he realised that he was beginning “to be able to assume responsibilities just like everyone else”, and that inevitably stimulated the perception he had of himself and the will to fight for things as in the stage before his disability was diagnosed. To feel useful “is the best thing in the world; the financial reward from employment isn’t the most important thing, although of course it counts. But to feel able to work is life-giving and helps you to recover you hopes and dreams”.

Miguel Ángel has been working for his company for two years one month and he has no immediate intention of changing jobs; he likes what he does and feels he does it well. He gets on very well with his colleagues, both those with disabilities and those without. He feels he is one of them, and this is the most important thing, that the disability is well accepted within the company because there are many other workers in the same situation. Miguel Ángel really enjoys the “great camaraderie” at work.

Reflecting on his own experience, but also generally on placing people with disabilities into employment, Miguel Ángel feels that the difficulty in achieving full incorporation into society lies in being able to adapt each job to the specific characteristics of each disabled worker. Once this has been achieved, “the rest of the process would be much simpler; not all people with disabilities can do any type of tasks, but any tasks can be done by people with disabilities if there is an adaptation process”. The key then, is adaptation.

Finally, he considers that the problems people with disabilities face when they want to access the labour market “are very relative, since if you really want to work and you make an effort to do so, there are jobs for everyone”. In this sense, employers, when contracting a person with disabilities, “already know what limitations they are going to find, but they still continue to hire them for the jobs they consider appropriate”. 

Miguel Ángel highlights the importance not only of contracting people with disabilities, but also of taking the disability into account so the job can be adapted to the qualities and needs of the new worker. Once again, the vital importance of adaptation. Miguel Ángel is aware, however, that his experience is mainly of employers with a long experience of taking on people with disabilities.

The benefit for the employer in taking on people with disabilities is firstly financial, if there were no subsidies or tax relief, Miguel Ángel thinks it would be much more difficult to get companies to take on people with disabilities, since there are companies with more awareness of social issues and others with none. If financial incentives were to disappear, employers might well be more hesitant about contracting people from this collective. But beyond any economic advantages for companies to contract people with disabilities, it should be remembered that these people are “part of the active population and can produce and perform just like people with no disabilities”.

Miguel Ángel also maintains, however, that there are many people with disabilities who can work and are not doing so because they do not look for work adapted to their characteristics or because they are happy with their current situation, as he was at first. Finally, his career is very similar to that of many other people with disabilities: before finding a stable job, both he and his mother were receiving non-contributive pensions and then they moved into subsidised housing and were able to get by even on their very modest income. They spent 6 years like that, but with the new job they are now in a better financial state. It goes without saying that the job has also had an impact on Miguel Ángel’s self-esteem and hopes in life.

Analysis of Miguel Ángel’s story shows that support from family and institutions is vital in the insertion into employment and social integration of people with disabilities. In this sense, Miguel Ángel feels that guidance and work by COCEMFE and the Fundación ONCE have been very important in his training and job search. Thanks to these organisations he says he now enjoys employment and personal stability which encourages him to continue with his treatment to lead the “most normal life” possible. 

The bus station in Oviedo returns to normal in the early morning. The last night coaches have left for their respective destinations and the comings and goings of passengers has given way to a tranquillity which seems artificial. It is hard to believe that where recently there were last minutes dashes and emotional good-byes there are now only torn up tickets on the ground and abandoned newspapers which no longer accompany lonely waits. Miguel Ángel, now dressed for the street, also leaves the station which in just a few hours will once again bear silent witness to the frenetic activity of our society. On leaving the station, however, it is as if he hears a last message over the loudspeaker. The same voice that brightens each day by announcing the name of the next stop on the journey, Hope.

MARÍA JOSÉ LÓPEZ

towards quality of life

María José López’s career path, as with many people with disabilities is complex and winding. She has had different jobs, some on the ordinary labour market and others in companies oriented towards people with disabilities, but they all share the same basic characteristic: poorly paid, few guarantees, instability, exploitation. Now however, María José has a job where she is comfortable, she feels her professional worth is acknowledged and she can develop her skills. 

Nevertheless, she recognises that she got the job on the rebound, by chance, the outcome of a series of coincidences and spur of the moment decisions. Paradoxically, if she had had time to think, it’s quite likely that María José would not be sitting behind the wheel of a bus everyday. 

María José was very bad at school. When she was 16 she wanted to stop studying, but her parents pushed her into finishing secondary education. As she had failed many subjects, she decided to shut herself off from the world in summer to revise and pass them all so she could leave school and try her luck on the labour market, which was what she really wanted to do. Against all the odds, she managed to pass in the September all the subjects she had failed over previous years and with that, her parents gave her the go ahead to look for a job and try her luck with her new working life.

The leap to the job market was successful even sooner than expected and she soon began work in a supermarket as a cashier and shelf-stacker. She was lucky enough to be working for the most prestigious supermarket chain in Saragossa, the city where she was born, although the job was very poorly paid and the working conditions very hard. In addition, María José already knew that she had problems with her spine; it had been detected at school and for many years she had to wear an uncomfortable corset to prevent her spine from deviating even more as the years went by. There came a moment when, seeing that her wages did not compensate for her average 12 hour working day, her father encouraged her to give up the job and look for another one which was less physically demanding and with better conditions.

Given her lack of experience, María José ended up in another supermarket and spent just over a year there. Her duties involved slightly less physical work and so she was better off than in the previous job, despite the fact that the general characteristics of the job were very similar. However, the company went into liquidation and as the future looked bleak, María José decided to abandon ship before it sank and she began to work in a fruit shop. And there, among the bananas and peaches, she was relatively happy, until her health began to tell her otherwise.

Due to “the stupid things I did” during her first years on the labour market, María José had to go on sick leave which in the end lasted a year and a half. She was desperate. Together with the frequent, severe pains in her back, she was also distressed by the inactivity, paying the consequences of not being more careful with her health, of not being more forward-thinking when planning her career path. Through the long sessions of exercise and rehabilitation, María José kept agonizing about having made all the wrong decisions.

Eventually, however, the sick leave came to an end and despite not feeling totally recovered, María José had to start looking for another job. During the process, a friend recommended she get an official certificate for her disability so she would be entitled to certain benefits. María José had never heard of the certificate before, but she decided to give it a try “because I hadn’t got anything to lose”. So, she filled in the forms, had a medical check up and was diagnosed with a 54% disabilitiy. From that moment on she entered what she calls “the marvellous world of people with disabilities”. 

María José went on a long trek around the different associations and foundations looking for a job which would suit her skills and take account of her physical limitations. Finally, through FAMI-Aragon –“wonderful people, very good, really concerned about the workers” – she found a job with a well-known cake manufacturers. This company had most of its base in the Malpica industrial estate on the outskirts of Saragossa, but it also had a Special Employment Centre which prepared goods mainly for markets in the former USSR. In this centre, all her work mates had disabilities and the work environment was very pleasant. “Everybody worked well and very happily”, and María José felt that “the managers of the company were very pleased with her work”.  However, incredibly, her career path was determined by international political events: Russia went into a deep crisis and the centre had to stop production.

María José was called to the director’s office. There she was told that the company was very happy with her work, just as she had thought, and they wanted to find her a job in the company’s main factory in Malpica, so she could join the ordinary workforce of people with no disabilities. María José was very enthusiastic at the prospect because as well as increasing her self-esteem, it also helped to clarify her new job horizons. They agreed to settle the situation later, by phone and María José just waited for things to happen.

During the wait, however, some unexpected things happened, although this time they had no direct relation to international politics. One of María José’s colleagues from her supermarket days contacted her to tell her that a Special Employment Centre which handled several products had just opened in Zaragoza and that she had managed to get a job there and was quite happy, so she advised María José to try her luck and send in her CV. With typical pragmatism, she decided she had nothing to lose by giving it a try, so she contacted the new centre. Shortly afterwards she went for a test and she must have done well because when she finished they offered her a six month contract and the possibility of more permanence in the future. 

While she walked back to the car after the test, she got a call on her mobile. The industrial cake manufacturers were contacting her to offer her a job starting the next day on a month’s contract and with every chance of an indefinite contract shortly after. When María José hung up she sat in the car and knew she had to chose one of the two options and she had to do it straight away. When in doubt, she decided to go for the option which offered her more stability, or which at least guaranteed her a few more months. So she immediately rang her old company and sadly rejected their offer in favour of the one from the distribution centre.

Now María José thinks she probably made the wrong choice. At the time she thought she was doing the right thing by rejecting a contract in an ordinary company for one in a Special Employment Centre, but time and experience have persuaded her that if she had to do it again, she would chose differently.

She soon began working at the Special Employment Centre and two weeks later they gave her an indefinite contract. Despite the initial enthusiasm, she quickly realised that the centre had the same conflicts as most of the companies in the ordinary market, which she neatly summarises: “give the minimum to the worker, get the maximum for the company”. María José thought that in this type of company, the philosophy would be different: she thought that the principles of maximising profits and the need to be competitive at all costs would be exchanged for cooperative work, continuous learning and strengthening the skills of people with disabilities. But she was wrong, or at least, things did not happen like that in the company where she went to work.

Although the Centre apparently had a philosophy with a high social content (“integration of people with difficulties, exceptional working environment, excelling in and valuing the skills of each worker,…”), María José found the reality quite different. The workers “were expected to produce 100, just like a normal worker, although the company already received 50 from the Administration with the idea that the workers with disabilities only had to produce 50”. María José is very clear that this “is exploitation”. In her case, this exploitation went on for four long years of fighting “for workers’ rights”, but the atmosphere became particularly strained in the last year. María José could not take it any more and decided not only to leave the company but also to take “a year off” to recover physically and emotionally from the debilitating effects of that last period. 

She also made a decision: “I would never work in a Special Employment Centre again”. Despite being aware that “probably not all centres were run in the same way”, she had been too badly affected by her own experience to even consider the possibility in the future.

Now María José drives buses. She did not plan to, “it just happened”. During her “year off” after her troubled departure from the Special Employment Centre she went on all sorts of courses, in accounting, computers, Internet… One day, during one of her frequent visits to Fundosa Social Consulting, she told the employment advisor “that [she] was fed up training for jobs where women only get 600€ a month for a full working day”. María José wanted a job which would give her stability, allow her to have a certain quality of life, a job in which the hours spent working and the effort made would be compensated for by a fair and reasonable wage. But that job did not seem to want to appear.

One day at Fundosa, however, they advised her to find out about the new training courses being offered by the Institute for Women’s Affairs in Zaragoza. María José went and found out that most of them focused on training women for jobs traditionally done by men, in an attempt to introduce positive action in inserting women into the ordinary labour market. So María José joined a professional welder’s and a bus driver’s course. She got a place on both, but as demand was particularly high and many women had been left without a place, she gave up the welding course and concentrated on the one she found most interesting.

