Social Policy Quarterly Report

July – Sept 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 form the basis for submissions to government and social policy reports. They can also serve as early warning signals for policy makers and service providers on the effectiveness of current social policies and services by highlighting issues which are of concern to users of those services.

This quarterly report, covering the period July to September 2008, is based on 419 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. 
Overview of July – Sept 2008 Social Policy Returns

	Category
	No.

	Social Welfare:
	181

	Social Welfare (General)
	(89)

	Social Welfare (Assistance)
	(56)

	Social Welfare (Insurance)
	(36)

	Employment
	53

	Health
	45

	Housing
	35

	Supplementary Welfare Allowance
	25

	Education
	18

	Migration
	14

	Consumer
	12

	Tax
	10

	Family
	8

	Driving Transport
	5

	Law/Justice
	5

	Miscellaneous
	8

	Total 
	419


Table 1: Social Policy Returns by Category July-Sept 2008
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Social policy records relating to social welfare, including general issues, means-tested payments (assistance) and benefits (insurance) accounted for 43% of the total records. Employment rights (13%) and health (11%) were the other major categories identified. These are discussed in more detail below. Appendix 1 contains a number of case examples.

Unemployment

When demand for services increases, delays can occur. In the past, long delays with applications for Child Benefit and FIS have been reported. Recently, with the downturn in the economy, delays in applications for Jobseeker’s Benefit/Allowance are being reported.  Limerick CIC has recorded delays of between 5 and 8 weeks. 
Various redundancy issues are also more prevalent in the social policy returns this quarter, including reports of workers being laid off without notice and employers failing to issue P45s or pay holiday and redundancy entitlements . 

Employers who are in financial difficulty can have redundancy claims paid directly from the Social Insurance Fund provided they acknowledge employees’ entitlement to redundancy. They also need to provide satisfactory evidence of their inability to pay redundancy lump sums to the Redundancy Payments Section of the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment.
There is growing concern among self-employed workers about what the downturn in the economy may mean for them. People who find themselves out of work and have been paying PRSI Class S contributions are not entitled to Jobseeker’s Benefit, Illness Benefit, Invalidity Pension or Carer’s Benefit. Even though they may have paid Class A contributions in a previous employment; after two years paying Class S contributions they could fail to benefit from their previous PRSI payments if they have not sufficient PRSI paid or credited in the Relevant Tax Year.  In order to qualify for benefits, self-employed people should have the option of paying Class A contributions like the majority of PAYE workers.
Carers

Applicants for Carer’s Allowance have experienced delays in payment – in some cases up to 16 weeks. Some delays are due to the length of time it takes to get an assessment for the Domiciliary Care Allowance (which may give people an entitlement to the Carer’s Allowance). These delays have knock-on effects for entitlements to secondary benefits, including the Household Benefits Package, Respite Care Grant and Free Travel Pass.
A particular difficulty for some carers is the restriction on them taking up employment or educational courses outside the home for more than 15 hours a week. The person being cared for may attend a rehabilitative course for a greater number of hours a week, so carers in this situation wonder why they cannot take on courses or work during those same hours.
Carers, who were previously eligible for the Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance (BSCFA) and subsequently received a Half-Rate Carer’s Allowance when this was introduced in 2007, are now over the income threshold for BSCFA. The rule governing the means test for Rent Supplement does provide a disregard for Carer's Allowance. Should a similar disregard not apply to those on a Carer’s Allowance who would otherwise be eligible for the BSCFA?

