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Review income cut of limits in relation to couples .  


Irish Wheelchair Association was invited by the Department of Social and Family Affairs to make a submission to the Steering Group in relation to the Disability Allowance (DA) Scheme, as part of the Government’s 2006–2008 Value-for-money and Policy Review Initiative. 
IWA welcomed the opportunity to participate in the consultation process as the Disability Allowance Scheme is for many people with disabilities, the central mechanism for supporting an individual’s standard of living and social inclusion. 
In full consultation with its members the IWA has identified  issues and concerns that relate to the Disability Allowance Scheme and its associated benefits.  The submission highlights quality of life issues from a wider social perspective, in order to inform future policy making decisions. 
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Introduction 

IWA welcomes the opportunity to participate in the Department of Social & Family Affairs, Value-for-money and Policy Review Initiative, as the Disability Allowance scheme is, for many people with disabilities, the central mechanism for supporting an individual’s standard of living and social inclusion. 

The Irish Wheelchair Association (IWA) is the largest national organisation that represents and advocates on behalf of people with limited mobility; we currently have more than 20,000 members. IWA advocates to advance the rights of people with disabilities to allow them to live with dignity and respect as equal members of society with the opportunity to contribute to the economic and social development of Ireland. IWA, in full consultation with its members, has identified issues in relation to the Disability Allowance Scheme to inform the review process.     

IWA commends the Department’s strategic statement 2008-2010 which places poverty and social inclusion as high level goals:-

Goal 4: To provide income and other supports to people with disabilities to facilitate them in taking up employment, training, education or development opportunities.  

 Goal 5: To attain better outcomes in tackling poverty and achieve a more inclusive society through the provision of income and other support services and co-ordinating implementation of Government strategies on social inclusion. 
The European Commission (2000 – 2006) has acknowledged that social inclusion is a multidimensional phenomenon that requires knowledge of several indicators of quality of life. Evaluation of these indicators highlights the barriers of social exclusion which include low income, education, employment and social participation among others. The challenge for policymakers is to address these social and economic barriers within a framework of value-for-money. 

IWA’s submission will focus on the Disability Allowance scheme’s present policy in order to maximise its contribution to the strategic goals of the Department.  Additionally, as the majority of people with disabilities on social welfare are recipients of Disability Allowance, quality of life issues from a wider social perspective must be highlighted to inform policy making decisions.  
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Disability Allowance as an income maintenance support

IWA welcomed the recent increases in the level of payment to recipients of the DA scheme.  It is hoped that incremental increases will remain in line with other social welfare payments. 

However, the DA’s ability to provide income maintenance support to the same standard of living as non-disabled recipients cannot be made on this single comparison. 
This view is supported by emerging ESRI research.  Cullinan et al highlights the fact that disability reduces the standard of living of households and further states that ‘poverty measures based on income will underestimate the problem’. Their concluding analysis supports ‘the case for the introduction of disability–adjusted poverty and inequality estimates and equivalence scales.’ ‘Estimating the Economic Cost of Disability in Ireland’ Cullinan et al, Working Paper 230 Series ESRI Dublin 2008. 
In aiming to address the economic problems associated with disability it is, therefore, important that poverty issues and, specifically the extra cost of disability, influence the development of effective policies. 

Disability and Poverty
The direct link of disability with high levels of poverty has been alerted too in consecutive research.  People with illnesses and disabilities face higher poverty rates than people in other social welfare contingencies (Social Welfare Review 2004). ESRI research shows that households headed by people who are unable to work due to illness or disability are one of the groups most likely in Irish society to live in poverty and to experience basic deprivation.  This startling evidence, however, only begins to give an indication of the issues at hand.  Policy development in relation to income maintenance needs to be supported by detailed statistics in regard to people with disabilities’ incomes and differences in household composition.  The present dearth of detailed research in regard to disability in Ireland highlights an information gap to inform policy development. It is hoped that new data from the Central Statistics Office will provide a clearer picture of disability in Ireland today.  
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Cost of Disability Payment 
Addressing the poverty trap for people with disabilities cannot be reduced by income maintenance support alone.   Additional measures need to be coordinated to move people out of poverty. One logical step towards alleviating elements of poverty and social exclusion would be to address the extra economic costs of disability. 

IWA, along with many other disability organisations, has been lobbying for the implementation of a cost of disability payment for some time. The cost of disability can be defined as the amount it costs a disabled person to achieve the same standard of living as a non-disabled person. It is recognised, nationally and internationally, that people with disabilities incur many extra living costs such as food, heating and clothing as a result of their disability.  Additionally, the cost of disability payments would address the considerable extra costs of disability aids, equipment, above average medical and drug costs, care costs and above average transport costs. The introduction of a Cost of Disability Payment is essential to offset these extra costs and the key to supporting people with disabilities to participate fully in Irish Society.   

