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 “We've been forgotten. I can’t think of taking a holiday or presents for grandchildren, 

weddings or any other family occasion are a stress.  I am only barely able to keep 

my car on the road only because I need it.  I am constantly living in an overdraft as I 

still have a mortgage” 

 

“I am absolutely terrified about what charge will be introduced next” 
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List of Recommendations 

 

1. Increase the weekly State Pension by €5 per week to build towards achieving 

the Government's commitment in the National Pensions Framework of a State 

Pension set at 35 per cent of average weekly earnings [Cost: €160.9 million]1 

2. Ensure the final 15 per cent of the Christmas Bonus is restored as a double 

week payment for Christmas 2018 for all social welfare recipients [Cost: €257 

million]2 

3. Increase the cost of the Living Alone Allowance by €3 per week [Cost: €32.8 

million] 

4. Increase the cost of the Over 80s Allowance by €2 per week [Cost: €17.4 

million] 

5. Reverse the changes introduced in 2012 to the State Pension system 

reducing the number of bands from six to four [Cost: €73 million]3 

6. Restore the Bereavement Grant [Cost: €25.5 million]4 

7. Restore the Fuel Allowance to 32 weeks [Cost: €42.9 million] 

8. Increase the funding for the Free Travel Scheme by €5 million to make it more 

attractive for operators to join and to ensure that it continues to address 

passenger needs [Cost: €95 million] 

 

                                                           
1  This cost includes the following schemes: State Pension Contributory; Widow’s, Widower’s or 
Surviving Civil Partner’s Contributory Pension (where recipient is aged 66 and over); Deserted Wives 
Benefit (where recipient is aged 66 and over); Death Benefit Pension (where recipient is aged 66 and 
over); State Pension Non-Contributory and Carer’s Allowance (where recipient is aged 66 and over). 
2 Estimated cost for a 100% restoration of the Christmas Bonus. 
3 Estimated cost of €73 million in 2018 (including inflows from other payments such as the State Pension 
non-contributory and Increases for Qualified Adults), rising at a rate of €10m to €12m extra per annum 
(i.e. an extra €85 million approx. in 2019 and an extra €97 million in 2020). 
4 Estimates based on 30,000 grants made in 2019 at a rate of €850 each. 
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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 Department of Employment 

Affairs and Social Protection 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 Communications, Climate Action and Environment 

• Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (Irish Aid) 

• Department of Education and Skills 

2. Lived Experience of Growing Older in Ireland  

The 65 years and older age group saw the largest increase in population in Census 

2016 since 2011, rising to 637,567 at an increase of 19.1 per cent. Census 2016 

recorded 456 centenarians, an increase of 17.2 per cent on 2011.  

 

Over half a million or 577,171 in this older age group lived in private households, while 

those in nursing homes increased by 1,960 to 22,762.5 

 

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 

                                                           
5 CSO (2018) Ireland – Facts and Figures 2017. Available at www.cso.ie.  

http://www.cso.ie/
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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. 

  

Survey of Age Action 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. 

 

We asked respondents about their most important income support. Just under 80 per 

cent are in receipt of a contributory State Pension, with 7 per cent receiving a non-

contributory State Pension and 9 per cent an increase in qualified adult support. Just 

under a quarter of respondents or their spouses receive the Living Alone Allowance.  

 

In terms of additional pension coverage, 32 per cent hold an occupational pension and 

22 per cent private pension coverage.  

 

We asked Age Action members their most important priority for Budget 2019. 

Overwhelmingly, an increase in the State Pension and greater investment in homecare 

was highlighted. An increase in the Living Alone Allowance was also a priority as was 

reform of the Local Property Tax (LPT) system to be fairer on older people.  

Consultations 

While the discussions at our four, member consultation meetings around Ireland did 

focus on local issues, those in attendance were overwhelmingly concerned about 

accessing an adequate standard of living and the proper resourcing of home care 

services. Policies related to property tax, the increasing cost of living (especially 

carbon tax) and general ageist attitudes prevalent throughout society were also raised.  

 

As with the Survey responses, the importance of the State Pension as a stable primary 

income source for older people was stressed by our members. While participants 
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welcomed recent increases in the State Pension, they emphasised two issues in 

relation to this: that any increase should be introduced in January as opposed to part 

of the way through the year and that those on lower or partial payments will only 

receive a proportion of this.  

 

Of those who did receive the €5 increase in Budget 2018, many found themselves 

pushed just over the income threshold for secondary payments. The increase 

particularly affected eligibility for the medical card. Members emphasised that any 

increase in income should be met with a corresponding increase in income thresholds 

for means tested payments.  

 

The costs of living alone and the inadequacy of the Living Alone Allowance in meeting 

these was also raised. 

 

Many older people expressed serious concern around the cut to the Bereavement 

Grant and highlighted the importance of reintroducing the Grant. 

 

The cumulative impact of cuts to income sources from the Department of Social 

Protection during the Recession was highlighted. Members continued to emphasise 

the importance of the telephone support allowance for enabling older people to remain 

connected to family and friends. There was much support for the widening of eligibility 

and inclusion of broadband costs to help people get online and stay online.  

