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COMBAT POVERTY AGENCY PROPOSES INCREASES IN EDUCATION GRANTS FOR LOWER INCOME GROUPS AND CHANGES TO PRSI STRUCTURE IN BUDGET 2008
Proposed measures would lead to an 8 per cent reduction in the number of people at risk of poverty
 

Low paid workers wishing to return to full time third-level education to improve their future employment and income prospects should be entitled to the same level of financial support as those receiving social welfare benefits. This is one of the key recommendations made by the Combat Poverty Agency in its submission on Budget 2008, which was presented to Government today. 

The Submission, entitled ‘Mainstreaming Poverty and Social Exclusion’, highlights the benefits of supporting low income groups to return to full-time higher education, but draws attention to the significantly lower level of funding available to many low income workers compared to social welfare recipients. 

Under the existing range of schemes, a person on long-term social welfare benefits wishing to return to full time education is entitled to funding of up to €16,116 per annum
. To qualify for this allowance, applicants must be in receipt of social welfare benefits for a period between nine months and three years. 
In contrast, a person on a low income who is not eligible for any long term social welfare payments and who wishes to return to education is only entitled to the Higher Education Grant of €3,110.  

“Recent figures show that 15.7
 per cent of people at risk of poverty in Ireland are working, and almost half of people at risk of poverty live in a household where at least one person is working. Workers on lower incomes should be encouraged to actively develop their skills to improve their employment prospects,” said Kevin O’Kelly, Acting Director of the Combat Poverty Agency.

“At present, there is relatively little financial support available for low income workers to return to full time third-level education. To address this, we are proposing that the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment would introduce  a supplementary scheme through Fás to ensure that low income workers have access to a similar amount of funding as social welfare recipients”, he said.   

Continuing with the theme of education, Combat Poverty’s Pre-Budget Submission also identifies the need for a review of the School Books Grant scheme for primary and second level students. “The current system is inadequate to meet the high cost of books and is complex to administer”, said Mr. O’Kelly. “We need a timeframe for introducing a scheme to provide free school books to all DEIS designated schools, and in the meantime, the allocation for free school books should be increased from €16 million to €24 million.”

The Submission also calls for the implementation of the commitment in the programme for Government to abolish the PRSI ceiling of €48,800. This would result in a saving of €287 million.

“The saving could be used to increase the PRSI-free allowance to €235 per week, at a total cost of €283 million, thus eliminating a severe poverty trap and making the scheme more equitable for low-income workers,” said Mr. O’Kelly. 

Combat Poverty’s Submission sets out proposals relating to a number of key public service areas which can contribute to reducing poverty and social exclusion, including health, employment, community support and financial services. An analysis of the distributive and poverty impact of Combat Poverty’s proposals  finds that the proposed budget would result in an 8 per cent reduction in the number of people at risk of poverty (those living on less than 60 per cent of median national income). The impact would be strongest among older people and children. 
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� The distributive and poverty impacts of Combat Poverty’s budget proposals are analysed using the SWITCH tax / welfare model which takes into account the tax liabilities and welfare entitlements of individuals and families. The SWITCH model uses as its comparator the current 2007 welfare and tax policies indexed in line with forecast wage growth. Using this model, an 8 per cent reduction the numbers of people living below 60 per cent of median national income is predicted as a result of Combat Poverty’s tax / welfare proposals for Budget 2008.  


� Under the Department of Social and Family Affairs Back to Education Allowance Scheme, a person entitled to long term social welfare payments (such as unemployment assistance or family income supplement) returning to full time education is entitled to an allowance of €185.52 per week (€9,646 per annum) as well as a number of ‘top up’ allowances, including a maintenance grant and ‘Cost of Education’ allowance. They are also entitled to a higher Education Grant of €3,110 p.a. from the Department of Education and Science. In contrast a person in a low income job, who is not entitled to any long term social welfare payment, who wishes to return to education is only entitled to the Higher Education Grant of €3,110 p.a. 





� 15.7 per cent of people living below 60 per cent of median national income are working (This does not represent the proportion of people of working age at risk of poverty).  Source: EU Survey on Income and Living Conditions 2005, Central Statistics Office Dublin.  





