Social Policy Quarterly Report

January – March 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 can serve as early warning signals for policy makers and service providers on the effectiveness of current social policy and services by highlighting issues which are of concern to users of those services.

This quarterly report, covering January to March 2008, is based on 387 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 Jan – Mar 2008 Social Policy Returns

	Category
	No.

	Social Welfare:
	164

	Social Welfare (General)
	(70)

	Social Welfare (Assistance)
	(62)

	Social Welfare (Insurance)
	(32)

	Employment
	53

	Health
	44

	Housing
	42

	Consumer
	22

	Law/Justice
	16

	Tax
	12

	Migration
	10

	Family
	6

	Education
	6

	Driving Transport
	5

	Supplementary Welfare Allowance
	5

	Miscellaneous
	2

	Total
	387


Table 1: Social Policy Returns by Category Jan-Mar 2008
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Social welfare issues (General, Assistance and Insurance) accounted for 42% of the SPRs.   Issues in relation to employment (14%), health (11%) and housing (11%) were the other major categories identified.
Information Deficits
A lack of awareness by clients concerning their eligibility for various schemes is something information officers deal with on a daily basis.  The schemes mentioned in the SPRs this quarter include: Injury Benefit, Domiciliary Care Allowance, FIS, Household Benefits Package, Fuel Allowance, Living Alone Allowance, Respite Care Grant and the Long Term Illness Scheme.  There was a lack of awareness too of the One Parent Family tax credits.  There was also a lack of awareness concerning eligibility for the medical card on health grounds.  In all these cases information officers were able to give the relevant information and application forms to clients.  However, it is those who do not access CICs who may lose out on a benefit they are entitled to.  
Sometimes it may be necessary to actually apply for a benefit in order to know whether one is eligible.  The eligibility criteria for the Medical Card are complex and the criteria for eligibility do not rest solely on a person’s income.  Discretionary medical cards may be issued to people whose incomes are above the guideline amounts if they have particularly high medical expenses or if there is other evidence of hardship (the criteria have been under review for some time now).  Those who are struggling with medical expenses should be encouraged to apply.

Centres report in relation to health services that clients find it difficult to know what services are available locally.  More signposting is required to direct people to the services that are available.  People also need to be made aware of their rights to appeal decisions and, if they are unhappy with a service, they need to know where to go to complain.
Gaps in Services
An issue that is frequently brought to the attention of information officers is the lack of waste charge waivers for pensioners or other welfare recipients on low incomes in areas where bin collections are operated by private companies.  There are different rates too in different areas, while in some rural areas there may be no collection at all.  The current system lacks standardisation and the inequity that exist between those who are serviced by private operators and those serviced directly by local authority operators need to be addressed.  A possible solution for those on welfare payments could be an extra payment along with the Household Benefits Package.

Certain other gaps have been noted regarding the operation of various schemes.  For example, the companion pass, which enables someone accompany a person who has an entitlement to free travel, does not cover the return journey of the companion if the free travel pass holder has been kept in hospital.

The lack of accommodation for those who are homeless is another issue that has come to light.  Not all local authorities have emergency accommodation.  For ex-prisoners or for those discharged from mental institutions, some form of transition housing may be required.  Even where accommodation is available, associated health services may also be required.
Employment

Employment issues again feature prominently in the returns, including the failure of employers to issue P45s or pay holiday entitlements to workers.  Seeking redress can be particularly problematic and workers may have to wait several months before a case is heard or the employer complies with a judgement.
Immigration

Because of the length of time it takes to establish citizenship when one arrives in the country seeking asylum or to have one’s refugee status recognised, the children of immigrants who turn 18 while in Ireland can find their own status called into question as periods in education may not be reckonable in determining years for long-term residency. 
Appendix One

Selected Cases – Excerpts from Social Policy Records

Social Policy Records (Jan – Mar 2008)