 

Additional charges and taxes – in particular the financial burden of the property tax – 

was raised at every meeting and was a specific priority for Cork members. The on-

going rise in property prices and a forthcoming review of the LPT system in 2018 saw 

members deeply concerned about how this may affect their income. Members felt that 

calculation of the tax should be based on income rather than the value of the property, 

and to take into account the repair needs of older homes. The impact of costs which 

may seem minimal, such as the PSO on energy bills, was also raised. 
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3. Context 

“Every time I hear of an increase in health insurance, utilities, I get frightened. I 
don’t like the worry of getting old and not having enough to provide for 

emergencies” 

 

While media and political commentary discusses the return of our economy to 

prosperity, older people that we speak with are still feeling the effects of cuts 

introduced during the Recession. They are fearful of any reductions in their pension, 

increased charges and paying their bills. 

 

While the State Pension remained largely unchanged during the Recession, vital 

secondary income supports for older people were devastated. Between 2009-2015 an 

older person on the State Pension and Household Benefits Package lost €13.18 per 

week.  

 

Cuts include the abolition of the Telephone Allowance as part of the Household Benefit 

Package, the introduction of new taxes and charges and an increase in the cost of 

essential items such as insurance, medicine and fuel.  

 

The last two budgets saw the partial restoration of older people’s incomes.  

• There has been a €5 increase (paid on a pro-rata basis) in both 2017 and 2018.  

The latter increase was introduced 10 weeks into the year.  

• The Christmas Bonus has also been partially restored with all social welfare 

recipients receiving an additional payment of 85 per cent of their weekly rate 

last December.  

• An increase from 26 weeks to 27 weeks in the Fuel Allowance (€22.50) in 

Budget 2018 was welcome. 

 
Table 1 below provides a comparison between the cuts introduced during the 

Recession and the restoration of the income of older people.  
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The table also shows the reality: in real terms, for those totally reliant on the 

contributory State Pension their income has only marginally improved by €4.36 per 

week since 2009. 

 

Table 1: Weekly Income Supports Comparison 2009 versus 2016, 2017 and 2018 

Income Jan 2009 Jan 2016 March 2017 March 2018 

State Pension 
(Contributory) 

€230.30 €233.30 €238.30 €243 30 

Christmas Bonus 
(weekly 
equivalent) 

€4.42 €3.36 €3.89 €3.97 

Total A €234.72 €236.66 €242.19 €247.27  
     
Secondary 
Income Supports  

    

Telephone 
Allowance 

€6.00 €0.00 €0.00 €0.00 

TV Licence €3.08 €3.08 €3.08 €3.08 
Electricity €9.63 €8.07 €8.07 €8.07 
Fuel Allowance €12.31 €11.25 €11.25 €11.68  
Total B €31.02 €22.40 €22.40 €22.83 
     
Total A+B €265.74 €259.06 €264.59 €270.10 
Difference from 
Jan 2009 

 (€6.68) (€1.15) €4.36 

     

 

Introduction of new taxes 

The introduction of new taxes, charges and rising prices in recent years have had a 

particularly negative effect on older people. Rising costs can have a greater impact on 

older people who are generally living on a fixed income than on younger people who 

have more opportunities to improve their income. 

 

Census data shows older people are more likely to be living in owner-occupied 

housing than other tenures. The vast majority of older people in Ireland own their own 

home (88 per cent), either without a mortgage or other loan (81 per cent) or with a 

mortgage or home loan (5.4 per cent). Just over 9 per cent of people over 65 years 

rent, with the majority renting from local authorities (5.7 per cent) or a voluntary body 

(0.9 per cent).6 

                                                           
6 CSO (2017) Census 2016 Profile 1 - Housing in Ireland. Available at www.cso.ie.   

http://www.cso.ie/
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As property prices continue to rise, particularly in Dublin and other urban centres, 

increases in the property tax are inevitable and we believe this poses a risk of serious 

hardship to older people who may own property but be reliant entirely, or mostly, on 

the State Pension. The LPT is currently based on the value of a property rather than 

income. This valuation hits many older people who invested in buying a good house - 

to pass on to children - when they were working but now are faced with tax when they 

are no longer working. 

 

Callers to Age Action’s Helpline frequently express worry over LPT valuations of their 

private home based on market value. They struggle to pay this tax from their fixed 

income and to pay for necessary and often large-scale repairs to their home.  

 

The introduction of a pay-by-weight waste management collection service has meant 

yet another bill increase for some older people.  

 

Increase in Insurance  

The increase in the price of insurance has been masked by a comparatively minor rise 

in overall inflation.  The overall change in the Consumer Price Index (CPI) for the past 

year (May 2017 to May 2018) has been 0.4 per cent.7 

 

Older people see health insurance as a necessary outlay because they are more likely 

to need timely access to health and social care services. House insurance is also a 

necessary purchase as older people are more likely to be residing in owner-occupied 

accommodation.  

 

The latest CPI shows an overall decrease in health (-5.7 per cent) and motor insurance 

premiums (-9.3 per cent) over the past 12 months. However, this often does not reflect 

the reality of costs for older people who often must pay higher premiums simply based 

on age. 

