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Age Action

We are Ireland’s leading advocacy organisation promoting equality for us all as we age.

We are on a journey to create change in Ireland by building an inclusive and age-
positive society. We make our vision a reality through advocacy, DIY services in
people’s homes, and education. Everything we do ensures older people’s rights are
respected, their voices heard, and their contributions celebrated. We lead the fight in
challenging ageism, promoting everyone’s agency in older age and finding solutions to
the disadvantages we face as we grow older in Ireland.

We are a national not-for-profit organisation, servicing the needs of older people in
every county in Ireland, with offices in Dublin, Cork and Galway.

The challenges we face as a society are clear and unavoidable. But the solution is
within our grasp.

1 Introduction

11 Context

The 2026 Summer Economic Statement' sets out four ‘pillars’ to guide budgetary strategy
for 2027:

3. Investment in
critical
infrastructure

1. Rewarding

2. Improving
work & effort

public services

Its recognition of the need for investment to address demographic change is welcome, but
it is also critical to address the needs of the current older population, who account for 16%
of the population.

The current generation of older people worked during years when Ireland’s economy was
struggling, when their pay was cut, their taxes were high, and when their pension investments
were significantly depleted as a consequence of the Global Financial Crisis. They worked
through years of cut-backs and under-investment in public services, which continues to
affect their current wellbeing. For example, their health suffers now because they couldn’t
access health services when they needed them; many cannot age in place due to under-
investment in age-friendly homes. The lack of a statutory homecare scheme may leave them
reliant on expensive long-term residential care if their health declines — an option which
fails to guarantee all residents a standard of care compatible with human dignity.

Despite commitments to support older people who want to continue working, legislation to
enable working to age 66 was not passed until last year, and older workers are still fighting
mandatory retirement in the WRC and the courts system. The new auto-enrolment pension
system, MyFutureFund, does not allow workers to make contributions past the age of 66.
Pension Commission recommendations to benchmark the State Pension have not been



implemented. The earned income allowance on the State (Non-Contributory) Pension has
not been increased since 2007 — nearly 20 years ago.

The current generation of older people made personal sacrifices to enable the prosperity
Ireland currently enjoys: their work and effort must also be rewarded.

Budget 2027 is framed within the context of rising prices, growing poverty among older
people, and a need to ensure sustainable budgetary expenditure is both efficient and
effective in addressing these challenges.

. . Efficient & effective
Rising poverty expenditure

*Rising rates of poverty *Older people need to *Universalist measures
for older people prioritise energy are expensive & provide
eOlder peop[e [|V|ng alone expenditure limited support
particularly vulnerable *They are more reliant on *Targeted measures are
to poverty oil for home heating, cost-efficient & direct
«Older people have the where there have been support where it is most
lowest income of any steep price increases needed

age group *Energy inflation impacts *Widening eligibility

cost of other essentials improves reach

1.2 Rising poverty among older people
Poverty is rising among older people.

e Income poverty (at-risk-of-poverty) is higher among older people than the national
average and is increasing at a faster rate;

o Enforced deprivation fell at state level in 2025 but rose among older people;

e Consistent poverty fell in 2025 overall, but rose for older people, with consistent
poverty among older people living alone rising to more than twice the national rate.

Figure A: Rising poverty among older people'
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To arrest this trend, Budget 2027 must provide measures to support older people living on
lower incomes.

1.3 Rising prices

Prices rose by 3.4% in the year to July 2026. Energy prices were a significant contributor to
this increase, with the price of electricity, gas and other fuels rising by 9.4% over the previous
year — electricity by 8.1% and home heating oil, which more older people use for home



heating, by 28%. Older people are particularly vulnerable to energy poverty but have limited
access to supports to meet those costs.

Figure B: Rising cost of living
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Ongoing geopolitical instability means that energy prices are likely to remain volatile and may
continue to rise, which feeds into inflation across a range of basic goods and services.

Supporting older people on lower incomes to meet the rising cost of living should be a key
focus of Budget 2027.

