Citizens Information Board

Pre-Budget 2011 Submission
1. Introduction

This Submission is based on feedback from Citizens Information Services (CISs)
, the Citizens Information Phone Service (CIPS), the Money Advice and Budgeting Service (MABS)
 and CIB-funded voluntary and community disability advocacy projects
 around the country. Queries from the public to CISs and CIPS cover a wide range of areas of living, including social welfare entitlements, disability-related matters, housing, education and health. MABS provides assistance to people who are over-indebted and need help and advice in coping with debt problems.
In the first half of 2010, Citizens Information Services handled over half a million queries from members of the public, an increase of 8% over the same period in 2009. Many of the queries from the public related to the economic downturn, particularly in relation to social welfare entitlements. 46% of information queries nationally concerned social welfare and income support matters. Issues related to job loss feature consistently. Many of these queries point to difficulties and challenges faced by newly welfare dependent and low-income (usually work-poor) households. MABS has also experienced an increased demand for its services. In the first 9 months of 2010, 19,800 new clients were seen by MABS staff across the country. The MABS helpline received 21,800 calls in the same period.

In line with its statutory function to provide feedback on the experiences of social services users, the CIB has a mechanism in place (Social Policy Records) whereby information providers report on issues that are of concern to their clients. Social Policy Records identify situations where a CIS or CIPS user was unable to get a service or support related to their need.  
2. Context of Submission

The experience of CISs, CIPS and MABS clearly reflects the current economic environment with an increasing number of clients who require additional support from the State. Meeting the needs of the growing number of people out of work presents significant challenges in terms of both income support and ensuring that people who have become unemployed retain and/or acquire the relevant skills and motivation to overcome obstacles to employment. The primary focus of the Budget should be on creating and maintaining employment and promoting the acquisition of further skills by unemployed and underemployed people while maintaining the income levels of people dependent on social welfare.   The welfare support needs of individual citizens need to be met in the short-term while simultaneously developing strong proactive job creation programmes. 
2.1 Falling Household Income
The evidence from CISs and CIPS suggests, as might be expected, that there is almost certainly an increase in poverty risks due to falling household income, higher levels of over-indebtedness and reductions in public services. CISs  identify some groups who are particularly affected under current welfare provisions, including self- employed people who have problems qualifying for social welfare assistance when they have no or reduced work, atypical workers who have problems satisfying the eligibility criteria for schemes, and migrant families who are awaiting decision on their eligibility and cannot access the welfare system.

Even prior to reductions in welfare payments, many low income households were experiencing difficulty in affording minimum household budgets and meeting basic living costs.
 Some households are affected by additional costs associated with the carbon tax
, increased domestic waste charges and, for many living in rural areas, water charges. Reductions to benefits and supports introduced during recent years -- Child Benefit, Rent Supplement, the loss of the Christmas Bonus, and the increase in the monthly Drug Payment Scheme, together with the reduction in social welfare rates have had a cumulative effect and a major impact on the level of income in poorer households generally. Households are increasingly experiencing difficulty in paying utility bills and/or meeting the costs of schooling. 

2.2. Problems of Over-indebtedness
During the past two years, CISs, MABS and FLAC
 have experienced a substantial increase in the number of queries relating to over-indebtedness. The relationship between income poverty and debt problems has been widely acknowledged. As a consequence of the current economic crisis, people heretofore on relatively high incomes are now experiencing significant reduction in disposable income. The problems of indebtedness have thus become more complex, longer-term and harder to resolve than heretofore. This complexity is illustrated by the fact that, while those on lower incomes owe lower than average amounts of debt, predominantly to utility companies and other priority creditors, those on higher incomes owe significantly higher amounts to banks and other mainstream financial institutions
.  People who have to borrow to survive and those trying to repay loan instalments on low income both face significant challenges in avoiding over-indebtedness.  

