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Student grants
The 2012 Student Grant Scheme involves a new centralised application system and a number of other changes.

Nursing Homes Support Scheme 
The Nursing Homes Support Scheme (also known as Fair Deal) has been in operation for almost three years and is being reviewed. 

Student grants
The majority of first-time undergraduate students in Ireland do not have to pay fees for their courses – this is known as the free fees scheme. They may have to pay what is called the student contribution.
About 41% of all undergraduate students in further and higher education (third-level students) are also getting some grant aid. This can range from full to part payment of a maintenance grant, the student contribution and tuition fees. There used to be four different grant schemes for third-level students but they were unified into one scheme in 2011. 
A number of changes to the student grant system are being introduced for the academic year 2012/13. The main changes are:

· The introduction of a centralised online application system
· The ending of maintenance grants for new postgraduate students 
Here we outline the main elements of the Student Grant Scheme 2012. This scheme applies to third-level students starting their courses from September 2012. Different rules may apply to existing students. 
We also describe the tax relief that may be available in respect of student contributions and fees, as well as some other student supports. 
Legislation
The Student Support Act 2011 is the basic legislation governing the award of grants to third-level students. It provides for the appointment of an awarding body and for a Student Grants Appeals Board. It sets out the rules in relation to nationality and residence. It provides for the establishment of student support scheme(s) and sets out the general considerations that apply to such a scheme or schemes. The Minister for Education and Skills then draws up the scheme for the relevant year. 
The scheme sets out the income limits and amounts of the grant. The Student Grant Scheme 2012 is set out in SI 189/2012. It deals with grants to students for the 2012/13 academic year that starts on or after 1 September 2012. 
The Act makes it an offence to provide false or misleading information. If you are convicted of an offence under the Act, you may be fined or imprisoned or both. You will also not be eligible for a student grant for 10 years after the conviction.

Qualifying for a student grant

In order to qualify for a student grant, you must meet a number of requirements. You must:

· Be ordinarily resident in Ireland

· Get a place on an approved course

· Pass a means test 

Student grants are divided into maintenance grants, fee grants and the post-graduate contribution. 
Rules on residency 

In order to qualify for a grant you must be ordinarily resident in Ireland. Ordinarily resident usually means that you must have been legally living here for three of the five years before you apply for a grant. (There are some exceptions in respect of people who have been studying in other EEA member states.) 
You must also be:

· A national of an EEA member state or Switzerland or a qualifying family member of such a national or

· A refugee or

· A person entitled to subsidiary protection under the legislation on refugees or

· A person to whom the Minister for Justice and Equality has granted permission for the time being in writing to enter and live in Ireland 

The Minister for Education and Skills may designate other people who have permission to live in Ireland as eligible for the scheme.

These rules mean that certain people who are legally living in Ireland for many years may not qualify, for example, the children of non-EEA nationals who are living and working here. They also do not qualify for free fees as the same nationality rules apply. The nationality requirements are currently being reviewed by the Department.

Approved courses

In general, approved courses are those full-time undergraduate courses provided by approved institutions. However, the Minister for Education and Skills may designate certain part-time courses as approved courses, for example, certain courses that are aimed at educationally disadvantaged people. Postgraduate courses in approved institutions are also approved for the purposes of fee grants.

Approved institutions are universities, institutes of technology, state-supported post-leaving certificate courses (PLCs), publicly supported equivalent institutions in the EEA countries and any institution in Ireland that is prescribed by the Minister for Education and Skills. The full list of approved institutions is set out in the Student Support Regulations 2012 (SI 187/2012). 
Means test

The means test for student grants is normally based on the income of your parents or guardians. If you have any income of your own, that is also taken into account. 
If you are an independent student then your income and that of your spouse, civil partner or cohabitant are taken into account. You are an independent student if you are a mature student and you did not live with either or both of your parents from 1 October of the year before you started on an approved course. So, if you are starting an approved course in September 2012, you must not have lived with your parents since 1 October 2011. You are a mature student if you are at least 23 years old on 1 January of the year you start your course. 

