Social Policy Quarterly Report

Oct – Dec 2008

Introduction
The Social Policy Quarterly Reports (SPQRs) are based on feedback from Citizens Information Services (CISs) throughout the county and from the Citizens Information Phone Service (CIPS).  They record issues of concern to service users that have social policy implications. By drawing attention to customer service issues, trends and emerging issues, as well as anomalies and gaps in service provision they can serve as early warning signals for policy makers and service providers on the effectiveness of current social policies and services. The quarterly reports are also used by the Citizens Information Board (CIB) in writing social policy reports and making submissions to government.
This quarterly report is based on 567 returns by CISs and CIPS to CIB between October and December 2008 (up from 419 returns in the previous quarter) and relate to queries from the public that were identified as having social policy implications.

Social Policy Returns by Category (Oct – Dec 2008)
	Category
	No.

	Social Welfare (SW)
	270

	Employment
	90

	Health
	49

	Housing & Environment
	42

	Consumer Affairs
	23

	Education & Training
	21

	Justice
	17

	Family
	14

	Miscellaneous
	13

	Money &Tax
	11

	Moving Country
	11

	Travel & Recreation
	6

	Total 
	567


48% of queries that had social policy implications were categorised as Social Welfare, 16% as Employment rights, 9% as Health and 7% as Housing.
N.B. Because of the introduction of a new data collection system to record feedback from centres, the categories above have been changed slightly from previous quarterly reports to reflect the categories on the Citizens Information website.  Supplementary Welfare Allowance issues (24 between Oct-Dec) are now grouped together with SW.
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Budget feedback
A number of concerns were raised by clients following the Budget in October about the withdrawal of the medical card from people over 70 and changes to the Disability Allowance for those aged 16 and 17.  Part of the difficulty surrounding the proposed changes was the impact they would have had on family budgets if the changes had been implemented as originally announced on Budget day given the expectation people had for the future in relation to their incomes.    
Concerns were also raised in relation to reducing the period of payment of Jobseeker’s Benefit (JB) from 15 to 12 months for new claimants, increasing the number of PRSI contributions required to claim JB from 52 to 104 and increasing the earnings limit in the Relevant Tax Year for graduated rates of payment of JB from €150 to €300 per week – all of which affect those recently made redundant.  The reduction in the grant provision for Back to Education could also adversely affect educational opportunities for the unemployed.  
Changes to the conditions governing Illness Benefit will also affect new claimants. The period of payment of Illness Benefit (IB) has now been set at a maximum of 2 years for new claimants from 1st January, whereas previously no maximum applied.  This change will necessitate a change in the provision that existed for those who were on IB for 3 years or more to avail of the Back to Work Enterprise Allowance and retain a percentage of their social welfare payment for 4 years.
Employment
Despite the fact that the self-employed are not entitled to Jobseeker’s Benefit, a case that was referred for investigation to the SCOPE section of the DSFA found that a client, who was registered as self-employed, was in fact in a contract for service with his employer.  Therefore he was deemed to be an employee and entitled to JB.  This could have implications for other ‘self-employed’ people accessing benefits if they can establish they were employees. (Further information on “Are You an Employee?” is available on the Citizens Information website, www.citizensinformation.ie)
For those made redundant, centres report employees losing out on their right to redundancy payment or minimum notice through the failure of employers to observe their statutory responsibilities.  Those on employment permits who lose their job have the added disadvantage that their work permit ties them to a particular employer and if made redundant they may be liable to pay for a work permit again to enter a new employment, even if their old permit had just been paid for.  It has also come to light through Citizens Information Services that some employers are letting their workers go or reducing their hours only to replace them with cheaper labour.
In terms of applicants for JA/JB, some people have been refused because they could not produce evidence of looking for work – a requirement jobseekers need to be more aware of.
There are still a number of disincentives facing people making the transition back to work.  Concerns have been expressed particularly in relation to those getting disability payments who are often dissuaded from undertaking full time work because of the loss of secondary benefits.  