The Government is looking at measures to deal with aspects of over-indebtedness, namely mortgage arrears and personal debt (e.g., moratorium on repossession proceedings). Recent figures published by the Central Bank and the Financial Regulator on the scale of mortgage debt indicate that one in 20 homeowners is in arrears for more than 90 days. The CIB welcomes the findings and recommendations contained in the Mortgage Arrears and Personal Debt Working Group Interim Report and the Mortgage Interest Supplement Review and considers that proactive engagement with the issues under review is of primary importance, particularly because of the need to protect family homes and the need for targeted support measures for vulnerable homeowners. 
The mortgage repayment issue is part of a wider problem of household over-indebtedness. MABS companies report that new clients are presenting with multiple debts and more complex debts. The top debt types that people contact MABS about are personal loans, utility bills, credit card debts and mortgage debt.  A key focus of MABS is on working with clients to achieve sustainability and avoidance of debt problems relating to priority expenditures.
2.3 Fuel Poverty

Fuel poverty (defined as the inability to afford adequate warmth in a home) is a problem with rising fuel costs. It is estimated that almost a fifth of Irish households spend more than 10 per cent of household expenditure on fuel. According to the EU SILC data
, over 6% of people went without heating at some stage in 2008. This figure increased to 13% for those at risk of poverty and to 24% for lone parent households. The inability of low-income households to produce and consume energy in an efficient manner, because of out-dated heating systems or poor housing insulation, is an ongoing structural issue. It is widely accepted that tackling fuel poverty requires a multi-dimensional response. 
 While the measures taken in recent years to improve energy ratings in houses have much merit, there is clearly a requirement for ongoing targeted and compensatory assistance related to the actual fuel costs incurred by different types of households in the context of a declining income and rising costs related to Carbon Tax and increase in energy prices.
3. Key Issues and Recommendations:

The CIB recognises that there is very little scope for improvements to the level of social welfare payments or for extensions to benefit coverage.   However it considers that people who are primarily dependent on social welfare payments need to be protected.  Based on experiences of clients using information and advice services and the issues emerging from feedback, the CIB submits that the following broad concerns need to be addressed in the forthcoming budget: support for existing jobs; activation measures; skills programmes for the unemployed; greater flexibility in combining welfare payments; rationalisation of welfare to work schemes and  better structuring of the training, benefits and income support schemes including   simplification of criteria for access to schemes. While there are some benefit traps in the system, the primary issue is the scarcity of jobs rather than the disincentives to work associated with benefit traps. 
3.1 Supporting Existing Jobs

In addition to the cost of social welfare supports, unemployed people do not contribute tax and PRSI.  Incentives targeting those in vulnerable employment and securing existing employment, as well as having the obvious advantage of keeping people in work, may also be less costly than the financial cost of unemployment. It is also more difficult to create a new job than to retain an existing one. 

Every avenue should be explored to keep people in employment by supporting companies struggling to survive. These could include: greater flexibility in combining welfare payments and work and more extensive use of the Family Income Supplement (FIS). This could also include working with employers who have low-skilled employees to up-skill employees so making them more resistant to long periods of unemployment in the future. 

3.2 Training and Education Programmes for the Unemployed

While there is currently a range of employment and training measures in place,  current provisions are not sufficiently well targeted and do not cater for all categories of unemployed people equitably nor do they reflect the profile of the newly unemployed. The needs and resources of a third level educated job-seeker will be quite different to those of an unskilled worker with little or no formal qualifications, and the programmes available may not make sufficient provision for such difference. The Back to Work Enterprise Allowance, aimed at the long-term unemployed and people with enterprise or business potential may not be of benefit to people in low-paid and low skilled work.  

It is also necessary to learn from the experience to date and to adapt programmes as necessary. CE and Rural Social Schemes etc have been around for some time and have proven useful to job seekers and community groups alike.

Supports geared towards encouraging people into entrepreneurship should ensure that safety nets remain for those newly entrepreneurial so that if new businesses fail people are not left in poverty. 

