
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Áiseanna Tacaíochta (ÁT) provides leadership and support to empower people 

with disabilities to live with the independence, choice and freedom they are 

entitled to. 

For the first time in Ireland, we facilitate Direct Payments to people with 

disabilities, enabling them to take control of their own budgets, their own services 

and, ultimately, their own lives. 

Our goal is to make Independent Living accessible to everyone and to establish it 

as a recognised right for people with disabilities. 
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Realising Equality through Active Participation 

  

Independent Living, and the capacity to lead full, flexible and autonomous lives, is 

crucial in securing true inclusion and equality for people with disabilities.  The event 

will offer valuable insights into the challenges and barriers that the pioneers and 

supporters of the Independent Living movement in Ireland have worked to remove, 

as well as the strong opportunities being created through the innovative new 

approaches and cohesive action currently being spearheaded by people with 

disabilities. 

On top of exploring the lived experience of disability in Ireland, the event will also 

highlight the huge differences that these new approaches – such as the model of 

Direct Payments established by ÁT – can make to that experience.  Direct Payments 

give people with disabilities the dignity of choice and control over their own services, 

which are crucial to their independence, quality of life and ability to pursue personal 

goals.  Leaders of this model, along with their family members, community networks 

and supporters, will discuss why they chose to adopt and support it, the new 

possibilities it opens, and the reasons why it is so important to them. 

Everyone in society can play a key role in moving towards a more equal and inclusive 

society.  Government representatives, social entrepreneurs and members of disability 

organisations will consider their parts and responsibilities in pushing the movement 

forward, forging new ways of working together and fostering a strong sense of unity 

to strengthen communities in the active inclusion of people with disabilities. 

Through this event, ÁT aims to bring everyone together to support and empower 

people with disabilities in being as independent as they can be, enabling them to 

move away from depending on service providers and to enjoy control of their own 

lives, just like everyone else. 

Held to coincide with the International Day of Persons with 

Disabilities, this event from Áiseanna Tacaíochta (ÁT) will examine 

the evolution and lived experience of Independent Living and Direct 

Payments for people with disabilities in Ireland, and the ways in 

which society can come together in solidarity to promote equality 

and active citizenship for all. 
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Event Programme 

9:30 – 10:00  Registration 

10:00 – 10:15  Welcome 

 Sara Burke | Chair of event 

10:15 – 10:30  Opening Address 

 Aodhán O’Ríordáin TD | Minister for New Communities, 

Culture and Equality  

10:30 – 11:00 Journey to Independent Living: Achieving Equality through 

Direct Payments 

 Owen Collumb | Co-founder of Áiseanna Tacaíochta (ÁT) 

 Hubert McCormack | Pioneer of the Independent Living 

movement in Ireland 

 Máiríde Woods | Board member of ÁT 

11:00 – 11:20 Leaders’ Experience of Direct Payments 

 Johnny Ryan | Leader 

 Maggie Woods | Leader 

11:20 – 11:40 Questions and Answers 

11:40 – 12:00 Tea and Coffee 

12:00 – 12:45 Supporting Innovation and Change through the ÁT Model 

 Mark Blake-Knox | Chief Executive of Cheshire Ireland 

 Madeline Clarke | Executive Director of Genio   

 Pat Clarke | Chair of the Disability Federation of Ireland 
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 Michael Doyle | Director of Assisted Living Services at the 

Irish Wheelchair Association 

 Sheila Marshall | Area Operations Manager, Health Service 

Executive Dublin-North 

12:45 – 1:10 Questions and Answers 

1:10 – 2:10 Lunch 

2:10 – 2:30 Afternoon Address 

 Maria Walls | National Manager of the National Advocacy 

Service 

2:30 – 3:00 Building Support Networks and Promoting Active Participation 

 Jacinta Fortune | Parent of Leader 

 Helen Lahert | Circle of Support 

 Anne Motherway and Niamh Quinn | Leader and family 

member 

3:00 – 3:10  Questions and Answers 

3:10 – 3:40 The Future: Visions of an Equal and Inclusive Society for All 

 Patrick Flanagan | Graduate  

 Martin Naughton | Director of ÁT 

 Lynda Stopford | Director of School of Social Entrepreneurs 

Ireland 

3:40 – 4:00 Questions and Answers 

4:00 – 4:30 Closing Address and Statements 

 Ann Kennelly | Board member of ÁT 
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Session Outlines 

→ Journey to Independent Living: Achieving Equality through Direct                   

Payments 

Over the past twenty to thirty years in Ireland, the Independent Living (IL) movement 

has worked to achieve real inclusion, equality and freedom for people with 

disabilities, empowering them as equal citizens who participate fully and live with 

flexibility in their own communities.  From the opening of the first Irish Centre of 

Independent Living (CIL) in 1992 to ÁT’s more recent initiation of Direct Payments to 

people with disabilities, the IL movement has witnessed many significant changes.   