 

                                                           
7 CSO (2018) Consumer Price May 2018. Available at www.cso.ie.   

http://www.cso.ie/
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The reality is that the CPI is not an effective guide to the purchasing habits of older 

people.8  

 

The rising cost of car insurance for older drivers is an issue that continues to be raised 

with Age Action’s Helpline by many older people. Age Action made a presentation to 

the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Finance, Public Expenditure and Reform on this 

issue in September 2016 and these issues remain live almost two years later.9 We 

frequently hear from concerned older people whose insurers simply refuse to provide 

a quote once they reach 70 years. 

 

Data from the CSO indicates that 72 per cent of people over the age of 65 are car 

owners.10 Being able to drive is synonymous with independence.  But it is more than 

simply a lifestyle choice, for many older drivers it is an absolute necessity and may 

mean the difference between living in the community or being forced into residential 

care.  

 

In large parts of Ireland, particularly outside the main urban centres, public transport 

is poor. Just under 70 per cent of those over 55 years and living in rural communities 

face difficulty in accessing public transport.11 Older people who are unable to drive 

miss medical appointments, face increased social isolation and must rely on friends or 

family for transport.  

 

However, the costs of insurance are making it prohibitive for many older people to 

continue driving despite the evidence showing that older drivers are generally safer 

drivers. 

 

Data from the VPSJ annual MESL research shows that a car is required to meet the 

transport needs of a rural pensioner. Car related costs such as fuel, maintenance and 

                                                           
8 See also VPSJ (2013) Changes in the cost of a MESL in Comparison to CPI Inflation – available at 
http://budgeting.ie. 
9 See  
https://www.ageaction.ie/sites/default/files/attachments/060916_age_action_opening_statement_to_fi
nance_committee_on_car_insurance.pdf 
10 CSO (2012) Census 2011 – Profile 4: The Roof Over our Heads – Housing in Ireland. Available at  
www.cso.ie.  
11 Gibney S. et al (2018) Positive ageing in age friendly cities and counties: local indicators report. 
Dublin. Department of Health. 

http://budgeting.ie/images/stories/Publications/Papers/VPSJ_2013_CHANGES_IN_THE_COST_OF_A_MESL_IN_COMPARISON_TO_CPI_INFLATION.pdf
https://www.ageaction.ie/sites/default/files/attachments/060916_age_action_opening_statement_to_finance_committee_on_car_insurance.pdf
https://www.ageaction.ie/sites/default/files/attachments/060916_age_action_opening_statement_to_finance_committee_on_car_insurance.pdf
http://www.cso.ie/
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insurance, etc. add an estimated additional €59 per week to the MESL budget for 

pensioners in a rural area.  

Mary’s Story 

Mary is 70 years old and from Co. Meath. She wants to insure her new car; the 
majority of insurers wouldn’t give her a quote.  

Two insurance companies did provide a quote – ranging from €3,000 to €4,700.  

 

Poverty Rates 

The latest official poverty statistics from the CSO indicate that 10.2 per cent of people 

aged 65 years and over were ‘at risk’ of poverty in 2016.12  

 

One in 10 older people are living in poverty in Ireland (10.7 per cent).13 

 

This means that one in ten older people were living on less than 60% of the national 

median income of €20,597 (€12,358 or €237.35 per week.14) A State Pension for those 

with an average of 39 or fewer contributions is below the at risk of poverty rate, with 

the top rate of the non-contributory State Pension also under over this figure and 

amounts to €12,064 per annum. However, many older people survive on incomes only 

just above the poverty line with the the full contributory State Pension stands at 

€12,651.  

 

The aspiration should be for a State Pension that is above poverty line and that 

enables older people to grow old in dignity. 

 

Latest CSO SILC figures show a largely unchanged ‘at risk of poverty’ and ‘consistent 

poverty’ rates for the over 65s. In 2016, 13.1 per cent of those aged over 65 years 

experienced deprivation. This means that approximately 83,500 were unable to afford 

basic goods and services. In 2009, the last year in which the State Pension was 

increased prior to 2016, this rate was significantly lower at 9.5 per cent. 

                                                           
12 CSO (2017) Survey on Income and Living Conditions 2016. Available at http://www.cso.ie 
13 Ibid.  
14 Equivalised disposable income per individual. 

http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/silc/surveyonincomeandlivingconditions2013/#.VYFUX0YYEQg


Age Action  
Pre-Budget 2019 Submission to Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection 

 9 

 

As Table 2 illustrates, while the at risk of poverty rate, deprivation rate and consistent 

poverty rate for those over 65 years have all decreased year on year the consistent 

poverty rate for older people has risen steadily since 2013 to 2.1 per cent and remains 

high. All remain substantially higher than during the Recession and indicating that 

recovery in poverty rates for those aged over 65 years is not as strong as for other 

groups. In particular, the consistent poverty rate remains worrying. Older people living 

in consistent poverty are those that must survive on less than 60 per cent of the median 

income and who also experience deprivation. 

