Social Policy Quarterly Report

April – June 2008
Introduction
Social policy issues are identified through contact with service users and are recorded on Social Policy Records (SPRs) for use by the Citizens Information Board (CIB) and by Citizens Information Services (CISs) to support social policy work at national and local levels.  

The Social Policy Quarterly Reports (SPQRs) are based on an analysis of these records and are published on the CIB website. The quarterly reports form the basis for submissions to government and social policy reports.  They can also serve as early warning signals for policy makers and service providers on the effectiveness of current social policies and services by highlighting issues which are of concern to users of those services.
This quarterly report, covering the period April to June 2008, is based on 368 SPRs returned by CISs and the Citizens Information Phone Service (CIPS) over the period.   Appendix one provides a number of case examples drawn from the reports.  Appendix two indicates the number of returns per CIS.

Overview of April – June 2008 Social Policy Returns

	Category
	No.

	Social Welfare:
	197

	Social Welfare (General)
	(90)

	Social Welfare (Assistance)
	(77)

	Social Welfare (Insurance)
	(30)

	Employment
	49

	Health
	29

	Housing
	21

	Consumer
	13

	Migration
	12

	Supplementary Welfare Allowance
	11

	Driving Transport
	10

	Tax
	9

	Law/Justice
	7

	Equality Related 
	3

	Family
	3

	Education
	2

	Miscellaneous
	2

	Total 
	368


Table 1: Social Policy Returns by Category April-June 2008
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Social policy records relating to Social Welfare, including general issues, means tested payments (Assistance) and benefits (Insurance) accounted for 53.5% of the total records.   Issues in relation to employment rights (13%) and health (8%) were the other major categories identified.  These are discussed in more detail below, while the Appendix contains a number of case examples in relation these and other issues drawn from the social policy returns.
Social Welfare
Delays in applications for Child Benefit, as reported by CISs, continue to cause hardship for clients.  Applications for Family Income Supplement (FIS) can also be delayed pending Child Benefit being processed.  (One of the conditions for FIS is that the person applying has a qualified child being supported by him/her).   Some clients have complained that they have stopped child benefit in their own country and have not received a benefit here.  (Child Benefit from another EU Member State is taken into account for FIS).  Delays of up to 2 years have been experienced by some non-nationals working in Ireland and there does not appear to be any way for claimants to track progress of their applications.  Centres also report that phoning the Department often leads to further frustration as phones remain unanswered.
Cases of hardship have been reported of some low income self-employed people who have little work at the moment and are struggling to survive.  FIS is not available to the self-employed, even when the household income is below the guidelines for FIS. 
There are also PAYE workers on low income who are not eligible for the Back to School Clothing & Footwear Allowance even though their household income is under the threshold for the allowance as this allowance is only paid to those who are in receipt of a social welfare payment. 
A certain anomaly exists in the case of older people who have to give up work to claim the state pension (transition) at 65; they can find themselves worse off than those who are 66 and in receipt of a state pension (contributory), as the former can only earn €38 a week in order to retain their pension while earnings from employment do not affect contributory pensions. 
With rising fuel costs, the value of the fuel allowance (€18 a week from April to September) is being eroded.  A suggestion made by some centres is that the allowance should be paid all year round which, as they point out, might more accurately reflect the Irish weather.
A particular administrative issue, which could cause someone to lose a benefit, is the requirement to re-apply for the benefit if one moves house.  The benefits concerned include the Household Benefits Package, TV Licence and Free Travel Pass.  A more straightforward change of address form should suffice to register the change rather than having to make a full application again, (provided there has not been any other change in circumstances).
Employment 
Concerns have been expressed by callers to Citizens Information Centres about infringements of the rights of workers under the Minimum Notice and Terms of Employment Acts 1973-2001.  Cases have been reported of workers, many of them migrant workers, being laid off without any notice or redundancy payment.   (It should be noted that employees who are laid off and are subsequently made redundant by their employer do not lose their notice entitlements).

For those who were self-employed and are now out of work, they are not entitled to Jobseekers Benefit (JB), although they may be eligible for Jobseekers Allowance (JA).  There are many construction workers in this situation who were not aware of their ineligibility for JB at the time they registered as self-employed.