1.4 Permanent and targeted measures

The response to cost of living pressures in recent years has focused on ‘one-off’ measures,
at a cost of about €8.5 billion, with a 60:40 split between universal and targeted measures.

The Irish Fiscal Advisory Council criticised the nearly €5 billion spent on universal, non-
targeted measures as contributing to inflation and increasing the cost of public services by
an estimated €1.3 billion per year, creating an “illusion of gain” when temporary measures
were eroded by inflation, with the Council estimating that they could increase household
expenses by €1,000 a year',

Universalist, untargeted measures are contributing to the problem they seek to address.

While lower income households obviously benefit from universal measures, they also benefit
more affluent households that are better placed to manage rising inflation. Although
universal measures did reduce the level of poverty among older people, poverty rates across
all measures still rose for older people.

The value of these ‘one-off’ payments was not replaced by permanent and targeted
measures in Budget 2026; as a consequence, poverty among older people is likely to increase
further in 2026.

Universalist measures are expensive and reduce the level of support that can be provided to
lower income households: for example, the cost of providing €1,500 in domestic electricity
credits over recent budgets is estimated at over €3 billion, compared to less than half a
billion to provide €1,225 in lump sum payments to Fuel Allowance recipients.

A key issue is that many of the means tests which govern access to targeted supports have
not kept pace with rising incomes. This means that a smaller share of low income households
benefit from targeted measures, excluding many of those who are struggling, and limiting
the tools at Government’s disposal to deliver support to the households who need it. For
example:



e Means thresholds for the State Non-Contributory Pension have remained frozen since
2007;

e The gas and electricity allowance provided as part of the Household Benefits Package
has not been increased since 2013;

o Fewer than three in ten older people qualify for Fuel Allowance, despite having the
lowest income of all age groups;

e The Living Alone Allowance was last increased in 2022, while poverty among older
people living alone has grown;

e Despite significant increases in communication costs — and digital exclusion
particularly affecting older people — there has been no increase in the Telephone
Support Allowance since its introduction in 2018.

In our submission, Age Action recommends that Budget 2027 focuses particularly on targeted
measures which can efficiently deliver greater resources to households in need. We make a
number of recommendations focused on broadening eligibility for means tested supports, as
well as increasing the value of those supports, to ensure that Government expenditure
makes the greatest impact on low income households.

Targeted measures are an efficient, effective and sustainable method of ensuring that
support goes to those who need it most.
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Summary Recommendations

Department of Finance

*Tax expenditures
*Standardise the tax relief on health expenses and pension contributions e.g. at 30%

Department of Health

*Medical Card
*Extend the higher income threshold to everyone aged 66 and older
*Assess all incomes on a net basis
*Implement a targeted information campaign to advise older people of entitlements
*Conduct a comprehensive review of Medical Card eligibility guidelines
*Drugs Payment Scheme

*Reduce the reimbursement threshold for older people living alone to half that of
couples

*Nursing Home Subvention Scheme (NHSS)

*Expand coverage of services under the NHSS to include essential personal care and
required medical services, products and appliances

*Conduct a comprehensive review of the scheme to ensure that older residents have
adequate disposable income, and a fair assessment of capital assets

«Enhanced Community Care & Integrated Care programmes for Older People

*Resource fully staffed ECC and IC programmes for older people for 2027, including
delivery of interRAl assessments, in line with Slaintecare 2025+ targets

*Vaccines
*Make enhanced flu vaccines available to older people free of charge

eIntroduce a targeted programme of subsidised access to the shingles vaccine for
people over 65

Department of Social Protection

*State Pension
*Raise the personal rate of payment by €20, with proportionate increases for
dependents
*Publish a Government strategy paper for progressive realisation of the Pension
Commission recommended benchmark, as part of a new National Strategy on Ageing
and Older People
eIncrease means thresholds for the State Non-Contributory Pension:
*Raise the cash income disregard to €45 per week; the the earned income disregard
to €300 per week, and the capital/savings disregard to €30,000
*Remove the cap on the maximum number of credited care contributions to a carer's
social insurance record; for those who qualify for a State Pension through these
schemes, back date payments to scheme commencement date




