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Combat Poverty Agency calls for child benefit and welfare increases in Budget 2004
The Combat Poverty Agency stressed that tackling child and family poverty must be the priority in Budget ‘04 at the launch of its pre-budget submission today.

The theme of Combat Poverty’s submission is ‘Investing in our future: Ending child and family poverty’.  The key proposals in Combat Poverty’s submission for Budget ‘04 include:
· increasing child benefit by €12 per month in line with government commitments and increasing child dependent allowances for the poorest children 

· increasing all personal rates of welfare by a minimum of €10 per week for all categories and €8.90 for the second adult in a household

· improving employment supports

Speaking at the launch of the submission today, the Director of the Combat Poverty Agency, Helen Johnston, said: 

“Our proposals, if implemented, would reduce relative income poverty by almost 1%, with a positive knock-on effect on consistent poverty. We contend that tacking social exclusion can best be done in Budget ‘04 by a focus on raising child supports as well as general welfare rates to ensure that the gap between rich and poor is not accelerated by the budget.

“We recognise that difficult policy choices face the Government as a result of the global economic downturn and the deterioration in the public finances. In prioritising budgetary objectives, the main focus should be on those who have the greatest need. There is a further rationale for tackling child and family poverty: it represents a strategic investment to untap the social and economic potential of children and their parents. Such investment can deliver similar returns as infrastructural and economic projects.  

Delivering these proposals will require further prioritisation of welfare expenditure in Budget policy, even to the extent of redistributing resources from taxpayers to pay for these improvements. We believe that there is strong public support for this approach, based on the broad policy consensus on the value of childhood and family life in Ireland,” said Ms. Johnston.

The costing of Combat Poverty’s proposals is in the region of €905 million. Given the difficult public finances and the additional welfare expenditure proposed over Budget 2003, additional resources will be required to fund the proposed welfare improvements. Possible revenue measures are therefore outlined for consideration by government.  These include curtailing discretionary tax reliefs and exemptions; setting a minimum effective tax rate for higher earners 

and freezing personal tax credits and tax bands.

“We feel that the proposals outlined in this submission are vital if we are to make serious inroads into our targets for reducing poverty and social exclusion. The more difficult economic climate makes it an imperative that we prioritise the reduction of poverty in Budget ‘04” said Helen Johnston.

ENDS

Summary of Combat Poverty proposals and costs for Budget 2004

Issue
Proposal 
Cost

1. Child income support
Increase child benefit by €12 to €137.60 per month (+€14 for higher rate to €171.30 per month) Also, bring forward the date for the increase to January (from April)
€160m


Increase the lowest weekly child dependent allowance by €2.50 for children under 12 years to €19.30 and by €4.80 for children 12 years and over to €21.60 
 €25m


Expand school meals scheme to provide breakfasts and hot lunches to c 100,000 poor children as part of a multi-faceted initiative to promote childhood nutrition and to encourage school retention
€11m


Mainstream the clothing/footwear scheme as an automatic payment for all means-tested welfare recipients with children (including FIS)
N/A


Increase the child income thresholds for a medical card by €14 to €38 for first and second child and by €22 to €46 for the third plus child.
N/A

2. Welfare rates for families 
Increase weekly personal rates by a minimum €10 for all welfare categories (equivalent of between 6.4% and 8% increase)
€474m


Increase qualified adult allowances by between €8.90 and €9.50 to bring them all to a minimum 68% of the personal rate 
€54m

3. Employment supports 
Increase the minimum hourly wage by 65 cent to €7 from February 2004
N/A


Increase the PAYE tax credit by €140 to €940
€170m


Increase the income limits for family income supplement by €32 
€11m


Review reductions in employment programmes
N/A


Improve childcare provision for women accessing employment
N/A