Customer service
Some of the recurring customer service issues reported each quarter relate to delays accessing services.  A recent review of the public service, Transforming Public Services: Citizen Centred - Performance Focused, requires public services to put in place strategies over the next three years to be more responsive to customer needs and to make better use of information technologies to facilitate communications.  All public service organisations are to publish a customer charter setting out the standards of service that the public can expect and to engage with customers in evaluating the services they provide.   
As a more immediate response to the delays experience by applicants recently made redundant (reported in the previous Social Policy Quarterly Report), extra staff have been assigned by the Department of Social and Family Affairs to deal with the growing backlog in unemployment claims.  There are however reports of delays in other parts of the system, particularly Child Benefit, causing financial hardship for clients.  There are increasing numbers of applicants for Rent Supplement also facing delays.  Long delays in dealing with disputes between tenants and landlords referred to the Private Residential Tenancies Board (PRTB) have also been reported by Citizens Information Services.
Accessibility issues for people with disabilities are evident too.  The problems include physical access to offices or a lack of facilities for those who have hearing difficulties contacting customer services.  In other cases access to services may be restricted due to the lack of provision for translations in foreign languages or the failure to use plain English in public documents.

Rent Support
In the area of rent support there are certain anomalies between the payments made by clients on similar incomes to local authorities under the Differential Rent scheme, or to voluntary housing associations, compared to what is paid to private landlords under the Rent Supplement scheme.  Those on Rent Supplement pay a minimum of €13 (€18 from 1st Jan 09), while the minimum paid by those on Differential Rent could be a lot more as each local authority operates its own rent scheme.  The new Housing Miscellaneous Provisions Bill 2008 allows each local authority to set out its own rent scheme and there does not appear to be anything in the Bill to compel local authorities to apply similar rents for social welfare recipients on similar incomes.
Rents in the Voluntary Housing Associations are structured similarly to the local authorities Differential Rent system.  The maximum amounts of Rent Supplement paid to tenants in voluntary housing developments funded through the Capital Assistance Scheme (CAS) is €55 euro for a single person or €60 for couples, which means that tenants could pay more than they would in private accommodation under the Rent Supplement scheme as Housing Associations rely on their rental income to manage and maintain the homes and facilities they provide.
It appears too that some local authorities take the full amount of the half rate Carer's Allowance into account when assessing rents whereas the calculation of Rent Supplement by the HSE does not include the half rate Carer's Allowance. The HSE does take into account the full amount of the half rate Illness Benefit when calculating Rent Supplement if the recipient has another social welfare payment.  However, if the extra income comes from employment, the first €75 is disregarded and only 75% of the remainder is taken into account. 
Some customers have suggested that the government could save money if schemes allowed greater flexibility.  It was suggested that where two friends (single parents) who each claim Rent Supplement were to live together with their children and share bills, the state could save by paying just one Rent Supplement, even if the shared accommodation exceeded the maximum rent levels for an area.  
Other Payments

A number of complaints were made by clients in relation to the Christmas Bonus being denied those on short term payments, like Jobseeker’s Benefit or Illness Benefit, while those in receipt of other welfare payments, like Jobseeker’s Allowance or Invalidity Pension, received the double payment even though there may be little difference between the two groups in terms of the length of time on any of these payments or their actual income.
Those who are eligible for the increase for a qualified adult on a State Pension Contributory wonder why an Over 80s Allowance is not paid in respect of the qualified person, if he/she is over 80.  The denial of the Mobility Allowance to those over the age of 66 is seen as discriminatory.  Also, it seems unfair that a Carer can receive a Travel Pass while the person being cared for, on a Domiciliary Care Allowance, cannot.
It was suggested that if even half the subvention paid by the HSE to keep someone in residential care could be paid to keep the person at home, both the person and the state could benefit.  Another suggestion (already available under Care Sharing, though in limited circumstances) would be to pay a half rate Carer’s Allowance to two people who could share the caring responsibility for someone and thereby maintain the cared-for person in his/her own home without having recourse to residential care.
Appendix One
Selected Cases – Excerpts from Social Policy Records