In the case of JB, greater flexibility may be required for people who are in-between jobs to allow them undertake part-time work.  Those who have been laid off and who can apply for JB must be available for full time work on at least three days in the week.  However, some people have been laid off with a promise of work again when it becomes available.  In this situation they may be in a position to do some part-time work for one or two hours each day. In such circumstances the supplement provided by part-time work, even if combined with JB, would still leave claimants on incomes far less than what they earned while working fulltime.  However, unless the rules regarding JB are relaxed, they could not afford to undertake this extra work as they would lose their welfare benefit it they did.
Some barriers to taking up work have also been identified in the social policy returns.  For example, delays in processing claims for FIS can be a disincentive for those contemplating a return to work, particularly if the work is low paid work.  If FIS is stopped while on a FÁS training course, this too can be a disincentive for anyone thinking of pursuing further training.  Similarly, if a person’s rent allowance is affected when they return to work, this could act as a disincentive to returning to work, unless the work is well paid.

Health

The review of the medical card income guidelines is due to be completed by the autumn, while the new system of paying for long stay care, the Fair Deal on Nursing Home Care, is due to be introduced in 2009 if enacted by the Oireachtas.  In the meantime, the costs associated with medical care continue to place huge burdens on low income families who are not eligible for a medical card.  For those who have to pay nursing home charges, even those on modest incomes, are finding it difficult to meet the costs.
Housing
The issue of bin charges has once again been raised as a cause of concern for low income families, this time in relation to those in self-contained rented accommodation where the landlord pays the charges and recoups the costs from the tenants.   In such circumstances tenants cannot claim tax relief since the bills are in the landlords’ name.  Neither can low-income tenants who share bins avail of any waiver from the local authority.  However, Household Benefit Packages are paid to those who rent, so it should be possible for the local authorities to come up with a scheme for low income families who are renting to avail of some sort of waiver in respect of their bin charges.
Education

The income thresholds for the higher education grant scheme, as with most income thresholds used for means testing, do not take into account outgoing expenses.  This can result in people with little disposable income not receiving the grant and therefore not being able to further their education.  However, the medical card threshold does take in account such expenses as childcare costs and travel to work.  A fairer system in relation to grants would be to allow applicants deduct reasonable expenses in order to qualify.
Appendix One
Selected Cases – Excerpts from Social Policy Records

Social Policy Records (April – June 2008)
Social Welfare
Child Benefit

Due to the delays in both the Domestic and EU section of Child Benefit many people who have applied for FIS are experiencing difficulties receiving payment as FIS is not payable unless you are in receipt of Child Benefit.  We have had to ring Child Benefit to get them to issue letters confirming the applicant has applied for CB so FIS can be issued.  People who apply for FIS need this extra money and having to wait 6 months is not acceptable. (Co. Wicklow CIS)

Many of our clients have expressed concern as to the long delays in replies to their application for Child Benefit. In some instances, foreign nationals have to wait for 2 years for their application to be processed. Due to inflation and the cost of living many families are finding it very difficult to cope with their commitments. When we try to make communication on behalf of our clients we are unsuccessful in getting any reply to our telephone calls. (Co. Tipperary CIS)
FIS

A client came into our Centre and informed us that they were in receipt of FIS but went on to explain that when they had applied for FIS their income was €200 greater than it is now. They informed the Department of the changes in their circumstances to be informed that their payment would not be reviewed as they had only been in receipt of it for four months and it would only come up for review after twelve months when they could reapply for it. Considering FIS is a payment put in place to support families on low income and that sometimes people’s circumstances change, why could the payment not be changed to reflect the circumstances? (Co. Wicklow CIS)

FIS is only payable if you are an employee in paid employment.  We come in contact with a large number of self-employed families who are struggling to live on incomes below the amounts outlined for FIS.  (Co. Longford CIS)

Caller has eight children. Her husband is self employed. He has health problems. He earns €820 per week on week that he can work full-time but regularly has to take one day off per week for hospital visits. Therefore his income may be only €640 per week. The recommended income for their family size under SW guidelines for FIS would be €1, 170 per week. If he was an employee he could apply for FIS as he is earning considerably less than €1,170. However as he is self employed he is ineligible for FIS. The family is struggling financially. If he was eligible for FIS they would also be able to apply for the Back to School Clothing & Footwear Allowance. (West Cork CIS)

Pensions
Homemaker's Credits can make it easier, particularly for women who left the workforce to look after children, to qualify for State Pension (Contributory).  Homemaker's Credits however cannot be used for the State Pension (Transition).