When she began she had not yet decided to make bus-driving her profession. She wanted to keep busy during her year off and also improve her CV and cover her training deficit with lots of different activities and experiences. When the course finished, she sat the theoretical exam and passed first time and the same happened with the practical. María José turned out to be one of the best drivers in her year and was very happy, but she was still conscious of her back pains when considering whether to take her career in this new direction. Finally pragmatism won out again and María José told herself “I should at least give it a try”. So she began to leave her CV at many companies, unsucessfully at first. 

Soon she got a call from Fundosa who asked her if she was still determined to work in the driving sector, she said yes and found out that Fundosa had contacted a well-known company in the field who were apparently interested in her. María José went there, had an interview, passed a practical test and fifteen days later they told her they wanted her to join their fleet of drivers immediately. In April 2004, María José terminated her year off and got behind the wheel of an interurban bus.

Now perhaps it is understandable that when she looks back she feels that everything happened to her unexpectedly.. María José could never have imagined herself driving buses for an ordinary, well-considered company; it looks as if “everything happened independently, without me having taken any conscious decision”. But there it is.

And she is very happy “it is stressful, like everything else today”, but generally, she is content. And she thinks the sector is better since several women started to work there; out of a total of 25 drivers in her company 10 are regular women drivers and the figure is set to increase. Because it is a job which is “valued, respected, it is not one of the jobs usually reserved for women”. When someone gets on the bus and shows they are happy to see a woman driver, María José feels very satisfied. It is the reward for all the past effort and hardship.

The worst part however, is her back. María José’s acute scoliosis is giving her problems in her present job. Sitting down for eight hours a day and going over potholes in the road is bad enough for anyone, but it is easy to imagine how difficult it is for a person with a disability and specific back problems. In her daily life, María José can do any activity normally, but it is just her work, in which she is very happy and which she feels perfectly capable of doing which is causing her the most problems in normalising her disability.

Obviously this means that she has certain doubts about the future. For the time being she can do her work well and she is careful to do exercises to take special care of her back. She does yoga, water therapy and specific exercises, and with this care things aren’t so bad but when it is no longer possible to reconcile her job with her health, she will not hesitate to put her health first. María José knows that she is lucky in that her company has a favourable attitude to reduced working hours and that is another reason why so many women want to join the staff at Automóviles Zaragoza. For the time being, she will carry on with a full working day “to pay my social security contributions and pension”, but when the alarm bells ring she will try reducing to part time work. Yet again, pragmatism.

María José is clear that her company has contracted her “because she is a woman and has a disability”, rather than for her skills and aptitudes. This does not mean that she has not proved to be an excellent bus driver; in fact, her bosses and work mates are very happy with how she handles the vehicles and they know she has a lot of potential. But this does not obviate the fact that she was contracted for reasons other than her skill at the wheel. 

She thinks, however, that this is not necessarily a bad thing, or at least the part about being contracted because of her disability; the part about positive action for being a woman, she isn’t so sure about. But disability is a significant obstacle to getting into the labour market and it is a good thing that the Administration helps with subsidies and grants.

Disability, as a barrier to employment, is always in relation to how obvious it is, what can be seen from the outside. If it is very severe and there is physical evidence of it, insertion into employment is more complicated, but if it does not affect the external appearance, things are easier. It goes without saying that the real capabilities and professional worth of the people involved do not even enter the equation. “It’s sad, but that’s how it is”.

Unlike others, María José thinks that having a job is just as important for people with disabilities as those without. “everybody has to work, why should it be more important just because you are disabled?”. There is an implicit wish to normalise the issues of people with disabilities in what she says. “If it’s vital for everyone to eat, have a roof over their heads, become independent, self-sufficient… why does it have to be different with a job?”. However, María José is also aware of the fact that the chances of a person with a disability being inserted into employment, given the employment statistics for this collective, are much lower than for those of someone with no disability. But the problem is not that those with disabilities need it more than those without; there needs to be a change of focus, emphasising the fact that there are more obstacles for those with a disability than those without. That is the heart of the matter.

In this sense, increasing the employment rate for people with disabilities inevitably involves increasing the information on the benefits and opportunities of contracting this type of worker. “There is a financial benefit for employers who contract a person with a disability who is perfectly able to carry out a specific task, but they need to know this”. Dragging around the “disabled” label for the rest of your life is a nonsense, but conditions must be generated to stimulate employers to want to start contracting this group of people. That’s why people with disabilities must use a two pronged approach to join the labour market: assert their skills and emphasise the advantages of contracting them. This is a complicated balance but fundamental to make progress in the right direction.

María José considers that “people with disabilities can’t do much more than they already are to join the labour market”: they are training, actively seeking jobs, they are making the effort to become self-employed and independent. That’s why María José thinks that the obstacle is firmly on the other side of the fence: “you have to believe in people with disabilities, give them the chance to demonstrate their professional worth”.  

María José constantly suffers the wrath of male drivers and male pedestrians. “Society is still very backward”, and a mistake at the wheel is far more expensive for a woman than a man. She feels satisfaction, however, at seeing her work and her fight for a place in an eminently masculine world recognised and this is reward for all the problems.  Behind the wheel of her bus, María José has stepped on the accelerator to drive away from exploitation forever and speed towards the quality of life and personal well-being which have always been part of her personal and professional objectives. For the time being she is happy with her present job, but as soon as it starts to increase the pain and deteriorate her physical condition, she won’t make the mistake she did when she was young and continue at all costs. To live is to learn, and María José has learned the lesson well. Her back, her health and her life are more important than anything else.

Looking through the mirror she can see that she has left the bends and uneven road surface behind. Ahead her path leads her to an open motorway, well-signposted. She won’t miss the turn off again.

EMPLOYERS OF PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES
JOSÉ MARÍA VILLAR

the alchemy is embossed in leather

At the back of the workshop there is a boy concentrating on pushing a strip of leather through tiny holes. His hands move swiftly and he uses the tools with enviable precision. Around him stirrups, stirrup leathers, martingales, girths and reins hang from the walls as though the place was a riding museum.  He does not get distracted, paying great attention to detail and as he completes the work the smile on his face widens. When he finishes, he breathes a sigh of relief and straightens his back to loosen up after such hard concentration, but only a few seconds go by before he picks up another pattern and starts his work again. Despite being deaf and dumb and practically blind, very few can match his skill at working with the material.

Apprendices Adaptación Profesional is a project which started in Madrid in 1999 with twin aims: firstly to give young people with disabilities education and professional training and also to manufacture and sell. Since 2003, it has been operating as a Special Employment Centre specialising in leather work and over twenty young people have gone through its classrooms and workshops to learn one of the most traditional trades in Spain. 

The full scope of this initiative can only be understood with reference to José María Villar Gómez, trainer, coordinator and founder of the Apprendices project. José María is a teacher at a special school for people who are visually handicapped and his life and career are the result of his firm commitment to improving the quality of life for people with disabilities.

José María has a brother with impaired sight and he started to work with ONCE when he was 18. Today he recognises that the issue concerns and absorbs him completely, but by the early 1980s he began to define the direction his career would take when while working in a team of experts on therapeutic pedagogy, he started to wonder what happened to youngsters with disabilities when they came of age. Did they have access to normalised work? What employment itineraries could they follow? Schooling for people with disabilities is practically covered up to the age of 18, but do these young people continue to receive guidance of some sort when they make the leap into employment?

As a result of this series of questions, the group of educational experts started to develop different projects directed at supporting placement into employment for people with disabilities, in particular, young people who were accessing paid employment for the first time. In this context the Apprendices initiative appeared.

The starting point comes from José María’s personal belief that  “we are apprentices all our lives”. If that is true, why not develop a project which combines education and employment, a project where people work and learn, or in other words learn by working? On this basis, José María decided to set up an initiative in the late 90s which attempted to simultaneously address the significant lack of training that most young people with disabilities have and the obstacles preventing normalised access to the labour market. 

Disability, however, is not the only key factor that José María has been able to integrate into the Apprendices project. His ancestors from Castilla La Mancha had always worked in leather and from his origins in saddlery, he was deeply curious about the materials and skills needed to create all sorts of items for hunting, riding and goods in general out of leather. These then are the basic ingredients in the Apprendices project, job training, a look at the needs of young people with disabilities plus leather work as the key driver for the whole project.

“Nowadays, working leather goods and saddlery is on the decline because the number of specialists is dwindling and those that remain are very old”. This is what drove José María to try and revive a trade which he obviously feels passionate about. To do so, what better than to introduce young people with disabilities to the ins and outs of one of the most ancient jobs in his area. “The initial idea was to offer a completely new approach to the work of people with disabilities; if they are already familiar with working with clay or packaging:   Why not choose something original which may catch their attention and even become their future profession?”.
Experience has shown that he was right. People with mental disabilities are extraordinarily good at leather work. It awakens their ability to concentrate and focus, develops their motor functions and control of tools, exploits their creativity and imagination and all this is achieved by a process which is not difficult and which the young people can get to know and master completely. In short this work shows that there are routes for people with disabilities to be trained in a trade with highly professional results. It’s just a question of seeking those routes out and if they aren’t easy to find then all it requires is determination. 

The young people who train and work in the Apprendices project are mostly people with psychiatric disabilities and some with psychological disorders, such as schizophrenia, who integrate very satisfactorily and who work just like any of their colleagues. In mid 2005, five people with disabilities work in the centre and fourteen are on different training courses. 

It is always complicated to calculate turn over and mobility in this type of environment, since as José María maintains “the challenge is to train future professionals in the leather industry, not only so they like it and enjoy themselves but also so that they can see a lifestyle in this activity. You have to realise that for the person who arrives at the centre, this is the first time they come into contact with these techniques and they may or may not interest them; the students know nothing at all about leather work and they have to be suitably motivated to see a way of earning a living though it”. Some are dazzled from the moment they come into contact with the trade and they immediately want to make it their profession, but others do not feel the same way and can only see it as a hobby or a way of spending their free time.

Young people with disabilities come to the Apprendices project through different channels, but mostly through Fundosa Social Consulting. The project also has its own advertising channel, and advertises in special centres and schools for people with disabilities, where it is obviously very useful for them to know that their pupils can start an activity like this.

In the Apprendices project the aim is to train professionals and this is only possible by learning the techniques; it can only be done by repeating the same task over and over again so care must be taken to ensure that pupils do not become demotivated but continue to attend the courses and see their progress for themselves. Acquiring discipline is a long process, and the average course for people with psychiatric disorders is not usually long enough. 

Workshops for ordinary training for example last for an estimated 2 to 3 years and at the end of that time pupils are considered to have acquired the techniques. It would be logical to estimate a similar time when programming courses for people with disabilities but the reality is far different: in the Apprendices project, the courses last for a maximum of approximately 6 to 7 months, which is totally insufficient as it only gives enough time to begin to manage the material and tools, and not enough to master the techniques professionally.