Department of Social Protection

*MyFutureFund
*Allow contributions to the Fund for employees up to age 70
eLabour market supports for longer working lives

*Create a new, tailored, employment service for older workers who want to continue
working past minimum State Pension age

*Energy poverty
*Fuel Allowance
*Raise the payment rate by €5, permanently set the 'season' at 32 weeks
*Raise the income threshold for single people living alone to that used for couples
*Remove disqualification for older adults living with non-eligible persons
*Household Benefits
*Increase the maximum daily cap on gas/electricity costs to €1.75 per day
eIntroduce an Energy Guarantee Scheme for older people
eLiving Alone Allowance
eIncrease the rate of payment by €13
*Extend eligibility to retired 'pre-1995' public servants
eDigital Allowance
*Convert the Telephone Support Allowance to a Digital Allowance
*Increase the payment rate to €10 per week
*Provide a capital grant to enable older people to purchase or upgrade a digital device

Department of Rural & Community Development and the

Gaeltacht

eFunding for the community & voluntary sector

*Restore the real value of funding to community & voluntary organisations to
participate in the policy making and service delivery process




3 Department of Finance

3.1 Tax expenditures

Tax expenditures should subsidise costs incurred by individuals in achieving socially
desirable outcomes, for example investing in a supplementary pension, or meeting
healthcare costs.

Where tax expenditures are provided via tax relief at the marginal rate, they are:

e Regressive, as higher income households receive more relief than low-income
households, and

e Incur significant deadweight, as higher income households are more likely to make
these expenditures in the absence of tax relief.

Such expenditures are therefore inefficient. Making tax relief available at the same rate for
all would be fair, more efficient, and more effective in supporting Government’s policy goals
on retirement incomes.

Tax relief on long-term care

The cost of long-term care for older people represents a very significant portion of a fixed
income. While tax relief for most medical expenses is provided at the lower tax rate,
expenses for long term residential care are available at the marginal rate. Higher income
taxpayers can get a 40% subsidy, enabling them to choose more expensive care, while those
on the lowest incomes benefit from little to no tax relief.

In practice, the cost of long term residential care can reduce the income of some higher rate
taxpayers to such an extent that relief is only available at the standard rate, leaving them
with less support than anticipated.

Tax relief on supplementary pensions

Lower paid workers are less likely to be covered by a supplementary pension. The figures
below illustrate the problem: workers in lower paid economic sectors and/or occupations
are least likely to be covered by a supplementary pension, while those in better paid sectors
and roles have much higher levels of coverage.

Figure C: Pension coverage among employed people aged 25-60 by economic sector™
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Figure D: Pension coverage among employed people aged 25-60 by occupation’

Elementary s 36%
Skilled trades e 43%
Caring, leisure & other services T 47%
Process, plant & machine operatives e ——————————— 56%
Sales & customer service IEEEEEEEEEEEE—————— 57%
Administrative & secreterial HETETTETTETEEEEEE—————— 6%

Associate professional & technical T SSTTTT—————— 76%
Managers, directors, senior officials T T T TTTTT——————— 76%

Professional meesssssssssssssssssssssss——— 84%

The introduction of the auto-enrolment pension scheme MyFutureFund is a welcome
development, nonetheless, lower paid workers may struggle to make pension contributions
— particularly in the context of a rising cost of living.

Lower paid workers are the cohort with least supplementary pension coverage; providing a
higher level of tax relief on contributions would better support them to contribute to a
supplementary pension, and would provide more equitable and efficient support.

Tax expenditures

*Provide the same rate of tax relief on health expenses and pension contributions; for
example by making relief available at 30% for all taxpayers




4 Department of Health

41 Medical Card

The Medical Card income guideline for people aged 70 and older was last increased in 2020.
This change came during the Covid pandemic. Information on the change was largely
provided via social media and other digital channels - information sources not used by many
older people.

Since 2020, average incomes in Ireland have grown significantly. The CSOY reports that
median nominal household disposable income increased by 32.9% over the five-year period
to 2025. After adjusting for inflation, real median household disposable income grew by 11.3%.