Social Policy Records (Oct – Dec 2008)

Social Welfare
Child Benefit

We have a lot of clients who are experiencing great difficulty in contacting the Child Benefit section of DSFA.   When they try to phone the Donegal office to try to access the EU section they are waiting on the phone for up to one hour or they simply give up. (Co. Westmeath CIS)

In relation to Child Benefit claims the situation has not improved as there is a total lack of information about claims. The client in question applied in March 2007. Her children at this time were living outside of Ireland. Her children came to Ireland in June 2007.  She has not received any Child Benefit even after sending in an application to the domestic section which also seems to be totally backlogged at this time. She has not had any correspondence from the department in relation to her claim. (Co. Leitrim CIS)

Living Alone Increase
We had numerous phone calls regarding the Living Alone Allowance since Budget 2009 was announced.  People seemed to have had an expectation that there would be an increase in the weekly amount of this payment as it has not been increased for years.  CIC Thurles had suggested in its pre-budget submission that this payment be increased to a maximum of €50.  Many people receiving this payment are widows and widowers who when their spouse dies have a considerable drop in their incomes.  €7.70 at the moment does not compensate in any way for this.  We suggest also that widows/widowers under 66 years living alone should qualify for the Living Alone Allowance. (Co. Tipperary CIS)

Back to Education

The Government reduction of 500 places on the Back to Education Initiative comes at a very bad time with the number of people losing jobs.  Applications for jobseekers payments have risen dramatically and are likely to continue rising in the coming year.  There needs to be an increase in the number of the places on such schemes to assist the large number of people on jobseeker payments to retrain and find new employment. (Co. Waterford CIS)
Jobseeker’s Benefit

A woman enquired about JB payment at Local SW Office and was told that she was not eligible because she didn’t work in Ireland in 2006. She was not advised that she may be eligible under EU Rules if she had Social Insurance from her own country.  She had worked full time in 2006 in her home country. (Co. Monaghan CIS)

DA to JA

Woman on Disability Allowance for years was declared fit for work, changed to Jobseekers Allowance, but as she is only on that for 11 months, she does not qualify for the Christmas bonus which is only paid to those on JA long-term, i.e. 15 months or more. (Kilkenny CIC)
Fuel Allowance

A Fuel Allowance recipient contacted CIPS to say that his oil company insisted upon payment in full for the oil it had delivered to him. He pointed out that, in such circumstances, the Fuel Allowance of €18 per week is "useless" as the oil company will not accept payment on an instalments basis. If the option was there to get the Fuel Allowance in one lump sum rather than only in a weekly payment, it may be more appropriate for some recipients, as highlighted in this case. (CIPS)

N.B. From January 2009, the fuel allowance is €20.
Illness Benefit
A person, early 40's, had a stroke 5 years ago and has been on Illness Benefit since.  For the past 4 years she has worked part time under an exemption from rule 5, which allows those on Illness Benefit who have written approval from the Department of Social and Family Affairs to undertake part time rehabilitative work up to a maximum of 20 hours a week and keep their Illness Benefit. The Chief Medical Officer has said that the rehabilitative element of her work has now been exhausted and she must give up her job and hand her P45 into the Social Welfare Office.  The CMO has taken no account of the therapeutic value of the work that she is doing and ignored the mental, psychological and physical benefits that the client gains from doing a part-time job. (Co. Wicklow CIS)

N.B. From January 2009, Illness Benefit will be payable for a maximum of 2 years for those who have 260 or more PRSI contributions. This change will not affect people getting Illness Benefit before this date.