”When they come to us, we try to make them see that it is a place where they can learn a trade which will allow them onto the job market”. The Apprendices project does not offer continuous training for an unlimited amount of time, but rather clearly defined learning and skills phases where the person with a disability must acquire the knowledge they need to be able to integrate into the employment market by carrying out a trade professionally and competently.

“This objective does not make us forget reality: it is very difficult to find a job for a person with a psychiatric disability in an ordinary company in the sector”. José María knows that workers from the centre can become self-employed and carry on their profession, but in this trade the activity mainly takes place in family firms. There are ordinary companies producing saddlery and leather products, but they are mainly found in Salamanca, Seville or Talavera de la Reina; in Madrid there are not many companies which exclusively make products of this type.

Most of the pupils who first come to the Apprendices project have never had any previous training at all.  They should have at least a school certificate, but hardly any of the people interested in the centre do. Because of this, not only do they have no knowledge of leather work, but they also know nothing about work discipline. That’s why one of the first things that is worked on with the pupils is the routine of spending some hours in the work chair, taking care to adopt comfortable, ergonomic postures; then they have to get to know the materials, know how to use a series of tools, how to get the best out of the elements they have… Then they are encouraged to create some very simple articles so they will begin to like the work and want to continue to learn to master it and expand their creative possibilities. 

This is what has happened with one of José María’s most recent pupils. He came to the centre only about three weeks ago and is already proudly showing the results of his intense effort: a purse, a cigarette holder, some patch-work. They are very simple products which need a lot of improvements before they can be marketed, but nobody can match the enthusiasm they reflect. José María’s pupil has even bought some very simple tools to continue working at home with the jobs he does in the centre; he is a dedicated apprentice and will no doubt master the art of working in leather.

Job prospects in this trade, however, are quite complicated. The prospects are limited to  working in special employment centres or becoming self-employed, and this last option may well be the best given the reluctance of most employers in the sector. The most difficult thing to overcome is that employers do not know about the skills that people with psychological disabilities have and what they can contribute to the business. 

This initial obstacle leads to a long chain of difficulties, “a vicious circle”: companies do not contract young people with disabilities as they think they are not capable of doing the job and so the demand for training in leather work is small, so they do not learn the skills and therefore cannot show they are perfectly able to carry out their trade at a highly professional level. 

As happens in so many other spheres, deep ignorance of disability is usually the main cause for this rejection. Once that obstacle has been overcome, the employees must obviously be well trained so they can really show their ability to carry out the tasks like any normal worker.

The great transformation which has to happen and which is taking too long, will come when companies realise that they should be interested in employees with disabilities, since from a very pragmatic viewpoint, they have the backing of a series of subsidies which can compensate for any slower production times. If a person with a psychiatric disability is suitably trained, they have the objective conditions to be able to integrate naturally into the ordinary labour market. This is the relentless battle which the Apprendices project is fighting despite enormous difficulties. José María and his team are convinced that this type of workers can give optimum performance and therefore placing people with psychiatric disabilities into employment should not be an additional burden to an ordinary firm.

Most of the young people who arrive at the centre, however, have had very negative experiences in their attempts at being placed into employment and can even repeat the expressions of rejection used to discriminate against them. This is also dealt with in the Apprendices project: the knocks in life are left to one side when in the centre, because the objective is to learn by enjoying the task in hand to become good at a trade which could become their future profession. José María knows that this requires an extraordinary motivational effort, but when this struggle is successful, the results are as irrefutable as the beautiful work which leaves the hands of the young people he shares his time with.

When their work skills are developed, their life changes radically. Furthermore “they see they are living a life which is totally different to the one they had before; those who are still training want to learn quickly so they can go the Special Employment Centre and get paid”. Insertion into employment is a fundamental step in full social integration; after getting a stable job, some people with disabilities decide to get married and form a family with their partner. An example of this is a worker at José María’s centre with a psychiatric disability who, with his partner lives what could be called a normal life, with its daily joys and sorrows, thanks to the financial independence he has achieved by working as a saddle maker.

Everyone in the Apprendices project is perfectly aware that the commercial outlet for their products is difficult. Saddlery and traditional leather work are trades on the decline and it is hard to compete with imports of products from the north of Africa and other regions of the global village. However, this is not an insuperable obstacle, quite the opposite in fact, it is an added incentive to intensify efforts to sell the items produced in the Centre. 

José María is a teacher and co-ordinator at the Apprendices project, but when he puts on his sales representative suit he dedicates his time to advertising the quality of his products to get them onto the market. “We never give up calling on shops and suppliers of hunting and saddlery items and in fact our products are very popular. But it is very hard, very hard”. There is no defeatism in José María’s words. There is tenaciousness, confidence in the idea that work well done, sooner or later will bring the expected results.

“Our most important objective is for people to buy products made in the Apprendices project because they are high quality, hand crafted products, not because they are made by people with psychiatric disabilities”. It is not a question of sheltering behind solidarity to find an outlet for the products made, because this is not one of the objectives. The underlying idea is to transmit a trade so that the people who do it can feel they are true professional leather workers and this involves competing on the market even though production is much slower.

Manufacturing times in the Apprendices project are significantly longer than in an ordinary firm. However, this should not be an obstacle to sales, because this difference is of no interest to the person who buys an item, they are looking for quality in the finished result. This is where José María is convinced that the Apprendices project has everything to gain because of their very high quality products. All they need is good marketing and distribution work to increase demand. It’s pure mathematics.

At the moment the centre has no plans for any big changes in the future; the work they have been doing, the foundations of the business have to be consolidated in order to take the next step more safely. However, the Apprendices work model is not rigid, and has recently evolved quite significantly. They started off by working to order, but as production times were longer than usual, customers had to wait too long to receive their orders. As the now more commercially minded José María says, “in the present market the first one to arrive is the first one to sell”. So as the centre has grown and orders increased, Apprendices has a small warehouse of ready made products waiting to be sold: “stock is fundamental in being able to respond quickly to market demands”.

The consequences of this commercial consideration are already beginning to be felt. In Madrid there is a shop specialising in riding equipment which sells all types of products made in Apprendices. In addition, they are beginning to sell to private stables, because having no intermediaries means that their prices are competitive and their products match the craftsmanship of other suppliers. 

José María dreams that the Madrid race course will one day open its doors again. The Apprendices project has worked with the Club de Campo and Club Puerta de Hierro riding clubs, and they have been very satisfactory experiences with good prospects for the future. But there is nothing like the big races to revive the market for saddlery. The day they reopen the betting offices and hooves beat down on the turf once again, at Apprendices they will be ready to show that with hard work and enthusiasm top quality products can be made. Who knows, perhaps the next winner will be wearing a breast collar sown by a person with Down’s syndrome.

That would be the perfect climax to a lovingly designed, professional project. A project which has allowed José María to combine many of his concerns and lifelong passions: concern for quality of life for people with disabilities, recovering traditional crafts and trades on the brink of disappearing, commitment to training and placing young people into employment. The Apprendices project is the sum of all these elements, but as everybody knows, the end sum is much more than just the addition of all the different parts. Apprendices is an open door to personal growth and socialisation, a place where people can recover their elusive self-esteem and discover the unlimited nature of personal and collective capabilities. 

This is José María’s project, which has enabled him to discover his own secret formula and use it to transform his personal and professional experience into a force for social integration. It is the value of small things, transformed into great projects by a magic formula which in this case is embossed in leather.

VANESA MASTRAL

making Corporate Social Responsibility a reality 

The business world is evolving fast and what was apparently a booming trend one moment may suddenly collapse a few weeks later. Sceptics thought the same would happen with the much discussed Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), it was a passing fashion, aesthetic rather than ethical positioning, or even just a device used by companies at a low point in their fortunes who wanted to get back among the leaders.

However, CSR is now a subject of public debate, no longer the province of more specialised spheres, it often gets mentioned in the press and mass media. In Google, the encyclopedia of the digital age, there are more than 54,400 entries for the reference “Corporate Social Responsibility”. In the face of such popularity, it is easy to see why companies have taken this new route so enthusiastically.

However, the sceptics of before still think the reasons for mistrusting CSR are valid. Companies may be tempted to use the idea as a shield to protect themselves from the criticism that the business sector lacks solidarity, is blinded by the objective of maximising profits, and positioned outside any commitment to social cohesion and sustainable development. In this context, what sort of CSR policy really attempts to impact on reality? How can true commitment be distinguished from affectation? How can we measure the extent of a company’s social commitment?

Vanesa Mastral is in charge of the Human Resources Department of Barclay Card in Madrid, a banking services company which is part of the International Barclays Group Part of her job is to supervise the hiring of employees for the call centres which do the company’s commercial and marketing work and she is currently involved in the process of transferring the call centre headquarters from Dublin to Saragossa. The move will take place over three stages, which anticipate both the transfer of workers from Dublin to the new headquarters and the hiring of a substantial number of new staff. At this open stage in the selection process, people with disabilities have a particularly significant role.

“It is important to incorporate an element of diversity in the selection process”. Vanesa makes no bones about her Department’s hiring criteria. When considering the move to new territory, Barclay Card analysed employment issues in-depth in order to identify segments of the population which are fighting to get onto the labour market; and from those they located groups with special difficulties because they often have additional motivation for doing a job. 

For Barclay Card these groups are “people with disabilities, housewives wanting to return to work after being unemployed for a while, the long-term unemployed, people over 45 who are looking for the stability they have not been able to find in another sector, or young people just out of university who want to work in a company where they can train and grow professionally”. The company’s hiring criteria explicitly encourages diversity. 

According to its Report on Corporate Responsibility for 2004, “Barclay Group considers CSR to be a continuous commitment to contribute to the economic, cultural and social development of its immediate environment. Barclays reports to its employees, shareholders, customers and suppliers and the Community where it works on the results of its business activity. In short, it is a question of putting into practice the concept of social profitability, getting away from business considerations which only focus on economic profitability”.

Vanesa is in charge of trying to make this declaration of objectives a reality. Her by no means simple task, is to bring a big International Finance Group’s commitment to CSR to life.  To achieve that she has turned first of all to people with disabilities. “When considering the challenge of organising the Call Centre in Saragossa, we contacted several consultants to help us build up a staff to suit Barclay Card’s hiring criteria and one of those contacts led us to Fundosa. When we spoke to them, we quickly realised they could do a lot for our organisation, because we wanted to introduce this type of diversity policies in an exemplary way to foster a very specific working environment”.

Collaboration on both sides has been very positive right from the beginning and the service has been evaluated as very good. Furthermore, in June 2005 the Group signed a framework agreement with Fundosa Social Consulting to consolidate future collaboration.

When it comes to selecting people with disabilities for Barclay Card staff, Vanesa sees as the main difficulty finding people with the profile they are looking for and who want to do this type of work. Fundosa assures them that it will not be easy to find candidates who meet the requirements. 