Existing programmes need to be more streamlined and integrated. IBEC suggests that schemes are too focused on either training or work placements and argues for a more integrated approach. There is a need for better streamlining of training and benefits services- FÁS, DES, DETE and DSP – some of which is being implemented - to address all needs in an integrated and co-ordinated manner. The new training agency to replace FÁS recently announced by the Minister must at the outset assess the costs and benefits of current initiatives with a view to targeting courses to a more diverse range of participants and skills needs. Programmes need to be adapted to cater more adequately for the needs of the low-skilled and short term unemployed with a stronger focus on early intervention to ensure that people do not become inadvertently caught in benefit traps.  The new scheme, Jobfit, recently launched by the Minister for Education and Skills, and which is aimed at training people who have been unemployed for more than three months, is a welcome development in this regard.
3.3 Activation and Training Programmes: Key Considerations

Activation programmes must seek to improve participants’ long-term chances of employment. There is merit in the concept of socially useful work incorporating  activation measures to include both up-skilling and personal development to make people ready to take up employment opportunities when they emerge and to eliminate as far as possible situations where people lose the incentive to work and get caught in benefit traps.  Recent proposed measures such as the enhanced social employment initiative also need to address the capacity and resource issues arising for the voluntary and community sector in supporting social employment responses. 

3.4 Relevant Skills Training

In the context of developing comprehensive job creation strategies, detailed consideration is required in relation to the type and nature of skills likely to be required in the coming years. It is important to enhance and utilise ‘transferable’ skills as much as possible and support people to move between different types of employment and sectors. There may well be a significant skills deficit between where most of the unemployed labour force is at and where most of the jobs are likely to be created. Future skills requirements have been identified and documented by the Expert Working Group on Future Skills Needs in the  national skills strategy, Tomorrow’s Skills: Towards a National Skills Strategy.
3.5 Dealing with Benefit Traps

The challenge of activation programmes is to help people make the transition from welfare to work. This requires that as far as possible viable benefit traps are eliminated.  One of the traps relates to Rent Supplement which is paid to people living in private rented accommodation who cannot provide for the cost of their accommodation from their own resources.  The fact that it is not paid to anyone in full-time employment creates a trap for those wishing to take up employment if their take home pay is not well above the level of social welfare (Rent Supplement alone could be worth €100 a week for a single person). Childcare costs are another major barrier to returning to work.

3.6 Self-employed people

A significant number of the clients of CIB supported services in the last year were self-employed people who were either unemployed or had experienced a major reduction in income.  They have found it very difficult to get a social welfare payment.   In the long term, the question of providing social insurance cover for the self-employed for short term benefits needs to be addressed.  The more immediate solution to the problems being faced by self-employed people whose income is reduced is a flexible response by means of Jobseeker’s Allowance and Supplementary Welfare Allowance or possibly a separate social assistance payment along the lines of Farm Assist which has a mechanism for taking account of fluctuations in income.  

3.7 Social contribution

The present arrangements for PRSI, the health levy and the income levy do give rise to the “step” effect whereby there is a disincentive for lower paid people and , in particular, part time workers, to earn more.  The proposal to replace these with a “social contribution” seems appropriate.  However, there is a danger that this could be applied in such a way as to create even more difficulties for lower paid people.  The CIB would not favour a system which would exclude more people from social insurance coverage.
4. Specific Issues Identified by CIS and CIPS Users  

In addition to the general problems experienced by people associated with unemployment and/or over-indebtedness, a number of specific issues identified in feedback from frontline services are highlighted in that they focus attention on the problems encountered by welfare-dependent households.


4.1 Social Welfare Supports

A number of issues relating to social welfare supports have been highlighted by CISs and CIPS during the past year.

PRSI Contributions

Calculating jobseekers benefits based on the relevant tax year, usually the last complete tax year before the year of claim, can adversely affect those who had reduced contributions in the relevant year, despite possibly having a long history of fully paid contributions.  Had their contributions been averaged over their working life, they would fare better.

