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PRESS RELEASE 

Wednesday, 15th October 2008
RISK THAT ANTI-POVERTY TARGETS WILL NOT BE MET – COMBAT POVERTY
The Combat Poverty Agency has said it fears for progress on anti-poverty targets, following yesterday’s Budget announcement.  The Government target of eliminating consistent poverty by 2016 is undermined by many of the Budget measures, according to the Agency.

Kevin O’Kelly, Acting Director of Combat Poverty, said Budget 2009 fails to protect the most vulnerable in society and will impact negatively on low-income households.  The increase in welfare rates of 3.3 per cent is not enough to help low-income households meet the rising costs associated with inflation, he said.

“Low-income households spend a high proportion of their incomes on items such as food and fuel, which have been subject to higher than average levels of inflation over the past year,” said Mr. O’Kelly.  “Low-income households spend up to 35 per cent of total income on food, compared with the average household expenditure of 17 per cent.  Fuel accounts for up to 13 per cent of expenditure for low-income groups, compared with 3.5 per cent for an average household.

“In light of this, the 3.3 per cent increase in welfare rates announced yesterday will not be enough to maintain the living standards for the poorest sections in society.  The impact of inflation is set to intensify in the current climate, with more people becoming unemployed and increases in VAT introduced in the Budget.  Faced with this scenario, a greater increase in welfare rates was needed.”  

Mr. O’Kelly also pointed out that the one per cent income levy will impact negatively on low-income workers.

“The income levy will hit the working poor the hardest,” he said.  “CSO statistics show that nearly 10 per cent of people living in consistent poverty are actually in employment.  This means that people living in poverty on an ongoing basis will be subject to this levy.  

“In addition, the increase of 0.5 per cent in the higher rate of VAT will disproportionately affect lower-income groups.  VAT is a regressive tax, which does not take into consideration a person’s ability to pay.  Coupled with the regressive effects of the price increases for cigarettes and petrol, it will place further pressure on households already struggling to survive.”
The changes to child benefit will also result in losses for certain households, according to Combat Poverty: those with children aged 5.5 years will be down €550 per annum, while households with children aged 18 years will lose out on €1,000 in 2009, and €2,000 in 2010.

“There is evidence that older children cost more and have a higher poverty risk than younger children, so the decision to cut child benefit for 18 year-olds does not make sense,” said Kevin O’Kelly.  
“There are some 300,000 people in Ireland currently living in consistent poverty, which means they are deprived of basic necessities, including adequate heat, food and clothing.  Over 700,000 people are living on incomes of less than €220 per week.  By failing to protect the real living standards of people who are already struggling, we are concerned that this Budget will undermine the progress that has been made in recent years towards meeting the Government’s target to eliminate consistent poverty by 2016. ”

Mr. O’Kelly also commented on the decision to amalgamate Combat Poverty into the Department of Social and Family Affairs.

“It is too early still to know what way Combat Poverty will fit into the Department,” he said.  “However, our biggest concern at the moment is to ensure that – whatever shape it takes – Combat Poverty will be able to continue its important work in highlighting the nature, causes and extent of poverty in Ireland and ensuring that poverty reduction continues to be a key focus of Government.”
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Notes to editor:

Combat Poverty is a State agency, which develops and promotes evidence-based proposals and policy measures to tackle poverty in Ireland. 