A distinguishing feature of the movement is that many of these new innovations 

have been pioneered and guided by people with disabilities themselves, often in the 

face of considerable challenges.  As well as frequently dealing with obstacles and 

fears from Government, policy and wider society, the movement met with concerns 

from some within the disability sector who held reservations about moving away 

from traditional service provision and what these new models would entail.  With 

Direct Payments opening another new chapter for the IL movement, this session 

explores its journey and evolution, the difficulties it has encountered and overcome, 

and the background to this new approach established by ÁT. 

→ Leaders’ Experience of Direct Payments 

It is extremely important to ÁT that our members present their personal experiences 

of our model of Direct Payments.  Our model of Direct Payments puts people with 

disabilities at the centre, giving them the power and support to direct and manage 

their own services – and lives - from the inside out.  During this session, ÁT Leaders 

will discuss how the   model works in their lives and what it means to them. 
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ÁT’s role is to facilitate Direct Payments – we act as an intermediary between you and 

the Health Service Executive – and we support you to set up and run your own    

company.  However, our goal is to become less and less important to the process, as 

you become more and more confident and self-sufficient as time progresses.  The ÁT 

model of Direct Payments is about Leaders; it’s about YOU.  Because Direct Payments 

– or Personal Assistance - does not have a solid footing in either policy or legislation, 

it is absolutely vital that we share our experiences and offer these experiences as  

evidence of how Direct Payments work for us and enable us to access greater  

equality and freedom.  

→ Supporting Innovation and Change through the ÁT Model 

ÁT considers what we are doing to be innovative and change-making in advocating a 

new framework that changes how disability is funded, how services are delivered, 

and how we think about people with disabilities.  The idea of Direct Payments, and 

empowering people to live actively and independently in the community is gaining 

momentum.  It already enjoys a firm footing in Irish policy, but only in the form of an 

idea or an aspiration.  It is widely accepted that a gap remains between theory and 

practice, but ÁT works within this gap, offering a framework in which disability      

policies can be achieved.  At this event, ÁT wants to acknowledge our supporters and 

show our appreciation to those who have stood by us, exhibiting the support and 

precedence that exists for what we are doing.  Our aim is to see Direct Payments 

rolled out across Ireland, making Independent Living accessible to everyone.  To 

achieve this goal, we need supporters and we need them to tell people why they are 

supporting ÁT and our model.  In this session, that’s exactly what will happen. 

→ Building Support Networks and Promoting Active Participation 

Families and networks play a vital role in supporting individuals to become more  

visible in the community and in actively engaging with neighbours and friends.  The 

nature of the Circle of Support is fundamentally influential in this empowering       
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process.  The models of volunteerism and social enterprise are key to developing 

networks and strengthening ties in the community.  During this session, Leaders, 

family members and representatives from these Circles of Support will outline their 

roles and experiences of self-directing through the ÁT model and supporting those 

who chose to do so too. 

→ The Future: Visions of an Equal and Inclusive Society for All 

The final session of the event will reflect on the discussions of the day, both in terms 

of the journey of Independent Living and Direct Payments, and also in exploring the 

challenges and barriers that stand or may arise for the future.  Our three speakers will 

bring different elements to the discussion in envisioning a society that is equal and 

inclusive for all, discussing the future of Direct Payments in Ireland, the role of social 

enterprise and the value it has for developing communities, as well as the challenges 

in living independently and what is needed to create a better future for all.  Each of 

us in society has a vital role to play in securing true inclusion and equality for        

everyone, and this session will highlight how we can come together to make this 

happen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We have come this far together; 

now, we can dream bigger and 

dream better again. 
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Chair and Speaker Profiles 

Welcome  

→ Sara Burke 

Sara Burke is a health policy analyst, working in Trinity College 

Dublin (TCD) as a research fellow in health systems.  She is 

currently co-ordinating a research project called “Pathways to 

Universal Healthcare”.  Her research interests include what 

happens to health systems in economic crisis, inequalities in access to and quality of 

health services, and health inequalities, as well as the political economy of health.  