Medical Card coverage among those aged 70 and older has continued to fall since 2020, with
a decline of 8.5 percentage points in the 70-74 age group over the period, compared to 2.4
percentage points across the population. Healthcare costs can represent a significant draw
on income for those not covered by a Medical Card.

Figure E: Reduction in Medical Card coverage 2020-5
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Although the State Pension is a taxable payment, the income of people aged 70 or older is
assessed on a gross basis, while younger people’s incomes are assessed net of tax and other
income deductions.

There is significant complexity in the interaction between State Pension payment rates, and
the Medical Card income guidelines. Age Action is aware that some people aged over 70
either don’t know they may be eligible for a Medical Card, or assume that a GP Visit Card is
a Medical Card.

37% of people aged 65-69 are covered by a Medical Card, compared to 54% of over 70s.
Older people under age 70 are assessed using the standard guideline — which has been
frozen since 2005. The State Pension payment exceeds those guidelines substantially. While
people in this age group with significant health care costs can apply for a discretionary
Medical Card, this is not widely understood and the procedure is complex.

ESRI analysis* highlights that the current process of assessing entitlement for Medical Cards
is complex, administratively burdensome, and creates significant horizontal inequity. A
thorough review and resetting of Medical Card eligibility assessment is long overdue.

Pending that review, Age Action recommends that the income guideline for older people be
lowered from aged 70 to age 66, in line with the State Pension. All incomes should be
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assessed net, rather than gross. A targeted information campaign should be undertaken with
older people to ensure that they can access their entitlements.

Medical Card

* Extend the higher income threshold for Medical Card eligibility to everyone aged 66
and older

* Assess all incomes on a net basis in the means test

*Implement a targeted information campaign to ensure older people are aware of and
can access their entitlements

*Conduct a comprehensive review of Medical Card eligibility, and realign income
guidelines with incomes

4.2 Drugs Payment Scheme

The cost of prescription drugs can be significant for many older people, particularly those
with multiple morbidities: the cost of prescribed drugs can account for over 7% of income
where a person has two medical conditions, rising to nearly 10% for three or more
conditions",

The reimbursement threshold for the Drugs Payment Scheme is set on a household basis;
this means that prescription drug costs can account for a higher share of the incomes of
older people living alone than those in couple households. This can exacerbate the high risk
of poverty among older people who live alone. We recommend that the threshold be halved
for older people living alone.

Drugs Payment Scheme

*Reduce the reimbursment threshold for older people living alone to half that of
couples

4.3 Nursing Home Support Scheme (NHSS)

In the context of a commitment to develop a Statutory Home Care scheme, a review of the
Nursing Home Support Scheme (NHSS) is warranted.

The charges levied by private nursing homes for services not covered by the NHSS can leave
residents with considerably less disposable income than the 20% envisaged by the scheme.
Residents have no capacity to negotiate these charges.

Although long-term residential care is supposed to be home for its residents, they are
charged unregulated amounts for essential personal services. Social enrichment is essential
to a decent quality of life, but nursing home residents are charged for social activities,
irrespective of whether they reflect their own choices, or whether they participate in them.

Many important aspects of medical care are not covered by the scheme, such as chiropody,
physiotherapy, occupational and speech and language therapy; the cost of incontinence
products is also excluded.
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These weekly service charges are not optional: if residents don’t agree to pay them, the
facility will not agree to accept them. These charges are unregulated. Decisions about which
nursing home to choose are often made during a health crisis, and in the context of a limited
(geographic) supply: ‘shopping around’ for better prices is not viable in practice.

These charges leave some residents with so little disposable income that even paying the
€80 per month not covered under the Drugs Payment Scheme would leave them with no
income at all.

It is unacceptable that older people who need care are left dependent on friends and family
for basic needs or must go without if they don’t have others who can provide for them.

Nursing Home Subvention Scheme

* Expand coverage of services under the NHSS to include essential personal care and
required medical services, products and appliances

*Conduct a comprehensive review of the scheme to ensure that older residents have an
adequate disposable income, and a fair assessment of capital assets

4.4 Enhanced Community Care & Integrated Care programmes for Older People

Age Action welcomes the commitment to deliver a long overdue statutory home care
scheme. We also welcome the Sldintecare 2025+ ambition of increasing the number of
patients seen through the Enhanced Community Care programme, with the aim of fully
staffing the programme’s operational teams by 2027.

