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Recommendations 

 

1. Immediately double funding for the Digital Skills for Citizens Grant Scheme to 

€4.4 million in Budget 2019 to provide more training places and to improve the 

scheme’s coverage in rural Ireland. 

2. Reform the Digital Skills for Citizens Grant Scheme to provide financial 

incentives to organisations to provide one-to-one training, to allow learners to 

repeat classes to build their confidence and to provide training in the older 

person’s home where this is necessary and to provide technical support to the 

newly online. 

3. Support older people on low incomes to access the internet by increasing the 

Telephone Support Allowance to €4 per week over the next two budgets at an 

estimated cost of approximate cost of €17 million.1 

4. Develop and roll-out a national digital skills learning programme, integrating it 

with existing community infrastructure, particularly libraries and post offices, 

and consider looking to the Online Centres Network and AbilityNet in Britain as 

potential models. 

5. Ensure the Strategy to Combat Energy Poverty continues to be adequately 

resourced and key actions implemented 

6. Actively raise awareness about the Better Homes Warmer Homes Scheme  

7. Widen the remit of the Warmth and Wellbeing Scheme to a national basis  

8. Meet the promise of using revenue raised by the Carbon Tax to address energy 

poverty, which adheres to the original objective of the tax to be revenue-neutral

  

 

 

 

  

                                                      
1 Response to Parliamentary Question 10127/18 on 28 February 2018 



2 
 

1. Introduction 

Age Action is the leading advocacy organisation on ageing and older people in Ireland.  

Our mission is to achieve fundamental change in the lives of all older people by 

eliminating age discrimination, promoting positive ageing and securing their right to 

comprehensive and high-quality services.  

 

We want to make Ireland the best country in the world in which to grow old and we 

work with older people to build a society free of ageism where their rights are secured. 

 

This submission outlines our recommendations to the Communications, Climate 

Action and Environment with regard to the budget allocation for 2019 

 

Separate to this we will make individual submissions to the following Government 

departments:  

• Department of Health;  

• Department of Housing, Planning, and Local Government; 

• Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection; 

• Department of Education and Skills; 

• Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (Irish Aid). 

 

2. Addressing Digital Exclusion amongst Older People 

“I think the course is very useful and is a great help in overcoming the fear of all 

things connected with computers etc that inhibits older people from making use of 

them. I would like to learn a bit more but need time to absorb what I have learned 

on the present course.” 

“It took the terror out of using my new laptop and opened up a new interest.” 

“I appreciated that it was one to one as I didn’t feel that I was holding up a class 

with questions. Also my tutor was very patient and gave time to explain.” 

 

The National Positive Ageing Strategy commits to “promote access to a wide range of 

opportunities for continued learning and education for older people”.2 Age Action plays 

                                                      
2 Department of Health (2013) National Positive Ageing Strategy p.20  
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an important role in achieving this through our Getting Started computer training 

programmes for older people. Over 2,500 older people were trained in using 

technology last year through the programme at 91 venues nationwide. An estimated 

3,000 older people will receive training in 2018, bringing the number trained since 2008 

to 37,000. 

 

Digital literacy is now a necessity for accessing health and welfare information, for 

using online services, managing one’s finances and maintaining contact with family 

and friends. Literacy issues around technology exclude a large group of people in 

society from educational, financial and commercial opportunities. A critical challenge 

for society is the pace of change towards doing the majority of our business online.  

 

Half of Irish people aged between 65 and 74 have never used the internet. This is far 

worse than the figures of 37 per cent among the EU15 and 16 per cent in Britain.3 The 

National Digital Strategy describes internet use among those aged over 75 as 

negligible.4 

 

Table 1 Internet use among people aged between 65 and 74 (2017) 

Percentage of people 

aged 65-74 who: 

Ireland Britain Denmark Finland Estonia EU28 

Used the internet 

within last 12 months 

46 81 89 76 55 54 

Never used the 

internet 

50 16 42 9 21 39 

Source: Eurostat 

 

A 2017 Eurostat report found that less than half of Irish people aged 65 to 74 use the 

internet, compared to 81 per cent in Britain and an average across the EU of 54 per 

cent. While it is encouraging to see larger numbers of older people getting on line each 

year, over half are still effectively excluded from day-to-day activities. However, it is 

                                                      
3 Eurostat 2017.http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/digital-economy-and-society/data/database    
4 National Digital Strategy 2013. https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/communications/publications 
Documents/63/National%20Digital%20 Strategy%20July%202013%20compressed.pdf 
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not enough to simply be able to access the internet, digital exclusions also refers to 

those who can get online but do so less often or are able to avail of fewer services. 

