Core Functions Programme: Citizens Information Board Submission

1. Introduction

The primary function of the Citizens Information Board (CIB) is the provision of information, advice and advocacy in the broad area of the social services.  To this end, the Board is involved in the development of Citizens Information Services including the development and support of the nation-wide network of Citizen Information Centres (CICs), the Citizens Information Phone Service (CIPS) and the Citizens Information Website (www.citizensinformation.ie). 
The CIB has a number of other functions including:

“To support, promote and develop the provision of information on the effectiveness of current social policy and services and to highlight issues which are of concern to users of those services”
In carrying out this function, CIB relies heavily on feedback based on the needs and experiences of users of the Citizens Information Services (CISs) and Citizens Information Phone Service (CIPS).  CISs and CIPS report queries
 with a social policy dimension to the CIB where they are analysed and used as the basis for policy submissions and reports. The three largest categories of queries to CISs are social welfare (34% of all queries), health services (including HSE payments) (13%) and employment rights (11%)
.

The CIS Survey 2005 shows that HSE payments make up 5% of all queries. One-third of all HSE payment queries refer to mortgage/rent allowance with a further 30% regarding Supplementary Welfare Allowance (SWA)
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                         Source: Citizens Information Survey 2005

2. Context of Submission

The context for this submission is the Core Functions Programme which has been established to implement a government decision to transfer certain functions from the HSE to the Department of Social and Family Affairs. The submission also takes into account the recently (November 2006) published Report of the Working Group on the Review of the Supplementary Welfare Allowance Scheme. 

The CIB welcomes the commitment by Government to engage in extensive consultation and communication with all of the relevant stakeholders in relation to both the challenges and the opportunities arising from the decision to transfer functions. 

Core Functions Programme

The main element of the Core Functions Programme is that income support and maintenance schemes, including the SWA scheme, together with the associated resources, would be transferred from the HSE to the Department of Social and Family Affairs. Comhairle has argued for a number of years that income support payments should be the responsibility of the Department of Social and Family Affairs and, therefore, broadly welcomes the programme. 

The submission relates to two elements of the core functions programme:

(i) the transfer from the HSE to DSFA of the following schemes:

· Domiciliary Care Allowance;

· Mobility Allowance;

· Motorised Transport Grant;

· Blind Welfare Allowance;

· Infectious Diseases Maintenance Allowance.


(ii) the transfer from the HSE to DSFA of the Supplementary Welfare Allowance scheme and related schemes, including: 

· exceptional needs and urgent needs payments;

· Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance;

· rent and mortgage interest supplements;

· direct provision payments;

· diet supplements.

The Submission contains 2 main sections:

· comments and issues relating to the operation and role of the Community Welfare Officer service and related payments;


· Comments and issues relating to provision for transport and access to services for people with disabilities.

A number of relevant case examples identified by the CIS network are included as an Appendix.

Report of the Working Group on the Review of the Supplementary Welfare Allowance Scheme

The Citizens Information Board broadly welcomes the recommendations of the Working Group on the Review of the Supplementary Welfare Allowance Scheme. The deliberations of the Working Group covered many of the issues relating to Supplementary Welfare Allowance identified by CISs over the years and highlighted in various submissions, in particular, duplication of means tests, people having to go from one office to another, different interpretations of eligibility criteria and difficulties in getting precise information about entitlements. The proposed changes would deal with many of these issues. The main thrust of the proposed reforms - the implementation of a more streamlined delivery of income support through the Social Welfare system supported by active case management for those coming within the system – is key to meeting the needs of individuals in an equitable and transparent manner.

The Report's recommendations include:

Basic SWA Payments

That social assistance payments, including basic Supplementary Welfare Allowance, should be integrated into a unified system of income support to be delivered at Social Welfare Local Offices. This would be complemented by a range of activation supports to encourage and facilitate individuals towards greater self-sufficiency.