Invalidity Pension

A 50 year old man receiving Illness Benefit applied for Invalidity Pension following a stroke and was refused the payment as he was told he was capable of work.  He has applied for jobs but could not pass the companies’ medicals and so has not been taken on.  The man’s speech is badly affected by the stroke and he has many other health conditions, including angina. This is an unfair situation as social welfare is stating he is capable of work but employers believe he is not.   The Doctor assessing him for invalidity did not take this into consideration and he was refused on medical grounds. (Co. Waterford CIS)

State Pension Transition
I received a call from a woman aged 65 who was in receipt of the widow's contributory pension (48 contributions) and was just about to change to the state pension contributory as her 66th birthday was approaching.  Had the lady changed to the transition pension during her 65 year she would have received a payment of €223.30 for the year as opposed to the payment of €203.30 on the widow's contributory pension which meant that the lady received €1,040 less while on the widow's contributory pension. (CIPS)
Widowed Person’s Bereavement Grant
Client called regarding the widowed parent grant. She had lived with her partner for 12 years and have 4 children together. She wanted to apply for the widowed parent grant. However as she was not legally her partners' spouse she would not qualify for the grant. This appears to be unfair as over the past 12 years she was not entitled to claim social welfare as she was assessed as a family unit as they all lived together. Now she does not qualify for the grant as it appears that she was not in this family unit.  (CIPS)

Household Benefits Package

A woman received letter from HBP section re application. The letter was written in a very complicated fashion, i.e. using terms like "Household Composition" Letters from Government Departments should be written in plain English. (Co. Monaghan CIS)

Supplementary Welfare Allowance

Rent Supplement

Client very annoyed over increase in Rent Supplement.  He will have to pay €18 now instead of €13.  He got an increase of €6 in the budget which means he will be left with an increase of €1 as a result.  (Kilkenny CIC)

A client who commenced CE had her Rent Supplement suspended immediately, thus causing her financial hardship. There should be a process which allows clients a period of adjustment while they are being reassessed. There was also a lack of information from the CWO and the client was told the reassessment would take four weeks. (Co. Offaly CIS)

If a person has a second social welfare payment, the full amount of that payment is taken into account when they are applying for Rent Supplement e.g. I had a lady on the One Parent Family Payment getting €221.80 who was also receiving a half rate Illness Benefit of €100.  The full amount of the half rate Illness Benefit was taken into account whereas if that income was coming from work, the first €75 would be disregarded and 75% of the remainder would be taken into account.  This lady is getting a half rate PRSI based payment based on the fact that she has recently worked but because the income is not coming from employment at the current time, she is being penalised.  (CIPS)

EU Citizens

It has come to our notice that some CWOs are not paying Supplementary Welfare to EU citizens when they lose their jobs. The law governing Habitual Residence and entitlement to Supplementary Welfare was clarified in November, 2005. The law stated that EU citizens can claim Supplementary Welfare in the event of loosing their jobs and the two year Habitual Residence rule does not apply. The person must have applied for a Social Welfare Jobseeker’s payment before they apply for Supplementary Welfare. (Thurles CIS)
School Book Scheme
The universal school book scheme was abolished – remaining only for designated disadvantaged schools. Legislation excludes payment for school books for exceptional needs payments – as this was always covered by the school book scheme. To prevent hardship for families on low incomes, action needs to be taken to allow some flexibility to apply for Exceptional Needs Payments for those in need. (CIPS)

Health
Medical Card

Any person coming from England, living on a pension and not working in Ireland is automatically entitled to a medical card.  Now Irish pensioners over 70, since the budget, are not automatically entitled to the same. (Cork Centre City & South County CIS)

A single man in his early twenties from Dublin contacted CIPS in relation to a Medical card. He was unable to find a doctor willing to take him as a patient as they were fully booked and were not in a position to take additional patients.  He contacted the HSE and was informed that if he forwarded written refusals from three doctors they would appoint a doctor for him. He contacted several doctors and requested letters but they all refused to issue letters as he was not a customer.  (CIPS)

Community Care

Male now in his late forties has been living in nursing homes for the past 8 years. He has a mild intellectual disability and is in part-time paid employment in a business in the community. He is in good physical health and does not need any medical care. He was placed in nursing homes because of the lack of support to live in the community. (Co. Wicklow CIS)
Employment