This would appear to be unfair, in particular for women applying for a pension.  The majority of women applying now for the State Pension (Transition) would have taken time off to care for children.  Men are less likely to be affected.  Is this therefore also an equality issue? (Co. Donegal CIS)
A 77 years old woman came in to see us about her Carer’s Allowance.  She had been in receipt of a UK pension for 17 years and a Widows Contributory Pension of €19.40 per week since she was 58 years old – this was a pro rata pension.  She had been awarded a half rate Carer’s Allowance of €42.45 per week and she was concerned that this was rather low.  We checked the calculation and advised her that it was correct.  This is because the DSFA count the UK pension in full – it is not subject to the means disregard – though normally they do not take into account any social welfare payments.  We were able to advise her that it would be in her interests financially to claim a State Pension (non-contributory) and to apply for a backdate as she has been living well below the income limits for some time. (Co. Donegal CIS)
An elderly gentleman continued working until he reached seventy-two years, unaware that he could have claimed his contributory state pension from age sixty-six and continued to work.  He has lost out on four years pension through lack of awareness as his pension can only be backdated for two years. (Co. Longford CIS)

Client just applying for State Pension (Transition) at 65 can only earn €38 per week if they get a part time job, whereas someone applying for the State Pension (Contributory) at 66 can earn what they want provided they pay tax. So a 66 year old is better off than a 65 year old because of an anomaly in the State Pension. (Co. Galway CIS)

Fuel Allowance

Many of our clients have expressed concern at the withdrawal of the fuel allowance in April. The scheme currently operates from September to April. Many of our clients are dependent on solid fuel stoves, cookers and other fires. Given recent changes in weather patterns, i.e. wetter colder summers, a fairer system would be to continue the allowance for the full year for those who qualify. €18 per week is a small amount of money, but for people on social welfare it makes a great difference to their circumstances and helps to alleviate stress and hardship. (Co. Tipperary CIS)

The National Fuel Scheme should operate all year round (or for all seasons except summer) for people over 80 or for persons with a disability.  A number of older people have informed the service that they have heating on in their house all year round.   Many have oil central heating for convenience and, with the price of oil increasing, the 18 euro allowance per week does little to reduce their heating bills. (Co. Leitrim CIS)

Back to School

A married couple with one child where one person is working and earning less than €496.10 per week, will not get Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance unless they are also on a Social Welfare payment. This puts working parents on a low income at a disadvantage. The payment should be based on the total household income regardless of whether it is from employment or social welfare as the cost of living is the same for everyone. (N. Kildare CIS)

Rural Social Scheme (RSS)
People in receipt of certain Social Welfare payments are allowed to retain payment while on a CE scheme, e.g. Disability Allowance and get a disregard of €120.  This is not the case with the RSS as conditions are less favourable.  (Co. Leitrim CIS)

Bereavement Grant

A lady enquired about a bereavement grant. She was a pensioner and her unmarried brother had died. He was a small farmer and never paid PRSI. He was getting a state pension (non-contributory) at the time of his death and he had very little savings. His sister had to pay the funeral expenses. She too has very little money and is also on a pension. In this case there was no qualification for a bereavement grant. She could go to a CWO for assistance but it appears unfair that people who need grant assistance most do not in fact qualify on PRSI grounds. This issue should be addressed. (Co. Cavan CIS)