 

Seventy per cent of Irish internet users use it every day. Among those who do use 

the internet and are aged 60-74, the figure falls dramatically to 31 per cent.5 

Table 2 Internet skill levels among people aged between 65 and 74 (2017) 

Percentage of people 

aged 65-74 who: 

Ireland Britain Denmark Finland Estonia EU28 

Have basic or above 

basic overall digital 

skills6 

17 42 42 40 18 25 

Source: Eurostat 

 

Use of the internet for specific activities also decreases with age. Eurostat data from 

2017 indicates that 53 per cent of Irish people made an online purchase in the previous 

12 months, compared to only 18 per cent among the 60-74 figure. CSO data indicates 

that 78 percent of that age group have never shopped online.7 

 

A move to online services may make sense from a commercial point of view for 

businesses or Government services but it creates barriers for many older persons who 

are unable to carry out their day-to-day business online or are wary of doing so. In 

particular, this can result in an inability to access basic financial services or to an older 

person losing control over their personal finances. Certain lower cost deals (e.g. 

utilities) are only available online, denying older people who are offline the opportunity 

to avail of the best and most economic services. 

 

                                                      
5 CSO 2017 Information Society Statistics Households 
http://pdf.cso.ie/www/pdf/20170721015046_Information_Society_Statistics__Households_2017_full.p
df  
6 Eurostat defines basic skills as being able to save a file, send an email or buy something online. 
Being able to do a minimum of two these is considered ‘above basic’. The Department of 
Communications, Climate Action and Environment defines a basic level of skills as Introduction to the 
internet; Internet safety and security; Email; Search engines and websites; Online government 
services; Conducting everyday transactions; Online voice and video calls; Use of “Apps”. See 
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/Statement%20of%20Requirements%20Digital%20Skills%20for
%20Citizens.pdf.  
7 http://www.cso.ie/multiquicktables/quickTables.aspx?id=ica31 

http://pdf.cso.ie/www/pdf/20170721015046_Information_Society_Statistics__Households_2017_full.pdf
http://pdf.cso.ie/www/pdf/20170721015046_Information_Society_Statistics__Households_2017_full.pdf
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In addition, use of the internet has the proven potential to deliver positive social and 

health related outcomes for older people, not least decreased feelings of loneliness 

and isolation.8 

 

There are a number of barriers preventing older people from getting, and staying, 

online. Some of these are external; there may be no computer courses available 

locally. The older person may also have restricted mobility or even be housebound. 

The cost of accessing the internet is also a contributing factor to people not getting 

online, with broadband only deals (if available) generally around €50 per month. 

 

Other barriers relate to older people being anxious about trying to learn to use the 

internet, lacking confidence in their own ability to learn or having a fear of failure.9 

Volunteer tutors with Age Action’s Getting Started programme often report that their 

single biggest challenge is building up the confidence of learners. Once this initial 

reluctance is overcome, learners are as able to master online technologies as anyone 

else.  

 

3. Government Response 

Since 2008 the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment 

has consecutively run two programmes designed to increase digital literacy and 

access online resources:  

 

1. The BenefIT Programme, which ran to the middle of 2016, provided more 

than 160,000 training places over its lifetime at a cost of €8.4 million.10  

2. This was replaced by the Digital Skills for Citizens Grant Scheme, which 

allocated €2.2 million for 2016/2017 to 15 community and not-for-profit 

                                                      
8 A 2016 study by the Institute of Public Health found that 10 per cent of older people suffer from chronic 
loneliness and linked it to negative physical and mental health outcomes including anxiety, depression, 
increased risk of heart disease and higher stress levels. See Harvey,B. and Walsh, K., Loneliness and 
Ageing: Ireland, North and South. 
9 Wu YH, et al (2015) Bridging the digital divide in older adults: a study from an initiative to inform older 
adults about new technologies. Journal of Clinical Interventions in Aging 10: 193-200 
10 Response to Parliamentary Question 3195/17 on 24 January 2017 
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organisations to provide 10 hours of free computer training to people across 

Ireland.11, 12  

 

Funding provided by the department to community and voluntary groups for computer 

training through its BenefIT funding programme has played a critical role in closing the 

digital exclusion gap. However, no funding is available to allow an older person to 

repeat classes to cement learning and build up confidence. This can be especially 

important when a period of ill health means a substantial amount of time passes 

between classes.  

 

Organisations funded under Digital Skills for Citizens must provide training to classes 

of no more than ten people. There is currently no incentive for organisations to deliver 

the classes in a one-to-one setting. This can limit older learners continuing their online 

journey as many thrive in the one-to-one learning environment at their own pace and 

find it very difficult to move onto a group training session.   

 

The main challenge that the Getting Started programme is dealing with is the issue of 

people wanting to do further training beyond what the scheme funds. With our very 

limited resources, it is difficult to offer support to these people to continue their 

learning, improve their skills and genuinely become an “onliner”.  

