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Potential new working age and targeted child payments

NDA submission to the Department of Social Protection		1
[bookmark: _Toc232170545]Introduction
The National Disability Authority (NDA) welcomes the opportunity to share its views on the potential adoption of new working age and targeted child payments.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-social-protection/consultations/public-consultation-on-potential-new-working-age-and-targeted-child-payments/ ] 

The NDA is the independent statutory body with a duty to provide evidence-informed advice and guidance to government on disability policy and practice, and the  application of Universal Design. 
The following submission will outline considerations which the NDA advises should be taken account of before any proposed new payments are introduced. There is a growing need to tackle poverty among disabled people and their families. Changes to existing payment structures can have a positive impact, if managed well. It is important to reflect on fair and transparent eligibility criteria which are sensitive to individual family circumstances, including housing costs. 
[bookmark: _Toc232170546]Low income families, disability and poverty 
In Ireland, people with disabilities and their families are more likely to experience poverty. Therefore, the NDA welcomes efforts by the Department to better account for differences in income within the proposed payments. 
A 2021 OECD report on disability, work and inclusion in Ireland found that 32% households with a person with a disability were at risk of poverty. In contrast, the OECD average is 22%. While Ireland’s general poverty rates are relatively low, disabled people are 2.7 times more likely to experience poverty than non-disabled people. 
[bookmark: _Hlk230677629]A 2023 report from the Department of Social Protection found that in comparison with other EU member states, Ireland ranks near the bottom for a number of social inclusion indicators. These include disabled people experiencing severe material deprivation and being at risk of poverty. 
A 2025 report by the ESRI on poverty, income inequality and living standards in Ireland shows that one in five children is living below the poverty line after housing costs. 
Research from the ESRI on adjusting the poverty gap for disability in 2025 highlights that the extent of poverty is more severe or intense for disabled people. On average, this group were 4% below the poverty line compared with 2.3% for the general population. 
In addition, the relationship between poverty and disability can be bi-directional. For example, mental health difficulties can both impact and be impacted by income levels, and this can result in intergenerational effects. Parental depression is one of the best-established risk factors for child mental health difficulties. Research published in 2023 carried out using Growing Up in Scotland data has shown that poverty has a large effect on maternal mental health, which in turn impacts the mental health and well-being of children. Evidence from Growing Up in Ireland published in 2021 also indicates that early exposure to economic vulnerability in childhood is associated with chronic illness or disability at age 9 and at age 17.
The Department of Social Protection’s 2025 thematic report on persistent income poverty and deprivation found that a quarter of families with a working-age adult with a disability experienced persistent deprivation. This research also shows that children living in such households are at a higher risk of persistent deprivation than adults in the same situation. 
The same report also identified that households with an adult with a disability are at the highest risk of transient poverty. That is, the risk of short-term poverty or temporary poverty due to sudden, unexpected changes in income or expenditure levels. Such a finding has implications for the rollout or transition phase of any new payments, as discussed below. 
[bookmark: _Toc232170547]Changes to existing payment structures
The NDA welcomes the proposed introduction of a new set of payments, with the aim of being more sensitive to the needs of low-income families and ensuring that income support reaches those who need it most. 
We recognise the government’s commitment that any changes will not negatively impact existing recipients and will in fact support the gradual phasing out of payments, to prevent the experience of a so-called cliff edge. Likewise, we acknowledge that the Department is taking positive steps towards a more flexible and simplified system, which supports different ways of working. 
[bookmark: _Toc232170548]Targeted child payment 
[bookmark: _Hlk230684021]The NDA supports the introduction of a targeted child payment to replace the current Working Family Payment (WFP) and Child Support Payment (CSP). A system of payment relative to a family’s income and their number of dependent children would provide a more equitable approach than the WFP and CSP. This reform has been recommended by many organisations including  the Economic and Social Research Institute, the Commission on Taxation and Welfare, the National Economic and Social Council, and the Children’s Rights Alliance as a way to reduce child poverty. 
[bookmark: _Toc232170549]Working Age Payment 
The NDA supports the proposal to introduce a new Working Age Payment to replace Job Seekers’ Allowance (JA) and believes it will reduce some disincentives to work or work more. Disincentives to work was highlighted by the United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities as part of Ireland’s latest List of Issues. The Committee called for more information about measures to remove disincentives within the social welfare system which limit or prevent access to employment for persons with disabilities. They also called for information on the implementation of recommendations from the Make Work Pay Report. 
[bookmark: _Toc232170550]Issues for consideration
In taking these two proposals forward, the NDA wishes to highlight the following issues for consideration. We have elaborated further on each one below. 