Change of Address
The customer is in receipt of the Household Benefits Package but is in the process of moving house.  They were asking about notifying the DSFA re. their new address.  We advised them that they have to make a completely fresh claim on moving address. This seems quite onerous on the individual who will normally be either an elderly person or someone with caring responsibilities or a disability.  We fail to see why there cannot be a form available to enable the claim to be amended instead of having to make a whole new claim. (Co. Donegal CIS)

Recently we dealt with a client who had a Free Travel Pass who was changing address.  Under the scheme, the Pass has to be returned if one changes address.   A new Pass is then issued with the new address, which can take two to three weeks.  However, our client needed to attend the hospital on a weekly basis and he used his Free Travel Pass to get there.  Obviously if he had to send in the original he would have to pay and he couldn’t afford this.  It could be as simple as issuing a cover letter or a temporary Free Pass which could be valid for a period of even just one month.  Our client has decided he will not attend the hospital when he is without the Free Travel Pass.  Surely a person's health is worth a review of such policies. (Co. Wicklow CIS)

A customer came in with a letter from An Post stating that he did not have a TV Licence and that he would face prosecution if he did not obtain one.  He stated he had received the Household Benefits Package for the past 10 years since he turned 66.   We telephoned An Post and they could see that the above was the case.  However, he had moved house earlier in the year and the TV Licence had been revoked.  In this case, the Licence had been reinstated as the gentleman had reapplied for the Scheme.  However, we feel there should be a more simple procedure to ensure that this situation does not arise.  Often people are not aware they have to reapply until something goes wrong with their account and it would be helpful if there was a procedure for change of address which stopped this stressful situation arising. (Co. Donegal CIS)

Employment
Self Employed

Caller was recently let go from his job. He was checking to see would he qualify for JB. He has worked all his life. He was self employment for all of 2005 and the first half of 2006. Therefore, he would not qualify for JB. A lot of callers are unaware of the consequences of becoming self employment in relation to their social insurance record and entitlements. Also, at present there is no option for someone in this position to qualify for the same range of payments as an employee by paying additional social insurance.  However a self employed who has a job as an employee for a few hours a week, earning €38 or more, can receive both a class A and S. Again most people are unaware of this. And it seems strange that there is not an easier way for someone to protect their entitlements. (CIPS)

A married man has just started his own business and his wife, a homemaker, has had to go into hospital, possibly long term (several months). They have four children and he will have to let his business go and look after the children or get someone in to look after them and work part time as a PAYE worker.  The only social welfare payment available to him is Supplementary Welfare and this is means tested. It seems unfair that there is no other payment available to help him in this situation. (West Cork CIS)

Employees who were encouraged to register as self employed (sole traders) when they commenced work, most commonly in the construction industry, are now in a position that if they become unemployed they cannot claim JB or are not entitled to redundancy.  They were never made aware of differences in PRSI contribution rates and the benefits that go with them.   Another problem arising is that they are not aware that they must complete a tax return.  A possible solution would be to provide better information on PRSI and tax implications when a person registers as self employed. (Co. Longford CIS)
Recently many people have called into our office having lost employment. Many of these are from the construction industry and in some cases unknown to themselves were in fact classed as self employed. This means most of them do not qualify for a social welfare payment. This is an anomaly in the system and the legislation needs to be changed to cover self employed people. (Co. Cavan CIS)
Disincentives to returning to work

Our client applied for Family Income Supplement in October 2007 and the application has still not been processed (May 2008).  I contacted a supervisor in FIS section who informed me that new claims from September 2007 were currently being dealt with.  Renewal claims were dealt with first.  This inordinate delay in processing new FIS claims is a serious disincentive to work in part-time employment, as an alternative to social welfare.  It is also a disincentive to engage in low paid work as an alternative to social welfare. (Co. Roscommon CIS)

If a person on rent allowance goes to work, the amount of rent allowance is reduced which makes it very difficult for them to manage financially.  (Clondalkin CIS)

An apprentice who normally receives a weekly FIS Payment as he in on apprentice rate of pay has to attend a Fás Training College for a number of months each year of his apprenticeship.  During this time he does not qualify for FIS, even though his employer pays PRSI in respect of the employee while attending college.  This situation can result in hardship for the family.  It is also a disincentive for apprentices to pursue a qualification.  (Co. Roscommon CIS)