There is a general consensus that a Cost of Disability Payment needs to meet these extra costs separately rather than through higher basic income maintenance, so all will benefit equally.  IWA acknowledges that a mechanism is needed to examine the extra costs incurred by people with disabilities comparable to their level of disability, personal income and their social / employment interaction with society. However, the immediate introduction of a Cost of Disability Payment for people with disabilities in receipt of social welfare payments would be a first step in supporting people in meeting these extra costs.  IWA would call on the interdepartmental group on the Cost of Disability to publish a report prior to introducing a Cost of Disability Allowance by 2009

The Cost of Disability Payment is recommended by a number of reports and studies including the National Disability Authority’s 2004 report “Disability and the Cost of Living”, the Commission on the Status of People with Disabilities and the National Economic and Social Forum and DSFA review 2004. 
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The DSFA role in supporting pathways to employment, education and training. 

People with disabilities have not benefited from the extraordinary reduction in unemployment that Ireland has experienced; they remain excluded from the labour market.  National Disability Authority research shows that in the European context people with disabilities in Ireland are less likely to be in work, education and training when compared to their European peer group. In order to address this anomaly IWA welcomes the commitment in the National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007- 2016 to increase the numbers of people with disabilities in employment in the open labour market. 

Barriers to Employment 

The Department’s role in supporting pathways to employment, education and training for DA recipients is a positive development. However, to open up pathways to mainstream employment a number of significant disincentives need to be removed. The loss of free travel, medical cards, and other secondary benefits, leading to additional extra costs of drugs, aids and appliances, traps people with disabilities into remaining out of work. People may be worse off or insufficiently better off if they take up employment.  Collaboration between Government Departments and agencies is required to remove the disincentives and benefits traps that create barriers to employment. 
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DSFA Development of a Social & Economic Participation Programme 
IWA welcomes the proposed new activation process that focuses on both the social and economic needs of DA recipients through the implementation of the Segmentation and Intermediation process.  However, this proposed process does raise a number of concerns for DA recipients. 

Segmentation Process
The Segmentation process needs to guard against repeating old models that channelled people with disabilities to only engaging with ‘special’ officers. The Disability Act 2005 firmly guides mainstream access to services in order to promote equality in society through embracing diversity. The Active Case Management process is clearly adopting a person centred approach which should interact with people based on their capabilities, not their disability. Therefore, all officers should be able to support all potential job seekers. 

Additionally, the focus on individual case management, while welcomed, does however raise concerns in regard to the possibility of duplicating the role fulfilled by FAS. Responsibility within the new process would need to be clearly defined to alleviate confusion and guard against adding an additional layer for people with disabilities to be processed through. 

Intermediation Process 

The Intermediation process guides people towards training, education or social and family service options.  Central to this referral process are the present employment training and services currently in operation. There is a broad consensus that these programmes are not meeting the needs of people with disabilities or leading to the desired outcome of open employment.  A comprehensive review of employment services for people with disabilities is immediately required. Additionally, employment supports such as Workplace Equipment/ Adaptation Grant, also need to be assessed to clarify why there is a significant lack of uptake of these employment supports. These factors need to be reviewed so effective progressive measures can be introduced. .  

It is hoped that analysis of findings from the Midlands Project Pilot (referenced: DSFA Disability Sectoral Plan July 2006) will address the many issues that surround people with disabilities in entering the workforce. IWA is aware that, even in the initial stages of the pilot, the barriers of inaccessible transport, inaccessible environments and personal supports were
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barriers for people with physical disabilities. Importantly, the pilot review acknowledges that many people with disabilities have additional costs in trying to access employment.  IWA understands additional European funding has been secured to launch a second employment project in Mullingar. It is hoped that these further initiatives will embrace all levels of physical disability in order to inform employment strategies for people disabilities.  
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Growing Numbers in Receipt of Disability Allowance 

The numbers of recipients on DA has more than doubled over the past ten years which does have fiscal implication for the Department. The statistics attached to this steady rise has brought into question the credibility of some recipients of the scheme (Public Accounts Committee (PAC), 2006).  The incentive behind mis-reporting needs to be considered as the amounts received on the DA are comparable to unemployment assistance/ benefit.  The incentive may lie in the perception that disability payments are more readily available than unemployment payments.  An efficient system needs to be put in place to appropriately distinguish between those in genuine need of the DA and those who mis-report. ESRI Research by Gannon places emphasis on measures to address the issue through the implementation of ‘improved medical assessment with shorter waiting times and efficient monitoring.  In terms of government expenditure, international research has shown that the cost of monitoring is only a small fraction of benefits’.
Most importantly Gannon states ‘ It is crucial the solution does not effect those in genuine need of disability benefits’. Disability Benefit: controlled or under controlled’ Brenda Gannon 2007. 
IWA would echo Gannon’s concern that any changes implemented must not penalise a genuine DA recipient.   
The Department’s role is perceived by many as one of policing social welfare payments.  Therefore, engagement with local offices has for some a fear factor attached. Couple this with a new focus on employment and many genuine recipients of the DA may feel pressurised. While the DSFA have stated that those entitled to DA will receive it, further reassurance will be required to allay fears as changes are implemented. 
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Disability Allowance and Associated Issues 

Disability Allowance and additional benefits
Entitlements to additional benefits are made to supplement the DA in recognition of the additional cost of daily living. The Free Travel Pass is one such benefit.  Critically, however, a substantial number of people with disabilities cannot avail of this benefit due to an inaccessible public transport network in their community.  Inevitably, for people with physical disabilities this compounds social isolation, restricts opportunities and incurs additional costs for hiring private accessible transport.  Exploration of arrangements to use free travel pass with private taxi services, private buses and other forms of community transport needs to be undertaken. 