 

Feedback on the Age Action Getting Started programmes has been almost universally 

positive with almost 100% of our learners saying they would recommend the course 

to others and the same number of our volunteer tutors rated as either Very Good or 

Excellent. 

 

Currently Age Action has a nationwide waiting list of more than 1,000 people. A high 

proportion of our learners are also interested in repeating the training, for example, 

people with new devices such as tablets who previously participated in classes using 

a laptop.  

 

                                                      
11 Response to Parliamentary Question 9078/17 of 22 February 2017. 
12 Age Action’s Getting Started Programme has been a recipient of Government funding under both 
programmes. 
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Successive governments have invested in programmes to assist older people to get 

online. The current stark gap between internet use by older people in Ireland and by 

our EU neighbours shows that these measures have not been enough.  

 

Additional resources to provide and improve services for older people to get online 

are urgently needed. We must also identify new, innovative, ways to assist older 

people who are not comfortable with the internet. 

 

Recommendations 
 

1. Immediately double funding for the Digital Skills for Citizens Grant Scheme 

to €4.4 million in Budget 2019 to provide more training places and to 

improve the scheme’s coverage in rural Ireland. 

2. Reform the Digital Skills for Citizens Grant Scheme to provide financial 

incentives to organisations to provide one-to-one training, to allow learners 

to repeat classes to build their confidence and to provide training in the 

older person’s home where this is necessary and to provide technical 

support to the newly online. 

3. Support older people on low incomes to access the internet by increasing 

the Telephone Support Allowance to €4 per week over the next two budgets 

at an estimated cost of approximate cost of €17 million.13 

4. Develop and roll-out a national digital skills learning programme, integrating 

it with existing community infrastructure, particularly libraries and post 

offices, and consider looking to the Online Centres Network and AbilityNet 

in Britain as potential models. 

 

 

  

                                                      
13 Response to Parliamentary Question 10127/18 on 28 February 2018 
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4. Addressing Energy Poverty  

 
“We cannot have our home heating on as much as we would like” 

 
“I find it a really anxious time not having an income each week and every time I 

hear of an increase in health insurance, utilities, I get frightened.” 
 

“I wrap a rug around my legs when watching TV otherwise I’d be too cold” 
 

The experience of energy poverty among older people is particularly acute for a variety 

of reasons. These include:14 

• A greater risk of cardiovascular and respiratory illness from cold and damp 

houses; 

• More time spent in the home; 

• A greater dependency on dirtier fuels for heating; 

• A reliance on small fixed incomes, therefore any increase in fuel prices has a 

disproportionate impact; 

• A tendency to live in older, less energy efficient homes; 

• A higher level of disability and chronic ill-health are reported amongst this age 

group.15  

In addition to this, consumer behaviour among older people means they are less likely 

to switch providers due to brand loyalty. As discussed above, lower rates of access to 

the internet, along with an aversion to falling into arrears, can mean many older people 

do not benefit from increased competition in the energy market.16  

Survey of Age Action members 

Each year, in preparing our pre-budget submission, Age Action conducts a national 

consultation with our members. This involves distributing a survey to our members 

                                                      
14 Goodman, P. McAvoy, H. Cotter, N. Monahan, E. Barret, E. Browne, S and Zeka, A. (2011). Fuel 
Poverty, Older People and Cold Weather.  
15 Ageing Well Network (2012) The New Agenda on Ageing - To Make Ireland the Best Country to Grow 
Old In http://www.atlanticphilanthropies.org/app/uploads/2015/09/new-ageing-agenda-report.pdf 
16 Cotter, N. et al (2012) Coping with the cold- exploring relationships between cold housing, health and 
social wellbeing in a sample of older people in Ireland. Quality in Ageing and Older People 12(1):8-47.  

http://www.atlanticphilanthropies.org/app/uploads/2015/09/new-ageing-agenda-report.pdf
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through our magazine Ageing Matters. For Budget 2019 we also held four budget 

events in Dublin, Galway, Cork and Castlebar with our members. 

  

We received just under five hundred responses to our survey by post and online. Of 

those replying, 60 per cent were female. Some 43 per cent were aged 65-74 years, 

with just under 25 per cent aged 70-79 years and 27 per cent aged over 80 years. 

 

Almost three-quarters of respondents lived in an urban area, with 14 per cent in a rural 

location close to neighbours. Just over 8 per cent lived in an isolated rural location with 

no neighbours close by. 

Rising energy costs consistently remains one of the top issues of concern for older 

people contacting Age Action. It is estimated that 7.5 per cent of all pensioner 

households suffer fuel poverty. The latest 2018 Consumer Price Index (CPI) showed 

a continuing increase in the cost of Housing, Water, Electricity, Gas & Other Fuels 

during 2018 and reaching an increase of 7.6 per cent year on year by May 2018. 