Rent and Mortgage Interest Supplement

The report also notes the growth in recent years in the area of rent supplementation. In the period 2001 to 2005 the numbers in receipt of rent supplement grew from 42,700 to 60,000.  The report supports the Rental Accommodation Scheme introduced July 2004 to deal with the housing needs of those who are in receipt of rent supplement for 18 months or more.  It recommends that these arrangements be enhanced by the early referral to local authorities of tenants with apparent long-term housing needs for a full housing needs assessment. This approach will allow the rent supplement scheme revert to its original role as that of a short-term income support payment.

Exceptional Needs Payments

The report recommends that these payments be rationalised and delivered in the context of the proposed reformed system to deliver immediate flexible solutions to individuals' needs. These solutions would be tailored to meet the individual needs of the person and, where required, this solution would be a

multi-agency response. The report concluded that the Community Welfare Service, wherever located, was best placed to deliver this service. The vital factor was that this element of the scheme would be administered by caseworkers who would interact with the various agencies that deal with the individual's basis needs.

3. Issues Identified by Citizens Information Services

One of the most frequently identified issues by CISs over the years has been the duplication of the means test for SWA and other social welfare payments. The CIB notes and very much welcomes the conclusion of the Working Group that the matter of duplication in the means testing be addressed as a matter of priority. The transfer of SWA to the DSFA should facilitate the development of a shared means database that would facilitate this. 

Other issues identified by CISs include:


· different practices around the country regarding the implementation of the Habitual Residence Condition criteria;
 

· an absence of clear information on criteria for the payment of SWA as an interim payment to people awaiting a decision on an application for a mainstream payment;


· different practices in different parts of the country in respect of Exceptional Needs Payment, e.g., a person on a Disability Allowance may receive an ENP towards the special clothing and footwear she needed in one part of the country but was refused it when she moved to another area;


· lack of information about (a) criteria for different payments, (b) people’s right to be given reasons for refusal of SWA in writing (c) people’s right to have their affairs dealt with in private and (d) right of appeal;

Research
 carried out on behalf of Comhairle and based on users’ perspectives and experience of accessing social and information services identifies a number of shortcomings in the delivery of SWA, including short and varying opening hours, inaccessible premises, unmarked entry points to buildings, and absence of information on other schemes. The study also identifies a level of what was perceived by users as unnecessary visits between and to and from different services, particularly the CWO, Social Welfare and FÁS. Several respondents expressed frustration about repeated requests for identification in the form of passports or long birth certificates. Feedback from CISs also points to difficulties experienced by people in relation to having to move backwards and forwards between the CWO and other services in order to get benefits.


4. The Role of Community Welfare Officers

It is widely acknowledged that the Community Welfare Service plays a vital role within the overall social welfare system. The Review Group noted that the SWA scheme has gone beyond its original "safety net" role and now plays a

more extensive role than was originally intended and highlighted the fact that the existing service provides a responsive and flexible approach to meeting needs.

Community Welfare Officers’ job description defines their role as “to relieve social distress and where possible prevent its recurrence” and “to help determine eligibility for the health and welfare services administered by the Health Board”.  The non-SWA element of the CWOs’ work varies from one HSE area to another.    For example, they carry out the means test for medical cards in areas other than the eastern region HSE. They also implement schemes such as Mobility Allowance, the Infectious Diseases Maintenance Allowance, the Blind Welfare Allowance and the Domiciliary Care Allowance in most HSE areas. Sometimes they are involved in assessing means for the nursing home subvention scheme. In some HSE regions they have a role in the home help service and they are increasingly becoming involved in services for older people in rural areas.

In some regions there are CWOs who only deal with specific groups such as Travellers or asylum seekers.  In other areas, CWOs tend not to specialise. 

The CWO service, as presently structured and organised, has the advantage of being community based. The degree to which this advantage has been utilised for broader community benefit varies. Other advantages are that the service is available throughout the country and in terms of service delivery, it operates a model which assesses on the basis of individual need rather than group or category need.


A broader role was envisaged for the service than that which subsequently emerged. This role would have involved working in a former health board context within multidisciplinary teams to identify needs, gaps and service overlaps. An information role was also identified. 