 

Table 2: Poverty rates for those aged 65 years and over 2009-2016 

 At risk of poverty % Deprivation rate % Consistent poverty % 

2009 9.6 9.5 1.1 

2010 8.7 9.8 0.9 

2011 9.7 11.3 1.9 

2012 12.1 13.5 2.6 

2013 9.2 16.1 1.9 

2014 10.3 14.3 2.1 

2015 10.7 15.4 2.7 

2016 10.2 13.1 2.1 

Source: CSO (various years) Survey on Income and Living Conditions. Available at 
http://www.cso.ie/en/silc/releasesandpublications/  

 

The National Pensions Framework contains a commitment to “sustain the value of the 

State Pension at 35 per cent of average weekly earnings” and clearly states that this 

is to prevent poverty among older people.15 

Preliminary CSO figures for the first quarter of 2018 indicate that average weekly 

earnings have increased to €742.19, which would indicate a State Pension of €259.77 

and substantially higher than the current rate. Taking current figures, this would 

provide older people with an additional €856 per year.16 

Budget 2019 must continue to work towards this 35 per cent benchmark by increasing 

the weekly rate of the State Pension.  

                                                           
15 Government of Ireland (2010) National Pensions Framework. Available at  
http://www.welfare.ie/en/downloads/nationalpensionsframework_en.pdf  
16 CSO (2018) Earnings and Labour Costs Quarterly Q4 2017 (Final) Q1 2018 (Preliminary Estimates). 
Available at www.cso.ie.  

http://www.cso.ie/en/silc/releasesandpublications/
http://www.welfare.ie/en/downloads/nationalpensionsframework_en.pdf
http://www.cso.ie/
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The recently published ‘A Roadmap for Pensions Reform 2018 – 2023’ shows a 

welcome move away from setting the level of pension income provided to pensioners 

through the annual budget process. It contains a commitment by Government to 

examine and develop proposals to set a formal benchmark target of 34 per cent of 

average earnings for contributory State Pension payments and to index changes in 

pension rates to the Consumer Price Index (CPI) and average wages.  

This will bring Ireland into step with the majority of other countries in the EU that apply 

a formula for indexing the State Pension to some combination of prices, wages or 

GDP.17 

The increases in income supports in Budgets 2016-2018 are welcome and represent 

a step in the right direction that needs to continue. Older people have shouldered their 

share of the austerity burden. As the economy returns to growth, they have a legitimate 

expectation that the cuts they endured will be reversed.  

4. Income Supports from the Department of Social Protection  

“Well, it is just impossible to live on the state retirement pension. It’s not possible to 
survive on it let alone have any quality of life. I have to be assisted by donations 
from relatives. I spent my whole life paying the state for a retirement pension and 

expected it to be sufficient to live on but sadly it’s not” 

“I am completing this form for an Older Client, who after paying rent, fuel, electric & 
feeds her dog, bin, medical card cost for meds etc. This lady has no income left at 

all.” 

 “With any increase in the cost of living the amount of disposable income 
decreases” 

 

The latest OECD Pensions at a Glance (2017) report states that the incomes of older 

people are on average lower than those of the population, even when differences in 

household size are taken into account.  

Ireland is slightly above the OECD average with the income of those over 65 years 

reaching 89.2 per cent of the total population income. It found that three-quarters of 

                                                           
17 Department of Social Protection presentation to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Social Protection 
(15 December 2016). 
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older people’s income is from public transfers.18 To this end, the State Pension has 

provided a critical, and often sole, source of income for many older people.  

During the Recession our members repeatedly emphasised that the introduction of 

new taxes and charges19, coupled with rising prices20 and a reduction in secondary 

income supports, such as the Fuel Allowance, had a profound effect on their incomes.  

As would be expected for older households, earnings from employment account for 

just under 15 per cent of household income with over 75 per cent coming from public 

transfers.21  

The Household Benefits Package continues to provide an important supplementary 

support, particularly for those solely reliant on the State Pension.  

Between 2009-2015 an older person on the State Pension and Household Benefits 

Package lost €13.18 per week. For example, the Telephone Allowance was abolished, 

which led to many older people giving up their land line and so losing their personal 

alarms, as was the Christmas Bonus. We welcome the introduction of a new 

Telephone Support Allowance at a weekly rate of €2.50, however it is currently 

narrowly confined to those getting the Living Alone Allowance who are also eligible for 

the Fuel Allowance.  

 

Some of the cuts to secondary income supports have been partially restored and this 

is very welcome but a lot more progress is needed, particularly for those in receipt of 

the Fuel Allowance. 

Living Alone Allowance  

 

“Living alone only pension hard to keep on top of bills” 

                                                           
18 OECD (2018) Pensions at a Glance 2017. Available at www.oecd.org.  
19  The introduction of taxes such as the Local Property Tax and the carbon tax, particularly its 
introduction on solid fuels, had a particularly negative effect on older people during the Recession. 
20  To emphasise the impact of rising individual costs, research undertaken by the Vincentian 
Partnership for Social Justice in 2013 noted that while overall CPI fell by 0.15 per cent in the period 
2008 to 2013, the cost of a Minimum Essential Standard of Living for a lone pensioner and a pensioner 
couple rose by 5.03 per cent and 7.34 per cent respectively. See VPSJ (2013) Changes in the cost of 
a MESL in Comparison to CPI Inflation. Available at www.budgeting.ie .  
21 OECD (2017) Pensions at a Glance 2017. Available at www.oecd.org 

http://www.oecd.org/
http://www.budgeting.ie/
http://www.oecd.org/
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“We both agree that the pension should be increased but more importantly that the 
living alone allowance should be increased to keep older people out of poverty at a 

time when they are at their most vulnerable.”       