 Self-employed
The situation of those who are self-employed (operating as sole traders and paying Class S Social Insurance) and who are now out of work or have a significantly reduced income points to an urgent need for inclusion within PRSI illness and jobseekers’ benefit coverage, from which they are currently excluded. It is also the case that self-employed people are not eligible for FIS even if their income is within the means threshold.   


In the longer term, the introduction of a universal social contribution, as proposed in Budget 2010, to replace employee PRSI, the health levy and the income levy, would be an ideal opportunity to reassess the type of benefits those paying social insurance can expect to obtain for their contributions. 

In the short-term, there is an urgent need to make interim provisions for self-employed people without adequate income, including:


· Provision for payment of SWA for an interim period to self-employed people who are not immediately able to validate their entitlement to a social welfare payment
· Developing a system for fast-tracking social welfare applications from people in this situation
· Extending eligibility for FIS to those on reduced income from self-employment

Children and social welfare

The removal of Child Benefit for 18 year olds is causing difficulties for some families who relied upon this extra income - in many instances these young people are still in school and dependent on their parents. 

While a child may be considered a qualified child for social welfare purposes up until the age of 22 if s/he remains in full-time education,  a distinction is made between those in receipt of a ‘short term’ social welfare payment and those in receipt of ‘long term’  payment. Those in receipt of Jobseekers Allowance or Jobseekers Benefit for less than 156 days are classified as ‘short term’ and, therefore, cannot claim an increase for the child once she reaches 18.  This means in effect that such a household has €29.80 per week (per child) less to live on than a person who has been unemployed for a longer period.  This clearly has a significant impact on the ability of such families to manage. 

Accessing Social Welfare and Other Supports

There are some examples reported by frontline services of people needing income supports but having difficulties accessing them because their particular circumstances are outside the scope of the various schemes.

· People who suffer a reduction in their hours of work are not necessarily eligible for jobseeker’s payments. Payments are based on days of employment and days of unemployment.  The qualifying conditions include a condition that a person must have suffered a loss of at least 1 day of employment.   An anomaly arises for those who have reduced hours of work spread across their normal working week.
· People with second properties may be excluded from means tested payments, even if they derive no income from these properties.
· People who have gone abroad to seek work and return to Ireland may find they are ineligible for Rent Supplement under the 6 month rule if they have not being renting in Ireland for 6 months in the previous 12 prior to applying for assistance.

· People on work permits are not eligible for JA if their hours are reduced because their work permit ties them to a particular employer and therefore they are not considered available for other work.

Anomalies in Payments/Supports

There are certain anomalies in how welfare payments are paid to participants on FÁS training schemes.  Community Employment (CE) participants are not entitled to Family Income Supplement.  On the other hand, CE participants in receipt of One-Parent Family Payment can keep part of this payment.  This puts them in a better position than a parent on CE who lives with his/her partner. 
The restrictions on dental and optical benefits obtainable on PRSI and the exclusion of all but emergency dental treatment for medical card holders have added to personal health care costs.

5. Recommendations

A number of specific recommendations are made for consideration in the preparation of Budget 2011.

5.1 Administrative/Organisational

A major challenge for the public service delivery and administrative system and one that could probably be usefully met within existing resource constraints is to improve the interface with service users. The OECD Review of the Public Service
 noted that responding to more complex, cross-cutting issues will require an integrated Public Service that acts increasingly through networks rather than top-down structures. Feedback from CISs and CIPS refers repeatedly to people’s difficulties being exacerbated by their interactions with service organisations which are sometimes characterised by prolonged waiting periods for receipt of payments/supports, having to go to different offices, hanging on the end of a phone or not getting adequate or accurate information. Responding to the OECD Report, an Irish Government Task Force commented that “in the future, citizen engagement in policy and service delivery issues must go beyond the conventional communication, public consultation and citizen participation mechanisms used by Government in the past. The public service must … provide better service delivery to users of public services”.
  The CIB believes that appropriate role integration and inter-agency collaboration should now be progressed without delay.

