Quarterly Social Policy Report

January – March 2007
Introduction

This quarterly report is based an analysis of the 316 social policy records submitted mainly by Citizens Information Services and The Citizens Information Phone Service (CIPS) covering the period January to March 2007. 

The social policy records identify issues arising from the operation of services, particularly state services, where these services fail to meet people’s needs.  This feedback, generated by CISs, identifies issues that Citizens Information Board (CIB) then passes on by various mechanisms to policy makers and service providers.  As part of this the CIB makes recommendations with a view to improving the services and experiences of users.   This is achieved through the publication of social policy and research reports, making submissions and direct work with relevant government departments and agencies.  

Information providers are ideally placed to capture the first-hand experiences of welfare and related systems.  The records sent to CIB form a valuable source of evidence to direct and support this important policy work.  This report details the breakdown of social policy records for the quarter and describes some of the more prominent issues arising.  The appendices indicate where the records came from, broken down by CIS and provides case examples for the analysis that comes before.  
Overview of 1st Quarter Policy Returns 
Table 1 : Social Policy Returns by Category Jan-Mar 2007 
	Problem Category
	No.
	%

	
	
	

	Employment
	89
	28%

	SW (General)
	65
	21%

	SW (Insurance)
	37
	12%

	SW (Assistance)
	27
	9%

	Health
	26
	8%

	Housing
	21
	7%

	Migration
	13
	4%

	Tax
	7
	2%

	Supplementary Welfare
	6
	2%

	Consumer
	6
	2%

	Education
	6
	2%

	Family
	6
	2%

	Equality Related
	3
	1%

	Driving/Transport
	2
	1%

	Law / Justice
	2
	1%

	
	
	

	Total
	316
	102%*


* Total comes to more than 100% due to rounding
This quarters’ social policy records show a similar pattern to previous returns.  The largest single category is employment, at 28%.  However social welfare categories, when combined, comprise a total of 42% of all social policy records.   Health (8%), housing (7%) and migration (4%) are the three next most significant areas in terms of numbers of returns.   Table One and Figure One give a full breakdown of the social policy returns for the first quarter of 2007 by category.
Figure 1: Social Policy Records Received by Category, Jan – Mar., 2007
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The detail of some of the more prominent issues arising under these category headings are discussed below under the headings of:

· Availability of Services / Supports

· Denial of Rights 

· Administrative / Communication Problems in Accessing Services

· Information Deficits

AVAILABILITY  OF  SERVICES  / SUPPORTS
EU / EEA workers and the habitual residence condition

Social policy returns continue to show that where EU / EEA workers become ill or disabled they face difficulties in claiming Supplementary Welfare Allowance (SWA).  This is despite the former Minister for Social and Family Affairs announcement in January 2006 that ‘any EU / EEA worker who suffers loss of income because he has lost employment through no fault of his own, or become unable to work through illness, is entitled to claim SWA.  In certain cases Community Welfare Officers continue to apply the habitual residence condition to this group.
Refuse Collection – Lack of Waiver System

The hardship caused to people on low incomes by having to meet waste charges arises again in many social policy reports from around the country.  The absence of waiver systems for services delivered by private companies causes particular problems to people living in rural areas.  Alternatives such as using local landfill and recycling bring centres raise issue of transport, and some recycling facilities levy a charge.  As was highlighted in the Social Policy Quarterly Report for July-Sept 2006, tax relief alleviates some of the costs but only for those who pay income tax.  It is not of use to those whose sole income is a social welfare payment for instance.    
Smartpass Scheme Travel Scheme (Northern Ireland)
While free travel pass holders over the age of 66 are now entitled to Smartpass travel cards extending the right to free travel to Northern Ireland.  Others who are entitled to free travel, i.e. people with a disability and carers, are not so entitled.  In effect this has created a two-tiered system of free travel. 
Support for carers and cared for

The home-based care grant and home help services are available to carers / those cared for at home.  However the number of hours assigned in most cases is low given the care needs of the people involved.  The provision of care is largely predicated on the assumption of freely available family / informal care.  Supports from family carers are not adequate to provide long-term quality care. 

Income Threshold for Medical Card

Increases in social welfare payments have not been matched by increases in income thresholds for means-tested medical cards.   This results in a situation where people whose sole income is social welfare payment(s) can be ineligible for a medical card.   In February 2007 it was announced that the Department of Health and Children in conjunction with the HSE were reviewing Medical Card Income Guidelines taking account of factors such as changes to income levels generally, the nature of typical household outgoings and changes to various social welfare schemes.  The Citizens Information Board is preparing a submission on this issue for consideration by the Department.

Transitional (Pre-Retirement) Pensions 
There are inconsistencies in rules around working and pensions, in that people aged 64 may work, but may have to retire at age 65.  They must wait until aged 66 to claim a state pension and can work.  In the meantime they can claim a transitional pension; during this year they are not permitted to work.  

Equality Tribunal Delays
The long delays for mediation and hearings at the Equality Tribunal act as a disincentive to people taking cases.  Delays of up to two years have been reported for hearings and up to nine months for mediation.  These delays effectively put people off pursuing cases against employers / service providers under equality legislation thereby interfering with people’s ability to get resolution for serious breaches of their rights. 