We note that Sldintecare 2025+ signals that this progress is dependent on allocation of
required funding, along with the availability of suitably qualified staff*. This programme
forms an important component of delivering Sldintecare, supporting more older people to
age in place, and reducing avoidable admissions to the acute system.

Only 26% of the national target for conducting interRAl care needs assessments was achieved
in 2025% In addition, there is a high reliance on the use of agency staff in the provision of
health services for older peopleX, which can be a patient safety risk: where staff are
unfamiliar with healthcare facility systems, specialised equipment and routines, medication
errors, delayed responses and lower continuity of care are more likely. Budget 2027 should
ensure that the HSE has adequate staffing to safely deliver health services to older people,
and to reach its targets in relation to the provision of those services.

Enhanced Community Care and Integrated Care

Programmes for Older People

*Resource fully staffed ECC and IC programmes for older people for 2027, including
delivery of interRAIl assessments, in line with Slaintecare 2025+ targets

4.5 Vaccines

Enhanced flu vaccines are designed to provide better protection for older people from severe
illness and can reduce avoidable hospital admissions. HIQA’s Health Technology Assessment
for this enhanced vaccine confirmed that it could reduce the impact of the flu on older

12



people. Age Action calls for enhanced flu vaccines to be made available to older people free
of charge.

Age Action supports the campaign by Active Retirement Ireland to provide a publicly funded
shingles vaccine. The National Immunisation Advisory Committee (NIAC) recommends the
Shingrix vaccine for adults aged 65 and older, but this costs between €450 and €500, a
prohibitive amount for older people on low and fixed incomes. HIQA’s Health Technology
Assessment did not model a programme of subsidised access for people aged 65 and older,
despite NIAC’s recommendation. Ireland is an outlier in not making this vaccine available to

older people on a fully or partially subsidised basis.

*Make enhanced flu vaccines available to older people free of charge

*Introduce a targeted programme to provide the shingles vaccine on a free or cost
subsidised basis to people aged 65 and older

13



5 Department of Social Protection

5.1 State Pension

The recommendations of the 2021 Pensions Commission in relation to the payment rate of
the State Pension remain unimplemented. The Pensions Commission made its
recommendations to:

e Ensure that the State Pension is adequate to prevent poverty;

e Provide current and future retired people with certainty about the level of the State
Pension;

e Support the fiscal sustainability of the State Pension systemXi,

In addition to recommending a legislative benchmark for the level at which the payment
should be made, and an indexation mechanism, it recommended the establishment of a
standing Pensions Commission to advise Government.

Figure F: State Pension rate relative to earnings benchmark*ii
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In the wake of recovery from the financial crash, the State Pension payment level has been
allowed to fall further behind earnings growth: the payment rate is now over 14% lower than
the recommended benchmark level of 34% of average earnings. Older people have the lowest
income of all age groups, and their income decreased in real terms in 2025.

Figure G: Median equivalised real disposable income 2025, % change 2024-5*"
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Average earnings for Q1 2026 were €1,074.61; the average over four quarters was €1,022.54;
the Pensions Commission benchmark rate for the State Pension is therefore €347.66 — €48
higher than the current maximum personal rate.

The €10 increase in the personal State Pension rate provided in Budget 2026 failed to close
the gap between the recommended benchmark and the State Pension rate.

In the context of rising poverty levels among older people, Age Action calls for a clear
statement from Government:

e Setting out a strategy for progressive realisation of the benchmark recommended by
the Pensions Commission;

e Publishing the paper on State Pension rates submitted by the Department of Social
Protection as part of the Budget papers, to support broader engagement with public
policy on pensions.

Age Action argues that this should form an integral part of a new National Strategy on Ageing
and Older People.

We recommend an increase in the maximum personal rate of the Contributory State and
Bereaved Partner Pensions of €20, with proportionate increases for dependents.