· Make work pay
· Interaction with other payments and supports
· Benchmarking, indexation and cost of housing considerations
· Meaningful consultation
· Smooth transition and accessible guidance
· Human rights and equality impact assessment
[bookmark: _Toc232170551]Make work pay
The government’s 2017 Make Work Pay report found that work can be a less attractive prospect for disabled people with families on lower wages. This can be because while weekly social welfare payments have additional allowances for dependent children and partners, wages are not related to family size. 
In practice, disabled people who receive a combination of social welfare payments and/or secondary benefits should not be better off than those who are in employment. The proposed new payments should provide necessary support to ease the financial hardship which can be experienced by low income individuals or their families. The level of payment should not discourage individuals from either taking up or continuing employment, nor from increasing their working days/hours. Neither should this be perceived to remove access to secondary benefits that can be extremely important to disabled people in keeping household costs down. For example, the free travel pass or medical card. 
[bookmark: _Toc232170552]Interaction with other payments or supports 
The NDA broadly welcomes the opportunity posed by the proposed new payments to address gaps or anomalies within the system, to de-link payments from employment, and to ensure that income level is the qualifying factor for support. It is essential that families are not excluded from receiving the proposed payments, simply because they are already receiving another type of payment. 
As mentioned above, the Department has stated its intention to offer a more tapered, gradual reduction of supports. The NDA welcomes the idea that families who are eligible for the proposed Working Age Payment will also be able receive additional support through the targeted child payment, where their income is below the relevant threshold.
It is likely that some families will qualify for both payments. Therefore,  interaction between the targeted child payment and the Working Age Payment needs clarification. We advise that clarity will be needed on whether or not both payments will have different income thresholds or whether they will be tapered off at the same rate once this threshold has been reached. 
Any new payments should have clearly defined eligibility criteria which explain who can apply. For example, it should be clearly stated if any particular employment circumstances or schemes will be excluded from the new Working Age Payment. It is also important to understand where different levels of payment will apply based on household income limits. 
The Department should also provide details for applicants on how eligibility for secondary benefits will be assessed following any changes to the system. For example, whether the Working Age Payment or targeted child payment will be considered a qualifying payment for the purposes of the Fuel Allowance. Any future reforms of other social welfare payments should also consider potential impacts for the Working Age Payment and targeted child payment.
Furthermore, low income families are not currently eligible for CSP where a child receives a social welfare payment in their own right. This is the case for recipients of Disability Allowance aged 16 and 17 years old. Consideration needs to be given as to whether a targeted child payment would be given to these families or whether the income of the young person would be considered part of the household income. There may be a case for a gradual reduction in the targeted child payment as the child moves into adulthood. 
Similarly, following the recent Strategic Focus Network Summit and consultation process on the Cost of Disability, it is important to consider how these payments will interact with any proposed Cost of Disability payment. 
Ultimately, the receipt of one payment (means-tested or otherwise) should not automatically exclude low income families from receiving additional support.
[bookmark: _Toc232170553]Benchmarking, indexation and cost of housing considerations
With regard to family circumstances, it is necessary to highlight that all families are not equal. Due to the current housing crisis more low income working families are experiencing poverty due to high rental costs within the private sector. The Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) supports eligible families to access accommodation, though they may be required to supplement this with top-up payments. Meanwhile very low income families are more likely to live in social housing and pay subsidised rent. Thus, they face much lower accommodation costs compared with those who might otherwise be considered in a better financial position. 
To better reflect the relative costs faced by families, it may be useful to factor in an individual’s living situation when calculating entitlements under the new payments. To do this, eligibility criteria could be based upon monthly net income after an applicant’s housing costs have been paid. This would better account for the level of income which families have available to cover other everyday living costs, such as food, transport, or childcare. 
The Department may also consider benchmarking and indexation for the new working-age and targeted child payments as outlined by Social Justice Ireland. This would ensure that they keep up with rates of inflation, maintaining the real income of disabled people and their families who are in receipt. 
[bookmark: _Toc232170554]Meaningful consultation
We acknowledge the Department’s commitment to hearing disabled voices and Disabled Persons Organisations (DPO) perspectives during the recent cost of disability consultation. Similarly, we advise that any payment reform process should include the meaningful engagement of disabled people and their representative organisations. For more information on this, please see the NDA’s Participation Matters Guidelines. 
When analysing feedback from this consultation, it is important to reflect on the views of DPOs,  including the lived experience of their members and any issues identified as part of their work.