For the academic year 2012/13, the means test is based on income in the year 2011. Income from virtually all sources is taken into account. This includes income from employment (less expenses, pension contributions and non-recurring overtime payments), self-employment, social welfare payments, rents, savings and investments, retirement or redundancy lump sums, disposal of assets and gifts and inheritances. 
The following are not taken into account: legally enforceable maintenance payments to a separated spouse or civil partner, Child Benefit, Domiciliary Care Allowance, Guardian’s payments, Foster Care Allowance, Family Income Supplement, Carer’s Allowance and compensation for personal injury. 
Disability Allowance, Blind Pension and One-Parent Family Payment are also not taken into account where they are being paid to the student but they are taken into account where they are being paid to a parent/guardian. The student’s income from holiday work is taken into account if it is greater than €3,809.

In order to qualify for the special rate of maintenance grant, the reckonable income must include a long-term social welfare weekly payment, Family Income Supplement, Back to Work Allowance, Back to Education Allowance or income from one of the various activation measures. The combined Jobseeker’s Benefit and Jobseeker’s Allowance must have been in payment for at least 391 days. 
When assessing the income limits for the special rate of maintenance grant, Qualified Child Increases paid with social welfare payments are not taken into account.

You have to provide detailed information about income in order to prove your entitlement. There are specific rules about how income from self-employment is treated. The profit for the purpose of income tax has to be adjusted to add back a number of items, for example payments to family members.

Change of circumstances

Your eligibility for a grant may be reassessed if your circumstances change – because of a permanent reduction in the assessable income or a change in family composition or residency status, for example. As already stated, the means test is based on income in the year 2011. However, if your parents’ income in that year was above the limits for a grant but their circumstances have since changed, for example they have since retired or will retire in the course of the academic year, your situation can be reassessed and their current income is taken into account. If income increases, the grant continues to be paid for the academic year. 
Assets

The value of assets, for example, farms and businesses, is not taken into account in the means test at present but it is proposed that assets will be taken into account from the start of the 2013/2014 academic year. A Capital Asset Test implementation group has been established to make recommendations on how assets are to be assessed. The assessment of assets will require changes to the legislation.

Income limits
You may qualify for a maintenance grant for a course starting in the academic year 2012/13 if the assessable income in the year 2011 was below a certain level. The precise level depends on the number of children in the family. If there are fewer than four dependent children in the family, the income limits are as follows:

Income is:



You get: 
Up to €41,110


Full grant
€41,111–€42,235


75% grant

€42,236–€44,720


50% grant

€44,721–€47,205


25% grant
If you get any maintenance grant, you are also entitled to a fee grant if fees are payable. You also do not have to pay the student contribution and you can get a 50% fee grant where the income is less than €51,380. You get 50% of the student contribution paid (but no fee grant) if the income is less than €55,920.

The limits are somewhat higher for families with four or more dependent children. If there are between four and seven dependent children, the income limit for the maximum standard grant is €45,165. If there are eight or more children, the income limit is €49,045. 
The limits are also increased if there are other children (or a parent) in the family pursuing third-level education courses. The limits are increased by €4,980 for each other family member in third-level education in the case of the full rate of standard grant and the student contribution payment and by €4,815 in the other cases.

Amount of grants

The grant scheme covers maintenance grants, payment of the student contribution, tuition fees and post-graduate fee contributions.

Grants are generally awarded for the duration of your course provided you continue to attend and pass your exams. A Post-Leaving Certificate (PLC) grant has a maximum duration of three years and a postgraduate grant has a maximum duration of four years. 
Maintenance grants

The maximum standard maintenance grant for the academic year starting in September 2012 is €3,025 for students whose normal family residence is not within 45 kilometres (28 miles) of the college being attended – this is known as the non-adjacent rate. The maximum maintenance grant for students who live in or near the college town is now €1,215 (the adjacent rate). These grants may be paid at the maximum rate or at 75%, 50% or 25% depending on the assessable income.
A special rate of maintenance grant (sometimes called a top-up grant) is paid to students from very low-income families. They are generally the children of long-term social welfare recipients. The income limit for the top-up grant for the year 2012/13 is €22,703 and this must include specific payments as outlined above. The rates of these grants for 2012/13 are €5,915 for non-adjacent students and €2,375 for adjacent students. 
Student contribution

The student contribution is the amount that must be paid by students who are eligible for the free fees scheme. The amount of the student contribution will be €2,250 for the 2012/13 academic year.