She takes care to point out that “the profiles are not exaggeratedly high; more than academic qualifications, the company needs people with a pleasant manner who are able to structure a conversation and have common sense and logic, are numerate and willing to learn. It is true that ideally they will have academic qualifications and experience in the sector, but with the skill I’ve just mentioned they would pass the selection process easily. And it should be highlighted that these aptitudes have no connection with whether or not the people have a disability”.

In terms of the educational background of the people selected, the only employees with no university qualifications are some people with disabilities. This is so, because on occasions, “previous professional experience or aptitudes for dealing with customers are just as positive –or even more so – when it comes to passing the selection tests than a qualification”. Many of the people with disabilities who apply to work with Barclay Card have already worked as teleoperators or are familiar with telephone work, and so they appear high up in the lists in this part of the selection process.

When they start work people with disabilities receive the same training as the other employees. In Barclay card, “in-house training is a very important, before they take up their post all employees go on a month long training course to learn the basic tools for their job, at the beginning they even have somebody with more experience to guide them”. 

Those in charge of in-house training have no specific knowledge of teaching people with disabilities. “In the future”, says Vanesa, “this may be a requirement we look for in our trainers because it will certainly facilitate learning for people with disabilities who come through the selection process; sometimes it would have been very useful to know other ways of teaching and transferring knowledge…”. 

In April 2005, of the 50 people hired by the company in Saragossa, 10 had some form of psychiatric, physical or motor disability and in the past there has also been a worker with visual disability. As well as the people with disabilities who work as customer service agents in the Call Centre, there is also someone in the company’s Postal Service Department. The prospects for staff enlargement –the objective for 2005 is for 120 people in the Call centre and another 35 in the Madrid offices – suggest that the ratio of people with disabilities will remain constant, and so with 120 workers in the call centre in Saragossa, there would be between 22 and 25 people with disabilities, or approximately 20% of employees at the Centre.

Vanesa confidently maintains that “of those 10 people with disabilities, most are excellent workers, they have optimum profiles for working in the Call Centre and the Sales Department”. However, she also remembers the case of a person with a disability who was dismissed for always being off sick and not being committed to either the job or the company. That person did not integrate into Barclay Card work dynamics and was not interested in working there and so there was little point in continuing. Yet again people with disabilities are no different in their motivations and scale of values to those with no disability.

Vanesa also recognises that “with medical check-ups and different ailments, absenteeism among people with disabilities is higher”, however this is compensated by the fact that they are very dedicated and highly motivated in their work. Vanesa is keen is to emphasise normality. “workers with no disabilities can also take you for a ride”.

In terms of accessibility, Barclay Card installations were designed and equipped with people with disabilities in mind, so no adaptations have been necessary in either the computers or the company’s physical structure. Furthermore, after drilling emergency evacuation procedures a measure has been put in place to ensure that all people with disabilities are guided by a colleague at all times, to guarantee total safety for all employees.

Vanesa thinks that working towards a comfortable, facilitating work environment for people with disabilities is fundamental for their total integration. The aim is for them to carry out their work satisfactorily for the company, but above all for themselves, so they will want to progress and improve professionally. The will to succeed is closely related to feeling protected and integrated. 

In addition to stable employment within the different Departments, the company wants to offer them professional development appropriate for their needs, personal qualities and preferences. People with disabilities “can access the internal promotion posts which are advertised through the central services and of course, they have the same chance of promotion as anyone else”.

The company has made a firm bid for this type of policy. The first obstacle “which employers need to overcome is to learn to consider and deal with people with disabilities, since many do not hire them because they do not know how to approach them”. Although they can do their work normally “employers still find it difficult, for example, to hire a person who looks physically different”.

The second obstacle “is the lack of knowledge employers have on the training and qualities which people with disabilities can have”. For Vanesa, this “ignorance” can be explained by the fact that for many years people with disabilities could not opt for appropriate training and so were not as well prepared as everybody else. Nowadays the business sector remains unaware of the change, and they ignore the evidence: a large number of people with disabilities now do university degrees.

In general the business sector does not get involved because they do not realise the benefits, although they certainly suspect the drawbacks. Vanesa is convinced that “subsidies are not enough to encourage employers to consider these issues and furthermore, not all the measures benefit the employer, but rather the worker with the disability. It is worrying that the State has to “bribe” employers to carry out this type of action or to participate in measures directed at collectives experiencing more serious difficulties”. Subsidies are not the reason why Barclay Card does this sort of thing although of course they are welcome, but they are not the main reason behind the hiring criteria. 

What the company wants is “to guarantee stability, continuity and motivation which this type of staff can deliver in the long term”, and encourage “an element of diversity to enrich the job and give people the chance to grow and develop independently in the firm”. 

Vanesa maintains that stability at work is closely linked to social insertion and personal self-esteem: “you can’t compare being at home and staying in with having a daily obligation to tackle with interest”. Vanesa firmly believes that employment and financial stability directly influence social insertion for two reasons: “firstly, because stability generates autonomy and financial independence, and secondly because people have access to a wider range of opportunities: they can study, travel, go in or out; in short, they have multiple ways to find fulfilment”. In addition, access to employment also has a very important element of sociability. The chance of moving in the world of work and interacting with other employees is very important for people with disabilities, “it is central to their effort and their struggle”. Placement into employment is a fundamental channel for normalising the socialisation process for people with disabilities.

For all these reasons, Vanesa is expressly interested in maintaining and reinforcing an active integration policy for sectors of the population at risk from exclusion from employment. The difficulty lies not so much in adapting as in knowing what they must do to guarantee suitable integration and positive results. The objective of consolidating a diverse staff has brought the company positive results and the workers who have benefited from this approach show very satisfactory levels of personal satisfaction and professional performance. 

Vanesa is the spokesperson for corporate responsibility as she is responsible for turning a series of beautiful but ethereal principles into specific measures and actions which have a direct impact on people’s lives and in general on social cohesion, sustainable development, on the fight against discrimination and exclusion. Vanesa has the always difficult task of bringing an ideal to life, of bringing a declaration of intent to fruition. Bringing CSR to life is a real challenge but as this story shows that does not necessarily mean it is impossible.

DIEGO LÓPEZ

people lip read at the top too

Ferretería Mateo (an Ironmonger’s) is one of the most successful family businesses there has ever been in the Balearic Islands. It was established in 1950 by Mateo Zanoguera Cañellas, who left the well-known Ferretería Grimalt at the age of 53 to start up on his own in Palma. It would seem that the risk has paid off as today, more than half a century later, the small ironmonger’s shop that opened in the central Plaza San Antonio de Palma is now a solid business and flagship for the sector at national level. 

Today the company has over 90 employees on its 5,000 square metres of premises in Palma; thanks to its commercial network it also serves customers anywhere in Majorca, Menorca and Ibiza and they are well-known for their specialisation in nautical goods, designer iron fittings and professional machinery.

The company’s Board room on the top floor of the ironmonger´s in Francisco M de los Herreros street, is presided over by black and white photographs harking back to classical post war images - men in long raincoats, women looking sidewise at the camera while they smooth their hair, boys in shorts lugging their school books, cobbled streets, peeling walls… However, if you look closely at some of the photographs, you may be able to make out Mr Mateo Zanoguera Vives among the faces of the grinning children, a direct descendent of the founder and nowadays the company’s Chief Executive Officer.

Diego López Ferragut finds this sparkling review of business success admirable. The Mateo family history is a one of triumph through hard work, the story of a rise from the very bottom, the most humble of origins. Mateo’s and Diego’s family histories are somewhat similar, as both have involved overcoming numerous obstacles in pursuit of an ideal.

Diego is the Managing Director of Ferreterías Mateo, and holds the highest position in the company for someone who is not a family member. This says much about the trust the Board has placed in him, bearing in mind that the company’s 55 years have been governed by a very specific set of surnames. Diego does not recoil from the challenge, because he is convinced he can do his job professionally, he understands the philosophy of the Mateo family company, identifies with its hopes and values and this has undoubtedly helped him to get to where he is now. 

Diego has bilateral hippoacusia, which means his hearing is badly impaired. His interlocutor must be in front of him so he can follow the conversation by lip reading, although he can hold telephone conversations thanks to a device which magnifies the sound; despite these problems, Diego’s disability has not been an obstacle to rising to a position of responsibility, and even less so in Ferreterías Mateo.

Currently there are 19 employees in the company with disabilities, just over 20% of the staff. There are eighteen men and one woman and they hold very different positions: computer technicians, delivery people, shop assistants, porters, cleaners… and managers. On average they are between 21 and 30 years old and 13 of them are temporary, while 6 have indefinite contracts. Their disabilities are mainly physical and sensory, so far there are no employees with intellectual disabilities, although the company is “very interested in the working with people with this type of disability and so we are analysing the sorts of tasks they could do here”. To that end, they are working closely with Fundosa Social Consulting, which is the organisation which usually puts them into contact with people with disabilities with profiles that could match the company’s needs.

Ferreterías Mateo’s hiring policy has always been oriented towards people with disabilities. Working with this type of people shows that “they can do any task they have been prepared for to the same level of satisfaction” as people with no disabilities and in addition they have behaviours and attitudes which considerably strengthen the arguments for contracting them.

For a start, people with disabilities are generally “enthusiastic workers who throw themselves into learning their job”. This may be related to the scarcity of job opportunities for them, and so the motivation to enter a stable, prestigious company is very high. Whatever the reason, people with disabilities throw themselves wholeheartedly into their training process as much as they do in carrying out their daily activity and somehow “try to return the confidence shown in them through hard work”. This makes them very valuable employees, because they help to create a general climate of motivation and dedication.

Furthermore, people with disabilities who finally get a job, “are very stable and plan their future long-term”. They do not try to change jobs every so often, but rather they find a comfortable space in which to develop their capabilities and commit themselves with a very long time perspective. This is very positive when the idea is to form a team with little turn over to maximise staff training efforts. In effect, to train a good shop assistant at Ferreterías Mateo is a complex process which takes between a year and a half to two years, so the company is particularly interested in people who expect to stay with them for a while in order to consolidate the team and benefit from their employees’ collective experience.

Another element which favours the hiring of people with disabilities is perhaps less objective but yet particularly satisfying; this type of worker “is able to say thank you”. Mr Mateo relates an anecdote, at a Company Christmas dinner one year, a worker with a disability came up to him and taking his arm, full of emotion, thanked him in a croaky voice. “Thank you for what?” asked Mr Mateo, curiously. “For everything”. 

No worker without a disability had ever gone up to a member of the Board to thank him for some attention from the company or simply to show his satisfaction with his job and the working conditions. But people with disabilities also show different attitudes when it comes to this. They can feel grateful and are not embarrassed to show it. and that, in a company which tries to generate a climate of respect, trust and close relations between employees and managers, is obviously something which is especially valued.

Furthermore, there is a whole series of beliefs and prejudice concerning people with disabilities which the experience at Ferretería Mateo has shown to be wrong. One of the first mistakes is to think that employees with disabilities will be slower and less professional at their job than those without; if the training is good, if the worker is motivated and if the task is adapted to his or her capabilities and aptitudes, “a person with disabilities can do any job with the same guarantees of quality and success as any other member of the staff”. It goes without saying that often, their extra motivation improves their performance at work.