[bookmark: _Toc232170555]Smooth transition and accessible guidance
Any change in payment name and/or eligibility criteria will likely lead to some level of confusion or misunderstanding from different members of the public. This may include individuals with different types of disabilities, but also older persons, those with low literacy, or who may not speak English as their first language. The NDA suggests there is a need to recognise and limit the administrative burden which comes with navigating a complex social welfare system. In doing so, the Department should ensure that eligible recipients can transition smoothly from one payment to another. There should be no gap between the end of an existing payment and the commencement of a new one. 
We further advise that Universal Design considerations should be incorporated from the earliest design stage, and throughout consultation and rollout, of each new payment. Universal Design refers to designing physical and digital environments, services and systems which can be accessed, used, and understood by everyone, regardless of their age, size, ability or disability. 
With regard to accessible information about any transition process, the Department may like to refer to the NDA’s Customer Communications Toolkit for Services to the Public. This document takes a Universal Design approach to written, digital, spoken and signed communication. 
The  NDA has also published a Code of Practice on Accessible Public Services and Information provided by Public Bodies, which may be useful in relation to legal obligations under the Disability Act 2005. 
The NDA would like to advise that where new payments are introduced,  awareness-raising around these should be a priority for the Department. A national media campaign is recommended across multiple formats, in plain English and Irish, to ensure that members of the public are aware of what is changing and why. Current recipients should also be contacted directly (via phone, post, or MyWelfare account) and invited to discuss their circumstances with regard to updated eligibility criteria. Information on the new payments should be available in multiple accessible formats (including Easy Read documents, videos with captions and Irish Sign Language interpretation) on the Department’s website. 
It is also necessary to ensure that websites, apps and other digital platforms linked to the new payments operate  in line with the requirements of the European Web Accessibility Directive (Directive (EU) 2016/2102), known as WAD. You can find more information on WAD’s requirements for public bodies on the NDA website. You can also refer to the NDA’s website for information on obligations under the European Accessibility Act, known as the EAA. 
To enable a smooth transition, there is a need to engage with staff in Intreo centres across the country, who may be a first point of contact for individuals who require additional support to understand, or manage any changes to their income support entitlements. Similarly, it is essential to work with other public bodies, around addressing potential queries. For example, the Citizens’ Information Board and its various service providers, including the National Advocacy Service (NAS) and the Money Advice and Budgeting Service (MABS).
[bookmark: _Toc232170556]Human rights and equality impact assessment
The NDA would like to advise that a human rights and equality impact assessment be carried out once substantial draft proposals for both payments have been finalised by the Department based on consultation feedback. 
An impact assessment is an  essential part of the of the Department’s commitment to upholding the Public Sector Human Rights and Equality Duty under the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014. 
It is important to consider the impact of major policy changes for the members of the public who may receive services from the Department of Social Protection. This includes not only disabled people and their families, but other marginalised groups, including women, lone parents, members of the LGBTQI+ community, members of the Traveller or Roma community, or other racial/ethnic minorities living and working in Ireland today. 
In their concluding observations on the fifth and sixth period reports of Ireland, the UNCRC Committee called for the development of systematic child-rights impact assessments for relevant policies and legislation. 
This issue was echoed by the Ombudsman for Children at the launch of their latest annual report, with different stakeholders asked to support the idea that impact on children’s rights should be at the centre of every governmental decision-making process. 
The CEDAW Committee also flagged a similar issue in their concluding observations on the eighth report of Ireland, calling for the full implementation of gender-responsive budgeting. 
[bookmark: _Toc232170557]Conclusion 
The proposed Working Age Payment and targeted child payment present an opportunity to tackle income inequalities in Ireland through targeted supports. The aim should be to bring about consistency and ease the financial burden faced by the poorest families. A core part of this is enabling and rewarding work for those on low incomes. 
Many people with disabilities and their families are at risk of or experiencing poverty or material deprivation. Responsive rates will help to account for different experiences. For example, disabled people in transient or persistent poverty. 
It is essential that families are assessed based on their overall income, including other social welfare entitlements. The NDA recommends that proposed payments rates should be tied to net income after housing costs have been accounted for. This will better reflect the individual circumstances of families, which can vary considerably based on type of tenure. 
The Department should make efforts to provide accessible information about any new schemes and how they will be managed, including eligibility for secondary benefits. This will ease the transition and limit any anxiety which current or potential recipients may experience with regard to the impact of changing rules. A human rights and equality impact assessment will help to understand the potential consequences of proposed policy changes for different groups, including disabled people and children. 
The NDA is happy to engage with the Department on any of the points raised in this submission. 
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