DENIAL OF RIGHTS 
Employment Rights continue to figure highly in the social policy returns received from CISs as the following examples demonstrate:
P45s, holiday pay

On leaving employment many people find that their employers withhold or delay for long periods issuing their P45s and / or holiday pay.  This causes financial hardship and also can create difficulties for people commencing new employment or making social welfare applications. 
No Terms and Conditions, P60s, payslips, 
While in employment many people are denied a written terms and conditions of employment, do not receive payslips, or P60s.  This leads to a great deal of uncertainty in relation to what is expected of employees and to whether or not their PRSI contributions have been paid.  
Denied minimum wage
Many employees are not paid the minimum wage.  Social policy records indicate that this is a particular problem for migrant workers and young people, with employers exploiting those who they feel will not know their rights or will be too vulnerable to seek to have them enforced.  
Payment Public Holidays – Part-time workers

Social policy records frequently report that part-time workers are not paid the 

allowances to which they are entitled.  In many instances employees are not aware of their rights, e.g. payment for public holidays.
Pregnancy / Maternity – dismissal, demotion, reduction in hours

Another common issue arising is that of breaches of employment rights of pregnant women. Problems most frequently reported are dismissal, redundancy, demotion and reduction in working hours.  Many clients do not know the protection offered to them under equality and employment legislation. 
ADMINISTRATIVE / COMMUNICATION PROBLEMS 
Delays in Processing Applications

People making applications from some Departments / Sections face particularly long delays.  Long delays in Child Benefit applications continue to be reported.  Also significant delays in the DSFA in relation to Family Income Supplement (FIS) payments and in the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform immigration sections and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment in relation to work permit matters. 
Telephone Services – Long delays

Excessive delays on holding services for public services, in particular the Department of Social and Family Affairs, are reported by clients and by information providers seeking to make contact on their behalf.  The lengthy waiting times cause particular distress to those who must seek time from employers during the working day to make phonecalls and those making calls from mobile phones incurring very high call charges. 
Re-application for household benefits
Where a spouse dies or recipient moves home people are required to re-apply for the household benefits package.  This process takes some time which causes financial hardship.  Also the process of re-application is particularly difficult when someone is recently bereaved.  It has been suggested that the a streamlined system for the transfer of payments between entitled persons following a death and between premises in the case of a person moving house would improve matters.
CE Schemes – Certification of Illness

Clients who participate in FAS Community Employment Schemes report that, in the case of illness, they are required to produce a medical certificate from the first day of illness.  This is contrary to the practice in most workplaces, where a sick cert. is required from the 3rd day onwards.  These clients point out that this imposes excessive costs on people who have minor illnesses and can also delay their recovery as they must spend part of the first day of illness attending a doctor’s surgery. 
Proof of ID

The requirements by both public and private service providers for forms of identification that are not available to all people causes unnecessary stress and can result in people being excluded from services they required.  Examples that arose in the first quarter of 2007 included the requirement for a passport or driver’s licence when applying for the Smartpass travelcard, with CISs reporting that many older people have neither.   The need for a utility bill when opening a bank account as proof of address presented difficulties for other clients, this policy presents particular difficulties for people new to Ireland and those who have recently returned.   It has been suggested that a letter from a landlord should suffice to meet banks’ anti-money laundering requirements. 
Jobseekers’ Benefit – excessive information required on spouse despite entitlement
When applying for Jobseekers’ Benefit, applicants are asked to supply a great degree to detail on their spouse or partner if they have one.  Clients point out that this is excessively intrusive as they have a right to this benefit based on their own PRSI records. 

INFORMATION   DEFICITS 
Awareness of benefits

CICs continue to report that clients are not fully aware of the benefits to which they are entitled.  Some schemes, in particular, appear to be less well known than others, for example, FIS, Household Benefits, Living Alone Allowance.  A particular issue is that people on one payment are not directed to other related schemes.  One example of this would be blind persons’ pension.  Claimants are not directed to the Blind Welfare Allowance.  Claiming one payment should trigger information provision on other related benefits that a claimant may be eligible for.  Related to this is the non-notification of age related benefits to potential recipients.  
Information on Home Care Support Packages 
CICs report that both family members of a cared for person and carers are ill informed of the nature of the employer / employee relationship that is formed under this scheme.  As employers, family members are responsible for tax related matters.  Enhanced information is needed for families and carers regarding the formal nature and responsibilities of the employer / employee relationship entered into under this scheme.