She has a weekly health slot on RTÉ Radio 1's Drivetime programme, and writes a 

fortnightly column for the Medical Independent and regular columns for the Irish 

Independent.  She has written a book called “Irish Apartheid. Healthcare Inequality in 

Ireland”. 

Opening Address 

→ Aodhán O’Ríordáin TD 

Aodhán Ó Ríordáin is a TD for Dublin Bay North and the Minister 

of State with special responsibility for New Communities, Culture 

and Equality.  First elected to the Dáil in 2011, he previously 

served on Dublin City Council from 2004 to 2011 and was Deputy 

Lord Mayor in 2006.  Prior to becoming a Minister of State, he served as the Vice-

Chair of the Education and Social Protection Committee.  He is a graduate of 

University College Dublin (UCD) and the Marino Institute of Education.  Before 

working full-time in politics, he worked as a teacher and Principal in Saint Lawrence 

O’Toole’s Girls School in Sheriff Street in Dublin’s north inner city. 
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Journey to Independent Living: Achieving Equality through Direct 

Payments 

→ Owen Collumb 

A founding member of Áiseanna Tacaíochta (ÁT) and a person 

with the lived experience of disability, Owen brings extensive 

knowledge and understanding to the Independent Living 

movement.  He provides training courses on manual handling.  As well as sitting on 

the Board of ÁT, he is an active board member for a number of organisations, 

including Greater Dublin Independent Living (GDIL), Cheshire Ireland and Lucan 

Disability Action Group. 

→ Máiríde Woods 

Máiríde Woods is a writer and researcher, involved with disability 

matters for many years, who currently sits on the board of ÁT.  

She had a daughter with disabilities who attended St Michael’s 

House day services, and sat on the Board of St Michael’s House for some years.  In 

the 1990s, she was a rapporteur on the Transport Group of the Commission on the 

Status of People with Disabilities, and also undertook research with Action for 

Mobility and the Disability Federation of Ireland (DFI).  In recent years, she worked as 

an Advocacy Executive with the Citizens Information Board (CIB), and was closely 

involved with the setting up of the National Advocacy Service (NAS) for people with 

disabilities and with advocacy services in the Citizens Information Services (CIS).  

Máiríde holds a Diploma in Sociology and Social Research and a Masters in Equality 

Studies, both from UCD.  She has published two collections of poetry, had stories 

included in several anthologies and broadcast on RTÉ, and received a number of 

prizes for her writing.   
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→ Hubert McCormack 

Originally from County Longford, Hubert McCormack grew up in 

Dublin.  He was born and lives with a form of muscular 

dystrophy, known as Spinal Muscular Atrophy, and thus uses a 

wheelchair.  He requires the services of full-time assistants to 

enable him to live independently, which he has done since leaving residential care in 

the late 1990s.  Hubert is a leading member of the Independent Living movement in 

Ireland for many years, volunteering with the Centre for Independent Living (CIL) and 

other organisations.  An active singer and songwriter, he was heavily involved with 

the CIL Writer’s Workshop, has seen several of his poems published, and released his 

own album in 2005.  He acted as an advisor to the actor James McAvoy who played a 

young man living with muscular dystrophy in the 2004 film Inside I’m Dancing.  

Hubert currently works with Muscular Dystrophy Ireland, an organisation which he 

first joined in 1980. 

Leaders’ Experience of Direct Payments 

→ Johnny Ryan 

Johnny Ryan is a Leader with ÁT, and has been running his own 

company since August 2014.  A father of three, he is currently 

studying International Business in the University of Limerick. 

→ Maggie Woods 

Maggie Woods has recently moved to managing her own 

Personal Assistant (PA) service through her company, Miss 

Independent.  She lives in Galway and is the mother of two adult 

sons, recently celebrating on becoming a grandmother.  Less 

than four feet tall as a result of thalidomide, she is chairperson of the Irish 

Thalidomide Association and works full-time as a Community Employment 
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Supervisor with the Irish Wheelchair Association (IWA) in Tuam, County Galway.  She 

believes that PA services are essential to her success, enabling her to have a vibrant 

and vital role through her work, and empowering her to be involved in her wider 

community.  An enthusiastic community activist, she fundraised €8,000 for Galway 

Hospice Foundation when she flew a small Cessna plane from Galway to Shannon 

and back.  Maggie says she doesn't feel 3 foot, 7 inches; she feels 5 foot 10 inches.   

