Social Policy Quarterly Report

Oct – Dec 2007  
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 October to December 2007, is based on 472 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 Oct – Dec 2007 Social Policy Returns

	Category
	No

	Social Welfare:
	213

	Social Welfare (General)
	(91)

	Social Welfare (Assistance)
	(81)

	Social Welfare (Insurance)
	(41)

	Employment
	100

	Health
	49

	Housing
	25

	Driving Transport
	17

	Consumer
	13

	Tax
	12

	Migration
	11

	Education
	8

	Miscellaneous
	8

	Law/Justice
	5

	Supplementary Welfare Allowance
	4

	Family
	4

	Equality Related
	3

	Total
	472


Table 1: Social Policy Returns by Category Oct-Dec 2007
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Social policy records relating to Social Welfare, including general issues, means tested payments (Assistance) and benefits (Insurance) accounted for 45% of the total records.   Many of the problems highlighted relate to entitlements and eligibility for schemes or various anomalies that arose between different schemes. Issues in relation to employment (21%) and health (10%) were the other major categories identified.  These are discussed in more detail below, while the Appendix contains a number of case examples drawn from the records.
Entitlements & Eligibility
It was evident from the returns from centres that some people lost out on benefits they were entitled to because they were unaware of what was available to them. Centres reported clients in their 70s who only became aware of their entitlement to the Household Benefits Package after contacting the Department of Social & Family Affairs or a CIC with an unrelated query.  Some of these clients were eligible for benefits since they were 66, others were returning immigrants who had entitlements in Ireland but did not realise that they were eligible.
Other cases reported by centres included lack of awareness about the Companion Free Travel Pass, Revenue supports for disabled drivers and signing on for PRSI credited contributions while receiving Disability Allowance.

There were a number of cases reported where people failed to qualify for certain benefits.  From the clients’ perspective it seemed that there were anomalies in the system and that they were being treated unfairly.  Some examples cited include: (i) Family Income Supplement is not available to anyone taking part in a Community Employment Scheme but is available to those taking part in Jobs Initiative, (ii) Illness Benefit is generally included in the means test, which can affect the receipt of certain other payments such as Rent Supplement, whereas other disability payments such as Disability Allowance do not affect Rent Supplement, (iii) The Carer’s Allowance is not a qualifying payment for the Fuel Allowance, (iv)  There is a difference between what one received on the Carer’s Allowance depending on one’s age; those under  66 receive a lesser payment that those over 66.
Employment Rights
Problems experienced by workers in relation to their entitlements to holiday pay, to receive pay slips or have PRSI contributions made on their behalf, and the failure of employers to register their employment (whether they be construction workers or childminders) are regularly reported by centres.  The fact that such issues continue to come to the attention of CICs could be an indication that more and more people are becoming aware of their rights and are determined to seek redress.  It could also be an indication that employers are not taking sufficient notice of the law and that there is a lack of enforcement.   
Health & Community Care
Issues concerning care in the community have been highlighted on a number of occasions by CICs.  Cases reported include instances where patients were discharged from mental institutions to live independently in the community and did not receive any medical backup service.  When in-patient care may no longer be required or appropriate, the need for care to extend into the community after discharge and tailored to individual needs is still required.
Appendix One
Selected Cases – Excerpts from Social Policy Records

Social Policy Records (Oct – Dec 2007)
Information Issues

Household Benefits Package

Client on Disability Allowance didn’t know why he lost his Household Benefit Package after his wife died even though he was on a qualifying payment.  We have come across this issue often where people who are getting a qualifying payment don’t know they have to reapply after the death of a spouse. (Co. Donegal CIS)

A man came into the office. He was 71 years old and had just been in hospital.  A friend had mentioned after he came out of hospital that he could get free electricity. This man did not know that he was entitled to the Household Benefits Package and had been for five years. (Co. Louth CIS)

Client is aged 68 yrs. He returned to live in Ireland after ceasing work in the UK. His wife died a few years ago and since then he has been living alone. He has a pension from the UK and a reduced State Pension (Contributory) from Ireland based on his employment record in Ireland. Client's income is below the ceiling for entitlement to the Fuel Allowance but he was unaware of his eligibility or how to apply until he called in to the CIC. Client was also unaware of entitlements applicable to the Household Benefits Package. (Co. Roscommon CIS)

State Pension

A 68 year old gentleman who had returned to Ireland four years ago was referred to the service by a friend.  This gentleman was in receipt of a reduced UK pension from the age of 65 and despite residing in Ireland for four years was not aware that he may be entitled to a reduced State Pension (Non Contributory).  Neither was he aware that he had an entitlement to the Household Benefits Package, Free Travel, Fuel Allowance and Medical Card. (Co. Leitrim CIS)

Companion Pass

Client is aged 76.   She has a Free Travel Pass but has not used it to any great extent mainly because she thought she was only covered to travel alone.    She was unaware that a Companion Travel Pass facility existed.   (Co. Roscommon CIS)