“Living alone increase as I have mostly same bills as those with two pensions 
coming in.” 

 

The latest Census statistics show that over half a million or 577,171 over those aged 

over 65 years lived in private households, while those in nursing homes increased by 

1,960 to 22,762.22 

 

In April 2016, 399,815 people indicated that they lived alone, of whom 39.2 per cent 

were aged 65 and over. 

 

In our consultations with older people, an issue that is often raised is the cost of living 

alone versus that of a pensioner couple. Many older people experience the loss of a 

partner through bereavement which can have devastating emotional and financial 

effects. They highlight how the loss of partner often means the loss of an additional 

income, yet the costs of heating their home, for example, remains the same.   

 

The Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice (VPSJ) Minimum Essential Budget 

Standards (MESL) provides useful quantifiable data on the costs of living alone versus 

a pensioner couple.  

 

The research sets out the cost of fourteen core budget components.23 An analysis of 

the total weekly cost of these components for 2018 shows that a lone pensioner living 

alone in an urban area will incur 79 per cent of the costs of a pensioner couple and 

this rises to 81 per cent in rural areas. 

 

Table 3 provides an analysis of the 14 core MESL budget components by highlighting 

the actual weekly costs for a lone pensioner versus a pensioner couple in both urban 

and rural areas.   

                                                           
22 CSO (2018) Ireland – Facts and Figures 2017. Available at www.cso.ie. 
23 The core costs include food, clothing, personal care, health, household goods, household services, 
communications, social inclusion and participation, education, transport, household energy, personal 
costs, insurance and savings and contingencies. See www.budgeting.ie.  

http://www.cso.ie/
http://www.budgeting.ie/
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MESL found that household income from State Pension (and secondary supports) for 

a pensioner living alone is 50-60 per cent of a pensioner couple household. 

 

Table 3: Comparison of MESL 2018 Cost Lone Pensioner vs Pensioner Couple,  

Urban and Rural 

Budget Components € LP 
Urban 

€ PC 
Urban 

LP cost 
% to 
PC 
Urban 

€ LP 
Rural 

€ PC 
Rural 

LP 
Cost % 
to PC 
Rural 

Food 64.11 76.31 84% 62.78 82.55 76% 

Clothing 8.84 14.74 60% 10.11 16.94 60% 

Personal Care 8.55 12.41 69% 8.84 12.32 72% 

Health  12.48 24.9 50% 12.36 24.57 50% 

Household Goods 14.81 15.99 93% 15.41 17.27 89% 

Household Services 7.11 7.11 100% 10.07 10.07 100% 

Communications 13.16 12.97 101% 13.16 12.97 101% 

Social Inclusion and 
Participation  

39.22 52.27 75% 39.22 52.27 75% 

Education  0 0 0% 0 0 0% 

Transport 0 0 0% 52.11 52.11 100% 

Household Energy 49.85 51.77 96% 52.46 54.35 97% 

Personal Costs 6.27 6.43 98% 7.02 7.19 98% 

Insurance 11.82 21.35 55% 19.01 27.54 69% 

Savings and 
Contingencies 

11.47 17.2 67% 11.47 17.2 67% 

       

All Expenditure 247.69 313.44 79% 314.02 387.46 81% 

 

Lone pensioners in a rural area display continued income inadequacy. Lone 

pensioners dependent on the contributory State Pension living in a rural area have an 

inadequate income with a weekly shortfall of €45.24 in meeting the MESL costs. This 

rises to €55.71 for those on a non-contributory State Pension.  

Those dependent on a State Pension living in an urban area have a weekly surplus of 

€8.59 if in receipt of a non-contributory State Pension and €18.20 based on a 

contributory State Pension.   

Reverse the 2012 Pension Cut 

“Restore the pension to those of us who have been affected by the 2012 cuts” 
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“I receive a very reduced State Pension because my working life was to long! 
Bringing up my three children not counted. Returned to work as a nurse but was 

paying a D stamp, not counted for State Pension. 50 years of working life not 
counted, get 65 euros per week.” 

“My pension was reduced by 35.00 due to the 2012 decisions. This came as a 
great shock to me especially considering I had to leave my civil service job when I 
got married and went back to work outside the home as soon as my youngest child 

went to school.  We have reduced our costs as much as we can, but it is almost 
impossible to keep up with everything.  We feel that we both have made significant 
contributions to our community and the Irish Society and are now back to worrying 

about money.”      

 

A key issue we are seeking to have addressed this year is the change introduced in 

September 2012 to the eligibility criteria for the Contributory State Pension.  

 

An extension of band rates and minimum qualifying contributions in 2012 saw the top 

rate for the Contributory State Pension left alone but it became harder to qualify for it 

and easier to qualify for the lower payment rates. While those with a full PRSI 

contribution record and entitled to a full pension were unaffected, many of those with 

a reduced record lost out.  

 

Under the old system, for example, if you had an average of 20 to 47 contributions you 

would be entitled to €238.70 but in September 2012 this band was divided in two, so 

that people with 20 to 29 contributions now only get €207.10 while those with 30 to 39 

Contributions only get €218.70. These changes represent a drop of €31.60 and €20 

per week respectively.  