5.2 Income assessment

Core guidelines for the Non-Contributory State Pension means assessment have been frozen
since 2007. Over that time, average earnings are estimated to have increased by around 44-
49%.

Recipients of means tested social protection supports are more vulnerable to poverty. They
are more likely to live alone®. Enabling these older people to retain more of their earnings
and savings without reducing their social protection entitlements would efficiently target
resources at the older households most vulnerable to poverty.

To realign these income thresholds with income growth, Age Action recommends:

¢ Increasing the weekly cash income disregard by €15 to €45 per week;
e Increasing the employment income disregard by €100 to €300 per week;
e Increasing the capital/savings disregard by €10,000 to €30,000.

5.3 Carers’ pension entitlements

Age Action welcomes recent reforms to recognise the contribution of carers via credited
contributions to support eligibility for a State Contributory Pension. Carers provide an
invaluable contribution to the welfare of those to whom they provide care, and to society as
a whole.

Both the Long-Term Carers Contributions and the HomeCaring Periods schemes include very
robust measures to determine qualification for credited social insurance contributions,
which provide assurance that the care provided was both necessary and onerous.

Given these conditions, it is difficult to understand the limits placed on the maximum
number of contributions which can be credited. Where care is needed, and provided, beyond
these limits, this work should continue to qualify for credited care contributions. Age Action
recommends that these caps be removed, in light of the stringent qualifying conditions.

15



Current pensioners who are entitled to a better pension based on these schemes are limited
to a maximum of six months’ back payments. Given the information deficits which are
common in this area, Age Action recommends that a fairer approach would be to back-date
payments to the start of these schemes, rather than limiting backdating to six months.

State Pension

* Raise the personal rate of payment by €20, with proportionate increases for Qualified
Adults and dependent children

*Publish a Government strategy paper for progressive realisation of the Pension
Commission recommendation on State Pension levels, as part of a new National

Strategy on Ageing and Older People

*Increase means thresholds for the State Non-Contributory Pension to take account of
income growth since 2007:

* Raise the cash income disregard to €45 per week
* Raise the earned income disregard to €300 per week

* Raise the capital/savings disregard to €30,000
*Remove the cap on the maximum number of credited care contributions that can be
made to a carer's social insurance record

*Back date the payments of current recipients of the State Pension who qualify for a
better pension through these schemes to the scheme inception date, rather than a

limit of six months

5.4 MyFutureFund

Over 108,000 people aged 66 or older were in employment in the first quarter of 2026. There
were nearly as many people aged 75 or older in work as there were people aged 65.

Figure H: Older people in employment, Q1 2026*"
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Since 2024, older people have been able to defer claiming their State Pension up to age 70.
Deferral is often chosen by those who do not qualify for a full State Pension, and who
continue working to provide a better income in retirement. However, those workers cannot
contribute to MyFutureFund: there is an upper age limit of 66 for employees.

Stated Government policy is to encourage and support people to remain employed (on a
voluntary basis) past age 66. Those workers who do so should have access to MyFutureFund

to support an adequate retirement income.
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* Allow contributions to MyFutureFund up to age 70, in line with the maximum deferral
allowed for claiming the State Pension

5.5 Labour market reintegration support for older workers

In Q4 2025, there were over 135,00 people aged 65 or older in employment in Ireland - this
number has more than doubled over the last decade and increased by 43% since 2006. The
labour market participation rate of older people now stands at over 15%, with women’s
participation increasing at twice the rate of men*i,

This trend reflects a number of factors, including the overall growth in the size of the older
population, along with a growing appetite for older people to remain active in the labour
market. Older people choose to remain labour market active for a variety of reasons, some
to supplement inadequate retirement income, some to earn the social insurance
contributions required to qualify for a State Pension, others because they wish to continue
making a positive contribution in work.

Older workers (including former carers) who pursue alternative employment can find the
modern job search experience very different to when they last looked for a job, particularly
if they retired following long service. There is nowhere for them to turn for advice or support
in this regard.

Age Action recommends a tailored service for older workers (including access to training
where appropriate) to support those who want to achieve longer working lives.