Client receiving One Parent Family Payment is interested in starting up her own business so she may qualify for Back to Work Enterprise Allowance.  On this scheme she would keep her secondary benefits.  However, an increase in income may affect her Rent Supplement.  Income in excess of the first €75.00 of weekly earnings you or your spouse or partner get is assessable for Rent or Mortgage Interest Supplement. (Any amount in excess of the €75.00 disregard is assessed at 75%).  As rental costs in her area are so expensive she cannot afford to pay the rent herself and thus needs her full Rent Supplement payment.  As a consequence she has no incentive to apply for BTWEA and thus will continue on One Parent Family Payment keeping her in the unemployment trap. (Co. Wicklow CIS)

The criteria for payment of Rent Supplement precludes recipients from taking up employment, even community employment, due to loss of all or part of the payment even when the increase in income is very small.  If the income limit was increased and the rent supplement was worked on a sliding scale this might encourage more people to take up progression options in the labour market. (Co. Wicklow CIS)
Lay-offs
Client is on Jobseekers Benefit after being laid off by his employer (Building Contractor) after 7 months work. Employer indicated that he will take him back as soon as more work becomes available. In the meantime, our client has an offer of part-time work for one or two hours Monday to Friday doing part-time relief work on a farm milk scheme where he would receive €20 per morning shift of 2 hours work. Under the Social Welfare regulations he will get reduced J/S benefit for any day that he works and he will lose his entitlement for Jobseekers Benefit unless he is available for full time work on at least three days in the week. Client feels that the system should be more flexible in regard to how it assesses availability for work for Jobseekers Benefit, as in his case, the part-time work / earnings and SW benefit fall short of what he was earning before being laid off and he does not know how long this lay-off situation will continue in the current building downturn. (Co. Roscommon CIS)

A male client mid 40's presented to the centre inquiring about the procedure for the RP9 (Lay off and Short Term Procedure). His employer had laid him off 4 days prior to his visit. The employer when issuing him with the form confirmed to the client that there would be no work in the long-term. The client because he was issued with a RP9 and not the RP50 (Notice of proposed dismissal for Redundancy) was now obliged to wait the mandatory 4 weeks before returning the notification of claim for redundancy. Furthermore, the client now under the act must forfeit his statutory minimum notice and because the RP9 was used, would have a very week case if he wished to use the RP77 (Applying to an Employer for a Lump Sum) in order to preserve his minimum notice. 

An employee who claims and receives a redundancy payment in respect of layoff or short time is deemed to have voluntarily left his/her employment and therefore not entitled to notice under the Minimum Notice and Terms of Employment Acts, 1973 to 2001. The employer by issuing the RP9 saves himself the cost of the mandatory minimum notice (in this case 6 weeks). However, the employer may still avail of the 60per cent rebate (in this case save €3,600). (Dublin City Centre CIS)

We have come across an increasing number of cases recently where people are being let go from their employment without any notice, redundancy, P45 etc.  It appears that in many of these situations employers are just folding up and walking away without consideration for their employees. Many of the employees in question are from overseas. (Co. Mayo CIS)

Health

Medical Card

Clients attending a CIC outreach clinic outlined their annoyance that in instances where they have to get a doctor's verification that they are medically unfit to travel alone – for the purposes of applying for a companion travel pass – they have to pay the doctor even though they have a medical card.  (Co. Roscommon CIS)
The Medical Card Income Guidelines remain continuously low. In addition  families with one parent working and one in home caring for 2-3 children who have a low income coming in  because one wage is coming into the household may not qualify  whereas a family with two incomes coming in, but who have childcare costs and larger mortgage and longer commuting distances may qualify.  This can be inequitable and discriminate against parents who choose to be the homemaker and care for the family. (Co. Leitrim CIS)
Nursing Home costs