It is opportune at this stage as part of the transfer of SWA to look again at the CWO role in the current context. This context includes commitment to the development of integrated information and service delivery models, the implementation of the Disability Act 2005, the provision of integrated packages of care for older people living in the community, the consolidation of independent information, advice and support services through CISs and other providers and the development and enhancement of family support services.

5. The Role of SWA; A More Targeted Approach

Comhairle has previously highlighted the need for a more targeted approach to the use of SWA based on the following considerations: 


Mainstreaming Current SWA Payments

Mainstream social welfare payments should cater for identifiable group need – for example, the income maintenance needs of people who are awaiting a decision on a mainstream payment, the short term ill, and asylum seekers. In the case of lone parents who are deserted/separated, there is normally a waiting period of 3 months between application for and payment of One-Parent Family Payment (OFP).

Interim Payments

Originally, basic SWA was designed for people who did not qualify for mainstream payments.  The use of basic SWA as an interim payment was not planned or foreseen At present, in any week, 10,000 recipients of the basic SWA may be awaiting a social welfare payment; about 4,000 of these are awaiting a decision on UB or UA; 3,500 are waiting for a disability payment and about 2,000 are waiting for the One-Parent Family Payment. Responsibility for interim payments should be taken over directly by the DSFA. Provision has already been made for such regulations in the Social Welfare Act 2000.

Sickness Allowance

Of the people receiving basic SWA each week, approximately 1,500 are sick and do not qualify for any mainstream payment.  These people would all qualify for the Sickness Allowance which has been provided for in legislation but has not been brought into effect.  In a number of submissions, Comhairle has highlighted the need for a sickness allowance scheme for this group of people.

Asylum Seekers

Asylum seekers are another identifiable group who should be catered for by a mainstream payment. 

Back-to-School Clothing and Footwear Scheme

Consideration should be given to integrating payments under this scheme with basic social welfare payments in a particular week.


Retention of Secondary Benefits

People who retain secondary benefits, e.g. Rent and Mortgage/Interest Supplements, as a result of participation in back to work/education programmes, are currently required in some instances to visit the CWO to receive payments. Provision should be made by the Department for direct payment of such benefits as, for example, in the case of the fuel allowance. 

Exceptional Needs

Many needs met by Exceptional Needs Payments cannot be regarded as exceptional – clothing, furniture, cots etc.

Travel costs are a significant element of the SWA ENPs.  A comprehensive travel package including travel to hospital arrangements for welfare recipients is required, thereby reducing the need for assistance under SWA.  

Anomalies 

There are a number of improvements to the SWA system which could be addressed at little or no cost.  There are also issues within the social welfare system which create unnecessary SWA claims, for e.g. the 3 day waiting period for DB, UB and UA sometimes leads to SWA claims. Certain part time workers qualify for less than the full rate of DB and UB.  They then have to get a top up from SWA.  This should be addressed directly by the DSFA.

6. Transport and Access to Services: Need for a More

     Integrated System

Free Travel is available to people aged 66 and over, to recipients of Carer’s Allowance, to recipients of Disability Allowance, Blind Pension and Invalidity Pension and to other specified categories of people. However, the reality is

that public transport continues to be largely inaccessible to people with severe physical disabilities and to people living in isolated areas. A Mobility

Allowance (means-tested) is payable to those between the ages of 16 and 

66 with a severe disability and unable to walk. The Motorised Transport

Grant is granted on the basis of need.  People with very severe

disabilities are eligible if they need a car to get to work or, in some cases, if 

they live in a very remote area.  It is also means tested.  One criterion for 

the motorised transport grant is that the disability must be such as to

impede the person from using public transport. The Disabled Drivers’ and

Disabled Passengers’ (Tax Concessions) Scheme provides a range of tax reliefs in connection with the purchase and use of specially adapted vehicles by drivers and passengers with severe disabilities. 