Lack of Information
Widow’s Contributory Pension

A woman’s husband died in 2003. She has been working in Ireland for the last 20 years but she only discovered that she would be entitled to the Widow’s Contributory Pension because she called into the Outreach Service to enquire about Jobseekers Benefit as her employer was putting her on a 3 day week.  For the last 4 years this woman could have been receiving the Widow’s Contributory Pension.  Because this woman was in employment she was not aware of any support she may be entitled to from Social Welfare.  Some members of the public think you can only receive a social welfare payment if you are unemployed, sick or retired. (Co. Louth CIS)

Health services

A client requested a list of Psychologists both private & public from the HSE Midland Region.  Contact was made with the local health centre which referred the CIC to the Tullamore Office.  After a protracted period of time contact was made with the office in Tullamore requesting this information. They referred the CIC onto the HSE office in Portlaoise.  Having made contact with the office in Portlaoise, the request was transferred to the Office in Longford where eventually the information was obtained.  There appears to be a lack of communication within the HSE as to where their services can be obtained for the general public.  Needless to say this can be time consuming and indeed frustrating for both client and staff. (Co. Westmeath CIS)

Gaps in Services/Benefits
Refuse Charges
Bin Tags have been increased from €10 to €11.50. Pensioners and people on limited income have no comeback as they may not be paying taxes.  People in this category should get some type of supplement. There is an Electricity and Telephone Allowance and maybe there should be some kind of allowance for people who use bin tags. (Co Wicklow CIS)

Client had heard an item on the radio which indicated that people on social welfare incomes only could get relief on their refuse charges.  However in parts of Co. Louth there is no relief on these charges whatever the person’s circumstances.  If the situation is different in other parts of the country then there is a clear case of inconsistencies in entitlements across the country. (Co. Louth CIS)
People on low incomes and on benefits find it difficult to meet the costs of Bin Charges.  Also in rural areas, private bin collections are not door to door therefore people may have to bring their bins 1-2 miles to a collecting point.  This service is totally inadequate particularly for the older person and those without a suitable method of transport. (Co. Leitrim CIS)
Education

A parent made an enquiry in relation to Child Benefit and if the payment continues while their child is in full time education.  This is not the case as the payment ends once the child reaches 19 regardless as to whether or not they continue in education.  The financial burden on parents is very expensive during these years.  However, the Child Dependant Increase is payable for a child up to the age of 22 if the child is in full time education.  (Co. Waterford CIS)

OPFP & Income Disregard

A young mother enquired about the weekly earnings disregard for the One Parent Family Payment.  This disregard has remained at €146.50 for a number of years and should now be increased in line with increases in earnings and the minimum wage. (Co. Waterford CIS)

Rent Allowance

A client living in rented accommodation became ill. She claimed Illness Benefit and also applied for Rent Allowance. She was going to be out of work for 4 months. The Community Welfare Officer advised her that as the rent on her accommodation was higher than the local limit it could only be paid for 4 weeks. She would then have to look for other accommodation at a lower rent. As the client was ill and lived alone she would not be able to do so.  This caused terrible stress to the client who was afraid of being evicted from her home. (North Kildare CIS)
Housing

Homeless people, transients and released prisoner face particularly challenges. There is a shortage of emergency accommodation for such groups, or properly resourced half-way houses which would enable ex-prisoners, in particularly, to access supports. This particularly applies to people with mental health and addition issues. (Roscommon CIS)
Anomalies & Inconsistencies
Companion Pass

A person on a disability payment with an entitlement to a companion free travel pass. The companion may be seriously disadvantaged when the pass holder has to travel to hospital for a stay. The companion is not entitled to free travel on the return journey without the pass holder. We would suggest that a simple stamp on the back of the companion’s ticket at the time of purchase entitles the companion to a return trip home. (Co. Tipperary CIS)

Third Level Grants

A lone parent with 2 children enquired about Third Level grants.  She was amazed to discover that, although she was aged 23, she would be means-tested on her parental income.  She is living with her parents and is therefore classified by the Dept. of Education as a Dependent Mature Student.  Yet, she is not financially supported by her parents and both she and her children are looked upon by DSFA, HSE and Revenue as an independent family unit.  (Co. Donegal CIS)
Jobseeker’s Allowance

A single man who was self employed lost his business.  When he applied for Jobseeker’s Allowance he was refused as he was assessed on last year’s income.  This income was long gone paying his mortgage and living expenses.  It is unreasonable to expect a person to live on the previous year’s income.  Means tests in this case should only consider current savings and assets.  (North Kildare CIS)