It is also generally believed that people with disabilities are off sick more often and so have a negative effect on the company’s overall productivity. While it is true that people with disabilities tend to take particular care of their health, their absentee rate in comparison to that of employees without disabilities is very similar. People with disabilities plan their doctor’s visits and treatments so they do not affect their work and are very scrupulous about that. Furthermore, it is almost unheard of for a person with disabilities to be absent from their job or to ask for time off for reasons which are not strictly medical, whereas this is more generalised among workers with no disability.

In short, hiring people with disabilities is justified from the ethical perspective of social sensitivity but also by the more pragmatic reason of the high quality work they do. Yet another element in favour of this policy is the economic benefit derived from incorporating people with disabilities into companies. This factor is particularly important for SMEs, and it is fundamental for any action of this type to be encouraged by financial help from Public Administrations. Finally, large companies find it easier to carry out a policy of corporate responsibility with greater social and media coverage, but it is the small and medium sized companies which can really promote placing people with disabilities into employment.

In this sense, the subsidies available are fundamental, but if they were larger and better publicised, employers would be more willing to overcome their reluctance and start hiring people with disabilities. It is not, however, a question of only encouraging them to take these employees on because of the subsidies, it is also important to spread the news about the positive impact these people can have on production levels, but the economic argument does, undoubtedly carry weight.

At Ferreteria Mateo they know they are an isolated case in the business world both in the Balearics and throughout Spain. Their commitment to hiring people with disabilities started years ago and has firm roots, so it is highly unlikely they will change policy because of any variation in public subsidies for contracting people from this group. An illustration of this particular feature of Ferreterías Mateo is that it has never been an important company objective to publicise its preferential policy of hiring people with disabilities. 

They maintain “it is an internal feature of the company, a criterion which is managed from the inside and there is no point in advertising it”. Ferretería Mateo wants to be known for the quality of its products, the professionalism of its employees, the convenience of its premises, but not for its staff-hiring policy, however much it may be an admirable rarity.

It is also unusual for someone with a disability to reach such a high position in a company of the size and importance of Ferretería Mateo, but Diego is not afraid of a challenge; on the contrary, it motivates and encourages him. His personal life is quite normal, it is not full of dramatic chapters or film-like events, Diego has gradually overcome the barriers in his life through study, work, hope, effort, determination and his particular itinerary is oriented to relentlessly normalising his disability.

Diego had no health problems at birth, but at the age of two and a half he went deaf because of some medication he was given. From that moment his life changed, although he was still too young to realise what a huge change it was. As a result of this setback “he was going to have to fight more, to make more of an effort, but this will to overcome became the core of his personality”. 

He had a happy childhood when he was with his family, but at school he had few friends and often had to put up with teasing and mocking from his classmates. In his teens and adulthood, however, things began to change, and Diego found the incentive to come out of his shell and try to make new friends, he became much more extrovert, no longer took his own disability so seriously and began a new period in which he started conquering the outside world.

During Diego’s time at university, he wanted to sit some civil service exams and was asked for his certificate of disability, which at that time he did not have. Whilst in the process of getting the certificate he came into contact with IMSERSO (National Social Services Department) and because he was interested in finding a job he joined their job board for people with disabilities. After two months the Red Cross offered him a job as a clerk which he accepted unhesitatingly. He started a new and very important stage in his life, because while working at the Red Cross he managed to finish his University Diploma in Business Studies – “it took a lot of hard work” – he also got married and by the time he finished University he already had two of his three daughters. 

In January 2001, he applied for the post of Head of Administration at Ferretería Mateo and when he spoke to the person in charge of staff selection, Diego openly mentioned his disability, but received a firm reply: the disability was no obstacle at all in applying for the post. He had an interview with five members of the Board of Directors and throughout they gave him the same message. Ferretería Mateo values performance and personal effort, nothing else.

Proof of this principle was that Diego was put in charge of Administration and after only two years, promoted to the post of Managing Director. He now works with the conviction that he has a lot to offer Ferretería Mateo, and knows that his case illustrates the company’s commitment to placing people with disabilities into employment. This commitment makes him even more demanding in his work, as he feels that somehow he has to demonstrate that the company’s policy is very positive, not only for workers with disabilities but also in terms of business performance.

In the future, Ferretería Mateo anticipates continuing in the same way, as a family firm offering a close relationship with its customers and a climate of trust and confidence in its staff. A company committed to placing people into employment who have a very narrow window of opportunity in the present labour market, although it is widening all the time as stories like this one see the light of day. People with disabilities are still being taken on, the challenge now is to find someone with an intellectual disability and a profile which might meet the company’s needs. 

The paths of Mateo and Diego López’s families have left very similar tracks in the sand - both have progressed slowly but firmly towards their goals, convinced that their commitment was worthwhile, without the need for frenetic activity or unnecessary celebration. Step by step, consolidating their commitments, that is why it is not strange to find that in an office on the top floor of the ironmonger’s shop someone is lip reading.

SELF-EMPLOYMENT PROJECTS FROM PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES
SANTIAGO SOTO

to be and keep being, that is the question

The Montnegre Natural Park is between Montseny and the Maresme beaches, and has jungle-like forests. When you walk through the leafy chestnut groves in Montnegre in autumn clothed in the burnt colours of oak trees and evergreen corn oaks, it is like being lost deep in the jungle.

El Vergel de las Hadas, a Nature School on the El Molinot farm in Fogars de la Selva near Barcelona is located in these wonderful surroundings. It is a garden of biodiversity, el Vergel de las Hadas has sites of botanical interest such as its tomato plant collection with two hundred different varieties, over a hundred herbs, aquatic plants for water treatment and around fifty types of vegetables and flowers. The School also offers many different courses and workshops on topics such as biointensive agriculture, ovo-lacto vegetarian cookery, growing herbs, keeping an ecological market garden, solar bee keeping or green construction based on environmental sustainability criteria.

And there among the scent of fresh basil and the relaxing sound of a crystalline stream, Santiago Soto has found his own private paradise. For several years he has been immersed in the Vergel de las Hadas project, an entrepreneurial initiative which he has worked hard to get going and which now keeps him busy for most of the day. But this matters little in comparison to the satisfaction he feels in having an active life and being able to spread the benefits of living in close contact with nature, especially since the path which took him to El Molinot farm has been so long and winding.

Santiago Soto was born into a farming family. He did extremely well at school and when he finished he joined the Agricultural School at Caldes de Montbuí, and left with a qualification as Farm Manager, coming top of his year. Shortly afterwards he began to work with his father on the family farm, concentrating on fruit and vegetable production and putting into practice the knowledge he acquired during his training. Everything seemed to be right on track.

But when he was 18, the lights went out. Or at least they did for five minutes when Santiago had a heart attack and the darkness lasted for 20 days which he spent in a deep coma. The motorbike accident caused him serious injury, and put him in hospital for over three months, a period in which he depended on the love and constant support of family and friends who “overcame the initial shock and made sure he knew they were there for him”.

Post traumatic recovery took nearly three long, difficult years in which Santiago had to struggle to recover mobility and fight to start walking again. His ligaments and blood vessels down the front of his right leg are torn, from his knee to his feet and the scarring was so bad that he has lost most of the skin from the affected area, he also has a serious spine and hip deviation as a result of not being able to walk correctly which further restricts his ability to move around.

After his rehabilitation period, the doctors advised Santiago to give up agriculture and look for another job more in keeping with his new disability. But he steadfastly refused and continued his work, combining vegetable production with different training courses. When he was 20 he joined the distance course on Agricultural Business studies offered by an agricultural college in Valladolid and although he did not finish the course he managed to continue further training in this area. He also did a Masters course in Biological Agriculture to find out more about the subject when a Cooperative in Barcelona, Vida Sana, asked him to take charge of organic vegetable production. 

Despite his efforts to return to his life before the accident, Santiago went through a deep crisis. His physical problems prevented him from working as he had been used to, as he could not stand up for long before suffering severe pain. He still, however, refused to accept reality and this stubbornness made him feel useless; his frustration at work began to spoil his relations with family and friends. Those who until recently had been by his side in the hospital began to stay away, even his father, who never really accepted the accident and its consequences. The straw that broke the camel’s back was the death of his mother shortly afterwards, which made Santiago severely depressed.

At this point the hardest years of his life began. The reduction in his capacity for work as a result of the disability was a hard blow to accept and the lifestyle which he had just begun working towards collapsed like a pack of cards. Santiago felt disabled, alone and totally de-motivated and did not know how to get out of the tunnel. When he was 22 he got married and his wife gave him valuable support for nine years. But finally “as finances were difficult because agricultural work wasn’t paying and my stubbornness stopped me from finding something else”, Santiago ended up separating from his partner “which brought me, once again to another psychological crisis”, in which he was overwhelmed by self-doubt yet again, tired of his existence.

Nevertheless, Santiago managed to emerge from the tunnel. He managed to open the curtain which had been stopping him from seeing the light and was able to appreciate on the horizon the thousand shades of green adorning the forests where he lives and the intense aroma of the fruit trees, he could marvel at the migrating birds flying over the globe as if to explore all the corners of the air.

He had a significant change of heart. Stubbornness had led Santiago to try and carry on the same activity as before his accident, but reality eventually made him see what was obvious to everyone else: he could no longer do agricultural work. Gradually, Santiago accepted the situation and began to redirect his personal and professional life. He started to work in the “Granja Soldevilla” School-Workshop as a monitor for biological agriculture, and co-ordinator for the module on the environment. 

Over the next few years while still combining this work with farming, he worked at three more School-Workshops, giving different courses on similar topics. Gradually he began to build up a CV as an expert speaker on biological agriculture and his increasing satisfaction with this new job was in direct proportion to the physical suffering he was experiencing in the work in the fields. Finally he had to take the decision to give up trying to continue as a promising farm manager and become an experienced teacher-trainer instead. 

Santiago began to spend his time studying, practising and teaching the subject of biological agriculture. Doing short courses and workshops was perfect for him because the physical wear and tear was much less than when he was working in the fields. His income improved as did his self-esteem and his self-confidence. He began to recover most of the social relations which had languished for so long and the rebuilding of his life culminated in his second marriage in his early thirties. 

Santiago now has a partner and three children aged 10, 8 and 7 who have “helped and stimulated me so much” that he feels, “after so many ups and downs in life, useful and necessary to others”. He has found his true vocation, an intellectual and professional passion which have given him back his enthusiasm for work. “Living in the country, surrounded by nature; working with plants, growing good quality vegetables to eat, teaching and sharing my knowledge to help others find a healthy life”, all these are the new motivations which carry Santiago firmly forward towards the light, after so many years in the dark.