Supporting Innovation and Change through the ÁT Model 

→ Mark Blake-Knox 

Mark Blake-Knox is the Chief Executive of Cheshire Ireland.  He 

has worked for Cheshire Ireland for over 30 years, having started 

working in the Cara Cheshire Home in October 1980.  Mark was 

appointed as the organisation’s first Co-ordinator of Services in 

1983.  His title was changed to Chief Executive in 1992.  In the years working with 

Cheshire Ireland, Mark has filled key roles on the Board of a number of organisations 

and was a former Chairman of DFI and Vice-chair of the Neurological Alliance.   Mark 

has served on a number of Department of Health and Health Service Executive (HSE) 

working groups on disability matters, and, during the early 1990s, was a member of 

the Commission on the Status of People with Disabilities.  Mark is currently the 

Chairman of the Not for Profit Business Association and is a Board member of the 

Nursing and Midwifery Board of Ireland.  Mark has a Bachelor of Business Studies 

Degree from TCD. 

→ Madeline Clarke 

Madeleine Clarke is Executive Director of Genio, an Irish         

non-governmental organisation that works to bring Government 

and private and philanthropic funders together to develop        

better ways to support disadvantaged people to live full lives in 

their communities.  Prior to establishing Genio, Madeleine worked in the social sector 
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for thirty years.  During that time, she undertook a    number of roles, including    

inaugural Chair and co-founder of the Children’s Rights Alliance of Ireland, Deputy 

Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of Barnardos, and independent consultant working with 

statutory, philanthropic and non-governmental agencies.  Madeleine is a               

psychologist by    profession and an Ashoka Fellow.  She holds a Masters degree in 

psychology from UCD and a Master of Economics degree (M.Sc [Econ]) from the   

University of Wales.  She is a Board member of the European Venture Philanthropy 

Association and Social Venture Partners International. 

→ Pat Clarke 

Pat Clarke has more than three decades’ experience in the 

disability sector and has served as an impassioned campaigner 

since the birth of his son David.  He has been leading change by 

way of research, strategic lobbying and awareness-raising for many years.  His 

campaigning work directly contributed to a change in national legislation, giving 

rights and resources to children with Down syndrome in the area of mainstream 

education.  In collaboration with others, Pat has fostered and promoted medical 

research on consensus medical management guidelines for children and adolescents 

with Down syndrome, which are now internationally accepted and being extended to 

adults with Down syndrome.  Pat has served in many positions with different 

organisations over the years, including the European Down Syndrome Association, 

Down Syndrome International (serving as President), the European Disability Forum, 

and the European Coalition on Community Living.  Pat has also served on a European 

task force on community living which drafted resolutions that were passed by the 

Council of Europe, and, in 2009, he was appointed to a Council of Europe Expert 

Committee on the involvement of people with disability in political and public 

life.  Pat is the Chief Executive of Down Syndrome Ireland.  He is currently the Chair 

of DFI. 
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→ Michael Doyle 

Michael is the Director of Assisted Living Services with the IWA.  

Michael has been employed with the IWA for 17 years.  In his 

current position, he has national responsibility for managing the 

IWA’s Assisted Living Service across the country.  In 2013, the 

IWA delivered more than one million hours of Assisted Living Service with the 

support of over 1600 PAs.  The IWA’s Assisted Living Service provides the service of a 

PA to individuals with physical or sensory disabilities to assist them to liv 

independently.  These services are provided in the individuals’ homes and 

communities, facilitating community participation, access to education and 

employment, and improved quality of life.  In his role, Michael has responsibility for 

liaison with and supporting Leaders through the Leader Consultative Group and 

other forums.  Michael also took the lead on behalf of the IWA with regards to the 

transfer of the initial individuals from the Leader service to ÁT. 

→ Sheila Marshall 

Sheila Marshall was assigned to the role of Area Operations 

Manager in the HSE North Dublin in 2010, where she manages 

the delivery of all health and personal social services provided by 

the HSE in the North Dublin services area.  Prior to this 

assignment, she held the position of Regional Primary Care Specialist for Dublin 

North East.  She holds a 2004 Master’s degree in Health Services Management from 

TCD. 

Afternoon Address 

→ Maria Walls 

Maria Walls took up the role of National Manager at the NAS in 

February 2014.  For the previous eight years, she worked with the 
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National Federation of Voluntary Bodies, standing as their Director of Research and 

Policy Development.  She started her career as a social worker, before moving to the 

development of support services in intellectual and physical disability organisations.  

Maria undertook a PhD at the Centre for Disability Law and Policy at the National 

University of Ireland Galway, involving an international comparative analysis of the 

implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with 

Disabilities (UNCRPD).  