Appendix One

	Social Policy Record Returned to CIB, Jan - March 2007

	
	
	

	CIS / CIC 
	
	No. of SPRs Received

	
	
	

	Co Carlow
	
	56

	Co Meath 
	
	33

	Co Longford
	
	31

	Co Galway
	
	26

	Co Donegal
	
	16

	Co Louth
	
	16

	Cork City Centre and South County 
	
	13

	Co Leitrim
	
	14

	Co Mayo
	
	13

	Co Clare
	
	12

	West Cork
	
	10

	Co Tipperary
	
	10

	Co Westmeath
	
	8

	Co Monaghan
	
	7

	Northside
	
	8

	Co Wexford
	
	6

	Ballyfermot
	
	4

	Co Laois
	
	4

	North Kildare
	
	4

	CIB (Hume House)
	
	3

	Citizens' Information Phone Service
	
	3

	City Centre (Dublin)
	
	3

	Co Offaly
	
	3

	Co Wicklow
	
	3

	Cork City North
	
	3

	North & East Cork County
	
	2

	Blanchardstown
	
	2

	Crumlin CIS
	
	1

	Dublin 8 and Bluebell
	
	1

	Kilkenny
	
	1

	
	
	316


Appendix Two

Sample Cases – Excerpts from Social Policy Records received 

Availability of Services / Supports

Northside CIS (Northside CIC)
I had a carer in with me recently, she has been looking after her husband for last 30 years.  She is now 70 years old and is finding it difficult to look after him.  It is very difficult for somebody caring for her husband the constant worry, if something should happen to her. I suggested she apply for the home base care grant and home help from the H.S.E. The most this lady can expect is 1-2 hours a day from this service.  There are many carers in this situation
Meath CIS (Navan CIC)

Client on Contributory State Pension.  Has no private pension nor any investments, i.e. does not pay any tax. She pays full price for private refuse collection but cannot get any tax refund as she does not pay tax currently. Neither is there any subsidy through local government. Meath County Council do not have a public waste collection service, and there is a charge for using the recycling centre locally. This puts quite a strain on pensioners on low incomes who have worked all their lives, paid tax etc. but cannot get any relief or exemptions for these charges. Perhaps in counties where there is no public collection the government could bring in some sort of exemption for pensioners whose only income is a social welfare payment.  Also provision of free composting bins etc. to this group would not only save on waste charges but help protect the environment. (Department. of Environment to assist in this project)
Galway CIS (Galway CIS)
Client in receipt of Invalidity Benefit and his wife in receipt of Job Seekers Assistance, they have no capital or no further income (this was also confirmed to me by Community Care).  Client was in a car accident and is seriously incapacitated with his condition likely to last a life time (according to his GP she says) and needs ongoing hospital treatment.  However, his CWO assessed his as being €17 over the income threshold for a medical card.

The income threshold for the medical card is such that 2 persons in receipt 
only of a social welfare payment is above this threshold.

Wexford CIS (Gorey CIC)

Man on pre-retirement pension, was offered work as a car park attendant once he 
informed social welfare, they told him he can only earn €38 for this year, but 
once he turned 66 years in 6 months he could earn what he liked - he found 
treatment in the transition year very unfair

Co. Monaghan CIS (Monaghan CIC)
A man, whose wife is in receipt of Invalidity Pension, investigated getting a SmartPass for her as she already had Free Travel. He discovered that it is available only to people over 66.Comment:    It is not available as a companion Pass either.  The rationale which prompted the issuing of a Free Travel Pass to those in receipt of Invalidity Pension is surely still valid for the SmartPass.  Similarly, if an old or disabled person needs a companion or Personal Assistant in order to travel, there is little point in giving him/her a SmartPass while not giving one to the companion/assistant..

Denial of Rights
Longford CIC (Longford CIS)

Client who was employed for eight months informed her employer that she was pregnant.   Employer informed client that she would be dismissed and she should vacate the premises immediately. Employer did not give client any notice.    Client was unsure of her rights and contacted CIC for relevant advice.

Cork City Centre & Cork South CIS (Cork CIC)

Client is working full time, 11 weeks pregnant.  Her employer tells her that he is making her part-time as there is insufficient work for her.  In the meantime employer hires another employee (less qualified) and advertises for another.  There will be full-time workers in the same job as client.  This is the second case of a similar nature in a week.  As soon as employer becomes aware of a pregnancy she reduces the employees hours under the excuse of 'poor business' and then recruits employee at a lower rate of pay.  

Carlow CIS (Carlow CIC)

20 Polish workers employed locally are working 65 - 75 hours per week and being treated differently to their Irish counterparts. They receive no overtime and have different start/finish times. Referred to SIPTU.  They have an interpreter as most of them have very little English.
Administrative / Communication Problems in Accessing Services
Co. Westmeath CIS (Athlone CIC)

Gentleman called to the centre saying he had difficulty getting information on his application for the contributory state pension.  He applied in September 2006.  It was explained that it can take some time but the centre offered to contact the department and see if the application was being processed.  It took 40 minutes to get through initially and a further 20 minutes wait to be redirected to the appropriate section.  The centre was then told that the application was with Decisions.  No further information was available. The departmental person was apologetic and suggested that the centre write in for information.
A person telephoning from home would find it difficult to remain on the line this long and then get no information at the end of it.  People should be able to access information on their application and should not be left waiting for an hour.

1 These excerpts are taken from cases submitted by Citizens Information Services to indicate social policy issues and concerns and are largely unedited.  








PAGE  
1