Housing Aid for Older People Scheme
An elderly couple dependent upon Non-Contributory State Pension has been turned down by the Local Authority for a grant toward the cost of replacement windows.  They are in receipt of full-time care from a relative who must live with them and whose only income is Carer's Allowance.  This is the technicality that is denying them the grant, i.e. to be within the qualifying conditions one cannot be living with anybody under age 60. (Donegal CIS)

Employment
P45

A client who was made redundant has requested a P45 from his employer on a number of occasions.  The employer will not take his phone calls.   The client contacted the Revenue Commissioners and they have written out to the employer regarding this matter. They gave the employer 2 weeks to reply.  After 2 weeks the employer has not replied to the Revenue Commissioners and the Revenue Commissioners gave the employer another 2 weeks. Employers should be fined for not issuing a P45 to their employees within 2 weeks of leaving employment. If a financial penalty was imposed on employers who refuse to issue P45s to employees there would be fewer employees in this situation. (Co. Louth CIS)

Holiday Pay

Woman called into CIC. She has worked for her employer for 6 months. Her employer let her go and refused to pay her holiday pay when she left.  This lady has made an application to the Rights Commissioner for annual leave. She will have to wait at least 6 months to get a hearing.  The Organisation of Working Time Act 1997 states that employees are entitled to be paid for annual leave based on hours worked.  This lady’s case is like so many our office deal with on a weekly basis where employers refuse to pay employees their correct annual leave/public holiday entitlement. (Co. Louth CIS)
Compassionate Leave

A man in his 30s phoned the centre to enquire what compassionate leave he was entitled to following the death of his brother.  His manager had informed him that he had no entitlement to compassionate leave from his company.  Compassionate leave is dependant on a person’s employment contract or is at the discretion of a company.  Force majeure leave does not include provision for compassionate leave following the death of a close family member.  The impact of losing a close family member should be recognised as significant and the proper statutory laws should reflect this and make it possible to apply to all. (Co. Waterford CIS)

Immigration
Citizenship

The client is a Romanian student aged 21.  She will finish her third-level education at age 23.  Her father has long-term residency status in Ireland.  Her parents and all other members of her immediate family live in Ireland.  She has excellent English but is still having severe difficulties in accessing information about her status in the country when she finishes her third-level education.  The CIC has attempted on a number of occasions to access this information from the relevant section of the Department of Justice without success, i.e. telephones not answered. (Roscommon CIS)

The client is a Brazilian national aged 21.  His father and mother are both legally living in Ireland and have been for a number of years.  The client cannot stay in Ireland because he is aged over 18, does not have a work permit, and is not engaged in full-time education.  If he must return to Brazil, he will be the only member of his immediate family living there as his siblings are all under 18 and living in Ireland.  His father says that the family has made Ireland their home and if the son must go to Brazil he will have no means of financial or emotional support. (Roscommon CIS)
Appendix Two

Social Policy Records by CIS, Jan – Mar 2008
	CIS
	Number of Records

	Ballyfermot CIS
	6

	Citizens Information Phone Service (CIPS)
	22

	City Centre ( Dublin ) CIS
	2

	Clondalkin CIS
	2

	Co Carlow CIS
	42

	Co Cavan CIS
	7

	Co Donegal CIS
	38

	Co Kilkenny CIS
	19

	Co Laois CIS
	20

	Co Leitrim CIS
	21

	Co Longford CIS
	6

	Co Louth CIS
	13

	Co Mayo CIS
	13

	Co Offaly CIS
	2

	Co Roscommon CIS
	87

	Co Tipperary CIS
	4

	Co Waterford CIS
	6

	Co Westmeath CIS
	27

	Co Wexford CIS
	16

	Co Wicklow CIS
	12

	Cork City Centre & South County CIS
	10

	Dublin North West CIS
	3

	Dundrum CIC
	2

	North Kildare CIS
	3

	Northside CIS
	1

	West Cork CIS
	3

	Total
	387
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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 are largely unedited.
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