Eligibility for the Disabled Drivers’ and Disabled Passengers’ Tax Concession Scheme is restricted to a small group of people – those who are severely and permanently physically disabled.  The strict medical criteria exclude a wide range of people with various disabilities who need assistance with transport and mobility costs. Groups who are not eligible have been campaigning for inclusion – there is a strong campaign at present by other groups, particularly blind people, for inclusion.   While the people who benefit are clearly in need of a mobility/transport subsidy, there are many other people with disabilities whose need for a transport or mobility subsidy is equal or may sometimes be greater. The scheme is based in an implied assumption that people who do not qualify are capable of using public transport.  This is patently not the case.  The scheme does, therefore, substantially benefit one group while not providing for any of the transport needs of other groups.

The reality is that there will continue to be people with disabilities who will need private transport and will need ongoing assistance in that regard.
There is a need to adopt a more integrated and co-ordinated approach to transport and access to services, particularly for people with disabilities and older people with mobility problems or living in isolated areas. This in turn requires that all categories of people experiencing transport and mobility difficulties under current methods of provision be identified and targeted for innovative service development. A developmental approach to transport provision should, therefore, be based on the following criteria:

· New strategies for transport and mobility supports are required to cater for the needs of a wide range of individuals and groups;


· Current schemes directly or indirectly recognise the additional costs 

      associated with having a disability and should, therefore, be organised in

      such a manner that is fully transparent and ensures equality of access to

      supports.

· There is a need to carry out an ‘inventory’ of all categories of people in the community who require transport and mobility assistance and to address the needs identified in a planned and programmed way;


· It is necessary to avoid the trap of operating on a ‘first come/first served’ basis;


There is a need for a comprehensive package of transport/mobility measures for people with disabilities. It is recommended that transport and mobility schemes be amalgamated into a co-ordinated mobility/transport subsidy granted on the basis of an individual needs assessment. For people with disabilities, there is a need to co-ordinate schemes run by different, departments particularly the mobility allowance scheme, the Motorised Transport Scheme, the travel to hospital scheme and the tax concessions for disabled drivers and passengers.  At present, there is no co-ordination between any of these schemes.
The CIB argues that there should be a transport/mobility subsidy available to a much wider group of people with disabilities than is currently the case.  This should be a direct payment based on an individual needs assessment. This could include the current free travel arrangements for those for whom it is suitable, an alternative mobility cash payment and a revamped scheme of tax relief for private car use.  

A transport/ mobility subsidy has to have due regard to the public policy of promoting the use of public transport. It is public policy to try to maintain people with disabilities in the community.  A transport/ mobility subsidy would contribute to that aim.

7. Transfer of Functions: Key Factors 

While the transfer of functions is a significant opportunity to enhance the role of the Community Welfare Officer in supporting those most in need, it cannot be assumed that this will happen automatically. It needs to be planned for taking into account the resources and liaison structures required. The transfer of functions will only be effective if the recommendations of the Working Group on the Review of the Supplementary Welfare Allowance Scheme are implemented as part of the programme.

The following are key factors which must be taken into account in the transfer process:

(i) The Community Welfare Officer service must remain community-based and its support/integration role should be strengthened and enhanced. 


(ii) Improved level of access to the service available to the public. This will require:


· uniform opening hours for CWO services;

· the availability of the service to be more widely advertised;

· premises improved and, where necessary, made fully accessible;

· availability to CWOs of the Citizens Information Website      (www.citizensinformation.ie) as an essential tool of their work;


(iii) User Involvement
Initiatives such as the SMI, Customer Services Action Plans, consultative fora (such as the DSFA’s Disability Consultative Forum) and various partnership mechanisms have created a better context for the public and voluntary sector to engage in policy development. However, additional consultation and feedback mechanisms are required, particularly at local level, for service users to channel their views and experiences. 

(iv) Codes of Practice governing dealings between citizens and service providers should be introduced.  In particular, there should be such a code for dealings between Community Welfare Officers and their clients.


(v) Information is an absolute requirement for effective service delivery. Without good quality, accessible information, it is not possible for people to get the services they need and secure their rights. Some queries to CICs indicate a paucity of relevant and understandable information from statutory agency personnel working in the frontline of service delivery. Some of this information refers to internal processes which impact negatively on citizens, such as the timescale for processing of claims or appeals. Independent information, advice and advocacy services must be complementary to and not a substitute for an integrated public service delivery and information system.