An 84 years old lady is in hospital because of a fall. She is in a plaster cast from her hips to her toes. Her son is her Carer.   He is suffering from a disability so is unable to offer to care for her at home presently. She remains in hospital. The hospital is requesting he take her home or find an alternative but he cannot afford a private nursing home and a subvention would not be enough to help pay for it. Her Widows Pension = €233.30 pw; Subvention = €300 max, so this is €533.30 per week but nursing home costs in Limerick are €700 - €750m per week. (Co. Limerick CIS)

Housing
Waste charges

It has come to the attention of our service, through direct enquiry on behalf of a client, Dublin City Council (DCC) are not providing Bin Waivers for individuals who are in private rented accommodation, even though my client is in receipt of a Disability Allowance from Social Welfare and solely dependant on this payment.  Why can they not be individually accessed for waste charges waivers? (Dublin 246 CIS)

A young couple attending our service today explained that they are privately renting in a multi tenanted house. They have just paid their landlord €290.00 for waste removal for the year, as have the other tenants, (there are two bins for the entire house consisting of six flats). The couple is unable to claim Tax Relief for Bin Charges because the bill is in the landlord’s name; therefore it is quite possible for the landlord to claim the tax from Revenue.  In flats such as this, the local authority does not bill the tenants individually but the owner of the house.  This state of affairs has come to our attention many times. Our clients also informed us when they contacted Dublin City Council’s Bin Charges section complaining about the exorbitant amount they where required to pay their landlord for waste removal, the authority agreed the cost seemed to be too much considering the other tenants where also contributing.  The authority also told this couple it was not their concern; it was up to them to make their own arrangements to pay for waste removal via the landlord. They could possibly take this issue before the PRTB but as the local authority and indirectly Revenue are involved, could they not resolve this unfair practice? (Dublin 246 CIS)

Education

Higher Education Grant

The higher education grant scheme currently in operation seems unfair to some families that are slightly above the income threshold. Some families have mortgages, travel costs to work, childcare, etc. Families are struggling to keep up with the high cost of living and are finding it difficult to cover their children's college expenses. A fairer system, similar to that used by the HSE means test for a medical card, could be used where certain outgoings are taken into account to lower the threshold, thus allowing families who are struggling to avail of the educational grant.  (Co. Tipperary CIS)

Tax

DIRT
A permanently incapacitated person is exempt from DIRT once their income is under a specified amount. You would be entitled to a refund of any DIRT deducted if your total income (this is essentially your gross income from all sources, e.g. invalidity pension, deposit interest, dividend income) for the year 2008 is below the following amounts.  
Under 65


65 years

Single or Widowed



€5,210


€20,000

Married Couple (Combined Income)
€10,420


€40,000

These specified amounts are so low for the under 65s that it is impossible to be eligible as these limits take into account social welfare. (CIPS)

Appendix Two
Social Policy Records by CIS, April – June 2008
	CIS
	No. Submitted

	Ballyfermot CIS
	12

	Blanchardstown CIS
	3

	Citizens Information Phone Service (CIPS)
	13

	City Centre ( Dublin ) CIS
	8

	Clondalkin CIS
	6

	Co Carlow CIS
	30

	Co. Cavan CIS
	8

	Co Donegal CIS
	42

	Co Galway CIS
	41

	Co Kerry CIS
	1

	Co Kilkenny CIS
	14

	Co Laois CIS
	4

	Co Leitrim CIS
	18

	Co Limerick CIS
	14

	Co Longford CIS
	13

	Co Louth CIS
	3

	Co Mayo CIS
	19

	Co Offaly CIS
	1

	Co Roscommon CIS
	42

	Co Sligo CIS
	5

	Co Tipperary CIS
	13

	Co Westmeath CIS
	5

	Co Wicklow CIS
	31

	Cork City Centre & South County CIS
	1

	Dublin 2-4-6 Incl. Hume House
	5

	Dublin North West CIS
	2

	North and East County Cork CIS 
	1

	North Kildare CIS
	3

	South Kildare CIS
	2

	West Cork CIS
	8

	Total
	368



































































































































































































































1 While every effort is made to check the accuracy of the cases submitted by the Citizens Information Services and the Citizens Information Phone Service, these excerpts identifying social policy issues from the service users’ perspective are largely unedited.
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