If you qualify for any level of maintenance grant, the student contribution is also paid for you. 
Tuition fees
A tuition fee may be payable in respect of an approved course other than a Post-Leaving Certificate (PLC). Some fees may be charged for PLCs. However, anyone who is entitled to a student grant does not have to pay. Other groups who do not have to pay PLC fees include medical card holders.

Most undergraduates in Irish institutions do not have to pay fees. If you qualify for a maintenance grant and are attending a college in Northern Ireland, you may get a grant for tuition fees. 
The maximum payable for tuition fees is €6,270 for undergraduate courses in Ireland to which free fees does not apply and for approved courses in Northern Ireland. The maximum for postgraduate tuition fees is also €6,270 for approved courses in Ireland and Northern Ireland. 
Not eligible for grants

Already in third-level education

In general, you cannot get a grant for a level of qualification that you have previously undertaken even if you have not completed it. So, for example, if you already have a primary degree, you cannot get a grant to pursue another primary degree but you may get one for postgraduate study. If you started the first year of a primary degree and did not finish it, you cannot get a grant for first year of another primary degree but you may get a grant for the second and subsequent years.

Scholarships 

You are not eligible for a maintenance grant if you are already receiving a scholarship or bursary or equivalent from public funds in Ireland or another EEA country or Switzerland. However, certain scholarships, for example, scholarships from the institution you are attending and Easter Week scholarships, do not debar you from getting a maintenance grant; if the scholarship covers fees, then you may not get a fee grant. 
You do not get a fee grant if you are already getting your fees paid from some other source, for example, sponsorship or certain scholarships. 
Back to Education Allowance
You are not eligible for a maintenance grant if you are receiving the Back to Education Allowance (BTEA) or Vocational Training Opportunities Scheme (VTOS) allowance. If you were receiving one of these allowances in 2009/10 and you got a maintenance grant then, you may continue to receive both if you are progressing to honours degree level without a break in your studies. You are eligible for a fee grant.

Postgraduate students
From the start of the 2012/13 academic year, new postgraduate students will not be eligible for maintenance grants. Existing students are not affected by this. 
New postgraduate students may continue to be eligible for fee grants. Those who would be eligible for the special rate of grant will qualify for a fee grant up to the maximum fee payable (€6,270). 

The postgraduate fee contribution is €2,000. You may qualify for this if there are fewer than four dependent children in the family and the assessable income is less than €31,500 (plus €4,980 for any other family member in third-level education). The limit is €34,615 for families with between four and seven dependent children and €37,580 for larger families.
Applying for a grant

Up to now, there were 66 different grant-awarding authorities – 33 local authorities and 33 Vocational Education Committees (VECs). Students who already have grants should continue to deal with the authority that awarded the grant for renewal of the grant or for any other issues that arise in relation to it. 
A centralised application system for student grants has been established. It is now accepting applications for grants for the academic year 2012/13. Student Universal Support Ireland (SUSI) is the name of the organisation that runs the new grant application process. It is run by the City of Dublin VEC. 
You must apply online for a grant. You do not have to wait until you get an offer of a college place. The closing date for applications is 31 August 2012 but SUSI has discretion to accept applications up to a month before the end of the academic year.

Among other things, you need your Personal Public Service (PPS) Number and an email address in order to apply online. An initial assessment is then carried out based on the information supplied by you and, if you appear to qualify for a grant, you will get a preliminary approval. You will be told what documents you need to supply. You will get final approval after all supporting documentation has been submitted and you have accepted a college place.