A Case Management Approach

The SWA Review Working Group Report emphasises throughout the need for a case management approach and a multi-agency solution tailored to the needs of the individual. Groups identified as having particular needs in this regard include families at risk, people with drug addiction difficulties, older persons, persons with a disability, persons with mental health issues, homeless persons, Travellers, ethnic minorities, people with financial indebtedness.


(vi) The CIB is of the view that developing this case management approach in the context of the transfer of functions will not be easy and will require consideration and management. This will present significant challenges.  Training for Community Welfare Officers will be required in terms of the enhanced casework role.

The CIB also emphasises the need for a comprehensive needs assessment element to any case management system. Assessment of individual needs should take cognisance of choice, autonomy and the fact that needs change over time. The challenge is to move beyond a concern with meeting basic income support or housing needs only towards addressing other equally important components of need based on social participation, control over one’s life and equality of access.
8. Summary

The transfer of the functions of Community Welfare Officers from the HSE to the Department of Social and Family Affairs presents an ideal opportunity for implementing the recommendations of the Working Group in order to provide a more integrated and streamlined income support service to the public. 

However, it should be noted that this transfer of functions will only be effective if the recommendations of the Working Group on the Review of the Supplementary Welfare Allowance Scheme are implemented as part of the programme.

The transfer of transport/mobility payments should take place in the context of

the need to develop a more comprehensive and integrated transport 

support system for people with disabilities and older people with mobility

problems or living in isolated areas.

The case management approach proposed needs to be planned for and appropriate structures put in place. CWOs could play a key role in this process but it would have to be made an integral part of their work load and commensurate resources would have to made available to the CWO service.

APPENDIX: CIS CASE EXAMPLES

The mother of a daughter with Down’s Syndrome living in a very isolated area could not understand why her daughter with Down’s Syndrome was given a free travel pass when she qualified for the Disability Allowance at 16 but did not have it when she was younger and in receipt of the Domiciliary Care Allowance. The CIC noted that “this issue has come up a lot and should be addressed in the context of making services more easily available to people with disabilities and especially people living on isolated areas.”
A young single mother has two small children, one of whom has a severe disability and is a wheelchair user. The mother is in receipt of the One-Parent Family Payment and Domiciliary Care Allowance. Because of the child's disability they must attend specialists and clinics in Dublin and Cork but when the mother applied for the Free Travel Pass for her child she was told that the child has to be over 16 to qualify. If the mother was in receipt of Carer's Allowance instead of OFP the mother would be entitled to the Free Travel Pass herself, but not for the child.
A CIC client, who is a lone parent and in part-time education, sought a special needs payment from her local Health Board. This payment was to assist client in furnishing her new home. Client was informed by her CWO that she did not qualify on grounds that she was in part-time education. However, the CIC took the view that she should qualify for the payment as the eligibility conditions note only that a person can be disallowed on the basis of attending full time education. 

A CIC client applied for Domiciliary Care Allowance and, despite numerous phone calls and written submissions to the HSE to process this client’s application; client had still not heard anything 8 months later. Another client taking an appeal to the HSE was told that he would hear from them within 6 weeks. It took 4 months before he heard his appeal had not been granted. 
A woman aged over 75 years has experienced major difficulties with her hospital appointments. There is no public transport service where the woman lives in the country, so the travel pass is of no advantage. The woman is living on her state pension non-contributory. She has to engage a taxi service for her medical appointments at a cost of €40 return journey. This is causing financial hardship and undue stress.
A woman with a disability has applied for a Motorised Transport Grant and a VRT Certificate. In order to process the application, the medical which has already been carried out by a junior doctor has to be approved by the Senior Area Medical Officer. Client is waiting 6 months as there is no SMO appointed. it has cost her almost €1,000 in hiring transport during this period and there is no way to claim this money back; she cannot claim Mobility Allowance for the same reason.



























� The number of queries to CISs in 2006 was 851,652 while the Citizens Information Phone Service had 107,642 queries.


� Comhairle, Citizens Information Services Survey 2005


� Pathways to Information: Developing an Integrated Approach at Local Level, 
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