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Abstr act

The social and econom c transfornmation process
initiated in Poland in 1989 has changed the conditions
of the functioning of the vocational rehabilitation
process and hiring of disabled people. The ultimte
goal of rehabilitation is societal and vocati onal
integration allow ng the disabled person to be a

sel f-sufficient and productive nenber of society. The
role which rehabilitation should fulfill is dependent
on the assunptions of the nation's politics together
with its main societal goals. The purpose of this
article is to introduce the reader to | egislative and
adm ni strative changes that took place in Poland over
the | ast decade in the area of vocationa
rehabilitation and the enpl oynent of people with

di sabilities.

Soci o-political changes taking place in Poland over the past
several years have had an influence on both the disabl ed persons
specific conditions and on the way rehabilitation institutes
function. Newy arising problens, oftentines nultiplied by
dramatically rapid societal changes in our nation, require new
sol utions adequately addressed to the new sociopolitical system

The ever-rising percentage of disabled people within the
popul ati on and the nedi cal, social and individual consequences
that acconpany it result in this problemrequiring truly
uni versal solutions nation-wi de. Required are not only financial



expendi tures, but also new concepts in social politics, a new

| egal framework, and nunerous organi zational changes. Creating
for disabled people a new system of assistance and assurance is
fast becom ng an inportant endeavor, especially now as the
mechani snms of a free-market econony are worseni ng many a di sabl ed
person's lifestyle, while a | ack of adequate protective neasures
in the socio-political arena loons as it attenpts to cope with
econom ¢ changes. This requires a decentralization of the support
system basing it on | ocal and self-governing bodies, nobilizing
social initiatives while ensuring consistency within specific

el emrents of the system In effect, by follow ng such a course of
action, an integrated system of |egal solutions should arise
descri bing the disabled individuals' rights and benefits and the
institutions responsible for the inplenmentation of prograns for
medi cal , societal and vocational rehabilitation, social security
and wel fare, enploynent and ot hers.

Rehabilitation should therefore provide solutions to
problens resulting froma disability by mnimzing its
consequences and by preparing the disabled individual for life
functions and enpl oynent. The ultimate goal of rehabilitation is
soci etal and occupational integration allow ng the disabled
person to lead as nornmal a |ife as possible.

According to the Wrld Health Organi zation, rehabilitation
is a conprehensive and coordinated effort requiring application
of nedical, educational, societal, and vocational resources with
the aimof allow ng persons affected by inpaired functioning to
lead a life at its highest possible level (T. Mjewski 1995, J.
Nawot ny 1990). Dependi ng on the problens and net hods applicabl e,
it is possible to differentiate between therapeutic,
psychol ogi cal, vocational, and societal rehabilitation.

Vocational rehabilitation is a conponent of the general
rehabilitative process. It is based on providing the disabled
person with services such as: occupational consulting and
training, enploynment services which aid in securing work, job
retention and pronotions in an appropriate position while
enabling integration or reintegration towards a normal life
(Recommendation No. 168, 1983, T. Mjewski 1995, the August 27th,
1997 Act, Dz.U. No. 123, pos.776).

Vocational rehabilitation occurs over several phases or
stages. It begins with an evaluation of the disabled individual's
ability to work determ ning the basis for providing appropriate
vocational guidance. This is an especially inportant phase as
success throughout the whole vocational rehabilitation process is
dependent upon it. The next stage represents the preparation for
enpl oynent based on the di sabl ed person acquiring indi spensabl e
t heoretical know edge and the practical skills necessary to
performa given task or profession. The direction of schooling or
pr of essi onal education is determ ned on the basis of test results
evaluating the individual's ability to work, together with a
pr of essi onal di agnosis, which includes the given indications
within its scope. Upon conclusion of schooling or professional
education, hiring results in an appropriately chosen position



correspondi ng to the psychophysical capabilities and professional
qual i fi cations obtai ned.

Pl acing a disabled individual in an appropriate position
does not conclude the whol e occupational rehabilitation process,
nore remains to be done. The final stage consists of caring for
t he di sabl ed enpl oyee, especially during the initial period, to
better adapt the new and frequently young enpl oyee to the job and
its work environnent (A Hul ek 1986, Legislation 1990, T.

Maj ewski 1995, J. M kul ski, A. Kurzynowski 1994). Hiring di sabl ed
people is one of the nore inportant stages during the vocational
rehabilitation process. Not infrequently the hiring of a disabled
person is considered a success of the entire rehabilitation
process as it establishes to a decisive degree the return of
theses individuals to a productive life in society.