If you qualify for a maintenance grant, it will be paid monthly (for nine months) into your bank account. The student contribution element will be paid directly to the college on your behalf.

Contact details for further information and help with the application process are: 
Tel: 076 108 7874

Email: support@susi.cdvec.ie 

Web: studentfinance.ie 
Appeals
If you are not satisfied with a decision on your application, you may appeal within 30 days to an internal appeals officer. This 30-day period may be extended by a further 30 days if there is reasonable cause to do so. The appeals officer must make a decision on the appeal within 30 days. If you are unsuccessful at this stage, you can make a further appeal to an independent Student Grants Appeals Board that was first appointed in September 2011. This appeal must be made within 30 days (with the possibility of an extension for another 30 days). The Appeals Board must make a decision within 60 days. You may make a further appeal to the High Court on a point of law.

Other sources of support for students

There are a number of other sources of support for students:
The Student Assistance Fund is operated by the access offices of third-level institutions to help students in exceptional financial need. You should apply directly to the college you are attending.
The Fund for Students with Disabilities (FSD) provides funding to both further and higher education institutions for the provision of services and supports for full-time students with disabilities. Apply to the individual college.
The Disability Access Route to Education (DARE) is a third-level admissions scheme for students with a disability. The scheme is operated by a number of higher education institutions. Admissions to the institutions are regulated by the institutions themselves. The Higher Education Access Route (HEAR) is a third-level admissions scheme for students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds. The scheme is operated by a number of higher education institutions. More information on both DARE and HEAR can be found at accesscollege.ie. 
Tax relief for fees 
If you are a taxpayer, you may be able to get some tax relief on third-level fees paid, including the student contribution. The relief can be claimed by whoever paid the fees – in most cases, by the student’s parents. The relief is at the standard rate, 20%, and there is an upper limit on the amount that can be claimed. For the tax years 2011/12 and 2012/13, the maximum amount on which relief can be claimed is €7,000 for each course. For the academic year 2011/12, the first €2,000 of each claim is disregarded where there is a full-time student involved or €1,000 where all the students involved are part-time; the amounts for the academic year 2012/13 are €2,250 and €1,125.
In effect, if you have one student for whom you are paying the student contribution, you do not get any tax relief. If you have two such students, you get tax relief in respect of one student contribution.

The tax relief applies to approved courses. A list of such courses is on the Revenue Commissioners’ website. In general, it includes a wider range of institutions and courses than applies for the student grant. Many private third-level institutions are covered by the scheme, as are publicly supported third-level institutions in EU member states. Relief can also be claimed for postgraduate studies outside the EU. Further information is available at revenue.ie.
Nursing Homes Support Scheme (NHSS)
The Nursing Homes Support Scheme (which is generally referred to as the Fair Deal) came into effect on 27 October 2009. It is now being reviewed, first with an initial public consultation and then a professional review.

The closing date for the public consultation is 16 July 2012. Submissions may be made to: 

Fair Deal Review
Room 204

Department of Health
Hawkins House
Dublin 2
Email: fairdeal@health.gov.ie
Terms of reference
The terms of reference for the review, taking account of government policy, demographic trends and the fiscal situation are:
1. To examine the on-going sustainability of the Nursing Homes Support Scheme

2. To examine the overall cost of long-term residential care in public and private nursing homes and the effectiveness of the current methods of negotiating and setting prices

3. Having regard to points 1 and 2, to consider the balance of funding between long-term residential care and community-based services

4. To consider the extension of the scheme to community-based services and to other sectors (Disability and Mental Health)

5. To make recommendations for the future operation and management of the scheme
State support under the scheme

The main element of the Nursing Homes Support Scheme is that State support is provided for anyone who needs long-stay residential care and cannot afford the full cost of that care.

Care Needs Assessment
If you are applying for State support you must have a Care Needs Assessment to show that you are in need of long-term residential care. The assessment is carried out by or on behalf of the Health Service Executive (HSE) and may involve examinations by one or more of a range of medical professionals including GPs, nurses, occupational therapists and physiotherapists. 