 

Research commissioned by Age Action on this issue shows that this change, 

combined with the averaging rule used to calculate contributions, is punishing women 

who took time out of work to care for their children or for other reasons. Of the 36,000 

(now estimated to be more than 50,000) initially affected by these changes between 

September 2012 and June 2016, more than 62% were women. They will continue to 

be affected in the years to come, receiving smaller pro rata increases in the pension. 

 

Age Action welcomes genuine efforts made by the Minister to address these changes 

by way of introduction of the Total Contributions Approach 2012 Scheme (TCA2012). 



Age Action  
Pre-Budget 2019 Submission to Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection 

 15 

We were pleased to see the announcement in January 2018 that those affected by the 

2012 changes would be offered the option of reassessment under a Total 

Contributions Approach (TCA) including a new ‘HomeCaring Credit’ of up to 20 years. 

At the time of announcement, it was noted that the TCA2012 system will ‘address 

anomalies from the yearly averaging scheme’.  

 

In particular, the new ‘HomeCaring Credit’ and 10 year allowance for other reasons 

will have a real impact on people’s lives and enable many more people to avail of a 

Contributory State Pension while recognizing the contribution they have made to Irish 

society. 

 

We are frequently contacted by older people uncertain about the process or the 

timeline for implementation. Many are angry that their payments will not be backdated 

to 2012.  

 

However, anomalies due to 2012 changes continue to exist.  

 

Thousands of people (both men and women) who lost out because of the 2012 

changes will not benefit from the announced initiatives. Among this group are people 

who worked in countries without bilateral agreements and the self-employed who were 

not required to pay PRSI contributions prior to 1988.  

 

We are therefore calling for a reversal of the 2012 changes but retention of the 

concession of the extra 20 years Homemaker/Carer contributions along with the 10 

years contributions for reasons other than homemaking/caring.  

 

A reversal of 2012 changes would also do away with the requirement to put in a new 

system which will assess people across the stated 40 years of the total contributions 

approach. 

 

2012 Pension Change Anomalies 

Gerard and Kay’s Story 
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Gerard and his wife have been affected a lot by the 2012 changes. His wife may be 
eligible for an increase under the TCA as she was caring for children during the 
1970s, but Gerard was self-employed and it seems like he will be unaffected by the 
Total Contributions Approach. 

Peter and Sarah’s Story 

“I have just read how women were discriminated against by the 2012 Social Welfare 
changes. I was aware of this as my wife suffered as a result. I am also aware that 
very many farmers and self-employed people suffered as well, because of a few 
years work early on in their lives followed by a gap in contributions and then 
resuming self-employment later on in life. Many are left with miserable pensions due 
to averaging while people with a “planned” 10 years contributions pre 66th birthday 
are enjoying full pensions. In my own case, I missed out on the “minimum” Pension 
(getting €93.20 rather than €116.70 pre-2012) due to the fact that the minimum 
number of paid contributions required, went up from 260 to 520 after 01/09/2012. I 
had 506 paid contributions and no matter how I tried, all appeals fell on deaf ears in 
Social Welfare.” 

 

Recommendations:  

1. Increase the weekly State Pension by €5 per week to build towards 

achieving the Government's commitment in the National Pensions 

Framework of a State Pension set at 35 per cent of average weekly 

earnings [Cost: €160.9 million]24 

2. Ensure the final 15 per cent of the Christmas Bonus is restored as a double 

week payment for Christmas 2019 for all social welfare recipients [Cost: 

€257 million]25 

3. Increase the cost of the Living Alone Allowance by €3 per week [Cost: €32.8 

million] 

4. Increase the cost of the Over 80s Allowance by €2 per week [Cost: €17.4 

million] 

5. Reverse the changes introduced in 2012 to the State Pension system 

reducing the number of bands from six to four [Cost: €73 million]26 

                                                           
24  This cost includes the following schemes: State Pension Contributory; Widow’s, Widower’s or 
Surviving Civil Partner’s Contributory Pension (where recipient is aged 66 and over); Deserted Wives 
Benefit (where recipient is aged 66 and over); Death Benefit Pension (where recipient is aged 66 and 
over); State Pension Non-Contributory and Carer’s Allowance (where recipient is aged 66 and over). 
25 Estimated cost for a 100% restoration of the Christmas Bonus. 
26 Estimated cost of €73 million in 2018 (including inflows from other payments such as the State 
Pension non-contributory and Increases for Qualified Adults), rising at a rate of €10m to €12m extra per 
annum (i.e., an extra €85 million approx. in 2019 and an extra €97 million in 2020). 
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6. Restore the Bereavement Grant [Cost: €25.5 million]27 

 

5. Energy Poverty 

“Restore full fuel allowance to 5 weeks” 

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

 

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

people contacting Age Action. 

 

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 5.5 per cent year on year by May 2018.28 

 

The cold can and does kill each winter. The majority of its victims do not die of 

hypothermia, but from cold-related conditions such as respiratory and cardiovascular 

illness. It is estimated that 7.5 per cent of all pensioner households suffer fuel poverty. 

 

Callers to Age Action’s Helpline often raise concerns about anticipated increases in 

home heating, particularly around carbon taxes.  