5.2 Training and Supports for Unemployed People

· There is a need for better streamlining of training and benefits services- FÁS, DES, DETE and DSP to address the needs of individual citizens in an integrated and co-ordinated manner. 
· Training and activation programmes need to be adapted to cater more adequately for the needs of the low-skilled and short-term unemployed with a stronger focus on early intervention to ensure that people do not become inadvertently caught in benefit traps.  
· A more flexible approach to education and training for young people with low levels of formal education. A new initiative proposed by IBEC in this regard merits consideration.
· The Short-term Enterprise Allowance scheme
 should allow entrepreneurs to retain their welfare payment for two years from the time they enter the scheme.  

5.3 Social Welfare

Jobseeker’s Benefit

· Jobseeker’s Benefit (JB) should be based on applicants’ full PRSI history and not on a specific (relevant tax) year. 
· JB should provide for those whose hours have been reduced.

Family income Supplement

· Family Income Supplement (FIS) should make provision for including people working less than 19 hours and should be reviewed more regularly or directly linked to wages so that no loss of income occurs where pay is reduced. 

· Consideration should also be given to extending FIS to self-employed people who experience significantly reduced income.  

Self-employed 

· Pending a review of the current system of Class S contributions in the context of a universal social contribution, interim provisions for self-employed people without adequate income should be made.


Mortgage Interest Supplement

· Eligibility for Mortgage Interest Supplement should relate more to means than to hours worked.
Living Alone Allowance
· The Living Alone Allowance already exists as a mechanism within the social welfare system to support people living on their own and should be used as a mechanism to provide some additional income to older people living alone who are disadvantaged under current provisions. 
Free Schemes
· Free Schemes could be made more flexible allowing for some transferability of allowances/credits between the schemes. In the long-term, the monetisation of these schemes may be in the interest of consumers and contribute to competition in the market-place.  
5.4 Disability Support Services
· The legislation provides that all people with disabilities will be entitled to assessments of need by 2011.  It is clear that, although the legislation has not been changed, this commitment will not be met.  It is essential that an alternative plan and realistic timeframe be announced for the development of services for this group.   There are key areas which need to be kept firmly on the longer term policy agenda:
· Ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of  Persons with  Disabilities
· National Housing Strategy for People with Disabilities

5.5 Supports for Carers
· Supports for carers, including, in particular, home help, respite care services and income must be maintained to sustain the capacity to care and maintain the health and wellbeing of carers and to ensure that the community care potential is not undermined.
· The National Carers Strategy should be kept firmly on the medium-term policy agenda.
5.6 Social Housing
· Active consideration should be given to transferring a proportion of vacant newly built houses within the framework of NAMA to local authorities for social housing in order to meet the huge need that still exists for social housing. 

5.7 Service Charges
· The inconsistencies in the operation of the  service charges waiver scheme

 for those on social welfare should be addressed in the context of the outsourcing of these services.

5.8 Tax Relief on Dental and Optical Charges     

· Consideration should be given to applying tax relief to dental and optical charges, previously covered by PRSI.

6. Summary

Low-income households, particularly those with children, cannot be reasonably expected to absorb any of the additional costs arising from the need to secure additional exchequer savings. Certain groups in our society are more likely than others to suffer in the current economic crisis and budgetary policy should ensure that such groups do not experience further impoverishment.
As is widely recognised, household joblessness has serious implications for the financial situation of households and consequently for the psychological wellbeing of their members. It also has important implications for the scale of public support necessary to prevent poverty. Therefore, there is a need for much innovative thinking in the areas of job creation and skills enhancement to ensure that focus can move away as soon as possible from welfare support for the unemployed. There is an urgent need to develop further innovative measures and integrated responses to deal with over-indebtedness. Ireland can learn from the practice in other jurisdictions in this regard.
Maintaining adequate levels of funding for core community care services must be a vital component of Budget 2011 so as not to undermine the community care infrastructure which is so vital to our health and caring system.     