Labour market services for longer working lives

*Create a new, tailored, service for older workers and former carers - to include access
to training where appropriate - to support longer working lives for older people, on a
voluntary basis

5.6 Energy costs
The energy needs of older people are distinctive:

e Older people have the lowest incomes of all age groups; their incomes fell in 2025.

e Older people are more likely to live alone and spend more time at home, increasing
their home energy usage.

e As we age, we lose the ability to retain body heat.

e Health management devices can increase energy consumption.

e Older people are more likely to live in older homes which are not well insulated and
rely on inefficient heating systems. Two thirds of older people live in a home built
before 19801, More than half (54%) of these homes have a Building Energy Rating
(BER) of D or lower?, Half of older people (49%) rely on oil to heat their homes,
compared to just over a third of people aged under 65. The price of home heating oil
has increased significantly in the context of a fuel crisis. Many older people cannot
afford the investment required to upgrade the energy efficiency of their home.
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Energy poverty has health implications for older people, raising the risk of cardiovascular
and respiratory issues such as heart attacks and strokes. Cold environments can reduce
muscle strength and dexterity, increasing the risk of falls, and can exacerbate chronic
conditions such as arthritis. Living in a cold home is also linked with higher rates of anxiety
and depression for older people. These negative outcomes not only impact older people
themselves, but health service demand - the Minister for Health noted recently that around
7,500 more over-75s had attended an emergency department in the first three months of
this year than in the same period last year.

A TILDA study on the health implications of older people’s housing conditions™ finds that:

“Adults who report difficulty heating their homes have poorer self-rated health, are
twice as likely to have clinically relevant depressive symptoms and are more likely to
report chronic pain ... Both depression and chronic pain are strong predictors of
functional decline in older adults. ... Cold weather and cold housing can have serious
health implications especially for older adults. It is estimated that an extra 3,500 deaths
occur for every 1°C reduction in winter temperature in the UK. ... cold housing has been
shown to increase the risk of circulatory disease, respiratory problems, mental ill-health
and death.”

In the context of rising energy prices, ensuring that older people can afford to keep their
homes warm is vital for their health, and in protecting them from poverty.

Fuel Allowance

Overall, just 29% of older people (i.e. those claiming State and Bereaved Partner’s Pensions)
received Fuel Allowance in 2025%%, With just 56% of recipients of the means-tested State
Pension qualifying, Fuel Allowance is not effectively targeting older people with the lowest
incomes.

Figure I: Percentage of pensioners in receipt of Fuel Allowance, 2025
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The cost of heating a home occupied by a single person is not significantly less than the cost
of heating it for a couple, but the means-test income threshold for single people is half that
of a couple. Older people living alone have to meet this cost on a lower income than couples
have: Age Action argues that they should be assessed under the same income guideline as
for couples.

Living with a person who does not qualify for Fuel Allowance disqualifies the entire
household. Age Action argues that this disqualification should be lifted for older people -
another adult in the household may provide much needed support for the older resident.
Adult sons or daughters are increasingly having to remain in their parents’ home as a
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consequence of the housing crisis. Removing this disqualification would allow more older
people on low incomes to qualify for this vital support.

Age Action believes that this support could be targeted more effectively with some
amendments to eligibility for the scheme:

e Assess older people living alone using the same income threshold as for couples — as
they have similar heating needs;

o Assess eligibility based on older people’s income alone and enable them to receive
Fuel Allowance if other adults live with them (and do not qualify in their own right).

We also recommend permanently restoring the length of the Fuel Allowance ‘season’ to 32
weeks (this was reduced during the global financial crisis) and increasing the payment by €5.

Household Benefits Package

The energy allowances provided as part of the Household Benefits Package have not been
increased from the €1.15 per day cap since 2013, thirteen years ago.

Age Action recommends increasing the cap to €1.75 per day, to reflect increases in energy
prices since 2013, and provide a small increase in the value of the support.