Disability supports

In a number of cases, people with disabilities or their carers are not aware of the Revenue benefits in respect of motor vehicles for disabled drivers/passengers.  We propose that SW information booklets on carer payments should include information or signposts to alert the carer or person with a disability to these and other support schemes. (Co. Roscommon CIS)
PRSI Credits

A young woman with a long-term illness had her Disability Allowance discontinued because her husband’s wages exceeded the income limits for the means test.  However, she was not informed that she should send in doctor certificates to retain her credits and only discovered this two years later when she came to the CIC to enquire if there were any other entitlements she could claim.  Unfortunately, her social insurance record could not be backdated. (Co. Longford CIS) 

Delays in processing claims
FIS
A client requested that the centre contact The Department of Social & Family Affairs in relation to his application for Family Income Supplement (FIS).  On doing so, the centre was informed that on 27th September, applications received in June were being processed.  This appears to be somewhat unreasonable as in this case the applicant was depending on qualifying for FIS to be eligible for The Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance, for which the closing date was 30th September. (Co. Leitrim CIS)

Child Benefit

There are significant delays in processing Child Benefit applications.  Also 20-30 minutes on hold to the Child Benefit EU section at the Department is normal.  Like many people these days, the client only has a mobile phone and the cost of making such calls is prohibitive. (Cork North and East County CIS)
Disability Allowance

Client applied for Disability Allowance in July 07, has undergone medical but three months later still had no decision on his claim. Tried to contact Disability Allowance office to discuss claim by telephone but could not get a response. (Co. Mayo CIS)
Eligibility Issues

Back to Education Allowance

Lone Parent returned to school to sit the Leaving Cert.  She is in receipt of One Parent Family Payment but not in receipt long enough to qualify for Back to Education Allowance.  If you qualify for Back to Education Allowance you are entitled to retain your secondary benefits.  This student is now told that she is no longer entitled to her Rent Supplement because she is in full time education. (Co. Donegal CIS)
Maintenance Grant
To be entitled to the Third Level Special Rate of Maintenance Grant (Top-up Grant) your income in the relevant tax year must not exceed €18,055 (2007/2008 rate) and you must be receiving certain Social Welfare payments, e.g. Disability Allowance or Invalidity Pension.  Illness Benefit is not an eligible payment because it is not seen as a long term payment.  A woman making an application for her son realised he wouldn't get the top-up grant due to the fact that she was receiving Illness Benefit.  In her case, she has been in receipt of Illness Benefit for 9 years (you can receive Illness Benefit long term if you have 260 contributions and are unfit for work) and she was also under the income limit. (Co. Donegal CIS)

Fuel Allowance

The Social Welfare Fuel Allowance is usually awarded with long-term social welfare/HSE payments and is always subject to a means-test on household income.  However, Carer’s Allowance is not regarded as a 'qualifying payment', even though it may be in payment for many years. There are many households whose only income is Carer’s Allowance.  They are not allowed to apply for the Fuel Allowance, even though their income is under the threshold. (Co. Donegal CIS)
Client was making an enquiry about whether she would be entitled to a Fuel Allowance.  She is in receipt of a State Pension and her husband is in receipt of Illness Benefit. As her husband is in receipt of Illness Benefit she is not entitled to a Fuel Allowance because Illness Benefit is classed as a short-term benefit.  However, for other schemes if your partner (i.e. qualified adult) is not on your claim because they are claiming a social welfare payment in their own right, you still count as technically "living alone". (Co. Donegal CIS)

Christmas Bonus

A person in receipt of Illness Benefit is not entitled to the Christmas bonus because Illness Benefit is not regarded as a long-term social welfare payment.  Many people find themselves on Illness Benefit for more than a year and consider that it is unfair to be excluded from the bonus payment on the basis that they are already struggling with their ill-health situation as well as being on a reduced income compared to what they would be getting if they were working. (Co. Roscommon CIS)

Bereavement Grant

The father of a deceased daughter who was 47 years old and resided in a long-stay institution enquired if he was entitled to apply for the Bereavement Grant as he had paid PRSI all his life.  However, the conditions of a qualified child are that the child must be under 18, or under 22 and in full time education.  No recognition is given to the fact that this child had a disability and was dependent all her life on her parents.  (City Centre CIS Dublin)  
N.B. The extension of the Bereavement Grant to the families of deceased Disability Allowance recipients was introduced in the Budget in 2007.
Respite Care Grant

A lady contacted the service having been refused the Respite Care Grant.  She was caring for her elderly mother 4 days a week and her sister was caring for her the other 3 days.  She was refused as "not providing full time care and attention".  In total this lady would have provided around the clock care during the four days as her mother suffers from Alzheimer’s disease.  When we heard of her situation we thought that Care Sharing might be an option for this family, however the Social Welfare legislation states that "A carer providing full time care on a part time basis is required under legislation to provide care for a complete week i.e. Monday to Sunday.”  Care Sharing was introduced to encourage participation in the workforce; however this means that it is restricted to alternate weeks, so does not really benefit part-time employees. (Co. Leitrim CIS)