Social policy returns have also shown that one of the eligibility criteria for the Respite Care Grant is rather arbitrary. Applicants have to be caring for at least six months and the period of care must include the first Thursday in June. If people fall outside of this date parameter they may not be eligible for the grant, while others who fulfil the requirement but who may do less caring in the year receive the grant.
Rent Supplement
Rent Supplement is an issue that has been reported on previously. While complaints in general relate to the ceiling for the Rent Supplement in an area been too low and not reflecting actual rents, another difficulty that arises is that, just because a maximum has been set, this does not mean that that maximum will be paid by a Community Welfare officer (CWO). Maximum rent levels are set for each county by the Department of Social and Family Affairs but the Health Service Executive has the authority to set levels below these for sub-divisions of its functional areas. So, if one’s rent is higher than the local maximum, one may be refused Rent Supplement. Nevertheless, CWOs have discretion to pay Rent Supplement where the rent is above the relevant limit.
A further difficulty in relation to Rent Supplement is the benefit trap it creates for those returning to work or commencing work on a CE scheme. Not only can people lose part of their Rent Supplement when they begin work, they are likely to lose their entitlement to the Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance as well. This issue has not been adequately addressed and any loss of Rent Supplement can make the journey back to full-time employment impossible or at least impracticable, especially for those on the minimum wage. (A concession for retaining Rent Supplement when returning to work only applies to those who have been found eligible for the Rental Accommodation Scheme (RAS) and who have been unemployed for at least 12 months before starting work.) A more gradual withdrawal of benefits is required to support people back to work.  Furthermore, if a person is taking up full-time employment, a means test should still apply to determine whether the person can pay the rent from their income. There is a means test for those who are not in full-time employment seeking the Supplement but anyone in full-time employment is ineligible for Rent Supplement.
The means test for Rent Supplement does not assess compensation awarded by the Residential Institutions Redress Board or from the Compensation Tribunal for Hepatitis C contracted from certain blood products and for disabilities caused by Thalidomide. However compensation from the Redress Board is taken into account as means in the means test for One Parent Family Payment (OPFP). This anomaly where compensation is treated differently in the means tests for different payments should be reviewed. 
Education

Parents who have to pay rent for their sons or daughters going to college cannot claim tax relief because the rent is not paid for their own principal residence. The students are not eligible to apply for Rent Supplement since they do not pay the rent and, if they are in full time education, they would not be eligible for Rent Supplement anyway. However, parents can claim for tax relief on medical expenses for their children. Therefore, it seems unfair that they cannot claim for rental expenses for their children. Unless the students have passed a means test for a maintenance grant, there is no way for the parents to reclaim any of these additional expenses associated with their children’s education.
School books are another substantial cost for parents. Frequent changes to school books also increase the costs. Some school have implemented a rental scheme for books but this is not universal.  The Department of Education does provide assistance to purchase books but this is limited mainly to families dependent on social welfare payments. 
Registration fees and charges are yet another cost for families who have children in third-level education. Some universities insist that the charges are paid within a short period of time or else the students risk losing their places, which adds to the financial strain on low-income families.
A particular anomaly with the higher education grants scheme is that foreign nationals granted leave to remain under the Irish Born Child scheme are not eligible for the grant scheme whereas those who have been granted humanitarian leave to remain in Ireland are eligible.
There have been calls for greater flexibility around the Back to Education Allowance (BTEA) scheme to help people who have been out of work for less than six months to take up places on courses. The scheme may need to be restructured around the academic year to allow people start on a course at the beginning of the term rather than waiting for six months to qualify for the BTEA before starting their course.
Health

Ongoing medical costs are a huge burden for someone who is just above the threshold for a medical card. The Drugs Payment Scheme allows for amounts above €90 spent in any one calendar month to be reclaimed.  However, medical costs over a year could still be substantial if no single month’s costs is above €90 [N.B. the 2009 Budget has raised the Drugs Payment Scheme threshold to €100].

