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Barnardos welcomes the opportunity to feed into the deliberations of the Advisory Group on 
Tax and Social Welfare. Barnardos believes that any reform of child income supports should 
be equitable and redistributive. Budgetary decisions made by the previous Government have 
resulted in more children and families living in or on the edge of poverty. These families had 
little to begin with and are now trying to survive on even less. While Barnardos understands 
the current need for reform in order to meet the requirements of the EU/ IMF bailout, we 
strongly urge Government to ensure that any reform prioritises the protection of children in 
low income families. We must not move from one system that has failed to adequately 
protect children to another in the interest of saving money in the short-term. The long-term 
implications for such a move would be detrimental to individual children’s lives, Irish society 
as a whole and future State expenditure. To date, cuts across social protection, education 
and health have pushed more children into poverty and placed their well-being at risk. Any 
reform proposed must be mindful of these cuts and the impact they have had on vulnerable 
children.  
 
Barnardos firmly believes that any eradication of child poverty can only be achieved through 
a combination of adequate household income and access to quality public services, 
including childcare. While the focus of this Advisory Group is now purely on child income 
supports (predominately Child Benefit, Qualified Child Allowance and Family Income 
Supplement), its recommendations must be holistic in recognition of the fact that no child 
lives in isolation and that a myriad of responses and supports are required to tackle child 
poverty. In particular the value of prevention and early intervention policies and approaches 
should be considered given their long term effectiveness in addressing the intergenerational 
cycles of poverty and deprivation.  
 
Child Benefit 
The flat rate reductions applied to the Child Benefit payment in previous Budgets was deeply 
unfair given its disproportionate affect on those living on low incomes. The failure to 
compensate families on low incomes through increases in the Qualified Child Allowance in 
Budget 2011 heightened this injustice. For the past decade, Child Benefit played a key role 
in reducing child poverty rates in Ireland. The recession and the Government’s failure to 
adequately protect children from its worst affects has seen a rise in consistent child poverty 
between 2008 and 2009 from 6.3% to 8.7%, an increase of 26,684 children. The figures for 
2010 are likely to show a further increase and Barnardos is naturally very concerned about 
such increases and its daily impact on children’s lives. No further flat rate reductions to Child 
Benefit should be pursued. Instead a more targeted approach should be explored to ensure 
that children in low income families obtain the greatest value of the payment.  
 
The Child Benefit payment was created in recognition of the value the State places on 
children. While the universal element of the payment may not be viable in the current 
economic climate, the ideal behind it must be maintained. The protection of children living in 
or at risk of poverty must be a Government priority. It is vital that we do not lose sight of what 
is important in the bid to save money. Barnardos would also urge the Advisory Council to 
ensure that the administrative costs associated with any reform decided upon do not 
outweigh the savings being made. 
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Other Key Issues 
Barnardos fed into the work of the Value for Money Review conducted by the Department of 
Social Protection and is aware of its proposals regarding child income support reform. These 
proposals, similar to the work done by the End Child Poverty Coalition1 and NESC, highlight 
a number of issues that need to be considered when reforming the present structure of child 
income supports, including: 
 

• Enhanced targeting of those families most in need. Those families in receipt of 
Qualified Child Allowance should be compensated for any loss arising from reform of 
Child Benefit. In Budget 2011, the reduction in Child Benefit and the failure to 
increase the Qualified Child Allowance in compensation has placed families under 
significant financial hardship. Such actions make it unsurprising that children (aged 0-
17) remained the most vulnerable age group at risk of poverty with a rate of 18.6%. It 
is likely that this figure has increased further in the past year.  
 

