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GOVERNMENT ADVISED TO PLACE BUDGET FOCUS ON PREVENTING POVERTY GROWTH IN CLIMATE OF DOWNTURN

The forthcoming budget should primarily focus on protecting the living standards of those at risk of poverty, as well as assisting those who are already most affected by poverty, according to Combat Poverty, which published its pre-budget advice to Government today.

According to the Agency - whose function is to provide independent advice to the Government on issues pertaining to poverty policy - the economic downturn is already impacting most on those already living in poverty and those who have recently become unemployed.  
Commenting today, Acting Director of Combat Poverty, Kevin O’Kelly said, “Over the past year, high inflation in basic consumer goods, such as fuel and food, has really hit low-income households.  The impact of this inflation is set to intensify with more people becoming unemployed, and no real indication that basic consumer items will become less expensive in the short to medium term.”
The Agency’s advice points to the fact that low–income households spend up to 35 per cent of total income on food, compared with the average household expenditure of 17 per cent.  Meanwhile, fuel expenditure accounts for up to 13 per cent of expenditure for low-income groups, compared with 3.5 per cent for an average household.

“There is no question that the Government is faced with difficult choices in prioritising its expenditure and reforms for the forthcoming budget.  However, in our view, focusing on poverty prevention and on tackling poverty in this budget, will result in fewer people being deprived of basic necessities in the medium to long-term.
“If we let vulnerable groups slip through the net at the onset of this economic downturn, we risk returning to the high levels of deprivation of the 1980s.  Nobody wants to see a return to massive dole queues, high levels of early-school leaving and appalling standards in housing for poor families.  By taking its focus off anti-poverty measures now, the Government would be faced with multiple challenges in the fight against poverty in the years ahead,” warned Kevin O’Kelly. 

The three main planks of Combat Poverty’s pre-budget advice centre on:

· Minimising the duration for which people are unemployed, as long-term inactivity diminishes work skills and makes re-employment more difficult.  A strategy of targeting education, training and employment programmes at this group would assist in achieving this objective.

· Minimising levels of deprivation by protecting key social services from any expenditure reductions and ensuring welfare payments are realistic.

· Avoiding any further increases in indirect taxes, which have the most adverse impact on low-income households; instead, looking to the possibility of increased taxes on high-income earners to generate additional revenues.
Combat Poverty said that the precise budget measures it was advising the Government to implement centre on the provisions already explicit in the National Action Plan for Social inclusion and the agreed programme for Government.
“On the specifics of the budget, Combat Poverty is advising the government to look at a mix of anti-poverty measures which relate not only to income, but also service provision and innovation in service/policy delivery,” said Kevin O’Kelly.
Welfare Payments

In terms of welfare payments, Combat Poverty has suggested an increase in the basic social welfare rate by €12 - €14 per week as the very minimum required , with pro-rata increases for adult and child dependent allowances.  This would be required to absorb inflation costs envisaged in 2009.  
The Agency has also recommended an increase of 4.2 per cent in Child Benefit. However rather than paying this as an increase to the normal monthly payments, it would be paid as a lump sum in August as a measure to assist families with costs associated with returning to school.
According to Kevin O’Kelly, “this once-off sum would be equivalent to an additional 50 per cent of the normal Child Benefit payment for August, providing parents with extra financial capacity to back-to-school expenses.

“The model for the delivery of this increase is an example of ‘tailored universalism’ which fits into the Government’s commitment to a more developed welfare state.”

Vulnerable groups

Combat Poverty’s pre-budget advice points out that there are a number of vulnerable groups across all stages in the life-cycle.  These include older children in welfare dependant families; older people living alone and lone parents who are not in employment.
The Agency has recommended additional income supports for children over 12 years – to be paid through the qualified Child Dependant Allowance – as a mechanism to deal with the extra costs associated with rearing older children.
While Combat Poverty recognises that the financial situation of older people has improved in recent years through effective budgetary measures, older people living alone have not benefited to the same extent.  According to Kevin O’Kelly, “the at-risk rate for pensioners living alone is double that of pensioners living with others.  The main reason for this is economies of scale, where two people living together can share resources, while those living alone must carry all costs on their own.”
As a means of addressing the costs of living alone, Combat Poverty has recommended increasing this payment by almost double to €15 per week. 
To assist lone parents living in poverty, Combat Poverty has advised the Minister for Social and Family Affairs to expedite the provisions in the Government’s Strategy on Lone Parents, which focus on greater access to employment opportunities and reform of the One Parent Family payment.

Access to Primary Health Care

To support the Government’s commitment in the National Action Plan for Social inclusion to promote quality health services, Combat Poverty has recommended a number of reforms to the medical card scheme so that more families can access primary healthcare.  In addition, the Agency has recommended an increase in the eligibility limits for medical card qualification.
“The income limits for Medical Card eligibility have remained static since 2005, despite increased costs of accessing GP services in the community.  We are advising that an additional 220,000 persons, including 44,500 children be provided with medical cards so that they can afford to attend a GP service when they have basic health complaints. This can be achieved by increasing eligibility thresholds and as well as making the application procedure more transparent and uniform. The more people who can sort out their health issues at a community level, the less pressure will be felt on our A&E and hospital care services,” said Kevin O’Kelly.

Other Measures

Combat Poverty’s pre-budget advice also identified the following areas as requiring priority for the Government:

· Provision of social and affordable housing through direct purchase of properties and shared purchase with housing associations
· Innovative measures to address food and fuel poverty and promote sustainable and more inclusive communities.

According to Combat Poverty, “Investment in anti-poverty measures in the forthcoming budget is essential in ensuring that poverty does not become more embedded during this time of recession.  In addition, there is an onus on the Government – if it wants to remain committed to its target of abolishing consistent poverty by 2016 – to prioritise anti-poverty measures in this budget.”
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