The socio-political and econom c transformati on process
initiated in Poland in 1989 changed the conditions of the
functioning of the rehabilitation process and enpl oynent of
di sabl ed people. The role which rehabilitation should fulfill is
dependent on the assunptions of the nation's politics together
with its main societal goals. Al though nmany di sabl ed peopl e
al ready are self-sufficient and productive nenbers of society,
rehabilitation activities have this as their goal. Legislative
and adm nistrative efforts should facilitate this process.

An essential influence on shaping of the vocati onal
rehabilitation systemin Poland was provided by the Enpl oynent
and Vocational Rehabilitation of the Disabled Act of May 9th,
1991 (Dz. U. No. 49, pos. 20), as well as the |l atest Vocati onal
and Soci al Rehabilitation and Enpl oynent of the Di sabl ed Act of
August 27th, 1997 (Dz. U. No. 123, pos. 776).

One of the nore inportant changes is a change in
term nol ogy. Beginning with the 1991 Act, the introduction of the
concept of a disabled person replaced the previously applied term
of invalid. According to the Act, a disabled person is an
i ndi vidual with an essential physical, psychical, or nental
i npai rment that inpedes the individual's ability to earn wages
(Dz. U No. 46, pos. 201). Also introduced was the division of
disabilities to degrees, which replaced the previous division of
invalid groups. Presently, the follow ng degrees of disability
are accepted: light, noderate, and severe. (Dz. U no. 100, 1996,
pos. 461, Dz. U. no. 123, pos. 776).

| mportant el enents of the new systemfor hiring and
vocational rehabilitation are institutions established on the
basis of the 1991 Act. The Act introduces, anong other things,
the position of a Plenipotentiary for the Di sabled, ranking as a
Secretary of State in the Mnistry of Labor and Social Politics.
This is an inportant consideration insofar as the problens of
di sabl ed people have for the first tinme ever attained
representation at such a high governnental level in this country.

The Pl eni potentiary's general tasks include shaping the
political prem ses of enploynent, rehabilitation, and the
coordination of action to be taken on behalf of disabled
i ndi vidual s. Significant changes took place within the franmework



of enpl oynent offices, vocational guidance, and schooling for

di sabl ed people. In accordance with the Act of 1991 and present
from 1997, such conpetencies now belong to specialized officials
i n Regional Enploynent Ofices. On the basis of the |atest

regul ations there were instituted Provincial G oups for
Disability Certification (Wjewodzkie Zespoly Orzekania o

Ni epel nosprawnosci) which also function at Provincial Enploynent
Ofices (Dz. U No. 100 of 1996, pos. 461, Dz. U No. 123, pos.
776). Medical certification for purposes of consultation is done
by Heal th Departnents and physicians issuing disability
certificates at Social Insurance Institutions while
psychol ogi cal - educati onal testing nay be undertaken by parties
qualified to do so (Dz. U 1991, No. 100).

The Provincial Center for Hring and Rehabilitation of the
Disabled is also a newy fornmed institution. It has nmuch in
common with the fornmer vocational rehabilitation offices acting
within the framework of Provincial Rehabilitation dinics. The
scope of their activities is not exclusively limted to matters
of hiring, but also includes other rehabilitation issues such as
school i ng, consultative advising, determ ning needs of disabled
peopl e, devel oping hiring prograns, etc.

In relation to past hiring systens for disabled people the
1991 Act introduces, while the current Act from 1997 nai nt ai ns,
the obligation of dues payable to the National Fund for
Rehabilitation of the Di sabled (PFRON). Paynents are nmade by
conpanies with not fewer than 25 enpl oyees that do not possess
t he correspondent anount of sheltered workplaces in relation to
the total anobunt of enployees. Enployers are also required to
provi de or devel op positions together with an appropriate soci al
network for those enpl oyees who, through work-rel ated accidents
or occupational illness, have lost their ability to work at their
previ ous position and have been determ ned as bei ng di sabl ed.

The 1997 Act places nuch enphasis on workpl aces for disabled
peopl e called "sheltered workpl aces" or "vocational activity
wor kpl aces” which are developed in all nations possessing an
advanced system of vocational rehabilitation. Cenerally, these
are wor kpl aces earmarked for disabled individuals with a
considerably limted ability to work. Previously, protected
enpl oyers exi sted as cooperatives of disabled peopl e where rather
rigorous requirenents were the norm Provisions of the new Act
make it relatively easy to attain the status of "sheltered
wor kpl ace" or "vocational activity workplace" also for existing
cooperati ves of disabled people.