 

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

Communications Energy and Natural Resources in 2016 provides a road map for 

tackling this issue across multiple Government departments and agencies. The issue 

of energy poverty is particularly acute for older people for a variety of reasons, such 

as:  

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

houses 

                                                           
27 Estimates based on 30,000 grants made in 2019, at a rate of €850 each. 
28 CSO (2018). Consumer Price Index May 2018. Available at 
https://pdf.cso.ie/www/pdf/20180315085154_Consumer_Price_Index_February_2018_full.pdf.  

https://pdf.cso.ie/www/pdf/20180315085154_Consumer_Price_Index_February_2018_full.pdf
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• 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 

group29 

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

remains key. 

 

Age Action welcomes the continuation of the Better Homes Warmer Homes Scheme 

programme as part of the new strategy. We note the long-term benefits of this scheme 

and the collaborative approach between the Department of Communications, Climate 

Action and Environment and health professionals.  

 

While such programmes offer a more sustainable solution to energy poverty, 

consumer behaviour among older people can also be detrimental to their energy 

security.  

 

Half of Irish people aged between 65 and 74 have never used the internet.30 Lower 

rates of access to the internet prevents older people from availing of discounts only 

available from service providers if they agree to online billing and in many cases a 

provider’s terms and conditions are only available online.  

 

An aversion to falling into arrears31 means many will not pay their bills by direct debit. 

As a result, older people do not benefit significantly from increased competition in the 

energy market.  

                                                           

29 CSO (2007) Ageing in Ireland Dublin. Available at www.cso.ie.  
30 Age Action (2018). Supporting Digital Literacy Among Older People. Briefing Paper 5. Available at 
www.ageaction.ie.  
31 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.cso.ie/
http://www.ageaction.ie/
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Data from the CSO also indicates that half of older people have oil-fired central 

heating. For those dependent on small, fixed, incomes it can therefore be difficult to 

pay for a fill of oil, particularly for those who receive the fuel allowance as a weekly 

payment. The availability of the fuel allowance payment in two lump sums is a welcome 

and needed development. 

In practice, many older people may live in older inefficient homes which are likely to 

be impractical or uneconomical to heat to comfortable temperatures for much of the 

year.32 

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

achieved by using the revenue to address the issue of energy poverty, for example 

through the extension of the number of weeks during which the Fuel Allowance is paid. 

As it stands this tax is deeply regressive and it is imperative that low-income 

households and those at risk of energy poverty are not disproportionately affected by 

future increases in the carbon tax.  

Recommendations: 

7. Restore the Fuel Allowance to 32 weeks [Cost: €42.9 million] 

 

6. Transport 

“Bus pass hope we never lose it” 

“Older people in rural areas who possess a free travel pass do not have access 
to buses therefore their pass is worthless to them.” 

“Public transport. It is a good remedy against loneliness especially to those who 
do not have enough financial means to buy cars and who live in rural areas.” 

 

The provision of an accessible and affordable transport system is identified as an 

objective in delivering Goal 1 of the National Positive Ageing Strategy. The strategy 

                                                           
32 SEAI (2018). Energy in the Residential Sector 2018 Report. Available at www.seai.ie.  

http://www.seai.ie/
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states that people should be enabled ‘as they age to get out and about through the 

provision of accessible, affordable, and flexible transport systems in both rural and 

urban areas’33.   

Age Action welcomed the additional €10 million in funding provided towards the Free 

Travel Scheme in Budget 2018 representing an increase of 12.5% year on year. 

Funding for the Scheme was increased in Budget 2016 following a freeze of some 

years and despite a steady increase in recipients over recent years. 

The substantial increase in people using this support over the past few years has led 

to a welcome increase in operators active under the Scheme. Despite this, large 

numbers of older people still report difficulty in accessing public transport including 

none available in their area. The Healthy and Positive Ageing Initiative indicator report 

for 2018 found 31 per cent of those over 55 years had difficulty accessing public 

transport. While 13 per cent of those aged over 55 years in urban areas experienced 

public transport access issues, this rose substantially to almost 70 per cent in rural 

communities where 67 per cent of older people rated transport services as either poor 

or very poor. 34 

Questions regarding the long-term sustainability of the Scheme remain.  

For instance, in 2009, the per-person funding was €108 whereas this had fallen to €92 

by 2015, to €88 in 2016 and to €90 in 2017 with the additional funding. Age Action 

welcomes the estimated increase in funding to €98 per-person in 2018. 

Table 4: Expenditure and Number of Travel Pass Recipients 

Year €'000 Number of 
recipients 

Estimated Funding 
per User 

€ 

20091 73,489 678,477 108 
20101 74,094 699,164 106 
20111 75,597 726,412 104 
20121 75,518 754,731 100 
20131 75,477 782,529 96 
20141 75,487 812,892 93 
20152 75,200 839,000 90 
20161 77,000 873,454 88 
20173 80,000 882,000 91 

                                                           
33 Department of Health (2013) National Positive Ageing Strategy. Available at http://health.gov.ie.  
34 Gibney S. et al (2018) Positive ageing in age friendly cities and counties: local indicators report. 
Dublin: Department of Health. 

http://health.gov.ie/blog/publications/national-positive-ageing-strategy/
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20184 90,000 914,000 98 
Sources: 
1Department of Social Protection, Statistical Information on Social Services (various years) – 
available at http://www.welfare.ie 
2 https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2015-12-01a.243&s=%22travel+pass%22#g244.q   
3 https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2017-06-20a.5561&s=%22free+travel+scheme%22  
4 https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2018-06-28a.751&s=free+travel+private#g753.r 

 

The Government must continue to invest in the Free Travel Scheme to ensure its 

continued viability.  