                                                    SUMMARY 
Priorities for Budget 2011 

The primary focus of the Budget should be on creating and maintaining employment and promoting the acquisition of further skills by unemployed and underemployed people while maintaining the income levels of people dependent on social welfare.   

The welfare support needs of individual citizens need to be met in the short-term while simultaneously developing strong proactive job creation programmes. 

The following are identified by the CIB as priorities for Budget 2011:

· Support for existing jobs

· Activation measures

· Skills programmes for the unemployed

· Greater flexibility in combining welfare payments

· Rationalisation of welfare to work schemes

· Better structuring of the training, benefits and income support schemes including  simplification of criteria for access to schemes

· Targeting of unemployed people who are particularly affected under current provisions – self-employed and atypical workers
· Innovative responses to the problem of indebtedness 

Maintaining People in Employment

Additional mechanisms should be developed to support companies struggling to survive, including greater flexibility in workers combining welfare payments and work and more extensive use of the Family Income Supplement.

Supporting Entrepreneurship 

Supports geared towards encouraging people into entrepreneurship should ensure that safety nets (social welfare protection) remain for those newly entrepreneurial.

Training and Supports for Unemployed People
Existing training and activation programmes need to be adapted and integrated to cater more adequately for the needs of the newly unemployed, low-skilled, those with low levels of formal education and the short-term unemployed. 

Dealing with Anomalies and Inequities in the Social Welfare System

As far as possible, anomalies and inequities identified in the social welfare system, mostly arising from the incremental introduction of provisions, should be addressed

Supporting Self-employed Persons

Pending a review of the current system of Class S contributions in the context of a universal social contribution, interim provisions for self employed people without adequate income should be made.

Innovative Responses to the Problem of Over-Indebtedness 

Short-term measures to support households struggling with over-indebtedness should be identified. Targeted initiatives to assist vulnerable households with mortgage arrears should be activated and monitored.  There should be widespread availability of prepayment meters and Smart metering for essential household utilities and targeted compensatory assistance for actual fuel costs.
Public Services Administration

Appropriate role integration and collaboration in the public services should be progressed to improve the interface with service users and to create better efficiencies.


Community Care Services  

Budget 2011 should aim to maintain adequate levels of funding for core community care services and supports for carers so as not to undermine the community care infrastructure which is vital to the well-being of dependent older people and people with disabilities.     
� There are 42 Citizens Information Services (CISs) in the national network.


� There are 53 MABS companies delivering money advice nationwide.


�The CIB has supported 46 community and voluntary disability advocacy projects and is in the process of establishing a national disability advocacy service.


� The Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice, � HYPERLINK "http://www.budgeting.ie" ��www.budgeting.ie� 


� The retrofitting of social housing dwellings and the commitment to compensate the poorest households for the introduction of the Carbon Tax are welcome developments. However, there is a lack of clarity as to how the proposed ‘vouched’ system is to work. 


�See �HYPERLINK http://www.flac.ie/publications/levels--trends-in-personal-debt-in-irish-society/ ��http://www.flac.ie/publications/levels--trends-in-personal-debt-in-irish-society/�





� Stamp, S. (2009), A Policy Framework for Addressing Over-indebtedness, Combat Poverty Agency.  


� As at end June 2010, 36,438 mortgage accounts, or 4.6%, were in arrears for more than 90 days of which 24,797, or 3.14% of the total mortgage accounts, were more than 180 days in arrears. 





� CSO (2009), Survey on Income and Living Conditions 2008, The Stationery Office.


� The Warmer Homes Scheme is managed by Sustainable Energy Ireland to assist homes in or at risk of fuel poverty. The scheme is targeted at householders in receipt of the Fuel Allowance payment to help make their home more energy efficient.


� OECD (2008), Ireland: Towards an Integrated Public Service


� Government of Ireland (2008), Report on the Task Force on the Public Services.


� The Short-term Enterprise Allowance was introduced in May2009. There is no qualifying period. A person can get immediate access to the allowance once s/he meets the qualifying conditions.
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