But the road is not easy. His age, the highly specialised nature of his knowledge and aptitudes, the difficulty he shares with other members of his generation in keeping up with the new technologies and his unstable finances inherited from the worst periods of his life are obstacles he still encounters plus the fact that his place on the labour market is difficult because he lacks higher studies. Despite that, Santiago’s self-employment initiative has the value of countering all the drawbacks by commitment to a professional activity which meets his key concerns.

On his long journey, Santiago has noted a certain lack of institutional support for people with disabilities who are committed to joining the ordinary labour market. It is true that he has had the benefit of grants which among other things have helped him carry out this latest initiative, but he has not found many facilities to help him develop his capabilities and aptitudes, and if finally he has found the right direction it has been due to a whole set of personal decisions which have had little or nothing to do with the protection and promotion of people with disabilities. In “a more just and equal society where all our basic needs were covered, it would be fundamental for us to make our own contribution, regardless of the fact that our disabilities prevent us from carrying out the same activities, we may be blind, deaf or disabled, but we have a right to a full life on this planet”.

Santiago’s story is one of overcoming disability through becoming aware of his own capabilities and possibilities. It is about accepting a radical life-changing situation, but it is also about people’s capacity to redirect their lives and find their own commitments for the future. It is a difficult story of suffering and despair, but it also invites optimism by showing the value of fighting against oneself.

The motorbike accident changed a farmer into a trainer, a person who was used to physical activity and working on the land, into one who studies and teaches; a man of action, into a man of thought. Through this metamorphosis, however, he was able to recover the joy of working, progressing, moving on, the immense pleasure of being alive. 

It meant that Santiago could combine acceptance of his new being with the determination to build his continuing to be. And that without doubt is the question.

MARÍA GRACIA AYBAR

Erin Brockovich among white dresses

The bride proudly shows off her dress. Her mother can barely hide her tears while she watches her little girl trying on her wedding dress. She imagines the ceremony full of family and friends who will enjoy and be envious of every little detail that she has been preparing for months and months and recreates the moment when time will stand still, the reward for all the effort that has gone before, when the huge wooden doors of the church open to show the silhouette of her little girl moving slowly against the light, the most perfect image she will ever see. How can she not get emotional, imagining the moment she has been dreaming about all her life!…

Meanwhile, María Gracia watches the scene with amusement. It is not the first time a mother has cried in her shop and anyway she prefers that sort of emotion to the typical last minute arguments on the suitability or otherwise of a plunging neckline. Stories like these fill the bridal wear business managed by María Gracia since the beginning of 2005 in Puertollano, in the province of Ciudad Real, with life and Humanity.

Despite the fact that the shop “Seda y Organza Novias” began in February, the idea for the project came into being in September 2004. As often happens with this type of initiatives, several elements came together at once to make the project a reality: opportunity, motivation, experience, momentum… 

For some time, María Gracia had been considering the possibility of opening a business in her town, where she could feel comfortable and which would guarantee her a reasonable period of stability. In the process of considering the matter, she and a friend realised there was an interesting gap in the market in the world of bridal wear and accessories as Puertollano had never had such a shop. With María Gracia’s determination and driving force and her friend’s long experience of more than 27 years in the sector, they decided to take the plunge and set up Seda y Organza. Now there are three women on the company’s payroll. María Gracia manages the business, her friend is in charge of everything to do with the gowns and accessories and there is an assistant to help her.

María Gracia’s shop, spectacular premises in one of the most popular shopping areas in Puertollano, offers integral service and guarantees personal attention: the bride can choose her dress from a wide catalogue, have it fitted in the shop and she can parade it before her family on the small catwalk set up in the shop itself and choose whatever accessories she needs… María Gracia is very satisfied with people’s reactions, many people have congratulated her directly on the quality of the products they work with and on the sympathetic, professional treatment. The business is still in the early stages, but if everything goes as planned, the future prospects for Seda y Organza in Puertollano look good. That is a real triumph for someone whose life and career have not been at all easy.

María Gracia went to Valencia to study Business Sciences, but returned home without finishing the degree, although not for academic reasons. In the last year of her degree, with only a few remaining subjects to pass, María Gracia had an accident which almost certainly changed her life. She was changing her contact lenses when the jar of special liquid they were kept in, which happened to be defective, exploded in her face and she lost all the sight in one eye.

This was an enormous blow to María Gracia and those around her. After the accident she spent the next few months in Barcelona, where she went to several clinics to try and minimize the impact of the loss of sight, start the recovery process and adapt to her new circumstances. She left the degree course in Valencia and everything else in that city. Her life had suddenly taken an unexpected turn, a difficult period which María Gracia remembers with pain and anguish, although this was where her tremendous will to fight first showed itself.

María Gracia began to investigate the brand of contact lens liquid which had caused her disability. She asked in many chemist shops and discovered that similar accidents had happened elsewhere, but not with such a tragic outcome. This suggested that her accident was not due to a jar which unfortunately happened to be defective, but rather that the company which made and distributed them had been negligent in not withdrawing them from the market after discovering that they were putting their customers’ safety at risk. So María Gracia took the brave decision to bring a claim against the company, even though it meant facing a big multinational pharmaceutical company.

The company would not accept any liability and so refused to pay the compensation she was claiming. It looked as though she would not be able to carry on with the case, those around her advised her to give up and concentrate on rebuilding her life.

David against Goliath. A humble Erin Brockovich from Puertollano ready to confront a pharmaceutical giant to demand the compensation and a declaration of responsibility which was her due. So simple and yet so difficult. In the first few weeks practically nobody wanted to take the case to court for her, or they asked her for astronomical amounts of money to do so; in most of the law firms they told her she had no chance, there were similar precedents and in the end the power of multinationals won out over claims from individual citizens. María Gracia, however, did not give up and finally she met someone who did believe in the justice of her suit and her chances of success. A young woman, recently qualified as a lawyer, accepted the case and reached a simple financial agreement with her client - she would charge nothing during the hearings, but if they won and got compensation, she would take a cut for her fees.

Meanwhile, María Gracia’s life went on. After the accident she was often depressed and decided to return to her home town for good. Her parents were very supportive and not only did they give her emotional support, they also offered her the chance of starting a business in the catering industry, where they also worked. María Gracia went ahead and set up a restaurant which she managed for just over a year. Things went well and it was a period of relative calm, however, when an opportunity appeared to sell off the business favourably, she accepted immediately and started to save for future projects. 

She also got married and had her first child and found emotional and affective stability. In terms of her professional life, this was the period when she first contacted Fundosa Social Consulting to join their job board and through this channel entered a company which was run as a Special Employment Centre. She spent six months there and after being dismissed, the company contacted her again to offer her more work. In this second period, María Gracia worked for the company for just over three years.

In general, the experience was very positive, the only drawback being that it was not in Puertollano but in Ciudad Real and the daily travelling time became increasingly problematic. María Gracia had her second child and wanted to spend more time with her family and not waste so much time travelling, so she decided to return to Puertollano to see what she could get in her home town. 

Things were extremely difficult: she looked for work in associations and foundations, she tried to join the Town Hall staff by sitting the entrance exams, she looked for jobs which matched her profile in private companies, but all in vain. She could not find anything and things looked desperate once again. Until the bridal gowns appeared.

Evaluating her relationship with the labour market, María Gracia thinks she has encountered more obstacles through being a woman and a mother rather than for having a disability. The excuse that “you have two children so you will be off work a lot” was far more common than “your disability means you won’t be able to meet our performance criteria”. María Gracia recognises that this may be because her disability is not very serious, nor is it excessively obvious from the outside, nor does it prevent her from doing all sorts of tasks quite normally.

In her bridal fashions shop she has never been rejected by customers or suppliers because of her disability, but she has experienced rejection for being a woman. An outstanding example of this was when she had to go to the notary to sign a loan to begin the business and they asked her why her husband was not there. It would seem that despite the fact that the bridal wear and accessories sector is clearly dominated by women, people expect to see a man managing the business, so when María Gracia introduces herself as the manager of the shop, people are suspicious.

The upshot of all this is the painful conclusion that women with disabilities are subject to a twofold discrimination which reduces even further their chances of accessing the labour market and achieving full social integration. The discrimination they suffer as women combines with the obstacles usually encountered by people with disabilities: rejection, ignorance, mistrust. All this should serve to draw attention to the vital need to accompany women with disabilities throughout the process of being placed into employment, whether in ordinary companies, the public administration, or as in the case of María Gracia, self-employment initiatives.

María Gracia has had more difficulties finding a place on the labour market (and is still experiencing them) because she is a woman and a mother, but that does not prevent her from being aware of the difficulties which people with disabilities face who are outside the labour market. “In addition to the fact that handicaps have a very negative psychological effect, if on top of all that you don’t have work, you depend on other people and that really destroys you”. Employment, therefore, has a major role to play in everybody’s lives, it is the road to autonomy and independence, which is even more important for people with disabilities because it also contains an element of self-fulfilment, of overcoming obstacles, of succeeding through effort and determination.

As a result of what she has witnessed, María Gracia considers that the market for people with disabilities is very unstable, in terms of wages and working conditions, but also very importantly, in terms of recognition. María Gracia feels that people with disabilities are often contracted to “swell the numbers”, to clear people’s consciences or to demonstrate that the employer has some social sensitivity. It comes down to the fact that people with disabilities do not want their job to be an act of charity or a public relations exercise, but rather they want to show the value of their capabilities just like anyone else.

The unstable nature of the work available for people with disabilities is closely related to the lack of training they receive. People with disabilities need to be conscious of the fact that they must train hard to integrate in an increasingly competitive labour market, as their lack of training condemns them to low paid, unrewarding work. 

The parallel labour market which has been created around people with disabilities is very positive because it makes incorporation easier and immediate, but it has the harmful effect of creating a sort of “disability ghetto” which insert people into very specific dynamics which are then very difficult to leave. You cannot hope to “get a job just because you have a 33% disability certificate”. You have to work for it, “you have to make an effort to integrate on the basis of your personal worth, that is the challenge for people with disabilities”. 

A worker for example who has spent fifteen years working in a Special Employment Centre or in companies connected with organisations for people with disabilities will find it hard to access the ordinary market, because the two markets have very different characteristics. María Gracia maintains that “the trend should be more towards normalisation”, towards incorporating people with disabilities into ordinary companies and not so much in creating parallel areas which take people to one side and create special conditions.

However, María Gracia is aware that this type of centre is necessary in the present context, characterised by employers who “are very reluctant to contract people with disabilities”. This reluctance can be explained for two reasons, firstly, “due to typical prejudice: people with disabilities won’t be able to do their job well, they will be off sick, they won’t integrate well with the other employees…”. 

Secondly, María Gracia thinks that it can also be explained by the lack of protection for employers in contracts for people with disabilities. The requirement of an indefinite contract to access the best subsidies is a condition which prevents many employers who, if things were done differently, might well take the risk of contracting a person with disabilities for a training period or for a specified task contract. In short, the old prejudices must be fought against but the contracting policy must also be made more flexible so that employers are encouraged to have people with disabilities on their staff.