Appendix One
Selected Cases – Excerpts from Social Policy Records

Social Policy Records (July – Sept 2008)
Social Welfare

Child Benefit

I telephoned the EU line set up to assist non-Irish nationals with Child Benefit information and was left waiting for 50 minutes until I spoke to a person. While waiting for an answer a voice message said, “if you are calling about documents sent in to us, please assume your claim has been received’. The Social Policy implications are: 
(i) Often clients are using mobile phones to get through to this number. These are clients that do not earn a lot of money and being left on the phone for 50 minutes uses a lot of phone credit, which clients can’t always afford. 
(ii) Quite often people are calling this number because they have sent in forms and after waiting for a few months they have not had a response and don’t know if their documentation was received. 
(iii) I feel this prerecorded message is inappropriate; a response to a letter or documentation sent in to the Child Benefit Section should be replied to. Then, perhaps, the lines would not be so busy with people calling looking for information. (Co. Wicklow CIS)

Jobseeker’s Allowance
A 24 year old male who has recently lost his job has had to move back into his family home. He applied for JA and was shocked to find he would have to submit all his parent’s financial details as part of the means test under Benefit and Privilege. He understands that the board etc. he is getting at home needs to be assessed as part of the means test but feels that his parents should not have to disclose all personal information. A possible solution would be to set a fixed amount for board and lodging in these situations. (Co. Longford CIS)

Family Income Supplement
A woman who called into the office in July had applied for FIS in January 2008 and had received no word from Social Welfare regarding her application. I phoned the FIS section for her and was told they are only working on December applications at present. This lady is struggling because of her low income. FIS is a payment to help families on low income. It shouldn’t take months to process applications. (Co. Louth CIS)
A self-employed man earning €400 per week is the sole earner and he has a partner and 4 children. If this man was an employee he would get FIS at a weekly rate of €216. However, this man does not qualify for FIS solely because he is self employed. (CIPS)
Carer’s Allowance

Client’s application for Half-rate Carer’s Allowance is held up due to the delay in processing the Domiciliary Care Allowance. This is causing undue hardship to her and her child and she is also losing out on her entitlement to The Household Benefits Package, The Respite Care Grant and Free Travel, which are all secondary benefits to the Half-rate Carer’s Allowance. (Ballyfermot CIS)

While in receipt of Carer’s Allowance a person can attend an educational or training course or take up voluntary or community work for up to 15 hours a week. Clients informed us that the rehabilitation training their son had been accepted for was for five mornings a week which was a total of twenty hours and courses they had looked at for themselves were for the same hours. We realise that each situation is different and there have to be guidelines set out but if the person being cared for is able to attend a non-residential course of rehabilitation training or a day care centre approved by the Minister for Health and Children with no specific hours noted, why should the carers be limited to 15 hours per week? (Co. Wicklow CIS)

Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance

When the Half-rate Carer's Allowance was introduced in September 2007 the DSFA assured clients and CIPS that this increase in income would not affect clients' other entitlements, specifically the Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance (BSCFA). This is not the case. Many of the people in receipt of a One Parent Family payment that have applied for BSCFA have been denied payment as the Half-rate Carer's Allowance put them over the income threshold. (CIPS)

A client had been refused the BSCFA payment as he was over the means test limit. I contacted the relevant office to query this as it appeared that his income was below the limit allowed. The officer went through the figures and when I asked about his outgoings on rent I was informed that this is not taken into consideration for the means test and never has been. I enquired as to why it has always appeared on the form, leading people to believe that their outgoings would assist them to qualify for the scheme. This is very misleading for clients and Information Officers. (Co. Louth CIS)

Back to Work Enterprise Allowance
Client receiving One Parent Family Payment is interested in starting up her own business so she may qualify for the Back to Work Enterprise Allowance. On this scheme she would keep her secondary benefits. However, any increase in income may affect her Rent Supplement. Income in excess of the first €75.00 of weekly earnings is assessable for Rent Supplement. (Any amount in excess of the €75.00 disregard is assessed at 75%). As rental costs in the Bray area are so expensive she could not afford the rent if the Rent Supplement is reduced while her business is starting up. As a consequence she has no incentive to apply for BTWEA and will continue on One Parent Family Payment, thus keeping her in the unemployment trap. (Co. Wicklow CIS)
Back to Education Allowance