Disadvantages caused by the lack of individualised welfare payments. 

The present welfare system disadvantages people for living as a household unit. Whether a couple are in receipt of a disability payment, pension or a job-seeker’s payment they are assessed as a unit.  Therefore following the 2008 Budget a couple on the lowest social welfare rate receives a payment of €329.10 per week. This amount is approximately 1.66 times the payment for a single person (€197.80). However, were these two people living separately they would receive €197.80 each; giving a total of €395.60.
 IWA would reiterate Conference of Religious of Ireland (CORI) call to increase the adult qualifying payment to 100% of the adult rate. The increase would create a more equitable system for men and women.  Additionally, individualizing the social welfare payments would bring policy in line with the Equal Status Acts (2000-2004). 
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Disadvantages caused by income cut off limits for couples. 
The Irish Wheelchair Association has had representations from a large number of its members in relation to the cut off limits in relation to couples with disabilities.  Losing state benefits in these situations may be perceived as an equal rights issue which affects the general population. However, the loss of DA significantly disadvantages the person with the disability as well as the couple as a unit in Irish society
Under the new assessment (26 September 2007), your spouse’s/partner’s earnings are assessed; €20 euro per day (up to a maximum of €60) from work will be deducted from your spouse's/partner's average net weekly earnings and then 60% of the balance will be assessed as weekly means. The weekly means is then deducted from the combined total of your personal rate of Disability Allowance and the maximum Increase for a Qualified Adult.

From an income assessment base rate of € 329 a person’s DA is systematically reduced on a sliding scale, resulting in a total withdrawal or non payment at an income rate of € 629 which is just below the average industrial wage for a single person. This cut off point is leading to poverty. The cost of disability payment or additional rebates needs to be considered. 
 
The Rehabilitative Work Disregard
Many people with disabilities look to avail of Employment Supports in their quest to secure open employment.  The Rehabilitative Work Disregard is a scheme where Disability Allowance recipients can work while in receipt of the allowance but income is assessable as means. From 7 June 2006, 50% of earnings of a rehabilitative nature between the sum of €120.00 and €350.00 are disregarded in a means test and entitlement to Disability Allowance reduced accordingly. However, under the scheme people may be worse off or insufficiently better off due to the extra costs of taking up employment. Through adjusting the disregard recipients would be supported in meeting the extra costs in securing valuable work experience.  
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Ongoing medical review attached to the Disability Allowance Scheme 
IWA would call on department to look at the repeat medical review on an annual basis for people who present with conditions that will remain unchanged i.e. Cerebral Palsy, Spina Bifida, etc. This distinct grouping would benefit from an exemption as well as reduce expenditure on medical practitioners.  Additionally, as the medical review remains a separate assessment no receipts will be omitted from engaging with the Social & Economic Participation Programme.  

Charges levied on DA recipients in long stay services 
People in residential service can be legally charged up to either €120 or €90 per week, depending on whether they receive full or part-time nursing care. These charges, however, leave little money for people to live with dignity in their communities.  The introduction of the cost of disability would go some way to addressing the issue. 

DA and Trust Funds
Many parents plan ahead by setting up Discretionary Trust Fund Schemes or Pension Schemes on behalf of their child with a disability. Families are concerned that the income derived from these may lead to a reduction or loss of DA and other benefits associated with the DA, particularly the medical card and travel pass. It is an area that needs to be clarified. 
Information Access  

In consultation with IWA members nationwide it became apparent that access and understanding in relation rights and entitlements under the Disability Allowance Scheme is fragmented. This could have further significance with changes resulting from the DSFA review.  
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Conclusion 
The movement of the Disability Allowance from Department of Health & Children to the Department of Social and Family Affairs has had a positive impact on the scheme. The Department’s strategic statement places focus on the need to introduce measures that will overcome barriers of low income, education, employment and social participation. The review process provides an opportune time in which to gain a cohesive and coordinated cross departmental approach in addressing these barriers. The IWA’s submission has highlighted that only by addressing the multidimensional issues attached to social inclusion will a person’s quality of life and ultimately their equality in Irish Society be achieved. 
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The introduction of a Cost of Disability Payment by 2009.








Introduce measures so all can benefit from the Free Travel Scheme equally.





Policy development that supports the introduction of key measures that will address the high poverty rates amongst people with disabilities in Ireland.  
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User-friendly and open approach with recipients in providing clear information on changes, supports and programmes.





Collaboration between Government Departments and agencies to promote the removal of the disincentives and benefits traps that create barriers to employment.





Training and training supports that promote equal opportunities for people with disabilities in the open labour market need to be developed. 





Review the Rehabilitative Work Disregard.








Review the requirement for repeat medical review on an annual basis.  








Increase the adult qualifying payment to 100% of the adult rate.





Accessible, user-friendly information on rights and entitlements.
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