All these reasons encouraged María Gracia to start her own business. She “was fed up of sending her CV everywhere to no avail”, and she was no more successful at the entrance exams to work in the Town Hall. The help she received from Fundación ONCE to start her employment initiative was very satisfactory and she is very happy with the support which this type of organisations in the Third Sector offers people with disabilities who decide to enter the labour market by the harder but more rewarding route of self-employment. She feels however, that the Public Administration must make more of an effort to support SMEs in hiring people with disabilities, because these companies make the most effort behind the scenes, despite the fact that media attention tends to focus on the big companies. 

Looking ahead, María Gracia can only see herself managing her bridal wear shop. Continuing with her  business project is her medium term objective, because the initial effort and huge outlay demand full dedication until the project takes off. Everything so far is going well. The thing that encourages María Gracia the most is the type of business that she is committing herself to. True to her principles, she wants to contract women over 35 who have families and problems reconciling their home and work in other types of companies. María Gracia offers very flexible working hours so her employees (and she) can organise their time with their partners so that their employment does not determine their private life and they can combine and enjoy both. Her goal is to “have a staff who can enjoy a relaxed life”. She is also, of course, considering the possibility of hiring women with disabilities, well aware of the fact that this double discrimination is a blight which can only be removed with firm commitment from everyone and María Gracia wants to do her bit.

In the Hollywood film, the trial scene is the most exciting part. After brilliant summing-up by the district attorney and the defence, after a moving statement from Julia Roberts, after a succession of witness who contribute hard, irrefutable proof of the multinational’s responsibility for the pollution, the jury gets ready to give its verdict. The tension in the room is palpable. Slowly, ceremoniously the jury forewoman gets up and from a small piece of paper in her hand, reads the words which bring cheers from everyone in the room: “guilty”.

We do not know if it happened like that in María Gracia’s final court appearance in her own fight against a pharmaceutical giant. We are however, sure of one thing: after 9 long, expensive years of court action, the guilty verdict against the manufacturer of the contact lens liquid bottles which caused María Gracia´s disability also brought cheers from the few people who believed she and her young lawyer stood a chance. Tears, emotional hugs between the client and her lawyer and resignation on the faces of the lawyers for the multinational are resources used for dramatic effect which we prefer to leave for American superproductions, but we do know at first hand the immense satisfaction felt when a fight against all odds is won. 

In Puertollano, Ciudad Real province, Erin Brockovich smiles at the umpteenth family dispute in her shop over a dangerously short wedding dress.

FERNANDO GONZÁLEZ

dignifying the work of people with disabilities

Fernando González is a typical entrepreneur: a wide, varied career path, a critical view of the current labour market, the desire to innovate, a desire for independence, determination to bring each project to fruition. Currently Fernando manages the ASMIN cooperative in Avilés, which offers integral cleaning services for offices, installations, industrial premises, windows, building works, and they will even clean monuments, façades or glass walls. 

Formally, he is in charge of marketing, but in reality, as in most Spanish SMEs, he works in practically all the company’s departments: sometimes he is a clerk, at other times he is head of human resources and sometimes he even dons overalls and starts cleaning if there are not enough people available to give a satisfactory service. That is Fernando González: a typical entrepreneur in a small company in Spain, or maybe he isn’t. 

He may not fit the prototype so neatly. Fernando González has a severe hip injury which means that his leg is getting weaker all the time. Each day his leg suffers a bit more and he watches helplessly as he loses his physical strength, what he could do some months ago without any difficulty, is now a challenge which he has to face with determination and effort. His illness has been getting worse since he was nine, but that has not stopped him, not Fernando.

On 17th March 2004, he set up ASMIN and on the 18th it was constituted as a Special Employment Centre. Fernando has two other business partners, people with disabilities who, like him, are committed to setting up their own company. At the beginning there were two options: to be the workers themselves, or to try and offer jobs to more people with disabilities who were unemployed or marginalized by the ordinary market. To make their commitment even firmer, they opted for the second of the two.

Currently, there are 17 people on the ASMIN staff, 4 with indefinite contracts and for the rest, Fernando anticipates that next year they will be able to offer between 3 and 5 additional indefinite contracts, depending on demand which is the determining factor in the nature of the contracts his company can offer. Throughout the first year, most of the cleaning jobs have been sporadic and for specific occasions which has meant they cannot  have all their staff on indefinite contracts.

ASMIN’s special feature is that all the workers have disabilities, it is an initiative undertaken by people with disabilities to give work exclusively to people with disabilities. Currently, employees have visual, hearing, psychiatric and motor disabilities and there are even people who have had problems with drugs and now have an illness related to their previous addiction, such as HIV or hepatitis. 

Given the nature of the company, people with disabilities are present in all its departments - administration, marketing, human resources, the team of cleaners itself… Furthermore, just like Fernando, his workers often have to do different tasks in ASMIN as is typical in small and medium-sized companies whereas in large companies “work is more standardised, small companies have to adapt their workers to each task and vice versa”. 

Due to the difficulties in building a work force made up entirely of people with disabilities, Fernando contacted Fundosa Social Consulting for help and guidance and straight away received very valuable help and went on to use the organisation’s job board. In addition, they also collaborate with the Rey Pelayo association in Avilés which provides them with some workers with psychiatric disabilities so that the company can help to ease their adaptation to work in existing projects.

Given the type of company it is and the sector in which it operates, ASMIN has a very high staff turnover. Fernando considers that it is basically due to decisions based on market demand, but it also has a lot to do with employees’ personal decisions. “They are the ones who, despite having a job with prospects in the company, decide to leave or opt out of the labour market”. Turnover is not due to dismissals, although it is true that most contracts are temporary. Around 30 workers have passed through ASMIN during its first year of operation, so that for each worker who stays, one has left.

Contrary to general belief, Fernando maintains that people with disabilities are not absent from work more often than those without disabilities. It is true that they have to go for more check ups than normal, but they always try to ensure that this does not affect their work or their productivity.ç

Furthermore, to guarantee a comfortable, stable employment environment, ASMIN tries to adapt the tasks to the particular characteristics of each person’s disability. Cleaning is very physical work and before assigning a specific service, the type of tasks the worker has to do and his/her main qualities are analysed carefully. Furthermore, machinery is purchased according to the aptitudes of the person who is going to work with it and safety measures are the same as those for any worker.

Fernando considers that friendliness and comradeship characterise the working environment in ASMIN. Wages and working conditions are good, in some cases well above the minimum standards in the sector agreement and the employees participate in the spirit of exceeding expectations and quality in service that characterises the company. However, Fernando has recently noticed a slight increase in demands from his workers, many of which he cannot satisfy. “The workers are becoming more critical with the company because we are demanding professional standards equivalent to that of the average worker in any other company, they are not used to that, however, because they have disabilities, they have been unemployed and on benefits for a long time and the jobs they have had before were not as serious as the one they have here”.

The demand for professionalism and performance is a constant in the vision that Fernando has of employment for people with disabilities. He thinks that they should not be content to do work just to keep busy, as they have capabilities which the market should value. They need to show that they are perfectly capable of doing jobs by making a personal effort. He feels that his workers “are very conformist, because they could go much further if they set out to, but the obstacle of disability they impose on themselves means they do not want to widen their professional horizons, and in some case prefer to avoid even minimal responsibilities”.

Fernando’s fight is to dignify the work of people with disabilities. It is not a question of giving them small tasks to do to keep them occupied and active. The aim should be to compete according to the rules set for all workers and all companies, aspiring to offer quality services on the basis of professional work and with the ambition to grow and exceed expectations. This is the only way of being able to place people with disabilities into a wide range of employment which will lead to their full integration into society.

Fernando knows how important it is to value the personal capabilities of each person, beyond the limitations we all have. Support from family and friends is fundamental and in his case helped him to face life with courage and hope, so very few projects have daunted him. In fact, at 16 he left home and journeyed through Europe and the north of Africa, working wherever he could along the way, keeping fully alert to learn and be enriched by the experience.

He thinks the error is “to feel different from the rest because of a disability; people without disabilities should even be indifferent towards disability, they should try to forget there is a wheelchair or crutches so they treat people with disabilities as normal and integrated, not special, people should be treated for what they are and not what they suffer”. For Fernando, the moment you try to protect or change your attitude towards a person with a disability, you are exercising a type of discrimination which ends up being more harmful for them than other more aggressive and obvious gestures.

It makes his blood boil when he finds that people with disabilities have got used to this overprotection and feel comfortable leading a life and doing a job which does not exploit their capabilities and potential to the full. Nor can he hide his anger when these people are so ignorant of their own rights as citizens. Fernando always emphasises that before starting up his own company, he knew by heart the report on the Collective Agreement for Special Employment Centres and all the regulations required to start an initiative of this type. His workers however, show hardly any interest in the Agreement which regulates their employment situation and do little to find out about the demands they can make or the obligations they can be required to fulfil. They are immersed in a passive, conformist attitude and this does not benefit at all their real possibilities of joining a labour market which is becoming harder and more demanding all the time.

Training has a very important role in empowering people with disabilities. Fernando’s personal story is not significantly different from that of any other person with no disability at all: he finished vocational training as an electrician, and then went on to study Agricultural Management with the idea of working as a farm manager, but never did. Later on he went on different training courses offered by the INEM (National Job Seeking Agency), but none of them was directed specifically at people with disabilities.

Fernando thinks his case is different from that of the average person with a disability, because usually they have only a very basic education. The workers who arrive in his company usually have the school leaving certificate and in some cases a course organised by Fundosa Social Consulting, but Fernando does not demand any particular training because he knows that this would reduce even further the chances of having people with disabilities on his staff. It is also true that in the cleaning sector, there has not been much innovation in training. Fernando has often thought about contacting Fundosa Social Consulting or COCEMFE to give courses himself which would be useful for other employers and workers with disabilities in his sector, as training sessions are always very positive in all professional branches.

Unlike his education, which has been quite conventional, his career path has been full of twists and turns. Fernando has had a long relationship with work, which began when he started working in the catering industry at the age of 15; later on he went into construction and none of the companies were related to working with people with disabilities. Many years later, when his disability was recognised as such, he looked for other types of jobs: he had a newsagent’s, worked in a gas company, as a craftsman making windows, he worked in marketing for a security company and finally he took the risk of starting his project of forming a cooperative to offer cleaning services.

In this latest stage of his professional career, the main difficulties have been starting up the initiative and hiring the staff. When trying to get things off the ground, as can happen in any small company, Fernando found that he lacked information and guidance to produce his business plan. In addition, heavy investment is needed for a Special Employment Centre to be able to opt for big contracts and that is impossible in the first few years of operation - a vicious circle which does not help Centres when they start up as they need a little boost to really get them going. When hiring staff, the main problem has been to keep to Fernando’s commitment to employ only people with disabilities, as the job boards for this collective do not work as well as they should and it is very difficult to find this type of worker.  