Client was on FAS course for 4 months and signing for 1 month. Got accepted for FETAC Level 5 course, but was not eligible for BTEA due to lack of 1 month for eligibility for BTEA. He has the choice of waiting another year on JSA and then the client can apply for the BTEA. (Dun Laoghaire CIS)

Household Benefits Package
Two (twin) brothers living together aged 60, one on Disability Allowance, the other on Jobseeker’s Allowance. Disabled brother claimed Household Benefits Package but was refused. Their circumstances are similar to a husband and wife living together and it appears anomalous that brothers are disqualified while couples are ok. (Co. Kilkenny CIC)

Household Benefit Package and Fuel Allowance should be put together as people are confused if they have HBP, they think they already have the Fuel Allowance. (Clondalkin CIS)

The client was speaking to a friend who informed him he should be getting the Household Benefits Package as he has been on Invalidity Pension for the past seven years. He was not aware of the free schemes and is annoyed that the DSFA did not notify him or inform him that he had to apply for these Benefits. Why is this not highlighted to clients on certain social welfare payments? (Co. Louth CIS)

The application form for the Household Benefits Package should be simplified for people over 70. I had a woman in with me last week; she found it very difficult to understand why social welfare would need to know so much information in reference to her income, her family and their incomes. She could not understand, if the benefit is not means tested in her case, why they would need so much information. (Northside CIS)

Widow’s Pension

A woman aged 55 contacted me in relation to the Widow's Pension as her partner of 35 years had died. She said she and her partner had worked and paid PRSI for the past 35 years. I explained that she would not qualify as she was not married to her partner. She was wondering "when, if ever, this rule might be changed?” (CIPS)

One Parent Family Payment

A woman rang the office looking for advice. When she was a child she was taken into care and while there she suffered physical and sexual abuse. She recently took a case to the Redress Board and was awarded €50,000. She is a lone parent and was informed that the award would affect her payment as she would be means-tested. I rang the relevant department and was informed this was correct. It is astounding that this award would be taken into account in the circumstances it was awarded. She was in the care of the State and received compensation by the State for the abuse she endured and now the State will claw back some of it. This lady stated that she feels like a victim again just when she is trying to move on with her life. (Co. Louth CIS)

Farm Assist

A farmer who was paying an S stamp for 10 years received a refund from social welfare in Waterford recently. He was informed in a letter that he didn't have to pay PRSI because he was in receipt of Farm Assist. However when his pension contributions were checked the period of time mentioned was not recorded. An inquiry was made with the pension’s office and we were informed that any time spent on Farm Assist is not covered when calculating a state pension. (Co. Cavan CIS)
Supplementary Welfare Allowance
Rent Supplement

Rent Supplement for couples or families is calculated based on the basic amount of social welfare. Where there are two adults, the basic for them is €329.10 (€197.80 + €131.30). If they are both receiving a full social welfare payment in their own right, for example both receiving Disability Allowance, they would receive €395.60. However, this additional amount of €66.50 is immediately deducted in full from their Rent Supplement. The 'Additional Household Income' disregard for Rent Supplement does not apply to income from other social welfare payments (there is a separate disregard for Carer's Allowance but that does not apply here). In comparison, rent for people on RAS or in Local Authority housing would increase but not to the extent of losing the full extra amount of social welfare. (Dublin City Centre CIS)

Employment

Redundancy

We have quite a number of clients recently who have lost their jobs but have been given no notice of redundancy. Frequently people are just told on Friday not to come back on Monday. This is particularly the case for construction workers. (Co. Mayo CIS)
Caller has worked for his employer for the last five years. His employer called him into the office and told him he had to let him go as there was no work for him. Employer said he could not afford to pay redundancy. This is not the first time we have come across this situation. Employers refuse to pay redundancy and when they are taken to employment appeals tribunals they end up paying redundancy to employees. There should be a financial penalty to employers who withhold redundancy to employees. Also employers who delay in paying redundancy to employees should not be able to claim back the 60% rebate from the government. (Co. Louth CIS)