Building Support Networks and Promoting Active Participation 

→ Jacinta Fortune 

Jacinta Fortune is the mother of two boys, aged 21 and 11; her 

son Daniel is an ÁT Leader.  Jacinta has volunteered with a 

number of different organisations over the past 20 years, and is 

currently an active volunteer with Dyspraxia Ireland, raising awareness for people 

living with dyspraxia.  She is heavily involved with the training of teachers and with 

setting up support groups across the country. 

→ Helen Lahert 

Helen Lahert recently retired as the Manager of Advocacy with 

the CIB, where she had responsibility for the NAS, as well as the 

development of mainstream advocacy in Citizens Information 

Services.  She worked as Co-ordinator for the National 

Committee on Volunteering, before joining CIB in August 2002.  Having worked for 

many years in agricultural research, Helen moved to work in community arts in 1995 

and as Director of the Parents Alone Resource Centre in Coolock in 1998.  Helen 

originally trained in horticulture, and has a Master’s degree in Plant Pathology.  She 

has been a member of the Circle of Support of Gordon Ryan, a founding member of 

ÁT, for the past three years. 
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→ Anne Motherway and Niamh Quinn 

Niamh Quinn is 25 years old and has been directing her own 

service since 2012.  She is interested in fashion and plays karate, 

table tennis and archery.  She volunteers in her community.  She 

loves movies and socializing with friends and family.  She also enjoys traveling and 

meeting new people.  Anne Motherway is Niamh’s mum and helps her with many 

aspects of directing her own service.  She has a degree in philosophy and sociology 

from University College Cork (UCC).  She two other daughters, Elizabeth (19) and 

Madeleine (16).  Anne loves walking in the Burren, yoga, going to movies and plays.  

She also loves to read and loves entertaining family and friends.  Like Niamh, she also 

loves to travel. 

The Future: Visions of an Equal and Inclusive Society for All 

→ Patrick Flanagan 

Patrick is twenty-two years old and recently completed four years 

of study at Dublin City University (DCU) where he graduated with 

a Bachelor’s degree in Communication Studies and a Masters in 

Multimedia.  He is currently working as Campaigns and Events Intern for Muscular 

Dystrophy Ireland, and plans to quickly establish full-time employment and care-

support in Dublin.  Patrick hopes to pursue a career in the Creative Arts; however, he 

has a strong interest in politics and has been actively involved in roles relating to is-

sues such as mental health, student welfare, disability, and disability sport. 

→ Martin Naughton 

Martin Naughton is a disability activist and pioneer of the 

Independent Living movement in Ireland.  Martin has the lived 

experience of disability, spending the last fifty years working to 

improve the lives of people with disabilities.  After time spent travelling in America, 
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Martin returned to Ireland with the mission of spreading the word about 

Independent Living, and was deeply involved in developing the CIL in Ireland.  Martin 

is a founding member and Director of ÁT, the Co-Executive Director of the European 

Network on Independent Living (ENIL), and a Support Officer for DFI.  Martin is also 

the Director of Disability Options, a company which provides individual training and 

support to people with disabilities on Independent Living issues, and sits as an active 

board member of CIB and Headway. 

→ Lynda Stopford 

Lynda Stopford is the co-founder and Director of the School for 

Social Entrepreneurs Ireland (SSEI), which supports the ever-

expanding community of Irish social entrepreneurs through 

business skills training, expert advice, mentoring and delivering a strategic             

understanding of how social and environmental change can happen in Ireland.      

Previously, she stood as the Network Director of Social Entrepreneurs Ireland (SEI), 

leading the search and selection process for over 120 social entrepreneurs, building 

and resourcing the direct support programmes for SEI’s Awardees and setting up the 

SEI Alumni Network.  In 2011, after raising €1.2 million from the Atlantic                

Philanthropies, she founded Wave Change, an organisation incubated within SEI, 

which addressed the lack of direct investment and support for early stage social   

entrepreneurs aged 18-25.  Prior to her work in the social enterprise sector, Lynda 

worked as a consultant on political communications and European Union (EU) policy 

in Brussels.  She also travelled throughout India over a two-year period, recruiting for 

Griffith College Dublin’s international study body and, as a graduate student at    

Boston College, ran programmes for politicians, business people, policy experts and 

journalists at the Irish Institute, where she also gained a Master’s Degree in United 

States (US) Government and International Relations.  Lynda also has a Bachelor’s  

Degree in French and Spanish from TCD, and is a graduate of the INSEAD Graduate 

Business School’s Social Entrepreneurship Programme.  