• Recognition for the role of adult welfare payments in child poverty. Children do not 
grow up in isolation; their lifestyle is highly influenced by their parent’s income. For 
families reliant on social welfare, adult social welfare rates are a key component of 
the household income. Recent reductions in social welfare payments are having an 
adverse affect on children as parents struggle with daily costs. Already the current 
rate of Jobseekers Allowance falls short in providing recipients with a ‘minimum 
essential standard of living’2. Barnardos urges the Government to honour its 
commitment to maintain social welfare rates in Budget 2012. Any immediate reforms 
to child income support must be complementary to the proposed introduction of the 
Single Working Age Payment but with the guarantee that no family will be financially 
worse off as a result of these reforms.  

 

• The elimination of poverty traps to facilitate parents’ take up or continuation of low 
paid employment. No family should be financially worse off for taking up employment. 
Those in low paid employment are already experiencing less take home pay due to 
reduced working hours, extension of the tax bands and the application of the 
Universal Social Charge. In fact almost 25% of those at risk of poverty live in 
households headed by a person with a job. To date, the Family Income Supplement 
has played a role in supporting families in low paid employment. However, the 
Supplement has not been able to respond flexibly to the changes in working patterns 
as a result of the recession. Any changes to child income supports must ensure an 
effective financial return from work rather than trapping families into the social 
welfare system. Supports must be flexible enough in recognition of the common 
atypical work patterns that now exist.  

 

• Any reform of child income supports must be non-stigmatising to ensure greater take 
up and increased effectiveness in combating child poverty.  

 
Recommendations for Child Income Supports:  

• Any savings generated through reform should be reinvested in prevention and early 
intervention policies to increase the likelihood of eradicating child poverty.  

• No further flat rate reduction to Child Benefit should be introduced. 

 

                                                           
1 End Child Poverty Coalition (2010) Scoping Document on a Second-tier Child Income Support 
2
 Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice (2010) Minimum Essential Budgets www.budgeting.ie  
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Protecting Children in families dependent on Social Welfare 

• Maintain adult social welfare payments at their current rate.  
 

• Maintain the real value of the Qualified Child Allowance by adjusting the payment to 
compensate for any changes to the rate of, or eligibility criteria for, the Child Benefit 
payment or social welfare payments.  This is the key targeted payment for families 
with children who are dependent on social welfare.  

 

• Bring the eligibility test for Jobseeker’s Allowance more in line with irregular patterns 
of employment. The social welfare system needs to be more reflective of the trend 
towards atypical employment.   

 

Protecting Children in families with low incomes 

• Provide more generous increases for small families on Family Income Supplement 
(FIS) and reduce the withdrawal threshold.  The increases in FIS thresholds for larger 
families have been effective in delivering a return from work.  However, 87% of 
families claiming FIS have 1-3 children3 and the increases in FIS thresholds for such 
smaller families have been minimal in recent years.   

 

• Relax the minimum weekly hours requirement for eligibility for FIS in light of the 
reduction in working hours that many low paid workers are currently experiencing.  
This would enable them to remain in work but working fewer hours, rather than 
having to leave work altogether and become wholly reliant on social welfare 
payments.   

 

• It is imperative that the take up of FIS is increased to ensure eligible families, 
including the self employed, are adequately supported and protected:  

o Introduce self assessment for claiming Family Income Supplement. 
o Use the ‘sign off’ from the Live Register as a trigger for FIS (as recommended 

by the Expert Group on Integrating Tax and Welfare 1996).  For example, the 
Department of Social Protection could issue an information note to the person 
explaining how to claim FIS and detailing eligibility criteria etc on signing off 
from the Live Register.  

 

• Barnardos’ annual School Costs Survey highlighted again the financial pressure on 
low income families to meet school costs. Many families remain ineligible for the 
Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance (BSCFA). To alleviate some of this 
pressure, Barnardos recommends that the income thresholds for the BSCFA be 
synchronised to those applicable to FIS so that all family types and all those in 
receipt of FIS are eligible.  

 
Should you require any additional information to accompany this submission, please do not 
hesitate to contact June Tinsley, Policy Officer on 01-7080440 or june.tinsley@barnardos.ie 
 

                                                           
3
 Statistical Information on Social Welfare Services 2009, page 75 