Energy Guarantee for Older People

To more effectively target energy affordability supports for older people in greatest need,
Age Action recommends the development of an Energy Guarantee scheme - a cash transfer
for people aged 70 and older which:

e Targets greater resources on those with lower incomes;
o Takes account of the energy efficiency of an individual’s home, and
e Is indexed to energy costs.

An Energy Guarantee could effectively target older people living on low incomes in poorly
insulated homes. These households often simply cannot afford the investment required to
retrofit their homes. Age Action proposes a tiered payment structure to more effectively
target older people with greater needs.

Energy Costs

* Fuel Allowance:

* Raise the rate of payment by €5; permanently increase the duration of the 'season’
to 32 weeks

* Apply a household means assessment for Fuel Allowance, at the current threshold
used for couples

*Remove the eligibility disqualification for older adults whose households include
other adults who do not qualify for Fuel Allowance

*Increase the maximum daily cap on gas/electricity costs in the Household Benefits
Package to €1.75 per day

*Introduce an Energy Guarantee for Older People
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5.7 Living Alone Allowance

More than a quarter of older people live alone: just over a fifth of older men, and 30% of
older women. These older people had the highest rate of income poverty in Ireland in 2025,
with one in ten living in consistent poverty.

Poverty data shows a sharp differentiation in the poverty rates between older people living
in multi-person households, and those living alone. It is clear that income supports for single
person older households are insufficient to meet people’s needs.

Older people living alone can experience social isolation and loneliness, and the costs of
social participation can exacerbate this issue.

The Living Alone Allowance of €22 per week has not been increased since 2022. In the
context of rising poverty and cost of living increases, Age Action recommends this Allowance
be raised to €35. This would help restore the value of the Allowance and provide a small
increase in value to help address poverty among this population.

Age Action has been contacted by retired ‘pre-1995° public servants who do not receive a
State Pension and are therefore not eligible for the Living Alone Allowance - all of them
never-married women who live alone, often on a relatively small occupational pension
(bereaved partners may be eligible for the Allowance where they qualify for a Bereaved
Partner’s Pension). Age Action argues they should not be excluded from entitlement to this
payment which would contribute to poverty reduction among this at-risk group.

Living Alone Allowance

*Increase the rate of payment by €13 to €35
* Extend eligibility for the Allowance to retired 'pre-1995' public servants

5.8 Digital Allowance

As digitalisation advances, older people face increasing challenges of digital exclusion in
accessing necessary services, particularly those provided by the private sector.

Age Action’s Getting Started programme provides one-to-one tutoring to enable older people
to acquire the skills required to confidently and safely use online services.

However, the cost of digital engagement is significant for lower incomes households - both
the cost of maintaining an internet connection, as well as the device needed to use the
internet. Being unable to afford these costs compounds digital exclusion.

In addition, where people cannot conduct their business online, consumers often face a price
penalty. For example, the cost of many services is reduced for consumers who can pay by
direct debit, and for who receive their bills digitally rather than in hard copy: accessing lower
priced services increasingly requires being able to afford to be online. In some cases,
investment in a digital device is a prerequisite for accessing key services: for example,
Ryanair now requires passengers to check-in using its smart phone app, and Bank of Ireland
recently changed its app, requiring some customers to upgrade their smartphone to a newer
device.
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A commitment to digital inclusion means that these costs must be made affordable for lower
income households.

Digital Allowance

*Convert the Telephone Support Allowance into a Digital Allowance
*Increase the payment rate to €10 per week

*Provide a capital grant to enable older people to purchase or upgrade a digital device
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6 Department of Rural and Community Development and the Gaeltacht

6.1 Funding to support community and voluntary organisations

Age Action, along with other national NGOs, endeavours to support the development of
effective public policy by working with the people we represent and contributing their
experience, views and recommendations to public policy and service development and
delivery processes.

We are grateful for the funding we receive to make this contribution, but note that the level
of funding provided has not kept pace with rising costs, reducing its value in real terms. We
call for Budget 2027 to make provision to restore the real value of this funding in line with
rising costs.

Funding to support community & voluntary organisations

* Restore the real value of funding to support the participation of community and
voluntary sector organisations to contribute to policy making and service delivery
processes in line with rising costs.
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