We welcome the commitment in the Programme for Partnership Government to not 

only fully protect the scheme but to also ‘work with private and public operators to keep 

services operating on as many routes as possible’.35 

Currently, providers under the Scheme include road, rail and ferry services provided 

by companies including Dublin Bus, Bus Éireann and Iarnród Éireann, as well as Luas 

and services provided by over 80 private transport operators.36 

Many concerned older people contact Age Action about the privatisation of many bus 

routes. 

We welcome the increase in funding in Budget 2018 for the explicit purpose of 

facilitating more private commercial operators to join and re-join the Scheme and for 

the maintenance and development of existing routes.37 

However, in effect the number of routes on which the Free Travel Pass does not 

operate is increasing as private operators are licensed to provide a service on new 

routes. This continues to pose a long-term threat to the operation of the Free Travel 

Scheme and its ability to meet passenger needs.  

                                                           
35  Government of Ireland (2016) A Programme for Partnership Government. Available at 
http://www.merrionstreet.ie/MerrionStreet/en/ImageLibrary/Programme_for_Partnership_Government.
pdf  
36 See https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2018-06-28a.751&s=free+travel+private#g753.r 
37 See https://www.kildarestreet.com/committees/?id=2018-06-
14a.2273&s=free+travel+private#g2275.  

http://www.welfare.ie/en/Pages/Annual-SWS-Statistical-Information-Report-2013.aspx
https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2015-12-01a.243&s=%22travel+pass%22#g244.q
https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2017-06-20a.5561&s=%22free+travel+scheme%22
https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2018-06-28a.751&s=free+travel+private#g753.r
http://www.merrionstreet.ie/MerrionStreet/en/ImageLibrary/Programme_for_Partnership_Government.pdf
http://www.merrionstreet.ie/MerrionStreet/en/ImageLibrary/Programme_for_Partnership_Government.pdf
https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2018-06-28a.751&s=free+travel+private#g753.r
https://www.kildarestreet.com/committees/?id=2018-06-14a.2273&s=free+travel+private#g2275
https://www.kildarestreet.com/committees/?id=2018-06-14a.2273&s=free+travel+private#g2275
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Recommendations: 

8. Increase the current funding for the Free Travel Scheme by €5 million to 

make it more attractive for operators to join and to ensure that it continues to 

address passenger needs [Cost: €95 million]. 

7. Employment Affairs 

 
“I am lonely and could work but keep getting rejected on what I suspect are age 

grounds. I have a lot of skills to share and the sociability of work would be of huge 
benefit.” 

 
 

In the context of an ageing population and a rising pension age, more people are 

choosing to work for longer whether for social engagement or economic necessity. 

To address an increasing old-age dependency ratio and a decreasing labour pool 

across the EU, countries have raised retirement ages and restricted access to early 

retirement.  

Census 2016 showed an increase in labour force participation for those over 65. 

Participation did vary by gender, with males aged 55-74 years showing increases in 

the labour force participation rate and those over 75 years seeing a small decrease. 

Similar patterns can be seen with female participation rates, however a very small 

increase in participation can be seen here for those over 85 years. 

Age Action is aware of the evolving dynamics of ageing in Ireland and that progression 

to retirement may hide the real rate of unemployment among over 55s. Research 

shows that becoming unemployed over 55 is generally a ‘one-way street’. Ireland has 

a higher than average rate of long term unemployment for those aged 55-64 years: 

76.1 per cent versus the EU average of 63.7 per cent 

Continuing or returning to work may be a critical source of income for older people, 

increasing their pre-retirement income to a level which meets their minimum essential 

standard of living. Some older people find themselves unable to work due to caring 
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commitments or health status. They may be long-term unemployed and at particular 

risk of becoming marginalised and permanently detached from the labour market.  

Older people have also reported being confronted with high levels of ageism in the 

recruitment process.38 

Further investigation of training opportunities – in particular Active Labour Market 

Programmes – are needed to examine the prospect of reskilling and upskilling for over 

55s, and whether this age group can access meaningful and concrete jobs after 

completing labour market activation programmes.  

Previously, those retiring prior to the contributory State Pension age were eligible for 

a Transition Pension. This was set at the same rate as the pension and was payable 

for the year prior to the State Pension age (65-66 years). This Transition Pension was 

replaced by access to Jobseeker’s benefit. Callers to Age Action’s Helpline highlight 

the lesser value of Jobseeker’s Benefit in comparison to the previous Transition 

Pension. Jobseeker’s Benefit is also is based upon the final year’s salary. This is of 

particular concern for older people who may have worked reduced hours prior to their 

retirement.  

8. Conclusion 

We look forward to discussing our recommendations at the Minister’s Pre-Budget 

Forum on 20 July 2018.  

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  

 

                                                           
38 McGinnity et al. (2017) Who experiences discrimination in Ireland? Evidence from the QNHS Equality 
Modules. ESRI: Dublin.  

mailto:policy@ageaction.ie