Client aged 50 was made redundant from his employment. He had worked as a general operative in the manufacturing industry since he left school at the age of 15 and paid class A, PRSI contributions. He could not find suitable employment for himself in the workforce due to the reduction of manufacturing companies in recent years. He then became self-employed. He called into this office to see what his entitlements to social welfare would be now that he had become self- employed and was paying PRSI at class S. The client was concerned about what happens to all of the PRSI contributions he had already paid into the system. In terms of him becoming sick and not been able to work for short periods or in the event of him having a serious illness and not be able to continue to work, the PRSI criteria are based on the previous two years before the claim. He said he felt let down by the current system and he was disappointed with the fact that he had paid so much into the social welfare system over the years and now that he was making an effort to remain employed he did not have the safety net that social welfare provides should the need arise. (Ballyfermot CIS)

Education
Student rent
Have had numerous calls from parents looking for some help towards the rental costs incurred by college-going children. Students are not eligible to apply for Rent Supplement and as the student generally does not have a taxable income the rent tax relief is not relevant. Parents paying rent for students cannot apply for tax relief where the rent is being paid for accommodation that is not their "sole or main residence" as per Revenue. If there was tax relief available for parents paying rent for student’s accommodation it may help parents cover education costs especially where parents are just over the income limits for education grants. This is in contrast to the rules for other forms of tax relief such as relief on medical and dental expenses, where a parent may claim relief on expenses incurred by other family members and dependents. (CIPS)

Mature students

A lone parent with two 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. (W. Cork CIB)
School books

As a parent the school books seem to be changing on an annual basis. Years ago books could be passed from child to child. It appears a waste of money in throwing out new books. Why can’t all schools allow renting of books, or keep books consistently on the curriculum or even support e-books. (Fingal CIS)
Local Authority Grants
Housing Adaptation Grants

Client is caring for her mother in client’s own home. An occupational therapist recommended that a downstairs bedroom/shower was required to meet the mother’s needs. The client paid €1,500 for an architect to draw up plans. She also sourced three builders who were willing to give her quotes. She made the application for the grant to the council and was informed that the maximum she would receive was €15,000, taking into account her husbands income. However, the quotes for the work are all around €50,000. Not being in a position to get a loan, it begs the question how much would it cost the state if her mother has to go into a nursing home? (Ballyfermot CIS)

Tax
Student PRSI contributions 

It is a condition of a student visa application that the student cannot access social welfare payments while studying in Ireland, so the fact that students are required to pay PRSI while in employment seems unfair. Students who lose their jobs or become ill cannot access SW payments based on their contributions. The only exception is that female students can receive Maternity Benefit based on their PRSI contributions. Surely if students pay PRSI like the rest of us they should have all the benefits? Alternatively, if they can show that they have private medical insurance as required, should they not be exempt from PRSI contributions? (Dublin City Centre CIS)
Transport

Toll charges

Client came to the centre because his wife had received a letter from E-Flow services billing her for travelling through the M50 on two occasions on the same day. The woman in question was on holidays abroad and her car was parked at home when she was allegedly travelling through the M50. The lo-call number listed only has recordings and does not give the option to speak to someone who could assist in bringing the matter to a conclusion. Instead the National Roads Authority had to be contacted for assistance. A lo-call number with recordings could hardly be classified as a help-line. (West Cork CIS)

Health
Drugs Repayment Scheme

The client does not have a medical or GP visit card due to his employment income which is just above the relevant thresholds which have not been increased since 2005. The client has suffered substantial illness over the past two month [July/August 2008] and again in early September. This warranted five or six visits to his GP at an average of €50 to €75 per visit. The client has also had high medication costs over the same period, but always under €90 per calendar month, so he was unable to take advantage of the Drugs Payment Scheme. (Roscommon 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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