If the HSE decides that you do need residential care services, you may then apply for State support. State support means that you are liable to pay no more than 80% of your assessed means towards the costs of your stay. If that does not cover the costs, the State pays the rest. 
Means test

Your weekly assessed means are your combined means assessed under the following headings:

· Income

· Cash assets

· Relevant assets 

The income and assets of each member of a couple are assessed. The individual’s income is half of the joint assessed income. As well as a married couple or civil partners who are living together, a couple includes opposite-sex and same-sex co-habiting couples who have been living together for at least three years before applying for support or before the start of the provision of care services. Regulations may be made to provide for the relief of undue hardship. This may include provisions that the income and assets of the member of the couple who does not need care may not be taken into account in exceptional circumstances. No such regulations have yet been made.

Income

Income includes income from all sources including pensions, with deductions for items such as income tax. Your weekly assessed income is 80% of your total income after deductions or 40% if you are one of a couple. You must be allowed retain 20% of your income or the minimum retained income threshold, whichever is greater. The minimum retained income threshold is 20% of the maximum rate of the State Pension (Non-Contributory). A couple must be allowed keep this amount plus the maximum rate of this pension. The effect is that the person going into care must have at least 20% of the pension and the person who is not going into care must have at least the full amount of the pension available to live on. 
Cash assets

Cash assets include money in the bank, shares, stocks, bonds, securities, and other financial instruments (valued at market value on the date you apply for State support). It also includes transferred cash assets.

Relevant assets

Relevant assets mean any property in which you have an interest including property abroad and transferred assets. It includes the family home, any investment property, farms, shops and other commercial premises. The valuation is the market value on the day you apply for State support. Deductions are allowed for borrowings to buy or maintain the property.

In general, you are considered to have transferred assets if, in the previous five years, you gave away any assets (including cash assets) or sold any assets for less than 75% of their market value. 
The first €36,000 of assets in the case of a single person and €72,000 in the case of a couple are not taken into account. The rest of the cash and relevant assets that you own are then assessed at 5% of their value. 
Principal private residence

Your principal private residence is taken into account for three years of your stay in residential care. So, the maximum imputed value of your house is 15% in the case of a single person and 7.5% in the case of a member of a couple. 
Asset value of farm or business

The assessment of the asset value of a farm or business is limited to three years if it is a transferred asset or if there are specific circumstances. In effect, the three year limitation on the assessment of the asset value of your farm (or business) applies if you were an active farmer for whom farming was a significant activity before you became ill or disabled and a member of your family takes over the farm as an active farmer. 
Ancillary State support/nursing home loan

You may postpone the payments that arise as a result of the assessment of your assets. Ancillary State support is the term used in the Nursing Homes Support Scheme Act 2009 to refer to the money that the HSE pays on your behalf if you defer payments based on your relevant assets (that is, property) until a specified event occurs, such as the sale of the asset or your death or the subsequent death of your partner. Ancillary State support is also called a nursing home loan. 
You must apply separately for the nursing home loan. You may apply even if you do not qualify for State support. The loan can be based on relevant assets only; it cannot be based on cash assets. In effect, there has to be a property over which a charge can be taken.

If you receive a nursing home loan, the amount of the loan is registered as a charge against your assets. In simple terms, the effect is the same as taking out a mortgage on your house. 
When you die, or another specified event occurs, that charge is redeemable. That means that the charge must be paid off before your estate is distributed among your heirs. The charge is a debt you owe and all debts must be paid before any of your money or assets can be distributed to your heirs. Your personal representatives are obliged to give notice to the HSE of the intention to distribute the estate not less than three months before the actual distribution.