Benefit trap
Query related to a woman seeking to increase her hours of work. Her husband is in receipt of Jobseeker’s Allowance, they have 1 child. If she increased her work to full-time hours, her husband would lose JA, the family would lose FIS and their Medical cards. She wants to work longer to improve the family income, yet her family would lose out. (Co. Sligo CIS)
Client on JA wants to do training course to up-skill.  Can't stay on JA and do daytime course as she is then not "available for work".  Cannot go on BTE as she has not been on JA for a year.  If she comes off JA and does daytime course what is she supposed to live on? This situation does not encourage people to retrain/up-skill. (Kilkenny CIC)

Training

There are significant delays for people with disabilities who are referred by FÁS to training courses in the National Learning Network, or in FÁS' own training centre. One person has been waiting over 5 months for a trial in the National Learning Network and has been informed that there may be another 5 month waiting period thereafter. Another person lodged an application for a FÁS course 2 months prior to the start date and was informed that their application was in too late and they would have to wait until the course started again, which would mean a waiting period of at least 6 months. Often people with disabilities rely on the likes of these courses to up-skill. (Cork Centre City & South County CIS)

Redundancy

Employer refuses to pay Redundancy. Employee then has to take case to Employment Appeals Tribunal. Many employees are unable to take a case and could not afford to pay for legal representation.  Therefore they lose out on Redundancy Payment. Should be able to send RP50 form to Social fund and have them investigate cases. (Co. Offaly CIS)
A gentleman called the service to say that he had been on lay-off for a period of 6 weeks. He wanted to know if he could now get a redundancy. I explained that he could seek a redundancy payment from his employer. At this stage he asked if he would still be entitled to his notice period. (As an employee who had been with the company 10 years he was entitled to 8 weeks notice) However, by being laid off and then seeking a redundancy he would be effectively waiving his right to notice. The situation of people laid-off being unsure about what they should do is becoming increasingly more common in the current economic climate. (CIPS)
Self employed
Client called regarding his entitlement to social welfare. On investigation it appeared that when he arrived in Ireland he found it difficult to find work due to the language barrier. He, along with a number of colleagues, were convinced by an employer to register as self-employed. He was not aware that this had any repercussions for him in the future. He continued working for this company for 4 years. According to Revenue and the DFSA he was registered as a self-employed person. However on further inspection it appeared that my client could potentially be considered an employee as he never provided equipment to carry out the work, he had no control over the work or the hours of work. I referred him to the Scope section of the DFSA who began to investigate whether he was working under a contract of service as opposed to a contract for service. All parties concerned filled out the required forms and Scope has determined that my client was indeed an employee and is now in the process of applying for his rights as an employee through both the DFSA and the Rights Commissioner. (CIPS)
Farming

Due to the recession, there has been marked increase locally in applications for Farm Assist. A number of our clients were full-time workers off-farm, but have lost their jobs and are now returning to full-time farming. Some clients who had formerly leased their land to other farmers are now working the land themselves and have applied to reinstate their herd numbers. Reinstating a herd number takes about four weeks but, anecdotally, it appears that there are long delays in applications for Farm Assist. (Co. Roscommon CIS)
Justice
Work permit

Client from Bangladesh has been working in Ireland for the past 4 years. He had just renewed his 2 year work permit at a cost of €1000 when his employer had to lay him off due to a downturn in the business. Client was offered alternative full time employment with another employer. When he rang work permits section, he was told that his present 2 year work permit could not be transferred over to a new employer and that he would need to reapply for new work permit and pay a further €1000 fee for a 2 year work permit or €500 for a 6 month work permit. Client was very distressed and felt it was unreasonable that he should have to pay the full amount simply because he was made redundant and was forced to change employers due to unemployment. (Co. Donegal CIS)