Government Response 

The priority energy poverty policy challenge is to address home energy costs and 

improve housing energy efficiency.  

The publication of A Strategy to Combat Energy Poverty 2016-2019 by the Department 

of Communications Energy and Natural Resources in 2016 provided an important road 

map for tackling this issue across multiple Government departments and agencies.17 

Given its vital role, the adequate resourcing and implementation of the Strategy 

remains key. 

We are pleased to note that the Government’s longer-term strategy is to tackle energy 

poverty through increasing the energy efficiency of people’s homes. The Better Energy 

Warmer Homes Scheme administered by the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland 

(SEAI) is a key measure in tackling energy poverty among older people. Age Action 

                                                      
17 See Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources (2016) Strategy to Combat 
Energy Poverty 2016-2019. Available at 
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/energy/publications/Pages/Strategy-to-combat-energy-poverty.aspx 

https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/energy/publications/Pages/Strategy-to-combat-energy-poverty.aspx
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frequently receives calls asking about how to access the scheme, however a lack of 

general awareness still exists. The number of homes upgraded under the Scheme 

have been falling steadily since 2010.18 Better communication of the scheme 

regarding eligibility and access would be welcome, targeted at the most vulnerable 

households. 

The widening of the Warmth and Wellbeing Scheme to improve health outcomes in 

2017 to more geographic areas in Dublin is particularly welcome. The Scheme 

appears to be working well and meeting its purpose in demonstrating the positive 

effects that energy efficiency improvements to the home can have on health and 

wellbeing of the people living there. Age Action frequently refers callers to the Scheme. 

Callers to our Helpline often cite the poor condition of their properties, rising energy 

costs and the link to their poor health. We welcome the commitment to review the 

impact of the scheme upon conclusion and to address the potential for a wider roll 

out.19 To meet the growing need, we call for an immediate extension of the remit of 

the Scheme to a national basis. 

The introduction of smart metering will also encourage more efficient energy use and 

cost effective energy use. 

It is imperative that home energy efficiency programmes continue to be funded and 

that they are targeted towards those on low-incomes and those who will experience 

the worst effects of living in energy poverty.  

Taxation and levies 

We are pleased to note that the proposed PSO levy for 2018/2019 is €258.6 million, 

representing a 45% decrease on the 2017/18 levy (€471.9 million).20 From a customer 

impact perspective, the 2018/19 PSO levy will result in a monthly charge of €3.48 and 

€11.97 for domestic and small commercial customers respectively. In comparison to 

                                                      
18 Parliamentary Response on Warmer Homes Scheme Data of 17 April 2018. 
19 Parliamentary Response on Energy Efficiency of 5 May 2018. 
20 SVP (June 2018) SVP Submission to the Commission for Energy Regulation on Public Service 

Obligation Levy June 2018. Available at www.svp.ie.  

https://www.svp.ie/getattachment/946b06d8-20c2-41c2-b672-39ccef1ab55c/SVP-Submission-to-the-Commission-for-Energy-Re-(4).aspx
https://www.svp.ie/getattachment/946b06d8-20c2-41c2-b672-39ccef1ab55c/SVP-Submission-to-the-Commission-for-Energy-Re-(4).aspx
http://www.svp.ie/
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the 2017/18 PSO, this equates to a monthly decrease of €4.21 and €14.58 for 

domestic and small commercial customers respectively.21 

It is also important that the original objective of the carbon tax as revenue-neutral is 

achieved by using the funds it raises to address the issue of energy poverty. Currently, 

this tax is deeply regressive and it is imperative that low-income households and those 

at risk of energy poverty are not affected by future increases in the carbon tax. Any 

increases in carbon tax should be used for exemptions and to offset any increase in 

fuel costs for low-income households. 

 
Recommendation 
 

5. Ensure the Strategy to Combat Energy Poverty continues to be adequately 

resourced and key actions implemented 

6. Actively raise awareness about the Better Homes Warmer Homes Scheme  

7. Widen the remit of the Warmth and Wellbeing Scheme to a national basis  

8. Meet the promise of using revenue raised by the Carbon Tax to address 

energy poverty, which adheres to the original objective of the tax to be 

revenue-neutral 

 

For further information please contact: 

Corona Joyce 

Senior Policy Officer, Age Action, 10 Grattan Crescent, Inchicore, Dublin 8 

T: 01-475 6989; E: policy@ageaction.ie  

 
 
 

                                                      
21 See Commission for Regulation of Utilities (2018) Decision Paper Public Service Obligation Levy 
2018/19. Available at https://www.cru.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/CRU18148-2018-19-PSO-
Decision-Paper.pdf 

 

mailto:policy@ageaction.ie
https://www.cru.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/CRU18148-2018-19-PSO-Decision-Paper.pdf
https://www.cru.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/CRU18148-2018-19-PSO-Decision-Paper.pdf