The amount of the charge at that stage is the actual amount of the loan received together with interest (this is based on the Consumer Price Index). If you decide to sell or transfer the asset on which the loan is based, then you must repay the loan amount due when the sale or transfer takes place. 
Further postponement of payment

The nursing home loan that you received is, in general, repayable on your death. If the asset on which this support was based is your principal private residence, then a further postponement of the repayment may be arranged (further postponement is not possible in the case of other assets such as farms or businesses). If the residence is the principal private residence of your spouse or partner or other connected person, then he/she may apply for a further postponement until after his/her death. This request must be made within three months of the death (the HSE may allow a later request provided it is not later than six months after the death). 
The nursing home loan then becomes repayable when:

· The spouse or partner dies or
· The house is sold or transferred or
· The connected person no longer meets the requirements 
The repayable amount is collected by the Revenue Commissioners. They have the power to do so for 12 years after the amount becomes due.

Other main features of the Nursing Homes Support Scheme 
Private and public nursing homes

State support may be provided to residents of private and public nursing homes on the same basis (people who have been resident in public nursing homes since before the introduction of the scheme are required to pay only up to 80% of the State Pension).
At the end of 2011, there were 121 public long-stay residential care units providing 8,098 residential care beds (some of these beds were temporarily closed). Of these, 6,036 were designated long-stay beds under the Nursing Homes Support Scheme. The rest provide rehabilitation, respite, and convalescent and palliative care. 
At the end of 2011, there were 404 private nursing homes, 48 voluntary nursing homes and 121 public nursing homes registered with the Health Information and Quality Authority (HIQA). Between them, they provide around 23,000 beds that are supported by the State. Private and voluntary nursing homes also provide beds that are not State-supported.

The HIQA system of inspection and registration of nursing homes started in July 2009. Five homes have been closed down by HIQA since then. A number of others have closed for various reasons including difficulties in meeting the standards set. 
Applications for the scheme

Since the start of 2012, the HSE has received an average of 900 applications a month for assistance under the scheme. At the end of March 2012, there were 2,800 applications being processed. On average, applications take between four to six weeks to process. However, applications involving ancillary State support generally take longer because of issues relating to establishing title to the property. For applications since 1 October 2011, payment starts from the date that the application is approved (or the date of admission to the nursing home if this is later).
Cap on expenditure

The scheme has a specific financial allocation each year – there is a cap on the amount that can be spent. This means that it is possible that not everyone who qualifies will actually receive support. 

The following is the budget for long-stay residential care in the past few years:

· 2009:
€909 million

· 2010:
€979 million

· 2011:
€963 million

· 2012:
€995 million

This budget covers the Nursing Homes Support Scheme (NHSS) and the costs for people who are still availing of the old arrangements in respect of public beds, people in contract beds and people getting nursing home subventions. Additional funding of €55 million was originally allocated to the NHSS for 2012. However, the Minister for Health subsequently decided to transfer €13 million of this sum for a pilot scheme of increased and targeted community care interventions in 2012. The Special Delivery Unit in the Department of Health is working with the HSE to develop and implement this pilot scheme.

The decision in relation to the transfer of funding was taken following analysis of a report into the Care Needs Assessment process that determines whether a person requires long-term residential care. The report was based on an audit of 1,200 people in long-term residential care. It found, among other things, that while in 93% of the cases long-term residential care was recommended, in 40% of the cases the individuals were not considered for interventions such as Home Care Packages. In a further 40% of the cases, it is not clear if they were considered for such packages.

The HSE’s National Service Plan 2012 estimated that an additional 1,270 people would be supported under the NHSS scheme by the end of 2012. However, the €13 million transfer occurred after that plan was published. The HSE now estimates that it will support an additional 640 people by the end of 2012. 

In May 2011, there were over 22,000 people getting State support towards long-term residential care. Of these, almost 12,800 people were in the Nursing Homes Support Scheme. 

Long stay in acute hospitals

There is a legal distinction between acute hospital services and residential care services and there are different rules for charging for each service. This means that long-stay patients in acute hospitals may be charged in the same way as nursing home residents if they do not need acute hospital services. It is not clear if this provision of the scheme is being implemented by acute hospitals.

Appointment of representatives

There is provision for the appointment of a specified person to deal with your application and related matters and of a care representative to deal with ancillary State support if you are mentally incapacitated. Further information is available at hse.ie.