Until enactnent of the bill on hiring and vocati onal
rehabilitation of disabled people took place, occupational
t herapy was the therapeutic rehabilitative nethod of choi ce;

t herapeutic activity workshops were organi zed by | ocal Health
Departnents. COccupational therapy workshops, as based on the bil
as well as a decree by the Mnistry of Labor and Social Politics
dated 8 Septenber 1992 regarding the principles of creating,
scope of activity and financing of such workshops, are relatively
new in Polish vocational rehabilitation system In |ight of the



af orenentioned |l egal acts it can be seen that the workshops focus
on i nplenenting basic rehabilitation prograns or pre-vocational
school i ng. Enpl oyers have been obligated to create these
occupational therapy workshops. O her organi zational units may

al so devel op such workshops with the participation of the
Provincial Center for Hiring and Rehabilitation of the D sabl ed.
They are intended for those disabled individuals deened
conpletely unable to work and who were qualified for this type of
rehabilitation.

The goal of such workshops is rehabilitation ained at the
general devel opnment of every participant, inprovenent of personal
resour cef ul ness, physical and psychol ogi cal efficacy, as well as
soci al adaptation and functioning (social integration). The
Nati onal Fund for Rehabilitation of the D sabled covers the cost
of creating and managi ng t hese workshops. The Fund was sancti oned
as part of the 1991 Act. Its activity is specifically described
in the 1997 Act. It is financed by paynents from enpl oyers not
nmeeting the determ ned anmount of disabled hires, various
appropriations, and other sources. The Fund is intended to
finance vocational, therapeutic, and social rehabilitation of
di sabl ed peopl e and, especially, for the creation of new, and the
adapt ati on of existing work places for disabled people. The Fund
is also intended to provide schooling and vocational retraining,
construction and noderni zati on of buildings, creation of a
rehabilitative-social infrastructure, and providing |oans to
di sabl ed peopl e.

Much enphasis is currently placed on the organi zation of
various forns of vocational rehabilitation by organizations
outside the governnment in addition to national organizations.
Certai n agenci es comm ssi on non-governnental organizations for
t he execution of specific tasks which are intended to devel op
rehabilitation progranms for disabled people and their financing.
Many organi zati ons conduct various fornms of vocational education,
activity workshops and sheltered workpl aces.

The Act of August 27th, 1997 set up the National
Consultative Council for the Disabled. The Council is an advisory
body to the Pl enipotentiary constituting a forum of cooperation
on behal f of disabled persons, governnental adm nistrative
bodi es, self-governing territories, and non-gover nnment al
organi zations. The Council is charged with initiating solutions
i ntended to soothe the needs of disabled persons, ease their
integration within society, and to provide opinions on projects
within the political scope of hiring and societal and vocati onal
rehabilitation.

Legal and financial solutions within the bill on hiring and
rehabilitation of disabled people seemto favor the realization
of tasks within the range of vocational rehabilitation, though
soci etal needs relevant to hiring have not been yet fulfill ed.
Therefore it is necessary to undertake appropriate action by the
nati onal government and regional authorities to ensure resources
for the creation of new workpl aces for disabled people and to
support the evol ution of existing ones.



In order for the rehabilitation nodel above to be properly
inplemented in Poland, it is necessary to provide appropriate
assurances of quality for services rendered. Introducing a system
of quality assurance that takes into account the specifics and
speci alization of each rehabilitation stage can make such
guarantees. In light of this W Dega contends that rehabilitation
shoul d be characterized by general accessibility,
conprehensi veness, early initiation and continuity (T. Mjewski,
1995) .

Theoretically, rehabilitation in Poland neets the above
mentioned principles. Inreality, there is a lack of an
appropriate foundation and the financial resources to neet these
suppositions (A Ostrowska, 1994). No doubt there exists a fairly
significant disproportion between expectations and needs within
t he purview of vocational rehabilitation and the ability to
sati sfy such needs by the governnent. The causes lie not only
with financial difficulties, but also with a | ack of proper
organi zati onal or program solutions. There exists the need for
fine tuning the existing system Constructing nodel solutions
shoul d be supported by scientific research and acquired
experi ences.

The essence of change should result in a far reaching
i ndependence for disabl ed people supported by |ocal self-
governi ng bodi es, and non-governnental organizations, with basic
guar antees provi ded by the governnent. The vocati onal
rehabilitation systemfor disabled people should possess an
integrated character of its specific elenents, though it should
be well integrated wth the hiring practices and enpl oynent in
the free market.
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