Differences in entitlements
Rents
A client contacted me regarding a recent rent increase by the local authority from €32 to €37. Her only income is a Carer’s Allowance payment of €222.00.   Someone with similar means on Rent Supplement pays €13, a difference of €24.   It appears that the Local Authority use one system (Differential Rent Scheme) and the HSE use another system (Rent Supplement) resulting in tenants who have similar incomes paying different rents. (Co. Mayo CIS)

FIS 
We have had several clients who stressed that they feel it is unfair that you cannot get Family Income Supplement if you are taking part in a Community Employment Scheme but you can if you are taking part in Job Initiative or the Social Economy Programme. (Co. Donegal CIS)
Carer’s Allowance

The client is aged in his 30s and cares for his father.  He successfully applied for Carer’s Allowance and was awarded the maximum €200 per week [N.B. pre budget 2008].  However, the top rate for a carer over 66 is €218.  It seems unfair that people under 66 get €18 less, especially as those over 66 can claim a social welfare payment and a half-rate Carer’s Allowance based on the higher maximum. (Co. Roscommon CIS)
Free Travel

A woman phoned in relation to receiving the Free Travel on Carer's Allowance.  She is in receipt of Carer's Allowance for her son (under 16).  She was under the impression that this covered her and her son.  I informed her that this was not the case, that it only covered her and that her son could apply for it at 16.  She felt that this was a bit unfair.  Even though she was happy to have it for herself, she felt it would be more beneficial if it covered her and her son. (CIPS)
Employment

Wages

Client has just completed his apprenticeship with his employer (four years). He was on appropriate rates applicable to his trade for these four years. He works on construction sites.  However, he is due an increase in his hourly rate (in accordance with Construction Industry rates) but his employer is unwilling to pay him any more per hour than he is currently on. (Co. Meath CIS)
Part-time

Client has worked with present employer for the last 8 months. To date he has not received any of his Annual Leave or Public Holiday entitlements. His employer told him he was "not entitled" to these as he is a part time worker. (Co. Meath CIS)
Childminder
Client is qualified in child care. She works as a childminder for a local couple. She was recently asked to accompany the family on holidays abroad for 1 week to help with the two young children. She agreed to do this but monies were not discussed. During her time abroad one child was quite ill and the parents left her in charge for over 24 hours (without any break). She had to monitor the child's fever, etc. Also, they did not pay her normal hourly rate; they paid a much lesser amount and refused to pay for additional hours worked. They have not registered her for tax and insurance either. (Co. Meath CIS)
Redundancy

My client was let go from his job.  He was given no notice and his employer refused to pay him payment in lieu of notice.  This happens quite a lot, particularly to younger people and foreign nationals who don't have great English. (Co. Meath CIS)
Health

Mental Health

Patient was discharged from a mental institution to live independently. This patient was on his own with no medical back up service.  Patient took medication for a period of time but due to lack of supervision he omitted to continue taking his medication.  Because of lack of medication, patient ran into difficulty with his accommodation and became violent and as a result made himself homeless.  Patient sought assistance from the CIC and we successfully advocated with the appropriate bodies regarding accommodation and medical back up service.  (Co. Longford CIS)

Addiction support

Client with addiction problems moved to Cork to enter Fellowship Home (provides residential supportive environment for addicted men). Advice was that addict should move out of area with primary addictive influences.  He registered for housing with Cork City Council. A HSE grant is normally payable towards rehabilitative costs.  This was refused by HSE Cork as he was not resident in Cork immediately prior to his entry to Fellowship Home. The CWO in his previous area also refused based on presumption he should attend an organisation in that area. No such suitable organisation exists there. Appeals to both areas failed. HSE was set up to prevent the "Localisation "of national services but nothing appears to have changed. This man now faces homelessness and a return to the addictive influences. (Cork City Centre & South County CIS)

Appendix Two
Social Policy Records by CIS, Oct – Dec 2007

	CIS
	Number of Records

	Blanchardstown CIS
	2

	Citizens Information Phone Service (CIPS)
	11

	City Centre CIS Dublin
	6

	Co Carlow CIS
	43

	Co Cavan CIS
	6

	Co Clare CIS 
	20

	Co Donegal CIS
	50

	Co Galway CIS
	17

	Co Kerry CIS
	3

	Co Kildare CIS
	4

	CO Kilkenny CIS
	18

	Co Laois CIS
	4

	Co Leitrim CIS
	17

	Co Limerick CIS
	3

	Co Longford CIS
	13

	Co Louth CIS
	5

	Co Mayo CIS
	14

	Co Meath CIS 
	81

	Co Monaghan CIS
	1

	Co Offaly CIS
	6

	Co Roscommon CIS
	58

	Co Sligo CIS
	5

	Co Tipperary CIS
	4

	Co Waterford CIS
	16

	Co Westmeath CIS
	13

	Co Wexford CIS
	12

	Co Wicklow CIS
	12

	Cork City Centre & South County CIS
	11

	North Dublin West CIS
	3

	Dublin 8 & Bluebell CIS
	4

	Northside CIS
	1

	West Cork CIS
	5

	Dun Laoghaire CIS
	1

	North and East County Cork CIS 
	3

	 
	

	Total
	472



































































































































































































































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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