Child Benefit

15 year old in Detention centre. Not eligible for Child Benefit while in detention. It was never explained to mother. Now she owes the Department of Social & Family Affairs €780, and can't afford to pay them. (Co. Waterford CIS)

Housing

PRTB

We have two different clients who are awaiting dispute resolution findings from the PRTB (Landlord/Tenant Dispute).  One is waiting 1 year the other 1 year, 3 months.  When we directed clients to use this service we presumed that housing disputes could be resolved within a specific time period, although on reading their literature there is no time specified.  The length of time for disputes to be resolved will deter people from using the service. (Co. Tipperary CIS)
Local Authority Tenants

I contacted housing on behalf of a client who is on Jobseeker’s Benefit. His household income is €377.10 as he is married with 2 children and his wife does not work. Housing calculated that his rent would be €55 per week. This makes his family €42 per week worse off than if they were in private rented accommodation. In turn it means they are €42/week below the basic supplementary allowance. In 2009 they will be €37/week below the basic SWA and even more if their rent goes up. (Co. Donegal CIS)

Respond Tenant

I had a call from a lady who lives in Respond housing.  She has an income of Invalidity Pension €203.30 and a Living Alone Increase of €7.70. This is her sole income. She pays €34.80 in rent which means she is left with only €176.20.  This conflicts with the Dept of Health's rent policy which states that a single person such as the lady above should not be left with less than €185.80 (supp welfare rate less €13) after paying their rent. Respond's method of calculation is as follows:
Weekly Income

Less €102

Multiply by 0.2

Add €13

I am aware that Respond are not obliged to follow the HSE but it certainly should be encouraged as currently people in Respond Housing are being left worse off than people in rented accommodation. (CIPS)
Travel
Travel Pass

A client aged 46 with a disability contacted our centre. They wished to apply for a Free Travel Pass and thought that they would be eligible to apply as they were in receipt of a Primary Health Certificate.  On going through the qualifying conditions it turned out that they would not qualify as they have been self employed for the past 13 years - hence not being eligible to apply for other payments which would automatically qualify them for a pass.  Their income from self employment is currently €280 per week.   It is only a small business but it is important to them as they can work in their own time and keep their independence.  As stated by our client, due to the nature of their disability it would be impossible for them to enter into main stream employment as the symptoms which accompany their disability can be so unpredictable.  Our Client pointed out that they have a friend who is claiming Carer's Allowance due to the fact they are caring for them and that they had received a Free Travel Pass. Surely it should be added to the qualifying conditions that if you are in receipt of a Primary Health Certificate that you automatically be eligible to apply for a pass.  It’s a little ironic that the person caring for a person with a disability can get a Travel Pass yet the person being cared for cannot. (Co. Wicklow CIN)

Mobility Allowance

A client e-mailed the service to enquire as to whether her father could avail of any financial assistance from the HSE in relation to transport costs. She explained that he was a person with a disability and was 81 years of age. He did not get the opportunity to leave the house very often because public transport was not an option given his mobility difficulties. In general, I would inform the client of the Mobility Allowance which provides financial support to eligible people who are unable to walk or use public transport and who would benefit from a change of surroundings (the Allowance can finance the occasional taxi journey, for example). This gentleman, however, would not qualify for the Allowance by virtue of his age. An individual must be under 66 to qualify for the Allowance. This does not seem to account for the fact that the incidence of mobility difficulties may increase with age and that significant sectors of the population who may be in need of such an Allowance are debarred from receiving it. (CIPS)
Consumer Affairs
Fire service

An elderly lady came into the office in a distressed state because she had just received a bill from the local Fire Station for €1000.  The lady had phoned for the fire brigade when she saw her neighbour’s chimney on fire and was unaware that she would be liable for the call out charge.  The lady was on state pension and this was her only income. I advised her to make an application to her community welfare officer for an exceptional needs payment to cover the bill and she was successful with this.  However, I feel this is very unfair as she was doing a good turn for her neighbour and as a consequence she was penalised for same.  (Co. Donegal CIS)
































































































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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