There have been some bright spots though, the grant system works very well and provides much needed impetus for this type of initiative. ASMIN’s latest investment was made possible by a net grant of 60% of the amount invested which arrived in record time two months after the application. Some grants available to companies such as Fernando’s are however, mutually exclusive, for example, a grant from the Asturias regional government – like the one ASMIN has been awarded – means that the company cannot receive any other type of grant from the Spanish state, so they must study carefully which types to apply for.

While as with any sphere of entrepreneurial activity, there could be more financial help, the subsidies are distributed efficiently and the sums are significant, although the danger is that this may generate excessive dependency on this source of income. At present, Fernando’s company gets by without having to focus on the salary benefits they enjoy, as the employees’ salaries are covered by the company’s production, so for ASMIN the benefits are an important support but not vital for the company to subsist. “No Special Employment Centre should be active exclusively on the basis of financial help generally and salary discounts in particular”.

The aim of companies like ASMIN should be to exchange quality services for fair and reasonable remuneration as established by the market, that’s why Fernando gets indignant again when he finds that the companies which contract his cleaning services want to pay less for the work because they know ASMIN is a Special Employment Centre and therefore receives social benefits. 

Fernando considers that “the aid received should mean better salaries for the workers with disabilities and not a reduction in labour costs which is passed on to third parties”. It is general practice however, in Special Employment Centres to try and reduce the price paid to the worker per hour so that companies will contract their services and that “is a real abuse of the system, because people with disabilities give a maximum quality service comparable to that of any other company in the market”. 

Fernando comments that “if ASMIN budgets for 12€ the hour, but another Centre can offer 10€ by reducing the worker’s wage, the contracting company will take the best offer, and in the end both the worker with disabilities and the company which tries to offer fair wage conditions lose out, while the contracting company gets all the benefit”. 

The jobs of people with disabilities should not be played around with just to improve the balance sheet, it is not worth it because the workers with disabilities who Fernando knows put all their effort into their work. Having a job means much more to people with disabilities than those without because their self-esteem is dependent on feeling useful and productive and a person with a disability who has a job always feels more integrated than one without. A job “means independence, money, autonomy”. These are values which a person with disabilities does not usually find.

That is why Fernando wants to carry on fighting for his Centre, to consolidate and enlarge the number of staff, and ensure it consists of people with disabilities. “I have a disability and I want my company to have people with disabilities and if one day I am partner in a mixed company which does not only have people with disabilities it will be because I have been forced into it because I haven’t been able to find people with disabilities who want to join my staff”. A firm declaration of principle. 

Fernando wants his cooperative to become firmly established with good quality jobs. He wants his workers, all people with disabilities, to work under professional conditions, because it is a question of dignity. Fernando is just another entrepreneur in the difficult Spanish labour market, or maybe he isn’t.

CONCLUSIONS

The importance of the pixel in the photograph as a whole

As we said in the introduction to this report, often when we look at a photograph as a whole, we do not see the shades and variations in each of the small pixels which make up the whole. In comparison to the whole image, these units seem to be of marginal importance, but if we bring the lens closer, we can see that each pixel has such specific characteristics that they become singular entities, different, individual. Realities with their own identity.

Throughout the preceding pages, we have simply tried to focus more closely on the smallest units in the overall picture of the fight against discrimination which in Spain focuses on people with disabilities. We felt it would be interesting to dissect this concept in order to focus on stories which have played a leading role in situations of placing people from this collective into employment. We have identified individuals in the struggle to fight discrimination and social exclusion and a series of biographies which have helped us to understand the ups and downs and complex nature of the integration process.  The pixel has helped us to obtain a clearer image of the photograph as a whole.

This is a distinctly qualitative study so we have not attempted to draw any conclusions from the nine cases analysed to extrapolate them to the set of people with disabilities who are trying to access the labour market. We never intended to obtain a series of results with statistical meaning; rather we wanted to make an in-depth analysis of the nine stories here, not  examine them within the overall framework of fight against discrimination policies. The pixel has been on our operating table, not the photograph.

What we can do from these stories is try to outline a series of common characteristics from the biographies and the opinions of those who have participated in this study. Despite occurring in different regions, different sectors and evolving in very varied ways, the nine biographies in this study do have a series of links which we think should be emphasised. These connections relate to aspects which are common to all the stories analysed and are basically the following: living with disability, education, the importance of peoples’ closest social circles, the fight for employment and evaluation of the main obstacles found on the way.

In terms of living with disability, those interviewed coincide to a certain extent when narrating the general characteristics of their particular experience of the disability. Of course there are countless factors which make each case very different from the others, among which is obviously the degree of severity of the handicap and whether it occurred from birth or struck later on. The situation is usually more difficult in the case of very severe disabilities which bring with them more obstacles and in cases when disability strikes and the individual is not ready to accept their new condition.

Despite that, there are certain common characteristics in the stories of how each individual situation is experienced. Practically all people we have worked with on this study have experienced two very different feelings towards their disabilities.  

On the one hand their disabilities have caused them suffering, despair, anguish; they have gone through difficult moments where they could not see the light and have tended to identify the disabilities as the main obstacle to accessing a more stable, more structured, more rewarding life. Although this may seem paradoxical however, later on in their lives these same disabilities have been a spur to facing the future with courage, to try and get out of the mire and get where they want to be. Disability has influenced the desire to progress. 

In Santiago’s case, destroyed at first because he did not feel able to accept his new condition, he went on to commit himself to recovering hope and radically transforming his life; María José, in anguish during long periods of being off sick because of her back pain, then went on to show that a woman with a disability can be just as good a driver as her colleagues; Rosa María, constantly facing up to any challenge in order to show the world and herself that sometimes it just takes a lot of determination and courage to do something. They are all examples of this dual experience of disability, of anxiety in many moments but also the determination to overcome.

We have found certain agreement that education is one of the main limitations for people with disabilities who attempt to join the labour market. Their educational level is usually very basic and therefore they run the risk of accessing precarious work with very limited salary conditions. 

On the other hand, it is significant that people with disabilities often go on numerous short, specific courses on a variety of topics (computers, languages, gardening, etc…), but few have an ordinary educational background which enables them to obtain a vocational training certificate, diploma or Degree. This particular educational model which stops after secondary education to branch off into very specific short courses, runs the risk of placing people with disabilities in a fragile situation in terms of a labour market which increasingly demands higher qualifications. The vicious circle caused by low level qualifications and the precarious nature of the jobs open to them can only be broken when people with disabilities decide to make a greater commitment to education and employment training.

Another common thread we have found is the importance of support from close social circles. The obvious point is that the support of family and friends is always rewarding, both for people with disabilities and those without. However, those with disabilities have shown that they have a special need for support from their close circles because at certain very specific moments in their lives, they may experience social isolation, whether self-imposed or the result of a more or less general rejection. In this context, feeling the support of family and friends is fundamental for them to be able to rebel and start to build new social links and recover any they may have lost along the way.

Finally, all those interviewed totally agreed on the value of getting a job,  a job is vital for independence, autonomy and self-sufficiency. Employment is a fundamental route, despite not being given the greatest emphasis, for people with disabilities to become socially integrated.

From this shared belief, each of the individual paths analysed here have taken very different twists and turns, as is to be expected. Some have committed themselves from the beginning to finding a job of a certain standard, others have gone through several sporadic jobs until they found their place in the market, others have had to redirect their professional career to adapt to their new situations, others are very satisfied with their present situation, others not so, others are more ambitious in terms of future goals, others are happy with a minimum degree of job stability to concentrate on personal growth. Each person has built their own employment history as they wanted to (or as they have been able), but in all cases the key driver was the same: the idea that work is vital for people with disabilities to take charge of their own lives.

In terms of the actual placement into employment process, we have also found a rich, diverse reality. We have seen some very positive experiences in Special Employment Centres and others which have not been so rewarding; we have seen commitment to self-employment and people who have grown weary of entrepreneurship because of the conditions imposed by the current labour market; we have seen cases of placement into employment in SMEs and large companies and we have also seen the perspective of those on the other side of the fence in the hiring process. 

In short we have composed a microcosm of experiences which has led to the only conclusion possible: there is no unique, infallible formula for placing people with disabilities into employment. All the options are perfectly valid, because their success depends on the context in which they occur, on the motivation and conviction of the people with disabilities to embark on the adventure and their ability to stand up for their rights and demonstrate their capabilities in a difficult and extremely competitive labour environment.

There are many difficult obstacles to fight here. The most serious barrier is surely the fact that prejudice is still firmly rooted in the minds of most employers in our country, the common belief is that people with disabilities are incapable of doing a job with the same guarantees of efficiency and professionalism as a worker with no disability, in addition, absenteeism is much higher than that of their colleagues because of their need for medical treatment. Furthermore, their educational level is so low that there are hardly any jobs for which they have been trained and it they have been trained, the overall productivity of the company will suffer because their production times are much longer.

In the face of this set of erroneous beliefs, action is needed on two levels. Firstly, policies supporting the employment of people with disabilities should be intensified. This strategy could involve examining the amount of benefits and subsidies, how they are awarded, the criteria used and the conditions which have to be met and the effective information which reaches companies on the economic and tax benefits for having workers with disabilities on their staff. This should be done from a perspective which emphasises the value of financial help in placing people into employment who would otherwise not be able to get a job.

Furthermore, in-depth work on raising awareness of the capabilities of people with disabilities on the employment market is fundamental. Society as a whole and the business sector even more so, is still very backward in terms of accepting disability, so work on disseminating the true situation is vital for real progress in employment placement and entry onto the labour market. 

Subsidies may be necessary to open a gap in the wall of discrimination, but it is vital to prepare those on the other side of the wall to face an unfamiliar situation, which to a large extent is still surrounded by prejudice and false beliefs. A change of mentality is needed, and in view of the stories analysed, special emphasis should be placed on overcoming the double discrimination against women with disabilities. Proposal of concrete measures for positive action and equality between men and women is far beyond the scope of this study; nevertheless, we do feel it is imperative to raise the alarm over the process of integrating women with disabilities, because they often have to face two insuperable obstacles. 

In the narratives we report here, certain obstacles are due to more to the fact of being female and others more because of the disability. It is not important to know which obstacles are more common or which are more difficult to overcome what is important is that women have to make double the effort to join a labour market which is especially aggressive towards women with disabilities. For this reason, we consider that this segment of the population should have preferential treatment in policies for the social integration of people with special difficulties.

We have discussed the most outstanding features in the biographies in this study. They are all very interesting life stories which show in detail the difficult route to placing people with disabilities into employment; some paths have been harder, some more of a struggle, some more structured, some more conformist and others more optimistic, but they have all provided a rich narrative providing information and evaluations which we feel offer a different approach to the fight against discrimination in Spain.

They are life histories which have emphasised the value of the pixel. Now we only have to want the image to be seen much more clearly.
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